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Getting to Zero through Strategic Planning 
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So why do we need a strategic plan? 

An organisation needs a strategic plan for three reasons: 

1. so that everyone inside the organisation and every 

external stakeholder knows clearly why the 

organisation exists, i.e. what its vision and purpose is  

2. so that the organisation and its stakeholders knows 

where it wants to be within a determined number of 

years (say three or five years) in line with its purpose 

- how far along the road to achieving the vision it 

wants to be.  In other words what its objectives are.  

3. so that the organisation and its stakeholders knows 

how it is going to get there…what it needs to do to 

achieve what it wants to achieve, that is, what 

strategies it is going to use to get to where it wants to 

get to.  

As head of an organisation you may well say “but I know what we’re doing and what we want to achieve, I’ve got 

a plan in my head and that’s good enough for me”  Well, try asking everyone in your organisation why the 

organisation exists and see if you all come up with the same answer. If you don’t have a clearly articulated vision 

and purpose, the chances are they will all have a different answer.  And even if you know what you want to 

achieve and how you’re going to get there – does everyone else in your organisation know?  Are you all singing 

the same song? Because if you aren’t, it’s going to sound pretty awful…dysfunctional or imploding or chasing 

your own tail maybe better ways of describing it.   

It doesn’t matter how small your organisation is, it needs a plan and it needs to know clearly how it is going to 

achieve it.  Even if there is only one of you with no office – and that was AMRRIC 6 years ago – organisations 

still need a plan, know how you’re going to achieve it – and not just in your own head. The plan needs to be 

collaboratively developed and clearly articulated on paper so that everyone can see it and own it and so that you 

can keep coming back to it to see whether or not you are on track.  In fact organisations need a plan even more 

urgently if there are just one or two people and you don’t yet have a profile, because the road is much more 

challenging and requires careful thought about how you are going to manoeuvre your way around the many ruts 

and potholes to get to where you all want to get to. 

So, let’s take a closer look at these three reasons for having a strategic plan. Because it is these three elements 

which themselves constitute the three key components of a strategic plan. They’re all inter-related and flow 

logically from one to the other. In fact you can’t have a strategic plan without these three elements.  

Firstly, why do we, as an organisation exist? If you can answer this clearly then you are well on the way to 

having both a vision and a purpose.  But to see clearly, ‘Helicopter vision’ is needed. In other words 

organisations need to see the bigger picture, and this picture of where they really want to go becomes their 

Vision and Purpose.  Without this vision, the organisation will never prosper or reach its full potential.  Too often 

we get caught up in day to day operations and fail to see the bigger picture. Often there’s not a reference point 
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from which to assess whether or not the task at hand is relevant.  For example, AMRRIC’s vision is: “Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander communities that are healthy and safe for people and their animals”.  

This is the ideal – this is what we all want to see ultimately and AMRRIC can’t do this alone.  But AMRRIC has a 

specific and unique contribution to make along the trajectory to achieving this altruistic goal. And this is captured 

in its purpose which is: “…to work with Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples to improve the health and welfare of 

companion animals and subsequently improve the overall 

health and wellbeing of rural and remote communities”.  So 

now we’ve narrowed it down.  It’s still ambitious and visionary 

but not impossible. AMRRIC’s core business is to work with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to impact 

positively on the health of their animals and subsequently on 

their own health. The link between the health and welfare of 

animals and humans is very important to AMRRIC and 

underscores our vision.  

AMRRIC can fulfil this clearly stated purpose and in fact it continues to be achieved.  Most importantly, it gives us 

a point of reference. You see, someone might say “Look I think I can get a lot of money and resources for 

AMRRIC if you will let us use your Animal Management Workers (AMWs) to also do fire management during the 

dry season”.  This is pretty tempting because funding and resources are always an issue and an ongoing quest.  

So then AMRRIC spends time developing a traditional fire program for the AMWs as well as their animal 

management role and applying to the Federal Department of Flame Throwing, Jumping through Hoops and High 

Flying Bureaucrats (FTJHHFB) and end up with a miserly amount of money for which AMRRIC has to report in 

triplicate, triennially to trillions in the High Flying Bureaucrats Unit within the Department.  If, however, AMRRIC 

had thought for one second of our purpose “….to work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to 

improve the health and welfare of companion animals….” we would have immediately (and gracefully) declined 

the offer, or more likely tried to gracefully squeeze money out of them in line with our purpose and not wasted 

our time going down such an unfruitful path and in fact leading us further away from our purpose.   

However, some people aren’t all 

that good at seeing the big 

picture.  Everyone has their 

particular gifts and talents and 

this may not be one of them, 

making it important to get hold of 

someone from outside the 

organisation who is able to see 

the big picture and who can help 

you to articulate your vision and 

purpose.  If you can’t afford it, 

then try to get someone to do it 

pro bono – AMRRIC did.  But 

once you have your vision and 

purpose, you are well on the 

way.   

Let’s turn to the second ingredient: Where the organisation wants to be in say three years time, in line with its 

purpose.  In other words what are its objectives?  There is no point in having a whole lot of objectives that are 
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impossible to achieve in the time frame.   They have to be SMART: Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, 

and Time-bound.  Included here are AMRRIC’s 6 key objectives; 

 Objective 1: Deliver effective, sustainable animal management programs in remote Indigenous 

communities through building capacity across all levels of government, Animal Management Workers, 

communities and AMRRIC itself 

 Objective 2: Develop and implement a high quality AMRRIC education strategy  

 Objective 3:  Advocate and partner with other organisations to enhance the management of animal and 

human health and welfare issues in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 

 Objective 4: Remain a financially viable not for profit organisation with autonomy and flexibility to 

deliver services nationally and achieve its strategic goals  

 Objective 5: Further develop AMRRIC’s profile through improved marketing, communications and 

media presence 

 Objective 6: Strengthen AMRRIC’s governance and management 

All of these are specific, are directly in line with our purpose (Relevant), and are achievable (Attainable) in the 

three years of the plan (Time-bound). After much dialogue and from learning from the successes and failures of 

the past and building on our achievements, we believe these 6 objectives will be the most effective in moving 

towards having Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities that are healthy and safe for people and their 

animals. If we look at the first objective for example: “deliver 

effective, sustainable animal management programs in remote 

Indigenous communities through building capacity across all 

levels of government, animal management workers, 

communities and AMRRIC itself”. It’s clear that animal 

management, education and desexing programs are needed in 

communities, but these programs are needed in every single 

community, and sustainability won’t be possible if AMRRIC is the 

key provider and works in isolation.  Capacity building within 

every community and every level of government engaging with communities needs to occur before animal 

management is ubiquitously effective and sustainable.   

But how can this objective be met? It is the how that brings us to the third key feature of the strategic plan.  

Strategy has its origins in the military. The father of Western modern strategic study, Carl von Clausewitz defined 

military strategy as “the employment of battles to win the end of war”.  1This is distinct from “tactics”.  According 

to Clausewitz “Tactics is the art of using troops in battle, strategy is the art of using battles to win the war”.  In the 

context of our own organisations this is an important distinction.  For example AMRRIC’s third Objective is to 

“Advocate and partner with other organisations to enhance the management of animal and human health and 

welfare issues in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities” 

How are we going to do this? What strategies are we going to employ to achieve this?  We could say “The CEO 

and the program managers are going to set up meetings with other organisations to discuss how we could best 

advocate to enhance animal management and desexing programs” or we could say “The AMWs are going to go 

and talk to the schools about how they can work together”.  No, these are tactics, these are how your troops are 

going to go about their business in relation to this objective. 

                                                           
1 http://www.clausewitz.com/readings/Principles/  

http://www.clausewitz.com/readings/Principles/
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Strategies are much higher order than that.  For example Objective 3 strategies are 2  “Play a key role in the 

development of local and national animal welfare strategies” and “Advocate for the implementation of changes to 

veterinary and animal health and welfare legislation”.  AMRRIC is going to be pivotal in developing national 

animal welfare strategy and we’re actually going to change legislation.  We’re going to make changes to the law 

of the land concerning animal welfare!  Now there are a lot of activities that are needed to implement these 

strategies and we need to think about the key ones and list them next to each strategy. We do this process for 

each of the objectives. Clear thinking and logic and above all, quality time to think about what strategies can best 

achieve each objective are really crucial. 

Next we need to consider how are we going to measure our objectives.  Remember SMART objectives.  Specific, 

Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-bound.  We’ve talked about all of these accept Measurable.  A key 

measure of success listed for our Objective 3 is “AMRRIC’s best practice guidelines reflected in legislation”.  We 

will know we’ve been able to change legislation when the legislation is clearly aligned with our best practice 

guidelines for animal management and welfare. Again, we make sure we can measure each of our strategies so 

that we can always be gauging how close to achieving our objectives we really are.  

So there we have the three most important elements of a strategic plan.  Knowing what our vision and purpose 

is; developing some SMART objectives to bring us closer to making our vision a reality; and developing 

strategies so that each objective can be met.   

You can add a lot of other useful information like, for example, the organisation’s values or its operating 

principles, that is, how it goes about doing its business.  AMRRIC’s operating principles are included in the 

Strategic Plan and these guide our approach to stakeholders and partners: 

1. AMRRIC works in partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities with the long term aim 
of strengthening community capacity to effectively plan and manage animal health and welfare related 
issues. 

2. AMRRIC brings together a broad range of expertise and experience on Indigenous animal health and 
welfare.  We collaborate with other agencies, federal, state, local and territory governments, NGOs, various 
professional groups, and individuals to achieve our vision and purpose.   

3. Our direction and activities are guided by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representation on our Board 
and our Reconciliation Action Plan. 

4. AMRRIC always takes a consultative and respectful approach when engaging with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities to make culturally appropriate, mutually agreed decisions regarding the delivery 
of programs. 

5. AMRRIC’s programs and activities are based on the best multi-disciplinary scientific data available, 
AMRRIC’s nationally accredited Best Practice Guidelines and on the skills and experience of our partners 
and other stakeholders. 

6. Capacity and capability building through effective training and education programs for local communities, 
animal management workers,   professionals, veterinarians, volunteers and trainees, underpins all our 
activities. 

 

Take our Operating Principal (Nr. 4): “AMRRIC always takes a consultative and respectful approach when 

engaging with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to make culturally appropriate, mutually agreed 

decisions regarding the delivery of programs.” This embodies and reinforces some of our most important values 

– being able to listen, having mutual respect, being culturally aware, making decisions collaboratively.  These are 

the cornerstones of AMRRIC’s working relations with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.  Without 

                                                           
2 http://www.amrric.org/sites/default/files/AMRRIC%20strategic%20plan_WEB_0_0.pdf  

http://www.amrric.org/sites/default/files/AMRRIC%20strategic%20plan_WEB_0_0.pdf


5 
 

them, we cannot operate, nor would we want to. These principles are reflected throughout AMRRIC’s 

Reconciliation Action Plan3, our Business Plan and other key documents. 

We can also add more information to the Strategic Plan about the context in which the organisation works 

because this is going to determine which strategies are the most appropriate – which ones are most likely to 

succeed.  Organisations may wish to add certain components depending on who the audience is. For example, if 

you really want people who know nothing of your context, say potential sponsors, to understand the challenges 

of your working environment so that they want to invest in you, then you may need to paint a vivid picture. The 

following is an excerpt from AMRRIC’s extended version of the Strategic Plan which includes a section on key 

issues in AMRRIC’s operating environment: 

‘The harshness of the physical environment takes its toll on the whole population, but for most Indigenous 

people the physical environment, coupled with poor heath is debilitating.  Relentless high temperatures with 

no air-conditioning, dusty distances with unreliable transportation, flooded creeks and rivers rendering 

remote communities inaccessible for months at a time naturally lessen people’s ability to engage in 

anything with commitment, other than survival and seeking solace. These factors impinge on daily 

operations and on the ability to engage people, especially across vast distances.  Remoteness brings 

higher operational expenditure with the high costs of physical resources: fuel, vehicle maintenance, 

accommodation, food, equipment etc. Human Resource Management is also affected. This has been 

exacerbated by the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) with salaries rocketing (mainly for 

non-Indigenous government employees) and living costs driven even higher.  

The disintegration of cultures together with extreme social dysfunction continues to shape the ways 

AMRRIC interacts with remote communities and will create more challenges as the older people continue to 

pass away. As more people flow into towns to ‘get grog’, custodians are increasingly not prepared to hand 

on their culture to young people or white fellas, while at the same time being conflicted.  

While AMRRIC has been working alongside communities to steadily build their capacity there have been 

counter forces at work. The demise of Aboriginal councils and organisations and “the lack of long-term 

planning and capacity development within Aboriginal towns, particularly the transfer of service delivery from 

Aboriginal organisations to the non-Indigenous, not-for-profit sector” 4 has increasingly eroded mechanisms 

for capacity-building and diminished Indigenous peoples’ voice in decision-making at the local level in 

particular.   

Exacerbating this has been the relentless complexity of political environments: a myriad of government 

funding bodies at all levels of Australian government with departments and systems that do not 

communicate with one another; non-government organisations with little knowledge of remote issues and 

deflecting funds to support their mainstream operations; and non-Indigenous workers coming and going at 

a rapid rate, taking with them their corporate knowledge. Other socio-political layers emanate locally with 

conflict, competition and mistrust between local organisations, fighting between language groups and 

tension between traditional owners and other dominant family groups. These are among the key elements 

that slow down processes, and bring confusion, administrative nightmares, disillusionment and a pervasive 

sense of defeat among benefactors and beneficiaries alike.  

                                                           
3 AMRRIC RAP http://www.amrric.org/reconciliation-action-plan  
4 Office of the Northern Territory Coordinator-General for Remote Services Report June 2011 to August 2012, Olga Havnen, 

www.territorystories.nt.gov.au/bitstream/handle/10070/241806/NTCGRS_fullreport_2012.pdf?sequence=1#page=9&zoom=auto,0,793   

http://www.amrric.org/reconciliation-action-plan
http://www.territorystories.nt.gov.au/bitstream/handle/10070/241806/NTCGRS_fullreport_2012.pdf?sequence=1#page=9&zoom=auto,0,793
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Lack of planning and poor methods of community engagement of many government bodies can suddenly 

interrupt the nature and provision of well-planned activities for AMRRIC programs.  Cultural factors also 

continue to have a major impact. For instance, cultural obligations regularly hamper engagement, with 

‘sorry business’ common. AMRRIC workers may travel five hours to a well-planned community visit to find 

that a young person has committed suicide the night before, and the visit postponed for days and more 

often weeks at a time. Understanding and overcoming cultural and filial barriers between multiple language 

groups is an ongoing challenge for AMRRIC when employing and engaging people in animal management 

and welfare.’ 

Perhaps you wouldn’t include this type of information in full when submitting your Strategic Plan to a government 

agency to attract funding. However, you may well include it if you are seeking philanthropic funding. In any case, 

it’s better to keep the plan shorter rather than longer, especially if you are putting it on your website. This kind of 

information is crucial though, and you may want to keep it as an appendix. 

This raises an important point about developing a strategic plan.  If this is the first time your organisation is facing 

this process it may seem a bit overwhelming.  Whether or not you have been through this process, it is 

imperative that you make the time to really have a good look at your organisation and the operating context.  A 

person who has the courage to honestly look at themselves and have awareness of who they really are and how 

they behave, of what their strengths and weaknesses are, can operate much more effectively in life.  This will be 

a person with emotional intelligence, empathy and compassion and who knows their own limitations but also 

acknowledges their gifts and attributes.  It is someone who is well equipped to meet the challenges of life to fulfil 

their dreams.  Well, with strategic planning, there is no difference between a human and an organisation and 

there are tried and tested tools we can use to help us with such organisational ‘contemplation’ or inventory- 

taking’.  The most well-known of these, for example, is SWOT.  We look at the internal environment - the 

organisation’s Strengths and Weaknesses and then we look at the external environment to find the Opportunities 

and Threats it presents to the organisation.  When an organisation can get a good grasp on these dimensions, 

they start to get a feel for where they can go and what resources they are going to need and how long it’s going 

to take to get there. Then they are better able to develop some SMART objectives because they really know the 

context in which they are operating to achieve them.  

This is not necessarily a simple or easy process.  It takes quality time, courage and honesty to reflect on your 

own weaknesses and on what challenges you are facing.  Sometimes we need to ask some searching questions.  

For example, why it is that we seem to keep coming up against brick walls?  What are the political factors which 

seem to thwart our progress?  For instance, AMRRIC has what is essentially a political issue which threatens its 

very mission.  This relates to the relationship between dog health and human health in remote Indigenous 

communities.  AMRRIC has been trying for many years to win the support of the Federal Health departments to 

seek funding, collect data etc. for the Northern Territory, to little or no avail.  We know that there 89 5 zoonotic 

diseases between dogs and humans. We also know that these links are tangible in Aboriginal communities, 

because we see the connection at the coal front.  Health departments are reluctant to come on board because it 

may mean ultimately that some of the primary health care dollars will be carved off and directed towards dogs’ 

health. AMRRIC has tried to collect data on, for example, the incidence of dog bites however most community 

health clinics and police stations don’t keep the data.  So what can AMRRIC do?  We need to be able to present 

irrefutable evidence that dog health impacts significantly on human health in remote communities, so we 

embrace this in a Key Objective “Develop and implement a high quality AMRRIC education strategy” . What’s 

this going to do, you may well ask.  It happens that AMRRIC’s high quality Education strategy has already been 

developed and the first specific objective is “AMRRIC substantially progresses research in animal health and 

welfare and the impacts of dog health on human health in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities”.   

                                                           
5
 AMRRIC Zoonoses Factsheet, Professor Rick Speare, James cook University 2008 http://www.amrric.org/resources/view/99  

http://www.amrric.org/resources/view/99
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How will AMRRIC do that? - what strategies need to be employed?  AMRRIC will “Build relationships with 

academic institutions to support fields of study and research in animal health and welfare” and “Partner with the 

University of New England (UNE) to establish the Candid Research Centre”. By identifying the forces at work in 

the external environment, in this case the predominantly political factors, we can then see how best we can work 

towards overcoming them.  

However things are always changing. How can 

organisations keep up with the rate of change and the 

forever shifting sands?  How can we implement a plan in 

such an environment?  This brings us to a final point 

about strategic planning, because we don’t want a 

Strategic Plan to be a lovely glossy document that 

collects dust on the shelf.  It needs to be a living, 

breathing document.  It’s not set in concrete.  We need 

to be continually revisiting the Strategic Plan to see 

where we are up to. How many targets have we met?  Is 

this or that strategy working? The Plan becomes a 

valuable tool for navigating through the turbulent times 

ahead, as well as inspiring us when the ocean is 

becalmed and the monotony of everyday operations and 

the relentless challenges are frustrating us. An 

organisation’s Board needs to be right behind the plan’s 

creation and right behind its implementation.  It needs to regularly monitor the plan’s progress and make 

changes where necessary.  A good plan will always include a means by which the plan itself is monitored and 

evaluated. 

All the very best with your strategic planning.  It will really help lead you to fulfilling your vision. And AMRRIC can 

assure you that the ecstasy of that far outweighs the (at times) agony of developing one. 
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