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What we’ll cover

“The law of the vital few” The case study – Non-urban 
Metering

Lessons in implementation Application to other NRM 
policies



“The law of the vital few”
• In 1906 Vilfredo Pareto observed that 80% of land in the Kingdom 

of Italy was distributed amongst 20% of the population.

• In the 1940’s Quality Engineer Joseph Juran popularised the term 
“Pareto Principle”.

• It is understood now that the 80/20 rule, the power law, Pareto 
Principle or “law of the vital few and the useful many” can be 
observed in many large populations.

• It is an important tool in process improvement and quality 
management.

“ T h e  la w  o f  th e  v i ta l  few ”

B y  U n k n o w n  a u t h o r  -  [ 1 ]  [ 2 ] ,  P u b l i c  D o m a i n ,  
h t t p s : / / c o m m o n s . w i k i m e d i a . o r g / w / i n d e x . p h p ? c u r i d = 6 8 6 1 5 0 4 1



What does it look like 
in NRM?
Some other names used to describe the ‘vital 
few’:

• the largest polluters, 

• the biggest land-holders, 

• locations of greatest risk.

If you look at your regulated community, how do 
you currently evaluate who are the ‘vital few’?

“ T h e  la w  o f  th e  v i ta l  few ”

E x a m p le  P a reto  C h a r t  u s ed  in  M ed ic in e  –  N S W  C l in i ca l  E x ce l len c e  C o m m is s io n .  
h t tp s : / / w w w . cec . h ea l th . n s w . g o v . a u / C E C - A c a d em y/ q u a l i ty - im p r o v em e n t - t o o ls / p a r et o - c h a r t s



Case study – Non-urban 
metering

T h e  ca s e  s tu d y  –  N o n - u rb a n  M eter in g

New water law reform in NSW:

• 30,000 works (pumps or bores) impacted.

• Water users responsible for taking action to purchase 
equipment and installation services.

• Long lead times with equipment and installer shortages.

How could we focus our regulatory resources 
appropriately?

“ th e  ca s e  s tu d y  –  n o n - u rb a n  m eter in g ”



Focus on high-volume 
water users

T h e  ca s e  s tu d y  –  N o n - u rb a n  M eter in g

Water users are licenced for a volume of water in 
NSW: 

• reflects financial value of the natural resource

• price of asset is set by a market

• “ability to pump” =/= pump installed =/= access to 
the resource.

Took our focus from 30,000 works to about 6,000.

E a c h  b a r  r e p r e s e n ts  a  v o lu m e  o f  w a te r  e n t i t le m e n t

V o lu m e  o f  e n t i t le m e n t  c o n c e n t r a t e d  a s  p e r  P a r e t o  P r in c ip le .  



Implementation 
challenges
• Quantitative data is essential to begin.

• Must still overcome practical challenges; geography, 
capability, cost.

• Can you report success against vital measures?

• You still need a plan for the ‘useful many’!

L es s o n s  in  I m p lem en ta t i o n



Outcomes
What did our approach achieve?

1. Data-driven focus on high-volume and high-risk non-
compliance with new regulations. Large water users 
are on notice and progressing to compliance.

2. We identified and catalysed policy improvement early 
to ensure the rules were commensurate with risk for 
smaller water users.

In your regulatory sphere:

Who are your vital few? Is it based on harm and value of the 
resource?
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