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Foreword from the Chief Executive
For more than 25 years the Environment Protection Authority
(EPA) has been safeguarding communities and protecting the
environment by supporting and encouraging innovative and
environmentally sustainable industry and business practices
across South Australia.
Today, more than ever before, local communities want to be actively
engaged and ‘have a say’ in business and industry decisions
which impact their daily lives. This is the reason we put community
engagement at the heart of what we do.
The EPA strongly encourages businesses and industry to engage with and involve local communities
and other stakeholder groups in decisions which are likely to affect them. We believe that through
actively engaging, listening, and allowing stakeholders to influence decision making, we can find more
effective and innovative business and environmental solutions.
Businesses adopting this approach will discover that not only is it possible to gain a necessary
social licence to operate, but community engagement can also greatly enhance an organisation’s
reputation. Put simply, sound community and stakeholder engagement makes good business sense.
This guideline will help businesses and industry groups to engage more effectively, particularly when
there is a high degree of interest in an organisation’s activities.
It also outlines the EPA’s community engagement expectations and establishes a protocol to help
businesses and industry undertake more effective and productive stakeholder engagement.
This guideline is developed in line with the overall objectives of the EPA’s Engagement Charter, and
is in line with our engagement values.
The EPA also has community engagement advisers who are available to offer advice and support
from a regulatory perspective to businesses keen to grow their community engagement expertise.

Tony Circelli
Chief Executive
Environment Protection Authority
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1. Why engage with the community
Engaging with your community enables industry and residents to achieve a mutual understanding of
each other’s interests and concerns. Being transparent about decision making based on available
scientific data enables information sharing and genuine discourse when an organisation’s work
impacts on the environment. It also facilitates positive co-existence, and a shared responsibility for
improving environmental outcomes.
Communicating scientific and regulatory data can help to establish your organisation as a trusted
source of information. This can assist in obtaining and maintaining a social licence to operate, and
enhance an organisation’s reputation within the community.
The community can respond positively to being given advance notification of work that it is specifically
impacted by, and the opportunity to engage. This has the potential to limit unproductive conversations that
exclude the organisational perspective from the narrative. Community engagement provides an organisation
with the opportunity to undertake meaningful dialogue, often raising awareness and education.
The EPA actively encourages organisations whose work impacts on the environment to lead on
community engagement. When information from the community is recorded, collated and summarised
for analysis, it enables community perspectives to be factored into decisions about programs,
services, projects and incidents where this is possible. This results in better relationships.

The EPA considers that when there is a high level of interest from the community in an
organisation’s activities or proposed activities, the organisation should undertake some or all
of the following activities:

•

develop and maintain positive relations with stakeholders and the community by
proactively identifying and responding to issues, and seeking opportunities to improve
environmental outcomes

•

identify and report to the EPA on issues raised by stakeholders, including follow-up
actions undertaken

•

acknowledge public enquiries promptly and answer or advise of further action within a
reasonable timeframe, including the likely timeframe for resolution

•

develop and produce communication materials for the community, with consideration for
diversity within the community, where the level of interest in an activity is high

•

analyse the demographic to understand physical, socio-economic, cultural considerations
and capacity (including time constraints) in the development of communication materials

•

ensure key points of contact are offered to interested community members, and technical
personnel are available to participate in community and stakeholder events and activities

•

publish reports summarising community and stakeholder engagement activities undertaken,
identifying themes and providing further information to address issues of concern.

There is a range of regulatory tools outlined in the Environment Protection
Act 1993 that the EPA can use to require engagement where there is a
high level of community interest in an organisation’s work.
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2. When to engage
Early engagement is best practice. If the community has an interest in the workings of an organisation,
community engagement should ideally occur as part of the organisation’s regular business activities.
The EPA has a ‘residents first’ policy, which means engaging early and notifying the community
when work or an incident may impact on them, even if all details are not initially known. Trust can be
established by contacting the community with updates when more information is available.
In some cases, community interest may not exist or be apparent until something contentious
happens, such as an environmental incident. Engaging when people are not particularly interested
or concerned creates engagement fatigue, and messages are ignored. Important information can get
lost without an active audience.
When this situation changes it is important to act swiftly to identify the interested parties and
develop communication materials that can reach the target demographic quickly. Being silent, or not
engaging, will leave the community feeling alienated and needing to turn to a third party (such as the
EPA, politicians, traditional media and increasingly social media) to have its concerns addressed and
its opinions heard.
If you have been advised by the EPA that community engagement is going to be encouraged or
required, then the best course of action is to ask your community how and when it would like to
be engaged. This could be at the development approval stage, licensing stage, process change
notifications and licence relaxations, or unexpected incidents. Engaging with communities before
known changes are proposed is generally the best time.
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3. What does good community
engagement look like
The approach outlined in this guideline is aligned with a number of principles of best practice
communication and engagement adopted internationally, nationally and by the South Australian
Government. The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) has established a wellrecognised and adaptive framework for the various levels of stakeholder engagement. The IAP2
Public Participation Spectrum is widely considered to be the international standard in the community
engagement profession.
This guideline focuses on the ‘inform’, ‘consult’, ‘involve’ and ‘collaborate’ levels of the IAP2 Public
Participation Spectrum. It is important not to over-inflate the expectations of the community as to
what level of engagement it can expect, especially regarding activities of environmental significance
which are subject to statutory regulation. Be open and transparent from the outset, for a successful
experience with your organisation’s community.
The South Australian Government’s Better Together program has established a set of guiding
principles to underpin all engagement with the community. The principles align with the IAP2
spectrum and are as follows:
1.

We know why we are engaging.

2.

We know who to engage.

3.

We know the history.

4.

We start together.

5.

We are genuine.

6.

We are relevant and engaging.

The EPA uses these principles to:

•

establish a trusted presence in the community and build relationships with stakeholders to
support stronger, clearer communication

•

be empathetic – listen to and understand community perceptions and what is important to the
community

•

be honest and transparent – be clear about what we know, what we do not know, and what we
are doing to address the knowledge gap

•
•
•

adopt simple language and graphics to explain scientific and technical information
develop an understanding of the organisation’s activities as part of a program of community education
acknowledge diversity, understanding that communities represent a range of interests and points
of view, and give consideration to people whose first language is not English.

Good community engagement involves developing communication materials that reflect the areas of
interest for the purpose of creating a two-way dialogue. This is distinct from marketing and needs to
be developed specifically to address the community’s concerns in a timely and transparent manner.
The materials are designed to solicit feedback, and direct local contact details are made available to
enable the community to do so.
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4. Getting started – Community
Engagement Plan
Developing a Community Engagement Plan enables an organisation to first identify all stakeholders
who may have an interest in the organisation’s activities. Through detailed stakeholder mapping, an
organisation can determine the range of stakeholders and how each group is most appropriately and
respectfully engaged.
As no two communities are the same, it is important that site-specific communication and
engagement strategies be developed to respond to the unique issues and stakeholders for each
community. The Community Engagement Plan should outline the basis for all ongoing activities with
the community, and is a dynamic document rather than a list of principles.
The plan should contain the following sections as a minimum, and may include more project
management detail such as a risk matrix and other inter-related considerations where there are
complex issues to resolve.
This section provides a guide on how to create a tailored Community Engagement Plan.

I

Objectives

The communication objectives should be a concise description of why a plan is needed and what
outcomes are hoped to be achieved:
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•

outline the issue and how community engagement might be an effective way of structuring the
public interface with your organisation

•
•

advise the community on how the organisation will be going forward and in what way
manage expectations about the purpose and level of engagement, and be very clear about what
input the community should expect to have.

Stakeholder mapping
All relevant stakeholder groups should be identified and documented. Early demographic analysis
should consider socio-economics, access and ability for inclusion in the engagement program.
The plan should identify internal, external and other stakeholders, and include (but not limited to):

•

residential areas immediately impacted by operations – determined by consideration of the
extent of the geographical area

•

adjacent areas – to ensure there is an understanding of the boundary of impact; give particular
consideration to perception rather than actual impact based on your operational or scientific
knowledge, and be over-inclusive rather than under-inclusive

•
•
•
•

interested parties and key stakeholders

•

local and state government representatives, including key council and departmental staff (for
example mayors, ward councillors, chief executives, council environmental health officers, media
and engagement staff, and asset owners from departments that hold properties in the area)

•

action groups and community groups (search the SA Community website for local groups that
identify with the geographical area), with special consideration given to access for people with a
physical or intellectual disability

•
•

landowners not living in the area

sensitive receivers such as schools and childcare centres
business and industry groups in the area (some of these will come up on Google Maps)
Aboriginal peoples with a connection to Country the site is located on (see Department of Premier
and Cabinet’s South Australian Aboriginal Languages Interpreters and Translators Guide)

influential observers with a vested interest in the work.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics Community Profiles provide demographic information by suburb
and council areas on important considerations such as the proportion of people with internet access,
age profile, nationality, socio-economic status and languages spoken at home.
Once you have determined the predominant non-English speaking language groups, translations can
be arranged with assistance from the Interpreting and Translating Centre SA.
The stakeholder list should be the most comprehensive and exhaustive list of all parties that might have
an interest in your organisation’s work and the planned community engagement. It will be refined over
time and you will end up with just the people that were interested in your introductory communication,
new people who are identified after engagement commences, and those who have indicated they wish
to be engaged in a meaningful and ongoing way. Redistribution of your communication materials should
be encouraged, to ensure they reach all people who wish to be engaged.

Visit the area and take a walk around the community. See who is
there and what they do. This will help you to get a feel for the type of
community and what they care about.
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Engagement methods

e,J

Detailed stakeholder identification and analysis of potential community perspectives will guide the most
appropriate engagement methods for different people. Diversifying the engagement tools by using a
range of communication methods is likely to result in your message reaching its intended audience.
Consider the diversity of the community such as ensuring disability, language, physical or intellectual
barriers are alleviated, taking into account gender and cultural considerations, connection to Country
by Aboriginal peoples, and whether a site may have its own set of stakeholders, such as a sporting
group, aged care facility or school.
Group your stakeholders according to the type of engagement that is appropriate for each, based on
what you already know. Be guided by how groups would usually do business, for example:

•

residents and landholders – fact sheets designed with consideration for the vision impaired that
can be read in their spare time, offering face-to-face meetings, a telephone number they can use
to make direct phone calls, emails, digital engagement methods and community meetings for
contentious or complex issues

•

state and local government staff and elected members – emails, organisational briefings and
cross-agency meetings with key people

•

community groups – determine what level of engagement is appropriate and whether there are
any existing networks or community groups that may be able to be utilised; invitations to present
at regular meetings and preparation of materials for distribution ahead of time can help members
to consider the topics and prepare questions

•

cultural groups – considerations should be observed to ensure your communication methods are
respectful and appropriate

•

Aboriginal peoples with a connection to Country where the site is located may have existing
protocols in place that should be respected

•

people with a physical or intellectual disability will need special consideration to ensure there are
no inadvertent barriers to their participation created by the design of the engagement activities.

Ensure that each group of stakeholders has appropriate ways in which to engage with your
organisation. Key stages in the program delivery process should be considered when determining the
communication mix and schedule for delivery.
The tools which are used to deliver communication and engagement outcomes can include, but are
not limited to: meetings, telephone conversations, emails, letters, fact sheets, public information
displays, community information events, regular newsletters, website content, media releases, social
media content, advertising, community forums, webinars and conferences. Increasingly, the use
of online engagement software is proving very effective for a growing demographic that prefers to
engage in a digital environment and in their own time.

Whatever the engagement methods selected, it is important to record and collate the information
received from the community, so that it can be analysed and outcomes implemented. This information
is used to provide an organisational response, further information and transparent reporting back to
the community.
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It is important to not rely on just one engagement method, however convenient, but to employ a suite
of tools and techniques to ensure that the range of stakeholders are reached.

Key messages
Key messages are the organisation or project-specific messages you need the community to
understand, in order to achieve the objectives of the Community Engagement Plan. Specific
messages will enable your community to provide informed and meaningful input during the
engagement phase. In delivering your key messages, keep in mind the following principles:

•
•

communication materials should remain short, concise, accurate and transparent

•
•

keep technical terms and details to a minimum in your key messaging

•

offer opportunities for the community to raise questions and obtain further information through
different engagement platforms

•

utilise a variety of methodologies appropriate for different stakeholder demographics.

supporting materials such as infographics, maps, fact sheets and animations should be used as
much as possible

provide links and references to technical and further information to provide data integrity to
support your messaging

The key messages should include background information, how and why you are at this point now,
and what you want the community to know – how it affects the community and what it means to the
community, not just the organisation.
For staged work, including a timeline can be very effective in managing community expectations.
Keep to the rule of making the main messages brief, to the point, and easily understood by busy
people in a world of information overload.
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Gantt chart or action plan for implementation

A Gantt chart or action plan is a list of activities or actions that need to be undertaken in order to
implement the Community Engagement Plan. It is designed to be adapted once the engagement
commences, as new issues arise, and new stakeholders with new information needs are identified.
Below is an example of the Gantt chart or action plan.
Action

Objectives

•

List all objectives and steps needed
to meet them

Stakeholder mapping

•

This needs to be done ahead of developing
communication materials and a map outlining
the area of impact is likely to be required

Engagement methods

•

Choose engagement methods appropriate
for the different stakeholder groups

•

Consider layout and design, incorporating
corporate branding and disability access

Key messages

•

This is the ‘what, where, why, who and when’
of the need to engage

•

Develop key messages to use in communication
materials

•

Establish dedicated contact numbers, project
emails and webpages

Responding and reporting
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•

Allocate resources to respond to enquiries
after information is released

•

Collate feedback and tailor future
communications for the community

•

Prepare invitations to community information
sessions with advance notice for residents and
consider logistics required to manage these events

•
•
•

Establish a community liaison group if necessary
Create milestones to plan for future updates
Prepare close-out communications and strategies
for exiting the engagement

Responsibility

Assign each task to
a specific person

Date due
Work
backwards
from date due

5. Measuring success
There is sometimes a misconception that good community engagement equates to people
liking you or what you do. Organisations are, unsurprisingly, reluctant to commence community
engagement because of the potential for misunderstanding to create opposition to its operations or
handling of an incident.
If your organisation undertakes activities that have an environmental impact, then it is unlikely that all
community members will agree with your approach or the outcome all of the time. What is important
is to be honest about the impacts, transparent about the operations and ensure that everyone who
wishes to be involved is able to be included in the community engagement process.
Good community engagement and operational transparency can go a long way toward developing
relationships based on trust. The following tools are all important mechanisms for an organisation to
demonstrate good community engagement:

•

publishing the principles by which the company will engage with its community (see the EPA’s
Engagement Charter), and how community members can obtain information and engage with staff

•

be respectful and demonstrate that the organisation understands people have a right to their
opinions and viewpoints, and you are committed to understanding what these are

•

keep the Community Engagement Plan as a live document that continues for as long as there is
community interest, and include new stakeholders as they are identified

•
•

ensure there are no barriers to engagement from the interested community, even when interest is low
when it is time to close-out a Community Engagement Plan, leave a final summary of the
community engagement undertaken, the lessons learnt, further information and future directions.

Where the issues are contentious, evidence of effective community engagement may be reflected
in the number of interactions from a diverse variety of sources. Where there is acceptance, there
may be evidence that people are informing themselves but not necesarily engaging proactively to
communicate this support.
Typically people will engage more vigorously when they are not satisfied with an activity, incident
or outcome. Ensuring you have a rigorous and transparent process, and ensuring there are no
barriers to engagement are measures of whether the engagement is a success. It is also important
to continue to maintain, demonstrate and evaluate the care and empathy when the outcome of the
project does not meet the community’s expectations.
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Appendix 1
Structuring successful meetings
If you have identified that a community liaison group or community information session is required,
it is important that these are well prepared to ensure they are successful.
Key logistical considerations include the date, for example avoiding public and school holidays and
other major events. Dates and times should be offered to all attendees and selected to suit the
majority of the community members. It is best practice to be flexible and allow the community to
nominate their preferred times.
The venue should be a neutral location within the community concerned. It will ideally be served well
by public transport if that is a method of transport utilised by attendees. A local community centre,
library, church, ethnic or sports club can usually be found in most communities and will have the
types of facilities that will be required (toilets, kitchen facilities, chairs and tables, sometimes they will
even have their own screens and projector setup). Give particular attention to ensuring the venue is
accessible to people with a disability, including those with vision impairment.
Once the logistics are finalised, the scope, role and objectives of the meeting should be clearly
defined and articulated in advance. If there is an existing tension between the organisation and the
community then using the services of an independent facilitator can provide an opportunity to reduce
bias, and has the added benefit of the experience of a trained professional.
There is a distinction between chairing and facilitating a meeting. Facilitation enables both or
more parties to have equal say and a skilful facilitator will control the meeting to prevent any one
group from dominating the agenda or flow of conversation. To independently facilitate a meeting or
community liaison group, the facilitator should not be from the company, the EPA, or anyone with
a vested interest in the outcome or topic. Independent facilitators are professional consultants and
charge a fee for their time. They are usually skilled and trained in behavioural relationships and know
how to direct meetings and liaison groups to be the most productive they can be.
Agreeing on terms of reference at the first meeting may be useful in some cases, as will the
implementation of formal agendas and minutes. Asking meeting attendees to agree on an informal
code of conduct at the first meeting may be helpful in establishing a protocol that will be applicable to
future meetings.
Depending on the demographic of the community and the nature of the
issues, a less formal and more friendly and inclusive type environment
may be more suitable, such as staff and members sharing tables and
creating a café-style atmosphere.

~

The ability for the community to have direct access to staff at a ratio
where they can have their personal questions answered and concerns
heard can be very productive and satisfying for all parties involved.
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Appendix 2
Terminology and IAP2 techniques
Table 1 – Terminology
Term

Definition

Community
liaison group

A community liaison group, working group or reference group comprises self-nominated
members of the community, and invitees from relevant interest groups and other
stakeholders that have previously identified with an organisation. It is established by an
organisation to act as a conduit between community leaders, key individuals, interested
local residents and other stakeholders. The purpose of the community liaison group is
to enable information exchange, and foster open conversations regarding the activities
of the organisation and the community. This group is suitable when there are community
members who are prepared to work constructively with an organisation, and the
organisation has scope for incorporating the outcomes of the viewpoints of this group.

Communication

Communication is the sharing of information and is a two-way process. It involves
dialogue, listening, responding and building relationships. Importantly, the fundamental
principal of communication for the purpose of community engagement is to engage
with interested people. Communication materials developed are driven by what the
community is interested in knowing, and not to promote the organisation.

Engagement

Engagement is actively bringing community and stakeholder voices into the decisions
that affect or interest them. It involves dialogue, listening, responding and building
relationships. In the EPA, much of our community engagement involves working with
communities to help them understand and respond to the impacts of former or current
industrial activities. Generally speaking, if your project is going to involve direct contact
with individual community members on something which directly affects them, it will
require an engagement approach.

Community
Engagement
Plan

The Community Engagement Plan is an outline of the engagement activities that will be
undertaken to communicate and engage with a community affected by or interested in an
organisation’s activities. It lists the types of actions and events, dates and responsible staff
members that will undertake the work. The EPA expects industry to develop a Community
Engagement Plan, where the public is interested in or affected by its operations. As a
minimum, the plan should comprise the objectives, stakeholders, engagement methods,
key messages, and a Gantt chart or action plan for implementation. The EPA may require
an organisation to submit a Community Engagement Plan for approval as part of its
regulatory obligations.

Stakeholder

A stakeholder is any person, business or group that has an interest in or is affected by
an organisation’s activities. It includes but is not limited to local landholders, businesses,
residents, special interest groups, councils, the media, Aboriginal peoples with a
connection to Country where the site is located, and parliamentary representatives.
Depending on the nature of the project or program, scientists, academics or researchers
may be interested in being involved. In order to properly identify project stakeholders for
the Community Engagement Plan, stakeholder mapping will need to identify people who
are impacted or are perceived to be impacted, or both.

Stakeholder
mapping

Stakeholder mapping is the process of determining all of the potential stakeholders in a
project. Useful references include Google Maps, SA Community, council websites, social
media pages, local elected members and the Australian Bureau of Statistics (Community
Profiles). A geographical representation of the business and a reasonable buffer will
determine the neighbouring residents who are likely to have an interest.
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Consult

Inform

Table 2 – Techniques for incorporating the IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum
IAP2 goal

Community

IAP2 commitment

To provide the public with
balanced and objective
information to assist them in
understanding the problems,
alternatives, opportunities
and/or solutions

General public, elected
representatives, residents,
businesses, landholders and
local community groups

We will keep you informed

To obtain public feedback on
analysis, alternatives and/or
decisions

Residents, businesses,
landholders and local
community groups

We will keep you informed, listen
to and acknowledge your concerns
and aspirations, and provide
feedback on how public input
influenced the decision

Collaborate

Involve

We will seek your feedback on
drafts and proposals
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To work directly with the public
throughout the process to
ensure that public concerns
and aspirations are consistently
understood and considered

Residents, businesses,
landholders and local
community groups

We will work together with you to
formulate solutions and incorporate
your advice and recommendations
into the decisions to the maximum
extent possible

To partner with the organisation
in aspects of the decisionmaking process including the
development of alternatives
and the identification of
preferred solutions

Community liaison group/
working group/reference
group

We will look to you for direct
advice in formulating solutions
and incorporate your advice and
recommendations into the decisions
to the maximum extent possible

Techniques

•
•
•
•
•
•

SMS distribution lists for activities that impact on amenity due to noise, dust, vibration and odour

•
•
•
•
•

Community contact points

•
•
•
•
•
•

Community liaison groups

•
•

Voting via the community liaison group on aspects that the community is able to influence

•

Implement decisions

Email distribution lists for updates on progress and at milestones
Fact sheets that outline key points in concise language
Technical summaries with scientific detail published as supporting evidence
Web pages and online engagement portals
Mailouts and designated telephone information lines

Community information sessions
Stakeholder briefings
Online engagement portal with interactive tools that encourage participation
Publish outcomes

Face-to-face meetings
Community information sessions
Stakeholder briefings
Online engagement portal with interactive tools that encourage participation
Report engagement, including how it changed the outcome

Online engagement portal with interactive tools such as polls, surveys, Q&A and publish the results so
they can be seen by the community

14

South Australia
Telephone
(08) 8124 4216
Free call
non-metropolitan callers only
1800 623 445
Email
engage.epa@sa.gov.au
Website
https://engage.epa.sa.gov.au
Issued July 2021

