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Executive summary 
Background and objectives 
Role of the NSW Environment Protection Authority  
The NSW Environment Protection Authority (EPA) is the principal environmental regulator in New 
South Wales and leads the state's response to regulating activities that can impact on the health of 
the NSW environment and its people. The EPA uses a range of activities (including education, 
partnerships, licensing and approvals, audit, and enforcement and economic tools) to achieve better 
environmental outcomes.  
 
Effective stakeholder engagement is a key result area in the EPA Strategic Plan 2013–16. Under the 
plan, the EPA aims to achieve and maintain: 

• Respectful relationships with stakeholders  
• Community satisfaction with the EPA’s programs and services 
• Strategies underpinned by effective knowledge management 
• Community understanding of the EPA’s regulatory role 

 
This research was required by the EPA to gain a comprehensive understanding of public and 
stakeholder views and expectations, to inform the development and implementation of a stakeholder 
engagement strategy and to improve stakeholder relationships. 

Objectives 
The research aimed to address the following key issues: 

• Key concerns of stakeholders  
• Stakeholders’ knowledge, attitudes and expectations of the EPA 
• Sources of stakeholder knowledge, or basis for their perceptions 
• Perceptions of the EPA’s progress or performance in relation to fulfilling its roles and 

addressing stakeholder concerns 
• Expectations relating to communications 

Research design 
The research involved three key phases: 

• Component A - General population survey 
o 386 residents of NSW aged 18 years and over 
o Conducted online between 7 June and 13 June 2013 
o The sample was broadly representative by age, gender, and location 

• Component B - Stakeholder survey 
o 130 stakeholders of the EPA 
o Conducted online between 23 July and 6 August 2013 
o 47% (61) were local or state government stakeholders; 32% (42) were industry 

stakeholders; and 17% (22) were community or environmental stakeholders 
• Component C - Qualitative research 

o 45 depth or paired interviews and 4 mini-group discussions with stakeholders 
o Fieldwork was conducted between 30 May and 3 July 2013 
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Findings 
Perceptions of the EPA vary greatly, depending largely on the contact and experiences stakeholders 
have with the organisation. Among the general population, detailed knowledge of the EPA is 
relatively low, with 53% of respondents reporting that they know nothing about it. Those who have 
heard the EPA of tend to have neutral or positive views.  
 
Among highly engaged stakeholders, perceptions of the EPA tend to be mixed. Over 50% of 
stakeholder survey respondents reported being satisfied with the EPA, while 23% were dissatisfied. 
Twenty-seven percent (27%) are neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. The EPA is seen as approachable 
by 77% of stakeholders, professional by 72% and trustworthy by 68%. The EPA’s management of 
specific issues is also seen in a positive light by many who engage closely with the organisation. 
 
Findings from the qualitative research (component C) identified a range of issues which stakeholders 
perceive as important to the success of the EPA. 
 
An overview of specific findings from the three research components is provided below. 

• Component A outlines the findings of the general population survey, which was conducted with 
386 New South Wales residents. 

• The findings of components B and C have been combined to reflect the seven key themes to 
emerge from the interviews, mini-group discussions and online survey conducted with the 
EPA’s key stakeholder groups. 

Component A – General population survey findings  

Knowledge and perceptions of the EPA 
• The majority of respondents had heard of the EPA before (84%), but detailed knowledge of the 

EPA is limited with 8% knowing a fair amount or a great deal about the EPA.  
• The attributes most strongly associated with the EPA were professionalism (43% agreed) and 

trustworthiness (37% agreed), followed by an effective regulator (34% agreed) and 
independent (32% agreed).  

• Those who said they knew something of the EPA were more likely than those who had no 
knowledge of the EPA to agree that the organisation is professional and an effective regulator. 
However, they were also more likely to disagree that the organisation is trustworthy, 
independent, and innovative. 

Contact with the EPA 
• Television and newspapers were the main sources through which respondents had heard 

about the EPA through (38% and 36% respectively). Just 2% had had direct contact with EPA 
staff. 

Perceptions of EPA responsibilities 
• The community perception is that responding to harmful environmental incidents and 

ensuring industries work within environmental regulations are responsibilities of the EPA 
above any other organisation (58% and 51% respectively, view them as EPA responsibilities). 

• Most respondents would seek information from the EPA about hazardous material and 
industrial chemicals (61%), water pollution (59%), air quality and odours (59%) and 
contaminated land sites (59%).  
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• The EPA was be least likely to be contacted about  littering (13%), excessive noise (17%), 
waste management and recycling (23%) and illegal dumping (29%). Local councils were 
most likely to be contacted about these issues. 

Prioritisation and management of environmental issues 
The following environmental issues were rated the highest priorities: 

• Water pollution: This was perceived as being fairly well managed in NSW (41% said 
management of it is fairly/very good). 

• The environmental impacts of coal seam gas: This was perceived as being poorly 
managed in NSW (16% said management of it is fairly/very good) 

• The use of radiation/radioactive substances, and hazardous materials/industrial 
chemicals: These were both perceived to be fairly well managed in NSW (32% said 
management of each of them is fairly/very good) 

 
Those with knowledge of the EPA were more likely to rate the management of environmental 
issues in NSW as poor than those who had no knowledge. 

Components B and C – Stakeholder survey and qualitative 
findings 
The seven key themes that emerged from the surveys with the EPA’s key stakeholder groups are 
outlined under the following sub-headings. 

The EPA is viewed through multiple lenses 
The EPA has a broad range of stakeholders with unique 
perspectives, concerns, expectations and interactions. Many are in 
opposition to each other, leaving the EPA to help balance the playing 
field.  

A complex structure feeds complex perceptions  
The multi-faceted nature of the EPA’s role, structure, operating environment and stakeholder 
interactions is reflected in the diversity of stakeholder perceptions. An individual stakeholder can 
simultaneously hold multiple opinions of the EPA, due to the range of different experiences they have 
across multiple touch points.  While they may be satisfied with one 
area of the EPA, they may be dissatisfied with other areas. The 
differing views depend on a number of factors, including: 

• different aspects of the EPA’s role (including perceived 
changes in the role of the EPA over time); 

• multiple touch-points (e.g., different levels of staff, offices and 
branches); and  

• the influence of the political environment.   

Multiple touch-points 
The diversity in opinions is also driven to a large extent by the 
variety of touch-points between EPA staff and stakeholders. 
Individual stakeholders’ views often varied depending on whether 
they were interacting with particular individuals or levels of staff, 
head office versus their local office, and particular sections.  

NB: Findings from 
the stakeholder 
survey (component 
B) are shown in 
green boxes, beside 
findings from 
component C 
(interviews and 
mini-groups). 

51% of stakeholders 
were satisfied with 
the EPA’s overall 
performance.  
23% were 
dissatisfied.  

75% of stakeholders 
had been in contact 
with the EPA in 
relation to 
regulatory 
compliance issues 
and actions. 
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It’s time to be more timely 
Two important and related themes emerged across all stakeholder groups during the research: 

• Responsiveness – i.e., responding appropriately to an 
issue or enquiry 

• Timeliness – i.e., doing something within a reasonable 
time period 

 
Both were strong and salient expectations among stakeholders. 
Most who participated in this research had some level of 
frustration or concern regarding responsiveness and/or 
timeliness. However, some reported positive experiences. 

Slow (or no) response can hurt stakeholders, and the EPA 
The importance placed on responsiveness and timeliness is 
driven by a range of factors that impact stakeholders when the 
EPA doesn’t respond, or doesn’t do so in a timely manner. 
 
One of the primary reasons why timeliness is seen as so critical is 
the perception that the community or environmental health 
impacts can worsen over time, while stakeholders are waiting 
for a response.  
 
Lengthy processes and lack of timely responses have direct and 
significant impacts on stakeholders’ ability to plan for the future 
and/or act effectively and efficiently, across all stakeholder 
sectors. Unnecessary delays were noted as having potentially 
significant financial consequences for industry. 
 
There can also be less tangible consequences of instances where stakeholders perceive the EPA to 
lack timeliness or responsiveness, threatening the EPA’s relationships and reputation.  

• Not being seen to respond appropriately to enquiries or concerns can be interpreted as not 
appreciating the significance of these impacts on stakeholders. 

• Delays or silence can be misinterpreted as a sign of something being kept from stakeholders. 
• More often, stakeholders perceived the underlying cause to be resourcing issues.  

  

27% of respondents 
disagreed that the 
EPA is timely in its 
responses to 
stakeholders. A 
further 28% neither 
agreed nor 
disagreed. 

46% agreed that the 
EPA provides clear 
information about 
timelines for projects 
and consultations. 

 

86% of community 
and environmental 
stakeholders rated 
quick response to 
issues/incidents as 
an essential attribute 
of the EPA. 
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Strong relationships and a broad perspective may help, but aren’t enough 
Those stakeholders who have strong relationships with the EPA 
reported better experiences with EPA responsiveness, or were 
slightly more understanding when issues occurred. Feelings of 
helplessness and frustration with poor responsiveness may be 
exacerbated where stakeholders lack direct contacts or 
relationships, or lack a common perspective on the challenges 
within the EPA’s operating environment. Community 
stakeholders appeared more likely to find themselves in the 
latter position. 

The EPA needs to balance competing priorities 
The need for the EPA to balance the competing priorities of its 
diverse stakeholders and the best interests of the wider 
community and environment is recognised by stakeholders as 
being important and challenging. 

Everyone wants to be heard 
There is an acknowledgement from all stakeholder groups that 
the EPA has a difficult job to do in balancing competing priorities 
of its stakeholders. However, there is a strong expectation from 
all groups that their concerns will be taken into account. 
 
Larger stakeholders with close relationships and frequent 
contact with the EPA (e.g. industry bodies and government stakeholders) stated that the EPA does a 
good job of listening to, if not always implementing, their feedback. These stakeholders do, 
however, have frustrations. 
 
Community and environmental stakeholders often felt that their perspectives were not heard by the 
EPA. The common thread tying most community and environmental stakeholders together is the 
belief the EPA fails to consistently give their concerns the weight they deserve. 

Community and environmental stakeholders prioritise the environment 
Community and environmental stakeholders generally expressed the concept of the optimal outcome 
to be one which minimises (or completely eliminates) risk to the environment and community, 
usually to the exclusion of industry’s commercial priorities. Environmental and community health are 
generally the ‘bottom line’ priorities for these stakeholders. 
 
There is a perception among community members that the EPA often sides with industry and is willing 
to accept high levels of environmental risk in order to facilitate commercial development. 

Industry wants pragmatism and flexibility 
Industry stakeholders expressed the concept of the optimal outcome as being a ‘pragmatic’ one, 
where environmental concerns are balanced against commercial priorities. This concept of 
‘pragmatism’ incorporates several key factors: 

• A willingness to balance environmental outcomes against commercial priorities 
• Appropriate flexibility in the application of licence conditions and regulations 
• Willingness to work with and learn from industry when formulating policy and regulations 
• A focus on environmental outcomes, rather than processes in licensing 

78% of stakeholders 
rated objectivity in 
decision making as 
essential. 

Almost half (48%) 
agreed that the EPA 
understands their 
priorities and concerns. 
29% disagreed. 

Community and 
environment 
stakeholders were 
more likely than other 
stakeholder groups to 
be dissatisfied with the 
EPA’s overall 
performance (32%). 
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Government perspectives 
Government stakeholders who are regulated by the EPA tended to have similar priorities to 
industry, preferring a partnership-style approach to regulation. Government stakeholders who are co-
regulators alongside the EPA generally perceived an optimal outcome to be one that maximises 
community health and environmental outcomes. They were empathetic to the challenges the EPA 
faces in balancing stakeholder priorities, with most facing a similar set of challenges themselves. 
 
The approach taken in regulating industry was not always seen as appropriate for local government. 
Local government stakeholders regulated by the EPA tended to prefer a more collaborative approach 
and recognition of shared objectives.  

Transparency and feedback build trust 
Transparency is universally desirable and, for some stakeholders, a 
critical factor on which they judge their relationship with the EPA. 
Transparent communications are interpreted as a sign of respect, 
partnership or collaboration, and integrity. 

Transparency with community and environmental stakeholders 
Transparency was considered particularly critical among community 
and environmental stakeholders, who often felt they were still ‘left in 
the dark’ after communications from the EPA. 

• Many community stakeholders felt that the EPA was 
sometimes reticent to share important information. 

• For others, this lack of transparency contributed to a sense 
of mistrust. 

• There was a general feeling that the EPA is not clear enough in terms of its objectives, 
capacity, remit and stance on particular issues. 

• Data and scientific evidence was also an important issue for community and environment 
stakeholders, with some calling for greater transparency and public access to raw data.  

 
Community and environmental stakeholders also sought greater transparency in relation to their 
concerns about the EPA’s relationship with industry. Acknowledging this concern and being more 
upfront about how the EPA maintains its independence could help to build confidence in the EPA.  

Transparency with industry 
Among industry stakeholders, transparency is seen as important for creating certainty to facilitate 
decision-making. Some stakeholders, particularly industry organisations, felt that they have positive 
relationships with the EPA, and are able to engage in open discussions. However, a number also 
expressed frustration with a lack of transparency from the EPA on some occasions.  

Transparency with government stakeholders 
Most government stakeholders felt that they have quite open, honest and trusting relationships 
with the EPA, often built through regular and direct contact over a number of years. However, some 
local government stakeholders felt more ‘out of the loop’. 

Community and 
environmental 
stakeholders were 
more likely to 
disagree that the 
EPA is trustworthy 
(50%). 

75% of stakeholders 
rated trustworthiness 
as essential. 
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Potential impacts 

• As for perceived lack of responsiveness, perceived lack of transparency can lead to 
speculation regarding the underlying reasons. A lack of information can be misinterpreted as 
the EPA deliberately withholding information, to hide something or avoid making a decision.  

• Some stakeholders, particularly within government, reinforced the view that the EPA should be 
more transparent with the general public and more forthcoming in releasing information.  

“Give us feedback” 
Stakeholders want greater transparency through more systematic provision of feedback, 
particularly with regard to the detail provided in feedback on decisions. Many stakeholders reported a 
lack of feedback altogether, at least in some situations, which can be a major source of frustration. 
 
When the EPA makes an important decision, stakeholders expect feedback on the outcome, as well 
as rationale and evidence behind this decision. Further, when stakeholders provide input as part 
of the EPA’s decision-making processes, there is an expectation that they will receive some form of 
feedback on the way in which their input was included in relation to the final decision or outcome.  

Perceptions about independence from industry are important 
A key theme emerging from these discussions with stakeholders 
was the tension between opposing views of how the EPA should 
approach the task of regulation. The EPA’s approach, and how it 
is communicated, has implications for public perceptions of the 
independence of the EPA from industry. 

EPA: a combination of enforcer and partner 
All stakeholder groups saw the EPA’s core function is to be a regulator. This was not contentious.  
 
However, one of the key tensions the EPA has to manage is 
how its approach to regulation impacts its ability to be, and be 
seen to be, independent from industry. Two broad 
approaches the EPA could take are at opposite ends of the 
same spectrum, and can be characterised as the “enforcer” and 
the “partner”: 

• The ‘enforcer’ approach can be seen as focusing on 
ensuring those who act outside the law are penalised.  

• The ‘partner’ approach, on the other hand, has an 
emphasis on the need to work with industry in an 
advisory role, to obtain the best possible outcomes for 
the community, the environment and for industry.  

 
Stakeholders fell along a spectrum in terms of their opinions about how to combine these approaches. 

Community / environmental stakeholders feel the ‘enforcer’ role provides the best outcomes 
Many community and environmental stakeholders believe that the EPA works too closely with 
industry. Moreover, some stakeholders felt that industry is able to influence certain areas of policy to 
its own advantage. This is driven by several important perceptions about the EPA: 

• The perception that the EPA is unwilling or unable to prosecute those who act illegally 
• The perception that the EPA sees industry as its ‘clients’, and community and environmental 

stakeholders as adversaries 

52% of stakeholders 
strongly agreed that it is 
important for the EPA to 
work closely with 
stakeholders in order to be 
effective. 
 
However, community and 
environmental stakeholders 
were less likely than other 
stakeholder groups to 
strongly agree (23%) and 
more likely to disagree 
(23%). 

Those who disagreed that 
the EPA is independent 
were more likely to be 
dissatisfied with the EPA’s 
overall performance (67% 
very dissatisfied). 
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• The perception that the EPA relies too heavily on industry for funding 

Those regulated by the EPA see the ‘partner’ role as the path forward 
Industry and government bodies regulated by the EPA were strongly in favour of a partnership 
approach to regulation. In their view, an enforcer or policing approach yields sub-optimal outcomes.  

• The propensity to generate tensions between the EPA and regulated organisations was seen 
as the key drawback of an enforcement approach to regulation. 

• Several stakeholders from peak industry organisations saw themselves as facilitating EPA 
access to industry expertise and disseminating information from the EPA to their members. 

• Many stakeholders from regulated organisations stated that they recognised the benefits to 
them of the EPA being, and being seen to be, a strong regulator. 

Regardless of level or area, there needs to be a common approach to regulation 
Industry and community stakeholders noted that EPA staff at 
different levels, at times, take different approaches to regulation.  

• For those in industry, senior EPA staff were seen as 
pragmatic, and generally of the view that the EPA should 
take a partnership approach to regulation.  

• Community and environmental stakeholders 
expressed concern that senior EPA staff are ‘pro-industry’ 
and view community stakeholders from an adversarial perspective. However, they often 
reported positive experiences with officer-level staff.  

Does the EPA have enough of the right people? 

Many assume that the EPA is under-staffed 
Across all groups, the EPA was seen as stretched in terms of 
resourcing, at least in certain areas, and often in the context of 
an experience of poor responsiveness. This was seen as limiting 
the EPA’s ability to give important issues appropriate attention or 
to achieve faster turnaround. 

There are differing views about the EPA’s technical expertise 
The environment sector was seen to be a particularly technical, evidence-driven and evolving area. 
As such, there was an expectation that the EPA should have 
access to a high level of technical ability and expertise, either 
internally or externally, to be able to perform its role effectively. 
  

• The majority of stakeholders perceived the EPA’s 
technical abilities to be somewhat limited, as they tended to see EPA staff as generalists. 
This was considered appropriate by most. 

• Industry often felt that the EPA’s limited technical understanding affected their discussions. 
• Many felt that the EPA should ensure that it leverages external expertise; some felt it is 

reasonably good at knowing when to do so. However, the way the EPA accesses and 
evaluates input from industry has implications for perceptions of its independence.  

  

28% of stakeholders 
agreed that staff 
across all levels of 
the EPA have a 
similar approach to 
regulation. 37% 
disagreed. 

17% of stakeholders 
agreed that the EPA 
has enough staff. 49% 
disagreed. 

The EPA was seen 
as technically 
proficient by 69% of 
stakeholders. 
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“We need more meaningful consultation” 

Overall be more proactive, not just reactive 
There was a call from all groups for the EPA to be more proactive, rather than reactive. Participants 
wanted proactive and meaningful engagement, not simply ‘communication’. Being approachable 
and upfront with stakeholders was seen as leaving less scope for negativity and suspicions.  
 
Suggestions for being more proactive included: 

• Developing a clear stakeholder engagement policy, strategy, principles or charter. 
• Communicating the EPA’s role, structure and remit, and also its vision, future directions 

and expectations of each stakeholder sector. 
• Actively building closer working relationships with, and conveying appreciation for, local 

government. 

Current communications fine for many, but scope for improvement 
Stakeholders in this research had widely varying views on the 
quality of their relationships with the EPA. Generally speaking, 
community and environmental stakeholders tended to express 
greater dissatisfaction, compared with government and industry. 
However, there were exceptions to this rule within all sectors. 
 
The majority were generally happy with the communication 
channels available or used in their communications (both to and 
from the EPA), and their frequency of contact with the EPA. 
However, there were various exceptions.  
  
Many stakeholders felt that having direct contacts within the 
EPA was a critical communication channel and contributed 
to positive relationships with the EPA. Those who lacked 
direct contacts within the EPA and relied on central phone 
numbers instead were often dissatisfied with the relationship.  
 
Electronic media were seen as appropriate for communicating 
with stakeholders. 

• Electronic newsletters were seen as a useful and easy communication channel. 
• Some found the EPA website to be satisfactory, but others found it difficult to navigate. 
• There was no strong demand from stakeholders for the EPA to use social media. 

“If the issue will impact us, we need meaningful consultation” 
The issue of consultation resonated strongly as an expectation across all stakeholder sectors.  

• For simple or peripheral issues, being informed by the 
EPA was considered sufficient among these 
stakeholders.  

• More significant issues that will directly impact 
stakeholders were seen as requiring meaningful 
consultation. 

 
Effective consultation with all relevant parties is seen as having important benefits for both the EPA 
and its stakeholders. Some felt they had sufficient consultation opportunities and identified 

Stakeholder contact with 
the EPA: 
• Email: 86% 
• Phone: 83% 
• Written: 78% 
• Face to face: 78% 
• Website: 71% 

 

69% of stakeholders 
were satisfied with the 
EPA’s communication 
methods. 

 

60% agreed that the 
EPA provides 
opportunities for them 
to contribute to 
relevant issues this. 
20% disagreed. 

 

Those who were 
satisfied with EPA 
communications were 
more likely to be 
satisfied with the EPA’s 
performance overall. 
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examples where consultation had worked well, whereas many others felt that they were not always 
consulted when they believed they should be.  

Defining meaningful consultation 
Stakeholders advocated for consultation processes that are genuinely consultative, proactive, clearly 
defined, based on balanced input from multiple parties, and offer appropriate feedback.  

• Many stakeholders felt that they did not have sufficient input to the EPA’s consultation 
processes compared to other parties.  

• The call from many stakeholders is not just to consult them, but to consult them early. 
• Stakeholders expect the EPA to consult widely and in a balanced manner. 
• Development and communication of clear and appropriate frameworks or ‘roadmaps’ is a 

key clarity regarding the objectives, processes and timeframes of consultations.  
• Some stakeholders expressed strong opinions that clearer consultation processes, 

principles of engagement, or an engagement charter would help them understand how 
their input would be used. 

• Stakeholders expect feedback about the rationale for decisions or outcomes. 
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Summary of recommendations 
Recommendations were developed by Ipsos consultants and presented at a strategic development 
workshop with 40 EPA senior staff and frontline officers. The recommendations flow from the research 
findings, and relate broadly to the themes identified in the qualitative phase of the research. 
 
Eight core recommendations were developed and are summarised below. Full recommendations are 
set out in Chapter 6. 

Recommendation 1 
Clearly communicate the EPA’s role to stakeholders 
 

• Describe and communicate the EPA’s roles and responsibilities to all stakeholders. 
• Make this information available in a format that allows stakeholders to access it when required, 

including on the EPA website, electronic media and at face-to-face meetings. 
• Ensure that EPA staff have a consistent understanding of the organisation’s roles and 

responsibilities so they can play an informed and proactive part in communicating with 
stakeholders 

Recommendation 2 
Be as transparent as possible in all transactions and communications 
with stakeholders 
 

• Communicate to stakeholders how the EPA will ensure transparency of operations and 
communications in the future (see also Recommendation 8). 

• Ensure that all communication details the EPA’s decision-making process (see also 
Recommendation 8). 

• Provide clearly presented information and analysis to stakeholders and, where appropriate, 
access to relevant data. 

• Clearly explain the role of the EPA Board and systems in place to ensure independence in 
decision making. 

Recommendation 3 
Timeliness - Ensure that the EPA understands and manages stakeholder 
expectations around prompt responses to submissions and enquiries 
 

• Provide stakeholders with expected timelines or ‘roadmaps’ for all enquiries, consultations and 
projects (see also Recommendation 8). 

• Where possible, develop direct relationships with stakeholders in order to facilitate 
understanding of the operating environment of the EPA and help form realistic expectations 
about timeliness. 

• Investigate capacity for the EPA to provide information on funding to local government in 
accordance with the local government funding cycle or align budget cycles. 
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Recommendation 4 
Responsiveness - Ensure that the EPA understands and manages 
stakeholder expectations around how it responds to submissions and 
enquiries 
 

• Develop a set of standard elements (such as providing information and feedback) when 
dealing with any incident, project or consultation (see also Recommendation 8). 

• When decisions are made, explain the outcomes to relevant stakeholders and how they were 
reached (see also Recommendation 8). 

• Investigate whether it is appropriate to expand digital channels for community and 
environmental stakeholders to report incidents or breaches, including opportunities for the 
community to submit photographs. 

Recommendation 5 
Demonstrate how the EPA balances competing stakeholder priorities and 
evidence in the compliance process 
 

• Communicate to stakeholders the factors that are taken into account when the EPA works 
towards an optimal outcome and how these provide balance to the decision making process. 

• Communicate the complexity of the regulatory environment and the EPA’s approach to 
regulation and compliance. 

• Develop tools which can give stakeholders on opposing sides of an issue insight into the 
opposing side’s viewpoint. 

• Communicate to stakeholders how the EPA maintains independence, and ensure that actions 
are consistent with this (see also Recommendation 8). 

• Address specific perceptions among community and environmental stakeholders about lack of 
balance in decision making (see Recommendation 8). 

• Provide clarity on how the EPA is funded, and how it ensures independence from industry. 

Recommendation 6 
Communicate the EPA’s approach to compliance 
 

• Communicate clearly and effectively how the EPA manages its role as regulator in order to 
ensure independence (see also Recommendation 8). 

• Communicate the EPA’s assessment of the risk to the environment and community arising 
from specific incidents. 

• Communicate the EPA’s existing regulatory framework and compliance policy. 
• Improve consistency in the approach to compliance across different levels of the EPA. 
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Recommendation 7 
Communicate how the EPA ensures appropriate levels of staffing and 
access to expertise 
 

• Communicate to stakeholders the processes the EPA uses to ensure that it has appropriate 
levels of staffing. 

• Communicate to stakeholders the processes the EPA uses to ensure that it has access to the 
appropriate technical skills and resources. 

Recommendation 8 
Ensure consultation with stakeholders is meaningful 
 

• Develop and publish EPA principles for engagement with stakeholders. The principles should 
outline how the EPA ensures independence, transparency, and fairness and how it 
incorporates the priorities of its stakeholders in decision making. 

• Ensure stakeholders have the opportunity to contribute to consultations early in planning and 
decision making. 

• Develop a set of standard elements (such as providing information and feedback) to be 
communicated when dealing with any incident, project or consultation. 

 
Table 6 of Chapter 6 outlines the key elements that stakeholders identify as being important in 
providing clarity and consistency to communications around incidents, projects and consultations. 
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1. Background and objectives 
1.1 Background 
Role of the NSW Environment Protection Authority  
The NSW Environment Protection Authority (EPA) is NSW’s principal environmental regulator and 
leads the state's response to regulating activities that can impact on the health of the NSW 
environment and its people. The EPA uses a range of activities including education, partnerships, 
licensing and approvals, audit, and enforcement and economic tools to achieve better environmental 
outcomes. It also works with other regulatory authorities, government agencies and local councils 
responsible for this work. 
 
The EPA was established in February 2012 as a statutory authority with an independent governing 
Board. The Board is not subject to the control and direction of the Minister in any of its functions. 

Stakeholder engagement 
A key component of the EPA’s strategic plan is improving communication, stakeholder engagement 
and knowledge management. A dedicated Stakeholder Engagement and Governance branch was 
established during 2012. Effective stakeholder engagement is a key result area in the EPA Strategic 
Plan 2013–16. Under the plan the EPA aims to achieve and maintain: 

• Respectful relationships with stakeholders  
• Community satisfaction with the EPA’s programs and services 
• Strategies underpinned by effective knowledge management 
• Community understanding of the EPA’s regulatory role 

 
The nature of the EPA’s stakeholder engagement activities ranges from regular and planned 
interactions and communications (e.g., community meetings and workshops) to more routine 
activities. The EPA’s external stakeholders include a wide range groups: 

• Community groups and members of the general public 
• Environmental groups and relevant non-government organisations 
• Licensees, industry groups, peak bodies and businesses (e.g., manufacturing, construction, 

mining and agriculture) 
• Local government councils and shires 
• NSW Government agencies (e.g., environment, water, planning, health) 
• Interstate EPAs and government agencies 
• the Australian Government. 

Need for research 
This research was required by the EPA to gain a comprehensive understanding of public and 
stakeholder views and expectations, to inform the development and implementation of a stakeholder 
engagement strategy and to improve stakeholder relationships. 
 
In commissioning this work the EPA stated a number of uses for the insights produced by the project: 

• Develop the EPA’s reputation as an independent, modern and credible environmental 
regulator;  

• Increase stakeholder knowledge of its role, functions and activities;  
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• Improve relationships with stakeholders and increase trust through effective two-way 
communications 

• Engage its staff in delivering improved services and outcomes 
• Build community confidence in the EPA 
• Be consistent when engaging with stakeholders 
• Increase community satisfaction with the EPA’s programs and services 

1.2 Objectives 
The overall objective of this research was to gain a comprehensive understanding of external 
stakeholders’ views, needs, expectations and priorities in relation to the EPA, and to determine the 
most appropriate and effective means for engaging and building relationships with stakeholders 
(including the ‘what’, ‘when’ and ‘how’) in order to achieve the EPA’s strategic goals. 
 
Specifically, the research aimed to address the following key issues: 

• Key concerns of stakeholders  
• Stakeholders’ knowledge, attitudes and expectations of the EPA, specifically: 

o its roles and responsibilities 
• Stakeholders’ expectations of the EPA:  

o generally;  
o in regulating business and industry;  
o in managing waste and hazardous materials;  
o in preventing environmental issues or incidents; and  
o in responding to incidents and remediating areas with environmental damage  

• Sources of stakeholder knowledge, or basis for their perceptions 
• Expectations of the NSW government in regulating industry and remediation 
• Perceptions of the EPA’s progress or performance in relation to fulfilling its roles and 

addressing stakeholder concerns 
• Communications, including: 

o Channel preferences for communications from the EPA  
o Areas of concern where communications would be expected 
o Preferred type and channel of feedback, both to and from the EPA 
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Quantitative research Component C: 
Qualitative research

Internal workshop and document review

Component A: 
General population 

survey

Component B: 
Stakeholder survey

Depth interviews

Mini-group 
discussions

2. Research design 
2.1 Methodology 
The research included the following key components: 
 

Internal workshop and review, including workshops, document review process, and discussions 
with key EPA personnel 
 
External stakeholder surveys and interviews comprising three unique components: 
• A: An online survey of the general community of NSW 
• B: An online sample survey of key EPA stakeholders 
• C: A program of qualitative research, incorporating a broad range of stakeholders across NSW 

through depth interviews and mini-group discussions 
 
Figure 1: Research design 

 

2.1.1 Internal workshops and review  
Prior to fieldwork, the Ipsos SRI project team conducted two short workshops with key internal EPA 
managers and staff with the objectives of: 

• identifying and prioritising key stakeholder groups; 
• refining a sample list of stakeholders; 
• identifying the likely salient issues and interests of each stakeholder group;  
• developing a reporting format which best suits the needs of the EPA; and 
• developing topics and areas of interest for interviews and surveys. 
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The workshops were held on 30 May and 2 June 2013, with between 10 and 20 EPA staff members 
attending each. 

2.1.2 Stakeholder definitions 
The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) defines stakeholders as ‘any individual, 
group of individuals, organisation or political entity with a stake in the outcome of a decision’. Further, 
IAP2 defines the public as ‘those stakeholders who are not part of the decision-making entity or 
entities’.1 
 
Several groups with distinct stakes in the EPA were identified and involved throughout the project. 
Table 1 describes the key stakeholder groups and their involvement in the research. 
 
Table 1: Stakeholder definitions and involvement 

Stakeholder group Depth or paired interviews Components 
participated in 

Community stakeholders 

Community members who interact with the EPA 
through their involvement or interest in 
environmental health, typically in connection to a 
specific industrial operation or location. 

B &C 

Environmental stakeholders 

Community members who interact with the EPA 
through their involvement in not-for-profit 
organisations with specific environmental 
objectives. 

B &C 

Industry stakeholders 
Managers or representatives of industrial firms or 
industry bodies who interact with the EPA in 
relation to environmental health. 

B &C 

Local government stakeholders 
Managers or representatives in local government 
agencies in NSW who interact with the EPA in 
relation to environmental outcomes. 

B &C 

NSW Government stakeholders 

Managers or representatives in NSW 
Government departments or agencies who 
interact with the EPA in relation to environmental 
outcomes. 

B &C 

Australian Government 
stakeholders  

Managers or representatives in Australian 
Government departments or agencies who 
interact with the EPA in relation to environmental 
health. 

B &C 

Interstate EPA stakeholders 
Managers or representatives of departments of 
agencies in Australian states other than NSW, 
with responsibility for environmental outcomes. 

B &C 

General population of NSW Residents of NSW, aged 18 years and older. A 
All stakeholders approached to take part in the research, with the exception of general population 
stakeholders, were identified by the EPA. 

                                                
 
 
1 The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) Australasian Affiliate Response to the NSW Government Green Paper: A New 
Planning System for NSW, September 2012. 
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2.1.3 Quantitative methodology 

Component A – General population survey 
The quantitative survey with members of the general public was conducted to explore their 
perceptions of the EPA compared with other agencies, and the extent to which its roles are perceived 
to be met. 
 
The survey was conducted online with 386 people living in NSW aged 18 years and over. The survey 
was run as part of an online omnibus survey. Fieldwork was conducted between 7 June and 13 June 
2013. The sample was broadly representative of the NSW population by age, gender, and location 
(i.e., Sydney/regional NSW).  
 
A random sample of 386 gives a 95% confidence interval of no more than ±5%. This means that if 
50% of the sample said, for instance, that they believe the EPA is responsible for prosecuting 
companies to who pollute the environment, then we can be 95% confident, from an overall sample of 
386, that between 45% and 55% of the population actually hold this belief.  

Differences between respondent groups 
Individual differences between groups were investigated and identified using four sample profile 
variables: 

• Age 
o 18-29 
o 30-49 
o 50 or older 

• Gender 
o Male 
o Female 

• Location 
o Sydney 
o Regional NSW 

• Knowledge of EPA (see Figure 3) 
o No knowledge of the EPA (including never previously heard of them and heard of, but 

know nothing about them responses) 
o Know something of the EPA (including just a little, a fair amount and a great deal 

responses) 
 
The data was not weighted. 

Component B – Stakeholder survey 
The objective of the stakeholder survey was to provide measurement around the themes explored 
in the depth interviews and mini-group discussions. Specifically, the survey was designed to measure: 

• The types of interactions stakeholders have with the EPA and their satisfaction with these 
interactions; 

• Stakeholder perceptions of the importance of various attributes, and perceptions of the degree 
to which the EPA possesses each attribute;  

• Stakeholder rating of the EPA’s management of specific issues; and 
• Stakeholder satisfaction with the overall performance of the EPA. 
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The research was conducted online, with contacts provided by the EPA (community, environment, 
industry, and government stakeholders). A total of 130 stakeholders responded. Stakeholders who 
had participated in the depth interviews and mini-group discussions were also invited to participate in 
the stakeholder survey. 
 
Survey invitations were emailed to contacts on 23 July, and a reminder email was sent on August 1. 
The survey closed at 10pm on 6 August.  
 
A random sample of 130 gives a 95% confidence interval of no more than ±8.6%. This means that if 
50% of the sample said, for instance, that they are satisfied with the EPA’s communications, then we 
can be 95% confident, from an overall sample of 130, that between 41.4% and 58.6% of the 
population actually hold this belief.  

Differences between stakeholder groups 
Individual differences between groups were investigated and identified using three sample profile 
variables: 

• Stakeholder type (as defined by respondent) 
o Community and environment  
o Government 
o Industry 

• Licence holder or not 
• Co-regulator or not 

 
The data was not weighted.  

Analysis and reporting of differences 
Analysis of survey data from components A and B was carried out using SPSS and Q data analysis 
software (software packages used for statistical analyses in social research).  
 
Significance testing using sample profile variables was undertaken by testing the proportion of 
respondents from a particular group who gave a particular response, against the proportion of all 
other respondents who gave that same response. Where there are two sub-groups (e.g. for gender) 
we can say that the sub-groups are significantly different from each other. Where there are more 
than two sub-groups (e.g. for age), a group reported in the findings as ‘different’ is significantly 
different from the average for all other groups for that question.  
 
Statistically significant differences are annotated in the following ways throughout the report: 

• Significant differences between sub-groups of respondents are labelled on charts (in blue text) 
listing the sub-groups with a significantly different response and the finding (percentage) for 
that group. 

• In cases where there are too many significant differences to show on a chart, they are outlined 
in the accompanying text. 

Rounding in charts 
In some charts, response categories shown may not sum to 100% due to rounding of the numbers 
displayed. It should also be noted that for questions where multiple responses were allowed response 
categories may sum to more than 100%. 
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2.1.4 Qualitative methodology 

Component C – Qualitative research  

Depth and paired depth interviews 
Given the exploratory nature of the objectives for the research, and the diverse nature of the EPA’s 
stakeholders, a program of qualitative research was conducted. Much of the qualitative research 
involved depth interviews, which were deemed appropriate for a number of reasons:   

• increased convenience for key stakeholders (interviews were scheduled at times convenient 
for them in their busy schedules); 

• inviting greater honesty and openness in a one-to-one confidential environment; 
• providing a greater sense that their opinions are unique and highly valued by the EPA. 

 
Depth interviews were conducted via phone and lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, depending how 
much each participant had to contribute. Interviewers were all members of the Ipsos project team who 
conducted the interviews with reference to a discussion guide. In cases where stakeholders had 
overlapping interests and were happy to be interviewed together (e.g., stakeholders from the same 
company or community stakeholders interested in the same issue) paired depth interviews were used. 
No incentives were paid for participation. 

Mini-group discussions 
In some cases a range of stakeholder views were sought or it was deemed best to speak to multiple 
stakeholders in a particular location. In these cases, mini-group discussions were conducted. The 
approach was only used in cases where the stakeholders were happy to speak honestly among 
colleagues or peers. Mini-groups were deemed appropriate for a number of reasons: 

• stakeholders were able to bounce ideas off each other;  
• it allowed the research to incorporate a greater range of perspectives; and  
• it allowed the research to explore differences in perspectives in greater depth. 

 
Mini-group discussions were conducted in-person at group room or meeting facilities (although one 
stakeholder based outside of Sydney phoned in to a discussion). Discussions lasted between 90 
minutes and two hours. A member of the Ipsos project team moderated all groups in accordance with 
a discussion guide. No incentives were paid for participation. 

Sample structure and timing 
The September review and workshop with EPA staff revealed the needs of the EPA’s internal 
stakeholders and enabled consideration of the number of individuals or organisations within each 
stakeholder type, and their relative importance or priority to the EPA. This informed the design of the 
sample structure.  
 
The research included stakeholders based in metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas, reflecting the 
diversity and spread of the relevant stakeholders. Stakeholders across a range of sector, industries 
and environmental issues were included in order to ensure that the outcomes of this research reflect 
the breadth of the EPA’s stakeholder base. 
 
Table 2 shows the final sample structure. In all, 45 depth or paired interviews and four mini-group 
discussions were conducted between 30 May and 3 July 2013. 
 
 



 

NSW Environment Protection Authority  
 EPA Stakeholder Survey | October 2013 | Page 24 

 

Table 2: Qualitative sample structure 

Stakeholder group Depth or paired 
interviews Mini-groups 

Community stakeholders 10 1 
Environmental stakeholders 5 1 
Industry stakeholders 15 1 
Local government stakeholders 6 - 
NSW Government stakeholders 6 - 
Australian Government stakeholders 1 - 
Interstate EPA stakeholders 2 - 
Newcastle Community Consultative Committee on the Environment - 1 
Total 45 4 

2.2 Notes and limitations 
Anonymity of responses 
All responses by participants in all three components of the research were provided in a confidential 
context. Participants were assured before interviews, discussions and surveys that: 

• responses would not be attributed directly to them or their organisation; 
• no identifying information would be published or provided to the EPA, and  
• responses would be aggregated. 

 
This helped ensure that candid responses were elicited from participants in order to provide the EPA 
with accurate, unbiased feedback on its operations. 

Quotes as statements of fact 
Quotes in this report represent the opinions of those interviewed. Many are perceptions based on 
interactions with the EPA, and not necessarily statements of fact. Some quotes in the report do, 
however, read as if they were statements of fact. While commentary and context are provided in text 
surrounding the quotes, readers should keep in mind that views expressed are based on 
individuals’ perceptions of the EPA. 

Diverse opinions of EPA stakeholders 
It should be noted that the online survey of stakeholders was undertaken with participant groups with 
strong, often opposing views of the EPA. Response rates among the different stakeholder groups 
were varied, with 47% of survey respondents coming from local government. Thirty two percent (32%) 
were industry stakeholders and 17% were community or environment groups. Readers should keep 
this in mind when interpreting findings for the overall sample represented in charts.  
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3. General population survey findings 
 
This section covers the findings of the general population online survey phase (component A) of the 
program of research. 
 
A quantitative survey with members of the general public was conducted to explore their perceptions 
of the (EPA) compared with their perceptions of other agencies, and the extent to which its roles are 
perceived to be met. 

3.1 Analysis and sample structure 
Analysis 
Individual differences between groups were investigated and identified using four sample profile 
variables: 

• Age 
o 18-29 
o 30-49 
o 50 or older 

• Gender 
o Male 
o Female 

• Location 
o Sydney 
o Regional NSW 

• Knowledge of EPA (from Question 4) 
o No knowledge of the EPA (including never previously heard of them and heard of, but 

know nothing about them responses) 
o Know something of the EPA (including just a little, a fair amount and a great deal 

responses) 
 
Further details of how the analysis was conducted are provided in Section 2.1.3. 

Rounding in charts 
In some charts, response categories shown may not sum to 100% due to rounding of the numbers 
displayed. It should also be noted that for questions where multiple responses were allowed response 
categories may sum to more than 100%.  
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Sample structure 
The survey was conducted online with 386 people living in NSW aged 18 years and over. The survey 
was run as part of an online omnibus survey, between 7 June and 13 June 2013. The sample was 
broadly representative by age, gender, and location (i.e., Sydney/regional NSW).  
 
Figure 2: Sample structure 
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3.2 Findings 

3.2.1 Awareness of the EPA 
Members of the general public were asked how much, if anything, they know about the NSW 
Environment Protection Authority (EPA). Findings are shown if Figure 3. 
 
Knowledge about the EPA among the general public is relatively low. Only small minorities reported to 
know a fair amount (7%) or a great deal (1%). 
 
Seventy six percent (76%) indicated that they have limited knowledge of the EPA, with 39% of 
respondents reporting to know just a little and 37% indicating that they have heard of, but know 
nothing about them.  
 
Figure 3: Awareness of the EPA 

 
 
As shown in the figure above, the older the respondent, the more they reported to know about the 
EPA. Men reported to know more about the EPA than women. 
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3.2.2 Perceived attributes of the EPA  
Respondents who knew something about the EPA were asked about their perceptions of the 
organisation (Figure 4). Many considered that it was professional (51%) and trustworthy (41%). While 
36% of respondents agreed that the EPA is an effective regulator, fewer respondents agreed it was 
innovative (20%).  
 
Large proportions of respondents said that they neither agreed nor disagreed that the EPA possessed 
these attributes, with at least 27% indicating this for each attribute asked about. More than a fifth 
responded don’t know for each of the attributes (ranging from 9% for being professional and an 
effective regulator, to 16% for being quick to respond to incidents and innovative). 
 
Figure 4: Perceived attributes of the EPA 

 

Influence of prior knowledge of the EPA 
Table 3 shows the differences in the responses of those who knew something of the EPA compared 
to those who had heard of, but knew nothing about the EPA.  
 
As the table shows, those who knew something of the EPA (i.e. those who knew just a little, a fair 
amount or a great deal) were more likely than those who had heard of but knew nothing about 
the EPA to disagree that the organisation is professional, trustworthy, an effective regulator, 
independent, quick to respond, efficient and approachable, and innovative. On the other hand, those 
who knew nothing about the EPA were more likely to respond don’t know to all of the attributes.  
 
Those who know something of the EPA are, therefore, more likely than those who have no 
knowledge of the EPA to: 

• have an opinion about the EPA’s attributes; and 
• have negative opinions of all attributes than those with no knowledge.  
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Table 3: Variations in perceptions of attributes of the EPA depending on knowledge 

* Arrows (   ) indicate the statistically significantly higher response only in each pair (i.e., those who knew something of the 
EPA versus those who know nothing of the EPA).  
 
However, prior knowledge of the EPA also had a positive influence on public perceptions of two 
attributes. Those who knew something of the EPA were more likely than those who had no 
knowledge of the EPA, to agree that the EPA is professional and quick to respond to issues/incidents.  
 

 Don’t know Disagree Agree 

Attribute 
Knew 

something 
of the EPA 

Knew 
nothing of 
the EPA 

Knew 
something 
of the EPA 

Knew 
nothing of 
the EPA 

Knew 
something 
of the EPA 

Knew 
nothing of 
the EPA 

Professional 9% 38% 12% 3% 51% 33% 

Trustworthy 10% 39%  17% 12% 41% 32% 

An effective regulator 10% 37% 23% 6% 36% 24% 

Independent 12% 41% 23% 8% 36% 27% 

Quick to respond to 
issues/incidents 

 
16% 

 
45% 

 
20% 

 
7% 

 
29% 

 
15% 

Efficient and approachable 15% 42%  20% 7% 25% 20% 

Innovative 16% 41% 21% 8% 20% 14% 
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3.2.3 Contact with the EPA 
Respondents were asked from which sources they had heard anything about the EPA.  
 
A significant proportion of respondents indicated they have heard about the EPA via television (38%) 
and newspapers (36%) (those aged 50+ years in particular). Thirteen percent (13%) had heard about 
the EPA through a Google search. 
 
Twenty-one percent (21%) respondents reported that they had not heard anything about the EPA via 
the channels listed.  
 
Figure 5: Sources of information about the EPA 
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3.2.4 Perceptions of the EPA’s environmental 
responsibilities 
Respondents were asked which organisations they think are responsible for each of the following 
environmental issues: 
 

• Responding to harmful environmental incidents 
• Ensuring that industries work within environmental regulations 
• Maintaining a healthy environment for the community 
• Managing waste and recycling 
• Regulating activities such as wind farming and coal 
• Managing national parks 

 
Multiple agencies were seen by participants as being responsible for most of the issues. As Figure 6 
shows, the EPA is the organisation most likely to be mentioned as responsible for: responding to 
harmful environmental incidents (58%), ensuring that industries work within environmental regulations 
(51%), and maintaining a healthy environment for the community (mentioned by 42%, equal with 
those suggesting local councils, also 42%).  
 
Figure 6: Proportions saying EPA is responsible for each issue 

 
 
However, for all the issues, at least two agencies were selected as being responsible by more than 
20% of respondents (multiple responses were allowed). While this may reflect confusion over where 
responsibility lies for some issues, it may also reflect the perception that responsibility is shared by 
various agencies and levels of government. 
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Responding to harmful environmental incidents 
Fifty-eight percent (58%) of respondents indicated that they think the EPA is the organisation 
responsible for responding to harmful environmental incidents (Figure 7). This was followed by NSW 
Police Fire and Rescue (27%), local councils (16%) and the Australian Government (16%).  
 
Figure 7: Organisation responsible for responding to harmful environmental incidents 

Ensuring that industries work within environmental regulations 
More than half of respondents (51%) indicated that they think the EPA is responsible for ensuring that 
industries work within environmental regulations (Figure 8). Other government offices were also seen 
by some to hold responsibility for monitoring industries and whether they comply with regulations with 
25% of respondents indicating the Australian Government, while 22% chose the NSW Office of 
Environment and Heritage (OEH). 
 
Figure 8: Organisation responsible for ensuring that industries work within environmental 
regulations 
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Maintaining a healthy environment for the community 
Local councils (42%) and the EPA (42%) were seen by an equal number of respondents to have 
responsibility for maintaining a healthy environment for the community (Figure 9). Twenty-six percent 
(26%) of respondents indicated that they thought the Australian Government is responsible and 23% 
that the NSW OEH is responsible. 
 
Figure 9: Organisation responsible for maintaining a healthy environment for the community 

 

Managing waste and recycling 
Sixty-six percent (66%) of those surveyed indicated that they think local councils are responsible for 
managing waste and recycling (Figure 10). The EPA was the organisation with the next highest 
number of respondents (24%) for this issue.  
 
Figure 10: Organisation responsible for managing waste and recycling 
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Regulating activities such as wind farming and coal seam gas extraction 
Thirty-three percent (33%) of respondents indicated that they thought the Australian Government is 
responsible for regulating activities such as wind farming and coal seam gas extraction (Figure 11). A 
similar proportion felt it is the EPA’s responsibility (30%); followed by NSW Department of Planning 
and Infrastructure (25%), NSW Department of Primary Industries (24%) and NSW OEH (19%). 
Fourteen percent (14%) did not know who is responsible for this. 
 
Figure 11: Organisation responsible for regulating activities such as wind farming and coal 
seam gas extraction 

 

Managing national parks 
Figure 6 shows that (40%) of respondents indicated that they think the NSW OEH is responsible for 
managing national parks; followed by the Australian Government (26%), local councils (20%) and the 
EPA (18%), respectively.  
 
Figure 12: Organisation responsible for managing national parks 
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3.2.5 Who to contact with an environmental issue 
Respondents were asked which organisations they would contact for each of the following twelve 
environmental issues: 
 

• Waste management and recycling 
• Excessive noise 
• Environmental impact of coal seam gas 
• Hazardous materials and industrial chemicals 
• Contaminated land sites 
• Native forest logging 
• Air quality and odours 
• Pesticide use 
• Use of radiation equipment and radioactive substances 
• Illegal dumping 
• Littering 
• Water pollution 

 
The EPA was the organisation chosen by the most respondents for seven of the twelve issues 
(environmental impact of coal seam gas, hazardous materials and industrial chemicals, contaminated 
land sites, air quality and odours, pesticide use, use of radiation equipment and radioactive 
substances, and water pollution). Multiple responses were allowed. 

Waste management and recycling 
Seventy-five percent (75%) of respondents said that they would contact their local council for 
information related to waste management and recycling; 23% said they would contact the EPA.  
 
Figure 13: Who to contact about waste management and recycling 
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Excessive noise 
Fifty-three percent (53%) of those surveyed said that they would contact their local council for 
information related to excessive noise; another 35% indicated that they would contact NSW Police, 
Fire and Rescue; 17% said they would contact the EPA. 
 
Figure 14: Who to contact about excessive noise 

 

Environmental impact of coal seam gas 
More than half (52%) of respondents said that they would contact the EPA for information about the 
environmental impact of coal seam gas, followed by the Australian Government (21%). However, 20% 
of respondents was unsure who they would contact. 
 
Figure 15: Who to contact about environmental impact of coal seam gas 
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Hazardous materials and industrial chemicals 
Sixty-one percent (61%) of respondents said that they would contact the EPA for information related 
to hazardous materials and industrial chemicals. Local councils (28%) and NSW Police, Fire and 
Rescue (23%) were also seen as good sources of information about this particular environmental 
issue. 
 
Figure 16: Who to contact about hazardous materials and industrial chemicals 

 

Contaminated land sites 
Fifty-nine percent (59%) of those surveyed said they would contact the EPA for information related to 
contaminated land sites. Thirty-nine percent (39%) would contact their local council for this 
information.  
 
Figure 17: Who to contact about contaminated land sites 
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Native forest logging 
For information about native forest logging, 37% of those surveyed said they would contact the NSW 
Department of Primary Industries and 34% would contact the EPA. Sixteen percent (16%) were 
unsure who they would contact. 
 
Figure 18: Who to contact about native forest logging 

 

Air quality and odours 
Fifty-nine percent (59%) of respondents said that they would contact the EPA for information related 
to air quality and odours and 31% of those surveyed said they would contact their local council for this 
information.  
 
Figure 19: Organisation to contact about air quality and odours 
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Pesticide use 
Forty-eight percent of respondents (48%) said that they would contact the EPA for information related 
to pesticide use and 33% of those surveyed said they would contact their local council (33%).  
 
Figure 20: Organisation to contact about pesticide use 

 

Use of radiation equipment and radioactive substances 
Forty-eight percent (48%) of respondents said that they would contact the EPA for information related 
to the use of radiation equipment and radioactive substances. Twenty-seven percent (27%) of those 
surveyed said they did not know who they would contact for this information.  
  
 
Figure 21: Organisation to contact about use of radiation equipment and radioactive 
substances 
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Illegal dumping 
Sixty-nine percent (69%) of respondents said that they would contact their local council for information 
related to illegal dumping, 29% said they would contact the EPA, while 18% would involve the NSW 
Police, Fire and Rescue.  
 
Figure 22: Organisation to contact about illegal dumping 

 

Littering 
Seventy-five percent (75%) of those surveyed said that they would contact their local council for 
information related to littering, followed by the EPA (13%) and NSW Police, Fire and Rescue (10%). 
Ten percent (10%) said they were unsure who to contact for this information.  
 
Figure 23: Organisation to contact about littering 
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Water pollution 
Fifty-nine percent (59%) of respondents said that for information related to water pollution, they would 
contact the EPA; 37% said they would contact their local council for this information.  
 
Figure 24: Organisation to contact about water pollution 
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Figure 25: Proportions who would contact the EPA for each issue 
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Figure 26: Priorities in environmental regulation 

 
 
Respondents who knew something of the EPA were more likely than those who did not, to see 
waste management and recycling as essential (34% compared with 18%). 
 
Those with no knowledge of the EPA were more likely than those with knowledge of the EPA to say 
they don’t know about what priority should be given to waste management and recycling (8% 
compared with 1%), excessive noise (8% compared with 2%), the environmental impacts of coal 
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with 1%). 
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also less likely to place high priority on this issue, with 19% saying it was medium priority and 36% 
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Respondents were asked how well they feel a variety of environmental issues are managed in NSW. 
The results are shown in Figure 27. Fifty-three percent (53%) of respondents indicated that waste and 
recycling are well managed, and 41% people perceived the management of both water pollution and 
air quality and odours as being fairly good or very good. 
 
The environmental issue seen to be the least well managed is the environmental impacts of coal 
seam gas, with 46% of respondents giving a fairly poor or very poor rating.  
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Figure 27: Management of environmental issues 

 
 
Prior knowledge of the EPA influenced perceptions of how well environmental issues are being managed in 
NSW. Those with no knowledge of the EPA were more likely than those who knew something of the EPA to 
give a don’t know response when asked about all issues surveyed.  Those who knew something of the EPA 
were more likely than those who had no knowledge of the EPA to say that the management of several issues 
was poor or very poor.  
 
Table 4 shows the significant differences between the responses of those who had knowledge of the EPA and 
those who had no knowledge. 
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Table 4: Variations in perceptions about whether management of environmental issues in NSW 
is poor or good, depending on knowledge of the EPA 

* Arrows (   ) indicate the statistically significantly higher response in each pair. 
 
As noted earlier in relation to attributes of the EPA (see Section 3.2.2), it appears that those with 
knowledge of the EPA have more polarised views.  Those who know something of the EPA are 
more likely than others to have an opinion about the management of the issues survey than those 
who know nothing of the EPA. They are also are more likely to have negative opinions of 
management of eight out of the twelve issues than those with no knowledge. 
 
Regional NSW residents were more likely to say that management of water pollution was very poor 
(14%, compared with 5% of Sydney residents). Young people aged 18-29 years were more likely 
than other age groups to say they don’t know how well the various issues listed are being managed. 

Priority versus performance 
Figure 28 shows how these two questions – of priority and performance – relate to one another. The 
vertical axis shows the mean priority given to each issue, and the horizontal axis illustrates the mean 
rating of the management of the issue within NSW. 

• Those issues plotted in the top right hand quadrant (water pollution, hazardous material and 
use of radioactive equipment) are high public priorities, on which NSW authorities are seen to 
be performing relatively well. 

• Those issues in the bottom right hand quadrant (air quality and odours, pesticide use, waste 
management and recycling, native forest logging and excessive noise) are lower public 
priorities, but again are perceived as being well managed. The public does not believe these 
issues require better management. 

 Don’t know Poor / Very poor Good / Very good 

Issue 
Knew 

something 
of the EPA 

Knew 
nothing of 
the EPA 

Knew 
something 
of the EPA 

Knew 
nothing of 
the EPA 

Knew 
something 
of the EPA 

Knew 
nothing of 
the EPA 

Water pollution 3% 12% 32% 22% 38% 38% 

Environmental impacts of 
coal seam gas 7% 

 
28% 

 
59% 34% 14% 18% 

Use of radiation equipment 
and radioactive substances 

 
15% 

 
42% 

 
18% 

 
12% 

 
38% 

 
27% 

Hazardous materials and 
industrial chemicals 

 
5% 

 
22% 

 
32% 

 
20% 

 
32% 

 
31% 

Contaminated land sites 7% 26% 38% 20% 26% 26% 

Air quality and odours 3% 14% 22% 16% 43% 40% 

Waste management and 
recycling 1% 

 
10% 

 
21% 13% 57% 50% 

Native forest logging 7% 25% 33% 19% 34% 28% 

Pesticide use 11% 26% 28% 17% 31% 25% 

Illegal dumping 3% 19% 55% 32% 18% 23% 

Littering 1% 11% 51% 31% 26% 36% 

Excessive noise 7% 15% 25% 17% 30% 34% 



 

NSW Environment Protection Authority  
 EPA Stakeholder Survey | October 2013 | Page 46 

 

• The issues in the top left hand quadrant (the environmental impacts of coal seam gas and 
contaminated land sites) are of high concern to the public. They are perceived as priority 
issues, but not as well managed within NSW. These issues are perceived as requiring the 
greatest attention. 

• Finally, the issues in the bottom left hand quadrant (illegal dumping and littering) while 
perceived to not be particularly well managed, are also seen as being low priority. 

 
The points on the chart marked in red indicate issues which the highest proportion of respondents 
would contact the EPA about (rather than other organisations). The red points therefore indicate those 
issues which are most strongly perceived as being the EPA’s responsibility (water pollution, 
hazardous materials, environmental impacts of coal seam gas, contaminated land sites, use of 
radiation equipment, pesticide use, and air quality and odours).  
 
Figure 28: Priority vs. performance of the EPA on environmental issues 
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4. Stakeholder survey findings  
 
This section outlines the findings of the online survey of stakeholders (component B).  

4.1 Response rates  
A total of 445 stakeholders were invited to take part in the survey, and 130 responded. This provided 
an overall response rate of 29%. The response rate was highest among community and environment 
stakeholders; of community stakeholders approached, 41% took part in the survey. Response rates 
among industry (28%) and government (26%) stakeholders were lower. The sample sizes for industry 
and government were higher than for community and environment, however, as the EPA was able to 
provide longer stakeholders contact lists for those groups. 
 
Table 4 summaries the stakeholder survey response rates. 
 
Table 5: Response rates 

Stakeholder group (as defined by EPA) Response rate 

Final 
sample 

size 
Community & 
Environment 

Community groups* 49% 
41% 22 

Environment groups 28% 

Industry 
Industry 33% 

28% 42 
Industry groups 24% 

Government 

Local government 30% 

26% 61 
NSW Government 20% 
Inter-state EPAs 8% 
Australian Government** 0% 

Overall response rate 29% 130*** 
* Including community consultative committees and advisory committees. 
** Although no Australian Government organisation participated in the online survey, the Australian Government 
was represented in a depth interview. 
*** Note that five participants identified as “Other” groups (see Figure 29). 

4.2 Analysis and sample structure 
Analysis 
Individual differences between groups were investigated and identified using three sample profile 
variables: 

• Stakeholder type (as defined by respondent) 
o Community and environment  
o Government 
o Industry 

• Licence holder or not 
• Co-regulator or not 
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Further details of how the analysis was conducted are provided in Section 2.1.3. 

Rounding in charts 
In some charts, response categories shown may not sum to 100% due to rounding of the numbers 
displayed. It should also be noted that for questions where multiple responses were allowed response 
categories may sum to more than 100%. 

Sample structure 
Out of 130 total respondents, 47% identified as being a local or state government stakeholder, 32% 
were industry stakeholders and 17% were community or environment groups. Figure 29 shows the 
number of people identifying as each type of stakeholder. 
 
Figure 29: Sample Profile (n) 

 

4.3 Findings 

4.3.1 Contact with the EPA 
Respondents were asked which forms of contact they had had with the EPA in the past 12 months. 
Multiple responses were allowed. All respondents had been in some form of contact. As Figure 30 
shows, this was most likely to be in written form (86% by email or 78% by letters or written 
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correspondence) or direct contact with EPA staff (83% over the phone and 78% face to face).  
Seventy-one percent (71%) had used the EPA website. 
 
Figure 30: Contact with the EPA 

 
 
The vast majority of stakeholders personally interacted with officer-level staff (94%), as shown in 
Figure 31. Forty five percent (45%) interacted with the heads of local EPA offices and/or with senior 
executives. 
 
Figure 31: Who stakeholders interact with at the EPA 

 
 
As Figure 32 shows, 75% of respondents had been in contact with the EPA because of regulatory 
compliance issues and actions. Sixty-four percent (64%) of stakeholders had been in contact with the 
EPA because they were seeking information and 57% because they were seeking advice or 
guidance. 
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Figure 32: Reason for contact with the EPA 
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Participants were asked the range of issues they had been in contact with the EPA in regard to 
(Figure 33). The issues stakeholders were most likely to have contact with the EPA about were water 
pollution (58%), waste management and recycling (52%), air quality (48%) and noise (42%). 
 
Stakeholders were least likely to be in contact with the EPA about littering (12%), forestry (9%), 
pesticide use (8%) and use of radiation equipment and radioactive substances (5%). It should be 
noted that these findings reflect the prevalence of contact with the EPA in regard to each issue, not 
the importance. 
 
Figure 33: Issues relating to contact with the EPA 

 

Satisfaction with the EPA 
As Figure 34 shows, overall, 69% of stakeholders were satisfied with the EPA’s communication 
methods. This did not vary significantly according to the type of contact stakeholders had with the 
EPA.  
 
Figure 34: Satisfaction with the EPA communication methods  
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Respondents were asked for their suggestions for improving communication with the EPA. Forty two 
percent (42%) gave suggestions, and these generally fell into several broad categories: 
 
Increased consultation with stakeholders: 34% of suggestions related to providing enhanced 
stakeholder consultation, including regular face-to-face meetings, and starting the consultation 
process earlier. 
 

“It would be good if the EPA would have regular stakeholders meetings like 
they used to. Where an Officer would meet with Council every couple of 
months to discuss/ provide advice/ give updates on relevant information or jobs 
or legislation.” 
 
“We would like to have more pro-active communication with the EPA, and 
better liaison so that the EPA is more aware of practical issues facing 
Councils.” 
 
 “Bring back quarterly meetings with key business bodies, especially those who 
represent environment protection licence holders.” 
 
“Real consultation is virtually non-existent.” 
 
“EPA conduct consultation with industry extremely poorly. It’s often very 
generic, adds little value, too late in the process and frustrating.” 

 
More timely responses: 32% related to EPA adopting faster response times. This included quicker 
replies to emails, letters and return calls from Enviroline.  
 

“EPA need to actually provide written replies to correspondence, not just 
standard 'acknowledgement' letters, then nothing.” 
 
“Need to improve response time to correspondence and provide helpful advice. 
Response from EPA has been very slow (i.e. months) and not assisted with 
resolving environmental issues.” 
 
“It is not the methods of communication it is the response time from the EPA... 
i.e. time taken to reply to letters/emails or return phone calls” 

 
More staff and better trained staff:  25% of respondents made suggestions relating to staffing levels 
and training of EPA officers. 
 

“'Increase staffing levels within the EPA to improve their availability.” 
 
 “The EPA staff need to be trained in scientific method/rules of evidence when 
investigating a problem.” 
 
 “Some EPA staff are unaware of the levels of their own regulatory powers.” 

 
Increase use technology and range of channels available:  10% related to increasing the use of 
technology in communications with stakeholders. This included suggestions to increase the use of the 
EPA website, social media, email and text messaging, for updates from the EPA as well as for logging 
complaints and incidents.  
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“'Complaints need to be able to be logged by email or SMS with photos.” 
 
“Electronic web entry for standard reports would help.” 
“Twitter feed - currently only NPWS, available from OEH/Premiers. Website 
follow facility so alerts to updates can be automatically received. SMS alert 
service.” 
 

4.3.2 Perceived Attributes of the EPA 
Most respondents considered it essential or very important that the EPA possess the attributes or 
qualities shown in Figure 35. The most important attributes, as seen by stakeholders, were objectivity 
in decision making (78%), trustworthiness (75%), and being technically proficient (68%). The attribute 
that was seen as less important was innovation (38% rating it as not very important/ not important at 
all).  
 
Figure 35: Importance of Attributes of the EPA 

 
Community and environment stakeholders were more likely to view it as essential that the EPA is:  

• An effective regulator (95%) 
• Independent (91%) 
• Quick to respond to issues/incidents (86%) 
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Industry stakeholders were less likely than other stakeholder groups to view it as essential that the 
EPA is an effective regulator (48%). 
 
Participants were also asked to what extent they believed the EPA holds each attribute (Figure 36). 
The EPA is seen as being professional by 72% of stakeholders and approachable by 77% of 
stakeholders. Sixty-eight percent (68%) of respondents agreed that the EPA is trustworthy and 69% 
agreed that the EPA is technically proficient.  
 
Twenty-seven percent (27%) of respondents disagreed that the EPA is timely in its responses to 
stakeholders and 25% that the EPA is quick to respond to issues/incidents. Thirty-one percent (31%) 
agreed that the EPA is innovative. 
 
Figure 36: Perceived Attributes of the EPA 

 
 
Community and environment stakeholders were more likely than other stakeholder groups to 
disagree that the EPA is:  

 Trustworthy (50% tend to disagree) 
 Independent (41% tend to disagree, 41% strongly disagree) 
 An effective regulator (45% tend to disagree, 32% strongly disagree) 
 Objective in its decision making (41% tend to disagree) 
 Professional (14% strongly disagree) 
 Technically proficient (14% strongly disagree) 
 Timely in its responses to stakeholders (45% tend to disagree) 

 
Government stakeholders were more likely than other stakeholder groups to agree that the EPA is:  

 Trustworthy (57% tend to agree) 
 Objective in its decision making (52% tend to agree) 
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Government stakeholders were also less likely to disagree that the EPA is an effective regulator 
(8%) and were more likely to neither agree/disagree (38%). 
 
Figure 37 shows how stakeholder perceptions of the importance of selected attributes relate to 
perceptions of the EPA’s actual attributes. The vertical axis shows the mean importance given to each 
attribute (on a 1-5 scale), and the horizontal axis illustrates the mean agreement that the EPA 
possess this attribute (on a 1-5 scale). 
 
All attributes shown here are very important or essential to stakeholders, but Figure 37 helps to 
identify how the EPA is perceived to be performing against the most important attributes.  
 

• The bottom right quadrant contains attributes which stakeholders find very important (but not 
essential), and which the EPA is perceived as possessing to some degree. The only attribute 
here is independence. 

• Attributes in the bottom left quadrant are those which are very important to stakeholders (but 
not essential), and which the EPA is not associated with as strongly as some other attributes. 
These include being timely in responding to stakeholders, efficient and quick to respond to 
issues. 

• Attributes in the top right quadrant are those which are essential to stakeholders, and which 
the EPA is associated with to some degree. These are being trustworthy, professional, 
technically proficient and approachable. 

• Attributes in the top left quadrant are those which are essential to stakeholders, and which the 
EPA is not associated with as strongly as some other attributes. These include being objective 
in its decision making, an effective regulator, and transparent. This suggests that these are the 
key attributes that stakeholders would like the EPA to display more strongly than they are 
currently doing. 
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Figure 37: Perceptions of EPA Attributes: Importance vs. Actual 

 
 
Note: While responses were elicited on a 1-5 scale, responses clustered at the top end of both scales. Truncated scales are shown in order 
to show the relative differences between each data point more clearly. 
 
Innovative is not included among the attributes shown in Figure 37, as this was an outlier which was 
less important to stakeholders than other attributes (mean importance score of 3.8), and was not 
strongly associated with the EPA's current attributes either (mean agreement of 3.1, that the EPA is 
innovative).  
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4.3.3 Perceptions of the EPA 
 
Figure 38: Perceptions of the EPA 

 

Working with industry 
The majority of stakeholders agreed that it is important for the NSW EPA to work closely with industry 
in order to be an effective regulator (84%, with 52% strongly agreeing), and 45% disagreed that the 
EPA works too closely with industry to perform its regulatory role effectively (with 19% strongly 
disagreeing). 
 
Community and environment stakeholders were less likely than other stakeholder groups to 
strongly agree that it is important for the NSW EPA to work closely with industry in order to be an 
effective regulator (23%), and more likely to neither agree/disagree (23%) or strongly disagree (23%). 
Community and environment stakeholders were also more likely than other stakeholder groups to 
agree that the EPA works too closely with industry to perform its regulatory role effectively (36% 
strongly agree and 5% strongly disagree).  
 
Industry stakeholders were more likely than other stakeholder groups to strongly agree that it is 
important for the NSW EPA to work closely with industry in order to be an effective regulator (79%). 
Industry stakeholders were also more likely to disagree that the EPA works too closely with industry to 
perform its regulatory role effectively (47% strongly disagree). 
 
Government stakeholders were more likely than other stakeholder groups to agree that it is 
important for the NSW EPA to work closely with industry in order to be an effective regulator (44% 
tend to agree). Government stakeholders were also more likely to neither agree nor disagree or to 
disagree that the EPA works too closely with industry to perform its regulatory role effectively (38% 
neither, 8% strongly disagree). 
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Providing meaningful consultation 
Sixty percent (60%) agreed that the EPA provides opportunities for them to contribute to relevant 
issues, and 20% indicated that they disagreed with this. However, 46% agreed that the EPA provides 
clear information about timelines for projects and consultations, and a quarter (25%) disagreed. 

Communication and information 
Seventy three percent (73%) agreed that they know where to go to get information they need from the 
EPA. Around half (51%) agreed that communications from the EPA are clear and concise, and 22% 
disagreed. 

Trust 
Seventy two percent (72%) agreed that they trust the information the EPA puts in the public domain. 
 
Community and environment stakeholders were more likely than other stakeholder groups to disagree 
that they trust the EPA’s information (36%). Government stakeholders were less likely to disagree 
(2%). 

Having enough of the right people 
Fewer agreed than disagreed (17% compared with 49%) that the EPA has enough staff to carry out 
its responsibilities effectively, and 20% strongly disagreed. 
 
Fewer agreed than disagreed (28% compared with 37%) that staff across all levels of the EPA have a 
similar approach to regulation. 

Balancing competing priorities 
Forty-eight percent (48%) agreed that the EPA understands their or their organisation’s priorities and 
concerns, and 29% disagreed. 

Leadership in environmental protection 
Forty-five percent (45%) agreed that the EPA is a leader in environment protection, and a quarter 
(25%) disagreed.  
 
Community and environment stakeholders were more likely to strongly disagree that the EPA is a 
leader in environment protection (32%). 
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4.3.4 Management of Environmental Issues 
Stakeholders were asked to rate how well the EPA managed the issues shown in Figure 39. 
Respondents were only asked to rate the management of issues which they indicated they interact 
with the EPA about. Note that the base sizes for each environmental issue (shown in brackets in 
Figure 39) are therefore small; caution should therefore be applied in the interpretation of these 
results.  
 
The EPA’s management of the use of radiation and radioactive substances and contaminated land 
sites were rated most highly by stakeholders who had encountered these issues (83% and 70% good, 
respectively). The EPA’s management of forestry issues was rated most poorly, with 63% saying it 
was fairly/very poor.  
 
Figure 39: Management of Environmental Issues 

 
Those who rated the management of a particular issue as poor were given an opportunity to briefly 
state the reasons they held this perception. 
 
Reasons given for rating the EPA’s management of forestry as fairly/very poor related to the time 
taken to investigate breaches, a lack of enforcement, and not having enough staff with the relevant 
expertise. Some specific comments were: 
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“The time taken to investigate breaches, the lack of enforcement of breaches. 
Most of the problems stem from a lack of resources of the forestry unit and the 
political interference as it is the government policing the government.” 
 
“EPA compliance staff generally have little experience and expertise in the field 
of Forestry. As such we feel that their compliance assessments and actions 
are often misdirected, poorly articulated, not supported by credible evidence 
and based on misinterpretation of issues.” 
 
“The usual response [to logging breaches] is that no action will be taken, with 
even the worst breach reported, the logging of old growth rainforest, receiving 
a paltry $3,000 fine. We can only conclude that the EPA (crown forestry unit) 
have no stomach for confrontation with the timber industry…Advice and 
interpretation of legislation and management of practices concerning these 
issues and overlapping planning legislation has been confusing and 
ambiguous.”  

 
Reasons given for rating the EPA’s management of littering as fairly/very poor related to education 
campaigns about the issue. 
 

 “The littering/dumping campaigns have been disjointed. More shifting of 
responsibilities onto local councils, although recently there has been some 
grant funding to assist this has come late.”  
 
“Need a state wide coordinated approach and campaign similar to the old ‘Put 
it in a bin’ campaign or Victoria’s ‘Too lovely to litter’ campaign.” 

 
Most of the reasons given for rating the EPA’s management of illegal dumping as fairly/very poor 
related to waste levies, but there was also reference to insufficient resources at the EPA and to the 
potential for the EPA to work more with Councils to address the issue. 
 

“Dumping is related to the cost of disposing waste at our tips - the EPA 
regulation of waste levies, et cetera has contributed to the rise in disposal 
costs and incidence of illegal dumping without adequately addressing root 
causes of the behaviour of consumers and dumpers.” 

 
“The EPA appear[s] to have insufficient resources to assist with illegal dumping 
and cannot provide any real assistance to local government. It is not a lack of 
will.” 

 
“We have had great difficulty getting commitment from the EPA to contribute to 
regional illegal dumping programs, due to the review of the EPA's waste levy-
funded programs.” 

 
“Illegal dumping - waste branch could be more active in working with Councils 
on illegal dumping, especially dumping across LGA boundaries.” 

 
 



 

NSW Environment Protection Authority  
 EPA Stakeholder Survey | October 2013 | Page 61 

 

4.3.5 Overall satisfaction  
Just over half of stakeholders were satisfied with the EPA’s overall performance (51%), and less than 
a quarter were dissatisfied (23%). Twenty seven percent (27%) were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. 
 
Figure 40: Satisfaction with the EPA's overall performance 

 

Antecedents of satisfaction 
A range of perceived attributes are highly associated with overall satisfaction with the EPA. 
Stakeholders who hold positive views in relation to these attributes are more likely than others to have 
a positive view of the EPA’s performance. The EPA’s perceived performance in relation to these 
factors, therefore, is important in shaping views of the EPA’s overall performance.  
 
Stakeholders who were more likely than others to be very/fairly satisfied with the overall 
performance of the EPA were: 
 
• Those who were very satisfied or fairly satisfied with the EPA's communication methods (61% and 

52% satisfied with overall performance, respectively). 
 

• Those who strongly agree that EPA is: 
o  Efficient (92% very satisfied) 
o  Independent (59% very satisfied) 
o  Trustworthy (58% very satisfied) 
o  Approachable (58% very satisfied) 
o  Objective in decision making (57% very satisfied) 
o  Technically proficient (54% very satisfied) 
o  Professional (52% very satisfied) 

 
• Those who tend to agree that EPA is: 

o  Innovative (44% very satisfied) 
o  Transparent (48% fairly satisfied) 

 
•  Those who strongly agree that: 

o  I know where to go to get the information I need from the EPA (47% very satisfied) 

27 31 20158

50% 40% 30% 20% 10% 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

1

Base n=130
Q10: To what extent are you satisf ied or dissatisf ied with  the overall perforamnce of  the NSW EPA?

5123



 

NSW Environment Protection Authority  
 EPA Stakeholder Survey | October 2013 | Page 62 

 

o  I trust the information the NSW EPA puts out into the public domain (56% very satisfied) 
 

• Those who tend to agree that: 
o The EPA is quick to respond to issues/incidents (44% fairly satisfied) 
o The EPA is timely in response to stakeholders (47% fairly satisfied) 
o The EPA is a leader in environment protection (33% very satisfied; 46% fairly satisfied) 
o The EPA understands my/my organisations priorities and concerns (35% very satisfied) 

Antecedents of dissatisfaction 
A range of factors were associated with dissatisfaction with the EPA’s overall performance. 
Stakeholders who were more likely to be very/fairly dissatisfied with the overall performance of the 
EPA were: 
 

• Community and environment stakeholders (32% very dissatisfied) 
 
• Those involved in consultative committees (32% fairly dissatisfied) 

 
• Those who strongly disagree that the EPA is: 

o Independent (67% very dissatisfied) 
o Approachable (29% very dissatisfied) 
o An effective regulator (22% very dissatisfied) 
o Quick to respond to issues/incidents (21% very dissatisfied) 

 
• Those who tend to disagree that the EPA is: 

o Timely in its response to stakeholders (39% fairly dissatisfied) 
o Provides clear information about timelines for projects and consultations (38% fairly 

dissatisfied) 
o Efficient (37% fairly dissatisfied) 
o Approachable (36% fairly dissatisfied) 
o An effective regulator (35% fairly dissatisfied) 
o A leader in environment protection (35% fairly dissatisfied) 
o Quick to respond to issues/incidents (33% fairly dissatisfied) 
o Transparent (20% very dissatisfied) 

 
• Those who tend to disagree that The EPA understands my/my organisation’s priorities and 

concerns (33% fairly dissatisfied). 

4.3.6 Stakeholder comments 
Stakeholders were asked to provide any final comments about how the EPA an improve engagement 
with them. Sixty percent (60%) of respondents provided comments and they again centered on the 
following key themes: 
 
Improved stakeholder consultation and communication: 
 

“Negotiate then adopt a protocol and set of principles for community 
engagement. Train staff in this engagement policy. Routinely involve 
stakeholders in evaluating policy development and engagement.” 
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 “I think the EPA should work very hard on getting out of the office and meeting 
with their stakeholders to understand their business and their circumstances. 
This will contribute to a better understanding of how to innovate.” 
 
“More workshops/forums. Summary information on new publications/ policies 
released.” 
 
“Website information, monthly report information and positive things the EPA 
are doing, updates on pollution incidents and action taken etc.” 

 
Stronger regulation and enforcement:  

 
“Weak regulation and legislation does hamper the EPA's ability to be effective 
but within this more can be done.” 
 
“Increase penalties for pollution.” 
 
“Identify areas of improvement that strengthen the EPA's regulatory approach 
e.g. acceptable standards of chemicals, better coordination of other 
government departments, greater industry compliance (increased fines and 
powers) = improved trust.” 

 
The EPA's relationship with industry: 
 

“The current perception of the NSW EPA is that it views maintaining a good 
relationship with industry as more important than protecting the environment. 
NSW EPA needs to shift its focus from treating industry as its clients, to seeing 
the environment and community as its clients. It needs to be seen to be acting 
as a powerful regulator, at arm’s length from industry.” 
 
“From the community's point of view, the EPA needs to be seen to be 
responsive and to be able to stand up to industry. The whole basis of the EPA 
should surely be to protect the environment. What it actually does though, is 
regulate industry's license to pollute. The premise is wrong, by saying pollution 
is OK.” 

 
Staffing: 
 

“Increase resources so EPA staff are not stretched too far.” 
 
“Investing in human resources, attracting and retaining good people, improving 
consistency and levels of professionalism, ensuring guidelines on how to 
administer legislation and approaches to regulation are consistent and 
effective.” 
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5. Qualitative research findings 
 
This section covers the findings from the depth interviews and mini-group discussions (Component 
C). The fieldwork involved 45 depth and paired interviews, and four mini-group discussions. Further 
details of the methodology can be found in Section 2.1.4. As noted in Section 2.2, views represented 
here are the perceptions of individual stakeholders, rather than statements of fact. 

5.1 The EPA is viewed through multiple lenses 

5.1.1 Each stakeholder has a different stake in the EPA 
The EPA has a very broad range of stakeholders, each with unique perspectives, priorities, concerns, 
expectations and interactions. Many of these are in opposition to each other, leaving the EPA to help 
balance the playing field. This introductory section provides a brief summary of these different 
perspectives, which are detailed further throughout the remainder of the report. 

Community and environmental stakeholders 
Community stakeholders were most likely to interact with the EPA about issues relating to specific 
sites with environmental or health concerns due to nearby industrial operations. Some have expertise 
in the field and a long history of engagement with the EPA, while others have become involved more 
recently due to incidents or operations in their local area.  
 
For the purposes of this research, environmental stakeholders are defined as those who are 
involved in groups or organisations with a specific pro-environmental interest. They often have long-
running relationships with the EPA on one or more environmental issues of interest. Their key 
concerns can range from the impacts of forestry on ecological communities to the impacts of 
emissions on the health of residents in specific regions. 
 
Many community and environmental stakeholders are grateful that the EPA exists, but feel that it does 
not fulfill the role they expect of it. Most expect the EPA, as a regulator, to be an advocate for 
environmental and community health, and to act swiftly and with the full force of the law against 
those who breach regulations or licence conditions. They are often of the view that the EPA is not 
fulfilling these expectations, but is instead facilitating industry.  
 

“I tell you what: we would be in dire conditions if we did not have the EPA supporting 
us.” Community stakeholder 
  
“I think protecting the community should be number one at all times” Community 
stakeholder 

 
Community and environmental stakeholders often gain their knowledge of the EPA through direct 
contact with staff, the EPA website or their own information searches. Some also gain information 
from their own formal or informal networks, and through freedom of information processes. 
Stakeholders with more technical backgrounds sometimes formed opinions based on their own 
independent analysis of scientific data. 
 

“I guess my views come from a range of people. We do quite a bit with 
contaminated site auditors, so you have got quite a bit from them about what goes 
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on in the world. We talk to environment groups up and down the coast, and 
particularly forest groups that are frustrated with the results of their audits not being 
listened to. So we hear their views, we read their audits, we see what they've done, 
and we see the responses that they have (or haven't) got from the EPA.” 
Environmental stakeholder 

 
“The community are desperate for ongoing information if it affects their area or 
communities. And they often struggle to have information as quickly as they would 
like.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
Their understanding of the role of the EPA also varies. Those in environmental groups with more 
technical or academic backgrounds are generally more familiar with specific details of the EPA’s 
operations and remit. In addition, those who serve on community consultative or advisory 
committees often tended to have greater insight into (and more positive attitudes towards) some 
EPA operations, compared with those ‘on the outer’. Those on committees also tend to report closer 
and more respectful relationships with the EPA. 
 

“I’m on a committee now, so I’ve got a different position. But when I’m Joe Blow the 
public, it’s a negative one... I get that from my colleagues, my constituents, if you 
know, who I represent. They tell me it’s negative. But my involvement as a 
committee member dealing with the bureaucrats, I’d say is good.” Community 
stakeholder 

 
“I think it’s easier for them to be respectful to somebody who’s on a committee.” 
Community stakeholder 

Industry stakeholders 
Industry stakeholders interact with the EPA in relation to their own operations or, in the case of 
industry organisations, their members’ operations. Their organisations and industries are regulated by 
the EPA, and the majority of their interactions take place within this context. Interactions with the EPA 
can be relatively frequent, with some even having contact with the EPA several times a week. Many 
industry stakeholders stated that they gain a lot of their knowledge of the EPA through direct contact 
with staff at a range of levels, often with regard to licensing, compliance or policy related issues.  
 
Industry stakeholders have a range of priorities when dealing with the EPA. While they are interested 
in producing solutions that optimise environmental outcomes, commercial priorities compete with 
their ability to operate with no environmental harm. Some more than others appear to strive to reduce 
their impact on the environment and community, and some stakeholders from industry organisations 
believed that a few within their industries operate outside the regulations or licence conditions at 
times. This is seen as being bad for industry as a whole, as it can impact on industry’s social licence 
to operate. Industry stakeholders therefore see the value in an EPA that is, and is seen to be, 
independent. 
 

“But they are sort of, if you like, the police enforcing the laws. And sometimes 
people in our industry are a bit loose and fast in how they do things and they get a 
slap from the EPA.” Industry stakeholder   

 
Industry stakeholders are often sympathetic to the difficult job the EPA has in managing competing 
stakeholder priorities. They often have a detailed understanding of the issues they deal with and 
stakeholders involved. However, they also expect the EPA to be pragmatic and weigh their 
commercial priorities against environmental imperatives. They tend to feel that the EPA is open to 
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listening to them when they have issues they wish to raise, but also that it can be difficult to get a 
response in a timely manner. 
 

“It’s very easy to criticise government in dollar terms or to assess their outputs in 
dollar terms but really, given the challenge facing the EPA, you have got all of these 
enterprises out there who represent an exposure environment, a risk... government 
can’t be everywhere, can’t do everything.”  Industry stakeholder 

 
“I think we’ve enjoyed probably the opportunity of fairly candid sorts of discussion. I 
think there’s been a degree of probably mutual respect... The people that we’ve 
been dealing with have been very professional. I guess there’s been an element of 
trust in being able to talk about the issues. You know, really getting to the core of 
some of the problems that we’ve been having. So we’ve found that quite strong in 
the past.” Industry stakeholder 
 
Participant: “I don’t feel as though they understand our role and that frustrates me 
no end sometimes.”  
Moderator: “And why do you feel that way?” 
Participant: “Because it happens. Because we need things. Because they’re slow. 
Because they can be inefficient, they can be bureaucratic. Because they take 
certain views sometimes that just don’t reconcile with the needs of business.” 
Industry Stakeholder 

Local government stakeholders 
Local government comprises stakeholders who are regulated by the EPA (e.g., those who manage 
waste facilities), and others who co-regulate in their jurisdiction alongside the EPA (e.g., those 
involved in compliance issues or reporting and acting on incidents). Some local government 
stakeholders hold both of these roles within their organisation. Their interaction with the EPA is 
generally in relation to activities within their council’s physical area of jurisdiction.  
 
The interactions typically involve providing information to the EPA (e.g., reporting incidents), seeking 
advice, licensing issues, managing joint programs, and various other discussions and approval 
processes. Issues covered range from specific areas such as waste, pollution, bushland damage, 
asbestos control, to broader education and efforts to support local communities to achieve positive 
environmental outcomes. 
 
Their interactions are generally characterised as respectful, yet robust (e.g., where there is 
disagreement). Many feel that the EPA takes a partnership approach to working with them, and that 
attitudes towards the EPA are generally positive. Some do, however, feel that the EPA can be overly 
bureaucratic at times, and needs to engage with local government in a more constructive manner. 
 

“The staff we’re dealing with have a positive attitude to try and get win-win 
outcomes, whilst recognising they’ve got a regulatory role to play in protecting the 
larger public interest. We appreciate that they also understand that we’re operating 
to protect the public interest. So often we can have counterviews, but often we find 
that they’re keen to work on negotiating outcomes which give us win-wins.” Local 
government stakeholder 

 
Local government stakeholders expect the EPA to provide them with appropriate guidance, both in 
areas in which they are regulated by the EPA, and areas in which they act as co-regulators. They 
generally display an appreciation of the range of challenges faced by the EPA, in part because 
they sometimes face similar challenges themselves. 
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“We would expect reasonable regulation, even-handed regulations, consideration of 
councils’ finite ability to adapt to changing regulation, and the need to phase that in 
over time.” Local government stakeholder 

Australian and NSW Government stakeholders 
For the purpose of this research, Australian and NSW Government stakeholders were defined as 
those who work within other Australian Government or NSW Government agencies and departments. 
Most hold co-regulation roles, with areas of remit that border the EPA (such as environment and 
sustainability, planning, or public health and safety). Some oversee operations that are regulated by 
the EPA in areas such as water or forestry. 
 
Many Australian and NSW Government stakeholders reported having relatively positive views of and 
close relationships with the EPA, whether they were a co-regulator or regulated by the EPA. More so 
than other stakeholders, they spoke of high levels of contact with the EPA (particularly at senior 
levels) and knew who to go to for specific types of information. 
 

“We are joined at the hip in many ways.” NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

 
“Most of the time we work very well together.”  NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

 
“Both our CEOs – our managing director and the CEO or chairman of the EPA - are 
on good terms. They can exchange candidly their views and that, I think, leads to a 
good relationship and, you know, us being able to find constructive solutions to 
sticky problems.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
They often felt that the EPA consulted early and appropriately on issues that might affect them, 
without holding back on criticisms over contentious issues. On the whole, most felt that the EPA was 
an effective regulator and met their expectations in terms of managing their relationship well. 
Exceptions to this tended to revolve around specific policy issues or approaches to regulation which 
stakeholders disagreed with.  
 

“We normally work out what our position is well before any formal submission 
process occurs. We have a range of formal cross-government committees that we 
sit on that are either hosted by EPA or hosted by another department that both EPA 
and we sit on. And generally speaking, we can work through the issues that need to 
be discussed at those forums, and if not at those forums, then we actually have an 
awful lot of teleconferences that we call to discuss specific issues with them.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“It’s frequent, it’s amicable. I mean, there’s no doubt at all that the EPA have a job to 
do and they don’t spare us any favours, but it certainly makes a difference, having a 
group of people who are capable and can listen to what we have to say.”  
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

Interstate EPAs 
Interstate EPAs were defined, for the purpose of this research, as those agencies responsible for 
environmental regulation in other states. Interstate EPAs represent a unique kind of stakeholder, as 
their perspective and role overlaps significantly with the NSW EPA, including a shared 
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understanding of many of the challenges associated with the role of the NSW EPA. However, they 
cover separate jurisdictions.  
 
Interstate EPAs reported interacting with the NSW EPA most commonly in relation to cross-border 
issues, programs or incidents, as well as working together to share knowledge and encourage 
consistency across states and territories, where appropriate. However, their circumstances and 
approaches were not always comparable across jurisdictions. 
 

“We have a very strong relationship with the [NSW] EPA because of where we sit.” 
Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
Overall, relationships between interstate EPAs were reported to be reasonably close, open and 
positive, primarily built on direct contact from senior to officer levels. However, there were seen to be 
opportunities for improved communication regarding policies and regulations, including rationale for 
differences, as well as updates on emerging issues or new developments, in order to facilitate greater 
efficiency and harmonisation, as well as simplifying processes and requirements for other mutual 
stakeholders.  
 

“I’d like them to work with us on what are the appropriate environmental standards 
for anyone living in Australia, if you like, so we don’t have different living standards. I 
would expect them to work with us in terms of engagement with industry… [so] we 
are making compliance for industry as easy as possible…  I would like them to be 
collaborative… open to new ideas and new ways of doing things.” Interstate EPA 
stakeholder 

5.1.2 A complex structure feeds complex perceptions  
The multi-faceted nature of the EPA’s role, structure, operating environment and stakeholder 
interactions is reflected in the diversity of stakeholder perceptions; and not just between different 
stakeholder sectors.  
 
An individual stakeholder can simultaneously hold multiple opinions of the EPA, due to the range of 
different experiences they have across multiple touch points.  While they may be satisfied with one 
area of the EPA, they may be dissatisfied with other areas. The differing views depend on a number 
of factors, including: 

• different aspects of the EPA’s role (including perceived changes in the role of the EPA over 
time); 

• multiple touch-points (e.g., different levels of staff, offices and branches); and  
• the influence of the political environment.   

 
These issues are discussed in turn below, and are also noted throughout the report, where relevant. 
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Mixed understanding of the EPA’s role  
During interviews and discussions NSW government legislation defining the role of the EPA2 was not 
introduced by the interviewer. This allowed stakeholders’ broad understandings of the role of the 
organisation to be explored.  
 
Stakeholders’ level of understanding of the EPA’s role varied widely. There was greater familiarity 
with those aspects of the EPA’s role relating most closely to the participant’s own day-to-day 
responsibilities or areas of interest. Yet many admitted that they only had a ‘rough idea’ or lacked 
clarity about the EPA’s specific roles and responsibilities. Some noted that this level of understanding 
was sufficient for their needs, and a few commented that they could probably find out more if they 
actively sought information. However, many spontaneously requested communication from the EPA to 
clarify this issue (as discussed further in Section 5.7). 
 

“No one has come to [us] and said… ‘this is the EPA, this is what we are all about, 
this is what we can do for you, this is what we can’t, and this is where we are 
heading’. I have a feel for where they sit… but, what do they stand for and what do 
they expect of us?  No, absolutely not.”  Local government stakeholder 

 
There was a range of views about what the EPA’s role is, as well as what it should be. Throughout 
this research, the most common association across all stakeholder groups was the EPA’s role as 
environmental regulator (i.e., regulating, licensing and monitoring industry; acting as ‘enforcer’ or 
‘watchdog’; responding to environmental incidents, such as contamination). While most participants 
developed this perception through their direct dealings with the EPA, it was also reinforced by the 
name of the agency. The EPA’s regulatory roles and responsibilities seemed more salient in some 
areas (e.g., pollution and waste) than others (e.g., wind farming and coal seam gas). However, when 
prompted, all these areas were seen to fit within the EPA’s remit, often in concert with other 
departments or agencies.  
 

“EPAs tend to be all about regulation.” Local government stakeholder 
 
“[The EPA is the] leading environmental regulatory body for the state.” Local 
government stakeholder 
 
“They are the environmental police… they are a combat agency” Community 
stakeholder 

 
There was also a degree of tension surrounding the EPA’s role as regulator; specifically, the extent to 
which they can credibly be both ‘enforcer’ (i.e., independent, prosecuting non-compliance, holding 
industry accountable) and ‘partner’ (i.e., proactively working with regulated organisations – educating 
and helping them to comply – in order to achieve better environmental outcomes). Among those 
interviewed, community, environmental and some local government stakeholders tended to expect (or 
prefer) the EPA to have a wholly independent policing role. Industry and, to a certain extent, NSW and 
Australian Government stakeholders seemed to show more support for a role that utilises 

                                                
 
 
2 Including, among many acts and regulations, the Protection of the Environment Administration Act 1991 (POEA Act) and 
the Protection of the Environment Operations Act 1997 (POEO Act). The NSW EPA is constituted by the POEA Act and is 
required to perform particular tasks in relation to the quality of the environment, environmental audit and reports on the 
state of the environment. The POEO Act 1997 is the key piece of environment protection legislation administered by the 
EPA. 
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partnerships to improve outcomes. The diverse perceptions on this issue are discussed in detail in 
Section 5.5. 
 

“[The NSW] EPA has always been seen more as a ‘regulator’, not as a ‘facilitator’. 
[They need to be more] proactive in the sense of, not just talking to stakeholders… 
but how can you help your stakeholders. Now that can cut against the grain to 
regulators. One of the challenges for the EPA is being relevant, rather than just 
being seen as someone who comes in and puts the boot in when someone pollutes. 
How are we preventing the pollution? Which, I think, goes to the proactive nature of 
it. I can honestly say New South Wales is moving far more towards that than they 
used to be”. Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
Several stakeholders felt that the EPA has “a fairly broad remit”. Some raised this point as an 
acknowledgement of the wide range of challenges faced by the EPA, whereas others (especially 
community stakeholders) interpreted the EPA’s responsibilities to include anything to do with the 
protection of the environment. Overall, most stakeholders who participated in the research understood 
that there were limits to what the EPA was responsible for. Some government representatives 
believed that the general public assumes the EPA is responsible for a lot of work that, in reality, falls 
outside its remit. Effective communication about this issue was seen as being difficult. In addition, 
various stakeholders noted that the EPA has broad geographic responsibility, with local councils seen 
as playing a key role in helping the EPA to cover this large territory. 

 
“The problem that they have, like a lot of departments [is that]… they don’t have a 
vast number of resources, and their role is not always very clearly demarcated… 
versus WorkCover’s role versus Planning or Primary Industries or DTIRIS’ role 
regulating various environments. It always comes back to the EPA, ‘why didn’t you 
do this, why didn’t you do that?’  When, in fact, sometimes it’s not their role.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

Limited understanding of EPA’s role versus other departments or agencies 
Participants had some awareness of the recent restructure, yet their understanding of specific 
distinctions between the EPA and the Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) was often limited. 
Some felt that, compared with OEH, the EPA focused more on regulation, “policing”, monitoring 
compliance and crisis management, or were the “go to” people if you had something to report. The 
EPA’s focus on regulation was perceived (or at least expected) by some to have increased since their 
separation from OEH. Conversely, OEH was associated with more of a policy role, being proactive, 
forward planning and ‘softer’ issues (e.g., natural resource management, heritage and sustainability), 
at least among those few who had a view about how OEH differed from the EPA. However, a number 
within government and industry believed that the EPA did also have some strategic, policy and/or 
forward planning responsibilities in particular areas (e.g., waste or noise).  
 

“As opposed to OEH, who are more proactive and… forward planning, whereas the 
EPA are more in the ‘here and now’ and dealing with crises.”  Local government 
stakeholder 
 
“Because it’s called the ‘Environment Protection Authority’ it... gives you the sense 
that that is who you would turn to if something was ‘broken’ in the environment. 
Whereas the Office of Environment and Heritage seems more kind of ‘policy’... you 
know, not the ‘go to’ people if something dramatic was happening.” Environmental 
stakeholder 
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“[The EPA is] a regulatory function to ensure compliance, but they do have a role to 
play in shaping policy and regulations... In a lot of ways, they are like the WorkCover 
of environmental compliance. But they will advise on what would be a suitable 
procedure in order to address an issue… WorkCover don’t.” Industry stakeholder 
 
“[It is] quite interesting when you have got a regulator doing the strategy as well… it 
just doesn’t seem to align with the rest of the principle of why they have split. They 
are trying to split regulation from programs.”  Local Government stakeholder 

 
Overall, stakeholders would appreciate more clarity on the relevant responsibilities of the EPA versus 
OEH. A few environmental stakeholders noted that it would take time for things to ‘settle’ following the 
restructure, in terms of both clarity and operations, although some felt they were already observing 
improvements. 

 
“I’m not exactly as clear about the change, now that the EPA has split from the 
Office of Environment Heritage, and what the differences are there.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 
 
“What we would like is clarity on… what does OEH do, and what does EPA do. And 
as structures change, what are the responsibilities?” Local government 
stakeholder 

 
Stakeholders were less certain about the role of the EPA compared with other areas of government, 
such as the Department of Planning and Infrastructure (DPI) or local councils. At a basic level, 
DPI was seen as having more general planning responsibilities (rather than being environment-
specific or having a policing role). Some degree of confusion between state government departments 
was expected, to an extent, given the ongoing changes in department structuring across the 
government as a whole. Compared with the EPA, local councils were seen by some as dealing with 
smaller, local issues and incidents (with some expecting councils to be able to respond faster), rather 
than more significant state-wide issues and responsibilities. A few within local government felt that 
there was an “unfunded mandate” or “cost shift” onto councils, although this was not expressed by all 
participants.  

 
“Government departments change often… you have just got to work with it.” Local 
government stakeholder 
  
“In our view, that’s often been driven by the degree to which it’s likely to become a 
media type issue or something that the minister might be targeted for… if it’s just a 
roadside spill, for example, the EPA would be unlikely to get involved, unless it was 
a major regional sort of significance.” Local government stakeholder 

 
In addition, various state and local government stakeholders highlighted a number of overlapping or 
‘grey’ areas between their role and the EPA’s, which often required clarification during their day-to-day 
operations (e.g., issues relating to public health and safety, emergency management or follow-up, site 
remediation, state parks and ecologically sensitive bushland, air and water quality, and other queries 
about who is the “appropriate regulatory agency” or ARA). While potentially frustrating, many felt this 
was inevitable to an extent and simply tried to use their relationships to work through these issues as 
they arose. Yet further clarification could result in more efficient management and communications. 
Within this context, one government stakeholder considered the notion of ‘taking ownership’ to be 
quite important. It was something that their department was focused on and that they felt the EPA 
could improve upon as well.  
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“We just recognise you can’t, sort of, anticipate every circumstance. Which is why I 
think the relationship is very important because, when things to arise, it’s useful to 
be able to get on the phone straight away and work out the approach.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“There are lots of gaps between different regulatory agencies… we take 
responsibility until we can work out who actually [has responsibility]... people may 
feel they are in-between agencies, because of the complexity of issues. So I think 
that’s probably something they could focus on… not just in terms of the co-
regulators, but the public, so they don’t feel like they are left trying to work out who 
they are meant to be dealing with.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
The range of perceptions and lack of clarity about the roles and responsibilities of the EPA form part 
of the context in which stakeholders’ expectations, experiences, and perceptions regarding the EPA’s 
performance should be interpreted throughout this report. Indeed, many stakeholders felt that the 
general public would be less aware than themselves regarding the EPA’s specific role and which 
department or agency to contact in different situations. Note that findings relating to the general 
public’s perceptions of the EPA can be found in quantitative research section. 

Multiple touch-points 
The diversity in opinions about the EPA is also driven to a large extent by the variety of touch-points 
between EPA staff and stakeholders. Individual stakeholders’ views often varied depending on 
whether they were interacting with particular individuals, different levels of staff, head office versus 
their local office, and particular branches or sections.  
 
Most stakeholders highlighted inconsistent experiences in their interactions with different EPA 
staff, in terms of the specific advice received, quality of the interaction, responsiveness, commercial 
understanding, vision, perceived commitment and strictness of application of regulations. Opinions 
therefore varied based on who they, personally, tend to have contact with.  
 
A few stakeholders felt that some level of inconsistency was inevitable in any large organisation 
(including their own). However, for others, the potential impact on their operations and their 
relationship with the EPA was significant, driving a desire for improvement. Some industry 
stakeholders, in particular, expressed the view that understanding of industry needs within the EPA 
was mixed. One interstate EPA believed that the NSW EPA was making progress in this regard (e.g., 
through working on greater standardisation of licensing conditions). 
 

“I think my whole view of the EPA is coloured by the contacts that I have… the 
people that I deal with [personally], I think I’m quite impressed with.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“There are some good people that work there… I [just] don’t know enough [of 
them].” Local government stakeholder 
 
“[The inconsistency] is not outside of an acceptable range or expected range.” Local 
government stakeholder 
 
“I think it’s a complex relationship, so it always relies on a lot of contacts at different 
levels. So there is always potential for communication knots, but I think it’s a positive 
and a constructive [relationship].” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 
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“Well, it depends which part of the EPA you’re dealing with… some are very positive 
and very, very helpful, and others have no concept of commercial reality.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“If you are asking me to classify our relationship with an organisation that is made 
up of a number of people… some of them are very good. Their community people 
try and get the right answers… but, unfortunately, there isn’t consistency. We also 
engage with people who have no idea of what a business context is. They have no 
idea of how to be pragmatic and some of these people cost us hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in terms of where they take some of these things.”  Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“You will get eight different answers.” Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
More specifically, stakeholders in government and industry tended to report relatively positive 
perceptions of, or interactions with, senior staff, in terms of their approachability, mutual respect, 
credibility, effectiveness and vision, for example. For some, this was based on infrequent casual 
conversations (e.g., at large meetings or conferences), whereas others were drawing on more regular 
and direct contact as part of their day-to-day role. In addition, many stakeholders also acknowledged 
the commitment and efforts of local field officers, describing them as enthusiastic, quick to respond 
and so on. Reactions were sometimes less positive for middle-to-lower level staff (for example, 
with regard to lack of responsiveness and understanding). However, one stakeholder noted that 
middle level staff often end up implementing decisions made by senior management and, as such, are 
criticised for decisions outside their control.  
 
Conversely, stakeholders from the community and environmental sectors typically had less 
positive impressions of senior staff. They often felt that senior staff tended to favour the industry 
perspective in most issues. They also tended to be more positive towards middle-to-lower level 
staff; they were perceived as being more sympathetic to public health and the environment. 
 

“I find the EPA really odd, in the sense that I can hold a conversation with the 
Director and find him very accessible and also have a lot of time for his opinions… 
but you don’t have to go too far below his position to find that there is really not a lot 
else there. There is a lot of talk at the EPA – the officers that I deal with, particularly 
in the strategy and policy area – there is very little commitment, there is not a lot of 
feedback. And then if I keep going to field officers… I find that they are enthusiastic 
and engaged, active… So there seems to be a big gap in the middle there.” Local 
government stakeholder 

 
 “We have extremely good communication and good relations with them in that 
aspect of their work and our intersections there, very largely because of their field 
staff, I believe. Industry stakeholder 

 
Some participants also noted variability in their level of engagement or the quality of their interactions 
based on whether they were dealing with regional/local offices or head office. A few stakeholders 
(including some local government, and regional or rural industry representatives) felt they had closer 
relationships with their local EPA office, where staff were seen to be helpful, have greater 
understanding of key issues and respective roles, and were their first or preferred point of contact. 
Others found their EPA relationships to be stronger and more effective through their head office 
contacts. A few noted that there could be better communication, connections and, therefore, 
consistency between local and head offices of the EPA. In addition, a few stakeholders found different 
sections of the EPA easier to deal with than others, although there were no clear patterns across the 
sample. 
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 “[The EPA local office is] always very forthcoming with information and advice in 
terms of who to contact for particular issues… definitely our best source of 
information.” Local government stakeholder 

 
“We’ve developed quite good connections, I think, at a senior level [within head 
office]. We still need to develop better connections, I think, at the regional level and 
local level.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 
 
“I think they really need to have their regional offices working in line with their head 
office.”  Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
Further findings relating to different levels or parts of the EPA is provided in subsequent sections 
dealing with responsiveness (Section 5.2) and staffing (Section 5.6). 

Political environment 
Another perceived element of complexity within the EPA’s operating environment is the potential 
influence of political concerns. Some participants (especially community and environment) expected 
the EPA to be independent from political influences, although most didn’t appear to expect the EPA to 
work in total isolation from its political environment. The fact that the EPA’s Board is independent of 
the Minister for the Environment3 was not mentioned by any participants as curb on political influence. 
 
Political factors were considered by some to be holding the EPA back from doing its job properly, or 
causing variability in the way the EPA operates. Some gave specific examples where political 
interests were perceived to have had an impact, such as greater EPA involvement or responsiveness 
in significant incidents attracting media attention, or hasty decisions made without consultation and 
perceived to be heavy-handed. However, one industry representative felt that the EPA was less likely 
than other departments to turn everything into a “political football”. 
 

“It’s really not necessarily something that the EPA can particularly control. They 
have to administer the policies of the government of the day.”  NSW/Australian 
Government stakeholder 
 
“Ultimately, if you have a Minister heading something up, that gets elected or booted 
on the perception of the community, at some stage every government department 
gets politicised. The EPA, I think, probably less so... I just think that, having a robust 
regulator looking after the environment, it’s very hard not to have a political winner in 
that. And considering that most of the time it’s big corporates on the back end of 
their compliance boot, it’s very rarely that you are not going to have a political 
winner. So I think they do it fairly well.”   Industry stakeholder 

 
“The name is important because it is a powerful name with no power... [The EPA 
has] got to live up to its name and, you know, if the political climate makes it hard to 
do so, so be it. But with all the environmental global impact stuff, that’s so horrific, as 
that moves forward and people understand more the significance of good 
environmental policy, then the EPA should be there, organised, with a reputation, 
ready to take up more of the charge.” Community Stakeholder 

 

                                                
 
 
3 “The board is not subject to the control and direction of the Minister”; 16 (2) Protection of the Environment Administration Act 1991 
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In addition to the nature of decisions made, some felt that the political environment affected the way in 
which the EPA communicated with stakeholders or the general public, including its ability to be 
transparent. 
 

“Well, I guess I’d like to see [the EPA] have a bigger voice. Their voice is sort of 
embedded in the environment minister’s voice. It doesn’t speak as its own entity, 
you know, I don’t feel it has a voice as its own entity.”  Community Stakeholder 

 
“I think a lot of that reticence [to share information openly with the public] is coming 
from the political angle, where the ministerial advisors appear to be dictating the 
pace of information. And that’s simply because they’re just not trained. They don’t 
actually have the ability to understand what risk communication is about.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“I think pressure’s one thing, but I think their logic’s a bit flawed sometimes. They’re 
forever conscious of trying to give the minister room and free time and not confuse 
the issue with too many announcements. So we’re in a complex marketplace and a 
complex environmental area and I don’t think that sort of logic is valid.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
These perceptions regarding political influences provide further insight into the context in which 
stakeholders view the EPA, and are related to the importance of transparency in the EPA’s decision 
making, which is discussed in Section 5.4. 
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5.2 It’s time to be more timely 
Two important, related themes emerged across all stakeholder groups during the research: 

• Responsiveness – i.e., responding appropriately to an issue or enquiry 
• Timeliness – i.e., doing something within a reasonable time period 

 
Elements of responsiveness are also covered in Section 5.4, as part of the importance of 
transparency and feedback.  
 
Responsiveness captures situations where there was no response at all, or responses perceived to 
be inadequate or not genuinely addressing the issue, as well as responses or decisions that were 
significantly delayed. Both responsiveness and timeliness were strong, salient expectations among 
stakeholders. Most stakeholders who participated in this research had some level of frustration or 
concern regarding responsiveness and/or timeliness.  
 

“They will accept information from us, but then we won’t necessarily hear back from 
the EPA. It just doesn’t get posted up on the website.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“We still don’t get any real satisfaction, if you like, out of any of the complaints that 
we put forward. It’s usually “we’ll take it on notice”, and then come back with… some 
sort of an excuse put forward as to why nothing can be done.” Community 
stakeholder 

 
“Nothing gets done when we contact them… I find there is a lot of talk, very little 
action comes of it.” Local government stakeholder 

  
“Probably don’t communicate enough, I would say, and don’t communicate enough 
in a timely manner would be another comment.” Industry Stakeholder 

 
However, some reported that their direct experiences or perceptions of the EPA in this regard were 
positive. These stakeholders were keen to point out that their experience was that the EPA’s 
responsiveness was generally good, with just isolated issues, which they felt could happen in any 
organisation. Indeed, some felt that the EPA performed better in this regard, compared with some 
other government departments and agencies.  
 

“There have been times when [getting in touch with the EPA] has been horrid… I’m 
talking about exceptions to the rule, rather than this is a regular occurrence. So it’s 
pretty good…. [It’s an issue] at times… [but not] an endemic issue that has never 
been addressed.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“I do feel able to pick up the phone and get through to someone who will respond.” 
Environmental stakeholder 
 
“If we ask for something, generally they will respond. It’s a phone call away for us.”  
Interstate EPA stakeholder 
  
“I’ve always been impressed, I guess, with the way that they respond and deal with 
particular issues.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 
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One stakeholder felt that improvements in responsiveness were already observable, as a result of the 
restructure of the EPA and Office of Environment and Heritage in 2012. This restructure was expected 
to enable the EPA to make decisions more efficiently and take action more quickly.  
 

“I do think that recent changes to reinstate EPA’s independence and authority are 
potentially a very good move… They have been pulled out of a very large 
department and been given their voice… They are not caught up with a large 
bureaucracy, so they can take action more quickly, because they don’t have to 
navigate the huge number of people that they need to in a bigger organisation…  I 
think that they have been able to respond more quickly to some of the issues.” 
Environmental stakeholder 

 
Further, given that the EPA is a large agency facing a variety of issues, some believed that it was 
inevitable that some issues were responded to better than others. Many stakeholders gave 
examples where they perceived the EPA’s level of responsiveness to differ based on the particular 
issue, department or level of staff involved. For example, some thought that responsiveness was good 
for basic enquiries or for certain types of issues (although there was no clear pattern regarding which 
areas generated faster responses). One industry stakeholder noted that the EPA seemed relatively 
quick to respond when chasing their levies, for example, although they felt this was understandable. 
 

“If I have a request for a media release or something like that, they’re punctual and 
they’re professional.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“There’s a view that the EPA are a bit slow in reacting to community concerns and 
pollution incidents…. [but] I’m finding we get good engagement on the assessment 
and licensing requirements… In the assessment area, we’ve got time to email and 
provide details and documents and engage in an exchange. It’s not so urgent.” 
Local government stakeholder 

 
“If it’s an assessment of an application for something, it seems to take forever. [But] 
their field officers are out there, very quick in doing an inspection and sending a 
letter (‘everything was good’ or ‘you need to improve an area’), or very quick to 
chase their levy, if it’s outstanding… They are, without wanting to sound nasty, very 
quick to turn around things that make their lives easier; not so quick to turn around 
things we’ve been waiting on. And, I know, I’m suggesting it’s a resourcing issue 
and they have probably been told to prioritise what they have been told to prioritise.” 
Industry stakeholder 

5.2.1 Slow (or no) response can hurt stakeholders, and the 
EPA 
The importance placed on responsiveness and timeliness is largely driven by the range of significant 
and tangible impacts that can occur when the EPA doesn’t respond to stakeholders, or doesn’t do so 
in a timely manner. Some of these impacts are common across stakeholder groups, whereas others 
are more problematic for particular groups.  

Ongoing impacts on community and environmental health 
One of the primary reasons why timeliness is seen as so critical is the perception that the community 
or environmental health impacts can worsen over time, while stakeholders are waiting for a 
response, or clarification/approval of what they should do to address it (especially in relation to 
pollution or contamination incidents).  
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Often the response that stakeholders expect is action to address the issue, rather than a verbal or 
written response. While stakeholders generally desire a prompt response, it was hard for them to give 
an exact timeframe, as this is seen to vary depending on the nature and urgency of the issue.  
 
When an issue clearly falls within the EPA’s remit, expectations of a timely response are particularly 
strong. Furthermore, slow responses from the EPA result in uncertainty among industry and a lack of 
information, making it more likely that some businesses make decisions that are potentially damaging 
to the environment or community. Some government stakeholders, for example, acknowledged that it 
can take time to clarify the appropriate regulatory authority for remediations, yet community or 
environmental stakeholders often felt that reasons behind delays were not explained to them.  
 

“[I’d expect a response] almost immediately… because, you know, if you leave it for 
a day, the environmental effects are potentially very large.” Local government 
stakeholder 
 
“[There is] difficulty getting hold of people in the EPA to be involved in those early 
stages of an incident… They need a quick response. They’re not getting calls 
answered. They need short feedback, or to confirm who or what and how to react to 
an incident… and they feel a little bit let down.”  Local government stakeholder 

 
“[A delayed response] slows everything down. And it’s not a good environment for 
them either, because whenever there’s uncertainty, then it just leaves the door open 
for someone to be doing the wrong thing. The best thing they can promote is the 
clear black and white view, a clear line in the sand that it happens in a particular 
fashion.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders perceived that the EPA was indeed more responsive to particularly significant 
or urgent cases. However, there was cynicism among some (including community, environmental 
and local government stakeholders) that this improved reaction and resourcing was, at least partly, 
driven by the media or political attention given to particular issues or incidents. Some community and 
local government stakeholders felt that some of their specific concerns were overlooked in favour of 
these more ‘popular’ issues, forcing them to be increasingly assertive in order to encourage the EPA 
to take action. 
 

“Well, I suppose it depends on the gravity of the complaint or the problem that we’re 
putting to them. If it’s an urgent problem, we really expect an urgent response. I 
mean, if [company deleted] goes and throws a lot of poisonous gasses into the air, 
the action usually happens within a week… and I’d expect something as quick as 
that to happen.” Community stakeholder 

 
“They are not serious about what the community are saying, until it becomes too big 
an issue or it becomes too prevalent in the press.” Community stakeholder 

 
“It seems sometimes that we just need to badger them a little bit to get them to 
come and take notice of some of our local issues that, unfortunately, they are in 
control of.” Local government stakeholder 

 
A local government stakeholder also noted that it was difficult to get a response to certain pre-
existing or “legacy” incidents (e.g., Cooks River, Alexandria Canal and Homebush Bay). It was 
perceived that no one was taking ownership of these issues, with everyone treating them as 
“someone else’s problem”, resulting in ongoing impact with no foreseeable end and a general sense 
of “helplessness”. Ideally, it was felt that the EPA could play a bigger role in addressing such issues, 
alongside other relevant departments or agencies.  
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Inability to plan or act effectively  
Lengthy processes and lack of timely responses have direct and significant impacts on stakeholders’ 
ability to plan for the future and/or act effectively and efficiently, across all sectors. The examples 
noted above highlight particular ways in which some community, environment and local 
government stakeholders felt restricted in their ability to assist in resolving an issue, as a result of 
perceived or actual delays in input from the EPA.  
 
In addition, some noted that a timely response is often critical in order to collect relevant evidence to 
prove what happened and prosecute those responsible (e.g., for pollution). If the EPA’s response is 
not immediate, and the community does not understand the extent of evidence required, this task 
becomes very difficult. One environmental stakeholder, for example, expected a visit within 24-48 
hours of reporting something to the EPA, rather than 10-14 days, at which stage the evidence may no 
longer exist. There seems to be potential for improved communications in this regard, by clarifying 
expectations upfront and addressing confusion regarding EPA versus council responsibilities.  
 
Some community stakeholders wanted to be able to send emails or text messages, including video 
or photo documentation, rather than waiting for the incident to be reported to the relevant office the 
next morning, which can be too late. Some felt that the system for lodging complaints hampered the 
likelihood of a timely response, with some reporting that the Environment Line seemed 
overwhelmed, and that the EPA will not come immediately at night or if they are not nearby. Some 
community stakeholders felt that there should be a 24-hour contact service (including phone, email 
and SMS) that offered an immediate response. In addition, some noted that the EPA needed to be 
more consistent in providing reference numbers when incidents are reported, as community members 
often don’t know to ask for this, yet it is important to have proof of what was lodged.  
 
Industry stakeholders expressed frustration with delayed EPA responses, as this restricts their 
ability to make appropriate decisions and take appropriate actions. While industry participants did not 
expect an immediate response, they felt that processes were often unnecessarily drawn out (e.g., 
over a year, rather than months). A number commented that businesses are continually trying to work 
in a timely manner, yet their hands are often tied until they have a response from the EPA. One 
suggested that some areas should have a set timeframe within which they can expect a response 
from the EPA (e.g., approvals for variations or exemptions), as per some other planning decisions.  
 
Industry stakeholders also noted that unnecessary delays can have significant financial 
consequences for industry, with one suggesting that the volume of levies collected from industry 
should mean that the EPA is sufficiently resourced to respond appropriately. Lack of responsiveness 
was seen as hindering efficiency and creating uncertainty, and as particularly problematic when it 
results in changes part way through a process. Greater clarity about the roll-out of processes and 
likely timeframes would be seen as useful. 
 

“You have got to get Board approval to spend a lot of money on a project. You can’t 
get Board approval unless you can have certainty of outcome. You can’t get 
certainty of outcome unless you can get the EPA to sign off on what the remediation 
scope is.”  Industry stakeholder 

 
“For the quantum of revenue that we send to the EPA… they are funded well 
enough. Now, what the state government does with that funding… it’s not my 
problem, but it is my issue. So when we put applications in that are clearly allowed 
for under the guidelines or the legislation, I want to see them turned around 
quickly… as in months, not a year. Nothing that we ever liaise with the EPA on 
should take a year.” Industry stakeholder 
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“In some instances, it’s just been too bloody hard, you know. The guys are too busy 
and they just can’t get to it… where we might be looking for a mobilisation or 
whatever.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“No one’s doing anything wrong, so to stop an industry through bureaucratic inertia 
is inappropriate.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“There are certainly some areas of frustration at the moment… with responses with 
the EPA. So that is probably the biggest area of concern… some of the time 
delays… probably operational, as well as some regulatory issues.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
Another timing issue, which was raised by local government stakeholders, related to the misalignment 
between the EPA and local council budget cycles and program planning cycles. For some 
programs (e.g., the Waste and Sustainability Improvement Payment, or WaSIP), councils noted that 
they had to develop plans and get their budget approved (including a public exhibition process) prior 
to receiving any money from the EPA, or even knowing how much they are likely to receive and what 
they can spend it on. 
 
In addition, some noted that payments (such as those mentioned above) are only received from the 
EPA part way into the year in which they are meant to be spent. This forces councils to rely on 
guesswork and take significant risks, without any confidence that they will be able to implement these 
plans and budgets, often resulting in wasted time and money in order to sort things out. This is seen 
as a problem that extends to various local and state government interactions, not just with the EPA. 
Stakeholders expected greater appreciation by the EPA of the impact of this issue, calling for 
improved alignment of planning and budget cycles (e.g., some forward conditions that are approved 
prior to council budget planning, and timely payments for the relevant financial year).  
 

“All we have to do is take a very big guess on how much money we are going to get 
and what we can use it on. So we take a very big risk on doing that.” Local 
government stakeholder  

 
“Those plans have been prepared, signed off… we’ve committed resources to 
implementing those plans. But then they don’t necessarily align with the state 
government budgets and planning periods. So, that changes, and that has an 
impact on the resources that we’ve committed to deliver those programs.” Local 
government stakeholder 

 
“We have to look back on our [planned] budgets and go ‘well, what sits within the 
conditions of what we have been given the money for?’… So if they then don’t agree 
with a particular action, you are stuck, because you have already gone and 
consulted, and that money has come in after the fact.” Local government 
stakeholder 

 
“The conditions should be very clear – about what you can spend the money on and 
what would the conditions be to get that money in the front door in the first place. So 
that, when we go into our budget cycle, we’re very comfortable and confident that 
we know ‘that’s how much money we are going to get and that’s definitely what 
we’re going to spend it on’.” Local government stakeholder 
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Ongoing uncertainty and potential damage to relationships and reputation 
There can also be less tangible consequences to instances where stakeholders perceive the EPA to 
lack timeliness or responsiveness. Ongoing uncertainty and frustration threaten to damage the EPA’s 
relationships and reputation. Not being seen to respond appropriately to enquiries or concerns can 
be interpreted as not appreciating the significance of these impacts on stakeholders, and not 
engaging with sufficient respect. One local government stakeholder, for example, felt that failure to 
respond in a timely manner was a potential threat to the EPA’s reputation as a credible regulator 
(although this stakeholder perceived the EPA’s current reputation to be positive). 
 
Some stakeholders (including community, environment and industry stakeholders) tended to interpret 
delays or silence as a sign of something being kept from them, potentially becoming suspicious of 
the EPA’s motivations and actions (e.g., whether the EPA is taking something seriously, or even 
delaying as a tactic to keep multiple courses of action open). That is, where there is no response or a 
lack of relevant factual information, other theories can arise to fill this void. This issue is covered in 
more detail in Section 5.4, relating to transparency. 
 

“They’ve got our feedback… and we haven’t heard any result from it… It does 
engender a little bit of doubt about whether they’re serious about progressing these 
issues or they’re just going through the motions.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“I think they’re just trying to make excuses and trying to make us go away. Whether 
that’s because their bosses have said, you know, “We don’t want this conflict. Keep 
it under control” or whatever, I don’t know, but we’re getting very little satisfaction. 
And, as I said at the outset, it appears to me that the EPA is just an apologist for the 
[sector deleted] industry at this point in time.” Community stakeholder 

 
However, it was more often the case that stakeholders perceived the underlying cause of a lack of 
responsiveness to be resourcing or staffing issues. Examples included the belief that the EPA has 
too few inspectors; the Environment Line was “overwhelmed”; staff lacked the time to respond to 
every query or the capability to make a decision; or that there were too many ‘micro-managers’ who 
were reluctant to delegate. The issues are detailed further in Section 5.6 regarding staffing. 
 

“It could be a resourcing issue and it could be a capability issue.” Industry 
stakeholder 
 
“There’s a perception that they’re a bit wobbly [responding to incidents], a bit slow 
and under-resourced.” Local government 

 
“Where particular people have control of that and don’t want to relinquish… or 
delegate that control.”  Industry stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders noted that, in some instances, the EPA had been unable to provide a response 
due to legal reasons (e.g., ongoing legal proceedings). While this explanation seemed reasonable to 
most, some still assumed that at least a basic level of information could be provided. The role of legal 
issues is also noted in Section 5.4 in relation to transparency. 

5.2.2 Strong relationships and a broad perspective may 
help, but aren’t enough 
Those stakeholders who have strong relationships with the EPA reported better experiences with 
EPA responsiveness, or were slightly more understanding when such issues occur. This seemed to 
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be particularly the case for government and industry stakeholders who reported close relationships 
with the EPA. 
 

Participant: “If we need some quick action, we have been able to get them to act 
quickly…  
Moderator: Why is that? 
Participant: Because we do have a close relationship, I guess.”  
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
Having direct contacts within the EPA may mean that stakeholders find it easier to get in touch or 
follow up on issues, feel less powerless or more confident that the EPA will respond, and potentially 
use these collaborative relationships to resolve issues faster. These contacts can include senior staff 
from head office, staff within their local office, or contacts through various networks and working 
groups, depending on the nature of the issue and which person is most appropriate. Other potential 
implications of having direct contacts are noted within Section 5.7 on relationships and communication 
channels.  
 
In addition, those with close relationships with the EPA or who work in similar environments may have 
a greater mutual understanding or insight into the relevant considerations, processes and 
challenges faced by the EPA. This shared perspective may come from facing similar challenges 
themselves or through experience dealing with other government departments, and was most typically 
expressed by government and some industry stakeholders. This may include understanding of 
bureaucratic processes, resourcing limitations, political and media pressures, the need to balance 
competing interests, and the need for prioritisation or compromise. However, while some stakeholders 
might be slightly more understanding about why things can take time, this does not necessarily mean 
that timeliness ceases to be an issue for them.  
 

“I work in bureaucracies as well.” Local government stakeholder 
 

“I see, sometimes, that the EPA gets in a bit of a bind. They’ve got to manage 
community expectations and like, activist groups and political requirements, and 
they’re also trying to make sure that we’ve got a business that’s here in 10 years’ 
time.” Industry stakeholder 
 
“You don’t expect a 24-hour turn-around off them, because there is a Minister in the 
loop, and [they] have to be careful [they] don’t make the Minister a front page 
headline.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
Feelings of helplessness and frustration with poor responsiveness may be exacerbated where 
stakeholders lack direct contacts or relationships, or lack a common perspective on the challenges 
within the EPA’s operating environment. Community stakeholders appeared more likely than others to 
find themselves in this position. Many relied on calling hotlines or attempting to call senior 
management, which were often met with no response, leaving them feeling alienated and feeding into 
their perception that the EPA did not care about their concerns. 
 
Overall, strong relationships and a shared perspective may be potential mediating factors, but 
there are no guarantees; if timeliness and responsiveness issues continue to occur, frustrations can 
still arise. As such, even these stakeholders tend to come to the same conclusion: that is, they expect 
things to be done within a reasonable time, feel the impact when this doesn’t occur, and believe that 
areas where responsiveness is problematic should be addressed by the EPA.  
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5.3 The EPA needs to balance competing 
priorities 
 
The need for the EPA to balance the competing priorities of their diverse stakeholders and the best 
interests of the wider community and environment is recognised by stakeholders as being important 
and challenging. This section describes stakeholder views on what constitutes an optimal outcome 
and how they expect issues to be prioritised by the EPA. 

5.3.1 Everyone wants to be heard 
There is an acknowledgement from all stakeholder groups that the EPA has a difficult job to do in 
balancing the competing priorities of its various stakeholders. During depth interviews, stakeholders 
would often pause to emphasise that, while they had criticisms of the EPA, they did appreciate that 
the complexity involved in striking a balance.  
 

“Look, they do a reasonably good job, despite all that I’ve said. I mean, I think it’s a 
difficult job that they do. It’s not an easy job but they’ve got to understand that there 
are some massive, massive dollars involved in this industry and if they don’t get it 
right, then there’ll either be rogue operators that continue to survive or the good 
operators will be disadvantaged and we won’t maximise our resource recovery 
potential. There will be harm to the environment. There will be harm to human 
health. So they have to absolutely get it right. They shouldn’t be frightened to 
consult”. Industry Stakeholder 

 
However, there is a strong expectation from all stakeholder groups that their concerns will be 
taken into account by the EPA. Not all stakeholders feel that the EPA is performing well in this 
regard.  
 
Larger stakeholders with close relationships and frequent contact with the EPA (e.g. industry 
bodies and government stakeholders) stated that the EPA does a good job of listening to, if not 
always implementing, their feedback. There are still frustrations for these stakeholders. 
 

“They have a pretty balanced view about how they need to conduct their role. 
There’s a reasonable level of pragmatism, probably not as pragmatic as we are, but 
still pretty good in that they don’t inspect what we would consider to be… 
unreasonable circumstances.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“Look, from a policy perspective, my engagement has always been frank and 
fearless and I never felt like I was being not listened to. I often felt like I wasn’t being 
heeded, but that’s the lot of a lobbyist.” Industry stakeholder 

  
At the opposite end of the spectrum, community and environmental stakeholders often felt that 
their perspectives were not heard by the EPA. While some had extensive contact with the EPA and 
were often given the opportunity to state their cases, others have much less contact with the EPA, 
often engaging via less direct channels such as letter-writing or calling the Environment Line. The 
common thread tying most community and environmental stakeholders together, however, is the 
belief the EPA fails consistently to give their concerns the weight they deserve. 
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“My take home message to the EPA, is that they do not seriously engage 
community concerns and listen and work in a collaborative way with groups such as 
ours who are deeply concerned and have acquired knowledge about a particular 
topic and want to see the EPA doing their job of protecting the public’s wellbeing 
and the environment’s wellbeing and we just have a sense of not being respected.” 
Community stakeholder 
 
“Comparing them with other government departments, I’d say they’re probably 
better at communication but it’s the sort of communication that’s the problem. 
They’re not really answering the concerns. We’re getting an answer, but it’s not the 
answer we want and they’ll probably tell you it’s because there’s no substance, but I 
don’t believe that. I believe there is substance and they’re just not – they don’t have 
the will to address the substance.”  Community stakeholder 

 
There are a range of reasons for these views including lack of consultation, responsiveness and 
feedback. These are described in detail in Sections 5.2 and 5.7. 
  
Given the variety of ‘voices’ that the EPA must listen to and take into consideration, it is unlikely that 
outcomes will satisfy all stakeholders, all the time. This is widely recognised, however, some struggle 
to appreciate the priorities of other stakeholders. For the EPA this means answering difficult questions 
of prioritisation and balance as it moves towards what it considers to be an optimal outcome. 

5.3.2 There are varying views on what an ‘optimal 
outcome’ is 

The environment is the primary concern, but is it the only concern? 
Stakeholders from all groups were conscious of the importance of protecting the environment and 
public health. However, the key difference between stakeholder groups was the level of importance 
placed on other competing priorities.  
 
For environmental organisations and community stakeholders, community and environmental 
health is paramount. These stakeholders do recognise that commercial imperatives mean that the 
cost of managing risk is a factor in decisions made by the EPA. The level of risk to community and 
environmental health they are willing to accept is very low. 
 

“I’m on the side of the health of the public. So I realise that industry operations do 
impose risk and that it’s costly to minimise, to completely eliminate – or maybe you 
cannot eliminate those things, but I have a pretty low threshold.” Community 
stakeholder  

 
Industry stakeholders spoke frequently of striving for the ‘best’ or ‘optimal’ outcome for the 
environment (often in the context of disagreeing with the EPA’s approach to attaining this). Unlike 
community stakeholders, industry stakeholders were highly concerned about the financial impact to 
businesses of managing environmental risk. Government agencies regulated by the EPA (i.e., 
government-owned corporations) have similar priorities.  
 

“They could be braver in terms of some of the decisions they make, I’m sure. We’re 
not the only stakeholders. They do have to deal with the environmental interest 
groups – not just community groups, but those interest groups that are completely 
and singularly focused.”  Industry stakeholder 
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“We’re fairly active in looking at draft legislation that comes in, new activities and try 
and achieve the best environmental outcome for the lowest cost.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
Government stakeholders who are co-regulators (i.e., local government and NSW or Australian 
Government departments) were conscious of the interplay between environmental and commercial 
priorities. They view environmental protection as the key role of the EPA, but work within a framework 
where industry’s concerns are given weight in the decision-making process. 
 

“Our primary role is to minimise pollution, so to protect our environment and the 
community that lives in it.” Interstate EPA stakeholder 

Community and environmental stakeholders prioritise the environment 
Community and environmental stakeholders generally expressed the concept of the optimal outcome 
to be one which minimises (or completely eliminates) risk to the environment and community, 
usually to the exclusion of industry’s commercial priorities. Environmental and community health 
are generally the bottom line priorities for these stakeholders. 
 
The issues raised were often highly emotive for community members, as they have the potential to 
directly affect them, their families and their friends. The view that environmental and community 
health should be prioritised was therefore strongly held and expressed by most. However, to 
characterise community and environmental stakeholders as emotionally driven would be inaccurate. 
Many had spent time researching their area of interest (indeed for some it is their vocation) and 
argued strongly for an evidence-based approach to regulation. 

Perceptions of risk 
Industry is often seen as a powerful adversary with access to both political and financial leverage. 
Community and environmental stakeholders often expressed the view that the EPA is financially 
dependent on industry and therefore pays more attention to industry’s desires than those of the wider 
community (discussed in detail in Section 5.5.2). Although the EPA documents its approach to risk-
based regulation4, there is a perception among community members that the EPA often sides with 
industry and is willing to accept high levels of environmental risk in order to facilitate commercial 
development. 
 

“So even though the EPA has participated in the process of ecological concerns, 
there is a view in the Hunter that any environmental damage can be mitigated. But 
when you balance risk, it becomes an acceptable risk. All risk becomes acceptable.” 
Community Stakeholder 

 
Environmental risk is often perceived on a larger scale or over a longer time period than simple 
one-off incidents. For example, the risk to community health caused by coal dust from trains in 
Newcastle can be viewed over the long-term, rather than on an incident by incident basis. Likewise, 
damage to ecological communities arising from breaches of environmental protection licences in 
forestry can be viewed on a cumulative level. These approaches to risk management inform 
expectations around how the EPA should respond to the risks posed by various operations. 
 

                                                
 
 
4 EPA Compliance policy, 2013 
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“There’s a lot more understanding now that lower levels of exposure [to coal dust] 
are still associated with harm.” Community stakeholder 

 
“The inspectors have gone out, had a look at them and said, ‘Oh, yeah, we agree 
that there’s one tree there that should have been retained. There’s another tree over 
there that should have been retained, but it’s only a minor issue so we’re not taking 
any action over it.’  The point is that if you go to any part of that compartment in any 
state forest after it’s been logged and you will find the same breaches occurring or 
the same problems occurring... It’s everywhere throughout the forest that these 
breaches are occurring.” Community stakeholder 

Differences within the community 
While community and environmental stakeholders prioritised environmental and health outcomes 
above other competing priorities, their motivations for concern, and hence areas of interest, differ by 
issue or by community. 
 
For community members organised around a specific industrial operation (for example, a large 
chemical plant or coal operation) the key concern is most often for public health. These stakeholders 
often see themselves as being directly affected by the potential risks of industrial activity. 
 

“These people need to come and live in our homes for just a week... [and] see how it 
affects their mental health and stress levels.”  Community stakeholder 
 
“Obviously I have an agenda and that's to ensure that the health of the community is 
kept safe.” Community stakeholder 
 

Other community and environmental group members were much more focused on environmental 
health than on the health of the community. For these stakeholders, public health was sometimes a 
secondary issue to their main environmental/ecological focus. This is particularly the case for those 
with an interest in the forestry and ecology. 
 

“We feel at the moment there is a general disrespect for the environment and so it 
puts more emphasis on agencies like EPA”   Environmental stakeholder 

Industry wants pragmatism and flexibility 
Industry stakeholders expressed the concept of the optimal outcome as being one where 
environmental concerns are balanced against commercial priorities.  
 

“I absolutely respect everything about the environmental functions of the EPA, but 
they have to understand that we can only, as an industry, support those 
environmental targets and regulations if they also respect the commercial aspects 
and the commercial need for information.” Industry stakeholder 

 
The word ‘pragmatic’ was often used by industry stakeholders and government bodies regulated by 
the EPA to describe the approach they expect the EPA to take in balancing environmental and 
commercial considerations. There is an expectation is that the EPA will work to understand industry’s 
perspective. 
 

“[We] expect them to be suitably pragmatic and to be looking for practical solutions.”  
Industry stakeholder  
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While there was variation in the way ‘pragmatism’ was defined by various stakeholders, the concept 
boiled down to several key factors: 

• A willingness to balance environmental outcomes against commercial priorities 
• Flexibility in the application of licence conditions and regulations, again with a focus on 

environmental outcomes 
• Willingness to work with and learn from industry when formulating policy and regulations 
• A focus on environmental outcomes, rather than processes in licensing 

Consideration of financial priorities 
The idea of diminishing returns on environmental outcomes as investment in a specific 
compliance or remediation project increases was seen as being in important consideration. Striking a 
reasonable balance is seen as being one of the biggest challenges the EPA faces.  
 
Industry stakeholders commonly felt that the EPA’s performance in this respect is inconsistent. Many 
had had a range of experiences with different EPA staff. Some staff (particularly those in upper 
management) were reported to be very understanding of industry concerns. Others were believed to 
be less empathetic to industry, with stakeholders speculating that some EPA staff made their minds 
up about how to approach an issue before consulting with them, characterising them as being 
unwilling to listen the industry perspective. 
 

“I draw this curve and I try to make a point 
of it, that says if you look at the 
environmental solution that you have to put 
in place and you talk about dollars spent 
this way and the environmental benefit, it 
goes like this. And there is a cut-off point 
here somewhere for every project which 
says, you have got to the point where the 
environmental benefit up here is pragmatic 
and you are getting bang for your buck. But 
some people in the EPA understand it but 
some don’t. They are looking for a solution 
up here [i.e. high cost] where you are 
getting… very little extra benefit. You are 
spending twice as much money.”  Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“Often we see that the approach by EPA staff is not a balanced approach, because 
the inspector or the person at the EPA already has a preconceived idea as to what 
might be right or wrong in their eyes. So often it can be an overly ... restricted view, 
rather than say looking at a bigger picture for an operation.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Failure to strike a balance was seen as having direct impacts on both businesses and the wider 
economy due to reduced efficiency and productivity. Some, for example, mentioned situations where 
extensive investigations and negotiations required between the EPA and industry over specific 
remediation sites sometimes added very little environmental benefit to the original solution offered by 
industry. This was seen as drawing valuable EPA resources away from areas where greater 
environmental gains could be made.  
 

“It would be very easy for the EPA to destroy an industry... At the stroke of a pen, 
the EPA could disallow all of those exemptions and we would, in effect, have no 
outlet for any of our products. So we are sitting in a pretty precarious position … 
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banks and that sort of thing, it's something that they don’t really like to see, that you 
don’t have any security of tenure as such. So if EPA changed the exemptions … we 
have absolutely no appeal, formal or legal appeal to do anything about that.” 
Industry stakeholder 

 
“The EPA … have their hands on a lot of levers that will make companies like us 
either make a go or no-go decision on investing in NSW. So they have got a really 
big role to play there.”   Industry stakeholder 

Flexibility in application of conditions and regulations 
Industry stakeholders typically expected a level of flexibility in the way the EPA applies 
regulations and licence conditions. Far from wanting to be policed, they advocated an approach of 
being educated and assisted in meeting the regulations. They did not want to be seen by the EPA as 
the enemy, more a working partner. As such, they wanted the EPA to adopt an attitude by which 
stakeholders would be given the benefit of the doubt, and seen as innocent until proven guilty. 
 

“We do expect the EPA to be a lot more advisory and they have started to be. We 
do expect the EPA to be able to work through an issue instead of saying, “Put your 
[application] in and I’ll have a look at it”, to be able to work through an issue 
beforehand and we do expect them to understand what the economic and social 
works of this industry is.” Industry Stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders in industry stated that the EPA had changed its approach to regulation and 
compliance in the last two years, with more of a focus on a strict interpretation of licence conditions 
and regulations than had been seen in the past. This was perceived by many to be a ‘knee-jerk’ 
reaction to several environmental incidents that had caught political and public attention. It was seen 
to be disadvantaging industry as a whole, when only a few firms were acting outside their licenses. 

 
Participant 1: “It’s an unnecessary cost of doing business and an unnecessary and 
excessive burden in terms of doing business.” 
Participant 2: “Yeah, without adding value. I don’t feel... nothing they do for us 
improves environmental performance. When I look at all the millions we spend on 
environmental improvements, it’s in areas where we internally identify what to keep 
on top of. And then you have got this side issue with the EPA.”  
 Industry stakeholders 

 
“There is a fairly common view, certainly amongst our industry that the EPA took a 
knee-jerk reaction to it and it affected industry statewide. And they just added cost 
and time to the whole... to everybody’s business as a result of what [company 
deleted] did.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“It’s more black and white. They don’t factor in that you have got a good record, it’s 
a huge site... you have got all these good initiatives, there is this one incident here in 
the corner and we will get you for that. They [the EPA} really did get their arse 
kicked over [company deleted]... I mean we’ve got a few issues, and there is no 
doubt in our mind that they want to use this as an example of what they are now 
doing.” Industry stakeholder 

 
 “Things like the [company deleted] spill then required a provision inserted in 
everybody’s license. I think that was a thing of political muscle-flexing to appease... 
community outrage. If it’s a localised issue, it’s a localised issue to deal with a local 
problem…  Don’t deal cart blanche with the industry by amending 4,000 licenses 
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across the state because 3 operators couldn’t manage their affairs.” Industry 
stakeholder 
 
“It’s a little bit vague to get the connection between the regulations that they are 
required to administer and then environmental outcomes that follow from that.”  
Industry stakeholder 

 
This strict application of licence conditions and regulations was seen as negatively impacting industry 
by not looking at the overall environmental impact of an activity or incident, but rather penalising 
breaches to the letter of the law. Such an approach takes up additional EPA and industry 
resources to manage and strains relationships with the EPA, in the opinion industry stakeholders. 
 
Approaches to regulation were reported by some stakeholders to be different in different regions. 
Some had experience dealing with several different EPA offices, and noticed some to be extremely 
orientated towards enforcement, and others to be more collaborative in helping to ensure the best 
outcomes. 
 
Some industry stakeholders do, however, recognise that it can be difficult for the EPA to provide 
the regulatory flexibility they desire. They noted that there is a need to be consistent in the 
approach to regulation for all companies in order to provide a level playing field with the industry and 
avoid allegations of collusion. 
 

“I just think they are too tightly locked into being a regulator, when this is an industry 
that needs a little more vision. But the problem as a regulator is that pragmatism 
equals precedent. So pragmatism with [our company] is precedent for some cowboy 
company that then goes and complains to the Minister about the inequality about 
how the EPA conduct themselves. We all work within this really conservative, really 
constrained, risk-averse environment, because it’s less about compliance and more 
about the perception of even handedness.”  Industry stakeholder 
 
“I think the people at the top … appear to be trying very hard to provide us the level 
playing field and the fairness that we need. I can imagine it's extremely difficult 
within an organisation that big... as to how you pass that down the line, because I 
can imagine situations where someone at a junior level sees something going on 
and thinks, "Well hang on, that's not right."  If someone above them says, "No, look, 
that's alright, we'll accept that at this point in time", then potentially that has really 
opened up a whole ICAC type issue. So I can understand it puts a lot of pressure 
internally on people to go against decisions of people underneath them.” Industry 
stakeholder 

A level playing field? 
While flexibility in the application of licence conditions was important to industry stakeholders, there is 
also an expectation that the EPA will provide a level playing field within specific industries. Overall the 
EPA was seen as doing a relatively good job providing that level playing field through standardisation 
of licences where possible and the approaches taken to licensing within industries. 
 

“That the regulations and the EPA's regulatory actions ensure that there is an even 
level of compliance across people that are within the industry and the EPA ensures 
that the regulations that apply, apply equally to all operators in the industry.” 
Industry stakeholder 
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“To the EPA's credit, I understand there is a more of a balanced view of licenses 
being taken … for the same sort of operation, trying to standardise the conditions 
that people operate under.” Industry stakeholder 

 
However, there was a perception among larger industry stakeholders (i.e., those running large in 
industrial operations) that they were sometimes unfairly targeted by the EPA for political reasons, or 
that they were expected to provide better solutions to the same problems than smaller operations. 
 

“I mean we are [a large company]... People think we’ve got lots of money. By 
comparison I think we’re expected to build better solutions for the same problems 
and spend more money and so on.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Some were of the opinion that those with licences were at a competitive disadvantage to those 
without because of the additional operating costs and conditions placed on them. Some smaller 
operations were perceived to able to get away with acting illegally (e.g. waste companies engaging in 
illegal dumping) or irresponsibly and therefore undercut more responsible industry members.  
 

“The risk based environmental regulations. I mean, they’re only going to impact 
upon licensees. You know, let’s whack licensees with another level of compliance, 
with another cost, and who benefits?  The unlicensed operators. Industry 
Stakeholder 

 
“When you talk about the EPA as a respected regulator, I would say that there are 
some in our industry who take it with a pinch of salt. They impose on me because 
they can fine me and I’m licensed and I’m on their radar. But the guy down the road 
who isn’t on their radar gets away with murder.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Some industry organisations, however, believed that where there tended to be a perception of bias 
against certain operators, it may come down the EPA’s use of risk-based assessments. In cases 
where risk was judged to be greater, a higher level of attention from the EPA is seen to be 
appropriate. In these cases, however, assessment criteria need to be properly explained. 
 
To this end some industry stakeholders, particularly those from industry organisations, were forthright 
in the view that some in their industry did not operate in the best interests of the community and 
environment. In these cases it was seen as entirely appropriate for the EPA to take regulatory action. 
 

“Regardless of level I think that if you were to look at some of the operators out 
there, they have not a lot of respect and not a lot of regard for the EPA, where they 
continue to bend the rules and break the rules. And the EPA really needs to sort 
those guys out in a big way.” Industry Stakeholder 

Rewarding those with a good record 
The idea of the EPA providing companies with a good environmental record with reduced licence fees 
and fewer audits was mentioned by several industry stakeholders. This was seen as a way to provide 
an incentive for good behaviour, and an antidote the perceived disadvantage good operators are put 
at when whole industries are targeted for the transgressions of a few of their members. 
 

“The idea of reducing the financial burden on [businesses] that are good responsible 
environmental citizens, it’s a whole lot cheaper to incentivise those businesses than 
it is to send someone out there once a year to make sure they are going to do it.” 
Industry stakeholder 
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“I think there is something your… record should earn you. If you don’t get fined in so 
many years you get a gold license. It would be nice to see some flexibility or some 
sort of reward for doing it well.”  Industry stakeholder 

Working with industry 
Stakeholders from industry organisations were of the opinion that the EPA could benefit greatly 
from consulting more closely with them. They viewed an important part of their role as being to act 
as interpreters of legislation for industry, and to be conduits for information flow both to and from the 
EPA. They view themselves as being well placed to assist the EPA for three reasons: 

• Industry organisations have a vested interest in protecting the reputation of their industries, 
and therefore ensuring that their industries operate in the public interest.  

• They believe the EPA can procure better outcomes for the environment by leveraging industry 
knowledge and expertise for better outcomes for both industry and the environment by finding 
practical ways to manage issues. 

• They believe that the EPA can provide a more level playing field within industries if it consults 
with peak bodies. Consulting directly with individual companies can be seen a inferring an 
advantage to those consulted over those who are not. 

 
“[The EPA] shouldn’t deal with individual companies because every time they deal 
with an individual company, they’re giving that company a commercial advantage 
over all of their competitors. That should never, ever happen… I feel so strongly 
about that. They should never, ever, you know, invite one company to a meeting 
over all the other competitors in the marketplace.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“Most people they need something a little more structured and there needs to be 
guidelines. Now I don’t necessarily think legislation should provide that because that 
... this style of legislation is probably beneficial for our industry, but interpreting it and 
putting it on your business, particularly [our] industry, you need industry support to 
create that certainty.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders from industry organisations were in favour of the EPA working with them to 
develop industry-specific self-regulation. This was seen as a practical way of reducing financial 
burdens on the EPA, while utilising industry knowledge to achieve positive environmental outcomes. It 
should be noted that some environmental and community stakeholders expressed concern 
about how well this could work.  
 

“EPA should go out and investigate and pay for incidents and do their own testing 
and even go as far as doing some monitoring of activities as well, because it's just 
been shown time and time again that you can't let these industries self-regulate. It's 
just not working.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
The question of how closely the EPA should work with industry is addressed in more detail in Section 
5.5. 

Focusing on environmental outcomes 
Some industry stakeholders expressed the view that the EPA should focus on regulating 
environmental outcomes, rather than industrial processes. This belief was driven by the perception 
that the EPA does not have the appropriate in-house expertise in some areas to understand how best 
to manage industrial processes. This leads to a heavy reliance on industry to provide and explain the 
details of its risk-reduction mechanisms to the EPA, adding time and cost to the licensing process. 
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There was recognition, however, that there would always be a need for the EPA to gain insight into 
some industrial processes in order to be an effective regulator. 

Government perspectives 
Government stakeholders who are regulated by the EPA tended to have similar priorities to 
industry; they preferred a partnership-style approach to regulation over a strict application of licence 
conditions and regulation and wanted consideration to be given to operational efficiency. 
 
Government stakeholders who are co-regulators with the EPA generally perceived an optimal 
outcome to be one that maximises community health and environmental outcomes. They focused 
much less on financial outcomes than industry stakeholders. They were empathic to the challenges 
the EPA faces in balancing competing stakeholder priorities, with most facing a similar set of 
challenges themselves. 
 
Stakeholders expressed varying perspectives on whether the EPA does an effective job of balancing 
priorities. Most felt that the EPA performed well. Some local government stakeholders, however, 
concurred with the industry view that the EPA was at times inflexible in its approach to regulating 
industry. 
 

“It just seems like an absolute sledgehammer to crack a peanut … It's imposing a 
whole bunch of administration on good operators as well as bad and really the 
purpose… is to minimise bad practice in the waste recycling industry. So that's an 
example of where maybe it's a political decision.” Local government stakeholder 

 
One key criticism was that the EPA tends to try to apply a “one size fits all’ approach to regulation and 
compliance. The approach taken in regulating industry was not always seen as appropriate by local 
government stakeholders regulated by the EPA, who tended to prefer a more collaborative approach 
and recognition of shared objectives. The EPA’s current approach was seen as not being tailored 
enough, in that councils are regulated in the same way as industry. 
 

“You know, local government is a trustworthy sort of operator in the business. And 
it’s been a bit frustrating at times that the regulations have been set for the lowest 
common denominator.” Local government stakeholder   

 
There was also a call for more recognition of the differences in regulating metropolitan and regional 
areas. There was a call for more flexibility in the regulation of issues in regional areas. One example 
given was the greater willingness of those in regional areas to accept odour as a by-product of 
industry because of the economic benefits it brought to the area. The stakeholder felt the EPA should 
be less ‘hard-nosed’ about odour compliance in regional areas. 
 

“They need to be a bit more – have some room to move or have more opportunity to 
exercise discretion.” Local government stakeholder   

 
There was recognition, however, that the EPA regulates a large range of organisations and catering to 
all can be difficult. 
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5.4 Transparency and feedback build trust 

5.4.1 “Be straight with us”  
Transparency is universally desirable and, for some stakeholders, a critical factor on which they judge 
their relationship with the EPA. The range of terminology used by stakeholders in relation to this 
concept included honesty and openness, being upfront and forthcoming, and providing full disclosure.  
 
Transparent communications are interpreted as a sign of respect, partnership or collaboration, and 
integrity (i.e., having nothing to hide). Stakeholders’ expectations regarding transparency covered the 
full range of their interactions, from informal day-to-day communication, and interpretation of 
information released by the EPA, up to the nature of the EPA’s formal consultation and decision-
making processes. Stakeholders’ comments regarding the latter are discussed in detail in Section 5.7 
on consultation. 

Transparency with community and environmental stakeholders 
Transparency was considered particularly critical among community and environmental stakeholders, 
who often felt they were still ‘left in the dark’ after communications from the EPA. Many community 
stakeholders felt that the EPA was sometimes reticent to share important information openly with 
the public, and expected them to be much more forthcoming in this regard. However, there is an 
understanding by some stakeholders that it can be difficult for the EPA to be fully transparent due to 
legal concerns.  
 
For others, this lack of transparency contributed to a sense of mistrust. They felt that transparency 
was a key aspect of tackling issues head on and ‘making no apologies’. Some felt that the EPA tried 
to “fob off” situations as less serious than they really are, and were guarded about what they were 
really aware of. Stakeholders would prefer to receive information upfront and directly from the EPA, 
rather than from another source at a later stage (e.g., the media or “whistleblowers”), which then 
harms the relationship. This was particularly relevant for issues that affect them directly (e.g., 
emergency incidents in their local area).  
 

“I guess we find communication to be quite difficult. Also, I think they are quite 
guarded… We have had meetings with them about different incidents that have 
occurred and they have really not given us any information... [they] wait to see what 
we know, before they volunteer any information.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“We find them quite evasive on occasions, particularly around any regulatory 
pressure that we are trying to get them to apply to people. They go for this ‘risk 
management approach’ lately, and that means that they assess the risk to 
something by something, which means that it is no longer so ‘black and white’.”  
Environmental stakeholder 

Key examples 
There was a general feeling among participants from this sector that the EPA is not clear enough in 
terms of its objectives, capacity, remit and stance on particular issues. Many felt that this could 
be more clearly defined and communicated (e.g., via the website). A few also suggested that the EPA 
should analyse their performance against actionable objectives, including public input, and publicise 
the results to improve accountability. Some believed that the EPA often took community concerns 
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onboard but did nothing, and would have preferred the EPA to be honest if they were unable to 
resource any action. Some perceived a ‘disconnect’ in that the EPA was ‘licensing pollution’ while 
portraying themselves as “controlling” it. Some understood that the EPA’s role was not to prevent all 
pollution, but argued that their communications should be more honest about this rather than trying to 
paint themselves in a particular light. 
 

“They just have to be fair dinkum.” Community Stakeholder 
 
“Be honest about what you can and can't take on.” Community Stakeholder 

 
Data and scientific evidence was also a big issue for some community and environment 
stakeholders. Some have reasonably high expectations regarding data accessibility, calling for public 
access to raw data, not just the EPA’s interpretation of it. Others want the EPA to act as a facilitator of 
transparency, by collating and/or disseminating large volumes of data already published by industry. 
 

“Now there are new rules about publishing monitoring data. That should be 
accessible through the EPA's website, so you don’t have to rely on the polluter to 
maintain the website to provide the information. That would be helpful… access to 
raw data is something that comes up [when] looking into a particular incident.” 
Environmental stakeholder 

 
Another area where community and environmental stakeholders sought greater transparency was in 
relation to their concerns about the EPA’s relationship with industry. Acknowledging this concern 
and being more upfront about how the EPA maintains its independence could help to build confidence 
in the EPA (as discussed in Section 5.5). In addition, stakeholders wanted greater transparency 
regarding EPA projects and consultation processes, calling for information to be more readily 
available about processes, roadmaps and timelines (as noted in Section 5.7).  
 
To an extent, current perceptions of transparency do vary among community stakeholders. Some felt 
that the EPA has been trying to improve their transparency recently, by putting up more information 
on their website, but felt that this was often only half the story rather than full information. In terms of 
facilitators versus barriers to transparency, those with closer relationships and more insight into 
the technical processes that the EPA goes through (e.g. consultative or advisory committee 
members) potentially have higher levels of trust in the EPA, compared with those community 
stakeholders ‘on the outer‘, who tend to have more adversarial relationships with the EPA and a 
greater sense of distrust. For the community, transparency is a key component in building a sense of 
trust in the EPA.  
 

Moderator: “Do you trust the information they give you?” 
Participant: “That’s a good question. I completely trust it. Yeah, I do.”  
Community Stakeholder 

 
“The EPA are widely regarded as ‘merchants of spin’. You can quote that. So a 
greater volume of information about them and their business would just be a greater 
volume of spin. What we want is transparency. What we want is honesty and 
directness and what we want is, you know, engagement.” Community stakeholder  

Transparency with industry 
A number of industry stakeholders, particularly industry organisations, felt that they have quite positive 
relationships with the EPA, and are able to engage in open discussions. Most respected that there 
were obvious limits to the level of transparency that industry could expect from the EPA, as a 
regulator, and appreciated that the EPA was willing to engage with them.  
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“I think [our relationship is] positive. I think it’s very open, proactive. I actually think 
there is a fair degree of trust too… I don’t think they do, or should, give trust easily… 
you have to demonstrate a track record of delivering on what you promise over a 
period of time. We don’t always agree… but I wouldn’t necessarily have much of a 
different conversation, whether it be face-to-face or through [this research]… We 
have had many robust and colourful discussions over different policy issues, or just 
the issue of the day, approvals and processes… I think there is a fair bit about being 
a regulator that restricts them from being too open and we appreciate that. We just 
learn to respect that we play different roles in the world.” Industry stakeholder 
 
“We are quite open with them about future developments that we may not 
necessarily want out in the public arena, but we want their feedback early… [to] 
save time, money and angst for both parties.” Industry stakeholder 
 
“I feel I have a good relationship with people at all levels in the EPA… Very 
reciprocal, where I think we are open and honest with them, and they have pretty 
much been open and honest with us.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Yet a number of industry representatives expressed frustration with a lack of transparency from the 
EPA on some occasions. Examples given related to a perceived lack of openness about the rationale 
for particular regulations or decisions (e.g., why one site received a clean-up notice, but another 
didn’t). In situations where the EPA had explained its inability to provide information due to legal 
proceedings, some within industry felt that there should at least be some generic information that is 
able to be released. Others felt that the EPA should be more open and upfront regarding potential 
future plans and directions for particular industry sectors. Among industry, transparency is seen as 
important for creating certainty to facilitate decision-making, and building positive environmental and 
commercial outcomes. 
 

“Be clear on expectations and forthright in relation to findings, potential outcomes… 
results in fewer surprises for licensees.” Industry stakeholder 
  
“What I expect is a very clear regulatory framework.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“Being able to articulate a longer term plan for the sub-sections of the area of their 
responsibilities... If you think about mining, if you think about the ports, if you think 
about industry… where is it that the EPA sees that they’re trying to go?” Industry 
stakeholder 

Transparency with government stakeholders 
Most government stakeholders felt that they have quite open, honest and trusting 
relationships with the EPA, often built through regular and direct contact over a number of years. 
Some reported that the EPA was generally upfront with them and provided a rationale for decisions, 
and that they were able to have very frank discussions with their EPA contacts. Occasional 
inconsistency in messages between different individuals at the EPA was not interpreted as a problem 
with transparency (i.e., relationships seemed more trusting, so they were less likely to jump to the 
conclusion that the EPA was being dishonest).  
 

“They don’t wait for something to get really bad before they contact us. They let us 
know if there’s something on their mind that’s bothering them, so that we can 
remedy it quickly. They explain – they write good letters. They explain their rationale 
and what they’re doing, so there’s no lack of transparency in how they go about 
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making their decisions, from the things that I’ve seen.” NSW/Australian 
Government stakeholder 
 
“We’ve kind of got to a point where we have got quite a good relationship in terms of 
just being able to talk things through and we’re pretty open with each other where 
things are at.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“I think it is the development of those relationships, the fact that we do have regular 
contact. We have built a fair level of trust and respect across organisations, so when 
something does go wrong, there is really that relationship to use... to have that 
familiarity to be able to talk frankly about issues and sort through them.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 
 
“I know that the officers are doing their best to provide the correct scientific advice in 
given circumstances, but I’m also well aware that advice that goes up any line in any 
government department can be changed.”  NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

 
However, some local government stakeholders felt more ‘out of the loop’. A couple commented 
that they didn’t receive enough information from the EPA about what their decisions were in the first 
place, let alone what the rationale was for those decisions, such that some felt unable to comment on 
the EPA’s transparency, specifically, in the context of more fundamental communication issues. 

Potential impacts 
As in cases of perceived lack of responsiveness, perceived lack of transparency can lead to 
speculation regarding the reasons underlying it. This is particularly the case for community 
stakeholders, but also among those in industry. A lack of information can be interpreted as the EPA 
deliberately withholding information, in order to hide something or avoid making a decision. A lack 
of progress or development in a particular area (e.g., a policy area) could be seen as a stalling tactic 
by the EPA to effectively bring a halt to those operations. Some stakeholders expressed strong 
opinions that the EPA isn’t completely transparent, and that it prefers to operate in this manner. 
 

“Information has been withheld. There has been secrecy. There has been a failure 
to act, on the EPA’s part. And, in fact, nothing could be further from the truth. The 
EPA have resisted even the most modest commitments that have been sought by 
the community, just about access to information. It’s taken months and months and 
months to get basic information through the EPA, as they cloak both their own 
operations and those of industry.” Community stakeholder 
  
“I think they are comfortable to have this problem... I think there is a hidden agenda 
amongst some of the personalities involved to obstruct resolution of these issues.” 
Industry stakeholders 

 
“Not in terms of the quality of what they provide to the community, but the timeliness 
of what they provide to the community, and the transparency of what they provide to 
the community… Again, I don’t want this to be a criticism of EPA officers, because I 
don’t think it’s actually… necessarily they who are driving that reticence to 
communicate. I think that that’s coming either from their media unit, who I think have 
a mentality that secrecy is better, or the political advice area. And to be honest, that 
just doesn’t work because people then say, “Well, you’re not telling us stuff. Why 
aren’t you telling us stuff?” There’s conspiracy theories, et cetera.”  NSW/Australian 
Government stakeholder 
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Other stakeholders, particularly within government, reinforced the view that the EPA should be more 
transparent with the general public and more forthcoming in releasing information (e.g., about the 
nature and outcomes of investigations). They believed this would help to improve clarity, confidence 
and trust among all relevant parties, support industry’s social licence to operate, and maintain the 
EPA’s credibility and reputation. As one example, in situations where there were many more breaches 
than prosecutions, one government stakeholder saw it as a positive that the EPA is working towards 
better outcomes rather than purely enforcement and litigation, yet felt that the public did not see it this 
way, highlighting a need for improved communications and transparency. 
 

“There is still a little bit of ‘push back’ from EPA in terms of them being upfront and 
releasing information in a timely manner to the community (and to us, for that 
matter), in order for the situation to be clear to all.” NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

 
“The major thing is their culture of communication, I think, needs to change. Not 
between departments and not with industry so much, but I think with the public and 
the public’s perception of what they’re doing, particularly in incident response 
situations, but also in how they are effectively regulating large scale industries to 
protect environment as best as possible.” NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

5.4.2 “Give us feedback” 
Stakeholders also want greater transparency through more systematic provision of feedback, 
particularly with regard to the level of detail provided in such feedback. Overall, there is a strong call 
for improved feedback from the EPA among most stakeholder sectors, in relation to various aspects 
of their interactions. This has been noted in Section 5.2, in relation to the timeliness of EPA 
responses.  
 
Many stakeholders reported a lack of feedback altogether, at least in some situations, which can be 
a major source of frustration. This was commonly reported by community stakeholders, but also to an 
extent by industry and local government. For example, many community stakeholders received no 
feedback on outcomes after lodging a complaint or submission, leaving them without any 
understanding of how things were progressing or any closure on issues that were important to them. 
One suggested that a log of complaints, actions and outcomes should be accessible via the EPA’s 
website. However, some noted instances where particular EPA staff had done a good job of following 
up. Industry and local government also reported inconsistency in the level of feedback provided by the 
EPA. 
 

“We do have some contact through the Enviroline… you invariably get a call from 
the local office to get some more details, but my biggest complaint there is – and 
I’ve never had time to really follow it up – is I never hear the results. There’s never 
any feedback on what’s happening or what they’ve done about it, probably because 
they haven’t done anything… Fortunately, they give you an incident number when 
you phone it in… I rang back to the Enviroline about two months later, to ask if 
there’s been any result, and they said, “Well, there’s a notation here, possible 
[specific issue deleted].”  I said, “Well, big help.”  And that’s all I could get out of it.” 
Community stakeholder 
 
“As an industry association, we find it very difficult to get feedback with what's 
happening from the EPA.” Industry stakeholder 
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“From time to time, I come across individual field officers and I get some information 
back from them. That’s a positive.” Local government stakeholder 

 
In terms of their expectations, when the EPA makes an important decision, stakeholders want 
feedback on the outcome, as well as sufficient rationale and evidence behind this decision (as 
noted in Section 5.4 regarding transparency of decision making processes). Further, when 
stakeholders provide input as part of the EPA’s decision-making processes, there is an expectation 
that they will receive some form of feedback on the way in which their input was included in 
relation to the final decision or outcome. That is, something more than generic acknowledgement that 
their submission was received or that their submission was considered to be of insufficient substance. 
They are seeking evidence that their views were taken seriously and genuinely evaluated (and if not, 
why not), as part of more detailed explanations and justifications from the EPA.  
 
In the absence of appropriate feedback, stakeholders may feel that their input was simply ignored. 
These views were espoused by community, environmental and industry stakeholders, in particular. 
Feedback was seen as particularly important when the EPA had specifically asked stakeholders for 
their comments, as a sign of appreciation for their assistance and effort. In addition, while some have 
positive and open relationships with a certain level of staff within the EPA, it is not always clear how 
their input is filtered as it goes ‘up the chain’. Some industry representatives noted that consultation 
was a continual or integral part of the way they operated in particular areas (e.g., regulations and 
licensing), making thorough feedback particularly important in such areas. 
 

“…they agree to take onboard the action…they don’t get followed through or they 
don’t provide information if there is a delay to say, "Look we are working on this, but 
we are experiencing delays for valid reasons." Community stakeholder 

 
“We’ve just invested quite a few hours in putting this together to you. We get back a 
one liner that’s no more than just a mere recognition that you’ve received a letter?”  
Industry stakeholder 

 
“In a sense, a lot of this information [e.g., comments on draft policy] goes into a 
‘black hole’, and it comes out in a final policy and then everyone is scratching their 
head and saying, "Well, where did that come from?". Industry stakeholder 

 
“I think it’s been gradually improving, but people are getting frustrated about the 
issue about providing the scientific evidence... and not seeing it being taken into 
account as much as what someone else might feel.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Of course, greater provision of feedback would add to the workload of EPA staff, and has to be 
considered alongside other competing demands on EPA resources. One government stakeholder 
considered the EPA to be doing a good job of providing feedback in the context of inevitable 
resourcing limitations (e.g., given the potential for unpredictable issues to arise, requiring immediate 
action and follow-up). While feedback mechanisms may be more likely to falter when resources are 
stretched, they felt that the EPA needed to weigh up the additional problems that may arise from a 
lack of feedback (including ongoing preservation of key relationships). 
 
Given that the EPA often deals with multiple competing viewpoints among the range of relevant 
parties, it seems inevitable that some will be disappointed with some decisions or outcomes. 
Therefore, it is particularly critical for the EPA to build good stakeholder relationships, manage 
expectations around their decision-making processes, and provide feedback to help stakeholders 
understand and accept the rationale behind those decisions. This will help to build support for actions 
the EPA undertakes. 
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5.5 Perceptions about independence from 
industry are important 
 
One of the key themes to emerge from discussions with stakeholders was the tension between 
opposing views of how the EPA should approach the task of regulation. The EPA’s approach, and 
how it is communicated, has implications for public perceptions of the independence of the EPA from 
industry. 

5.5.1 EPA approach to compliance: a mix of enforcer and 
partner 
When asked about the role and responsibilities of the EPA, stakeholders from all groups made 
reference to the fact that the EPA’s core function is to be a regulator. This is not contentious. 
However, stakeholders take a wide range of views about the approach the EPA should take in order 
to best regulate industry and government.  
 
One of the key tensions the EPA has to manage is how its approach to regulation impacts its ability to 
be, and be seen to be, independent from industry.  
 
Although the EPA “uses a combination of tools to achieve environmental outcomes, including 
education, economic mechanisms, and strategic and environmental risk-based compliance and 
enforcement programs”5, stakeholders interviewed for this research tended to feel most strongly 
about two opposite ends of the compliance spectrum. These can be characterised as “enforcer” and 
“partner”. 
 

“I think there is always like a bit of a pendulum where, as a regulator, you are either 
seen as being too much enforcement focused or too much advisory focused.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
The ‘enforcer’ approach to regulation can be characterised as one which focuses on ensuring that 
those who act outside the law are punished. From this perspective, the EPA’s role is seen as 
ensuring that industry works within regulations and licence conditions and penalising those that act 
outside regulations or licence terms. The ‘enforcer’ orientation is seen by community and 
environmental stakeholders as ensuring appropriate distance between the EPA and organisations it 
regulates. These stakeholders value the independence of the EPA highly, and as such, were often in 
favour of the EPA acting in the role of ‘enforcer’. 
 
The ‘partner’ approach, on the other hand, is characterised by an emphasis on the need to work with 
industry in an advisory role in order to obtain the best possible outcomes for the community, the 
environment and for industry. This approach is preferred by industry and government licensees such 
as Local Government Areas (LGAs) and NSW Government agencies and corporations as it promotes 

                                                
 
 
5 EPA Compliance Policy, 2013 
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flexibility and understanding. Government departments with co-regulation roles were also in favour of 
this approach on the grounds that it produces the best outcomes for all parties. 
 
It should be noted that stakeholders fell along a spectrum in terms of their opinions about how to 
balance these approaches. Those who advocated an enforcement approach to regulation often stated 
that they understood that in reality the EPA needs to work with those it regulates in order to be 
effective. Those who advocated partnership often stated that there are also benefits of the EPA being 
independent and therefore trusted. 

Regulator versus policy maker 
In addition to the question of whether the EPA should take an ‘enforcer’ or ‘partner’ approach to 
regulation and compliance, the question of whether it should hold dual regulation and policy 
development roles was discussed by some stakeholders. Stakeholders in both the industry and 
community groups expressed concern over whether it was appropriate for the EPA to fulfill both roles, 
with some stating that they had been under the impression that one of the objectives of recent 
restructuring had been to give some separation to the two functions. The fact that the EPA does have 
a policy role is seen as a dilution of that initial objective. 
 

“In terms of structure, our position is the same for whatever agency, whatever 
regulatory area it is. The separation of policy versus operational – so that needs to 
be a clear distinction and I think where we tend to run into problems is where with 
the evolution of regulatory agencies, that they see their remit as being also the 
policy – setting policy as well. Industry stakeholder 

 
“The idea of a regulator was the regulator is a regulator and then the policy is set by 
somebody else. So your policemen don’t decide what the law is going to be. 
Someone decides on the law and the policemen enforce it. Well it's this debate 
about what the role of the regulator... and the EPA has found itself engaged in policy 
which is a long way different to what it thought it was going to do 2 years ago. So 
having invented the policy is this thing going to regulate itself?” Environmental 
stakeholder 

 
“It apparently goes to the role of whether the EPA should be a police type operation 
or ... and working with industry, they do seem to be working with industry. And they 
do have this approach to regulation that when the EPA was reformed just recently 
and rebranded, they did say that one of the reasons they were going to do that was 
to have a clearer regulatory approach. But it does not seem to be happening.” 
Environmental stakeholder 

 
The question of whether the EPA should fulfill policy and regulation roles concurrently is distinct from 
the question of how best to approach regulation and compliance. While some stakeholders identified 
the policy maker/regulator role as an area of potential concern, the majority interviewed did not 
mention it spontaneously. Those who did mention it did not identify any specific instances where they 
believed it had been a major problem to date. 

The EPA’s independence is valued by all 
An EPA that is independent of untoward influence by the organisations it regulates is seen by 
stakeholders as a positive thing. As discussed in Section 5.3, there is recognition from all stakeholder 
groups that the EPA has a difficult task in managing the competing needs of stakeholders, and 
that in the interest of balancing the priorities of all, a degree of independence is necessary.  
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For community and environmental stakeholders, the value of an independent EPA is that it is able to 
make unbiased decisions for the health of the community and environment based on unbiased 
information. 
 
Government agencies also mentioned the need for the EPA to remain independent in order to 
regulate effectively. They understand that the EPA has a relationship with industry, but that the needs 
of the environment and community must be seen to be given voice by an independent regulator.  
 

“Who does the public turn to for information? ... I would expect the EPA to kind of be 
the cornerstone of quality environmental information. So yeah, independence.” 
Local government stakeholder 

 
“If it's a regulator, [I’d expect] independence from the people it's regulating… [also] 
independence of advice – not, I suppose, from vested interests … independent in 
terms of its critical analysis of environmental issues” Local government 
stakeholder 

 
“So you have got to remember who you are serving and it’s the community at the 
end of the day. We regulate industry to stop them impacting the community 
basically, not to promote industry although we obviously facilitate and assist industry 
where we can. Our primary role is to minimise pollution, so to protect our 
environment and the community that lives in it. And if they become disillusioned 
[and] we’re not being seen to do that, then we’re our own worst enemy.” Interstate 
EPA stakeholder 

 
For regulated organisations, the public’s perceptions of the independence of the EPA are important. 
An EPA that is seen to be independent is more likely to be seen to be regulating effectively, and 
therefore adds legitimacy and supports social licence to operate.  
 
There are a range of factors that influence perceptions of the independence of the EPA. Concern is 
particularly strong among community and environmental stakeholders; they are wary of the 
relationship between industry and the EPA.  

5.5.2 Community and environmental stakeholders see the 
‘enforcer’ role as providing the best outcomes 

Community perceptions of the independence of the EPA 
Many community and environmental stakeholders believe that the EPA works too closely with 
industry. Moreover, some stakeholders felt that industry is able to influence certain areas of policy to 
its own ends. 
 

“It [waste policy] does feel a little pushed around by the vested interest in the 
industry.” Local government stakeholder 

 
“Are not acting like a policeman, are pandering to industry” Community 
stakeholder 

 
This is driven by several important perceptions about the EPA: 

• The perception that the EPA is unwilling or unable to prosecute those who act illegally 
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• The perception that the EPA sees industry as its ‘clients’ and community and environmental 
stakeholders as adversaries 

• The perception that the EPA relies too heavily on industry for funding (see 5.5.2) 

The EPA doesn’t punish those who act illegally 
There is a perception among community and environmental stakeholders that the EPA is unwilling or 
unable prosecute those is regulates when they breach their licence conditions or regulations. This 
view is particularly strong in relation to large organisations that have extensive interaction with the 
EPA. Some of this perception is driven by the view the EPA is too close to its licensees.  
 

“I think they get ticked off, but I don’t think anything happens… if you read the 
mining companies’ reports, of which I’ve read some, they admit to all this.” 
Community stakeholder 

 
“The people affected sometimes don’t understand what it would take for the EPA to 
prosecute somebody, the level of evidence that is required and they are really 
shocked when someone can basically pollute their property and nothing happens.” 
Environmental stakeholder 

 
“The EPA actually gives people permission... gives organisations permission to 
pollute to a certain level, that’s what they do. They come into your neighbourhood 
and they say they are licensed people and they say, “Yes you can pollute the air that 
these people breathe or the water” Community stakeholder 
 
“I think also there is a perception that the EPA is a little bit afraid of the people that 
they regulate or the companies that they regulate, certainly at the higher level and 
they are scared of being sued for being too harsh or having a decision challenged.”  
Environmental stakeholder 

 
It is worth noting that community and environmental stakeholders did not tend to raise or talk at any 
length about cases where the EPA had publicly sought large fines or criminal convictions. Most of 
their focus was on incidents which they perceived to have gone unpunished. Indeed, several 
participants made the point that the EPA’s reputation can rise or fall on the basis on one or two major 
negative incidents. Its reputation as an effective regulator is seen, to some degree, to be in the 
process of recovering from some recent high profile incidents. As an example, the issue of coal dust 
in Newcastle is seen as a test case for how the EPA reacts to industry pressure and takes into 
consideration community and environmental considerations. 
 

“I think, up until the [company deleted] incident, they were seen as quite a credible 
regulator, and that obviously shook public confidence… Even [their stance] within 
the public services as a credible regulator... And I think, with [company deleted], 
they just needed to switch back a bit to be seen more in the public eye as an 
enforcer” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“It's okay so far, I think, but things like the coal dust in Newcastle have the potential 
to really sort of derail that credibility quite easily… I think that how the EPA reacts to 
those major challenges is going to be an interesting case. How are they going to 
react to industry pressure versus the conservation of environmental health and the 
physical environment… It will be how people perceive those ... [whether] it builds its 
reputation or not in this area.” Local government stakeholder 
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“So I think that identified some weaknesses in their model and I think they have 
been working to try and address those obviously. I think they have been trying to be 
seen much more proactive particularly around enforcement. Because I think that’s 
the area where there hasn’t been as much of a focus.” NSW/Australian 
Government stakeholder 

 
When fines are administered, they are often seen as being too small to be an effective deterrent to 
large firms. In addition to this, the EPA is seen by some as being reticent to prosecute other NSW 
Government bodies for political reasons. Enforcement of remediation works was not explicitly 
identified by stakeholders as a consequence of breaching regulations or conditions, despite the fact 
that it can amount to a greater financial penalty than fines. 
 

“The fines they have been issuing, it's just been a joke. They have been really tiny, 
$20,000 fines for these big multi-million dollar companies as well.” Environmental 
stakeholder 

 
“The EPA is a toothless tiger.” Community stakeholder 

 
One stakeholder had heard allegations that the EPA was sometimes soft on compliance checks by 
giving prior warning to licensees about when sites were to be inspected. The stakeholder stated that 
this information had come from staff and contractors working at a site where this had happened. They 
gave the impression that the EPA was assisting the licensee to pass audits when they may not have 
under business-as-usual conditions. Although unverified, the story suggests that some community 
stakeholders see this as an issue. 
 

“The perception of them is that they’re in bed with industry, they’ve got no clout and 
therefore what’s the point? … It’s a perception largely perpetrated by miners, the 
workers who witness and have participated in the conversations where their boss:  
‘Mate, you know, EPA coming today. Pull it out. Put that away. Do that.’  You know, 
all this stuff. ‘We’re not going to do that today. The EPA are coming.’” Community 
stakeholder 

Licensees are treated as ‘clients’ of the EPA 
Community and environmental stakeholders often expressed a view during discussions that the EPA 
treats licensees as clients, but takes an adversarial approach to relationships with the community. 
This causes a great deal of frustration, and drives the perception that the EPA does not take a 
balanced approach to engagement (as discussed in Section 5.3). Some spoke of meetings where the 
EPA and industry were arranged on one side of the negotiating table, and community interest groups 
or parties on the other.  
 

“I've been in meetings where the EPA has described the polluters as their clients 
and I know that's the terminology that is used within the organisation and I think 
that's a really bad look when you are sitting across the table from people who are 
trying to protect the environment.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
As discussed in Section 5.3, some community and environmental stakeholders also felt strongly that 
they were kept out of negotiations between the EPA and industry, when they had a rightful place at 
the table. Instances were outlined where they believed that industry had been consulted over certain 
issues, but community stakeholders had not.  
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The EPA is too reliant on industry for funding 
Despite the EPA being almost entirely dependent on funding received from the NSW Government 
budget6, there is a perception by some community and environmental stakeholders that the EPA is 
funded by industry, thus hampering its ability to regulate effectively. This is seen by some as 
impacting its ability to prosecute those it regulates when necessary. Some in the community and 
environmental sector expressed the opinion that this is reflective of a trend across government over 
the last twenty to thirty years. In their view, government is now more oriented towards engaging with 
industry than the community; government budgets allocate less to engaging with community, with 
industry funding engagement instead. This has led to less emphasis being placed on community 
needs gradually over time. 
 
Several community and environmental stakeholders expressed the view that the EPA is too heavily 
reliant on licensees for funding of monitoring. This is seen as making the process of monitoring 
susceptible to the influence of industry. Reported findings from industry-funded monitoring were seen 
by some as tainted by the influence of industry. Self-reporting of emissions by industry is also seen by 
some community and environmental stakeholders as being a soft option providing too much leeway 
for industry to misreport the data. 
 

“I think some of the criticisms that we’re making are probably due to the EPA’s lack 
of capacity, which is curious then, because they’ll advise us that they’re organising 
internal review, you know, which is a technical review requiring technical capacity of 
reports done by industry and so on. And [the CEO of the EPA] has said, ‘We have 
all the funding that we need to do our job.’  That’s not how I see it… Why would they 
need to go to industry hat in hand, you know, ‘Please fund our monitoring’?” 
Community stakeholder   
 
“That self-reporting thing has been the problem. Because some of them are self-
report and now just... hide it until someone whistle-blows on them” Community 
stakeholder 

 
Some also held the view that extended negotiations with regulated organisations over monitoring can 
delay the EPA’s ability to move quickly to address specific issues, with negative impacts on the 
community and environment continuing to occur during the negotiation period. 

There is some sympathy for the need to understand and work with industry 
A few environmental stakeholders who had existing relationships with the EPA expressed the view 
that, in order to provide positive environmental outcomes, the EPA needs to work with industry. They 
saw benefits to the EPA of working with industry to develop policy and regulations, and provide 
education. However, the need to balance this against the ability to act as an enforcement body is an 
ever-present concern. Even those who saw benefits to working with industry felt that any contact 
could easily begin to generate relationships which subverted this ability.  
 

                                                
 
 
6 Licensing fees and other revenues collected by the EPA are remitted to NSW Treasury who manages the Government Consolidated Fund 
Budget. The State Budget includes funding received from the Commonwealth, from State taxes and licenses and other sources. Each year 
the EPA receives an allocation from the NSW Government Consolidated Fund Budget. In 2012-13 funding received from the Government 
Budget was 99.6% of total funds received by the EPA.   
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Some felt that the development of a clear set of guidelines defining how the EPA engages with 
industry on such issues would help to limit the extent of the influence of industry over the EPA and 
allow it to fulfill its role as regulator in a more transparent fashion. 
 

“You need people in an organisation like EPA to understand what's going on so that 
they know what they are regulating and on the other hand you don’t want them in 
bed with industry. So it's a very tricky line to draw how you get this line between 
regulation and education and how you provide suitable economic levers to do the 
right thing and not actually cause them to fetch the books.” Environmental 
stakeholder 

 
“I understand that they do need to educate and work with industry to be compliant 
and everything but I think that it can still make that clear distinction of that 
independence and that they are still a watchdog and that these instances and things 
are... it's their role to be a policeman as well and can define as well clearly and you 
can do both and still provide clear guidelines and help to industry and you don’t 
have to be so guarded to the public.”  Environmental stakeholder 

What does an ‘enforcer’ look like? 
Community and environmental stakeholders tended to hold the view that the EPA should take a strict 
enforcement approach to regulation. Advocacy for the environment and aggressive prosecution of 
those who contravene regulations are seen as the key attributes of an environmental regulator. An 
EPA with these attributes is seen as being effective in ensuring regulations and licence conditions are 
adhered to.  

Advocacy for the community and environment 
Views of the EPA’s role among community and environment stakeholders tended to fall along a 
spectrum, with independence at one end and advocacy for community at the other. In the view of 
some, should be to sit between industry and the community as an independent arbitrator, allowing it 
to make decisions that weigh up the needs of both parties. 
 

“To be not afraid to tell things like they are. To be independent and not subject to 
political influence” Environment stakeholder 
 

However, the view of many community and environmental stakeholders was that the EPA should 
advocate for the environment and community health, rather than remain independent. The title 
“Environment Protection Authority” implies, to many, an organisational focus counterbalancing the 
polluting interests of industry and development-centric government departments. It should be noted 
that those in favour of this organisational focus were generally in favour of the EPA being basing its 
decisions on sound scientific rationale. The use of such data was seen as ensuring transparency in 
decision making, and an essential element of the EPA’s role. 
 

Participant 1:   “It’s not their job to be seen as somehow in that middle space, is it?” 
Participant 2:   “Yeah. Yeah. They’re not a broker between industry. They’re there 
to look after the wellbeing of the environment and people.”  
Community stakeholder 

 
“Planning and Energy and Resources, their remit is essentially to facilitate 
development. You know, the economic development and the industrial development 
of NSW. The EPA, on the other hand… they licence industry and in licensing, you 
know, they weigh up the interests of industry and the department, whose job is to 
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facilitate industry on the one hand, and their brief, you know, which is to protect the 
environment and community health, on the other. But... they don’t have that balance 
right.” Community stakeholder 

 
“I think not only should it be a level playing field, and it's not, but in fact the EPA 
needs to shift its focus and see the community and environment as its clients and 
industry as on the other side.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“The EPA’s brief in a sense is to counterbalance the pro-development interests of 
other state government agencies and of industry. That would look like very rigorous 
and considered submissions on major developments that are likely to impact on the 
environment and on community health.” Community stakeholder 

Monitoring and prosecution 
The expectation that the EPA will aggressively prosecute those who contravene licence conditions or 
regulations was consistently mentioned by community and environmental stakeholders during 
interviews.  
 
There is an expectation that when contraventions do take place, the full weight of the law is brought 
to bear. Penalties large enough to act as a material deterrent to industry are seen as important tools 
in enabling the EPA to have a meaningful impact. At the upper end of the spectrum, some feel that 
the EPA should be able to enforce stop-work notices on industry if a threat to the environment is 
identified. Community and environmental stakeholders tended to be most interested in the fines that 
are enforced by the EPA, and did not mention other tools such as enforceable undertakings that 
may impose financial penalties on licensees when discussing prosecutions. 
 
Monitoring of industry is seen by most as an important enabler for the EPA  to prosecute 
contraventions. Some stakeholders feel strongly that monitoring should be undertaken by 
independent bodies with no connection to industry. Laying out scientific monitoring data, along with 
the EPA’s interpretation of it, is seen as an important measure to ensure transparency. 
 

“My expectation is that they act on a bad act. They make a song and dance about it, 
you know. You want to feel that they’re there doing the bidding for the environment, 
because the environment doesn’t have a voice, but they’re not. You know, they’re 
not. They’re recognising it. They’re monitoring it. They’re recording it. You know, 
they’re collecting data. They’re doing all that. They’re acknowledging it, but they’re 
not fighting, I guess, for the environment” Community stakeholder 

 
“Prosecute people who are harming the environment more effectively using the full 
penalties that the law provides them for prosecutions” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“I think [industry] need independent auditing to make sure they are complying with 
what they are supposed to do.” Community stakeholder 

 
“Where the EPA is being asked to comment, or the OEH, they should be very gutsy 
in their comments” Community stakeholder 
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5.5.3 Those regulated by the EPA see the ‘partner’ role as 
the path forward 
Industry and government bodies that are regulated by the EPA were strongly in favour of a 
partnership approach to regulation. In their view, an enforcement or policing approach to regulation, 
while being an appropriate response in more serious cases, does not yield optimal outcomes for the 
environment or the community. 
 

“To an extent and if you talk to anybody high up in the EPA they will tell you that 
their role is as a regulator. But if you say to those same people, ‘Where have you 
had your best outcomes?’  They will say ‘our education programs.’”   Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“And you can enforce the rules in various ways. You can adopt one extreme which 
is sort of the old SPCC7, the police sort of approach, or you can work together for 
the best outcome, best environment outcome.” Industry stakeholder 
 
“Just being open and willing to work with people. Not try and be like I guess the 
police as much.” Industry stakeholder 

Being an ‘enforcer’ can lead to tension 
The propensity to generate tensions between the EPA and regulated organisations was seen as the 
key drawback of an enforcement approach to regulation. Some licensees and industry bodies 
reported instances in the past where an enforcement approach by the EPA had caused regulated 
parties to become less forthcoming with the EPA. This in turn had led to suboptimal outcomes for 
both industry and the environment, and made the EPA’s job more difficult. 
 

“So from that respect they [an EPA office with an enforcement approach] just told us 
to shut up, not say anything. So they didn’t say anything, it became just a hostile 
environment, very poor.” Industry Stakeholders 

 
“I just think it’s companies have found it easier if you work with them rather than hide 
stuff from them and they do tend to work with you instead of against you.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“NSW EPA were fairly insular, almost like police, and I think that was a problem for 
them… They need to make themselves relevant within the economic world we live 
in, unfortunately. So, not just be seen as people who say ‘no’ to everything, but 
rather offer alternative ways of either addressing an issue or thinking about an issue. 
So they have got to make themselves relevant, they can’t stay as regulators.” 
Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
Many industry stakeholders expressed concern that the EPA had moved towards an enforcement 
model of regulation recently. They felt that they were being unfairly persecuted for the breaches by a 
few large operators. Those taking this view were often of the opinion that the EPA has instituted 
regime of penalising smaller non-compliances to a greater degree than it did two to three years ago. 
This was often characterised by industry stakeholders as being a knee-jerk reaction by the EPA in 
response to several high profile incidents in the recent past. 
                                                
 
 
7 State Pollution Control Commission 



 

NSW Environment Protection Authority  
 EPA Stakeholder Survey | October 2013 | Page 109 

 

 
“What happened up there was absolutely wrong without a doubt. No one is going to 
stand up and defend [company deleted]. The changes that were put in place as a 
result and let’s in particular take the reporting cycle. For an EPA license in New 
South Wales the reporting requirement was that as soon as practical notify EPA of a 
spill. The change in legislation after [company deleted], which my personal view not 
[my organisation] was an absolute knee jerk reaction.” Industry stakeholder 

A partnership approach can produce better outcomes 
Most stakeholders from industry and government bodies spoke at length of the need for the EPA to 
work with them towards optimal outcomes. While ‘optimal outcomes’ were often seen as being those 
that benefited the stakeholder’s organisation directly, most stated a genuine belief that a partnership 
approach would yield the best outcomes for the environment and community as well. 
 
Those in industry and government expect an in-depth understanding by the EPA of the needs of 
the organisations it regulates as a key element of the partnership approach. Understanding how an 
industry operates, and what its risks and priorities are, is seen as facilitating effective policy and 
regulation.  
 

“Well, I think what industry has is a key role in informing policy. So it’s looking at the 
consequences, looking at workabilities and to provide those sorts of inputs.” 
Industry stakeholder 

 
The EPA is generally seen as making an effort to understand the perspective of those it regulates, 
although as noted, an enforcement approach is seen by some to have been implemented in recent 
years. Greater consultation, or consultation earlier in the policy development process, was seen as an 
area where the EPA can improve. This is discussed in detail in Section 5.7. 
 

“It may be that there is a policy that they want to push and they would like to see us 
support it and what we ... rarely do they release policy before they know what we 
think, so it may just be, ‘It would be nice if you guys were fairly proactive in public 
and show you support this’. Or, ‘We are going to put something in that you might not 
like, but it’s for the greater good, so just letting you know.’”  Industry stakeholder 

 
A key aspect of a partnership approach, from their perspective, is an approach to breaches of 
licence conditions or regulations that takes into account the overall impact on the environment. 
Many stakeholders from regulated organisations stated this was preferable to the EPA prosecuting 
them to the letter of the law. By incorporating consideration of environmental impacts into decisions 
about prosecutions rather than prosecuting every breach on face value, it was argued, the EPA can 
build trust with organisations it regulates and attempt to solve issues in partnership with them as they 
arise.  
 

“You actually have to talk to the stakeholders and make sure that you get down to 
the bottom of what’s going on and then make sure it doesn’t recur. And that’s not 
well understood in the community. They just think they’re a police officer on the beat 
and they’ll stop crime happening from a pollution perspective, and that’s not the way 
to actually do that job properly. Conveying that kind of approach to the community is 
near impossible.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“Look, the productive, positive relationship comes from a track record. Otherwise 
you are just a face in a crowd at a public forum or discussion. So first and foremost, 
I think, there would be a lot of people in our industry that think that a proactive, 
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positive, engaging EPA means a more relaxed EPA that lets you bend the rules. I 
think there is a lot of people that just can’t disseminate the difference. For us, yeah 
great, nice to talk to, seems very approachable, but if you step out of line you get 
whacked.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Several stakeholders from industry organisations stated that the EPA did, or had in the past done, a 
good job of partnering with them. They saw themselves as facilitators of access to industry 
expertise for the EPA and disseminators of information from the EPA to their members. The role of 
interpreting regulations and educating industry around compliance was seen to not only provide 
utility for member organisations, but also to improve environmental outcomes and help the EPA do its 
job more efficiently. Information flowing from industry to the EPA was seen as allowing the EPA to 
build regulations that, while being fit for purpose from an environmental point of view, are also 
practical for regulated organisations. The importance of consulting and educating industry was 
underlined by many stakeholders. 
 

“[Our members] need to be made aware of changes and we have a relationship with 
the EPA where we meet regularly, where we obtain information from them, where 
we request information from them, where we provide training on their behalf and we 
pass that information and those services onto our members.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“What we provide for the EPA is we’re a bit of a funnel that we can, you know, if the 
EPA’s looking to change something or wanting to change something or needs 
commentary on something, we can meet with our many members and we can obtain 
those wide, divergent range of views and we can summarise them into one 
document so that the EPA knows here’s the views of industry and it’s in one 
document and they don’t have to read, you know, 10 or 20 or 30 or 40 different 
submissions.”   Industry stakeholder  

 
Stakeholders from regulated organisations also saw themselves as providing specific technical 
expertise and knowledge which helped the EPA understand the processes employed by their 
organisations. Open sharing of this type of information facilitated better environmental outcomes, and 
this in turn could be encouraged by a partnership approach from the EPA whereby overall 
environmental impact of breaches was taken into account before a prosecution was advanced. 
 

“Policy can seem to be formed by a particular individual rather than a collective, and 
I guess our position is that you need to build quite a broad range of perspectives 
and issues and ideas to develop good policy and there doesn’t really seem to be 
that collective pool of technical expertise to get a good outcome there at the 
moment.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Industry stakeholders talked of a desire for the EPA to focus on regulating environmental outcomes 
rather than processes. Those who expressed this view generally stated that industry has the 
technical skills required to manage processes, and that the EPA’s involvement can cause delays and 
frustration on for industry. There was, however, recognition from many that the EPA requires an 
understanding of process in order to effectively regulate outcomes. 
 

“I know this is hard from a regulator perspective… to not try and micromanage 
everything. To actually focus on the outcomes, not necessarily how it’s done. So 
where there isn’t that skill set about the practical side and the industry side, maybe 
to focus on good environmental benefits and having that leadership to say, “Well, 
this is what we need to achieve”, rather than spending the bulk of the time talking 
about two per cent of the issue.” Industry stakeholder 
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Regional stakeholders can feel marginalised 
Some stakeholders based in regional areas felt that the EPA lacked the presence required to be an 
effective partner to them. LGAs in regional areas, particularly, raised this as an issue. Some felt that 
they bore too much of the responsibility for management of issues that the EPA is responsible for. 
Others, however, felt that the EPA did a good job of sharing responsibility, and that the Protection of 
the Environment Operations (POEO) Act provided the necessary level of certainty about which is lead 
agency and appropriate regulatory authority over each issue. 
  
The suggestion was made by one regional stakeholder that the EPA join with other NSW Government 
agencies in providing a one-stop shop for LGAs in regional areas. 

Retaining independence is, nonetheless, important 
Many stakeholders from regulated organisations stated that they recognise the benefits to them of the 
EPA being, and being seen to be, a strong regulator. As discussed in greater detail in Section 5.3, the 
view was taken by some that ‘rogue’ operators have to be held accountable for their actions for the 
good of the industry as well as the good of the environment.  
 
Industry stakeholders often expressed the view that a strong, transparent EPA would help the 
community trust industry, and therefore facilitate their social licence to operate. In some cases, this 
included the need for the EPA to provide balanced information when incidents occur so that the public 
has access to information based on scientific evidence. 
 

“Look, we’re under a lot of community pressure to be very transparent and very fast 
reacting on any issues, but we also get a lot of feedback from community members 
who are saying they don’t really want to hear any assurances about environmental 
safety or incidents or anything like that from us. They want to hear that from the 
regulator. So we do very much expect the EPA to be quick to, you know, have clear 
and concise information about incidents or environmental impacts. And have a fair 
and even approach about that across industry so that the community aren’t getting a 
skewed view.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Stakeholders recognised that being seen to retain independence while taking a partnership approach 
is difficult. However, even among those who were very conscious of the difficulties of communicating 
the complexity of the EPA’s relationships with those it regulates (such as those in co-regulation roles) 
the strong view was often expressed that a partnership was the most effective way to regulate and 
ensure that environmental incidents are reported and investigated. 
 
Industry organisations often saw themselves as being in a good position to provide the EPA with 
access to industry resources and networks without jeopardising the independence required by the 
community. This is discussed in detail in Section 5.3. 

5.5.4 Regardless of level or area, there needs to be a 
common approach to regulation and compliance 
Stakeholders from both industry and community noted during interviews that staff at different levels of 
the EPA tend, at times, to take different approaches to regulation. Across both stakeholder groups, 
senior EPA staff are seen as being relatively sympathetic to the needs of industry.  
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Industry view 
For those in industry, the view of senior EPA staff is positive. While not expecting to be in full 
agreement with them on all issues, industry stakeholders felt that the leadership of the EPA is open to 
taking the needs of industry into consideration when making decisions. They were seen as pragmatic, 
and generally of the view that the EPA should take a partnership approach to regulation. 
 

“Well, I guess that the senior people are a bit more aware of, you know, getting 
things done and having leadership and clarity and making decisions, whereas at the 
officer level, you can go around and delay projects and not, you know, focus can be 
put onto issues that aren’t really going to end up with a better environmental 
outcome.”   Industry stakeholder 

 
In contrast, many stated that some (but certainly not all) at an officer-level had a less positive view 
of industry, which at times manifests as an enforcement approach to regulation. Some see this as 
a result of a bureaucratic orientation that some officers exhibit. It should be noted, however, that 
industry stakeholders sometimes spoke of the good relationships they had enjoyed with some officer-
level staff; relationships at this level were often viewed as being dependent on the views of the 
individual officer. 
 

“I think the rapport is generally pretty good. They are not all good. There is a couple 
of people there that... look I think in any regulatory environment, a lot of people think 
it’s a Sherriff’s badge and there is a couple potentially like that, but by and large I 
think if the leadership is in good shape you can deal with it.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“I think there is acknowledgement of [the implications/impact of decisions on 
industry] among some people within the organisation. But in other areas, I think 
there is … a total disregard of the industry aspect of it. I think the senior people 
understand that … but there is certainly an attitude on a lower level within the 
organisation for people to take the unreasonable approach… where they are not 
seeing the big picture.” Industry stakeholder  

 
“Some of the senior guys within the EPA will have a friendlier commercial view, if 
you like, but when it comes down to individual officers of the EPA, they can be very 
difficult to deal with... And look, unfortunately, the guys in the higher levels don’t 
want to hear about the bureaucracy that’s on the ground. And the bureaucracy on 
the ground are the ones that can cause you the most problems because they’re the 
ones that are issuing tickets and fines and penalties and clean up notices and, you 
know, there’s nothing wrong with that, except they should be issuing them to the 
right people who are the baddies.” Industry stakeholder 

Community view 
Community and environmental stakeholders generally took a similar view of EPA senior staff to that of 
industry stakeholders; they believed they were sympathetic to industry. However, in addition to this, 
they expressed concern that senior staff view the community stakeholders from an adversarial 
perspective at times. 
 
In contrast to industry stakeholders, they often reported positive experiences with officer-level staff. 
Some were of the view that officers tend to be much more sympathetic to the issues raised by the 
community, and willing work with the community to find positive solutions. Such staff were often seen 
as being restricted by organisational imperatives in their efforts to help stakeholders. 
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“Well from my personal experience dealing with some of the local compliance 
officers I find reasonably easy compared to other government departments. In terms 
of assistance with getting information and that sort of thing… But dealing at the 
higher level is more difficult I think… it's a more formal type of communication and 
kind of a bit more adversarial I suppose.” Environmental stakeholder 
 
“I mean, my experience with the individuals working in the systems, as individuals, I 
think they’re good. I’d say there’s a lot of good people that I’ve met working for the 
EPA. So as people, but of course institutions don’t always allow people to be as 
creative and inspiring as they potentially are.” Community Stakeholder 

Need for consistency 
Some stakeholders, particularly those in industry, stated the there is a need for more consistency in 
the approach taken to regulation by staff at all levels of the EPA. The inconsistency approaches 
between EPA staff is seen as causing uncertainly, in some cases making it more difficult to plan 
ahead. Some inconsistency of approaches was also noted between different divisions of the EPA, 
especially between those in education, who are seen having a strong relationship with industry, and 
those in more regulatory focused roles. 
 

“An observation around this is I don’t know that the management flow from the top of 
the EPA down to the officers gets that consistency in their officers. Our observations 
tend to suggest to us that the officers are allowed pretty much to do what they want. 
It’s very difficult to get someone who might be a level up to change an officer’s 
opinion.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“I think right from the very top there is a dismissive attitude. I think that some players 
are very dedicated and very keen but I think really it needs to start from the top and 
to lead by example kind of stuff. Demonstrating that there is a willingness at the top 
to engage in community.” Community stakeholder 
 
“I’ll just reiterate we’ve got a bipolar view here [because of different approaches to 
regulation within EPA], which really alarms me because I don’t understand how the 
one organisation can have that.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“And there also needs to be a greater level of cooperation between what we refer to 
as [Office A] and the [Office B]. They tend to be worlds apart… there’s a different 
mindset, if you like. There wasn’t a lot of love between the two areas. There was a 
lack of respect from [Office A] for the [Office B] crew, but as I said, things are 
changing.” Industry stakeholder 

5.6 Does the EPA have enough of the right 
people? 

5.6.1 Many assume that the EPA is under-staffed 
Across all stakeholders groups, there was a view that the EPA is stretched in terms of resourcing, 
at least within certain areas. This conclusion was often drawn by stakeholders in the context of some 
experience of poor responsiveness by the EPA (as noted in Section 5.2), or other general 
observations (i.e., anecdotal evidence, rather than information about EPA headcount or workloads).  
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Insufficient staffing was seen as limiting the EPA’s ability to give important issues an appropriate level 
of attention or to achieve faster turnaround. Yet stakeholders noted various instances where the EPA 
addressed an issue within an appropriate timeframe, so assumptions about under-resourcing did not 
extend across all their interactions with the EPA, but tended to arise as a potential explanation in 
those instances where things did not progress as smoothly as expected. 
 

“They are overworked, so at times getting feedback is very hard.” Industry 
stakeholders 
 
“There are constraints, without any additional resources going their way.” 
Environmental stakeholder 

 
“There’s some inconsistency… we get a very good reaction and, at other times, 
more intermittent. Drilling into that, it may reflect partly a resourcing issue on the 
EPA end.” Local government stakeholder 

 
“I think they are running as fast as they can, within the resource envelope they have 
got. They are doing a great deal and they are doing what they do well, and they 
have a very clear agenda moving forwards, and the only thing that is holding them 
back is more resources.” Industry stakeholder 

 
The nature of a stakeholder’s involvement with the EPA (including the types of issues and staff 
members they deal with, communications channels used, and overall level of insight into EPA 
operations) impact their perceptions regarding staffing.  
 
Various areas perceived to be under-resourced (at least by some stakeholders) include Environment 
Line, field staff, compliance and enforcement, areas dealing with more reactive or unpredictable 
issues, and so on. Some community and environmental stakeholders were concerned about the 
limited number of regional offices (i.e., ‘local’ EPA contacts travelling significant distances for 
meetings), and felt that reductions in regional staffing had impacted their access to information and 
their sense of ‘being heard’. On the other hand, one industry stakeholder had been told that the EPA’s 
numbers were actually growing within the waste section, which they regarded as positive. Another 
commented that they were happy with the level of resourcing at the policy level, in comparison to 
staffing of the enforcement area. 
 

“I think there is a resource shortfall in terms of bods on the ground and capacity to 
effectively oversee the compliance role.” Environment stakeholder 
 
“My sense is that they have got a very small staff, particularly I think in their regional 
offices… and in the metropolitan area, they seem to have a much smaller group of 
staff who are actually field-based. So I think there are some potential issues for 
them.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“The way the waste levy is structured, there’s opportunities and possibilities that 
waste gets moved around all over the state in contravention of the laws. So I think 
they probably should have more people in regional areas.”  Industry stakeholder 
  
“The only obvious weakness is in that response to incidents. There’s a perception 
that they’re a bit wobbly there, a bit slow and under-resourced.” Local government 
stakeholder 
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“All things to do with natural resource management, of which the EPA are one, 
require people to observe and be part of the landscape… wherever they are. And 
you do get that feeling that everyone’s stuck in the office… they’re not witnessing 
first hand enough of that ecological concern that people have about things.” 
Community stakeholder 

 
To a certain extent, staffing shortages were seen as a common or familiar issue faced by various 
organisations, especially in the context of budget restrictions and inefficient processes. This was not 
necessarily seen as something that the EPA could control. However, some felt that they should be 
arguing more strongly for additional resources, or at least managing their limited resources more 
efficiently. 
 
A common view was that the EPA is carrying out an important role and should have sufficient 
resourcing to be able to do the job properly. One local government stakeholder felt that a staffing 
increase was required, as the EPA would be dealing with greater complexity and conflict in the future 
(e.g., in the context of increasing development, a new planning system, increasing focus on health, 
and more action groups forming). In addition, there was a view the EPA was often approached 
regarding issues that fell outside their remit, putting further strain on resourcing. 
 

“I don’t know what their staffing levels are like, but I can imagine if it’s like the 
government departments they are usually under-staffed” Community stakeholder 

 
“I think we’ve all had our resources cut.”  Interstate EPA stakeholders 

 
“[Staffing] should be increased… the more a society develops, and the more land 
use you get, the more conflict you’re going to get... Society’s becoming more 
complex and this mob will need to be better resourced, because there are going to 
be far more complaints… they’re going to come under heaps of pressure, because 
people are going to [frustrated] when, you know, a new railway link is going to come 
running past their back door.” Local government stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders felt that close working relationships could help to minimise some of the 
pressure on limited EPA resources (i.e., that their time and expertise could be part of the solution). 
Industry stakeholders, for example, saw opportunities for the EPA to utilise their skills and resources 
(although the potential impact on perceptions of EPA independence needs to be considered). One 
local government stakeholder felt that better utilisation of council staff could help (e.g., through the 
EPA training local government to handle issues effectively themselves, or through joint 
investigations). However, this would need to be approached in a supportive manner (e.g., capacity 
building), to avoid being perceived as simply offloading responsibilities onto councils. 
 

“I guess, to wrap up what everyone has just said, if you took $200,000 and spent it 
in partnership with an industry, you will get $200,000 worth of value. If you took 
$200,000 and spent it in your own office, without industry’s consultation, you are 
going to waste 50% of it, just learning about what you are trying to do.” Industry 
stakeholder [industry organisation] 

 
“We can take exactly the same message and contextualise it, re-draft it to make 
sense to the people who it needs to make sense to… send it on our letterhead, 
which gets it through the door smelling right and looking right and getting cut-
through. Sending letters from EPA, as from WorkCover, is going to go nowhere.” 
Industry stakeholder [industry organisation] 
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“I’m quite happy for my enforcement officers to be used by the EPA… to undertake 
investigations on their behalf… [The EPA has] a really tough gig… If they engage 
more closely with environmental management services within the councils, I think 
they would be better off… let them use us.” Local government stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders commented on how they perceived staffing to have changed over time. A few felt 
that, despite various issues raised, the resourcing situation was generally better than 20 years ago. 
However, some regional stakeholders felt that there was currently less support than in the recent past, 
as a result of the centralisation of EPA functions. 
 

“A lot of the core departments that helped us understand environmental factors, like 
the soil service and everything, that we had 15 years ago, they’ve all disappeared. 
The other thing is, who helps people understand?  People help people understand, 
and we don’t have the engagement with individual people on the ground like we 
used to have through all the different government departments.” Community 
stakeholder 

 
Some believed that a lack of resources may be part of the issue, but was not the sole explanation 
for the range of problems that arose. Some questioned whether there were other underlying issues to 
do with staffing structures, relationships or capabilities, rather than just capacity, and felt that 
increasing numbers would only be part of the solution.  
 

“Staff is not the only thing... they need to get more expertise in the front door, and go 
and look for those international examples. They need to have better structures 
internally to make a strategic framework… communicating that to their stakeholders. 
They need to have a ‘road map’ of what they are producing and reviewing over 
time… so you get managed as a customer, essentially, because you know what 
they are about, you know what they are doing.... just putting more people on is not 
the solution. It's part of the solution, but you need to get all those other things right 
as well, if they are really going to improve the level of service.” Local government 
stakeholder 

5.6.2 There are differing views about the EPA’s technical 
expertise 
Technical expertise was one area of the EPA’s capabilities on which stakeholder feedback was 
sought as part of this research. The environment sector was seen to be a particularly technical, 
evidence-driven and evolving area. As such, there was an expectation that the EPA should have 
access to a high level of technical ability and expertise, either internally or externally, in order to 
be able to perform its role effectively. Stakeholders want the EPA to be more forward looking, keep up 
to date with the latest thinking, and actually have a position on emerging issues, especially when 
stakeholders themselves have access to a wide variety of information. 
 

“Who does the public turn to for information? ... I would expect the EPA to, kind of, 
be the cornerstone of quality environmental information…  So these guys should be 
the experts on these kinds of issues. Absolute experts.” Local government 
stakeholder 

 
“You would expect them to be at the cutting edge in terms of science and 
knowledge.” Environmental stakeholder 
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“They need to be able to carry the confidence of the public. So they need to be 
scientifically competent, they must have good governance and robust processes, 
good monitoring.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
Perceptions of the EPA’s performance in this regard were mixed, with a few community stakeholders 
noting that their own limited technical understanding made it difficult to make an informed judgment 
about the EPA. Some stakeholders provided fairly positive comments about the EPA, with regard to 
its technical expertise. One community representative’s opinion improved as their interaction with the 
EPA increased through committee involvement. Some industry stakeholders noted that the EPA’s 
expertise was reasonable for those issues that they dealt with regularly. 
 

“They know their job.” Community stakeholder 
 

“Oh yeah, they are very technical.” Interstate EPA stakeholder 
 

“The process is much more complicated than I was aware of when we first started… 
We’d have a meeting and talk about a few things, they’d go away, analyse it, come 
back and say, “This is what we’ve found.”  They were always thorough, so I think 
they’re good.” Community stakeholder 

 
Yet many stakeholders perceived the EPA’s technical abilities to be somewhat limited, as they tended 
to see EPA staff as generalists. This was considered inevitable, to an extent, given limited 
resourcing and the wide range of tasks that the EPA has to perform or areas they have to cover, as 
well as the difficulty in maintaining technical expertise over time (especially across such a wide 
breadth).  
 
Others within industry, and some government and environmental stakeholders, felt that limitations in 
EPA expertise may be due to a lack of leadership or budget within certain areas. Industry often found 
the EPA’s limited technical understanding to be an issue affecting their discussions and 
negotiations, particularly where the EPA is seen to be regulating technical processes rather than 
outcomes. The latter perceived to be a better approach to regulation. One industry representative 
questioned the EPA’s ability to carry out technical regulation tasks in areas they had only recently 
taken over since the restructure. Another felt that expertise was often spread across the organisation, 
requiring consultation with particular individuals, who were often not readily accessible.  
 

“They’ve got, I reckon, breadth, but not necessarily depth in some areas.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“At the moment, they do have a reasonably good skill set, but I’m also aware that 
maintaining that skill set is not an easy thing to do, so that people who do have good 
technical skills (in areas like noise, and areas like air pollution, and areas like 
modeling, in areas like waste management and radiation) are really quite crucial.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 
  
“They are trying to regulate mining industries, and things like that, that are not their 
field of endeavour. They step out into all sorts of things. So they are faced with a 
challenge, but they have got to be able to handle that challenge.” Environmental 
stakeholder 

 
“There often seems to be not necessarily the same standard of technical knowledge 
within the EPA that we would require, to enable really good conversations to occur 
around sites… We would expect the EPA to be suitably resourced to [discuss] a 
range of issues, but often there’s one or two people who are making policy or 
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making decisions, and they don’t necessarily have expertise in all of the areas.” 
Industry stakeholder 

 
“They’ve become less of a technical organisation over the last 20 years. The old 
image of the lab coats and the test tubes and all that… they’re largely a policy 
making body now and a lot of that sort of work gets contracted out.” Local 
government stakeholder 

 
The solution wasn’t necessarily seen to be the EPA developing and maintaining all relevant expertise 
in-house, as this would be unaffordable, impractical and inefficient. Most stakeholders proposed that 
the EPA should ensure that they leverage external expertise. For example, many industry 
participants accepted that the EPA couldn’t necessarily match the specialist technical skills within 
industry, but felt that this should be driving closer working relationships, in order to draw on existing 
industry expertise and perform more effectively.  
 
Some felt that the EPA was reasonably good at knowing when to consult with external experts. 
However, the way in which the EPA accesses and evaluates such input from industry has significant 
implications for broader stakeholder perceptions of its independence as a regulator and decision-
maker (as discussed in Section 5.5).  
 

“Sometimes it feels like we know more about the legislation than they do” Industry 
stakeholder 
  
“A lot of the operators probably have a lot more experience, because they’re 
operating facilities in those environments under the European directives… whereas 
the EPA have got people sitting at their desks, trying to read through those things 
and make their interpretations.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“They are smart enough to bring the key stakeholders together and legal 
stakeholders that might ordinarily be regarded as opponents in some sense with 
different interests. So they actually use a good stable consultation process to get 
good technical advice, which may or may not exist within the EPA.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
Another suggestion involved compiling a panel of experts, which some felt the EPA was reluctant to 
do given the cost implications. One local government representative noted that this potentially placed 
too much weight on a small number of individuals, and felt that the EPA should ensure they were 
consulting widely and thinking broadly.  
 
Some community and environmental stakeholders felt that the EPA could better utilise expertise 
presented by stakeholders as part of consultation processes. One government stakeholder noted 
that the EPA was actively utilising expertise within other areas of government (as highlighted in the 
below). Further, a few stakeholders saw value in the EPA more actively exploring what is happening 
in other jurisdictions (e.g., what other countries are doing, how they are addressing key issues, and 
insight into emerging areas that may be more mature overseas), to ensure they are a ‘world class’ 
regulator.  
 

“We are considering new technologies… and the EPA are very interested and want 
us to keep them informed about the performance or the feasibility of these new 
technologies. So they’re very willing, I think, they’re very happy for us to help them 
with that.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 
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Yet even where external expertise or advice is available, many argued that the EPA still needs a 
certain level of in-house capabilities to be able to evaluate or critique external information, or to 
be able to use their technical information in the right way to arrive at an optimal decision. One 
government stakeholder felt that the EPA’s technical skills were tested over some recent issues (and 
suspected that the EPA recognises this), arguing that it’s important for the EPA to have access to 
specialists, rather than generic functional managers. 
 

 “The only operation that has got anything like a fair dinkum consultant scheme is 
the contaminated site auditor scheme. But everything else, the consultants... are all 
fairly much of [the same] pool... the EPA has got no real standard applying to the 
quality of their reports.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“It’s very hard to develop those skills, then maintain them … [but] when there are 
major public concerns, you need [internal] people who can talk knowledgeably about 
those technical issues.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“I don’t see the EPA as lacking in technical skills… If they don’t have the technical 
skills, there is plenty of people that do have them, that they can go and get them… 
Their ability to understand business context and generally be a bit... you need to be 
able to be pragmatic about where the right solution fits based on evidence, is where 
they fall down.”  Industry stakeholder 

 
In the context of this technical environment, one local government stakeholder felt that the EPA 
occasionally seemed to rush into trying to understand evolving technical areas too early, where 
the level of understanding was not at a sufficient level, rather than accepting that there is value in 
establishing broader outcomes or principles first. 
 

“[WA Waste to Energy policy is] a good example… they didn’t dive into all the details 
the first go at it. They didn’t speculate. They kept to the principles in an area which is 
evolving very quickly… In a new and innovative area, you get so many examples of 
new technology that may not fit those specific criteria. And so I think [the NSW EPA] 
should have taken a much broader approach, stuck to principles, and stuck to 
outcomes that they wanted to achieve and then, over time, they can tighten that up 
and put more detail in. But you need to start broad.” Local government 
stakeholder 

 
Another issue related to this technical environment is the need to ensure that technical details are 
communicated at an appropriate level depending on the intended audience and the way in which 
they will need to use or implement this information. If information is unnecessarily complicated, this 
will have an impact on how policy translates into practice. 
 

“[The NSW EPA] might give something technical to a council, but they just don’t 
have the skill to implement it, it’s just a waste of time… [it] needs to be relevant to 
the stakeholder that has to utilise it. Some of their stuff is extremely complex and I’m 
not sure how anyone other than a technocrat would understand it.” Interstate EPA 
stakeholder 

5.6.3 Other staffing-related feedback  
Stakeholders occasionally provided feedback about other aspects of EPA staff, beyond their number 
and technical capabilities. Some of these are noted elsewhere in this report, in relation to 
responsiveness (Section 5.2), and inconsistency approach to regulation (Section 5.5) and 
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communications (Section 5.7). A number of stakeholders had positive overall impressions of the 
competence, dedication, and professionalism of EPA staff, even where there may be occasional 
issues. 
 

“They have smart people and do the best they can.” Community stakeholder 
 

“They work really hard and they don’t miss much, so – yeah, I’d say they meet our 
expectations, certainly in terms of the competence of the people that are there. 
Other than this ‘risk’ [i.e. risk based approach to licensing] business that is a little bit 
out of their normal expertise level.”  NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 
 
“They have always acted very professionally and there is absolutely no sign of any 
other issue here.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders felt that issues to do with competence arose from staff being moved around within 
the EPA, or placed in roles for which they were insufficiently experienced. A few industry stakeholders 
commented that better succession planning, training and mentoring could help to maintain good 
stakeholder relationships when more experienced staff moved on (discussed further in terms of 
relationships in Section 5.7). 
 

“[Department of Primary Industry] put people in roles that are experienced for the 
role and they’ve got, if I might say, a much better graduate development program. 
I’ve not seen any evidence of succession planning in EPA, but it’s certainly there at 
DPI.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“They seem to me to move people around so much, and they bring people into 
areas that, I believe, are beyond their expertise.” Local government stakeholder 
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5.7 “We need more meaningful consultation” 

5.7.1 Overall be more proactive, not just reactive 
There was a call from all stakeholder groups for the EPA to be more proactive, rather than reactive. 
Some raised this in relation to the EPA’s level of focus on prevention aspects in protecting the 
environment, but more commonly in terms of the need for the EPA to be more proactive in its 
stakeholder communications and engagement. This section focuses primarily on the latter, although 
proactive engagement and relationships are seen to play a role in prevention of environmental issues. 
While the EPA’s role inevitably involves an element of reactivity (e.g., responding to unanticipated 
environmental incidents as they occur), it was felt that they needed to do more than this. Participants 
wanted proactive and meaningful engagement, not simply ‘communication’. The notion of 
proactivity also relates to many attributes discussed earlier in this report, such as responsiveness, 
transparency and feedback. 
 

“One of the challenges for the EPA is being relevant, rather than just being seen as 
someone who comes in and puts the boot in when someone pollutes… How are we 
preventing the pollution? Which, I think, goes to the proactive nature of it. I can 
honestly say, New South Wales is moving far more towards that than they used to 
be.” Interstate EPA stakeholder 
  
“I would have to say, overall, that their visibility in the community is much less since, 
say, the 90’s, when there were big pushes on about waste. They have sort of shrunk 
much back, more into just being a regulator and less of a kind of an educative, 
policy-setting, context-setting agency where we look to them for inspiration and 
leadership about where we need to go with environment issues. A lot more 
reactionary, a lot less proactive really.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“I think we find that they can be quite reactive to community concerns, rather than 
having an upfront strategy about how to deal with stakeholders.” Industry 
stakeholder  

 
Proactive stakeholder engagement was seen as critical and widely beneficial. In addition to helping 
the EPA to understand the relevant issues and perform its role effectively, proactive engagement was 
associated with the EPA’s relevance and credibility as a regulator and leader. Being approachable 
and upfront with stakeholders was seen as leaving less scope for negativity and suspicions. It 
was considered important for the EPA to ask stakeholders what is important to them, not just what is 
important to the EPA. Further, this provides a solid relationship foundation for those situations where 
the EPA does have to be more reactive (rather than the latter being the main context for interactions 
with stakeholders).  
 
Proactivity was considered particularly important given some confusion around the EPA’s remit since 
its separation from the Office of Environment and Heritage. However, some felt that the EPA had 
already made efforts in a positive direction, towards changing their culture and being less “insular”. A 
few government representatives noted the need for the EPA to be proactive by educating their 
stakeholders before regulating them, to reduce the likelihood of issues arising. Some acknowledged 
the difficulties and limitations of stakeholder engagement by the EPA, given finite resources and the 
fact that New South Wales covers a large geographic area, yet it was seen as worth the effort. 
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“Engaging with the community – that’s where the respect comes from. You will 
always get respect because you responded and cleaned up an issue, but you will 
always get more respect by asking someone if [they] have any concerns.” Interstate 
EPA stakeholder 
 
“Don’t see yourself wholly as a regulator, see yourself as part of the community. 
[EPAs] tend to see [themselves] more as just dealing with the issues when they 
happen… You deal with those things proactively, and [then] a political [situation] 
happens, like [company deleted]… it doesn’t become as a bad a problem than 
maybe it could have.” Interstate EPA stakeholder 
 
“So that we know what each other is doing… and when there is an emergency 
incident, where the relationship is already built, then it makes it much easier for 
everybody to be working together.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“It is important to establish regular dialogue that’s not crisis focused… We have a 
partnership arrangement with WorkCover and other government bodies… [we] talk 
about what’s happening, what’s good, what’s bad, what’s indifferent, what concerns 
us.”  Industry stakeholder   

 
“Try and get to it before it becomes an issue… you can only do that so much, 
obviously. Because the reality is that you often only get resources when something 
goes wrong. But I think we need to get a bit away from that and proactively say, 
‘well, we are adding benefit to the cycle of economic development, sustainable 
development, therefore we should be resourced because we are providing positive 
outcomes’.”  Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
“[It’s about] the soft skills as well as the hard skills. The hard, scientific, regulatory 
enforcement type skills are very important for confidence. But, for being able to 
make quality decisions… being able to critically analyse information and form 
relationships, I think, are pretty important.” NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

 
Some industry and local government stakeholders felt that they tended to be the ones driving their 
relationship with the EPA, rather than being balanced or EPA-initiated. Some local government 
stakeholders felt that, given the size and importance of local government in terms of the EPA’s 
operations, the EPA should be taking more of the lead, reaching out to make the relevant connections 
and partnerships. Others admitted that, while the EPA wasn’t necessarily proactive with them, they 
(i.e., stakeholders) could also be more proactive themselves. 
 

“We decided that, because of the size of [the EPA’s] organisation and the role we 
play in the community… that we would hold… stakeholder engagement meetings…  
We’ve had the EPA ask us if they can bring other stakeholders to look at our sites 
as examples of how to do things…  We are quite open with them about future 
developments…  So I think that is quite proactive.” Industry stakeholder  

 
“I suppose we've always had to drive the engagement rather than them. But when 
we've asked, they generally respond.” Local government stakeholder 
 
“One of their major stakeholders is local government and maybe they want to think 
about how they best interact with local government to get the outcomes they need to 
achieve and sustain… As I said, it’s a two-way street. We could be more proactive 
[about engaging] with them, and at the same time, they could also be more 
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proactive with us… I think they probably don’t understand our requirements but, to 
be fair, since they have restructured, we haven't probably made the effort to re-
engage with them as strongly as we could. Local government stakeholder 

Suggestions for being more proactive 
Participants raised various suggestions for how the EPA could be more proactive with them. This 
section will cover stakeholders’ broader ideas for improving proactivity, with other ideas relating to 
proactivity in communication channels, frequency and consultation processes covered later in this 
section.  
 
Having a clear stakeholder engagement policy, strategy or charter was seen as an important first 
step, by various industry and community representatives, and something that had been adopted by 
other agencies. There was a desire for a more structured approach or formal agreements around 
engagement, proactively setting out principles for fair engagement (for instance, ensuring that 
communities are not disadvantaged by a lack of technical understanding). Some community 
stakeholders felt that the EPA was approaching engagement in the wrong way, and various 
community and industry representatives had previously submitted suggested principles for 
engagement to the EPA. 
 

“Misinterpretation of how to engage with the community… I think they need to have 
an engagement strategy for the community. I think that they need to probably look at 
ways in which they can talk to the community more openly.” Community 
stakeholder 

 
“To have an agency that’s not in any way, kind of, ‘directed’ around how they 
engage, by maybe a whole-of-government or (at least) an agency policy for 
engagement, is extraordinary. This is a huge backwards step. It’s not that long ago 
that every government agency, pretty much, you know, had the same one as the 
whole-of-government or (at least) their own, and [now] there’s just a complete 
absence of that. They make it up as they go along.” Community stakeholder 
 
“There should be an absolute formal partnership. We have a partnership with 
WorkCover… there should be a mirror image to that WorkCover partnership 
between the EPA and our association. [Moderator: What advantages does that 
bring?] … regular meetings, regular agenda, ‘nowhere to hide’ in terms of issues not 
being addressed. They just keep popping up on the agenda.” Industry Stakeholder 

 
Some community and environmental stakeholders felt that the EPA had insufficient presence 
among the general public and should be more proactive in communicating its role more broadly. 
They worried that individual community members with less vested interests in the environment were 
not sufficiently familiar with the EPA. Section 3 reports the findings of the survey conducted among 
the general public. 
  

“Be out there in the community letting the community know who they are and what 
they do.” Community stakeholder 
  
“They do need to market themselves as an agency better, to a broader audience. In 
a basic way, so that people have an understanding of why you would call them. 
What are your expectations of what they would be able to achieve?  So I don’t think 
that... has been particularly well articulated by the government in response to the 
changes that they’ve put in place.” Environment stakeholder 
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As noted elsewhere, many stakeholders felt there was a basic gap in understanding with regard to the 
EPA’s role, structure and remit, but also their vision, future directions and expectations of each 
stakeholder sector. More proactive communication in this area was seen as an important aspect of 
their leadership role, to help all parties understand each other and work more effectively together.  
 

“I expect the EPA to clearly articulate what their objectives are and how they can 
interplay or assist local government to better bring about environmental protection”. 
Local government stakeholder 

 
“I think that is why the corporate plans are important, because they are saying to 
stakeholders… ‘this is what we are, this is what we do, this is what we commit to 
do’. So it’s part of that transparency we were talking about.” Interstate EPA 
stakeholder 

 
“It would have been good to invite [everyone] in and say, "This is what our new 
structure looks like, these are the things we are doing, these are the issues that are 
coming in, and this is our five year strategy."  [It] really helps to know how to interact 
with an organisation.” Local government stakeholder 

 
Facilitating knowledge-sharing was seen as another element of being proactive, particularly by 
interstate EPAs and NSW government stakeholders. There was a clear drive for ongoing shared 
learning and, where appropriate, harmonisation of approaches. For interstate EPAs, harmonization 
or consistency was particularly appealing where there were shared borders and common challenges 
(including cross-border emergencies). However, there were often a variety of policies or approaches 
available across jurisdictions, which could be weighed up in terms of relevance, recency, technical 
expertise, clarity and so on. For example, one interstate EPA felt that the NSW EPA’s package on 
waste and illegal dumping (including tools and training) was a proactive and positive contribution to 
the sector. The national ‘Alert’ network was also noted as one example of valuable working groups 
that could be better utilised by the EPA to promote knowledge-sharing, efficiency, close working 
relationships and consistency (e.g., in capacity building and regulation) across jurisdictions, if the 
network received greater commitment of time and resources. 
 

“We work quite well with them. Like any regulator, there [are] lots of lessons to be 
learned or shared... we all, as regulators, probably should be fostering a more 
collegiate approach and learning from each other’s regulatory experiences and 
trying to utilise those learnings to improve our own services… I think we are making 
quite a conscious effort, through our regular meetings with the EPA, to get the 
senior levels to share advice on what we are all doing, so we do understand our 
roles. So I think that’s a really good forum… but I think there is always room for 
improvement there.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“People [need] to see work like Alert does as being core to their business, rather 
than being an add-on.” Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
Inconsistency between various local councils’ understanding and application of regulations 
was a significant concern for many representatives in this sector. Practices and outcomes were seen 
as variable, depending on each council’s motives, emphasis, “whims”, resources, and commitment to 
environmental issues. This often has flow-on effects into neighbouring councils. In this context, there 
was a call for the EPA to take a more regional or statewide leadership approach in driving greater 
coordination and consistency across NSW. It was suggested that this could include regular meetings 
with local government to cover key changes to the legislation, expectations of local government, “hot 
topics”, what to do or not do, learnings from other councils, where a particular strategy is heading 
(e.g., waste), what things are coming up, how the EPA can assist or provide training, and so on.  
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“You get this mish-mash across the city and across the state... it’s calling out for 
leadership… There is only one group that can bring that message together, that’s 
the EPA.” Local government stakeholder 

 
“Having a defined event may force the issue in terms of education and consistency.” 
Local government stakeholder 

 
“Stakeholders really are obliged to go to councils, because they administer most of 
the state.” Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
Actively building closer working relationships with, and conveying appreciation for, local 
government was seen as particularly important for the EPA, given their reliance on councils as a 
partner in regulation and implementation. It was suggested that the EPA could use the Local 
Government Association to improve the flow of communications, either as a first point of contact or for 
joint communications to individual councils. 
 
There was a perceived limit to what could be achieved through written guidance, with some 
suggesting that face-to-face communications and training were important elements to ensure that 
policies are implemented effectively. If the EPA is more proactive and supportive in its relationship 
with local government, there was seen as less scope for councils to feel as though the EPA was 
simply offloading the burden onto them. Some felt that, generally, the EPA worked well with local 
councils, although it should focus on making things easier for them and treating them as a partner in 
the process. 

 
“[The EPA is] very good at writing policies and coming up with strategies, but how 
does that inject itself into local government on the ground delivering those policies 
and strategies?” Local government stakeholder 

 
“You can put out as much guidance as you want and – I’m a bit old fashioned in that 
regard – I think the people need to meet with them physically.”  Interstate EPA 
stakeholder 
 

In addition, some thought there was a need for greater engagement with stakeholders in regional 
or rural areas. A number of regional and rural industry representatives, for example, felt that the EPA 
head office could not relate to them or understand the unique issues they faced  which affected the 
way they engaged with the EPA. Some state government stakeholders suggested the need for the 
EPA to make stronger connections with regional areas (e.g., face-to-face visits) to avoid seeming too 
“inward-looking”. 
 
In addition, some stakeholders felt that the EPA should be more proactive in terms of the way in 
which it communicates. That is, more information being proactively distributed by the EPA, rather 
than stakeholders having to seek it out (e.g., through the website or contacting the EPA). Further 
feedback with regard to communication channels, specifically, is provided in the following section. 
 

“It could be improved in terms of more information coming, rather than us trying to 
find it.” Industry stakeholder 
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5.7.2 Current communications fine for many, but scope for 
improvement 

Overall perceptions of the relationship 
The stakeholders represented in this research had widely varying views on the quality of their 
relationships with the EPA. Generally speaking, community and environmental stakeholders tended to 
express greater dissatisfaction with their relationships with the EPA, compared with those from 
government and industry. However, there were exceptions to this rule within all sectors (that is, some 
community and environmental stakeholders felt they had good relationships with the EPA, and some 
industry stakeholders were more critical). Many of those reporting positive relationships still felt that 
some things could work better, and some pointed out that, although they often disagreed with the EPA 
on particular issues, the relationships remained honest and professional.  
 
It is useful to explore the basis for these stakeholder perceptions, to learn from those aspects working 
well, as well as those requiring improvement. Where stakeholders reported a strong, positive 
relationship with the EPA (either overall or in certain aspects), this often seemed to be based on 
close relationships with individual EPA staff (e.g., direct and regular contact with senior or capable 
staff, including face-to-face and 1:1 discussions). Others felt that they may not have close personal 
relationships but knew who to contact for information and found them to be approachable and 
responsive. Many with positive perceptions described their relationships as cooperative, in which they 
treated each other as partners, often built over time in the context of shared responsibilities and 
coordinated responses. Some thought that the EPA was doing well in terms of engagement and 
building relationships, compared with other agencies. 
 

“We have a good experience working with the EPA in development assessment and 
in post-determination matters. Now, I would say there’s other state agencies that we 
don’t have such a smooth relationship with, so [the EPA] would stand out in that 
regard. You know, being constructive and cooperative.” Local government 
stakeholder 

 
“The EPA has probably been the best [of the agencies I’ve dealt with], in terms of 
the willingness to engage, communicate.” Community stakeholder 

 
“We have a robust relationship with them, and we are well known to them and they 
are well known to us. There’s no mystery about who we need to talk to within the 
EPA about a specific issue… I’ve never not been able to find out something I 
needed to know.”  Industry stakeholder 

 
“I’ve always found them to be really approachable and not the type of people who 
have, kind of, ‘airs’ about them.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“I think we’ve established quite a close relationship. We’ve developed quite good 
connections, I think, at senior level. We still need to develop better connections, I 
think, at the regional level and local level… there is not as much cooperation and 
coordination at the local level.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“I think the NSW EPA is progressing significantly. I know it’s being driven by a 
number of issues from politics and certain people but, I must say... the improvement 
over the last five years in engagement (with us anyway) and our knowledge of how 
they work and the people has changed significantly… I think they have definitely 
demonstrated they are more willing to engage.” Interstate EPA stakeholder 
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Several other stakeholders were dissatisfied with their relationship with the EPA, and felt that they 
should be working more closely together or sought improvements in particular aspects of their 
relationship. Many of the key issues and concerns are discussed in preceding sections, and below in 
relation to communications and consultation. Other criticisms of the overall relationship were 
associated with concerns regarding, for example, the EPA’s approachability, understanding of 
stakeholders’ perspectives, complaint handling processes and accountability, individual staff 
relationships and interaction during key project or consultation phases. Close working relationships 
were considered particularly critical for co-regulators (i.e., local and NSW government).  
 

“They have to take an approach where, when the public wants to speak to them, 
they are available and they speak to the public how the public wants them to speak.” 
Community stakeholder 

 
“Bureaucrats like to hide in their dungeons.” Community stakeholder 

 
“These are people that deal with the EPA all the time. But… in the past, they dealt 
with local people and they have been able to have a productive relationship with the 
local people based on discussion. But it’s now moved into a far more adversarial 
type relationship, and every discussion seems to be a debate rather than a 
discussion on a common solution which satisfies everybody.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“I see the EPA as a real strategic guiding body for the state, and I don’t believe they 
interact anywhere near as much with local government as they should. I don’t 
believe they use local government enough, and I don’t believe that local government 
uses the EPA enough… Just talk to us, simple as that.” Local government 
stakeholder 

 
“In the last two years we haven’t had that consultation [referring to previous 
partnership program]… We’ve had some, but not to that level.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“The EPA needs to work with, and provide a service to, councils. And councils need 
to do a job on behalf of the EPA as well. So maybe there could be a more focused 
interaction with councils.” Local government stakeholder 

Range of channels and frequency  
Many stakeholders in this research were generally happy with the types of communication channels 
available or used in their communications, both to and from the EPA (although there were exceptions 
to this). Communications typically involved a mix of phone, email, and (for particular types of 
interaction) face-to-face channels. However, others felt frustrated with the limited range of 
communication channels they could access (e.g., those without direct phone contacts), or valued 
particular elements of this mix more than others (e.g., face-to-face or verbal communication). Some 
felt that the current range of communication channels was fine, but needed to be utilized more 
effectively or improved in other ways. 
 

“I think the channels they’re using are fine.” Local government stakeholder  
 

“The most important thing, from our point of view, is verbal communication. In other 
words, you can pick up the phone and talk to them, and they can do the same to 
us.” Industry stakeholder 
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“If there is ever any issue, they email me and I will follow up and… I feel I am able to 
approach them, if I need to, so it’s pretty good overall.” Industry stakeholder 
 
“The channels that we use are most practical [for us] to communicate with.” 
NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“A sophisticated approach to letting the public know that there is a problem and this 
is what [they] should be doing would be useful.” NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

Direct phone communication 
Many stakeholders felt that having direct contacts within the EPA (at least in some areas) was a 
critical communication channel and contributed to positive relationships with the EPA 
(especially where relationships had developed over time). This included some community and 
environmental stakeholders, as well as several within government and industry.  
 
Whether using phone or email, having someone specific to contact appeared to give stakeholders a 
sense of connection, being valued by the EPA, and greater confidence or trust in the response and 
sense of progress on an issue. Some, especially government stakeholders and co-regulators, even 
had mobile numbers for particular EPA staff. This was valuable for urgent or after-hours 
communication about important issues or emergencies. One government stakeholder felt that mobile 
numbers should be included on all EPA email signatures, as they often knew who to contact but could 
not reach them during emergencies. 
 

“I have networks at that senior level that I can talk to, if I’ve got any issues.” 
Environmental stakeholder 
  
“So I’ve got [a Director’s] mobile number and, if it’s anything really urgent, I contact 
him. Otherwise we’ve got an email address.” Community stakeholder 

 
“Our site managers have been around for a while, and we got to know the people in 
the EPA and the field officers, if you like. And I think the relationship is quite good.” 
Industry stakeholder 

 
Conversely, those who lacked direct contacts within the EPA and relied on central phone numbers 
instead were often dissatisfied with this arrangement, and the relationship (e.g. some local 
government and environmental stakeholders). Some stakeholders suggested having ‘client service 
managers’, ‘relationship managers’, or a dedicated channel or single entry point for significant 
stakeholder groups (e.g., a specific contact person for local government), to improve consistency of 
communications or help direct stakeholders to the appropriate people. Some noted other 
organisations where this was done well (e.g., Sydney Water and NSW Health).  
 
Some also suggested that direct relationships needed to be extended beyond senior head office staff 
to incorporate other levels or offices (e.g., enhancing relationships at the local level or between 
field staff in each agency). This would ensure all offices and levels are aware of what the other parties 
are doing, ensuring there is a relationship in place for when significant issues arise. 
 

“As a manager of a local council, I don’t have any direct connections with the EPA. I 
don’t have a contact… you need names, you need to build relationships.” Local 
Government stakeholder 
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“Having a dedicated officer in the assessment area, I think it helps ensure you have 
good communication, because there’s a single point of communication. My 
understanding is the regulation and enforcement area is a little trickier. They’ve got 
some more officers and they don’t necessarily have the same relationship and the 
ability to get responses”. Local government stakeholder 

 
“You can get to someone, [but] it would probably be easier if there was a nominated 
‘go to’ person within the agency... to manage stakeholder relationships with the 
conservation movement. So that you could have a one-point entry that would assist 
the EPA and us… and they would be responsible for providing us with information 
that we required.” Environmental stakeholder 

Key people 
Despite the clear perceived value of direct contacts and strong personal relationships, various 
industry and government stakeholders highlighted the issue of key person risk (i.e., if key staff left 
either organisation, the relationship could change markedly). Some felt that this was inevitable to an 
extent. Others suggested that focusing on cultural consistency across the organisation, utilising 
broader relationship networks, and having more systematic processes within the EPA would help to 
improve continuity and avoid over-reliance on particular individuals. 
 

“I think it does rely on individuals and we have had good continuity, which has 
helped… Some of that can get lost as corporate knowledge. So if somebody leaves, 
you are having to re-establish the understandings again.” NSW/Australian 
Government stakeholder 

 
“I think you need to take personalities out of it and have mechanisms in place, and 
still have those relationships that don’t rely on individuals. Because, as soon as that 
person leaves, it doesn’t work again… [but] no one looks at [formal documents] 
when something happens... I will pick up the phone… that’s how it works in reality.”  
Interstate EPA stakeholder 

 
“High quality individuals in senior positions talking to other high quality individuals in 
senior positions is great, but there is always a level of key person risk… to some 
extent, that is life.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“[Satisfaction with consultation] could be an issue if a couple of people left though. I 
don’t know how they hold that information or use that information, or whether it’s 
purely the individuals in leadership positions that say “Hey, we need to talk to 
[organisation] about that, because I know their business and I’ve dealt with them for 
12 or 15 years, I know what [they would] want to know.”  Is it a systematic approach 
that makes them consult on the right things, or is it the individuals they have got 
there? I don’t know.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“We used to go to our local manager of the local group of the EPA and we could 
always go and get a fair hearing. And he was quite good with his advice about what 
we should do, and quite pragmatic. Unfortunately, he’s now retired and I can’t 
comment on what the new guys are like, because we haven’t dealt with them.” 
Industry stakeholder 
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Environment line 
Some community and environmental stakeholders provided feedback on the Environment Line (or 
“pollution line”, as some referred to it), as a key communication channel. As noted in Sections 5.2 and 
5.4, many became frustrated when they encountered a lack of responsiveness and feedback on 
issues raised through this channel. Some suggested that SMS follow-up from the EPA would be an 
appropriate communication channel, after contacting the EPA for information during an emergency 
incident. However, others were generally satisfied with the Environment line from a communications 
perspective (even though they may have preferred a different outcome). Some community 
stakeholders wanted to be able to send emails or text messages, including video or photo 
documentation, rather than waiting for the incident to be reported to the relevant office the next 
morning, which can be too late.  
 

“There will be an ongoing update about ‘Well, this is what we've done. We've been 
out to the site and then we talked to the landowner or whatever it was, and then we 
decided that everything was okay and we're not going to do anything about it.’  So 
you will usually get an email or a letter concluding that matter when you call the 
pollution line… So in that respect, my experience of the pollution line is good… in 
terms of communication.” Environmental stakeholder 

Face-to-face 
Face-to-face communication channels were also seen as having significant benefits and driving 
positive working relationships, assuming that various other aspects of these interactions were in line 
with expectations (i.e., the key attributes discussed throughout this report). Face-to-face channels 
described by stakeholders included small meetings, larger community or sector-based forums, as well 
as other networks, taskforces or working group events, seminars and conferences. Face-to-face 
communication was seen as particularly useful for discussing significant issues (e.g., environmental 
incidents), new information (e.g., how to deal with proposed changes), or “nutting things out”, and 
were seen to reflect a higher level of engagement or partnership. 
 

“As a state organisation, the size and importance of the EPA, you need to be talking 
to people.” Local government stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders were reasonably satisfied with the extent to which face-to-face communications 
were available and utilised (in particular, industry and government representatives). However, others 
sought greater access to, or more regular, face-to-face communications. This did not necessarily 
mean frequent and formal interactions. Some government stakeholders, for example, would 
appreciate the opportunity to have an informal conversation to discuss what’s happening in relevant 
regions or sectors, or an annual event to proactively address key issues. For some regional and rural 
stakeholders, face-to-face communications provided an opportunity to build important relationships. 

Electronic newsletters 
Electronic newsletters were seen as an appropriate and easy communication channel for keeping 
people informed. Some within government reported that current “circulars” and written briefings were 
useful. Most stakeholders wanted electronic newsletters to be tailored to the information needs of their 
particular stakeholder sector or field, rather than providing a summary of everything that the EPA is 
doing. Examples of relevant content included notification about new developments or upcoming 
changes, regulatory action and prosecutions, compliance mechanisms, exemption processes, how 
the EPA is dealing with particular issues, etc.  
 
Electronic newsletters were seen as helping to improve the timeliness of communications, which was 
as important within such a dynamic regulatory environment. They are also seen to save people having 
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to search the website or initiate their own research (although links to further information on the EPA 
website could be included in a newsletter). In addition, one government stakeholder noted that it 
would help draw stakeholders’ attention to the range of good work that the EPA is doing that often 
goes unnoticed. Monthly or quarterly updates were considered appropriate by most. Some also noted 
the option of subscribing via the website. 
 

“A regular newsletter or something that they send out to their stakeholders... they 
might do it once a month or once every couple of months, where they do a bit of a 
snapshot of what’s been happening in the organisation. It would be great if they 
could have something that they sent out regularly, maybe through an email. But I 
haven’t seen any updates, so I really need to go to their website if I want to find 
something out.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“The way things change within the EPA, they probably need a weekly bulletin!” 
Local government stakeholder 

Web 
A number of stakeholders had used the EPA website in the past, although not necessarily very often, 
and with mixed feedback. Some found the website to be satisfactory for their needs, whereas others 
found the website complicated to navigate and difficult to find the specific information they were 
looking for. Some place more value on information provided through personal channels, and noted 
that the website couldn’t provide all the information that they needed, and didn’t let them share their 
view with the EPA. Electronic newsletters could work well in conjunction with the EPA website, to 
increase reach and accessibility of this information among the relevant stakeholders, and deliver key 
messages clearly. 
 

“Well, it's very hard to navigate. I mean, they inherited it from OEH and there is still 
an ambiguity that, if you are going through environment, you can't find [topic 
removed], you have got to go out and through EPA. So there is all sorts of boundary 
issues caused by its history. So some things are extremely difficult to find. You try 
and find [topic removed] on their website!” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“[Our organisation’s use of the EPA website is] more about licenses. Checking the 
licenses of competitors, compared to what we’re hearing in the market, and a few 
other things.” Industry stakeholder  

Social media 
There was no strong demand from stakeholders (particularly industry and government) for the EPA to 
use social media to communicate with them. Some noted that it may be useful for emergency 
responses or as an additional (not sole) channel for communicating with the general public (as some 
other state agencies had done). Some felt that it was something the EPA might do in order to be 
perceived as current and relevant. However, there were seen to be limits to the reach of social media 
channels, as well as the types of information that would be relevant to share through these channels. 
 

“They should be on Twitter, they should be on Facebook. I’ve been saying all these 
things for a long time… I mean, that’s what you do these days.” Community 
stakeholder 

 
Many stakeholders felt that the frequency of communication or interaction between the EPA and 
themselves was sufficient for their needs, and not causing any significant issues (notwithstanding 
some concerns about timely responses, in Section 5.2). While most communication occurred ‘as 
needed’ (i.e., as issues or incidents arose), this was largely expected and was seen to increase 
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appropriately if the need increased (e.g., when industry were advocating for reforms). Some also drew 
on more regular and structured forms of engagement (typically face-to-face), although this was often 
serving a specific purpose (e.g., RID squads), rather than covering all relevant needs or issues faced 
by a sector. Other stakeholders found the frequency of communications to be lacking, due to the 
focus on ‘ad hoc’ communications. Some felt that this was not sufficient if the EPA was actively trying 
to build better stakeholder relationships and engagement.  
 

“We would meet once a month, so it is quite regular. We probably meet with the 
EPA more than I meet with some of my staff.” NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

 
“It’s haphazard – as and when it’s needed – and I don’t believe that’s the way the 
relationship should be.”  Local government stakeholder 

 
Some participants provided examples of other organisations that were engaging effectively with 
their stakeholders. Regular meetings of the Regional Illegal Dumping (RID) Squads were noted by 
one local government stakeholder as a good model for building consistency (e.g., best practice 
guidance and training), close working relationships (e.g., joint operations), and sharing insights 
(including ‘hot topics’), which could be expanded to other issues. Another local government 
stakeholder thought some industry organisations were engaging well (e.g., Energy Efficiency Council 
and Green Building Council Australia), and that other agencies or departments seemed to be making 
more “noise” around engagement recently (e.g., Sydney Water and OEH). One stakeholder 
mentioned that IPART has a clearly defined consultation process. 
 

“I actually get a lot out of [RID Squad meetings], indirectly, about what is going on at 
the EPA, what their thoughts are and what direction they are going.” Local 
government stakeholder 

 
One final area of feedback related to the volume and complexity of written communications or 
documents from the EPA. Some local and state government stakeholders thought that the EPA 
occasionally became caught up in the technical side of things, resulting in communications or 
documents that were unnecessarily “convoluted”, “technocratic” or “overwhelming” for many 
stakeholders. While one acknowledged the limitations (“it’s a regulatory world… you have got to use 
legislation and you have got to explain things”), they felt that the EPA could make their 
communications more user friendly, especially where the general public is an intended audience. 

5.7.3 “If the issue will impact us, we need meaningful 
consultation” 
The issue of consultation resonated strongly across all stakeholder sectors. Most of those involved in 
this research expected to be appropriately informed and/or consulted by the EPA8. They were 
particularly concerned that consultation is conducted in a meaningful manner, as discussed below. 
There is also a strong view that the EPA has to remain independent throughout its engagement and 
consultation processes (as discussed in detail in Section 5.5).  
 
For simple or peripheral issues, being informed by the EPA was considered sufficient by these 
stakeholders. However, there is potential for individuals to have different interpretations of what is a 
central versus a peripheral issue. As noted earlier, some examples of areas where stakeholders 
                                                
 
 
8 IAP2 framework: http://www.iap2.org.au/documents/item/84  

http://www.iap2.org.au/documents/item/84
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would like to be kept informed include the EPA’s objectives, responsibilities and expectations; relevant 
activities within other regions or jurisdictions (e.g., for local councils or interstate EPAs); and other 
generic information that is comfortably outside their control.  
 
However, for more significant issues that will directly impact stakeholders, meaningful 
consultation is key. Some examples of areas in which stakeholders expected to be consulted 
include relevant policy reviews or proposed legislative changes, issues where stakeholders play a role 
in the implementation (especially co-regulators), and where there is potential impact on related areas 
(e.g., where environmental impacts overlap with issues affecting workers and public health). 
 
Effective consultation with all relevant parties is seen as having important benefits for both the EPA 
and its stakeholders. Consultation is seen as utilising a wide range of perspectives and expertise to 
bring about better environmental outcomes, ensuring the EPA has considered the implications across 
related areas and the feasibility of decisions (e.g., local government’s ability to resource particular 
changes, or any unanticipated consequences). In some cases, consultation was expected to occur 
separately for different stakeholder groups (e.g., community, versus industry, versus local 
government). 
 

“So we can provide input, to see if there are issues that may create unintended 
consequences.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“There were some waste guidelines put together that were completely impractical… 
That’s where that leadership would come in for the EPA, to really develop focus 
groups and early consultation with people who have got that practical experience to 
bring a good net environmental benefit to look at that bigger picture. So, developing 
a policy in consultation with the group who is most significantly affected and who 
has the expertise.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“It’s having that opportunity to really be able to thrash out what the limitations are 
and what’s reasonable and what’s going to end up with the best outcome.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“Consulting with an organisation that’s going to be a partner in doing that regulation, 
I think, is a different type of consultation.” Local government stakeholder 

 
Some stakeholders felt that they had sufficient consultation opportunities (and that this had 
improved over time), and were able to identify examples where consultation had worked well (e.g., 
WaSIP). This view was held by a number of government stakeholders, particularly co-regulators and 
those involved in joint decision making. Whereas many others felt that they were not always 
consulted when they believed they should be. However, some industry stakeholders acknowledged 
that there are limits to the level of consultation they can expect from the EPA, as a regulator, and felt 
that the EPA generally makes appropriate judgments regarding the level of consultation required.  
 

“All of a sudden, you have the Minister releasing a bill that is going to impose a levy 
on existing recyclers… and there is still no detail on the regulations that would 
dictate the administration of how that levy will be collected and calculated… I mean, 
the first we hear about it, it's a bill in parliament already. So I just think their 
consultation could be better with those sorts of issues.” Local government 
stakeholder 

 
“We never think we have enough [consultation]. The EPA have made it quite clear: 
there are times when they will consult and there are times when they won’t consult. I 
can appreciate that. There are a lot of people in the industry that don’t seem to think 
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that way. But certainly there are times when they have to make a decision and they 
are not going to consult because of behaviour within the industry.” Industry 
stakeholder 

Defining meaningful consultation 
Various suggestions were made by stakeholders about what really matters in the way the EPA 
consults with them. These factors define ‘meaningful consultation’ for these stakeholders, and are 
discussed throughout this section. Overall, stakeholders advocated for consultation processes that 
are genuinely consultative, proactive, clearly defined, based on balanced input from multiple parties, 
and offer appropriate feedback, rather than just ‘going through the motions’. 
 
The call from many stakeholders is not just to consult them, but to consult them early. For example, 
stakeholders want to be consulted during the design phase (not just implementation), or in relation to 
a draft document (rather than something that is close to final), or when setting up a framework.  
 

“I think we certainly want consultation ahead of time. We certainly want the EPA to 
openly and widely consult with… industry and with local government. And then one 
thing we’ve always asked the EPA, and they’ve never done is “Give us a draft of 
what it is that you’re proposing and let us have a look at it with you, and we’ll tell you 
openly and honestly, looks okay or doesn’t look okay.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“Certainly, when it comes to changes, and material changes, I think we should be 
talking about those issues well before there’s any proposals made to government or 
decisions made.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“Probably if they contacted us a little bit earlier, it might have helped, but yeah, that’s 
been a bit of a test of our relationship, actually.” NSW/Australian Government 
stakeholder 

 
Development and communication of clear and appropriate processes, frameworks or ‘roadmaps’ 
is a key aspect of meaningful consultation. Stakeholders would like greater clarity regarding the 
objectives of the consultation, as well as the specific processes and timeframes involved, to help them 
plan and contribute effectively. Processes should allow sufficient time for stakeholders to provide 
considered input, based on an understanding of how the consultation will proceed. A stakeholder 
engagement and consultation charter (principles of engagement) would be expected to make this 
process easier, rather than having to reinvent the wheel every time, or the community having to push 
for more information and more time. 
 

“I think we would just expect to be given reasonable time to provide input. To 
understand the type of decision they’re likely to make… and to be given the view 
that our views are being taken properly into account. That’s all you can really 
expect.” NSW/Australian Government stakeholder 

 
“The legislation has been passed, but the systems weren’t in place even within the 
government, and it was becoming law... ‘you will comply by September’, but they 
could not even answer the questions as to how some of these things were to be 
implemented, because it hadn’t been written yet. They were running the workshops 
[on an issue] that hadn’t been written. The legislation was made, [then they held a] 
workshop, and then they wrote it. Completely reversed.” Industry stakeholder 

 
“The way IPART lay out a process… they have got a well-defined plan that is on the 
website, about what's going to come up. You can see... you are going to have to put 
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a submission in a month in advance, instead of this responsive last minute stuff all 
the time.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“They’re just duplicating and creating conditions for industry that are non- business 
friendly. You know, they claim to be consulting but they’re just creating a framework 
that nobody in industry understands, that nobody in industry wants. For what 
purpose they’re creating it, no one knows, but they’re forging ahead... Probably 
someone within government who thinks that this is the way to tighten up on waste 
and environmental facilities. As I said, it’s a framework that’s not understood. Can’t 
really work out what the objectives are and it’s just all very, very strange.” Industry 
stakeholder 

 
“I think it’s also having leadership and accountability and saying… ‘this is the point 
where a decision will be made, and these are the inputs to that decision, and this is 
when your feedback is invited, and this is why’. You know, being a bit clearer about 
when and how community can have feedback, and then responding to that as well.” 
Industry stakeholder 

 
Another important expectation was for the EPA to consult widely and in a balanced manner. Some 
felt that the range of parties consulted was, at times, too narrow, resulting in poorer quality outputs. 
Consulting with a broader group was seen as reducing the risk of placing too much weight on a small 
number of opinions with vested interests.  
 

“It appears that they consult with a very small group and then put a document out to 
everyone.” Local government stakeholder 

 
Many stakeholders felt that they did not have sufficient input as part of the EPA’s consultation 
processes (as detailed in Sections 5.3 and 5.5), often in relation to other parties. This typically related 
to equal opportunities for all parties to present their feedback or arguments, as well as 
demonstration that sufficient weight was being applied to all perspectives. Some community and 
environmental stakeholders, in particular, felt excluded from ‘official’ consultation channels and 
processes, compared with the way they perceived the EPA to consult with industry. A number felt that 
industry has too great an influence over consultation processes and that the EPA, as a regulator, 
needs to restore greater balance.  
 
Some stakeholders expressed strong opinions that clearer consultation processes or an engagement 
charter (principles for engagement) would help them understand how their input would be used and 
its level of influence on the outcome. Some community and environmental stakeholders also felt that 
they should be actively contributing to the consultation agenda itself, or that the community should 
be driving the consultation agenda (rather than following industry’s agenda). They want open two-way 
dialogue, not just one-way EPA information sessions. This includes the opportunity to present their 
own information or evidence (e.g., from academics), as well as knowing that this will be genuinely 
taken into account by the EPA (alongside input from industry). This would help to provide greater 
transparency in consultation processes. 
  

“There are plenty of government reference groups… which include the other 
government agencies and also commercial interests, but there doesn’t appear to be 
any community proxy in any of these.” Community stakeholder 

 
“Consultation has got to be managed by the person who actually regulates, not the 
polluter.” Community stakeholder 
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“Annual or semi-annual public meetings, where the public is invited to contribute to 
the agenda, so that the issues that matter to the public are on that agenda, rather 
than the EPA just putting out and presenting issues they would like or… what they 
think are relevant to the public, without having asked the public.” Community 
stakeholder 
 
“This was the fourth time I’ve been to a ‘workshop’ where we had a series of 
slideshows that had been predetermined by the EPA. At no point have community 
groups been invited to present our expertise or our perspective or our concerns.” 
Community stakeholder 

 
“So not just to be told... to complain about something, have the EPA say, ‘We'll look 
into it’, and then have them come back and say, ‘Well, we spoke to industry and this 
is what we decided to do’… but allow the community onto that negotiating table.” 
Environmental stakeholder 

 
“I mean, I understand that you can't necessarily be in the EPA Boardroom about 
deciding whether or not to prosecute, but when there is a pollution incident that 
people are complaining about, they should be invited to have some input into that. 
Like either with written submissions or attending a community meeting with the 
EPA.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
“If they were more engaged with the other side of the debates, so with the 
community and people who have got something to say about protecting the 
environment, then they might be better informed, because at the moment they have 
to rely heavily on industry providing environmental statements as to how they are 
impacting the environment. But there are other independent scientists who can 
provide input as well and, in some cases, would be happy to do that pro-bono or for 
a reduced fee for a community group.” Environmental stakeholder 

 
In addition, one industry representative felt that it was important for EPA to ensure that their agency 
was represented at consultation forum by people at an appropriate level, in order to be able to 
discuss and resolve issues efficiently. 
 

“We would expect them to be willing to participate in discussions with the 
community, to resolve issues and to have representation at the appropriate level 
within the organisation. Sometimes I think it can be easy to send some more junior 
people who perhaps can’t really make a resolution or resolve an issue on the spot 
and things can linger.” Industry stakeholder 

 
Various other suggestions were made for ways in which the EPA could demonstrate that they are 
genuine in their desire to consult with their stakeholders. Some felt that the EPA could do more to 
make it easier for people to contribute to consultation processes, as stakeholders are often very 
keen to contribute but these processes can be complicated and time-consuming. Greater clarity in 
consultation processes, and ensuring sufficient timeframes would assist in this regard.  
 
Finally, stakeholders expected greater feedback about the rationale for the decisions or outcomes 
of consultation processes (as discussed in detail in Section 5.4). This is seen as an important step in 
completing the consultation process, and acknowledging the efforts and involvement of interested 
parties.  
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6. Recommendations 
 
This section details the key recommendations drawn from the research. The recommendations were 
developed by Ipsos consultants and presented at a strategic development workshop with 40 EPA 
senior staff and frontline officers. The purpose of the workshop was to present the recommendations 
to the EPA, assess how they could be best implemented, and assess the extent to which the 
recommendations overlapped with existing structures and policies within the EPA. 

Recommendation 1 

Clearly communicate the EPA’s role to stakeholders 
Many stakeholders lack a complete understanding of the EPA’s roles and responsibilities. Most 
stakeholders’ understanding of the organisation comes largely through direct contact with the EPA.  
 
Understanding of the EPA’s core roles and responsibilities varies widely within and between the 
different stakeholder groups. Those with more regular and extensive involvement with the EPA on an 
operational basis, such as government and industry stakeholders tend to have the highest level of 
understanding of the EPA’s core role as regulator and the activities it undertakes. Close relationships 
also help to facilitate positive attitudes among stakeholders in relation to a range of attributes. 
 
Community and environmental stakeholders tend to have high expectations of the EPA. At times, 
some stakeholders may expect the EPA to be accountable for managing issues or incidents that fall 
outside its remit. Some local government stakeholders are unsure at times which responsibilities fall 
under the EPA’s remit and how to address those they are unsure about. Setting clear expectations 
about issues and incidents the EPA is authorised to act on will help the EPA manage relationships 
with it stakeholders. 
 

Recommendation Clearly communicate the EPA’s role to stakeholders. 

1A 

Describe and communicate the EPA’s roles and responsibilities to all 
stakeholders. 
• Provide stakeholders, especially LGAs, with clear, comprehensive 

information about the appropriate regulatory authority (ARA) for 
different issues and situations. 

• Communicate clearly how the EPA’s role has changed since it was 
reestablished in 2012. 

• Explain the EPA’s approach to regulation and compliance (presented in 
the EPA Compliance Policy 2013), and the EPA’s policy development 
and program delivery roles, and how separation of the these roles is 
ensured (see Recommendation 6). 

1B 

Make information available in a format that allows stakeholders to access it 
when required. Use a range of channels to communicate the EPA’s role to 
stakeholders. Suggestions include: 
• The EPA website 
• Electronic media channels 
• Include information on the EPA’s role in face to face meetings and 

briefings 
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1C 
Ensure that EPA staff have a consistent understanding of the organisation’s 
roles and responsibilities so they can play an informed and proactive part in 
communicating with stakeholders. 

Recommendation 2 

Be as transparent as possible in all transactions and communications 
with stakeholders 
The transparency of the EPA’s operation is important for all stakeholder groups. For some 
stakeholders, particularly community and environmental stakeholders, it is a critical factor in how they 
judge their relationship with the EPA. Transparent communications are interpreted as a sign of 
respect, partnership and integrity. 
 
Stakeholder expectations around transparency cover the full range of their interactions with the EPA, 
from informal day-to-day communications through to the nature of the EPA’s formal consulting and 
decision making processes. Stakeholders expect the EPA to communicate the outcomes of its 
decisions, but also the rationale behind them. This includes the approach to regulation and 
compliance, evidence, opinions and priorities that are taken into account in the decision making 
process. 
 

Recommendation Be as transparent as possible in all transactions and communications 
with stakeholders. 

2A Communicate to stakeholders how the EPA will ensure transparency of 
operations and communications in the future (see Recommendation 8). 

2B Ensure that all communications detail the elements and interests that are 
included in the EPA’s decision-making process (see Recommendation 8). 

2C 
Provide clearly presented primary data and information to stakeholders. In 
some cases it may be appropriate to provide access to raw data 
accompanied by relevant analysis and commentary. 

2D Clearly explain the role of the EPA Board and systems in place to ensure 
independence in decision making. 
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Recommendation 3 

Ensure that the EPA understands and manages stakeholder expectations 
around timeliness of responses to submissions and enquiries 
Timeliness of the EPA’s responses to enquiries, requests, complaints and submissions is of 
importance to all stakeholder groups. It is an area that is frequently identified as requiring 
improvement. 
 
Stakeholders can be directly impacted by delayed responses from the EPA. All stakeholders, but 
particularly those in industry and government, report that their ability to plan effectively can be 
impacted by delays, with knock-on effects on revenue or budgeting. Community and environmental 
stakeholders are often also concerned about the potential for ongoing impacts on community and 
environmental health when decisions are delayed. Delayed responses can raise suspicions among 
stakeholders of hidden agendas or motives within the EPA.  
 

Recommendation 
Ensure that the EPA understands and manages stakeholder 
expectations around timeliness of responses to submissions and 
enquiries 

3A Provide stakeholders with expected timelines or ‘roadmaps’ for all enquiries, 
consultations and projects (see Recommendation 8). 

3B 
Where possible, develop direct relationships with stakeholders in order to 
facilitate understanding of the operating environment of the EPA and help 
form realistic expectations in relation to timeliness. 

3C 
Investigate capacity for the EPA to provide information on funding to local 
government in accordance with the local government funding cycle or align 
budget cycles. 
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Recommendation 4 

Ensure that the EPA understands and manages stakeholder expectations 
around responsiveness to submissions and enquiries 
Like timeliness, the EPA’s responsiveness can have tangible impacts on stakeholders. Stakeholders 
expect to be informed of the progress of responses to enquiries, requests and submissions from the 
beginning of the process (e.g., acknowledgement of receipt of submissions) through to the conclusion 
(e.g., provision of rationale for decisions made).  
 
Lack of rationale about decisions can leave stakeholders feeling left-out of the decision making 
process and lead to suspicions about the EPA’s motivations and actions. Community and 
environmental stakeholders, particularly, tend to perceive themselves as disenfranchised due to a 
lack of feedback and responsiveness from the EPA.  
 

Recommendation Ensure that the EPA understands and manages stakeholder 
expectations around responsiveness to submissions and enquiries 

4A 
Develop a set of standard elements (see Table 6) to be communicated 
when dealing with any incident, project or consultation (see 
Recommendation 8). 

4B When decisions are made, provide full feedback to relevant stakeholders 
about the outcomes and how they were reached (see Recommendation 8). 

4C 
Investigate whether it is appropriate to expand digital channels for 
community and environmental stakeholders to report incidents or breaches, 
including opportunities to submit photographs. 
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Recommendation 5 

Demonstrate how the EPA balances competing stakeholder priorities and 
evidence in the compliance process 
The EPA works in an environment where its stakeholders often have competing priorities. 
Stakeholders, on the whole, acknowledge this but expect that their own priorities will be listened to 
and considered in the decision making process. 
 
Stakeholders have differing views of what constitutes an optimal outcome for the EPA. For community 
and environmental stakeholders, community and environmental health is paramount. These 
stakeholders recognise that commercial imperatives mean that the cost of managing risk is a factor in 
decisions made by the EPA, but the level of risk to community and environmental health they are 
willing to accept is very low.  
 
Industry stakeholders tend to prioritise striving for the ‘best’ or ‘optimal’ outcome for the environment 
whilst also managing the financial impact to businesses of managing environmental risk. Government 
agencies regulated by the EPA (i.e., government-owned corporations) have similar priorities. 
 
Demonstrating the EPA’s ability to listen to these competing priorities and give weight to all parties 
and evidence will allow stakeholders understand the how balanced decisions are made. 
 

Recommendation Demonstrate how the EPA balances competing stakeholder priorities 
and evidence in the regulation process 

5A 
Communicate to stakeholders the factors that are taken into account when 
the EPA works towards an optimal outcome and how these provide 
balance to the decision making process. 

5B 

Communicate the complexity of the regulatory environment and the EPA’s 
approach to regulation and compliance. 
• Communicate the EPA’s obligations under Part 4 of the Protection of 

the Environment Administration Act 1991 and the Protection of the 
Environment Operations Act 1997. 

• Communicate the EPA’s Compliance Policy (Recommendation 6). 
• Identify areas of complexity and develop communications which 

explain the competing stakeholder priorities. 

5C Develop tools which can give stakeholders on opposing sides of an issue 
insight into the opposing side’s viewpoint. 

5D Communicate to stakeholders how the EPA maintains independence, and 
ensure that actions are consistent with this (see Recommendation 8). 

5E 
Address specific perceptions among community and environmental 
stakeholders about lack of balance in decision making (see 
Recommendation 8). 

5F Provide clarity on how the EPA is funded, and how it ensures 
independence from industry. 
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Recommendation 6 

Communicate the EPA’s approach to compliance 
Stakeholders from all groups understand that the EPA’s core function is to be a regulator. This is not 
contentious. However, stakeholders take a wide range of views about the approach the EPA should 
take in order to best regulate industry and government.  
 
The key tension the EPA has to manage in this regard is how its approach to regulation and 
compliance impacts its ability to be independent from industry. Managing the balance between an 
enforcement approach (generally favoured by community and environmental stakeholders) and a 
partnership or advisory approach (favoured by industry and government), and being seen to 
undertake both effectively, is key to meeting stakeholders’ varied expectations. It is in the EPA’s 
favour to clearly communicate to stakeholders the situations in which these and other approaches are 
employed. 
 
Stakeholders from all groups also believe that the EPA takes an inconsistent approach to regulation 
and compliance at different levels of the organisation. When aiming to achieve the best outcomes for 
the environment, those in the executive and upper management are generally seen as being more 
open to taking a partnership role with those they regulate, whereas officer-level staff are seen as 
being more likely to adopt an enforcement stance. 
 

Recommendation Communicate the EPA’s approach to compliance 

6A Communicate clearly and effectively how the EPA manages its role as 
regulator in order to ensure independence (see Recommendation 8). 

6B Communicate the EPA’s assessment of the risk to the environment and 
community arising from specific incidents. 

6C Communicate the EPA’s existing regulatory framework and compliance 
policy. 

6D Improve consistency in the approach to compliance across different levels 
of the EPA. 
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Recommendation 7 

Communicate how the EPA ensures appropriate levels of staffing and 
access to expertise 
Many stakeholders are under the impression that the EPA is stretched in terms of resourcing. This 
view is often formed after instances of perceived poor responsiveness or timeliness on the EPA’s 
behalf. Insufficient staffing is seen as limiting the EPA’s ability to give important issues an appropriate 
level of attention or to achieve faster turnaround.  
 
Stakeholders also hold strong expectations that the EPA will have access to the staff with appropriate 
technical abilities. Views on the technical abilities of staff vary widely between and within stakeholder 
groups, although there is a common view that the EPA is necessarily an organisation of generalists. 
While most stakeholders accept that this is appropriate for the responsibilities the EPA undertakes, it 
is important to demonstrate that the EPA has access to more specific technical skills when called 
upon. 
 

Recommendation Communicate that the EPA has appropriate levels of staffing and 
access to expertise 

7A Communicate to stakeholders the processes the EPA uses to ensure that it 
has appropriate levels of staffing. 

7B Communicate to stakeholders the processes the EPA uses to ensure that it 
has access to the appropriate technical skills and resources. 
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Recommendation 8 

Ensure consultation with stakeholders is meaningful 
Stakeholders from all groups want ‘meaningful’ consultation into decisions that are likely to directly 
affect them or their interests. The aspects of consultation which stakeholders indicate are most 
important to ensuring it is meaningful are: 

• Proactive consultation processes 
• The capacity for all parties to have their input considered 
• Transparency of decision making 
• Appropriate, timely feedback on decisions 

 
Early consultation and the development of information about how decisions will be made (e.g., a 
framework or road map) are important to stakeholders. The opportunity to have input in the early 
stages of planning and understand how the process will unfold allows stakeholders to plan and 
contribute effectively. This is also seen as benefiting the EPA through the input of expertise from 
outside the organisation and improved outcomes for all parties. 
 

Recommendation Ensure consultation with stakeholders is meaningful 

8A 

Develop and publish EPA principles for engagement with stakeholders. The 
principles should outline how the EPA: 
• Ensures transparency when engaging with stakeholders 
• Incorporates the priorities of its stakeholders in decision making 

processes 
• Balances competing stakeholder priorities 
• Ensures the independence of it decisions 

8B Ensure stakeholders have the opportunity to contribute to consultations 
early in the planning and decision making process. 

8C 

Develop a set of standard elements to be communicated when dealing with 
any incident, project or consultation. 
 
Table 6 outlines the key elements that stakeholders identify as being 
important in providing clarity and consistency to communications around 
incidents, projects and consultations.  
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Table 6: Recommended standard elements of information to provide to stakeholders 
Related 
recommendation Objective Information elements 

Transparency Provide stakeholders with 
information about the issues 
and interests that contribute 
to EPA decisions. 

• Objectives 
• Appropriate regulatory authority 

(ARA) 
• EPA stance on issues contested by 

stakeholders 
• Stakeholder interests 
• Compliance Policy 

Responsiveness 
 

Where decisions are made, 
provide stakeholders with 
relevant feedback. 

• Assessment criteria employed in the 
decision making process 

• Rationale for the decision 
• Which stakeholders were 

consulted/made submissions 
• How the stakeholders’ submissions 

were incorporated into the decision 
• How other evidence was 

incorporated into the decision 
• Where legal considerations restrict 

the EPA’s ability to comment on 
decisions, provide as much 
information as possible  

Balanced decision 
making 
 

Address community and 
environmental stakeholder 
concerns by demonstrating 
balance in decision making 
and regulation.  

• Publish and communicate 
information on prosecutions, 
enforceable undertakings, 
directions,  and other compliance 
actions when decided 

• Address community perceptions 
around penalties and fines being 
too small 

• Develop standard, balanced 
language for describing and dealing 
with all stakeholder groups 

Approach to 
regulation and 
compliance 

Inform stakeholders of the 
EPA’s assessment of risks 
to the environment and 
community.  

• EPA’s assessment of the risk to the 
environment and community arising 
from specific incidents. 
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