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Summary 
The Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) is pleased to see the introduction of a Community 
Engagement Standard (the Standard). The Standard has the potential to help developers, communities 
and local governments to collaborate on project proposals so that those developments contribute 
positively to the vision a community has for its future while protecting our flora, fauna and ecosystems.  

Local governments are closest to their communities and are guided by the community’s vision, wants and 
needs on a daily basis. They often hold roles as authorising entities and local advisors for projects in their 
local government areas. By incorporating local government engagement into the Standard, proponents will 
benefit from local government guidance on how they can design their projects and protect the flora and 
fauna that matter to locals.  

This makes community engagement more constructive, so that the projects being put forward for 
assessment not only achieve good engagement in a procedural sense, but in help to navigate land use 
and values tensions. This directly supports the Australian Government’s policy objectives of enabling 
better community and environmental outcomes as Australia transitions to a net zero economy, gets more 
people into liveable housing and neighbourhoods, and supports social cohesion. 

ALGA is the voice of local government in Australia, representing 538 councils across the nation. 
ALGA was established in 1947 and since then has been actively involved in issues of national significance 
affecting local government and local communities.  

In structure, ALGA is a federation of state and territory local government associations. This submission 
should be read in conjunction with any separate submissions received from state and territory 
associations as well as individual councils. 

ALGA is an observer to the Environment Ministers Meeting, in which the Commonwealth, state, and 
territory environment ministers collaborate on environmental policy matters of shared interest.  

Feedback on consultation approach 
ALGA is pleased to have the opportunity to provide input to EPBC reform, including new National 
Environmental Standards. The standards improve the environmental protection system by providing 
consistency in defining what is expected under national environmental law. They help to limit discretionary 
decision making which erodes our natural environment and the trust of local communities. 

We understand that the Australian Government will be transitioning to using the new system by the end of 
2026. This has made consultation periods short, overlapping, and difficult to anticipate. ALGA would be 
pleased to work with DCCEEW on a dedicated consultation approach for the local government sector so 
the Department can access councils’ valuable perspectives, which will make these reforms function more 
effectively. 

The connections between each standard, along with bilateral agreements, strategic and bioregional plans, 
are complicated and can be difficult to follow, particularly for those who are time poor or are not experts in 
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environmental law. Local governments need clear information about how the new system and its 
components work together so they can provide useful information in the consultation process. We also 
need clearer indication, earlier, about when consultation on each component will take place. 

DCCEEW’s Q&A webinar in March 2026, co-hosted with ALGA, was a good start. Further webinars, fact 
sheets, training and guidelines is needed for councils to support the Australian Government to implement 
a smooth transition. 

Overarching principles 
ALGA makes these recommendations for all National Environmental Standards: 

• The Australian Government should engage closely with local government to design and 
implement the standards so they take into account local biodiversity values, cumulative impacts 
and opportunities, and align with local planning schemes.  

• Local government is not the same as the general Australian public. Local governments are also 
not represented by state and territory governments. We need clear information from the Australian 
Government on how it plans to incorporate local government perspectives into these reforms. 

• EPBC reforms must not create adverse financial, planning, or administrative burdens for local 
government. 

• National Environmental Standards must be clear, enforceable and objective. They need to limit 
subjective, discretionary judgements. They must uphold evidence-based and transparent decision 
making and enforce explicit recognition of information gaps. 

The Community Engagement Standard 
For many people, the quality of EPBC reforms will be judged on how well this Standard enables people to 
be heard and have genuine influence over the projects that shape the future of their communities.  
 
While local government powers over development vary in different states and territories, councils often 
take an active role in working with project developers to design projects that benefit their communities and 
reduce environmental risks and impacts. The best opportunity to shape development outcomes occurs in 
the early feasibility and design stages.  
 
Local planning policies and council positions, along with relationships local governments hold with 
businesses, community, and other levels of government, mean councils are important advisors. The 
Standard can be more effective by setting out the expectation that developers engage with local 
government to help inform project design before the referral and assessment stage. 
 
ALGA commends the Australian Government on drafting the Standard. To ensure the final Standard is 
practical, effective and capable of being implemented across diverse local contexts, ALGA recommends 
that: 

• The definitions for the ‘Australian public’ and ‘Affected Persons’ explicitly include local 
government. 

• The different groups which make up the ‘Australian public’ be described in more detail, including 
that impacts will be experienced to different degrees across groups. For example, local 
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communities directly impacted by a project, communities which host offsets associated with a 
project, and the general citizenry, are three groups which should be defined. 

• The Standard aligns with existing community engagement processes set out in state, territory and 
local government planning, development assessment and community consultation. This reduces 
duplication and confusion in the community. 

‘North Star’ outcomes are needed to guide community engagement process 
As Section 7(2) is drafted, it implies that the decision maker can be satisfied with community engagement 
simply if it has occurred and has followed the process requirements set out in the Standard. While it is 
important for the Standard to define what a good community engagement process is, it also needs to set 
out the substantive outcomes that good community engagement should deliver. 
 
ALGA recommends that a headline principle be added which defines the outcomes that community 
engagement should achieve. ALGA proposes including these outcomes: 

• Engage in good faith with the hosting community, including with relevant local government/s as 
the democratically elected representative institution, and show you have genuinely considered 
how the project will support the community’s goals. 

• Community engagement should have a meaningful influence on how a project is designed, 
implemented and maintained in the long term. 

• Make all efforts to protect the existing social cohesion and goodwill that exists in the community. 
• Community engagement should include consideration for how the project could contribute to the 

broader cumulative risks, impacts and opportunities that a community is facing. 
• Community input should meaningfully influence how the proponent understands the impact 

mitigation hierarchy applies in that local context, including, for example, whether and how offsets 
are used. 

Lastly, we assume the Standard only applies to community engagement before EPBC assessment. The 
Standard should be clearer about what community engagement is needed during and following 
development to feed into adaptive management (as ALGA’s submission on the Offsets Standard 
specifies). 

Application in bioregional planning 

ALGA has not seen information about how strategic assessments or bioregional plans will be developed. 
As land use planners, community representatives, and project proponents, local governments need to 
know how their functions and perspectives will be incorporated.  

If the Australian Government intends for local governments to be consulted via state and territory 
governments, it is important to point out that there is no guarantee that councils will be engaged. When 
local governments are bypassed, projects slow and opportunities and risks will be missed.  

Within the draft Standard, Section 7(6) states: A decision maker may be satisfied that making or varying a 
bioregional plan is consistent with this standard if: (a) there has been engagement undertaken on the 
proposed priority actions to be taken under the bioregional plan; and (b) that engagement is consistent 
with the principles in this standard. 
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Without information about how strategic and bioregional plans will be developed, we cannot assess 
whether they will involve good community engagement. More information and detail about the strategic 
and bioregional planning development process is required. 

We assume this section also means that once a bioregional plan or strategic assessment is approved, 
there are no additional consultation requirements. If this is correct, ALGA is concerned that lack of 
community engagement requirements following approval could result in communities being disempowered 
and discontented.  

At a minimum, “priority actions” should be defined to understand what community engagement applies to. 

Finally, the Standard should be clearer about how community engagement undertaken as part of an 
EPBC-referred project will interact with existing requirements under state and territory planning schemes. 

Principle 1 Engagement is carefully planned, considerate, clear and adaptable 

The Standard should require the proponent to demonstrate genuine effort for early engagement with 
relevant local government/s before they make key decisions. 

We note that ‘proximity,’ as it relates to an affected person, is not defined. Administrative boundaries of 
some councils are geographically very large, so local governments should be consulted on all projects 
under assessment in their local government area. 

The community engagement requirements in the Standard should apply also to the receiving community 
where offsets are being hosted, not just the community hosting a development. 

Under sub-section (3), a person monitoring the effectiveness of engagement would be supported to do so 
if the Standard included ‘North Star’ outcomes which determine what ‘effective’ means. 

Under sub-section (4)(iii), 10 business days is likely not enough time for a broad cross-section of the 
community to genuinely engage. ALGA proposes a minimum 8 weeks, for both individual projects and 
strategic and bioregional plans. This allows local governments to consider proposals, brief elected 
members (with council meetings generally held monthly), coordinate technical advice, and engage with 
their communities.  
 
Principle 2 Engagement is transparent, accountable and responsive 

ALGA commends the draft Standard for requiring that the proponent be transparent about the extent that 
public engagement has influenced the project’s design. Under sub-section (4)(ii)(A), proponents should be 
required to disclose data, information, and knowledge gaps and uncertainties. 

Principle 3 Engagement is ethical and protects privacy 

ALGA notes that a First Nations Engagement Standard is also being developed. We support this and 
believe that the First Nations Engagement Standard should be cross-referenced under Principle 3. 
Reference to free, prior and informed consent should be included in this Standard. 

Principle 4 Engagement is accessible and supports inclusivity 

Sub-section (1) should also include explicit reference to people living with a disability, and people living in 
remote locations. 

Implementation support 
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The Australian Government should develop templates, tools, guidance and workflows which help 
proponents to meet the requirements in the Standard. These templates and tools can also help draw out 
the connections between all National Environmental Standards to make assessment easier.  

Plain language guidance, resourcing and practical tools should also be created for local governments. The 
Department should make particular effort in rural, remote and culturally diverse communities, and include 
plain English materials, translated information, alternative communication channels and accessible 
venues. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide input. Please contact Eleanor Robson (Policy Director – 
Environment) for any further information you may require.  

Sincerely, 

 

Amy Crawford 

Chief Executive Officer 

 

Contact details 

Dr. Eleanor Robson 
Policy Director – Environment, Climate and Waste 

eleanor.robson@alga.asn.au 
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