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Audit overview

Public participation is the involvement of those affected by a decision in the
decision-making process. In Australia and overseas, there is growing recognition of the
value of public participation as an essential part of planning projects and making
decisions.

Increasingly, governments recognise the contribution the public can make in helping
them to understand problems and risks, and to craft solutions that are more likely to
work. The public perceive decisions that arise from open and collaborative processes
to be more credible.

In previous VAGO audits we have identified examples of agencies using inadequate
or ineffective public participation methodologies to engage with the Victorian public.
These examples have heightened the public’s concerns about government
transparency and accountability. They have also increased agencies’ awareness of
the potential impacts of inadequate public participation, such as poor-quality decisions,
increased financial costs and the undermining of public trust.

In this audit we examine how effectively two central agencies—the Department of
Premier and Cabinet (DPC) and the Victorian Public Sector Commission (VPSC)—and
three portfolio agencies—the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning
(DELWP), the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), and the Level
Crossing Removal Authority (LXRA)—support better-practice public participation
approaches across their areas of responsibility.

For each of the three portfolio agencies, we also examined the public participation
activities for a specific program—DELWP’s Strategic Bushfire Management Plan
(bushfire management plan), Victoria’s 10-year Mental Health Plan managed by DHHS
(mental health plan), and LXRA's Caulfield to Dandenong level crossing removal
project (level crossing removal project)—to see how effectively each program achieved
its public participation objectives and adhered to policy, legislation and better-practice
principles.

These agencies and programs reflect a range of portfolio areas that generate high
community interest, conduct high-profile public participation programs, and have
differing levels and models of public participation practice.

Portfolio agencies were also selected based on the increasing priority they are giving
to public participation, which is reflected in recent policy developments. We examined
the range of approaches these three agencies have used, with the aim of highlighting
good practices and opportunities for improvement—not only for the benefit of audited
agencies but to support improved public participation performance across the Victorian
public sector.
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Audit overview

The limited data available indicated consistently poor performance across the Victorian
public sector. Based on this data, we viewed our audited agencies as those likely to be
better performers.

Conclusion

When managed well, public participation activities in Victoria are demonstrably making
a valuable contribution to government decision-making.

However, Victoria has no overarching public participation framework to drive activities
and promote consistency of practice. Consequently the quality and extent of public
participation to inform decision-making varies across the public sector.

Findings

Public participation as a strategic priority

In its role as a central agency, DPC has not developed a whole-of-government
strategic public participation framework or statement to help establish a consistent
understanding of public participation responsibilities and priorities. Nor has it
developed a more detailed whole-of-government framework or statement to provide
agencies with clear directives on the importance and broad public participation
expectations for the Victorian public service (VPS).

In contrast, other jurisdictions—the Australian Capital Territory, New South Wales,
Queensland, South Australia and Tasmania—all have a current whole-of-government
framework for public participation. The lack of a Victorian framework contributes to
inconsistency in activities and terminology across the VPS—for example, the term
‘co-design’ is used differently across departments.

Despite the absence of an overarching framework, DPC has led by example in its
public participation activities. DPC’s commitment is evident in its recent work on the
whole-of-government digital consultation platform and the Family Violence Service
Reform.

Policies and support in agencies

All three audited agencies have shown leadership by establishing public participation
as a priority. It is referenced in key strategic and business plans, partly as a result of
using public participation for key projects over the past 12 months. This helps to
ensure these agencies remain focused on public participation activities.
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Policy framework

Although all three agencies note the importance of public participation in high-level
strategic documents, DHHS and DELWP have not yet developed a comprehensive
public participation policy or framework. Consequently, these agencies have no
documented expectations for their public participation activities. We found that this
contributed to these agencies only partially fulfilling their public participation purpose.

Tools to support public participation

Since the beginning of 2016, all three agencies have developed tools to support staff—
including guidance, training and access to expertise—although there is variation in the
quality of the tools and in the approaches the three agencies have taken.

The LXRA and DHHS guidance material is comprehensive and focused on
better-practice engagement. DELWP has provided guidance only for specific
program-related engagement activities. It plans to develop more comprehensive
guidance once it has completed work to investigate requirements for engagement skills
and knowledge for different departmental roles.

All three agencies are in the early stages of developing training to build staff
understanding of, and capability in, public participation methodologies. DHHS has
made most progress in developing and delivering a comprehensive training program.

The three agencies have appropriate access to public participation expertise. DELWP
has public participation staff in central, regional and district levels of the agency. DHHS
has a smaller centralised team that works with different sections of the agency as
required. It is currently developing a ‘community of practice’ to strengthen peer support
and reach across the agency. LXRA has public participation staff in each level crossing
removal project, and also engages external public participation expertise.

The three agencies have begun to establish reporting and monitoring systems,
although reporting has been narrowly focused on the number and type of public
participation activities. The three agencies need to better plan how they will collect
relevant data, such as stakeholder satisfaction data, to enable them to assess the
effectiveness of public participation activities and identify opportunities for
improvement.

Public participation in practice

The three public participation plans we examined stated their purpose, rationale and
limitations, although these were not always clearly understood by stakeholders. This
was because of inconsistent or ambiguous messaging and agencies’ failure to
sufficiently take into account the background and context of particular projects. For
example, the level crossing removal project did not sufficiently consider the impact of a
previous failed rail crossing removal proposal in its public participation plan, and had
no strategy for addressing this risk with stakeholders.
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Timing

Public participation activities, and the time needed to conduct them effectively, do not
always correspond with government processes. The level crossing removal program
conducted its public participation activities as planned. The mental health plan and
the bushfire management plan only partially fulfilled their public participation purpose
because there was not enough time available. Both agencies originally intended to but
decided not to seek stakeholder comments on their draft plans.

Incomplete consultation processes have had a negative impact on public participation
outcomes. This was evident for the mental health plan where stakeholders expressed
disappointment and disillusionment with the public participation process, which
damaged relationships with DHHS.

An important part of public participation is to give feedback to stakeholders on how
their input was used. None of the three agencies gave feedback on how they used
input from public participation activities. However, LXRA's feedback to stakeholders
has improved, with the next phase of the level crossing removal project featuring
explicit feedback to stakeholders.

Evaluation

There are opportunities for all agencies to improve their approach to evaluating public
participation activities. DHHS did not undertake any evaluation of the mental health
plan public participation activities. DELWP and LXRA need to improve both the
comprehensiveness of their planning and their assessment of how effectively their
public participation activities align with key better practice principles.

Agencies should have a comprehensive evaluation plan early in the public participation
process. Only DELWP had a documented, comprehensive evaluation plan at the start
of its public participation activities. LXRA did not plan an evaluation, but did undertake
one.

Evaluations should assess public participation activities against key better practice
features. DELWP and LXRA evaluated some but not all key better practice features.
They also assessed agency public participation processes and identified achievements
and areas for improvement.

There is scope for both agencies’ evaluations to be more in line with better practice.
DELWP and LXRA did not explicitly evaluate whether the public participation activities
met their purpose and fulfilled their promise to engage effectively. In addition, DELWP
and LXRA evaluations did not collect data on stakeholder views about their public
participation processes and activities.
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Audit overview

Recommendations

We recommend that the Department of Premier and Cabinet:

1.

2.

collaborate with departments and agencies to develop a whole-of-government

framework to provide the Victorian public sector with guidance and parameters

for public participation—this framework should:

e provide guidance about public participation principles and align with better
practice

e ensure there are clear definitions of public participation terminology and
unambiguous language

e provide agencies with guidance about governance and oversight, capability
development, access to expertise and monitoring, and evaluation
mechanisms

(see Section 2.2.1)

develop its own internal framework and guidance for public participation
(see Section 2.2.1).

We recommend that the Department of Health and Human Services and the
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning:

3.

develop a comprehensive public participation policy or framework that

establishes:

e an operating model for public participation in each agency, including the
required resources, governance and oversight arrangements

e the mandate, priorities, responsibilities and mechanisms for collaboration for
public participation (see Section 3.2.1)

provide their staff with guidance about governance and oversight of public
participation activities, information on capability development, access to public
participation expertise and monitoring, and evaluation mechanisms (see Section
3.2.1).

We recommend that the Department of Health and Human Services, the Department
of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, and the Level Crossing Removal Authority:

5.

establish a single source of information to allow for monitoring and reporting of
public participation activities across the whole agency (see Section 2.3.5)

evaluate and review the effectiveness of their public participation training
programs (see Section 3.3.2)

clarify and be consistent in all messaging regarding the purpose of public
participation (see Section 4.4.1)

provide feedback to stakeholders about how their input has been used (see
Section 4.4.2)

where there are externally imposed time constraints, plan realistic public
participation activities to suit the time available (see Section 4.5.1).
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Responses to recommendations

We have consulted with the Department of Premier and Cabinet, the Victorian Public
Sector Commission, the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, the
Department of Health and Human Services and the Level Crossing Removal Authority,
and we considered their views when reaching our audit conclusions. As required by
section 16(3) of the Audit Act 1994, we gave a draft copy of this report to those
agencies and asked for their submissions or comments.

The following is a summary of those responses. The full responses are included in
Appendix A.

All agencies responded. The Department of Premier and Cabinet, the Department of
Environment, Land, Water and Planning, the Department of Health and Human
Services and the Level Crossing Removal Authority accepted our recommendations,
and provided detailed action plans and time frames for implementing them.
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Audit context

In Australia and overseas, governments have increasingly recognised public
participation as an essential part of planning projects and making decisions. This
marks a shift in government culture from ‘announce and defend’ to ‘debate and
decide’. Transparent and well-managed public participation is now being seen as a
critical input for informing government policies, strategies and programs, and as a key
feature of good public administration and governance.

Governments have acknowledged the value the public bring to understanding
problems and risks, and to crafting solutions that are more likely to work. The public
perceive decisions that arise from open and collaborative processes to be more
credible. In contrast, inadequate public participation can alienate sections of the
community, undermine trust and can result in poorly informed decisions.

1.1 What is public participation?

The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) defines public participation
as the involvement of those affected by a decision in the decision-making process.
Public participation encompasses activities ranging from simply informing people about
government’s activities to delegating decision-making to the public.

As shown in Figure 1A, the IAP2 public participation spectrum includes five levels of
public participation, from the lowest level (Inform) to the highest level (Empower). The
different levels reflect different objectives and depths of public participation.

‘Co-design’ is an emerging public participation methodology used by a number of
Victorian agencies. Within the IAP2 public participation spectrum, this sits at the more
intensive level of the public participation spectrum, between Collaborate and Empower.

Figure 1A
IAP2 public participation spectrum

Source: VAGO, based on IAP2.
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2

1.2

According to IAP2, better practice public participation:

. is based on the belief that those who are affected by a decision have a right to be
involved in the decision-making process

. includes the promise that the public’s contribution will influence the decision

. promotes sustainable decisions by recognising and communicating the needs
and interests of all participants, including decision-makers

. seeks out and facilitates the involvement of those potentially affected by or
interested in a decision

. seeks input from participants in designing how they participate

. provides participants with the information they need to participate in a meaningful
way

. communicates to participants how their input affected the decision.

In line with these principles, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) recommends that governments embed public participation as
part of their core business, by providing:

. strong leadership and commitment

. coordination of public participation across and within government agencies

. adequate financial, human and technical resources

. appropriate guidance and training

. a supportive and accountable organisational culture.

In this report, when we refer to ‘public participation’ we use it in line with the IAP2
definition. Public participation is often used interchangeably with other comparable
terms such as ‘community consultation’ and ‘stakeholder engagement’.

It is important to recognise that public participation is not the same as public relations
or communications, which have the objectives of maintaining a favorable public image,
managing public expectations and communicating government decisions and actions.

Relevant legislation

In Victoria, the need for public participation in government decision-making is
embedded in the public sector code of conduct and in several pieces of legislation.

Code of Conduct for Victorian Public Sector Employees

The Code of Conduct for Victorian Public Sector Employees sets out the values and
behaviours expected from all public servants in Victoria. This includes requiring public
officials to demonstrate respect for members of the community by using their views to
improve outcomes.

Public Participation in Government Decision-Making Victorian Auditor-General’'s Report
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Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006

The Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (the Charter) sets out

the basic rights, freedoms and responsibilities of all people in Victoria. There are

20 individual rights protected under the Charter, including the right of every person

in Victoria to have the opportunity to participate in the conduct of public affairs. This

includes:

. taking part in popular assemblies to make decisions about local issues

. being part of community consultation with government

. being able to attend and ask questions at local council meetings

. participating in public debate and dialogue with representatives, either as an
individual or as part of an organisation.

Subordinate Legislation Act 1994

Under the Subordinate Legislation Act 1994, the Victorian Parliament can allow public
entities to make legislative instruments. The Subordinate Legislation Act 1994 includes
requirements for public participation in the preparation and scrutiny of subordinate
legislation and regulations.

Transport Integration Act 2010

The Transport Integration Act 2010 is Victoria’s principal transport statute, and its
objective is to provide consistency in transport-related decisions. It requires
stakeholder engagement and community participation as one of its decision-making
principles, for any decision affecting Victoria’s transport system.

1.3  Why this audit is important

There have been recent high-profile examples of poorly managed public participation.
In previous VAGO audits, we have identified examples of inadequate or ineffective
public participation methodologies that agencies have used to engage with the
Victorian public.

These examples have heightened concerns about government transparency and
accountability. They have also increased agencies’ awareness of the potential impacts
of inadequate public participation, such as poor-quality decisions, increased financial
costs and the undermining of public trust.

In this audit, our objectives were to deliver the next stage of VAGO’s commitment to
enhancing public participation. We assessed current practice in public participation
against the IAP2 better practice, and identified key strengths and areas for
improvement.

This audit is also timely given the government’s growing commitment to more actively
engaging the public in key policy development and service design and delivery
decisions.

Victorian Auditor-General’'s Report Public Participation in Government Decision-Making 3
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4

1.4

What this audit examined and how

1.4.1

Our objective was to examine the efficiency and effectiveness of public sector

participation activities in agency decision-making. We assessed:

. how effectively agencies support public participation in their area of responsibility

. how their public participation activities align with policy, legislation and I1AP2
better practice principles.

Agencies involved in this audit

We examined how effectively two central agencies and three portfolio agencies
supported public participation methods in their areas of responsibility. The work of the
selected agencies generates high levels of public interest, and they each have different
levels of and models for public participation.

For each portfolio agency, we also examined one public participation activity to see
how effective they were in achieving their public participation objectives and adhering
to policy, legislation and IAP2 better practice principles. We did not assess the
decisions that resulted from these public participation activities or stakeholders’
satisfaction with these decisions.

Department of Premier and Cabinet

The Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC) has responsibility for managing issues
that affect the government as a whole. DPC leads the public service by setting clear
expectations, and sharing information across the public sector to drive the
government’s objectives in program delivery and reform.

Victorian Public Sector Commission

The Victorian Public Sector Commission (VPSC) was established on 1 April 2014
through an amendment to the Public Administration Act 2004. The VPSC is headed by
a single commissioner and has a range of legislated functions, including strengthening
the efficiency, effectiveness and capability of the public sector, so that it can meet
existing and emerging needs and deliver high-quality services. Public participation is
increasingly recognised as a key feature of good public administration, and is therefore
a necessary capability for the Victorian public sector.

Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning

The Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) is responsible
for managing Victoria’s natural and built environments, including managing eight
million hectares of public land in Victoria. Its objective is to create and maintain
liveable, inclusive and sustainable communities that support jobs and growth in
Victoria.

In this audit, we examined the public participation activities DELWP undertook to
support the development of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan within the
Port Phillip region.
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Department of Health and Human Services

The Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) is responsible for developing
and delivering policies, programs and services that support and enhance the health
and wellbeing of Victorians and improve social and economic outcomes.

DHHS provides many services directly to the community through its operational
divisions. It also funds almost 200 other entities to deliver health and human services
care in Victoria.

In this audit, we examined the public participation activities that DHHS conducted to
support the development of Victoria’s 10-year Mental Health Plan, a major reform of
mental health services.

Level Crossing Removal Authority

The Victorian Government has committed to removing 50 railway level crossings
around Melbourne. The Level Crossing Removal Authority (LXRA) is the administrative
office overseeing the removal of these level crossings. Level crossing removal projects
aim to improve safety for drivers and pedestrians, reduce congestion, and enable more
frequent train services, which will improve public travel around Melbourne. LXRA is
responsible for all aspects of the level crossing removal projects, including planning
and development, stakeholder engagement, procurement, construction and delivery.

In this audit, we examined the public participation activities LXRA conducted to support
the Caulfield to Dandenong level crossing removal project.

We conducted the audit in accordance with section 15 of the Audit Act 1994 and the
Australian Auditing and Assurance Standards. The cost of this audit was $550 000.

1.5 Report structure

The remainder of the report is structured as follows:

. Part 2 examines leadership and strategy in public participation in Victoria's public
sector

. Part 3 examines agency policies and support for public participation

. Part 4 examines the effectiveness of public participation activities in three
selected programs.

Victorian Auditor-General’'s Report Public Participation in Government Decision-Making 5






Public participation as a

strategic priority

Delivering consistent, high-quality public participation relies on both leadership at a
whole-of-government level and effective prioritisation by agencies. This Part examines
how the central agencies support better-practice principles in public participation
across the whole of government and how the audited agencies support public
participation as a priority.

2.1 Conclusion

The Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC) has demonstrated leadership by
example at a whole-of-government level by actively using public participation in its
recent activities.

However, DPC has not developed a strategic public participation framework or
guidance for the Victorian public sector. Despite this, the agencies we audited showed
strong leadership in establishing public participation as an agency priority.

2.2  Public participation as a whole-of-government
priority

Strong leadership from central agencies is essential for consistent and effective public
participation activities across the government.

The Public Sector Reform Agenda, launched by the Special Minister of State in
September 2016, includes key messages about the importance of public participation
as a whole-of-government priority. It identifies ‘co-design’ and ‘citizen-centric services’
as critical to good public administration.

We assessed the extent to which DPC and the Victorian Public Sector Commission
(VPSC) have demonstrated leadership in establishing public participation as a priority
for the Victorian public sector.

2.2.1 Whole-of-government strategy

At a whole-of-government level, a strategy for public participation is important to
provide agencies with high-level guidance, principles to follow, and a clear statement
of their obligations. DPC is responsible for leading and communicating public
participation across the public sector as a whole-of-government priority.

DPC'’s Corporate Plan 2015-19 emphasises the importance of public participation.
It identifies ‘engaged citizens’ as its second objective, and focuses on empowering
citizens to participate in policy-making and service design.

Victorian Auditor-General’'s Report Public Participation in Government Decision-Making 7
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8

2.2.2

Two recent initiatives show DPC's efforts to establish public participation as a

whole-of-government priority:

. DPC'’s whole-of-government online consultation platform, Engage Victoria, aims
to make public participation more accessible. DPC also plans to use it to provide
guidance on planning and delivering broader public participation activities to
achieve consistency and efficiency across government agencies.

. DPC is overseeing the implementation of the Family Violence and Service
Reform Strategy, based on co-design principles, and has established a
Co-Design, Consultation and Communications team with responsibility for
building co-design and engagement capability into DPC’s work on this project.

DPC'’s work in public participation needs to be evaluated to ensure its approach is in
line with better practice, and it identifies key lessons and improvements.

Need for a whole-of-government strategic framework

Although DPC has included public participation in key strategic documents and shown
leadership in specific initiatives, it has not developed a strategic framework or
statement for public participation across the whole of government.

Without such a framework or statement, there is no consistent understanding of public
participation responsibilities, priorities or practices. Interviews with DPC staff revealed
confusion about public participation and inconsistent practices within agencies. This is
particularly concerning at a time when new public participation priorities and
methodologies are emerging, such as digital public participation and co-design.

VPSC has not provided any statement or guidance on the importance of public
participation for the Victorian public sector, despite its statutory objective to strengthen
public sector capability in this area. Public participation is not one of its strategic
priorities and its effort is constrained by its current priorities and lack of resources.

Whole-of-government frameworks in other jurisdictions

With the exception of the Northern Territory and Western Australia, all other Australian
jurisdictions have a current whole-of-government strategic framework for public
participation.

Our analysis of state public participation frameworks found that all:

. highlight public participation as a government priority

. provide guidance and resources to inform better practice

. identify the policy and legislative drivers for public participation.

Four of these whole-of-government strategic frameworks for public participation
include an online engagement platform.

Monitoring at a whole-of-government level

There is no data available on the quality or effectiveness of public participation within
the Victorian public sector. DPC and VPSC do not monitor their own public
participation activities or those of other government agencies.

Public Participation in Government Decision-Making Victorian Auditor-General’'s Report
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Monitoring public participation activities would allow the public sector to evaluate its
activities, identify areas for improvement and design more effective processes.

In the absence of government data on the adequacy of public participation, we
analysed our findings on public participation from VAGO audits between 2013 and
2016. In total, 30 per cent of the 84 performance audits we conducted during this
period included negative findings about public participation in the Victorian public
sector.

Figure 2A breaks down the types of negative public participation findings identified in
VAGO audits between 2013 and 2016.

Figure 2A
Types of negative public participation findings
in VAGO performance audits, 2013-16
Type of finding Number of audits

Insufficient public participation 11
Lack of a strategy or plan

Insufficient information provided to stakeholders
Insufficient analysis of stakeholder needs
Insufficient evaluation or monitoring

Lack of coordination

N W w o N

Note: A single audit may have included more than one negative public participation finding.
Source: VAGO.

This analysis shows the particular aspects of public participation that DPC needs to
address as a priority, and demonstrates that agencies need greater direction. DPC

also needs to improve its oversight and monitoring of agencies’ public participation

activities.

2.3 Public participation as an agency priority

Strong leadership and governance within portfolio agencies is fundamental to
establishing public participation as a priority throughout the Victorian public sector.

We assessed the extent to which the Department of Environment, Land, Water and
Planning (DELWP), the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) and the
Level Crossing Removal Project (LXRA) have established public participation as an
agency priority. We also looked at whether they had established reporting and
monitoring systems and how effective they were.

DELWP, DHHS and LXRA have all shown strong leadership in establishing public
participation as an agency priority, through key strategic and business plans. All three
agencies have high-level, multi-tiered governance committees that oversee their public
participation activities. Although these agencies have begun to establish reporting and
monitoring systems, there are opportunities to improve the way they collect and
analyse data about the performance of their public participation activities.

Victorian Auditor-General’'s Report Public Participation in Government Decision-Making 9
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2.3.1

Key policies, reports and legislation

Recent policy changes have emphasised the importance of public participation for all
of the audited agencies. DELWP and DHHS have strengthened their existing focus on
public participation, and LXRA has continued to prioritise it. Figure 2B shows key policy
changes since 2010 that have had implications for public participation in the audited
agencies.

Figure 2B

Key policy changes and their implications for public participation
Policy development Year Description and public participation implications
DELWP
Inspector General 2015 This report recommended moving to a risk-reduction
Emergency target, requiring stakeholder and agency
Management (IGEM)— collaboration. DELWP accepted all recommendations
Review of Performance and committed to public participation throughout the
Targets for Bushfire process.
Fuel Management on
Public Land
Independent 2015 This investigation found poor public engagement by
investigation of the DELWP was one factor that contributed to the
Lancefield-Cobaw fire Lancefield-Cobaw fire. DELWP accepted all

recommendations and committed to improving public
participation throughout bushfire management
planning and delivery.

Safer Together Policy 2015 DELWP’s policy response to the IGEM review and the
investigation into the Lancefield-Cobaw fire included a
commitment to public participation, described as
‘putting community first’, and greater collaboration
between fire and land management agencies.

DHHS

Royal Commission into 2016 The recommendations from the Royal Commission

Family Violence, emphasised the importance of input from victim

Summary and survivors and collaboration across government

Recommendations, agencies, non-government stakeholders and the local

March 2016 community.

Mental Health Act 2014 2014 This legislation delivered major reforms to Victoria’s
mental health system, and placed people with a
mental illness at the centre of their treatment, care
and recovery.

LXRA

Transport Integration 2010 This legislation requires all transport agencies to

Act 2010 consider seven principles including ‘stakeholder

engagement and community participation’.
Source: VAGO.

As a result of policy changes, all three agencies are in transition, and it is still too soon
to determine the effectiveness of the improvements they have put in place to better
support public participation activities.

10 Public Participation in Government Decision-Making Victorian Auditor-General’'s Report



Public participation as a strategic priority

2.3.2 Strategic and operational plans

It is important that agencies embed public participation into their strategic planning.
This helps to set the agency’s direction and use of resources, and guide the activities it
undertakes.

Public participation in strategic plans

All three agencies have included public participation in their strategic or corporate
plans and have demonstrated their commitment to public participation by providing
resources and establishing effective systems.

Within their plans, each agency focuses on a different aspect of public participation:

. DELWP emphasises ‘collaboration and service excellence’ by putting the
‘community first’

. DHHS emphasises ‘co-design and engagement’

. LXRA emphasises ‘stakeholder engagement’.

The agencies vary in how they define public participation and in their chosen
methodologies and priorities.

DHHS’s planning documents focus on co-design, which is positioned at the higher end
of the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) Spectrum, between
Collaborate and Empower.

At DELWP and LXRA, public participation experts work across the strategic and
operational levels of the agency to ensure that staff have access to their expertise.

All three agencies have allocated significant resources and contracted experts in public
participation to support their activities, build staff capability and establish effective
agency systems. This demonstrates the agencies’ commitment to public participation.

Public participation in operational plans

Although their approaches vary, it is positive that DELWP, DHHS, and LXRA have all
incorporated public participation into their operational planning. It is too early to tell
how well the three agencies have incorporated public participation into their operations
through their operational plans.

DELWP and DHHS require divisional business plans to include public participation as a
priority and report on progress every six months. They also require executive
performance plans to identify priority actions for public participation.

DHHS has developed a leadership charter that commits individual executives and the
board to ‘collaborate with... partners and stakeholders to support person-centred
innovation’. DHHS plans to report on its leadership charter every six months.
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2.3.3

DELWP has introduced a community charter to clarify its approach for agency staff and
for members of the public. Under the charter, DELWP encourages divisions to identify
public participation activities, and include progress on these activities and the lessons
learnt as standing agenda items in all team meetings. To support the implementation of
the community charter, DELWP has delivered community service and interaction
training sessions to over 2 000 employees (over 95 per cent of its staff).

Both DELWP and DHHS have also engaged extensively with their staff to emphasise
the importance of public participation in their work, including in key messages and in
regular communication between ministers, executive leadership and staff.

LXRA has developed detailed public participation plans and governance systems. Its
redeveloped strategic communications strategy and its Workplan 2016-17 identify
clear objectives for public participation. They also recognise the risk of poor public
participation and identify key actions, including a comprehensive methodology for
overseeing and delivering public participation programs.

Governance

DELWP, DHHS and LXRA all have high-level governance committees that oversee

the effectiveness of public participation activities and identify opportunities for
improvement. All three agencies have recently strengthened their strategic oversight of
public participation activities by establishing further governance committees at multiple
levels of the agency, beginning with the executive leadership level. It is too early to
determine the effectiveness of these governance structures.

Because of the size and dispersed structure of DELWP and DHHS, both agencies face
challenges in ensuring their governance systems are effective. Recognising this, both
agencies have begun work to improve their governance, although there is room for
further improvement.

At DELWP, the agency’s public participation oversight subcommittee is part of the
Forest, Fire and Regions Group (FFRG). As the regional directorate that delivers
services across Victoria for the entire DELWP portfolio, FFRG was given leadership
and implementation responsibility for all of DELWP’s public participation activities. As
a result of this structure, DELWP faces the challenge of ensuring that all parts of the
agency take responsibility for public participation. DELWP’s senior executive team has
recognised this challenge and is considering forming an additional department-wide
subcommittee that reports directly to the senior executive team on public participation
activities.

At DHHS, public participation is overseen by the Strategic Engagement Group (SEG),

a subcommittee of the Integrated Community Services Reform Subcommittee. The

SEG’s purpose is to ensure that:

. co-design and engagement activities are coordinated and aligned with each other
and DHHS’s broader reform agenda

. stakeholders, including DHHS staff, receive consistent messages.
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The SEG is a way for DHHS to oversee public participation across priority reform
areas. Although in its early days, its mandate is confined to better coordinating public
participation rather than monitoring the performance of public participation activities,
analysing lessons or proposing improvements to processes or systems.

During its first year of operation, LXRA had under-developed governance systems.
Since then, it has progressively strengthened its governance committees and reporting
mechanisms for public participation, with a focus on monitoring stakeholder
engagement and identifying improvements to systems across the agency. The roles
and responsibilities of these committees are still being developed and need further
clarification.

2.3.4 Reporting and monitoring

Across all three agencies, monitoring and reporting mechanisms are under-developed.
DELWP and LXRA are taking action to improve monitoring and data collection to help
them better understand the effectiveness of their public participation activities.

DELWP used the results from its 2015 Customer Stakeholder Intelligence Survey
to establish benchmarks for stakeholder satisfaction with DELWP’s activities. This
benchmark allows DELWP to compare its performance to that of other government
and non-government agencies. DELWP has not yet fully realised the benefits of this
research.

DELWP is also in the early stages of developing new data collection mechanisms,
including measures for the effectiveness of community engagement. The FFRG is
developing an engagement monitoring, evaluation and reporting framework. DELWP
expects that these tools will be adopted across the whole agency over time. The
framework will enable DELWP to test and refine its public participation model.

Key issues for DELWP to consider include:

. ensuring public participation methods, tools and lessons are applicable and
relevant across the agency—DELWP staff raised this concern during our
interviews

. ensuring information about participant satisfaction is collected consistently, rather
than relying on self-reporting from district staff

. providing training and instruction so that DELWP staff are able to collect
consistent, accurate and useful information for monitoring and evaluation
activities.

LXRA has periodically reviewed and monitored its public participation activities
informally. Internally, it reports on its community engagement activities weekly and
monthly, and produces regular progress reports for the public. More recently it has
established monitoring and reporting requirements within its community engagement
strategy.
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2.3.5 Information management systems

LXRA has used an information system to capture stakeholder feedback on its level
crossing removal project. It allowed the project team to compile feedback from
residents on what was considered important in their local community.

Both DELWP and DHHS are in the early stages of developing information systems to
manage feedback and information about stakeholder and public participation activities,
to help them coordinate activities and improve performance. These systems should
enable the agencies to use community input across programs and to capture and
share lessons, which should help them to continue improving their systems.

DELWP and DHHS are working to overcome some issues they have encountered in

the development of information management systems for public participation,

including:

. ensuring the systems are suitable for collecting and analysing the information

. developing detailed guidance and building capability across the agency to ensure
staff know what information to record and how

. managing issues arising from the collection and recording of private information
from citizens for use for a non-specified purpose

. allocating the appropriate resourcing required in the development of a system
and its ongoing maintenance and support.
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oublic participation

Clear direction and support for public participation is necessary to ensure consistent
understanding and effective public participation practice across the Victorian public
sector. All agencies have different purposes and activities and it is important they set

their own specific policies and guidance to complement any whole-of-government
framework. Agency-wide policies should set a consistent understanding, context and
expectations across the agency. Agencies should also have access to guidance, tools,
training and the support of experts to ensure that staff have sufficient capability in
public participation.

This Part of the report examines the extent to which the Department of Environment,
Land, Water and Planning (DELWP), the Department of Health and Human Services
(DHHS) and the Level Crossing Removal Authority (LXRA) have in place appropriate
agency-wide policies and staff support.

3.1 Conclusion

The extent and quality of DELWP’s, DHHS’s and LXRA's agency-wide policies and
support for staff varies. LXRA and DHHS have comprehensive guidance, whereas
DELWP does not. LXRA has an overarching framework, but DHHS and DELWP do
not.

All agencies have taken different approaches to training, mentoring and providing
support. These inconsistencies in practice are partly caused by the absence of a
whole-of-government framework.

3.2 Policies and frameworks

Clear direction to build consistent understanding and expectations across agencies is
necessary to ensure high-quality public participation practice throughout the Victorian
public sector.

We assessed the extent to which DELWP, DHHS, and LXRA have agency-wide
policies and frameworks in place to establish a consistent understanding of public
participation and agency responsibilities and requirements for their staff.

LXRA has developed a comprehensive framework for public participation. DHHS and
DELWP do not have an overarching framework. A comprehensive framework is
important to clarify responsibilities across both agencies.
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3.2.1 Agencies’ policies and frameworks

DELWP, DHHS and LXRA have noted the importance of public participation in
key high-level strategic and corporate documents. However, these are high-level
documents which indicate importance but do not clarify agencies’ expectations.

LXRA has recently developed a comprehensive engagement and communication
framework that provides clear messages about agency requirements, expectations,
roles and responsibilities. This framework incorporates information gathered during
12 months of public participation activities and will shape LXRA's future approach.

DHHS has not developed a comprehensive public participation policy or framework

to underpin their high-level strategic documents. Guidance material provides some
information, but it is focused more on giving instructions on public participation and
co-design to practitioners. DHHS is currently developing a stakeholder engagement
guide to provide comprehensive guidance on conducting public participation activities.

Key staff in DHHS have indicated in interviews that there is confusion about public
participation, including lack of clarity about the emphasis and use of co-design
techniques and how they relate to other public participation priorities. The stakeholder
engagement guide and other recently released guidance material may address some
of this confusion, although DHHS still needs to develop a clearer statement about its
agency-wide approach to public participation.

DELWP does not have an overarching public participation strategy or framework.

The Forest, Fire and Regions Group (FFRG) has developed a community partnership
engagement strategy to guide its work, but this is not applicable to other DELWP
portfolio areas and intentionally does not reference public participation concepts or
provide detail, but rather uses broad descriptive language. Although this strategy is
positive in flagging the importance of public participation and the range of forms public
participation may take, it does not provide a clear conceptual framework across the full
breadth of DELWP’s functions and public participation responsibilities.

FFRG has advised us that it has intentionally not included what is often perceived to
be complex public participation information in order to build a stronger recognition
across DELWP that public participation is everyone’s business and is fundamental to
all customer and community interactions. Not providing a roadmap approach to public
participation creates a risk that key aspects of public participation may be overlooked.
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3.3 Tools to support public participation

Well-designed tools support consistent practice and staff capability in public
participation methodologies.

We assessed the extent to which DELWP, DHHS and LXRA provide sufficient
guidance, training and access to public participation expertise to support consistent
and efficient approaches to public engagement.

All three agencies have developed tools to support public participation. However, as
the agencies have recently developed these tools, or are still to fully implement them, it
is too early to assess whether they effectively support public participation.

3.3.1 Guidance for staff

It is positive that all three agencies have developed guidance for staff, although
DELWP has not yet rolled out its resources and should do so as a priority. Both LXRA
and DHHS have developed comprehensive guidance, but it is too early to tell whether
it is being used by staff.

LXRA recently developed a communications and engagement strategy, including a
handbook and planning template, which outline requirements and provide instructions,
tools and templates. These resources provide a strong foundation to support
consistent approaches to engagement across LXRA projects, but it is too early to
evaluate how well staff are applying them.

DHHS is currently developing a comprehensive stakeholder engagement guide. This
guide will emphasise the role of engagement in DHHS work, the process needed to
run a successful public participation activity, and a guide to DHHS'’s use of co-design
methods.

FFRG has developed the Community Engagement Capability and Capacity
Framework, although it is not clear when and how DELWP will roll it out. It focuses
on training. Comprehensive information is also available in DELWP’s engagement
planning workbook and tools, developed by the former Department of Sustainability
and Environment in 2004 and republished in 2015. However, DELWP advises that
there is poor awareness and use of this resource and that its comprehensiveness
sends a signal that engagement is complex and requires specialist expertise. Given
these concerns, it is important that DELWP develops an overarching framework with
supporting resources and training so that there is a consistent approach.

3.3.2 Training

Training in public participation methodologies is another key support to build staff
capability. All agencies are heavily investing in public participation training, although it
is too early to assess how effective this training is.
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3.3.3

DHHS has invested significant resources in training. The training uses a model based
on practical skills-based training rather than classroom-style delivery, and at this stage
is focused on developing co-design capability. DHHS will also use its stakeholder
engagement guide, once it is completed, as well as expert support from specialist
public participation staff and champions, and its ongoing work to establish a
‘community of practice’—a peer support network across the agency.

This work demonstrates that DHHS has a comprehensive approach to the challenging
objective of building capability across such a large and dispersed agency. It is critical
that DHHS monitor and evaluate its training and resources regularly.

DELWP has shown its commitment to public participation by providing introductory
training to 95 per cent of its staff (over 2 000 people). The aim is to develop
agency-wide basic public participation skills in order to deliver on the promise in
DELWP’s Community Charter. This training has now become part of the DELWP
orientation program.

DELWP is seeking to consolidate this training with more in-depth or tailored training
programs depending on staff members’ roles. FFRG, which has primary responsibility
for community interaction, is the first group to be offered this training.

LXRA has provided specialised training, such as resilience training, as needed. LXRA
has also engaged external consultants to create training on the implementation of its
handbook and specialist communications training. The aim is to make this training
available to engagement staff across all projects. Although this is a positive step, the
provision of training to staff has been slow, given that LXRA has been in operation
since May 2015.

Access to public participation expertise

Another support to build staff capability is access to mentoring from internal and
external experts. All three agencies have taken a different approach, and all are
effective in ensuring staff have access to public participation expertise.

We assessed the extent to which DELWP, DHHS and LXRA provide access to
specialist public participation expertise and provide opportunities to share lessons and
build capability in public participation methodologies.

LXRA has public participation staff located in each project team. This model is effective
given LXRA's role and the large number of projects it is managing. LXRA supports its
staff with external public participation expertise as required.

DELWP has a Community Partnership Engagement Support team, composed of
11 full-time-equivalent staff—with six fixed-term staff to provide engagement support
and advice related to forestry and fire planning.
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Reviews of documents and interviews show that the teams in both agencies inform
direction setting, develop guides and tools, deliver advice across their agencies and
provide intensive support on key public participation activities. Both specialist teams
locate their own staff within operational teams to provide intensive support for a
specific time period. This is an effective way to build capability, self-sufficiency and
strong networks across the agency.

DELWP has a longstanding community of practice focused on engagement, but it is
unclear how it fits in DELWP’s new public participation structure, which aims to support
peer learning and information exchange to inform system improvements.

DHHS is in the early stages of establishing a community of practice to build capability
and foster shared learning, through both online and face-to-face training. DHHS's
approach of providing broad general training and supporting co-design pilot projects
should also contribute to building expertise in public participation throughout the
agency.
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Public participation activities should meet their objectives and fulfil policy, legislation
and better practice principles in their planning, implementation and evaluation.

This Part of the report examines the extent to which public participation activities
conducted by the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP),
the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) and the Level Crossing
Removal Authority (LXRA) have been effective in fulfilling their public participation
objectives, and comply with the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2)
better practice principles.

We examined the purpose and range of specific public participation activities the three
agencies conducted—and the stakeholders involved—in the programs listed in

Figure 4A. We also examined the extent to which they implemented their planned
public participation program and whether it fulfilled its purpose.

Figure 4A
Public participation programs examined in this audit

Program Department

Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, East Central—Port Phillip DELWP
Region (bushfire management plan)

Victoria’s 10-year Mental Health Plan (mental health plan) DHHS

Caulfield to Dandenong level crossing removal project (level crossing  LXRA
removal project)

Source: VAGO.

4.1  Conclusion

Conducting an effective public participation program is difficult and complex. All three
agencies were generally effective in their public participation activities, and the
programs met most of their objectives. There are opportunities for all agencies to learn
from their activities and identify opportunities for improvement. DHHS and DELWP
need to better plan their activities to fit within available time frames.

4.2  Scope of our assessment

The three public participation programs we looked at are located within different

agencies and sectors, and have different purposes. This means that some features of
these public participation programs are not directly comparable, but they do help us to
identify key achievements and common challenges in the public participation process.
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4.3

We measured effectiveness by assessing how well the programs achieved their public
participation objectives and the extent and effectiveness of stakeholder consultation.
We did not assess the resulting outcomes or stakeholders’ satisfaction with these
outcomes.

IAP2 better practice states that good public participation should include a clear
purpose and defined deliverables, and use appropriate public participation methods to
fulfil this purpose. It should also involve those who are affected by the decision in the
decision-making process.

Clarifying the purpose of public participation means that stakeholders have a clear
understanding of the impact they are able to have, and agencies can effectively
manage the public’s expectations. All three agencies could have clarified the purpose
of their public participation better.

For two of the programs—the mental health plan and the bushfire management plan—
the purpose of public participation was to seek stakeholder input into the development
of strategic plans. The third program—the level crossing removal project—had a
broad-ranging purpose to inform and consult stakeholders about the implementation
processes and key design and construction features of the program.

All three programs used a wide range of public participation activities to inform and
consult relevant stakeholders, agencies and communities. Only one program—the
level crossing removal project—fulfilled its purpose and undertook all of its activities as
planned. More detailed information on each program’s purpose, activities and
stakeholders can be found in Appendix B.

Planning public participation activities

To be effective, public participation activities must have:

. clearly defined objectives and scope

. an appropriate methodology that reflects understanding of affected stakeholders
and their needs

. a plan for identifying and mitigating risk

. appropriate resources and time lines

. plans for review and evaluation.

We examined the extent to which the audited agencies’ public participation activities
were comprehensively planned, and in line with requirements and documented public
participation objectives and methodology.

All three programs had public participation strategies and plans for their public
participation activities, and the plans included most components. There are
opportunities for all three agencies to improve the comprehensiveness of their planning
documentation.
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4.3.1 Objectives and scope

DELWP developed a comprehensive engagement plan for the bushfire management
plan that included clear objectives and clarification of elements that were negotiable
and non-negotiable.

For the mental health plan, the purpose for the public participation activities was
unclear. DHHS developed three primary public participation documents. Across these
documents, the purpose of the public participation and how input from stakeholders
would inform the plan’s development was ambiguous. At various points, it was
described as aiming to inform, consult, collaborate and involve. These terms imply
different degrees of public participation, decision-making power and ownership, which
confused stakeholders.

LXRA developed an overarching communications and stakeholder engagement
strategy for public participation during phases one and two of the level crossing
removal project, with additional public participation plans for particular activities. These
included clear objectives focused on both the purpose of the public participation and
the quality of the process.

4.3.2 Methodology

The methodology was mostly planned well across the three programs, with some room
for improvement. The three agencies did not adequately document their risk mitigation
strategies and resourcing.

All three programs demonstrated sufficient planning of their approaches to public
participation, with an appropriate balance of traditional and innovative activities, and
clearly delineated outcomes and time lines for each component. In some cases, the
programs used innovative activities that established new ways to engage with
stakeholders.

All three programs identified a diverse range of stakeholders as the focus of the
public participation. However, analysis of stakeholders’ levels of interest, influence
and need varied. The bushfire management plan included a comprehensive list of key
stakeholders and categorised them according to interest and influence, and then
identified appropriate public participation activities to maximise their participation.

All three programs identified risks or issues associated with public participation, but the
agencies’ mitigation strategies to manage these issues or risks varied. Agencies need
to improve their planning for risk mitigation. Careful planning for risks at the outset
could have contributed to better outcomes during implementation of the agencies’
public participation programs.

Resource planning for the three programs was incomplete, with little clarity within each
plan to determine whether resources, staffing numbers and capability would be
sufficient.
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4.4

For the level crossing removal project, there appeared to be appropriate resources and
staffing allocated for public participation activities, using a combination of LXRA staff
and external contractors and consultants. However, LXRA had insufficient
documentation of budgets for activities, staffing resources and skills across internal
and external staff.

Although time lines were outlined in the public participation plans for each program,
staff across the three agencies gave consistent feedback that effective public
participation takes time and that time lines were a constant challenge.

Managing stakeholders

4.4.1

Stakeholders need to be fully informed throughout the public participation activity to

ensure they have a good understanding of the reasons for seeking their feedback. This

includes:

. informing stakeholders about the purpose and scope of public participation and
ensuring they understand them

. providing relevant and timely information and resources to stakeholders to enable
them to give meaningful input

. informing stakeholders of viewpoints given during public participation activities
and how this information was used to inform decision-making

. giving stakeholders an opportunity to provide feedback on the public participation
process, to help assess which aspects worked and which could be improved.

We examined the extent to which the selected programs provided appropriate
information to stakeholders to clarify the purpose of the public participation activities,
enable informed input, and to share the input received from stakeholders and how it
was used. We also examined the extent to which the programs collected stakeholder
feedback on satisfaction with the public participation process.

One of the challenges facing the level crossing removal project and the bushfire
management plan was the difficulty of engaging stakeholders on issues that were
strategic but not currently urgent to stakeholders.

The level crossing removal project and the mental health plan engaged groups that
can be hard to reach, such as culturally and linguistically diverse groups and regional
stakeholders. The bushfire management plan did not. DELWP has acknowledged it did
not adequately engage the program’s diverse stakeholders.

Clarifying the purpose for stakeholders

All three programs provided information to stakeholders, such as discussion papers,
fact sheets, newsletters and stakeholder briefings. This information identified the role
of stakeholders in the decision-making process, the scope of public participation
activities and the extent of their influence on decision-making.

For the bushfire management plan, the purpose of public participation activities was
sufficiently clear and unambiguous.
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Stakeholders for the mental health plan and the level crossing removal project did not
fully understand the purpose and limitations of the public participation activities,
despite being given information about them. Reasons for this lack of understanding
included inconsistent or ambiguous messaging, and agencies’ failure to sufficiently
take into account the previous history and context of the issue, which was likely to
influence how stakeholders interpreted the purpose of the public participation.

Community expectations created by a previous failed rail crossing removal proposal
resulted in stakeholders not fully understanding or accepting the purpose of public
participation activities, particularly the first ones conducted.

4.4.2 Reporting back to stakeholders

Reporting back to stakeholders is important to ensure that they understand how their
feedback has been used. It also helps develop stakeholders’ ownership of the
outcomes. When reporting back to stakeholders, the three programs provided different
levels of information.

For the mental health plan and the level crossing removal project, the community
perceived the information they received about their input to be insufficient and not well
distributed. For the mental health plan, this contributed to stakeholder dissatisfaction
and a perception that stakeholder input was not clearly evident. As a result,
stakeholders were confused about the purpose of the public participation and its
limitations.

The engagement team for the bushfire management plan advised us that they had
reported general feedback to the community reference group but they had not provided
information about how input had been used. They acknowledged this was an area that
could be improved in the future.

DHHS did not clearly report how community input had been used to shape the mental
health plan. Engagement staff reported that feedback to stakeholders was not as
extensive as planned due to tight time lines and changes to the format of final public
participation activities. This appears to have contributed to the disappointment among
participants, particularly consumers and carers.

The level crossing removal project provided detailed information about the input they
had received from stakeholders and made a good effort to advise stakeholders how
this input had informed decisions. However, the agency could have provided more
information about how community input had been used in the competitive design
selection process. LXRA advised us that this information could not be shared due to a
commercial-in-confidence selection process. Although this is a real and reasonable
constraint, it could have been better managed by LXRA explaining these constraints to
stakeholders.
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4.4.3

4.5

Stakeholder satisfaction

Across the three programs, stakeholder feedback about satisfaction with the public
participation process has only been collected for a small number of activities. Where
stakeholder feedback was collected, it was generally positive, although—as already
discussed—there was some dissatisfaction with the lack of feedback about how input
had been used.

The level crossing removal project and bushfire management plan both collected
participant satisfaction feedback for some public participation activities, as outlined in
Figure 4B. For these activities, participants were satisfied with the process and
opportunity to provide input.

Figure 4B
Stakeholder feedback collected on public participation activities
Program Stakeholder feedback collected
Level crossing removal e Community Tender Advisory Panel—participant
project evaluation and feedback forms (n=13)
Bushfire management plan e Community reference group—external project
evaluation
e Public workshops—participant evaluation and feedback
forms

Source: VAGO.

For the mental health plan, DHHS did not actively collect formal feedback from
stakeholders about their satisfaction with the process, despite it being a component of
the program’s public participation plan. However, based on discussions with DHHS
staff and our meetings with a limited number of key public participation participants,
stakeholders appear to be largely very satisfied with the public participation process
and activities, but they were dissatisfied with information provided about how their
input was used.

Timeliness of public participation activities

It is essential that agencies build in sufficient and reasonable time lines for meaningful
public participation. Rushed public participation processes can lead to scepticism
among participants and create the risk that the program will not deliver its objectives.

We examined the extent to which the selected public participation programs allowed
enough time to gain informed stakeholder input.

Despite tight time frames, the level crossing removal project fulfilled its purpose

and undertook its activities as planned. The mental health plan and the bushfire
management plan were unable to follow through on their public participation activities
due to short time lines. This reduced the effectiveness of their programs. These
agencies need to better plan their public participation activities to fit within available
time frames.
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Mental health plan

Public participation activities for the mental health plan were delayed by several
months, which reduced the time available for consultation. Production of the discussion
papers, and the ministerial and departmental approval processes, exceeded the
planned time frames. As a result, despite being planned for May and June 2015, public
participation activities occurred in August and September. This was very close to the
release date of the final plan in November 2015.

This delay limited DHHS'’s consultation of and feedback to stakeholders, and
contributed to some disappointment among consumer and carer stakeholders—
which is important given the previous history of poor consultation with the sector.

Bushfire management plan

The bushfire management plan also experienced challenges in the timing of public
participation activities, which it identified in the project evaluation report. Staff advised
that they did not undertake all planned public participation activities due to time
constraints. Internal delays in approval processes also resulted in a delay in the
community feedback workshops on the draft bushfire management plan. This
compromised the value of the input collected in these workshops, as they occurred
too late for the input to be taken into account before the plan was finalised.

4.6 Evaluating and improving public participation

All public participation activities should be evaluated to confirm that they achieved the
public participation purpose and identified key lessons and areas for future
improvement.

Failing to evaluate public participation means agencies have no clear understanding
about whether they have achieved their objectives or successfully engaged with
stakeholders. They are also unable to address any weaknesses and learn from their
experiences in future public participation processes.

We examined the extent to which the three programs have demonstrated effectiveness
in achieving public participation objectives and informing improvements.

All three agencies need to improve their approach to evaluation to ensure their agency
can effectively learn from its public participation practices and improve public
participation.

The bushfire management plan and level crossing removal project conducted
evaluations of their public participation activities, although there is scope for both
agencies to improve their approach. For the mental health plan, DHHS did not
evaluate the public participation processes, outcomes or stakeholder satisfaction.
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Bushfire management plan

The bushfire management plan evaluated the introduction of risk-based bushfire
management planning, focusing on the impact, effectiveness and achievements of the
project, and on learning and continuous improvement. The evaluation included
questions focused on public participation, including both the process and outcomes.

The evaluation was planned before the program began and involved a detailed matrix
to measure effectiveness. Although this approach to evaluation is encouraging, it could
be improved by broadening the data collected, making public participation a specific
focus within the evaluation, and including assessment of features of good public
participation practices.

DELWP’s Forest, Fire and Regions Group is currently working to review and improve
the evaluation process of strategic bushfire management public participation activities.
This should help DELWP to conduct more informative assessment of the effectiveness
and quality of public participation.

Level crossing removal project

LXRA conducted a range of informal and mid-term reviews of the public participation
activities that were part of the level crossing removal project. LXRA also recently
completed a formal external review.

Both the reviews and evaluation relied on the views of a small number of staff from
LXRA and project partners. LXRA needs to also routinely collect stakeholder feedback
about their public participation experiences and their satisfaction with public
participation opportunities. LXRA recently recognised this in its newly developed
Community Communications and Engagement Strategy and Handbook.

LXRA has adopted and consolidated recommendations from these reviews in the
Frankston level crossing removal project, and in enhanced governance, guidance and
reporting systems.

Public Participation in Government Decision-Making Victorian Auditor-General’'s Report



Appendix A.
Auait Act 71994 section 16—

submissions and comments

We have professionally engaged with the Department of Premier and Cabinet, the
Victorian Public Sector Commission, the Department of Environment, Land, Water and
Planning, the Department of Health and Human Services and the Level Crossing
Removal Authority throughout the course of the audit. In accordance with section 16(3)
of the Audit Act 1994 we provided a copy of this report or relevant extracts to those
agencies, and requested their submissions and comments.

Responsibility for the accuracy, fairness and balance of those comments rests solely
with the agency head.

Responses were received as follows:

Department of Premier and Cabinet ............oovveiiiiiiiiiiiee e 30
Victorian Public Sector COMMISSION ........coiiiiiiiiiiiieiiee e 32
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning...........cccccccovecivieeieeeeeesciinnnn, 33
Department of Health and HumMan SErviCes..........ccivvviieii it 36
Level Crossing Removal AULNOTILY ......oocvviiiiiieiiiiiees e 41
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Premier and Cabinet
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Premier and Cabinet —
continued
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Commissioner, Victorian Public Sector Commission
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Environment, Land, Water
and Planning
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Environment, Land, Water
and Planning — continued
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Environment, Land, Water
and Planning — continued
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Health and Human
Services
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Health and Human
Services — continued
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Health and Human
Services — continued
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Health and Human
Services — continued
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Secretary, Department of Health and Human
Services — continued
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Chief Executive Officer, Level Crossing Removal
Authority
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Appendix A. Audit Act 1994 section 16—submissions and comments

RESPONSE provided by the Chief Executive Officer, Level Crossing Removal
Authority — continued
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Appendix B.
Program and public

participation purpose
and activities

Figures B1, B2 and B3 give detailed information the purpose, activities and
stakeholders for each of the three audited programs.

Figure B1
Strategic bushfire management plan
Bushfire management plan
Duration 2013-14

Program overview Development of a strategic bushfire management plan for the region,
informed by evidence and local knowledge, which would meet the
requirements of the Code of Practice for Bushfire Management on
Public Land (Department of Sustainability and Environment, 2012) and
establish agreed priorities and understanding of bushfire risk

Public participation  To seek input to the development of the three-year bushfire
purpose management plan in order to integrate community values, bushfire
science, biodiversity values

Type of public Consult, Inform
participation
Public participation e Community reference group

activities e Agency reference groups and working groups with the Country Fire
Authority, Melbourne Water and local councils

e Public workshops

e Community events and conferences

o Newsletters

e Website and online forum comments
Stakeholders e Parks Victoria

e Country Fire Authority

e Melbourne Water

e Local Government Association

e Emergency Management Victoria

e Victoria Police

e Tourism Victoria

e Vic Forests

e Wine industry

e Victorian National Parks Association

e Traders associations

e Research organisations

e Community groups—residents, local schools and cultural groups
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Figure B2

10-year mental health plan

Mental health plan

Duration March—November 2015

Program overview Development of a strategic plan to provide strategic direction in
cross-portfolio mental health policy and program development

Public participation purpose o

To inform the processes for developing the new mental
health plan

To seek input for the development of a mental health plan
shared by the sector, to ensure it reflects the experiences
and input of stakeholders

Type of public participation Inform, Consult, Involve, Collaborate

Public participation .

activities o

Stakeholders .

Presentations and meetings with key sector bodies

Discussion papers (outcomes, key priorities and strategies)
and 13 issues papers

40 face-to-face consultation workshops with consumers and
carers, mental health providers and workers, government
agencies, mental health experts and researchers, and the
public

Public participation website and online forum
Formal written submissions

Collaborative analysis workshop with Consumer Partnership
Forum on engagement feedback

Online newsletters and emails

Consumers

Carers

Specialist mental health providers and workers
Government and community services

Health Services Commissioner

Disability Services Commissioner
TANDEM—Victorian Mental Health Carers Network

VACCHO—Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled
Health Organisation

Health Services Union
Australian Association of Occupational Therapists
General public
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Figure B3
Caulfield to Dandenong level crossing removal project

Level crossing removal project

Duration Phase 1: August-November 2015
Phase 2: February—March 2016

Program overview Removal of level crossings at nine locations between Caulfield
and Dandenong to improve safety and ease and reliability of
travel

Public participation purpose e Inform stakeholders about the project scope and keep
stakeholders updated about project phases
¢ Inform proposed design and urban design features with
community input on local values and issues
e Consult community on the preferred design solution, design
of new community open spaces, construction planning

Type of public participation Inform, Consult
Public participation e Interactive community sessions
activities

e Community Tender Advisory Panel on proposed designs

e Community Open Space Expert Panel (COSEP)

e Stakeholder liaison groups for construction planning

¢ Interactive trader sessions

e Trader information and needs survey

e Broad community and transport user survey

e ‘Social Pinpoint’ online community mapping and comments

e One-to-one kitchen table meetings with residents along rail
corridor

e Formal written submissions
e Local council briefings and workshop

e Community, local trader and train pop-up information
stands

e Community feedback sessions

e Resident door-knocks and letter drops

e Community newsletters, billboards

e Project website, social media, email and phone line
Stakeholders e Residents along the rail corridor

e Suburbs and communities along the corridor

e Local businesses and traders

e Local community groups

e Multicultural associations

e Returned Services League

e Local schools

e Local councils

e Members of Parliament

e Public transport users

e Road users

e Government agencies
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Auditor-General’s reports

Reports tabled during 2016-17

Report title Date tabled
Enhancing Food and Fibre Productivity (2016-17:1) August 2016
Audit Committee Governance (2016-17:2) August 2016
Meeting Obligations to Protect Ramsar Wetlands (2016-17:3) September 2016
Efficiency and Effectiveness of Hospital Services: Emergency Care (2016-17:4) October 2016

High Value High Risk 2016-17: Delivering HVHR Projects (2016-17:5)

October 2016

Security of Critical Infrastructure Control Systems for Trains (2016-17:6)

November 2016

Financial Systems Controls Report: 2015-16 (2016-17:7)

November 2016

Auditor-General’'s Report on the Annual Financial Report of the State of Victoria,
2015-16 (2016-17:8)

November 2016

Water Entities: 2015-16 Audit Snapshot (2016-17:9)

November 2016

Portfolio Departments and Associated Entities: 2015-16 Audit Snapshot (2016-17:10)

November 2016

Local Government: 2015-16 Audit Snapshot (2016—-17:11)

November 2016

Public Hospitals: 2015-16 Audit Snapshot (2016-17:12)

November 2016

Access to Public Dental Services in Victoria (2016—17:13)

December 2016

Managing the Performance of Rail Franchisees (2016-17:14)

December 2016

Managing Community Corrections Orders (2016-17:15) February 2017
Regulating Gambling and Liquor (2016-17:16) February 2017
Managing Public Sector Records (2016-17:17) March 2017
Effectiveness of the Environmental Effects Statement Process (2016-17:18) March 2017
Managing Victoria's Planning System for Land Use and Development (2016—17:19) March 2017

VAGO'’s website at www.audit.vic.gov.au contains a comprehensive list of all reports issued by VAGO.




Availability of reports

All reports are available for download in PDF and HTML format on our website
www.audit.vic.gov.au

Victorian Auditor-General's Office
Level 24, 35 Collins Street
Melbourne Vic. 3000
AUSTRALIA

Phone: +61 3 8601 7000
Fax: +61 3 8601 7010
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