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DRAFT Consultation Expectations

2025
Guideline

Consultation Expectations Guideline for Water Decision-Making

This Guideline sets out the expectations of stakeholders for public consultation on water policy decision-making, and our commitments in engaging. 
Developed by the National Irrigators’ Council (NIC), this document is intended to cover the expectations and commitments of our industry (and the people and communities we represent), but we believe these extend to all stakeholders. We welcome all stakeholders sharing this Guideline. 
This Guideline is based on the guidance provided by the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2), including the IAP2 core values, code of ethics, public participation spectrum, and quality assurance standard. 
This Guideline has been developed in the context of considerable challenges faced by stakeholders in public consultation on water policy, leading to reform and consultation fatigue. We have been concerned that Government agencies have misinterpreted this fatigue as – ‘stakeholders don’t want to be consulted’ – which is not correct. 
Stakeholders do want to be consulted, and must be, in the important and critical matters of water policy decision-making. But – this needs to be done well.  
Stakeholders rarely mind being involved in consultation if they agree with the problem-definition and feel part of working towards the solution. 
The frustration and fatigue comes from feeling consultation is not genuine, input is not valued, they are not empowered to affect change, disagreement with the problem-definition, feel time and resources are wasted with pre-determined outcomes or proposals that lack rigour, or poorly designed and rushed processes. 
We hope that this Guideline provides a resource for government agencies, decision makers, and other stakeholders to communicate what is meant by “good consultation”. 
Ultimately, good consultation is in the interests of everyone, as part of the process to better decisions. 

Consultation is not a courtesy—it’s a responsibility
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[bookmark: _Toc199502549]Executive Summary
This guideline was produced to provide clarity on what our industry considers ‘effective engagement’ in the context of consultation on policy development and implementation, for all stakeholders and address ongoing concerns regarding poor public consultation.
[bookmark: _Toc199502550]Principles for good consultation – what we expect





[bookmark: _Toc199502551]Our commitments for consultation – what we will do



[bookmark: _Toc199502552]Background
[bookmark: _Toc199502553]What is considered good-practice?
The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) is recognised as an authority on public engagement. This Guideline relies heavily on the values, principles and practices published by IAP2 for this reason. 
The IAP2 definition of engagement is:
“Engagement is an intentional process with the specific purpose of working across organisations, stakeholders, and communities to shape the decisions or actions of members of the community, stakeholders, or organisation in relation to a problem, opportunity, or outcome.”
IAP2 Core Values and Code of Ethics
The IAP2 Core Values define the expectations and aspirations of the public participation process, and are commonly accepted as informing best practice engagement. 
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The IAP2 Code of Ethics is a set of principles which enhance the integrity of the public participation process.
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The IAP2 Quality Assurance Standard outlines 11 steps of a standard process for engagement, as per the below. 
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This also includes an Evaluation Framework, with examples of exemplary quality processes. 
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[bookmark: _Toc199502554]What’s the problem?
The National Irrigators’ Council has a Policy Principles that “Governments must effectively engage industry in policy development and implementation.”
This Guideline has been prepared for two reasons; to provide context to our principle about what is “effective” engagement but also address an ongoing concern by stakeholders about poor public consultation practices. These concerns have led to stakeholders feeling:
· Unheard – with the outcomes of consultation processes not reflecting what stakeholders have raised during the consultation;
· Frustrated - without appropriate opportunity to have a say or influence change, and feeling time and efforts participating are wasted;
· Disempowered – when stakeholders feel a preconceived outcome has been determined, and they are simply being ‘informed’, not consulted;
· Disrespected – when consultation appears superficial, or a ‘tick the box’ exercise, rather than a genuine opportunity for meaningful collaboration;
· Aggrieved – when poorly developed solutions are put on the table, or a poorly understood problem-definition, which stakeholders feel they carry the burden of needing to correct;
· Overwhelmed – by the volume of consultations, and demands placed on people to participate, whilst the matters of the consultation are too important to not participate;
· Left out – when consultation occurs too late for meaningful input, or is rushed;
· Sense on injustice - when the views of those directly impacted are not valued, or get diluted by the views of those not directly impacted.
These concerns have been well documented over time. For example, the Independent Panel Assessment of Socio-Economic Conditions in the Basin recommended:
“strengthening community consultation approaches so that consultation on issues with potentially material social, economic and/or environmental implications are not rushed or superficial”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/seftons-report-september-2020.pdf ] 

It is observed that there has been a decline in the adequacy of public consultation processes, for fear of Government agencies being too involved with stakeholders. This has been an unfortunate product of media reporting such as the 4 Corners ‘pumped’ program many years ago. It is important to note that while ‘undue influence’ and ‘corruption’ are of course strictly not tolerated (noting there were no findings of this occurring), this does not mean government agencies should not undergo proper consultation with stakeholders whom are directly impacted by decision-making. Indeed – the concern that things would go too far was even anticipated and highlighted in the report by Ken Matthews:
“It will be important also to recognise that stakeholder engagement needs to be designed for two-way traffic... The department’s unfortunate experience of the Four Corners program should not be allowed to drive a passive ‘listening’ agenda only.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Independent investigation into NSW water management and compliance ] 

“… that is no reason for the department to be hesitant about close consultation with irrigator groups in the future. Indeed, the department has a special obligation to understand the views of irrigators, and irrigators have a right to be heard.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Independent investigation into NSW water management and compliance ] 

However, despite this, the industry feels this is entirely what has occurred, with consultation (in many, not all) instances being reduced to just listening (one-way communication), and feeling unheard. 
[bookmark: _Toc199502555]What’s the solution? Expectations of good consultation
1. [bookmark: _Toc199502556]Stakeholders expect consultation to happen - stakeholders want to be consulted, and have a right to be when directly impacted

	The IAP2 Australasia Core Values, include:

“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.”

	



We agree. 
Stakeholders feeling confident that they will be part of the decision-making process is an integral part of building broader confidence in systems of water management, and overcoming deeply entrenched trust-deficits. 
More so, stakeholders not only have a right to be consulted, but want to feel valued - that processes of consultation which harness their input will lead to better outcomes. Put simply, stakeholders don’t want to be seen as just a step of the process, but part of understanding the problems and working together towards solutions. 
[bookmark: _Toc199502557]When should consultation happen?
The below triggers are key indicators, which if they apply, should reasonably call for consultation. 

[bookmark: _Toc199502558]Simply, if in doubt consult. Or, at least, ask. As the IAP2 Australasia Core Values says:
	The IAP2 Australasia Core Values, include:

“Public participation seeks input from participants in designing how they participate”



[bookmark: _Toc199502559]Consultation is an active process
	The IAP2 Australasia Core Values, include:

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



We agree.
To us, this means that consultation is not just passive (i.e. placed on a website), but that government actively seeks out individuals who will be impacted, to ensure they are aware of potential changes, and invited to participate. For example, directly impacted parties should be notified directly. 
[bookmark: _Toc199502560]Consultation amidst consultation fatigue
Frustrations expressed by stakeholders whom are experiencing reform and consultation fatigue, is no indication that they do not want to be consulted – they do, and must be. 
In situations where there is considerable reform, public agencies should undertake best endeavours to minimise consultation fatigue (which does not mean avoiding consultation). 
For example, this can look like:
· Make the consultation feel worthwhile – stakeholders rarely mind being involved in consultation if they agree with the problem-definition, and feel part of working towards the solution. The frustration and fatigue comes from feeling input is not valued, won’t affect change, or disagreement with the problem-definition. 
· Have the conversation about consultation  – ask stakeholders how they would like to be engaged and design a process that suits. 
· Be mindful of the time in which consultation occurs – e.g. consultation during harvest time is very challenging for farmers, as well as during school holidays.
· Streamline with other ongoing consultations (including across agencies, or levels of government) – e.g. if organising a meeting in a community, combining consultation sessions means people are not having to make several trips into town.  
· Know the audience – a highly-informed and highly-engaged audience may not need to spend time covering the basics - a presentation pitched at the wrong level could come across as patronising or be seen as a waste of time. 
· Get a gauge – know the networks of key people, to gauge preliminary information on how to approach consultation, including opportunities to streamline with other events, potential issues to overcome, and the level of interest. 
· Build trust and respect – by being upfront about the scope for change, the negotiables and non-negotiables, and the role for stakeholders in the consultation. Be honest – saying “I don’t know that” or “I can’t answer that” is better than speaking around it or giving vague answers. 
· Determine formality – consultation doesn’t always have to be a huge formal process, in fact, formality can add rigidity and make both parties less comfortable (of course, formality is important in some instances). 
· Be prepared – have the right people in the room, with the right information, so people feel the time is valuable, and can have questions answered. 

[bookmark: _Toc199502561]Stakeholders expect consultation to be genuine and meaningful, with an open-mind to outcomes (not pre-determined)

	The IAP2 Australasia Core Values, include:

“Public participation includes the promise that the public’s contribution will influence the decision”




We agree. Failing to do this, leads to stakeholders feeling like they have not been heard.
What this looks like is:
· Be upfront on the purpose of the consultation, including the scope for change (both negotiable and non-negotiables) from the beginning. Where there are limitations in the scope for change, explain this. 
· Consult early – so stakeholders feel part of identifying the problem and building the solution. Presenting a solution as the starting-point will feel like a pre-determined outcome. If a non-desirable solution, this will immediately make stakeholders feel the need to be defensive or to knock-down the proposal, rather than to work together on solutions. 
· Be upfront on the intended role of stakeholders, and how their input will be used.
· Report back to stakeholders on the outcomes of the consultation so they feel heard. 
· Provide reasons for the decisions, particularly if the decision has been contrary to the recommendations of stakeholders, to explain the decision. 
[bookmark: _Toc199502562]Stakeholders expect consultation to start at the beginning (the problem-definition), not just the solutions at the end

	The IAP2 Quality Assurance Standard, says:

“Regardless of the nature of the engagement exercise, it is important to clearly define its purpose and explain why the planned engagement is occurring.”




An agreed problem-definition is an essential starting point. If this is not agreed, or if disputed, the remainder of the consultation process will be based on problematic foundations.
What this looks like is:
· Explain the problem: The onus is on the party bringing forward the consultation (usually the government) to explain their understanding of the problem to be solved. This should include evidence to substantiate their understanding of the problem.
· Consult on the problem: Stakeholders should be involved at this stage of the process, to ensure the problem-definition is comprehensively understood (not misunderstood).
· Understand the problem: collate an evidence-base to demonstrate the problem, including input from consultation. This may require reshaping the initial problem. 
· Frame the problem-definition – avoid divisive language, generalisations, or unsubstantiated claims to lay the foundation for constructive consensus building (see below from Code of Ethics).  
· Be specific – a poorly defined problem, will lead to a poorly defined solution. 
· Reach agreement on the problem-definition - this is an important stage of the consultation process – this cannot be assumed. Proceeding without this stage risks future challenges. 
· Determine if justification for change (and feasibility for change) – once the problem-definition is established, and agreed, there is then a decision-point about whether this warrants action or change. This will include considering the level of certainty/likelihood of the problem, level of impact, level of risk, and the ability/feasibility for change. 
The below figure shows this as a process for establishing the problem-definition. Whilst presented in a linear way, consultation should occur throughout this process. 


Following this process will set the foundations for good consultation on solutions. This will ensure stakeholders agree on the need/purpose of consultation, can have a shared-vision, and it will build confidence in the process for forming solutions. 
It is important to emphasise the last step, in determining whether the problem is such that it warrants a solution. Determining this (as above), requires considering the level of certainty/likelihood of the problem occurring, level of impact/significance, level of risk, scale of the solution required, and the ability/feasibility for change. Critically, the feasibility for change must be at the centre of any future consultation discussions.  
	The IAP2 Code of Ethics, says:

“We will avoid strategies that risk polarising community interests or that appear to “divide and conquer.”


 
[bookmark: _Toc199502563]Stakeholders expect consultation to be empowering to affect change, not just to be informed – it’s a two-way process

	[bookmark: _Hlk199253020] The IAP2 Australasia Core Values, includes:

“Public participation includes the promise that the public’s contribution will influence the decision.”

“Public participation communicates to participants how their input affected the decision.”



The IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum is “designed to assist with the selection of the level of participation that defines the public’s role in any community engagement program”[footnoteRef:5]. The “spectrum shows that differing levels of participation are legitimate depending on the goals, time frames, resources and levels of concern in the decision to be made. However, and most importantly, the Spectrum sets out the promise being made to the public at each participation level.”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  IAP2 IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum - IAP2 Australasia]  [6:  IAP2 IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum - IAP2 Australasia ] 
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What this looks like is:
· Identify and communicate the intended level of participation for various stakeholders – this should occur from the start. This manages expectations of how the public is intended to be involved. For example, if stakeholders expect to be ‘consulted’, but the government agency approaches it to ‘inform’, this will inevitably create frustrations, and lead to stakeholders potentially wasting time and resources engaging in a one-way process, and feeling unheard. 
· Maximise the level of empowerment for directly impacted parties, as appropriate
· For stakeholders directly impacted by water reforms, where the outcome will have a significant and material impact, being ‘informed’ of such changes with no agency to shape the outcome is not considered acceptable – this should lean towards collaborate or at least involve (as appropriate).
· For stakeholders who may be interested, but not directly impacted, a lower level of ‘consult’ or ‘inform’ may be more suitable. 

[bookmark: _Toc199502564]Level of participation for water users in water reform with a direct impact
Based on the above spectrum, we believe ‘collaborate’ should be the purpose of engagement with our industry on matters of direct impact, in most instances. This involves partnering with stakeholders “including the development of alternatives and the identification of the preferred solution” and the Government looking to stakeholders for “advice and innovation in formulating solutions and incorporate your advice and recommendations into the decisions to the maximum extent possible”. At a minimum, the purpose of engagement should be “involve”, defined as “to work directly with the public throughout the process to ensure that public concerns and aspirations are consistently understood and considered” and that the Government will “work with you to ensure that your concerns and aspirations are directly reflected in the alternatives developed and provide feedback on how public input influenced the decision”. 
We accept that in the management of a public resource, across multiple objectives, placing the final decision in the public’s hands may not be appropriate given the role of the government to consider multiple interests, objectives and methods to minimise or mitigate impacts. 
Likewise, as a major impacted stakeholder, with parties significantly and materially impacted (and in a complex and often poorly understood operating environment), we do not accept that simply being informed of policy changes (i.e. one-way communication) is acceptable. Similarly, being ‘consulted’, based on the definition in the above framework, also falls short of expectations, in the sense that it is based on simply obtaining feedback with no obligation to take it into consideration. 
This is reflected in the diagram below, with colour coding to show the level of acceptance of each approach on typical water policy public participation processes. Those marked in pink are considered not acceptable (for the reasons outlined above), yellow may be acceptable in some instances, and green the preferred / most suitable approach for most instances. The final mode ‘empower’ which involves placing the final decision in the hands of the public, we believe is not appropriate for any stakeholder in the water policy landscape, due to the multiple stakeholders, multiple objectives, and the legitimate role of Government to be acting to ensure appropriate outcomes across the public interest. 
[image: ]

[bookmark: _Toc199502565]Stakeholders expect consultation to be transparent, such as reasons for decisions, and reporting back on outcomes from input

	The IAP2 Australasia Core Values, include:

“Public participation communicates to participants how their input affected the decision.”



“Closing the loop” can take a number of forms, such as documenting the input provided in consultation, providing a response, identifying the process to reach outcomes, and reasons for decisions. 
This has a number of important functions in the consultation process:
· Ensures stakeholders feel heard, by noting (in writing) what was said;
· Provides opportunity for clarification, as stakeholders can review to ensure their input was interpreted as intended;
· Provides a response, so stakeholders can see how their input was used or not used;
· Ensures due-diligence, to justify decision-making and record reasons for decisions; 
· Provides a record for transparency and accountability. 

What stakeholders want to see in “closing the loop”:

In our experience, ‘What we’ve hear reports” become a record of step 1 – document, and sometimes, step 3 – respond.  Most lack evidence of a due diligence check and the critical elements of responding and providing transparency of the process going forward. 
[bookmark: _Toc199502566]Stakeholders expect consultation to see us as partners, with valuable contributions, not just part of a process

	The IAP2 Code of Ethics, says:

“We support public participation as a process to make better decisions that incorporate the interests and concerns of all affected stakeholders and meet the needs of the decision-making body.”



This sentiment that public participation is a process to make better decisions, is important. The alternative, is stakeholders feeling like the consultation is a “tick the box” exercise, that doesn’t genuinely consider the input. 
What this looks like:
· Select models that empower stakeholders to be involved in the process and solution – this may involve co-design, partnerships, or collaborations
· Acknowledge what input is being sought – to recognise the value being brought to the table - i.e. local knowledge, industry expertise, cultural knowledge, etc, 
· Be open-minded to the outcome – i.e. no predetermined outcome, but scope to shape outcomes
· Consulting with sufficient time to shape the outcome – i.e. consulting early, when there is still opportunity to shape the outcome (and problem-definition). 
· Listening to input – i.e. hearing what is said, and taking it into consideration, without dismissing it
· Act on input – this is the biggest indication that input is genuinely valued, when stakeholders can see it reflected in the final outcomes. This may not always mean doing exactly what is said, but clearly demonstrating how the feedback is taken on board and used to shape an outcome. 
[bookmark: _Toc199502567]Stakeholders expect consultation to have adequate information to understand impacts and provide informed input

	The IAP2 Australasia Core Values, include:

“Public participation provides participants with the information they need to participate in a meaningful way.”




What this looks like:
· Provide impact assessments – if a solution is being proposed, this must be accompanied by assessments of the impacts (both positive and negative). This is crucial to be able to demonstrate success of the proposed solution, as well as to demonstrate that impacts have been considered, and what they are. If stakeholders don’t have this information, they cannot engage in a meaningful way.   
· Pitch the level of information appropriately – by identifying the level of knowledge of stakeholders, to determine what level of detail is required, such as whether background information is needed.
· Cover the gaps – ensure that information on key areas of interest is available (including the right people in the room, for meetings) to be able to answer questions. 
· Detail is good – if a solution is being proposed (noting the above that it is better to work together to design solutions, than simply propose one) - detail is crucial to get to the nitty-gritty of what is being proposed. A lack of detail can lead to grey-area, which creates space for misunderstandings or misinterpretation. 
· Be prepared – stakeholders role can be assisting to ground-truth information or to provide unique expertise or perspectives, but this does not replace agency staff needing to be across the brief. Stakeholders will feel a lack of confidence if they perceive that staff may not be competent or skilled in the subject matter. 

For example, in the event that a government consults with water users on a proposed policy change, the consultation information must cover (at minimum):

In this context, due-diligence may include:
· Risk assessment
· Regulatory impact assessment
· Cost-benefit analysis
· Feasibility assessment
· Verification of data or ground-truthing 
· Inclusion of all impacted parties 
· Exploration of alternative options 
* This is not to suggest each of these is necessary prior to every consultation, as this will be subject to the nature of the consultation. Indeed, consultation should not be delayed while these processes occur, as they can be timely. However, depending on the nature of the consultation, some of these steps would be reasonably expected. Stakeholders should be able to have confidence that these processes are occurring, and if sticking points arise, work should be prioritised to ensure the desired information is available to inform consultation. 
[bookmark: _Toc199502568]What’s the solution? Commitments of stakeholders
In participating in consultation, we believe all stakeholders should commit to being:


What this looks like:
· Respectful
· Engage with others professionally and politely, with appropriate conduct
· Value diverse perspectives and experiences (even if not shared)
· Recognise every stakeholder as having an important seat at the table, and a job to do, including the decision-maker
· Participate in good faith
· Be open about interests, affiliations, and intentions to support trust and clarity in the process
· Constructive
· Contribute ideas that support progress, both in putting forward solutions and when offering criticism or raising concern
· Seek to worth together with others as much as possible, finding opportunities for common ground
· Be open to criticism or disagreement – it’s ok, not personal, and part of the process to reaching good outcomes
· Foster an environment that enables solutions and collaboration 
· Informed
· Make the effort to understand the issues, background, and context
· Use evidence, data or reasoning wherever possible
· Seek to understand the views of others, without assumptions or prejudice
· Be accountable to the information you present, to ensure accuracy and avoid intentional misinformation 
· Solutions-focused
· Be helpful, by putting ideas and options on the table
· Be positive, with an eye to the opportunities 
· Focus on problem-solving – while raising concerns and impacts is important, consultation is not a forum for airing grievances
· Enable moving forward - maintain momentum by avoiding unproductive conflict or repetitive or circular arguments

[bookmark: _Toc199502569]Conclusion
This Guideline is intended to capture the expectations and commitments of stakeholders in public consultation. 
While developed by NIC, we believe this can be used for all stakeholders, whom all have important seats at the table. 
Of course, every consultation situation is different and needs to be tailored to the unique basis of the nature of that consultation. This Guideline is intended to be general in nature. 
We hope that this Guideline provides a resource for government agencies, decision makers, and other stakeholders to communicate what is meant by “good consultation”. 
Ultimately, good consultation is in the interests of everyone, as part of the process to better decisions. 

Happen - stakeholders want to be consulted, and have a right to be when directly impacted


Start at the beginning (the problem-definition), not just the solutions at the end


Empower us to affect change, not just to be informed - it's a two-way process


Be transparent, such as reasons for decisions, and outcomes from input


See us as partners, with valuable contributions, not just part of a process


Have adequate information to understand impacts and provide informed input


Be genuine and meaningful, with an open-mind to outcomes (not pre-determined)



Constructive


Informed


Solutions-focused


Respectful



Yes


The stakeholder is directly impacted 


The stakeholder is indirectly impacted or affected 


When decisions may affect rights or entitlements


When public confidence is required


Legal, ethical or moral obligations 


E.g. an amendment to a statutory water plan which will change access arrangements of an entitlement holder


E.g. a new water purchase program, which may increase prices on the water market for all


E.g. an amendment to a statutory water plan which will impact the reliability of water allocation


There is a need for a shared-vision, or ownership of solutions


E.g. the development of a new national water initiative or local long-term  water strategy


E.g. in designing a new policy that requires 'buy-in'


E.g. requirements under legislation to consult


It can enhance the outcome, making for a better decision


E.g. changes to the management of an environmental flow, where local knowledge is beneficial, or partnerships may be possible



Explain the problem


Consult on the problem


Understand the problem


Frame the problem


Reach agreement on the problem-definition


Assess the problem - does it warrant progressing?



Document


Undertake due-diligence on inputs to ensure accuracy from all parties


Respond to what was said


Provide reasons for any decisions


Provide transparency on process


Establish pathway forward


Note the inputs at consultation


Check


Respond


Reasons


Transparency


Pathway


How will this solve the problem?


How will it impact me?


Has due-diligence been done?


How will it impact others?


What is the problem?


Why is this the best solution?



Constructive


Informed


Solutions-focused


Respectful
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IAP2's Spectrum of Public Participation was designed to assist with the selection of the level of participation that defines the
public’s role in any public participation process. The Spectrum is used internationally, and it is found in public participation
plans around the world.
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