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Situation / problem: 
The Midland Highway is a strategically important 
road in Victoria, linking Geelong and Ballarat.  
It serves as a key freight route for agricultural 
industries to get their goods to market, and is also 
vital for commuters, connecting the growing towns 
along the highway to jobs and services in Ballarat.  

The Midland Highway between Buninyong and 
Clarendon was identified as one of Victoria’s high-
risk regional roads. Between 2012 and 2017, eight 
people were seriously injured and tragically, one 
person lost their life on this stretch of road.  

To address the frequency and severity of serious 
injury and fatal crashes, and reduce road trauma the 
Department of Transport’s Safer Roads team, in 
partnership with TAC, conducted a number of safety 
assessments and determined the that the highway 
could be made safer by:  

- Installing left-hand and centreline flexible safety 
barriers to reduce the risk of run-off-road and 
head-on collisions 

- Constructing an additional overtaking lane in 
each direction to provide safe overtaking 
opportunities 

- Installing rumble strips to alert drivers if their 
vehicle begins to veer from their lane 

- Widening and sealing the shoulders of the road  
- Improving the intersection of Clarendon-Lal Lal 

Road by constructing turning lanes, traffic 
islands and adding extra signage 
https://caportal.com.au/vicroads/safer-
roads/benefits  

While the works would result in significant 
improvements to safety along the 12 km stretch of 
highway, widening the road to install centreline 
barrier required more than 330 trees to be removed 
and concerns were raised about the environmental 
impact and community sentiment this would have.  

 
 
Following the 2019/2020 bushfires, which burnt 
approximately 1,500,000 hectares across Victoria, 
there was also considerable attention being given to 
preserve remaining habitats for impacted species.  

Objectives 
Given the extent of the works, tree removal and 
disruptions to the community over the project’s 
duration the communications and engagement plan 
focused on a number of key negotiables including:  
 

1. ensuring the location of overtaking lanes 
and pull-over bays met the needs of the 
community and main road users 

2. improving intersections that would provide 
the most safety benefits  

3. informing and engaging the community 
during the environmental decision making 
process  

4. working with community on solutions to 
minimise the impact on native environment  

5. removal of timber and foliage from the site 
6. access for seed collection for revegetation 

of the sites 
7. replanting of trees to include community 

involvement opportunities 
8. maintaining access to properties along the 

Midland Highway  
 

 
  

Mindful of the community sentiment and awareness 
state-wide about removing trees post bushfires the 
Safer Roads team led significant activities that 
focused on public participation, including 
collaborating and involving key stakeholders.  
This demonstrated that 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 (IAP2 Core Value 1). 
 

https://caportal.com.au/vicroads/safer-roads/benefits
https://caportal.com.au/vicroads/safer-roads/benefits
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Methodology 
In developing the communications and engagement 
plan the team created an extensive community profile 
that looked at the highway location and key users, 
the City of Ballarat municipality as well as the local 
population demographic.  
This was then extended out to identify all key 
stakeholders and the level of impact they’d 
experience prior to, during and after construction 
took place.  
Once this community profile had been mapped out 
and risks to do with access, environment, disruption, 
cultural heritage and safety had been identified the 
team created a range of communications collateral 
that would support meaningful engagement and 
quantify both the safety benefits of the project and 
transparently represent the environmental impacts.    
 
The team collaborated with the communities closely 
understanding that they were well-informed and 
passionate about both the town and the environment 
surrounding the area. Several members of the 
community also had connections to the Western 
Highway duplication protest, so caution was taken to 
keep them informed and involved at all project stages 
to minimise negative media risks.  
Collaboration with key stakeholders took place in 
many forms prior to construction, including:  
- door knocking residents and working closely 

with the Buninyong and district communities to 
provide detailed information about the location of 
trees which would likely be impacted  

- consulting the Registered Aboriginal party group 
to determine if there were any culturally 
significant trees to consider 

- driving along the site with community members 
and key stakeholders, including local Landcare, 
to familiarise the project team with the trees and 
environmental concerns 

- holding discussions were community members 
regarding the safety for wildlife, in particular 
koalas, as a result of the project  

- actively involving the CFA in design and planning 
discussions, via one-on-one briefings with the 
project team to make sure the organisation was 
comfortable with how we were meeting their 
concerns regarding access. During these 
discussions, the CFA raised concern about the 
possible removal of a walnut tree from the 
project site. After listening to this feedback, the 
design was changed to avoid impacting this tree, 
which has historical significance for many in the 
community 
 

By presenting the designs early to the community 
and taking time to work through plans and concerns 
raised the team provided participants with the 
information they needed, allowing them to participate 
in a meaningful way (IAP2 Core Value 6) 
 
Public participation includes the promise that the 
public’s contribution will influence the decision, 
demonstrated in the change of approach with the 
Walnut Tree. (IAP2 Core Value 2) 

Impact of engagement approach 
Following significant consultation with a range of 
impacted community members and representatives 
several changes were implemented to the project 
designs, these included: 
 
1. The placement of ropes across the Midland 

Highway to assist with animal crossings, this 
was a direct result of conversations with the 
community  

2. The Clarendon-Lal Lal Road intersection 
upgrade, this was not included in the original 
design and was included to meet CFA and 
community expectations and concerns around 
crash statistics at that intersection 

3. Vegetation replanting opportunities and timber 
repurposing were driven by the community.  
 

Public participation includes the promise that the 
public’s contribution will influence the decision. (IAP2 
Core Value 2)  
 
Throughout the project’s lifespan, from early design 
to implementation and construction the team have 
continued to seek input from stakeholders about their 
preferred level of involvement.  
 
Consideration has always been taken to work with 
the community to suit their needs.  
Public participation seeks input from participants in 
designing how they participate. (IAP2 Core Value 5) 
The communications and engagement methodology 
has included, but is not limited to:  
- Regular meetings with key stakeholders 
- Attending the Buninyong Community Festival 

and the Buninyong Environmental Festival 
- Door knocking of impacted residents along road. 

If the residents were out, we would made 
appointments to meet with them (prior to Covid) 

- Direct project team phone numbers on all 
correspondence 

- Meetings the Buninyong District Community 
Association and other organisations/groups, 
including emergency services 

- Adapting established communication channels in 
response to the impacts of COVID-19, to ensure 
the community continued to receive regular 
updates.   

Information and feedback from these meetings are 
considered when looking at designs and 
opportunities for further collaboration are explored. 
The Safer Roads Environmental Team were also 
consulted so that feedback could be implemented 
where possible when repurposing the trees.  
 
The team will continue to work with stakeholders 
throughout the tree replanting process, which is 
scheduled for after the project ends. Tree replanting 
is set to run from May to July 2021, with feedback 
informing tree-planting and seed collection on the 
project site. The dates set are also based on the 
needs of the Landcare group in the area.  
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Public participation seeks out and facilitates the 
involvement of those potentially affected by or 
interested in a decision (IAP2 Core Value 4).  
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Tree removal fact sheets were developed to support conversations and empower the community to understand and 
meaningfully contribute to discussions regarding project designs and environmental impacts.  

 

 

Project fact sheets to explain the types of treatments being installed and how this reduces road trauma.    

Communications collateral to support community engagement   
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Challenges 
External changes to engagement throughout 
project – a considerable amount of engagement and 
relationship building with the community and key 
stakeholders on this project was done via face to 
face engagement in 2019 and early 2020. Due to the 
Government Covid-19 protocols regarding social 
distancing and non-essential activities, particularly in 
Victoria, engagement was heavily modified for most 
of 2020. The time spent during the design phase on 
early engagement has been paramount to the 
project’s success during Covid-19 and resulted in 
ongoing community support.  
Strong relationships built with the Buninyong District 
Community Association (BDCA) early on have also 
enabled the team to share project updates through 
their channels and identify opportunities for future 
collaboration on other strategic projects and 
priorities, using this connection as a way of being 
introduced to other stakeholders groups. 

Environmental impacts in 2019/2020 – as 
previously highlighted while early engagement and 
community support had been gained in 2019 there 
were significant losses to flora and fauna from the 
2019/2020 Victorian bushfires. This damage gained 
significant coverage of the loss of habitats and 
animals being displaced -  

https://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/home/biodiversity-
bushfire-response-and-recovery  
It also resulted in more media coverage and 
community outrage on projects where trees were 
removed without proper community consultation and 
consideration of the impacts to wildlife -  

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-02/koala-
deaths-in-victorias-south-west-to-be-
investigated/11922088 

Although the conversations regarding tree removal 
had begun on this project prior to this time, the team 
took extra care, displayed empathy and continued to 
work to reassure the community and environmental 
groups that we were seeking avenues to repurpose 
timber from the site. This eventually was further 
extended to finding ways to reuse leaves, with gum 
leaves donated to a nearby local koala sanctuary. 

Not all community requests for the project could be 
accommodated – the community and certain 
stakeholder groups were well informed, vocal 
contributors who held a lot of sway and respect in 
the area. In early discussions the BDCA lobbied very 
passionately to have a reduced speed of 80km 
introduced to 8km of the project length. The team 
worked through their proposal over a number of 
meetings to illustrate why this was not feasible. This 
included presenting more detailed evidence to show 
that the Midland Highway had been designed as a 
100km/h road, and that reducing the speeds would 
make the planned infrastructure safety upgrades 
redundant, meaning that barrier and intersection 
improvements would no longer be required with a 
lower speed. The team also facilitated conversations 
that showed that speed reductions posed significant 

implications to the freight industry and community 
more broadly. 

Further investigation was also done with other 
stakeholders, and the team found that the opinion of 
the BCDA on speed didn’t represent the broader 
sentiment of the Buninyong community.   

The way these challenges have been mitigated 
support sustainable decision making, that reflects the 
needs of a broad range if stakeholders and road 
users. Now that the project is heading to the final 
stages of construction the team continue to do this 
by providing ongoing feedback to key stakeholders 
and ensuring delivery of what was promised from 
the outset is clearly communicated, as well as 
organising community tree-planting sessions, post-
construction.  
 

 

Satisfaction 
The success through delivery, mitigation of 
challenges and positive relationships continue to 
illustrate the community and stakeholder satisfaction 
on this project. What started as one of the more high-
risk projects, with environmental and community 
concerns, has transformed into one of our most 
positively viewed safety upgrades, and also received 
very favourable media coverage.  
 
When trees were removed mid-year and leaves were 
donated to feed resident Koalas at a nearby 
sanctuary there were a number of media stories 
which ran – all focused on the repurposing of timber 
and leaves rather than the volume of trees removed.  
 

 
 

https://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/home/biodiversity-bushfire-response-and-recovery
https://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/home/biodiversity-bushfire-response-and-recovery
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-02/koala-deaths-in-victorias-south-west-to-be-investigated/11922088
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-02/koala-deaths-in-victorias-south-west-to-be-investigated/11922088
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-02/koala-deaths-in-victorias-south-west-to-be-investigated/11922088
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Members of BDCA and Landcare group are now 
working with the team not just to replant and 
repurpose trees on this site, but also look holistically 
at how this approach can be replicated on other 
projects. It continues to be a priority not just for the 
Department of Transport but is facilitating broader 
conversations with community interest groups and 
external organisations. The level of interest and media 
coverage will support future opportunities to 
repurpose timber and provide a leading example of 
environmental best practice for other projects.  
 
The team are also now working on a number of 
events with the school and community in May-July 
including planting sessions, to create a safe and 
beneficial environment to undertake these activities.  
Within Safer Roads, all staff involved or aware of the 
project success and stakeholder satisfaction are 
committed to achieving similar outcomes on future 
works. This extends well beyond the communications 
and engagement team, to included Project 
Managers, the environmental teams, site surveillance 
and even all the way up to senior leadership and into 
other regions.  

 

Innovation 
The measures taken on this site to overcome 
challenges and think outside the realm of standard 
practices has transformed the way tree repurposing 
opportunities are now investigated during the project 
development stage.  
 
Going the extra mile to address community concerns, 
meant we were able to find genuine changes and 
improve outcomes for the community.  
The team adopt a far more innovative approach 
where tree removal is likely to be undertaken, and are 
now able to reference this project to examine 
opportunities for potential repurposing and 
community input.  
 
Senior Environmental Officer for Safer Roads, Munshi 
Shahid attests, “While safety improvements are 
crucial for the regional community and overall road 
users, we cannot deny the fact that road upgrades 
and projects can impose significant barriers to most 
non-flying animals. The physical encroachment on 
the land can restrict the animal’s range, make 
habitats inaccessible and can lead to an isolation of 
populations,”.   
 
On this project, particularly when it came to the 
environmental impacts and community perception of 
tree removal, the team’s collaboration with the 
community and internal and external stakeholders 
demonstrates their innovative dedication to 
addressing concerns and working together to find 
genuine ways of improving practices.  
 
The partnership with local interest groups and 
Landcare has reduced the environmental impact of 
the project and has resulted in upcoming tree 
planting activities as well as most of the timber 

collected from the Midland Highway Buninyong to 
Clarendon being re-used.  
The team liaised with the Ballarat Wildlife Park to 
provide 17 koalas with a diet of fresh gum leaves 
from the repurposed trees that were removed as part 
of the safety upgrade.  

 
 
Outside of the immediate team the arborist 
contracted for this project is now working with the 
Ballarat Wildlife Park regularly to ensure that the 
animals receive fresh gum tree leaves after trees are 
felled on other projects. It’s great that this initiative 
has been taken up, not only does it save time, it 
provides fresh leaves for the wildlife park, ensuring 
more product is being repurposed and not thrown 
away as waste, while helping our native wildlife to 
thrive. 
 
Communications and engagement are also working 
with the environmental team to implement additional 
measure on this project to minimise impacts on 
habitat and support strategic environmental priorities 
across the state. This includes the installation 30 nest 
boxes along the project corridor. The boxes will be of 
varying size and shapes to cater for different animals. 
These include possums, microbats, duck, 
kookaburra, rosella, lorikeet, and owl. The site will 
also have fauna ladders installed over the highway to 
allow for cross migration of the species and a 
specialist arborist will be engaged to identify the best 
trees to take the job.  

In the long-term, a revegetation strategy will also be 
introduced – meaning post-construction we’ll be 
planting trees, shrubs, and bushes over a three-year 
period.  

Often these environmental impacts can’t be avoided 
– but this project is a leading example of how new 
and innovative ways can be developed to ensure our 
road users and our wildlife are safe for many years to 
come. It also demonstrated that genuine engagement 
and community collaboration often facilitates the best 
possible outcomes for all parties involved.  

Once these new measures are implemented, we also 
anticipate that the project and its use of innovation 
will also gain more media attention, enabling us to 
share these opportunities with the general public and 
other organisations more broadly.  
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Three of our satisfied stakeholders  


