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Case Studies Series 2021 
Core Values Awards 2021 – Project of the Year – Disaster & Emergency 
Case Study 1: Start small, think big, change fast – NSW Bushfires Clean-up   

 

Highlights at a glance   

 Laing O’Rourke – NSW 2019/2020 Bushfires Clean-up in partnership with NSW Public Works Advisory (PWA) 

 To get Councils, local suppliers and property owners participating in the Bushfires Clean-up Program 

 IAP2 spectrum - inform – consult – involve – collaborate 

 Methods – ethical priority matrix, forums, Council meetings/ongoing liaison, one on one engagement with 

property owners, data management and information packs to media/Members of Parliament  

 Three outcomes showing impact of engagement: 1) Complaints represented 1% of all engagement, 2) $180 

million injected into local economies and 3) outreach program found an additional 130 eligible properties  

 Three key engagement takeaways: 1) Keep the community at the heart, 2) staff psychological safety always 

comes first and 3) set your processes but always look for efficiencies and improvements. 
 

Key search words: Bushfires, disaster recovery, clean-up, ethics, mental health, engagement, community recovery 
 

IAP2 Australasia Case Study Series aims to provide members with access to factual stories which demonstrate 
successes, challenges and insights from completed public participation projects. This free resource aims to 
increase practitioner knowledge, improve engagement practices and the experience of public participation.  

To access and search the Case Study Library/Database (IAP2A Members: head to the Member Resources Section)  

Want to know more about publishing a Case Study? Email info@iap2.org.au 
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1.0 Introduction 

 

This case study presents …  

Section 2.0 provides an overview of the project background 

and public participation context including how the 

engagement project was designed and planned. Section 3.0 

describes the implementation phase including how the 

engagement was managed from delivery through to 

analysis and reporting. Section 4.0 presents a reflection of 

the engagement with a focus on evaluation outcomes, 

impact and insights as well as evidence against the IAP2 

Core Values for the practice of public participation.  

 

A project like no other 

In early 2020, with fires ravaging New South Wales causing devastating loss of life and destruction to 

people’s homes and livelihoods across 45 local government areas, Laing O’Rourke was awarded the 

opportunity to manage this major clean-up in partnership with PWA. 

From the very beginning, we acknowledged that this project was like no other. This was not our usual 

construction project, but a community engagement project where the community would need to be at the 

heart of all our decisions from the beginning until the end. We needed to build relationships and gain the 

community’s trust to help traumatised families recover and begin to re-imagine a new life after tragedy.  

This required us to think differently and ensure our processes and decision making would always be guided 

by what was best for the community. This approach also determined how and where we would undertake 

the clean-up. In light of that, Laing O’Rourke partnered with Elton Consulting to deliver the on the ground 

engagement with the community, and a 24/7 call centre. 

We also recognised early on the need to build and maintain trusting relationships with Government, local 

Councils and the supply chain to implement the clean-up quickly and efficiently, working with them, and 

gaining insight from them, to deliver our program of works. 

We enabled the community to guide us on how best to help them and often this was on a case-by-case 

basis. Our work had to adjust to meet the individual home owner’s needs and, wherever we could, we 

aimed to meet and exceed their expectations. 

1.0 Introduction

2.0 Background3.0 
Implementation

4.0 Outcomes, 
impact and 

insights
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Throughout the clean-up, this focus on the community never wavered and our team stood side by side 

with the community while we delivered the clean-up. We provided the support to get people into a 

position where they were ready to rebuild. 

It was an intense, emotionally fraught time where a lot needed to be done and fast. However, we could 

not possibly clean-up the whole State at the same time. Some tough, ethical prioritisation decisions had to 

be made. With external, expert help, we created an ethical framework to guide our decisions about where 

to start the clean-up, this also provided a process that people could trust. 

We also needed many more workers to help us get the job done meaning we needed to drastically speed 

up and simplify our procurement processes to engage a large local workforce of subcontractors. This also 

built community trust and put approximately $180 million back into bushfire-affected economies. 

As the clean-up started the COVID-19 pandemic also emerged, and the initial six weeks of restrictions 

imposed by the Government from March 2020. In order to still provide a tailored and personalised service, 

our community engagement teams and work crews adapted quickly and lead the way showing the 

community that work could still be delivered, while keeping the community safety.    

This case study is about Laing O’Rourke’s change of approach to stakeholder engagement and 

communications for the NSW Bushfires Clean-up Program (bushfires program) which won the 2020 NSW 

Premier’s award for Recovery and Resilience. Our entry is titled ‘start small, think big, change fast’ which 

became our mantra. It was non-negotiable that we hit the ground running and begin to provide services to 

affected communities. This involved us crafting processes and ways of working that may not have been 

perfect, but got the job done. Over time, and with a commitment to continuous improvement, we refined 

our engagement methods and service offering until we were working at our most efficient, to best help the 

people of NSW.  

This project advances knowledge or practice in: 

 Ethically prioritising work and communicating this after a large-scale natural disaster with intense 

media scrutiny  

 Engaging with communities that are suffering after a natural disaster. This includes vulnerable 

members of communities, and those that may not traditionally choose to engage with the 

Government  

 Engaging with remote communities who may have limited access to email, mobile or landlines  

 Engaging during a global pandemic – building trust without handshakes 

 Empowering engagement and construction teams to work together 
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 How to provide content and continual progress updates to the media and keeping Government and 

affected Members of Parliament well informed 

 Preparing employees for going into a disaster zone and supporting communities in crisis 

 How to find one source of truth from many data sources 

 Successfully changing your traditional procurement to enable the fast hiring of local suppliers to 

deliver the work and get money back into local economies quickly 
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2.0 Background  

 

Design engagement 

 Organisation, sector and geographical location   

On 15 January 2020, we received a phone call from PWA 

inviting us to participate in a fast-tracked tender. The tender 

was submitted within a few days and by late January we were 

appointed as the major contractor to clean-up after the 

2019/20 NSW bushfires.  

The focus was to engage local suppliers and manage the safe 

removal of destroyed or damaged buildings that could 

impede people rebuilding. 

The clean-up was a huge task geographically stretching from 

the northern part of the State down to the 

Victorian border and inland through the snowy 

Mountains as well as west of the Blue Mountains 

– roughly an area the length of the United 

Kingdom.  

 Engagement objectives, purpose, scope –  

o To raise community awareness and 

understanding of the program and its 

delivery  

o To support the identification of local capability for the clean-up, enhance local engagement and 

maximise economic benefits flowing back into communities 

o To communicate clearly, consistently and as quickly as possible with key stakeholders around the 

clean-up and engage with them about affected properties and our prioritisation decisions 

o To ensure Laing O’Rourke’s engagement remained sensitive to communities and subcontractors  

o To promote an internal team culture that puts the highest value on wellbeing and mental health  

o To provide regular content and progress about the clean-up to the media and the many Members 

of Parliament (MPs) who had affected constituents 

Key context points: 

- Where should the clean-
up start and end? 

- A huge work area to 
cover across the State 

- Bushfires in some areas 
were still burning while 
clean-up began 

- Every property would be 
different so property 
owners would need to be 
involved  



 

6 | P a g e  
 

 Describe affected stakeholders, sentiment & level of influence   

In January 2020, to help inform the design of our engagement strategy we carefully analysed and 

considered each Local Government Area where the bushfires program would be delivered, reviewed 

the co-ordination of the clean-up effort to date and looked at the current media landscape.  This 

helped us analyse the general stakeholder sentiment. 

There was some distress amongst our target stakeholders about the clean-up efforts to date which 

had been hampered by access issues, presence of hazardous materials to be removed and the need to 

find adequate space at local tips for the waste. 

This was largely attributed to the Emergency Management Framework used in NSW, and the scale of 

the fires. When fires started burning along the North Coast of NSW in September 2019, the response 

and recovery was largely treated as isolated events with local Council taking the lead. As such, service 

standards differed depending on the size of the local Council area and their in-house capability.  

By late December, when the scale of the bushfires was clear, the Government declared a State 

Emergency meaning that under the NSW Emergency Management Framework PWA could take the 

lead on a consistent and co-ordinated clean-up approach.  

While this provided a favourable long-term outcome, in the short-term there was varying levels of 

confusion with residents, conflation as to who was owning the clean-up issue, and response to the 

offer of clean-up assistance. For example, residents on the north coast had largely resigned 

themselves to the fact that additional clean-up assistance would not be provided when the Program 

was announced given the five-month gap between the fire and announcement of the Program.  
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To many residents on the north coast the offer of additional clean-up assistance was largely 

welcomed.  

Contrast this to residents on the south coast who were still reeling in the immediate aftermath of the 

fires, and felt like the Bushfires Clean-up Program was not moving fast enough.   

In summary, stakeholder distress was linked to the following themes:  

o Some misperception about the co-ordination approach of those organisations already cleaning up  

o Lack of understanding or awareness about the engagement with local Councils and/or local 

Members of Parliament (MPs) 

o Limited access to information and resources due to no or intermittent mobile and internet 

coverage (affected by bushfires)  

We also noted an intense and ongoing media focus on the recovery effort since late 2019.  

Likely level of influence including what role was given to stakeholders both in the decision-making 

process and whether you sought their input in the design 

Affected 
stakeholders 

Likely influence 
level 

Role in decision 
making 

Sought input IAP2 spectrum 

Individual NSW 
property owners 
affected by 
bushfires 

Low 
power/influence 

High 
impact/interest 

Yes – especially 
during one on one 
engagement to 
scope works 

Yes Collaborate 

Councils in affected 
areas 

High 
power/influence 

High 
impact/interest 

Yes Yes Consult 

State and Federal 
Governments 
(agencies) 

High 
power/influence 

High 
impact/interest 

Yes Yes Consult 

Local suppliers and 
industry 

Low 
power/influence 

High 
impact/interest 

Yes Yes Consult 

Media/MPs High 
power/influence 

Low 
impact/interest 

No No Inform 
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 Outline engagement history, anticipated risks & constraints  

Engagement history to date 

At the start of the Program, the engagement done to date had largely been undertaken by Councils, or 

service organisations working in the recovery space. For residents, we were just another organisation 

calling or visiting them to offer assistance - many of whom were perceived to fail to follow through 

with their promises.  

We needed to provide a reliable and tailored service that delivered on its promises.  

  

Anticipated risks 

o The ethical dilemma of where the clean-up should start and end – who should be prioritised? 

o There was difficult access into some affected areas which prevented works from beginning 

o Negative media attention and scrutiny 

o Limited communications with property owners (some had no landline, no mobile, no email)  

o Sending our staff into a crisis (mental health risks) and the impact of this stress on their wellbeing 

o Properties containing asbestos and the delivery of works in a way that met both legislative 

requirements for asbestos removal, and the quick timeframes required.  

 

Constraints  

o A huge geographic region affected by fires making it impossible to operate everywhere at once 

o Limited or difficult access to some areas and finding landfill space to deposit the waste 

o Bushfires were still burning in some areas and other areas were experiencing flooding as the clean-

up started  

o Data about the affected properties gathered in multiple sources – which data is most accurate? 

o A changing scope – at the start of the project we did not know how many properties would be 

involved in the Clean-up Program and this continued to change throughout due to findings from 

data analysis and as more property owners registered their properties for the clean-up 

o For our employees, this work would be stressful and uniquely challenging – similar to a crisis 

situation. How would we support them? 

o Some property owners would be interstate or overseas and getting in contact to seek consent to 

proceed with works was potentially challenging 

o A global pandemic  - this was not known when we started in January 2020 but it became a 

significant factor that we had to navigate 
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What informed the particular participation process you chose to undertake with each stakeholder 

Individual property owners – collaborate 

o Each individual property required assessment with the owner and every property would be different 

with different needs. We recognised there would be sentimental items likely part of the wreckage 

that, for someone not familiar with the property, may consider to be rubbish. For example, through 

discussions we learned some owners wished to keep old tractors. Other owners were keen for us to do 

a careful search and look for items such as jewellery or keepsakes. This was not a one size fits all. 

Communities in affected areas – inform/consult 

o Communities in affected areas needed to be kept informed of progress in their area to avoid negative 

media coverage and keep them satisfied. We needed to keep them frequently updated with 

information and provided consistent messaging. 

o In some communities where we had not started the clean-up, consultation with leaders and local 

support organisations helped us understand who in the community had been most affected or 

disadvantaged and needed to be prioritised, the access into areas that were often remote and 

available storage facilities for clean-up debris. 

Local Government/Councils in affected areas – consult 

o Local Councils played a critical role in helping us connect with local community leaders and support 

groups to ensure people were aware of the program and the registration process. In later stages of the 

process, Councils assisted us in locating people who had become disengaged or isolated from media 

and telecommunications infrastructure to ensure they were able to access the government funded 

program. Councils were also engaged to help identify local suppliers who could assist with the clean-

up efforts to ensure money was spent to support impacted communities.  

State and Federal Government (agencies) – consult 

o The NSW bushfires were receiving media coverage around the world and State/Federal Government 

and relevant agencies were keen to see the clean-up started quickly. But in practicality, it was not 

possible to commence work in all areas at once.  

o By consulting with NSW Public Works Advisory, Emergency Services and an external ethical expert (Dr 

Simon Longstaff), we were able to create a prioritisation framework that was used to guide decisions 

on where works would commence first throughout the State.  These three subject matter experts 

were all impartial to the decisions being made. 
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Local suppliers and industry – consult 

o Getting the clean-up underway quickly was a job that would require a lot of local suppliers, industry 

and support. It was clear that the conventional tier one procurement process, or standard government 

contracting process would not enable our project teams to commence work quickly. 

o We recognised we needed to work with local suppliers and industry to understand how we could 

change our procurement processes, get local suppliers involved quickly and reconsider our payment 

terms to inject much needed cash back into these local economies. 

o This engagement resulted in the development of a streamlined procurement process. We took a 

normal procedure that would take six to eight weeks and transformed it into an online approval 

pathway that would qualify contractors for work within seven days.  

Media/MPs – inform 

o Our research had shown us that the media and MPs in affected areas were going to be very interested 

in our work and it was vital to keep them well informed and provide regular updates. 

o Due to so many State and Federal Government MPs being involved, part of our plan was to work with 

PWA to maintain a high level of information to them such as responding to ministerial media 

materials, providing proactive communications opportunities and regularly posting updates to the 

bushfires clean-up website. This approach helped us to manage the coverage. 

o We brought in consultants from an external public affairs consultancy (Newgate) to provide the 

additional resources required to do this. 
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Communications/materials developed  

o Dedicated community engagement officers assigned to each project. Each community engagement 

officer had a mobile phone number that was provided to residents to enquire about the timing of 

their works.  

o A new website (cleanup.lnbr.com.au – no longer live) 

o Fact sheets 

o FAQs 

o Fortnightly email updates to registered property owners with content specific to their region 

o Newspaper/radio advertisements 

o Social media calendar and posts 

o Induction video for staff and contractors emphasising the importance on keeping community at the 

heart of this project and providing a tailored service 

o Media materials 

o DL hand outs 

o Leave behind cards 

o Posters 

o Call centre, 1800 number and Consultation Manager established 
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Plan engagement 

 How you organised yourselves and the stakeholders 

This project operated under a Project Management Office. Our teams were organised to match the 

geographic regions we were working in, with teams based locally in the regions, supported by a 

centralised project management office in our North Sydney head office.  

Our entire team (not just engagement staff) comprised of 120 Laing O’Rourke and Elton Consulting 

employees. They were seconded from many of our other existing projects, and in many cases, we 

temporarily re-located personnel to live in the geographical areas they were working during the 

Bushfires Program. This allowed staff to be part of the community they worked in and ensured that 

money spent on accommodation and meals filtered directly into affected communities. It also helped 

our team get to know people in the local area and build rapport and trust. 

In total we set up offices in 10 locations (Grafton, North Sydney, Ulladulla, Batemans Bay, Nowra, Bega 

Shire, Tumut, Tumbarumba, Batlow and Cobargo) and a further network of satellite offices in 16 

locations (Nymboida, 

Kempsey, mid-coast, Glenn 

Innes, Kangaroo Valley, Blue 

Mountains, Wollondilly, 

Lithgow City, Queanbeyan, 

Lake Conjola, Nowra, 

Cobargo, Ulladulla, Batlow, 

Cooma and Eden) across the 

State to effectively manage 

the works. 

Recognising the sensitivities 

of the clean-up and the 

diversity of property owners, 

our goals throughout the 

project was to deliver 

consistent yet tailored 

support through a case 

management approach. 
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We appointed engagement team leaders for three geographic areas (regional community relations 

teams) who were responsible for on the ground community engagement officers. These officers, 

together with a site Supervisor, became the central point of contact between the property owner and 

the project team.  

They were responsible for supporting the individual property owners throughout the process – 

working with a Site Supervisor and maintaining communications with the property owner from 

surveying and scoping the works, agreeing on the works, implementing the works through to sign off. 

All on the ground community engagement officer were provided with dedicated phone numbers that 

could be provided to property owners who had been assigned to them. This provided property owners 

with a dedicated point-of-contact while their works were being scoped and undertaken.  

A call centre with a 1800 number answered general enquiries but could also redirect calls to the on the 

ground staff. Each officer also had their own dedicated satellite phone number which they gave to 

property owners to further personalise the experience and demonstrate our commitment to providing 

the promised engagement and support. 

The centralised project management office in North Sydney also co-ordinated and supported the 

regional teams for the communications and stakeholder relations functions.  

It involved tasks such as: 

o Establishing the key engagement infrastructure such as the 1800 number, Consultation Manager 

o Ensuring accurate recording of all resident interaction in Consultation Manager 

o Compiling reports on project progress for PWA 

o Helping PWA to respond to ongoing requests for information  
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 Describe data collection tools   

o Using a data warehouse to get to one source of truth: 

Upon award of this project, we discovered a variety of data sources with information about affected 

properties.  

Some people were registering their properties for the Clean-up Program via Service NSW however 

some registrations contained no property address or only the property name, sometimes a property 

was registered twice and in other cases people did not know about the clean-up or were not mentally 

ready to undergo the clean-up and had not registered at all. 

Other property data came via Councils, Disaster Recovery (part of Resilience NSW) and the PWA.  

We took all of this data and fed it into a secure data warehouse to help us analyse and review the 

data, remove duplicates and marry up matching properties into one file. This data was given to the 

engagement team on mobile devices who investigated in the field to uncover the truth. 

 

Other methods of data collection included: 

o An inbound and outbound call centre was established to capture phone calls  

o Consultation Manager was established to capture all engagement and interaction 

o Fieldview was used on the ground – a cloud based mobile solution via mobile devices was used for 

all property inspections to capture data provided by the property owner and photos. This provided 

an online and paperless process for data collection about individual properties, status and progress.  

 

 Resources  

The entire engagement team was managed by Laing O’Rourke with additional consulting resources 

brought in due to the sheer volume of work across a large geography.  

It included existing Laing O’Rourke employees from communications and engagement, supported by 

consultants from Elton Consulting for on the ground engagement (split across three regions) and 

consultants from Newgate Communications for public affairs. The budget is commercial in confidence. 
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We determined the communication and engagement for the Bushfires Program would be as follows: 

Activity  Description 

 

 Give all our frontline staff a full day of comprehensive mental health training to equip 
them for the job ahead. This was an internal training program. Our Call Centre staff 
were also provided with accidental counsellor training by LifeLine to help them manage 
the high volume of impacted stakeholders, some of whom were very distressed  

 

 Involve Dr Simon Longstaff and the Ethics Centre to help us create a matrix to ethically 
and fairly prioritise the work based on some core principles 

 

 Gather property data from a variety of sources and use a data warehouse combined with 
investigation by on the ground community engagement officers to get to one source of 
truth about the work required and leave no one behind 

 Use a data collection system on mobile devices (Fieldview) to collect data during 
property inspections and keep it online – making it easier to provide updates to owners 

 Data collection, storage and reporting of all engagement via Consultation Manager  

 

 Collaborate with property owners via one on one engagement: 

Initial phone calls to discuss damage and arrange a time to meet on site to draw up a 
scope of works 

Face to face meetings with a dedicated case manager (Community Officer) and scoping 
inspector 

 

 Consult local Councils before the clean-up had started to understand which properties 
were worst affected and who was most severely impacted 

 Attend Council meetings to get feedback and provide updates on progress 

 Inform affected communities with community-focused engagement through: 

Pop up information desks and/or presenting at existing community/disaster recovery 
meetings where possible or alternative online engagement methods 

Posters and/or static displays at Council customer centres and community hubs  

Advertisements in local newspapers and radio 

 

 Information for affected individuals and the general public mainly via a new website that 
was updated every week with new information and progress 

 

 Consult with a group of local suppliers and conduct a pilot project with very simplified 
procurement processes, simple contracts and an easy online system to help suppliers get 
work on the Bushfires Program 

 If this was successful, roll it out more broadly via forums and the Industry Capability 
Network (ICN) 

 

 Inform PWA’s engagement of other key stakeholders with regular updates: 

To local affected MPs 

To media both local and major metropolitan 

To social media with draft posts and a calendar of activity 
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Prioritising the work – where should we start?  

From the outset we were receiving requests from several 

different stakeholders to prioritise their area for clean-up. 

The below approach informed the sequence of our work. 

1. Ethical guiding principles 

Together with Dr Simon Longstaff from the Ethics Centre 

and the PWA, we developed an ethical framework tool to 

help us assess and prioritise the clean-up work. We agreed on the following ethical guiding principles: 

 Ought’ implies ‘can’ - The program cannot clean-up all properties immediately and must focus on 

doing what can be done at any point in time (i.e. that which is possible).  

 Our engagement with the community must demonstrate respect for the intrinsic dignity of bush-

fire affected people.  

 Do no harm – The clean-up process cannot contribute to the overall recovery problem or put any of 

the staff or workforce involved in the clean-up in danger.  

 First raise the lowest to a decent, minimum level - all else follows from there. Clean-up efforts need 

to address those in most need, as soon as possible.  

 Achieve the greatest good for the greatest number of people. The efficiency and effectiveness of 

the program will be achieved through timeliness of the clean-up response, quality of response, and 

cost of response.  

 Enable (do not disable) the communities affected - In addition to maximising opportunities for local 

contractors, the engagement with the community must allow sufficient time and resources to 

ensure that:  

o  Property-owner consent is free, prior and informed, and  

o Community benefit is achieved through the process.  

 Do not let the perfect be the enemy of the good - While seeking perfection in decision making and 

outcomes may be a noble cause, it cannot be allowed to disable the timely achievement of good 

outcomes.  

 

  

 “We set ourselves the challenge 
to think differently and to 

remember that this project was 
about people in need. We 

wanted to ensure our decision-
making would be guided by 

what was best for the community 
and this remained the focus.” 

Paul Barrie, Project Director 
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These guiding principles identified locations which were also reviewed in terms of more 

logistical/operations factors such as: 

 Availability of delivery teams and mobilisation 

 Areas significantly affected by bushfires  

 Areas with numerous affected properties allowing an efficient start to the program 

 Areas where local contractors are readily available and have the capacity to start the clean-up work  

 

We then reviewed properties in two assessment stages: 

Stage 1 – available properties had to meet the following criteria: 

 There was safe access available to the properties 

 There was an available waste site/tip nearby 

 The property owners had registered for the clean-up and signed off for the work to start 

 The local suppliers had capacity and availability to start work  

 

Stage 2 – assessed the available properties from stage 1 against the following parameters: 

 Presence of hazardous materials and extent of potential exposure for the property owner, 

neighbours or community facilities 

 Time since the bushfire impact 

 Whether the property was a primary residence or holiday home 

 Efficiency considerations – in terms of program management and impacts on communities 

 Other specific considerations of the site 
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Using the guiding principles and assessment criteria we produced a scoring matrix and weighted score for each local government area/locality as shown 

below. 

 

 

CRITERIA WEIGHT Total weight values should equal 100. 

 

TOTAL 
WEIGHT 
(100) 

 

STAGE 1: 
IDENTIFACTION OF THOSE PROPERTIES AVAILABLE FOR CLEAN-
UP WORKS PRIMARY CRITERIA (50%) 

 

STAGE 2: 
ASSESSMENT OF THOSE "AVAILABLE" PROPERTIES IDENTIFIED IN STAGE 1 AGAINST 
PRIORITISATION PARAMETERS SECONDARY CRITERIA (50%) 

 

 

15 

 

15 

 

3 

 

15 

 

15 

 

15 

 

5 

 

5 

 

2 

 

10 

 

100 

          

"Ought implies Can" 
 

 

"Do no harm" 

 

"Ought implies 
Can" 

 

"Enable (do not 
disable) the 
communities 
affected" 

 

"Ought implies 
Can" 

 

"Do no harm" 

 

"Do no harm" 

 

"Enable (do not 
disable) the 
communities 
affected" 

 

"Enable (do not 
disable) the 
communities 
affected" 

 

"First raise the 
lowest to a 
decent, minimum 
level" 

"Do not let the 
perfect be the 
enemy of good" 

 

"Achieve the 
greatest good for 
the greatest number 
of people" 

 

SAFE ACCESS 
AVAILABLE 
TO PROPERTY 
(1 = NO SAFE 
ACCESS, 3 = 
REASONABLE 
ACCESS, 5 = 
SAFE 
ACCESS) 

 

 

 

REQUIRED 
WASTE / 
LANDFILL SITE 
IDENTIFIED, 
AVAILABLE 
AND 
ACCESSIBLE (1 
= NO, 5 = YES) 

 

 

 

PROPERTY 
REGISTRATION 
AND CONSENT 
PROCESS 
COMPLETED (1 
= NO, 5 = YES) 

 

 

 

CAPACITY OF 
SUPPLY 
CHAIN 

i.e. 
AVAILABILITY 
OF LOCAL 
CONTRACTORS 
(1 = NO, 3 = IN 
PART, 5 = YES) 

 

 

 

NO PRESENCE 
OF SAFETY 
HAZARDS AND 
LOW 
EXPOSURE 
RISK - 
PROPERTY 
OWNER (1 = 
NO, 5 = YES) 

 

 

 

NO PRESENCE 
OF SAFETY 
HAZARDS AND 
LOW 
EXPOSURE 
RISK - 
NEIGHBOURS / 
COMMUNITY 
FACILITIES (NO 
SCORE = NOT 
APPLICABLE, 5 
= YES) 

 

 

TIME SINCE 
DATE OF 
REGISTRATION 
(SPREAD OVER 
5 INTERVALS 
SINCE DATE OF 
REGISTRATION) 

 

 

DATE OF 
BUSHFIRE 
IMPACT (1 = 1 

JULY TO 30 
SEPTEMBER 
2019, 
3 = 1 OCTOBER 
TO 30 
NOVEMBER 
2019, 5 = 1 

DECEMBER 
2019 
TO 29 
FEBRUARY 
2019) 

 

 

PROPERTY IS A 
PRIMARY 
RESIDENCE (5) 
/ HOLIDAY 
HOME (1) 

 

 

 

PROGRAMME 
EFFICIENCY 
CONSIDERATION
S (1 = NO, 5 = YES) 

 
 

 

 
TOTAL 
SCORE 
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In addition to this objective scoring matrix, we also added a section of consideration based on various 
advice and feedback we received by involving and consulting with relevant agencies, Councils and other 
stakeholders. This allowed an overview on any specific priority needs and also allowed for us to include the 
information we received during stakeholder consultation. 

In some scenarios an area received a low score, but work was started sooner because the delivery team 
and local contractors were readily available to start works. This was a prime example of applying the 
guiding principle “do not let the perfect be the enemy of the good” so where we had the immediate ability 
to start work we would. 

This prioritisation was reviewed on a weekly basis and featured in weekly progress reports back to PWA. 
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3.0 Implementation 

 

Manage engagement 

 Outline the engagement delivery, enabling factors/conditions, how participation was supported to 

ensure inclusion 

Suppliers - quickly engaging a local workforce  

We identified an opportunity to hire local suppliers/contractors to drive money back into local economies 

and provide local jobs to local people who had been affected by the fires. However, as a large tier one 

contractor, we quickly recognised we would need to approach our procurement and commercial processes 

differently to facilitate improved engagement with small to medium sized local enterprises and get them 

signed up sooner and starting works faster. 

Pilot project with a small local government area 

We created a simple new online portal with drastically reduced data fields and contacted potential 

tenderers via ICN in one of the smaller local government areas. We explained the new portal to them and 

asked them to submit their information. The portal was designed to enable a supplier to enter and submit 

their details to us in a maximum of 30 minutes.  

We consulted with those suppliers involved in the pilot and from their feedback we simplified more 

questions, adjusted some more data fields and included a feedback form on the portal. Now we were 

ready to roll out the portal more widely to many suppliers. 

Online supply chain briefings 

By this stage, COVID-19 meant that face to face briefings were no longer possible. We advertised online 

briefings via local newspapers, on local radio, with posters on local noticeboards and the ICN also sent 

letters on our behalf. 

We conducted eight online briefings with suppliers and had more than 500 attendees. 
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Reduced commercial and procurement processes 

We changed our processes to make it easier to work with us as follows: 

 Our procurement process 
prior to Bushfires Clean-up 

Changes to process during the 
Bushfires Clean-up due to 
feedback 

Procurement period 14 – 18 weeks 1 week 

Contracts 132 pages 12 pages with simple language 

Payment terms 20 business days 7 business days* 

 

*We leveraged our international resource pool with our commercial team in Laing O’Rourke’s UK office 

(who were furloughed due to COVID-19), helped us to start processing payments 24 hours a day. The 

Australian team processed invoices during the day time in Australia and then handed over to our UK teams 

who processed payments during the Australian night time (day time in the UK). 

The results of this change to our usual supplier engagement were outstanding and enabled fast 

mobilisation. Other results included: 

 Allowed over $180 million to flow back into local economies 

 More than 1,500 people from affected areas were employed via local contractors 

 96 contracts were awarded with 99% of these being awarded to local and regional businesses (based in 

their local government area or the neighbouring area) 

 93% of these contracts were awarded to small (1-20 employees) to medium (under 200 employees) 

enterprises 

 We contracted 12 Aboriginal businesses directly and a further 21 indirectly via our suppliers with a total 

spend of $72.6 million 

The above engagement has forever changed the way we now do business and work with small to medium 

enterprises. This process has added over 1,000 small to medium businesses to our database that we can 

engage with for future projects. 
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Consultation with Councils and Disaster Recovery (Resilience NSW) 

Before we engaged with individual property owners we consulted with Councils as they had a lot of detail 

about the properties in their area. They provided insights into their communities, helped identify the most 

disadvantaged and the most affected and their input also helped our decisions on how to prioritise the 

work in their areas.  

They also worked with us to find people who may have left the area and worked with us and the post 

office to get alternative postal addresses for people through mail redirection services. 

Councils also started contacting people, holding town hall meetings (pre-COVID) and promoting the Clean-

up Program locally. 

During the clean-up we attended every Council meeting in every affected area to explain what we were 

doing, give an update, report on progress and get their input and feedback into our decisions. Councils 

were also supplied with a copy of asbestos clearance certificates for every property in the Local 

Government Area to streamline the future development application process.  

The Disaster Recovery office, part of Resilience NSW, were also consulted and they also provided 

information and gave us a better understanding of the task ahead. They were key to helping us find people 

who had no contact information – especially those who had lost their homes and moved out of the area 

completely. 

One on one engagement with property owners 

Our aim with individual property owners was to 

collaborate with them to clean-up their property. This 

involved proactive engagement and maintaining ongoing, 

honest communication about the program and its status.  

Fostering one on one relationships with property owners 

was a key aspect of our strategy. We developed three 

teams of engagement staff who were based in each of the 

three affected regions and embedded within the project 

teams.  

The impacts to each property were unique and individual 

requirements varied.  

 “The community engagement was 
really strong. Once they got boots on 

the ground they were really honest 
with the community about how it was 

going to roll out. The way it was 
explained to us was exactly how it 

happened.” 

Andrew Rae, Snowy Valleys Council 

 “Yes, you can clean-up a dwelling, 
but you’ve got to deal with the owners 
and the people who live there. That 
was our home. That was our life. So, for 
them to come in and clean-up so 
respectfully, that’s a really big thing 
and I can’t go on about it enough.” 

Cobargo resident  

(wished to remain anonymous) 
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Our engagement approach ensured we gathered the information required to develop property-specific 

remediation plans.   

As part of relationship building (prior to COVID), we had phone calls and face to face meetings with each 

property owner, managed by a community engagement team member and technical specialist: 

1. Property owners were contacted by a community 

engagement officer to discuss their personal situation, 

assess eligibility and capture additional site 

information and details. Engagement officers then 

worked with owners to find a mutually suitable time to 

meet on site for an inspection.  

The Community Engagement Officer and Scoping 

Officer then met the property owner on site to 

develop a scope of works for the clean-up.  This 

involved discussing with owners if there were any 

particular keepsakes, they wanted us to look for, or 

certain items on the property they wanted to keep e.g. 

old tractors with sentimental value or sheds they were 

planning on repairing.  

2. The owner approved the scope of works and signed an 

agreement prior to the start of the clean-up. 

3. Laing O’Rourke’s nominated subcontractor (local 

where possible) completed clean-up on eligible 

properties (generally in two to four days), typically starting within two weeks from approvals. The 

property owner was kept updated with the actual starting date on their property. 

4. The owner confirmed the completion of the agreed scope with a Laing O’Rourke representative.  

Timely provision of responses to enquiries via the program hotline and website registrations were also key 

to building positive relationships with property owners.  

  

 “I can’t thank Laing O’Rourke 
enough. They’ve been great. They just 
looked after us like they’re part of our 
family from day one... They’ve gone 

out to every place and everyone has 
a story to tell and, you know, they’re 

living it with us. I think that’s really 
important. The people they have 

working for Laing O’Rourke - I’ve never 
met a group of people that have such 
respect for you… they’ve got heart.” 

Deb – resident & owner of Coffee and 
More café, Batlow 

 “Dealing with the guys from Laing 
O’Rourke has been amazing. 

Everything that we’ve asked for, 
they’ve gone over and above. We 
walked around the park 10 times to 

make sure they were taking everything 
that we wanted them to take. They 

were so easy to deal with.” 

Corey Peterson, Gold Rush Colony, 
Batemans Bay 
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The main mechanisms for engaging with this group included: 

» one on one meetings: on site to define and agree to the works.  Property owners could also contact 

their engagement officer via their direct mobile phone number rather than via the call centre 

» community meetings, including attending existing meetings hosted by Councils and community 

institutions that may have taken a lead on recovery efforts: generally occurring weekly depending on 

the region  

» proactive media coverage and targeted advertising  

» Council communications 

» email updates: issued fortnightly to registered property owners and including good news stories from 

within their local area to demonstrate progress and give reassurance that work was underway 

» updates via the program website (cleanup.lnbr.com.au – no longer live): updated monthly.   

Our regional teams were supported by a co-ordination team which managed record keeping of all property 

owner and stakeholder interactions. Whenever we engaged with an individual, our team knew what they 

had previously told us and the status of any discussions and concerns.  

This consistency provided reassurance to individuals with whom we are engaging. Our digital platform 

ensured accuracy and transparency of information, records and status of our engagement with each 

owner.   

 Outline modifications made and tactics used to mitigate risks or overcome unintended outcomes 

COVID-19 changes engagement tactics 

The start of the global pandemic, COVID-19, brought an end to face to face meetings with large numbers of 

attendees. 

We then worked closely with local councils and community groups to identify alternative ways of 

communicating to the broader community. This included online information sessions or webinars, or 1:1 

meetings conducted in a safe way. For example we changed our one to one engagement process with 

property owners and trained all frontline staff to reinforce social distancing while not impacting on the 

progress of the works. 

All frontline staff were then trained by our internal Health and Safety team to assess for COVID-19 

symptoms on initial call with set questions, explaining in advance that handshakes would not be possible 

and keeping two metres apart at all times.  
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At the property inspection, staff would make a self-assessment of the property owner’s wellness.  

At the end of the inspection a one time use pen was used and hands were washed from mobile hand 

washing stations built into the back of our utility vehicles.  

Council meetings and supplier forums also shifted to online due to COVID. 

Finding property owners - outreach 

During engagement we discovered some property owners who had no communication channels (no 

mobile, landline, email or postal address) and others who had moved out of the area. 

With help from the local communities, neighbours, Councils and the Disaster Recovery Office we tracked 

down an additional 130 properties. This was done by: 

 Leaving messages at the local Service NSW centre, with neighbours, the Council or at local community 

centres 

 Talking to the local post office and getting redirected mail addresses 

Public affairs 

From the very start, this project was attracting a lot of attention from MPs in affected areas and the media 

who wanted to know when the clean-up would occur in their area. We recognised this during our planning 

and engaged a specialist public affairs consultancy (Newgate) to provide the resources to help us manage 

this. 

Each fortnight we produced a media pack which was issued to the media and MPs as a briefing with key 

talking points for the week outlining progress to date and work currently being undertaken.  

We proactively engaged the media to inform them of our progress and give them the content to share 

good news stories. Each week we contacted local newspapers to give them a new story and had a 

spokesperson on local radio throughout the State to talk about what had been done and progress. 
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 Communications and engagement metrics and reach (inform and engage) 

 

 

Describe the approach to data collection, management, analysis and generating the findings  

Upon starting the clean-up, we had property data from Service NSW, Disaster Recovery, PWA and the 

Councils. This was merged through a secure data warehouse, analysed and then investigated by the 

community engagement team to get to one source of truth.  

After this analysis, the clean-up of each property was housed in an online system that the engagement 

team could easily access. It included updates and progress photos in real time for the owners. This coupled 

with Consultation Manager data helped us to keep track and accurately report back on our progress.  
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Outline reporting processes to decision makers, key stakeholders and participants   

 Each week progress was reported to the PWA via a meeting including the number of eligible properties 

registered per region, the number of properties completed by Laing O’Rourke through the Clean-up 

Program and those still to be done plus updates such as number of property owners contacted, any 

issues, reactions and escalations.  PWA provided regular feedback and input on the progress of our 

activities. 

 A weekly Communications Meeting was also held with the Office of the Secretary of the Department 

of Regional NSW, Resilience NSW, PWA and Laing O’Rourke, to monitor the engagement activity and 

provide feedback. 

 Reports back to individual property owners about progress of their property’s clean-up was via the on 

the ground community engagement officers who had access to their individual property file and 

provided real time status. If individual owners requested, we would adjust our clean-up to look for 

keepsakes or keep certain items on the property. 
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4.0 Outcomes, impact and insights 

 

Reflection and evaluation of engagement 

 Comment on the appropriateness and effectiveness of the engagement program  

The appropriateness and effectiveness of this engagement program is best evaluated by the number of 

trusted partnerships developed with impacted communities across NSW, and the sheer scale of work 

around the State that was delivered within eight months as outlined below with minimal complaints. 

We used a multi-stakeholder approach and used tailored engagement methods for different stakeholders. 

Many of our stakeholders (Councils and communities in particular) provided information and helped us 

with our clean-up decisions particularly around where to start. 

Providing mental health training for all our frontline staff upfront equipped them well to walk into 

communities confident they could listen and assist, and our early work with the Ethics Centre enabled us to 

ethically prioritise our work based on principles and other logistical decisions. We never swayed from this 

framework, it informed our program of works through to completion. 

Registered property owners also received a fortnightly email update and this always contained a progress 

story specifically from their local area. We researched and wrote local progress stories every fortnight to 

demonstrate the progress that was occurring which in turn provided people with hope they would be 

supported during this stressful time. 

A continual stream of content for media and elected representatives in each area was provided to PWA. 

This information was designed to keep them both informed and provided them with good news stories and 

updated information to share to their audiences. This level of content also helped increase positive stories 

in local newspapers and on local radio encourage people to engage with the program. 

 Comment on reach, outputs, outcomes, impact and actual spectrum level or influence 

In eight months, the reach of this program was extraordinary: 

o We personally met and cleared more than 3,500 properties across the State and at the peak we 

were clearing 250 properties per week. This occurred across 35 local government areas in more 

than 450 localities 

o We reviewed more than 5,900 property registrations 

o We awarded 96 contracts to local small to medium businesses across the State in just a few months 

o We gave work to 830 local subcontracted workers and 400 truck drivers in the regions affected 

o We put more than $180 million back into these local areas 
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o 999 invoices were assessed, processed and paid within seven months. At peak it was 64 per week 

o On average we were making payments five to nine days from receipt 

In terms of engagement: 

o We communicated with 7,686 stakeholders (as captured in Consultation Manager) 

o Had over 43,000 interactions with the community and stakeholders 

o Our call centre received 4,200 phone calls which equated to 1,000 hours on the phone 

o On average the call centre received 200 calls a day and we sent 3,000 emails per week 

o 40,000 emails were sent to registered property owners 

o We reviewed more than 5,900 property registrations and personally met more than 3,500 property 

owners 

o Website views – peaked at 5,001 in March, 4,500 in April and then began dropping to 556 in July as 

the project tapered off  

o We conducted eight online briefings with suppliers, had more than 500 attendees and successfully 

awarded 96 contracts to local small to medium businesses 

 

Complaints and compliments: 

We received 96 complaints in total and of these 40 per cent were resolved within seven days. Almost half 

of all complaints were about eligibility to the program as unfortunately not all properties were eligible. In 

this situation we would help them find alternative clean-up solutions. 

We received 89 compliments from residents, Councils and businesses. Some of these have been included 

throughout this document and some of the keepsakes we found are shown below. 

 



 

30 | P a g e  
 

 Outline the evaluation of the engagement undertaken, insights or lessons learned 

In late July 2020, as the project was coming to an end, the team gathered to capture lessons learned and 

evaluate the engagement. These were the findings from their report: 

o Put the community at the heart of all your decisions. As stated previously, the team recognised 

from the start that this was not our usual construction project. This recognition helped us to 

consider the community first in all our decisions.  Involving impartial, external help to create a 

prioritisation matrix then made prioritising the work easier however we built in flexibility for 

unforeseen circumstances. 

o Be confident to take the time you need to get it right. From the start of this project, people wanted 

us to start quickly but in hindsight we needed to spend some time upfront to set up our processes 

and priorities. Be confident to take the time you need at the start and be willing to explain to 

people that they may have to wait so that you can get processes right and be more efficient in 

delivery. 

o Be willing and agile enough to change – fast! The large and geographically diverse nature of this 

project meant that it would be very hard to keep things consistent and different stakeholders 

required different approaches. Although we had processes in place, we had to be willing to change 

them to meet the circumstances. We would test processes in the field, get feedback from staff 

about what was working (and what was not working) and try new things. We needed to approach 

this project with a willingness to change processes and find ways to work more efficiently. This was 

a learning process. 

o Do not underestimate the pace and intensity of a disaster recovery project on your team. The 

accelerated pace of this project meant we needed to mobilise quickly. Although we gave all 

frontline staff a comprehensive mental health training program to support them in dealing with the 

community, they likened this project to working in a crisis scenario at a frenetic pace in stressful 

situations. The team felt a deep sense of commitment and loyalty to helping people and getting this 

project done, even if this meant they worked long hours. In hindsight, it would be worthwhile to 

rotate team members on and off this project and develop a handover that would ensure rotating 

personnel would not impact communications or progress. 

o In a crisis or disaster, the media is constantly looking for new content to report. By providing them 

with weekly progress and content, we helped both local and major metropolitan media report 

accurately and fairly as the clean-up got underway. 
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o Be willing to challenge your traditional processes. The requirement to use small to medium sized 

local businesses forced us to radically re-think and change our traditional procurement processes. 

The bushfires project has forever changed the way we now do business and work with small to 

medium enterprises. 

o Technology is not always the most suitable solution. When we first started the most effective 

method for planning a week of engaging with residents, across multiple local government areas, 

was a whiteboard. We gathered each day to debrief and share insights, names and locations could 

be easily be rubbed off and changed. It also meant that the entire team were aware of each other’s 

whereabouts. Over time we moved online to MS Teams and WhatsApp. 

Our outreach program to find residents who had not registered involved door knocking, talking to 

neighbours, talking to the local community centre and leaving post-it note messages to reach 

people with no telephone, mobile or internet. 

 Outline three key outcomes showing the impact of engagement  

o We successfully cleared 3,800 properties in less than eight months and complaints made up only 

one per cent of all our engagement 

o Changing our procurement processes and talking to local suppliers, led to engaging 96 local small to 

medium enterprises, provided work for 830 local workers and injected more than $180 million into 

local economies  

o Our engagement and outreach, successfully tracked down an additional 130 eligible property 

owners for the Clean-up Program 

 Outline three key engagement takeaways  

o Commit to putting the community at the heart – from the beginning we committed to stop and 

listen to the community’s needs and strive to go above and beyond their expectations. We did not 

always have the answers and we needed to collaborate with the community every step of the way. 

o Put staff psychological safety first – this project was similar to a crisis response in the pace it ran 

and the sheer depth of work required. Consider this when resourcing especially a disaster recovery 

project. Mental health training for frontline staff early on was vital to prepare them for the work 

ahead.  

o Set your processes but always look for efficiencies and improvements. We always maintained a 

willingness and awareness that although we may have had the strategy upfront we did not know 

how these processes would fit with the work required. We changed things throughout until we 

were working at our most efficient. 
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Alignment with IAP2 Core Values for the practice of public participation 

IAP2 Core Values  Example or evidence from this project 
1. 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  

Early engagement was with PWA (client), Councils, 
Disaster Recovery, local suppliers and individual 
property owners. This influenced the clean-up 
decisions made. 

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

Early engagement was with PWA (client), Councils, 
Disaster Recovery, local suppliers and individual 
property owners. This influenced the clean-up 
decisions made. 

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

Early engagement was with PWA (client), Councils, 
Disaster Recovery, local suppliers and individual 
property owners. 

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

Meetings with PWA, Councils and Disaster 
Recovery. Pilot supplier project and supplier 
forums. Town hall meetings and one on one 
engagement with property owners.  

5. Public participation seeks input from 
participants in designing how they participate  

A pilot supplier project and input from potential 
suppliers influenced future procurement decisions. 

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

One on one engagement with property owners 
explained the clean-up process and uncovered if 
they were searching for keepsakes or wanted to 
keep sentimental items on the property. 

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

Input from property owners, PWA, Councils and 
the Disaster Recovery Office, affected the 
prioritisation of the clean-up work. These decisions 
were then communicated in one on one 
engagement and emails with individual property 
owners. 
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