
1 
 

  

Case Studies Series 2021 
Core Values Awards 2021 Entry 
Queensland Department of Transport and Main Roads, and Highway Construction and Albem Operations 
Joint Venture 

Smithfield Bypass - Unique collaboration delivers a community's environmental vision 

Category: Environment 

 

 

The largest Queensland Government funded road project in Far North Queensland helped achieve a 

community vision thanks to a unique collaboration with the custodians of an Australian-renowned 

wetlands reserve.  

The project team building the new 3.8km Smithfield Bypass project (SBP) in Far North Queensland forged a 

unique collaboration with the custodians of a wetlands reserve adjacent to the bypass, during construction 

of the region's largest solely Queensland Government funded road project. 

In doing so, the team – Queensland Department of Transport and Main Roads and principal contractor, 
Highway Construction and Albem Operations Joint Venture (HAJV) – helped achieve a community vision; to 
protect and enhance the wetlands reserve and habitat connectivity.  

Renowned Australia-wide for its abundant birdlife, Cattana Wetlands is owned by local government 
authority, Cairns Regional Council (CRC), and supported by CRC volunteer group, the Jabirus. 

CRC previously transformed the former sugar cane farm and mining quarry into a community and 
environmental wetlands gem, in the process, protecting endangered lowland mesophyll vine rainforest, 
Feather Palm Forest. 

This project is a shining example of a collaborative public participation approach where impacted 
stakeholders are proactively engaged to be involved in the decision-making process and, ultimately, 
influence decisions and outcomes.  

Initially, there was widespread concern among the Jabirus that the bypass would have a significant impact 
on the wetlands site however, the project team recognised the ecological importance of the wetlands 
reserve and developed a unique collaboration with CRC and the Jabirus. 

The cornerstone of this collaboration was the creation of the sedge swamp shallow wetland, a long-held 
vision of the Jabirus, along with enhanced habitat connectivity through the project's revegetation list and 
landscaping program (Landscape Revegetation & Urban Design). 
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The project team invited CRC and the Jabirus to take a hands-on role within the project, specifically seeking 
their input, advice and stakeholder buy-in to critical elements including habitat connectivity and measures 
to enhance the wetlands.  

The sedge swamp has far-reaching environmental benefits, first and foremost, to attract a specific set of 
birds called waders, never before seen at the reserve, enhancing its popularity as an attraction and, more 
broadly, contributing to the health of the Great Barrier Reef. 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 

This case study presents …  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This project advances knowledge or practice …  

The project's practice of "tried and tested" stakeholder engagement was highly successful. 

From the outset, the reserve owners, Cairns Regional Council (CRC) and supporters, the Jabirus, were 
concerned that the bypass would significantly impact the wetlands site.  

Initially, the Smithfield Bypass project team was able to alleviate those concerns through face-to-face 
engagement. As a result, a unique collaboration with CRC and the Jabirus was formed which has delivered 
mutually beneficial outcome for all parties and left a long-lasting legacy for the community. 

By proactively engaging key stakeholders, the Smithfield Bypass project team was able to ensure CRC and 
the Jabirus were involved in the decision-making process on issues that greatly affected the reserve 
(habitat connectivity, drainage and enhancing the reserve). 

CRC and the Jabirus were able to design how they participated in measures to preserve and protect the 
reserve's natural heritage, specifically: 

• the creation of the sedge swamp wetland, for which the Jabirus designed and oversaw construction 

• providing input into selecting suitable plant species for the revegetation program, drawing on their 
vast experience and knowledge rehabilitating the wetlands reserve 

• coordinating and directing a community tree-planting program. 

The Jabirus' involvement in the decision-making process aligns with the IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum. 
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2.0 Background 

 

Design engagement 

The new 3.8-kilometre Smithfield Bypass project near Cairns, 
Far North Queensland, is located directly east of the Cattana 
Wetlands, an 80-hectare wetlands reserve.  

There was widespread community concern that building a 
highway bypass adjacent to the reserve could have significant 
impacts on its ecological values, during construction and in 
the long-term. 

The Smithfield Bypass Project Team (the project team) – TMR 
and principal contractor HAJV – was not required by 
legislation to engage with the reserve owners, as 
construction project works were all within the road corridor 
on land owned by TMR. 

However, given the high ecological value of the reserve and 
the significant past investment by CRC to develop the former 
sugar cane farm and mining quarry into an environmental 
and community asset, the project team believed a 
collaboration with CRC and the Jabirus would deliver 
mutually beneficial outcomes. 

The collaboration was designed to: 

• minimise the impacts of the project on the wetlands 

• contribute to the continued development of the wetlands reserve  

• enhance habitat connectivity with nearby Avondale Creek  

• leave a long-lasting environmental legacy for the community. 

The former Mulgrave Shire Council purchased the site in 1993 to protect the Feather Palm Forest, an 
endangered lowland mesophyll vine rainforest. This forest is remnant of a once extensive forest type in 
Cairns, now confined to only a few areas in the region and rated 'of concern' in the Vegetation 
Management Act 1999. The wetlands have been rated as an area of High Ecological Significance by the 
Department of Environment and Heritage Protection. 

A $3 million rehabilitation Council and Queensland Government funded project turned the reserve into an 
environmental gem, renowned Australia-wide for its birdlife.  

The Jabirus host a weekly ‘maintenance and planting’ day at the reserve as part of its ongoing 
development and are very much considered the custodians of the wetlands area. 

From the outset, CRC and the Jabirus were concerned the bypass would have significant impacts on the 
wetlands reserve, both during construction and long-term.  

By engaging closely with them, the project team was able to alleviate these concerns, avoiding potential 
escalation to a campaign against the project had they not felt they were not part of the decision-making 
process or had stakeholder buy-in. 

The project team formed a closed collaboration with CRC and the Jabirus, with the latter invited to perform 
a 'hands-on' role within the project. This aimed to leverage the Jabiru's extensive knowledge and 
experience of the wetland habitat and garner their support for the project. 

• Environmentally sensitive 
wetland reserve (home to 
endangered forest type) 
adjacent to major road project. 

• Stakeholders concerns about 
impacts to wetlands, during 
construction and long-term. 

• Project team collaborated with 
stakeholders to mitigate 
impacts to the reserve and 
enhance its ecological value. 

• New sedge swamp shallow 
wetland, to create iconic bird 
species and contribute to the 
water quality of the Great 
Barrier Reef. 
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The Jabirus became involved with the project on many different fronts. However, the initiative with the 
greatest impact was the creation of a sedge swamp shallow wetland. 

Created in an unused paddock, the sedge swamp (Appendix A – Sedge Swamp Plan) had never been 
realised due to a lack of resources required to clear the infested area of para grass and navua sedge.  

Lead Jabiru volunteer Mr Geoff McClure developed a detailed design for the proposed sedge swamp.  

The project team engaged newly launched Indigenous earthmoving business, NQ Civil Services, to build the 
swamp west of the main Jabiru Lake in August 2020. Work will continue on a series of bird hides on the 
southern edge. 

Long-term, the swamp and surrounding bunds will be landscaped with a variety of native flora including 
water plants to attract iconic sedgeland birds including the Bush-hen, which is much sought after by 
visiting birdwatchers as populations are not found in any of the major cities, apart from a small population 
in western Brisbane. 

The sedge swamp will add considerable ecological value to the wetlands reserve, not only because of the 
evolving flora and fauna on site, but also as a filter, 'cleaning water' before it enters the Great Barrier Reef. 

Based on the Jabirus' experience rehabilitating the wetlands and the importance of improving the existing 
habitat connectivity, their input was sought on the most suitable revegetation species to be planted. These 
species were to act as a buffer between the new bypass road and the wetlands reserve and promote 
habitat connectivity in key areas including Avondale Creek, part of the Cattana sub-basin, and up the 
McAlister Ranges. [Revegetating Avondale Creek is identified as a priority action in the Wet Tropics Plan, 
Walking the Landscape: Cairns Urban Catchments, to "create riparian connectivity from protected area on 
Macalister Ranges to vegetated coastal wetlands (Cattana)"]. 

Where possible and practicable, the Jabirus' revegetation preferences were included in the revegetation 
program. The Jabirus coordinated and led a project tree planting earlier in 2021. 

  

The site of the new sedge 
swamp at Cattana Wetlands 

 

The sedge swamp during 
construction 

 

 

The completed sedge swamp, 
awaiting wet season rains 
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Plan engagement 

The Smithfield Bypass project team recognised early on the importance of engaging the key environmental 
stakeholder group, the custodians of the wetland reserve, CRC and the Jabirus. 

Both stakeholders were and remain heavily invested in the reserve's long-term sustainable future as a 
community and environmental asset and were potentially greatly affected by the decision to build a road 
(bypass) adjacent to the reserve. Both groups held genuine concerns that the project could have significant 
impacts on the wetlands site. 

The HAJV Community Relations and Engagement Plan made a commitment to promote strong community 
engagement with a focus on:  

• participation by community stakeholders in consultation and decision-making 

• community engagement as part of sustainable practice and partnerships with voluntary community 
organisations that spanned environment, education, charitable enterprises and social hubs. 

The plan identified the proximity of the Cattana Wetlands and the project's relationship with the Jabirus as 
high importance to help meet the project's commitment to sustainability and the environment. 
Specifically, the project proposed a three-stage engagement approach for the Jabirus, being 'consult, 
participate and create'. 

To achieve this, the project delivered an engagement program with CRC and the Jabirus. 

A meeting in July 2019 during the project's Preliminary Design phase launched a series of stakeholder 
workshops, meetings and information sessions. It included a tour of the wetland reserve to help the 
project team understand first-hand its environmental values, and afford the Jabirus the opportunity to 
highlight areas of concern, including construction works near Jacana Pool and the impacts of the project on 
the Feathered Palm Forest along with drainage, habitat connectivity and the continued development and 
enhancement of the reserve.  

TMR had earlier recognised the ecological value of the wetlands reserve when it shifted the bypass 
alignment further west from its original location, to minimise impacts on the reserve during the project's 
design phase.  

The project team continued to meet the Jabirus face-to-face (six meetings during 2019 and 2020) on-site, 
with ongoing phone and email correspondence, where the project team gathered feedback on issues and a 
collaborative solution was proposed (being the creation of a sedge swamp and input into revegetation 
species). 

The Jabirus helped design the sedge swamp and influenced features such as drainage and the reuse of 
removed soil material.  

The Jabirus also carried out early works for the construction of the swamp (pegging out the area and 
removing weeds from the periphery), and Mr McClure was onsite during the construction of the swamp.  

Having identified an opportunity for the project to enhance the existing habitat connectivity between the 
wetland and Avondale Creek, the project team sought the expertise of the Jabirus for the revegetation 
species list to ensure the project's plantings aligned with the wetlands habitat, where possible.  

In early 2021, the Jabirus led two community tree-planting days on site. 

The collaboration with CRC and the Jabirus formed an integral part of the Smithfield Bypass project's 
engagement. Data on the engagement with CRC and the Jabirus was recorded in Consultation Manager. 
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The project team, Cairns 
Regional Council and the 
Jabirus tour the wetlands 

reserve 

Tour Lead Jabiru Geoff McClure 
presents his design for the 

sedge swamp to the 
Smithfield Bypass project 

team 
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3.0 Implementation 

 

Manage engagement 

The proximity of an environmental and community asset adjacent to the alignment of a new, 3.8 kilometre 
dual-carriageway bypass road presented an enormous challenge for TMR. This was predominantly based 
around addressing community expectations for the preservation of the asset's ecological values during 
construction and on project completion. 

There was widespread community concern that the new bypass could have a significant impact on the 
wetlands reserve (which had celebrated the success of a 10-year revegetation program and is home to a 
remnant forest type) not only on project completion but also during construction (including soil erosion 
and run-off).  

This concern – which extended to concerns about possible land resumptions from the reserve to 
accommodate the project works – was largely based on misinformation. 

It was critical the project team proactively engage with asset owners, CRC and the Jabirus, to develop 
strategies to mitigate any impacts of the alignment on the reserve, construction (run-off, vegetation 
removal, erosion), and to secure stakeholder buy-in. 

The project team initiated the first meeting on-site with CRC and the Jabirus in July 2019, where a host of 
issues were identified and discussed. This included vegetation clearing alongside the bypass, close to 
Jacana Pool – the main wetland in the reserve – required for the relocation of services (water and 
sewerage) for the bypass. 

A site tour allowed the project team to better understand the ecological values of the reserve. The project 
team was able to highlight the physical boundary of the bypass road with respect to the wetlands reserve 
and explain on-the-ground strategies to mitigate soil erosion and water treatment. 

The initial meeting laid the platform for successful collaboration between the two parties, which has 
largely continued throughout the project, through regular on-site meetings.  

During discussions over the need and extent of vegetation clearing, the Jabirus proposed that a sedge 
swamp shallow wetland habitat be constructed, as an offset for the loss of vegetation from the edge of 
Jacana Pool. 
 
While not required by legislation to carry out remedial works in the reserve, the project team recognised 
the creation of the sedge swamp as an opportunity to 'give back' to the community and help the Jabirus 
realise a long-held vision. 

Mr McClure developed a design for the sedge swamp including revegetation around the perimeter and the 
incorporation of a drainage system from Jabiru Lake and was present during construction to ensure the 
works were delivered to plan. 

Enhancing habitat connectivity between Cattana Wetlands and Avondale Creek and west to the McAlister 
Ranges was critical to the project.  

Using their extensive knowledge on habitat connectivity, the Jabirus advised the project team on the most 
suitable revegetation species, planting methods and after-care to promote growth and enhance habitat 
connectivity. Some of the plants were sourced from a CRC-owned nursery and CRC and the Jabirus 
coordinated the start of a series of community plantings that happened on site in early 2021. 

 



8 
 

Consultation Manager statistics  

   

Issues  Events  Stakeholders  
  distinct  total  

Roads  45  535  10,410  

Construction     (10/12/2019)  32  535  10,853  

Community update/Project 

notification  

19  513  9191  

Community consultation process  16  61  150  

Temporary traffic impacts or 

management  

16  520  6160  

Flora or fauna or vegetation  13  15  103  

Waterways or water quality  10  15  86  

Sustainability  9  15  72  

Preliminary design      

(10/12/2019)  

9  10  42  

Environmental management  8  15  67  

Other  66  5921  12.653  

Total event search   48  535  11.952  
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Event types  Events  Stakeholders  
  distinct  total  

Enewsletter/Eupdate (Email multiple 

recipients)  

23  519  11753  

Meeting_Other  10  11  59  

Email out  6  59  81  

Phone call in  4  5  5  

Letter in  3  14  35  

Community information session  1  9  9  

Email in  1  10  10  

Total event search   48  535  11952  
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At the outset of the project, a communications and engagement plan was created and all key stakeholders 

identified along with communication needs, potential issues, management and 

measurability. In the case of the project's relationship with CRC 

and the Jabirus, its success can be measured on the mutually 

beneficial outcomes including creation of the sedge 

swamp and opportunities to enhance habitat 

connectivity. 

The overarching stakeholder engagement strategy 
aimed to proactively assess impacts and outcomes in 
advance while engaging appropriately with each key 
stakeholder group.  The engagement approach was 
based on listening to stakeholders and collaborating 
with them, where possible, to achieve mutually beneficial 
outcomes. 

When embarking on the engagement with the owners of Cattana 
Wetlands (CRC and the Jabirus) it was deemed best to meet with the volunteers at Cattana Wetlands, 
during their weekly volunteer session at the nature reserve.   

Meetings were attended by the project's community relations 
manager and key members of the project team, including 
the environmental consultant and construction 
engineer. 

Outside of the formal meetings, the project team 
hosted a social gathering at the wetlands reserve to 
further enhance the stakeholder relationship. 

All discussions undertaken at these meetings were 
recorded and documented in minutes, recorded in the 
project's reporting software platform, Teambinder, and 
TMR’s stakeholder engagement platform, Consultation 
Manager. Photographs and videos, in particular material that 
recorded progress of works, were documented. Meeting minutes and 
outcomes were also sent to the Jabirus in attendance at the meetings. 

In relation to the creation of the sedge swamp, a meeting was held at the project site office with 
representatives of the Jabirus and the project team.   

Design plans were viewed and logistics discussed, all recorded and distributed as previously outlined 
above. This meeting determined what permits and biosecurity testing would be required along with the 
soil preparation and removal of topsoil when creating the swamp.  This gave the Jabirus an opportunity to 
discuss the proposal in person with key decision makers in the project (project manager, environmental 
manager and construction manager), rather than negotiate this in writing. 

Monthly and bi-annual reports were also prepared throughout the project for stakeholder engagement 
activities. 

Completion of the sedge swamp was celebrated at a media event [Appendix B - Fulfilling a green dream, 
The Cairns Post, 7 October 2020]. 

 

 

"The contractor collaborated with 

Council to ensure all activities took 

into consideration the significant 

environmental protection layers and 

triggers that apply to the site." – Kristy 

Ghelfa, Cairns Regional Council, 19 

March 2021 

 

 

"The Swamp is a wonderful gift to the 

Cairns community….you have 

converted a slashed paddock into a 

much needed shallow wetland for 

wading birds." – Geoff McClure, Jabiru 

volunteer, 27 August 2020 
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Cr Rhonda Coghlan (Cairns Regional Council), Ikem 
Onyene (HAJV) and Prue Fitzpatrick (Jabiru) at the 
community tree planting on 23 February 2021. 

 

The beginnings of enhancing habitat connectivity as 
part of the Smithfield Bypass project 
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4.0 Outcomes, impact and insights 

 

Reflection and evaluation of engagement 

 

The active, positive and ongoing contribution from the wetland reserve owners, CRC and the Jabirus, to the 
project demonstrates a high level of stakeholder engagement and ultimately satisfaction with the 
measures taken by the project to protect and enhance the wetland reserve and enhance habitat 
connectivity. 

This collaborative approach taken by TMR engaged CRC and the Jabirus to provide expert advice 
(revegetation species) and innovation (sedge swamp) through a public participation program, with their 
recommendations forming the final solution delivered. 

"From the outset, our relationship with the Jabirus has been about working together and creating an 
environmental legacy for the community to enjoy." [Japan Shah, HAJV project manager, 29 March, 2021] 

Engagement was highly successful and it provided mutually beneficial outcomes, captured in the three key 
outcomes below: 

Creation of the sedge swamp 

The creation of a sedge swamp was proposed by the Jabirus as an offset for the removal of a 
narrow band of vegetation bordering Jacana Pool (cleared to allow the relocation of services from 
the western perimeter of the bypass).  The Jabirus proposed the project be undertaken as a gesture 
of community goodwill and the project team agreed. Mr McClure designed the sedge swamp, with 
construction undertaken in August 2020.  The sedge swamp is a living example of an environmental 
legacy and an outcome of collaboration and consideration for the environment, prioritising 
environmental sustainability. 
 
Habitat connectivity 
 
The project's collaboration with CRC and the Jabirus has always worked to inform the project's 
Landscaping Revegetation and Urban Design to ensure all native species incorporated and planted 
are native to the area and promote habitat connectivity between the wetlands and nearby 
Avondale Creek. CRC and the Jabirus worked with the project to supply and plant up to 1000 
healthy tube stock to commence the extensive planting phase that will eventually see almost 
50,000 trees planted. Following the advice of the Jabirus, the bush planting process was adopted to 
create a canopy that will minimise maintenance and promote sustainability. [Smithfield Bypass 
Project] – "The newly established sedge swamp is a welcome addition to the Cattana Wetlands and 
adds to its ecological value. More recently, I joined with members of the HAJV project team and 
Jabiru volunteers in one of two tree planting days at the Smithfield Bypass – knowing that the native 
trees, when established, will improve flora and fauna connectivity between Cattana Wetlands and 
Avondale Creek.  The positive outcomes of this project are a shining example of what can be 
achieved when industry, government and community groups work together." [Cr Rhonda Coghlan, 
Cairns Regional Council, 16/3/21] 

Future walking path 

During the project, a resident directly impacted by the bypass enquired about accessing the 
wetlands once the bypass was open to traffic. The project team consulted with the Jabirus to 

https://www.tmr.qld.gov.au/projects/Captain-Cook-Highway-Smithfield-Bypass-Project
https://www.tmr.qld.gov.au/projects/Captain-Cook-Highway-Smithfield-Bypass-Project
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determine the interest and feasibility of developing a new walking path extending the path from 
the Captain Cook Highway to Avondale Creek to the western perimeter of Cattana Wetlands.  While 
a positive outcome has not yet been realised, this potential new community asset has been 
forwarded to CRC for consideration and construction.  

 

This project demonstrates the success of a collaborative public participation approach where impacted 
stakeholders (CRC and the Jabirus) were proactively engaged to be involved in the decision-making process 
(project's impacts on the wetland reserve) and ultimately were able to influence decisions and outcomes 
(revegetation species and creation of sedge swamp). 

Lead Jabiru volunteer Mr Geoff McClure highlighted the crowning glory of the collaboration – the creation 
of a sedge swamp – as a 'wonderful gift to the Cairns community': 

"It has been on the wish-list of the Jabirus volunteer group (Cairns Regional Council's 'Green Space, Our 
Place' program) for several years but funding has been an issue, particularly during Covid19. You have 
converted a slashed paddock into a much-needed shallow wetland for wading birds (Crakes in particular) 
and a niche for sedges which produce seed for Crimson Finches. Both species are sought by local and 
international bird-watchers. Your plans for landscaping the Smithfield Bypass Road's verge as a wild-life 
corridor to the Wetlands, and the possibility of an adjoining bike-path, are also significant contributions to 
conservation and passive recreation of local families. Cattana Wetlands has taken a giant step forward 
thanks to HAJV." [Geoff McClure, Lead Jabiru volunteer, 27/8/2020]  

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  

The Smithfield Bypass project team 
collaborated with owners of Cattana 
Wetlands, Cairns Regional Council (CRC), and 
volunteers the Jabirus, to address concerns 
about the project's impact on the wetlands 
site, mitigate project impacts and enhance 
the wetland reserve. 

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

The Smithfield Bypass project team 
honoured the Jabirus' request for a sedge 
swamp as an offset for minor vegetation 
removal and included their input into 
revegetation plans. 

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

CRC and the Jabirus were kept updated on 
the progress of works including the sedge 
swamp and revegetation species. 

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

The Smithfield Bypass project team 
collaborated with CRC and the Jabirus for the 
development and creation of the sedge 
swamp, and to provide input into enhancing 
habitat connectivity from the wetland to 
Avondale Creek (including species selection 
and tree planting). 

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

The Smithfield Bypass project team invited 
CRC and the Jabirus to coordinate and 
deliver the tree planting to enhance habitat 
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connectivity between the wetlands and 
Avondale Creek. 

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

The Smithfield Bypass project team hosted 
CRC and the Jabirus onsite where the 
physical boundary between the bypass and 
the wetlands reserve was identified, allaying 
initial concerns the project would have a 
significant impact on the wetlands. 

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

CRC and the Jabirus were kept well informed 
throughout the sedge swamp project and 
tree planting activities. 
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We would like to thank Queensland Department of Transport and Main Roads and Highway Construction 
and Albem Operations Joint Venture (HAJV) for agreeing to share this case study and insights to advance 
engagement practice. This case study was authored by the Smithfield Bypass Communications Team. 

For more information about this project see: 

• www.tmr.qld.gov.au/projects/Captain-Cook-Highway-Smithfield-Bypass-Project 

To access and search the Case Study Library/Database (IAP2 Australasia members): Head to the 
Members Resources section of IAP2 Australasia.  

Want to know more about publishing a Case Study? www.iap2.org.au/casestudy  
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Appendix A – Sedge Swamp Plan 
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Appendix B – The Cairns Post "Fulfilling a green dream" 
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Appendix C – Cairns Regional Council Reference 
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Appendix D – Councillor Rhonda Coghlan Reference 
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Appendix E – Jabiru volunteer Geoff McClure Reference 

 

 


