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The purpose of the Energy Charter is: 

“To progress the culture and solutions required to deliver a more affordable, sustainable and reliable energy 

system for all Australians in line with community expectations. It is focused on embedding a customer-centric 

culture and conduct in energy businesses to create tangible improvements in affordability and service 

delivery.” 

 

Principle One:     “We will put customers at the centre of our business and the energy system” 

Principle Two:      “We will improve energy affordability for customers” 

Principle Three:   “We will provide energy safely, sustainably and reliably” 

Principle Four:  “We will improve the customer experience” 

Principle Five:   “We will support customers facing vulnerable circumstances” 

 

I am a resident living on the Mornington Peninsula, Victoria and this submission includes my personal 

experience as an energy consumer and my views on the energy market in Australia. 
 

 

Energy efficiency: 

 

I believe the Federal Government, State Governments and the energy industry must reduce the cost of energy 

for all Australian families, small businesses, commercial organisations and large industrial companies. 

 

Improving energy efficiency in Australian homes, offices, workplaces and industry will reduce the demand for 

gas and electricity and therefore reduce energy bills and cost-of-doing-business in a sustainable manner. 

 

Energy efficiency improvements can reduce demand for fossil fuels, reduce energy costs and create new 

sustainability businesses that could employ thousands of people to install these efficiency measures. Examples 

of energy efficient solutions include roof insulation, double-glazed windows, draught sealing, external shading, 

installing energy efficient appliances and reducing energy usage in homes and workplaces. 

 

The International Energy Agency (IEA) has identified energy efficiency policies as vital to help halve the energy 

consumption of major appliances and key to reaching net zero emissions in the electricity sector. 

https://www.iea.org/articles/a-call-to-action-on-efficient-and-smart-appliances  

 

The digitalisation of energy systems is contributing to improved energy efficiencies and cost-effective energy 

savings. Digital tools such as smart meters and smart devices provide data to energy consumers and help 

change behavior to improve energy use and reduce energy costs. Energy Consumers Australia conducted a 

survey on consumer behavior and found Australians are seeking more information on their energy usage. 

https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/news/energy-consumer-behaviour-survey-the-insights  

 

Risk management company DNV released a report ‘Energy Transition Outlook 2021’ stating that energy 

efficiency is ‘the unsung hero’ and should be the number one priority for governments and businesses. 
https://www.smart-energy.com/news/dnv-energy-efficiency-and-hydrogen-biggest-opportunities-to-combat-

climate-change/  

 

I believe that Australian energy companies should provide energy efficient solutions to all their customers. 

https://www.iea.org/articles/a-call-to-action-on-efficient-and-smart-appliances
https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/news/energy-consumer-behaviour-survey-the-insights
https://www.smart-energy.com/news/dnv-energy-efficiency-and-hydrogen-biggest-opportunities-to-combat-climate-change/
https://www.smart-energy.com/news/dnv-energy-efficiency-and-hydrogen-biggest-opportunities-to-combat-climate-change/


Social Licence and Community Engagement: 

 

The term ‘social licence’ refers to the acceptance granted to an organisation by a local community and their 

expectations and trust beyond complying with legal and regulatory obligations. 

A social licence to operate may appear to share similar traits with Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and 

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG), however social licence considers the standing and actions of the 

whole organisation in society rather than just its public relations image or compliance with investment rules. 

 

The Australian Human Rights Commission states “…  The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is 

generally understood to mean that corporations have a degree of responsibility not only for the economic 

consequences of their activities, but also for the social and environmental implications… ‘triple bottom line’.” 

https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/corporate-social-responsibility-human-rights  

 

Professional services firm PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) conducted research in September 2021 on the 

impact of the ESG movement and found “… Reducing Scope 1 and Scope 2 greenhouse gas emissions is the 

most cited ESG issue for companies to prioritise … Investors are increasingly willing to take action if 
companies are not adequately addressing ESG issues.” (emphasis added) 

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/audit-assurance/corporate-reporting/esg-investor-survey.html  

 

Infrastructure Partnerships Australia released a report ‘Building Trust: Social Licence For Infrastructure’ that 

detailed the challenges facing the infrastructure sector in Australia and outlined some key principles such as 

“… Make social licence a key consideration for every infrastructure project at every stage…” 

https://infrastructure.org.au/social-license-for-infrastructure/  

 

https://infrastructure.org.au/wp-

content/uploads/2021/07/IPA__Building_Trust___Social_License_for_Infrastructure__FINAL.pdf  

 

Energy companies in Australia that do not understand the importance of social licence and effective 

community engagement will put at risk the reputational and financial value of their business. 

 

On 30 March 2021, the proposed AGL/APA gas import jetty and pipeline project at Crib Point, Victoria was 

rejected by the Minister for Planning Richard Wynne MP due to “… unacceptable environmental effects on 

Western Port Bay…” (emphasis added) 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-30/crib-point-agl-floating-gas-terminal-rejected/100036926  

 

The $250 million gas import project from energy company AGL and pipeline company APA was originally 

announced on 9 August 2017 with very little community engagement. Over the next three years, local 

communities on the Mornington Peninsula, around Western Port Bay, Phillip Island and French Island would 

voice their opposition to a floating gas terminal and 57km gas pipeline that would pollute the marine 

environment of an internationally recognised Ramsar wetland and UNESCO Biosphere. 

https://www.mpnews.com.au/2019/04/02/candidates-all-aboard-to-oppose-gas-plan/  

 

The manner in which AGL conducted their community engagement was flawed, inadequate, tokenistic and 

designed to appear consultative but was actually a one-way information channel only or a data collection tool. 

The many flaws in the AGL community engagement process were presented in public submissions to the Crib 

Point Inquiry and Advisory Committee of the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning. 

https://engage.vic.gov.au/crib-point-IAC  

 

 

https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/corporate-social-responsibility-human-rights
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/audit-assurance/corporate-reporting/esg-investor-survey.html
https://infrastructure.org.au/social-license-for-infrastructure/
https://infrastructure.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/IPA__Building_Trust___Social_License_for_Infrastructure__FINAL.pdf
https://infrastructure.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/IPA__Building_Trust___Social_License_for_Infrastructure__FINAL.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-30/crib-point-agl-floating-gas-terminal-rejected/100036926
https://www.mpnews.com.au/2019/04/02/candidates-all-aboard-to-oppose-gas-plan/
https://engage.vic.gov.au/crib-point-IAC


Over 6,000 public submissions were received with an overwhelming majority of submitters opposed to the 

AGL/APA Crib Point Gas Import Jetty and Pipeline Project. One submission (#2530) from Dr. Belinda Lewis and 

Professor Jeff Lewis detailed the flaws in the Stakeholder Engagement and Social Impact Assessment. 

 

“… In our judgement, the AGL consultants’ account of the social and community impacts (current and 
future) is methodologically flawed, inadequate in scope and depth and seriously lacking in evidence for 

their claims. As a result, its conclusions are superficial, incomplete and inaccurate.” (emphasis added) 

 

Regarding local community sentiment towards the AGL/APA gas project, Dr. Lewis and Professor Lewis 

identified skewed use of survey data by AGL. 

 

“… In one very poor piece of skewed research, the ‘Community Sentiment Survey’ (EES Chap 26 pg.14) AGL 
claims that community attitudes have softened towards the plant and pipeline. This is absolutely not true. 

Each part of their 3-stage ‘survey’ draws samples of 400 local and 400 Victoria-wide attitudes towards the 

plant. These were then combined (therefore diluting local findings within a general population) with the 

report drawing the conclusion that there is increased ‘engagement’ and ‘declining’ opposition to the 
project.” (emphasis added) 

 

See submission #2530 in full in the attached document. 

View submission #2530 online here: https://engage.vic.gov.au/crib-point-IAC/submissions  

 

Energy companies must be truly engaged with local communities regarding their operations in order to avoid 

the loss of trust and reputational damage that AGL experienced during the Crib Point Gas Import Project.  

 

 

Energy prices and affordability: 

 

The issues of energy affordability and rising cost-of-living impacts are felt by millions of Australians. These 

financial pressures must be addressed by the Federal Government and all State and Territory Governments. 

The energy industry must continue to assist vulnerable customers especially during the current COVID-19 

pandemic which resulted in the loss of thousands of jobs due to lockdowns and other restrictions. 

 

Pensioners on fixed incomes who rent their home face high cost-of-living pressures as housing accounts for a 

large percentage of their pension. Energy costs can be significant and may be minimised by reducing the 

frequency and use of gas heaters in winter and air conditioners in summer to save money. This may impact on 

the health of older Australians who can not afford to keep these appliances running when needed. 

 

I have attached a recent electricity bill from a pensioner who was in hospital and used minimal electricity with 

a small solar panel system on their home. The energy provider is EnergyAustralia and the document states:  

 

“Discounts – Your total Electricity rewards and discounts received since November 2010 are $74.91 Cr.” 

For eleven years of loyalty, this pensioner received $74.91 in rewards towards their electricity account.  

 

The same electricity bill stated that the electricity rates had increased from 1 July 2021 – including GST. 

The new Flexi Saver Peak rate is now $0.5088622 per kWh. 

The new Flexi Saver Off Peak rate is now $0.2760208 per kWh. 

The new Flexi Saver Supply Charge is now $1.579259 per day. 

 

I am concerned at the high cost of electricity that this pensioner was being charged by EnergyAustralia. 

https://engage.vic.gov.au/crib-point-IAC/submissions


How many other pensioners with EnergyAustralia are paying $0.51 per kWh and daily supply of $1.58 p/day? 

What is the highest electricity rate and daily supply charge currently paid by EnergyAustralia customers? 

Why is the EnergyAustralia daily supply charge so expensive at $1.58 per day? 

How do energy retailers in Australia monitor customer accounts to identify excessive rates and charges? 

 

The Victorian Energy Compare website provides electricity rates from various energy companies that offer 

electricity rates and daily supply charges that are much lower than those found in the attached bill. 

See website here: https://compare.energy.vic.gov.au/  

 

All of the EnergyAustralia electricity offers found on this website are considerably lower than the rates found 

in the FlexiSaver plan that this pensioner has been paying for many years. 

Why does EnergyAustralia continue to charge pensioners such high electricity rates in 2021? 

 

I believe Australian energy retailers should provide simple low-cost electricity and natural gas prices for 

Centrelink recipients such as pensioners, widows and veterans using their Centrelink Customer Reference 

Number (CRN). Centrelink clients should be able to provide their CRN and easily access lower energy prices. 

 

 

Conclusion: 

 

I believe the Energy Charter Independent Accountability Panel can strongly advocate on behalf of Australian 

energy customers to improve energy affordability, promote energy efficiencies, increase transparency and 

access to energy data and help deliver long-term sustainable energy solutions for families and businesses. 

 

Australian energy consumers increasingly want to source their energy from renewable and sustainable 

sources. Consumers want to learn how to manage their energy usage better, reduce their carbon footprint 

and save on energy costs. They want less coal and natural gas and more solar power in their communities. 

 

The board members of Australian gas producers, gas pipeline operators, gas retailers, electricity generators 

and electricity retailers must listen to their customers and stakeholders regarding the urgent need to innovate 

and decarbonise their operations, achieve zero emission targets before 2050 and transform their business 

models to deliver safer, cleaner and more affordable energy that does not rely on carbon credits or offsets. 

 

With leadership from the Federal Government, State Governments, non-governmental organisations and the 

scientific community, the Australian energy industry can deliver much better outcomes for all families and 

businesses regarding energy affordability and sustainable energy sources. 

 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to make this submission. 

 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Dale Stohr 

ddstohr@bigpond.com  

 

https://compare.energy.vic.gov.au/
mailto:ddstohr@bigpond.com
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Regarding Environmental Effects Statement: AGL Crib Point Gas Import 

Jetty Project  
 

  
We are public health researchers and cultural anthropologists, and are local residents of 
Somers, near Crib Point in Victoria.  We are writing to comment on the proposed AGL 
Gas Import Jetty Project for Westernport Bay in Victoria. Thank you for the opportunity 
to comment. 

Note of appreciation  

This EES provides an important opportunity for all people in communities surrounding 
Westernport Bay and from across Victoria/Australia to register publicly, in a transparent and 
open process, their own ‘Statement of Impact’ in relation to the proposed Crib Point AGL 
FSRU gas plant and pipeline.  

This opportunity is important step forward because, as this submission will demonstrate, the 
processes engaged in by AGL and their consultants have filtered, altered and suppressed 
many of these voices since the inception of the project planning in 2017. This has had 
serious negative effects on people’s health and community wellbeing.  

Thank you for your consideration to all of the public comments on this EES.  

 

Belinda Lewis and Jeff Lewis  



Introduction 

We are presenting this submission as specialists in cultural and medical/public health 
anthropology. Our research on social and community crisis: prevention and management has 
international significance (Lewis, J. 2005; 2009; 2012; 2016; Lewis B. 2015; Lewis et al, 
2017; Lewis, J. and Lewis, B. 2017). This work is focused on: community health impacts of 
development; crisis and disasters; recovery and community sustainability; insecurity and 
social/cultural transition; community empowerment and capacity building.  

While our earlier submission for the EBPC Referral focused on Indigenous Cultural 
Heritage, this submission focuses more broadly on the Social and Community Impacts of 
the proposed AGL gas import jetty, FSRU processing plant and related pipeline. Our 
assessment is informed by close analysis of AGLs complete EES documentation, with 
particular reference to the following sections: 

• Social Impact Assessment (Main Report Chap 18; Technical Report M),   

• Stakeholder Engagement (Main Report Chap 26; Attachment 5: Community 
Engagement Reports). 

 

Summary 

In our judgement, the AGL-consultants’ account of the social and community impacts 
(current and future) is methodologically flawed, inadequate in scope and depth, and seriously 
lacking in evidence for their claims. As a result, its conclusions are superficial, incomplete 
and inaccurate.  

The reports vastly under-estimate the profound impacts of this proposed development on 
affected individuals, families and communities in the entire Westernport Bay, including 
French and Phillip Islands, Bass Coast and the Mornington Peninsula. It is also a matter of 
concern that they completely parenthesize the substantial negative impacts, already occurring 
over the past 3 years, of their community assessment processes and stakeholder engagement 
strategies.  

There are numerous concerning examples throughout the Social Impact and Stakeholder 
Engagement documents to illustrate their methodological flaws and lack of rigorous 
evidence.  

For ease of reading and a timely process, we present details of six key issues of concern in 
the critical comments below. This is followed by a more detailed Response to the Social 
Impact and Stakeholder Engagement Reports. We are happy to be involved in further 
discussions and/or provide more detail on request. 

Issues of Concern:  

1. Community fund: undermining community cohesion 
2. AGL’s inadequate response to feedback 
3. Non-disclosure of key information 
4. Sense of community, identity and belonging 
5. Community, culture and custodianship  
6. Evidence of community opposition  

 

 

1. Community fund: social fracturing and undermining community cohesion 

As part of its Stakeholder Engagement Strategy, the company is offering a $7.5m 
‘community fund’ which will be ‘distributed’ only if the project proceeds. Described in the 
SIA as a Social Impact Mitigation Measure, AGL claims that these funds are designed to 



‘share’ some of the benefits of the project. As stated by AGL representatives at Community 
Engagement drop-in sessions, the funds also represent some form of compensation for the 
disruption and damage the plant will cause. 

As a great deal of peer-reviewed and independent research has demonstrated, these sorts of 
community compensation funds frequently cause significant disruption to communities and 
organizations (e.g. Lewis and Lewis, 2017; Kandiah, 2018). Different groups have varying 
levels of financial capacity and varying attitudes toward proposed development projects. 
Corporate and industrial developers exploit these variations, often deploying a ‘divide and 
conquer’ strategy to induce support and suppress opposition. 

Extraction industries in Australia and in developing world contexts are particularly prone to 
using this process of financial inducement. The extraneous funds distort local economies and 
create significant divisions between individuals, socio-economic and interest groups, and 
community organisations who are favoured by the inducement (Lewis and Lewis, 2017; Sala 
and Manchini, 2018; Kinba, R. et al, 2019). 

Our own consultation with Crib Point and a range of affected local communities uncovered 
significant social tensions and division between community organizations and groups that 
were attributed to AGL’s stakeholder engagement strategy. AGL had targeted community 
groups in areas of socioeconomic disadvantage with information about the possible 
availability of funding - contingent on development approval. In particular, we found that 
information from AGL vastly inflated the proposed benefits of the development, while 
minimizing the negative consequences.  

For example, AGL approached a number of local football clubs and festival organizers in 
order to create a positive impression of the corporation generally, and this development 
project in particular. One financially strained junior football club was lured into a private 
compact with AGL on the basis of ‘assured’ club funding. Another club (Balnarring) were 
opposed to the development project and refused to engage with AGL or their inducements. 
Significant community tensions evolved between groups within a previously cohesive, 
regional community sporting code. So, if funds were eventually distributed according to the 
proposed Community Engagement Management Plan, AGL’s financial intervention will 
further divide communities - financially and morally - intensify community tensions, 
exacerbate social inequalities and undermine social cohesion. 

 

2. AGL’s inadequate response to feedback 

When asked to discuss community concerns about these social impacts (Somers CE meeting, 
Sept 17, 2018) AGL entirely dismissed the point, insisting that their motives were entirely 
benign. In the EES documents, there is no record of community members raising concerns 
about AGL’s poor record of genuine community engagement, failure to uphold its 
monitoring and environmental protection obligations, and a range of other legislative 
breaches—including 11 breaches of political donations disclosure laws.  

Requests to AGL to address these community concerns have not been included in their EES 
reports, nor did community members receive responses. Feedback provided to AGL about 
the widespread lack of community confidence in the company’s sincerity, trustworthiness 
and honesty has been selectively omitted from the AGL social impact and community 
engagement reports. In addition to the risks created by proposed gas plant itself, it is the 
‘social impact assessment’ and ‘community engagement’ processes (used to inform these 
EES reports), and the omission of extremely serious concerns, that are already having 
profoundly negative health and social impacts for many thousands of people. Evidence for 
this can be found in the 3,345 individuals who emailed AGL registering their grave concerns 
and opposition to the project [n=1965 in 2019; n=1380 in 2020] (Environment Victoria 
2020) See also (Save Westernport 2020).  



AGL’s lack of corporate accountability is a powerful contributing factor to the high levels of 
anxiety, stress, concern about the future, economic and social disruption associated with the 
AGL proposal. These very genuine social impacts need to be thoroughly researched, 
acknowledged and addressed by AGL – with continuous monitoring and reporting made 
freely available to for public participation at all times. 

 

3. Non-disclosure of key information 

Information that was critical to community decision-making about the proposal was not 
made available at Community Engagement sessions. Rather, when questions were submitted, 
the standard answers from AGL staff were that ‘This information will be in the detailed 
EES’. Consequently, community members were forced to wait almost 3 years until July 2020 
before knowing the full extent of the risk posed by AGL proposal and their suggested 
strategies for mitigation. And only 6 weeks prior to the close of comments. 

In a more specific example, in their public materials, information sessions and EES report, 
AGL also claims a social benefit in employment (40 permanent jobs) and economy 
(construction phase). These putative benefits, however, are not ‘shared’ with the local 
communities. As the community participants in the ‘engagement’ process pointed out—AGL 
has deliberately inflated and obscured the economic benefits to the affected communities. 
Having assured residents of Crib Point that the plant would offer significant employment to 
locals, it was revealed that the plant would be constructed largely by a specialist labour 
force, meaning very few —if any— ongoing employment opportunities for the residents of 
Crib Point, Hastings or adjacent towns.  

AGL neglected to provide information or modelling to examine community concerns about 
the potential social impact on Westernport and Phillip Island jobs in tourism, eco-tourism-
education of a single event exceeding safety thresholds for Westernport’s fragile, protected 
ecosystems. Despite the SIA Report claiming that community members are concerned about 
a project that has ‘minimal risk’ to surrounding ecosystems, these community concerns are 
soundly based on evidence of AGL’s appalling record of corporate responsibility and 
misleading conduct. AGL is currently awaiting trial in the Federal Court on matters of failing 
to provide accurate information (AER 2020). The Federal Court has repeatedly found AGL 
to have made false or misleading statements to the public. AGL has been warned about 
breaking the law, but despite these warnings, AGL continues to break the law and has been 
fined accordingly. The company has been issued hefty penalties for environmental damage 
including: toxic chemical leakage (2016), gas leakage (2015) slurry overflow (2018), gas 
fire/explosion causing death (2005) (Save Westernport 2020).  

 

4. Sense of community, identity and belonging 

While other submissions will discuss the environmental impact of the plant and gas pipeline, 
the EES makes it very clear that the community will experience major disruption to 
protected nature reserves, public open space, parks, local roads and residential areas during 
construction and operation. In other words, both the physical fabric of the community’s 
sense of place will be radically disturbed by the gas plant and pipeline. This is not just a brief 
period of construction but over the operational life of FSRU and for many years beyond. 
People are facing an enduring disruption of their individual lives and the entire community’s 
sense of place, identity and belonging. AGL’s gas plant and pipeline seriously disrupts the 
very reasons why local people choose to build their lives in this area—its natural and cultural 
heritage.  

Of greatest community concern, and barely noted in the Social Impact Assessment, is the 
extremely high levels of community concern about the  possibility of any kind of damage to 



the internationally significant UN RAMSAR protected wetlands upon which the entire 
Westernport Bay ecosystem – and economy - depends.  

Community members across Westernport, Mornington Peninsula, French and Phillip Islands 
have collectively devoted many decades of immense energy to the rehabilitation of 
Westernport after the cessation of delinquent industrial development of the early 1970s. 
Families, across several generations, are passionate about protecting these fragile natural 
ecosystems from the imminent threat posed by the AGL proposal and the risks posed by its 
re-industrialisation of this unique and internationally recognized UNESCO Biosphere 
Reserve. 

 

5. Community, culture and custodianship 

While we’ve commented in the earlier EBPC submission on AGL’s deficiencies in relation 
to the impact on Indigenous Heritage Values, AGL has shown absolutely no respect, regard 
or interest in the cultural value of the area for local communities beyond a very narrow focus 
on local heritage ‘sites’ of historical interest. It is as though ‘culture’ and cultural heritage 
can only apply to indigenous communities. This is not true. Local communities, of all 
cultural backgrounds, develop strong bonds and historical connections with place and with 
other community members. This is what many sociologists regard as a form of community 
consciousness—a way of knowing where a person belongs. The meaning of place and 
heritage is critical to the health, cohesion and well-being of all communities and settlements. 

Many thousands of people in Westernport Bay communities have a deep history of collective 
participation in the restoration and protection of its internationally significant natural 
environments (wetlands, estuarine fish breeding grounds, mangrove forests, spectacular 
marine ecosystems) and the marine, freshwater, terrestrial and birdlife (Melbourne Water 
Report, 2011; Ramsar-Australian Government 2012). It is this culture of ‘custodianship’ that 
is substantially under threat by the AGL proposal. And it has been completely unrecognized 
by AGL in its social impact assessments.  

AGL has done no serious research on the impact of their gas plant and pipeline on this sense 
of community, place and culture (Rutherford, 2003; Manzo and Perkins, 2006; Crawford-
Lackey and Springate, 2020). In fact, AGL has not taken seriously the issue of community 
engagement, preferring instead to use ‘community drop-in sessions’ ‘meetings’ as an 
opportunity to proselytize and cajole residents who are very clearly opposed to the project.  

 

6. Evidence of Community Opposition  

Evidence of community opposition is an important social impact and should always be 
included in a rigorous, evidence-based Social Impact Assessment. AGL has presented no 
systematic or robust research on the local residents’ attitudes and concerns. Evidence of 
opposition to the AGL gas plant proposal has not been documented. This is despite 
community sentiment against the project being so widely recognised that Victorian 
Government MLA for Hastings, Neale Burgess, and all Federal election candidates including 
Federal Health Minister, Greg Hunt, pledged to ‘Stop AGL Gas in Westernport Bay’ as an 
election platform commitment (The Guardian 2019)  

In one very poor piece of skewed research, the ‘Community Sentiment Survey’ (EES Chap 
26, p.14) AGL claims that community attitudes have softened toward the plant and pipeline. 
This is absolutely not true. Each part of their 3-stage ‘survey’ draws samples of 400 local 
and 400 Victoria-wide attitudes toward the plant. These were then combined (thereby 
diluting local findings within a general population), with the report drawing the conclusion 
that there is increased ‘engagement’ and ‘declining’ opposition to the project. This 
conclusion entirely distorts the exponentially increasing community awareness and anger 



over the project – evinced by the many thousands of public submissions to this EES process. 
It parenthesizes the hostilities expressed by large public community demonstrations against 
the AGL gas proposal, including petitions, community meetings and events, widespread 
community-driven ‘No AGL’ sign-posting across Westernport and the Mornington Peninsula 
towns and businesses, and a major ‘paddle-out’ protest held at Shoreham. This event 
attracted thousands of participants from all around Westernport Bay—from Flinders through 
to Phillip Island—and many equally concerned people from metropolitan Melbourne and 
regional Victoria. 

 

 

 

PART 2.  CRITIQUE OF SOCIAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND STAKEHOLDER 

ENGAGEMENT  

 
In our professional capacity, and as long-term local residents, we attended almost all of the 
AGL 'meetings' at Somers, Balnarring, Hastings, Crib Point and beyond.  
 
These were not meetings. Rather, these sessions consisted of one-way, top-down information 
sessions conducted by AGL representatives. The style and approach was more in keeping 
with the persuasive communication commonly used by corporations in the extractive 
industries that aim to i) foster positive public relations i) assuage community opposition to the 
project and ii) cover-up the very real risks of social, environmental, heritage and economic 
damage associated with the proposed project (see Lewis and Lewis 2015 ) 
 
Our critical analysis of the AGL stakeholder engagement processes is summarised below 
under the following key points:   

1. Tokenistic, top-down public relations 

2. Inadequate scope and depth  

3. Incomplete data, documentation and reporting 

4. Sources  of bias in data gathering and reporting processes 

5. Dissenting voices excluded from meetings 

6. False and misleading information; strategic omission of key facts and data. 

 
1. Tokenistic, top-down public relations  
There was no genuine exchange of information and minimal stakeholder ‘engagement’ with 
participants (many of them with far greater expertise than the AGL consultants) who were 
expressing their concerns and opposition to the AGL proposal.  
 
Collectively, the many communities of Westernport Bay, including its indigenous people, 
hold an extensive body of knowledge, experience, and significant expertise about 
Westernport Bay. The fundamental first phase in genuine participatory, community 
assessment research is to investigate, learn, understand and acknowledge this expertise.  The 
process involves ‘information gathering’, analysis of community ‘resources and strengths’ 
and a process of ‘deep listening’. Only through this process, is it possible to ascertain the 
essential insights required to develop (and operate) an environmentally and socially 
responsible development project.  (REFS)** 
 
2. Inadequate scope and depth  
According to best practice, the location, number, timing and length of sessions were entirely 
inadequate. The number of respondents with whom AGL successfully 'engaged’ 



(192?**check*) was dramatically less than the number who became ‘disengaged’ following 
AGL’s repeated attempts to obtain community trust and respect.  
The large numbers of residents who actively ‘disengaged’ from the AGL community 
engagement process (and who registered their opposition via individual emails through 
Environment Victoria n=3345), were not recorded as such in the SIA report. Rather, they 
were listed as ‘one’ item of opposition: for example “a campaign from Environment Victoria” 
and this dismissed without due consideration.  
The information provided to participants was partial and incomplete – and in some case 
inaccurate (see below). 
 
3. Incomplete data, documentation and reporting 
Sessions were not systematically recorded or documented ‘in-full’ in terms of i) issues raised 
by attendees and the responses from AGL representatives, or ii) names and contact details of 
each individual attendee to facilitate genuine engagement and ongoing participation. 
Written reports from the sessions should have been sent to individual participants in order to 
i) confirm the validity of their content, ii) request feedback to ascertain their reliability, or to 
contest their accuracy. 
 
Ongoing reports containing data (about residents’ serious concerns and issues raised) were 
not made publicly available to facilitate wider community consideration and responses. Even 
without individual contact details of participants, AGL should have properly circulated the 
findings from the early stakeholder engagement sessions via local media and a broad range of 
other relevant communication channels to facilitate full debate and discussion amongst the 
many affected stakeholder citizens, community organisations, commercial businesses and 
local government departments. Instead, AGL placed large-scale paid advertising stories in 
favour of their proposal in local media. (Westernport News)  . 
 
4. Sources of bias in data gathering and reporting processes 
Analysis of the SIA Report and SIA and Community Engagement Technical Reports 
demonstrates that AGL did not take responsibility for fully documenting the issues and 
concerns raised by opponents at these sessions. Instead, only partial records have been taken. 
These have then been selectively paraphrased in the Stakeholder Engagement and Social 
Impact Assessment (Reports and Technical Papers).  
Examples of this include: 

• Omission of the Somers drop-in session from the Social Impact Assessment Report. 

This was the largest attendance (n=70) and most vigorous opposition. In both 

technical reports, this was not included as relevant data. 

• In the SIA ‘Summary of main Potential Operational Impacts’, the huge groundswell 

of community concern and rise of organisations (businesses, schools, clubs, local 

councils) formally declaring their opposition to the AGL project in Westernport was 

euphemistically reported as follows:   

“Residual concerns about the potential of the Project to impact negatively on 
Western Port’s ecosystem may cause worry and stress and/or motivate active 
opposition to the project”.  (SIA Table 18.3, p.14) 

• The SIA assigns a ‘rating of significance’ to these concerns and community 

opposition as being of ‘Minor-Moderate Significance’.  

This selectivity in reporting of community participation is a major source of bias and a 
serious methodological flaw in the AGL data gathering and reporting process. 
 
 
5. Dissenting voices excluded from meetings 



At early information sessions there were many dissenting voices. AGL representatives were 
entirely ill-equipped to handle this. They were aggressive and dismissive of community 
concerns.  
AGL banned entry to the sessions by any person peacefully showing opposition to the 
proposal. AGL employed security staff to enforce exclusion. At the Hastings session, a well-
respected, local elderly woman quietly carrying a placard, was forcibly removed and made to 
stand outside throughout the session. 
 
 
6. False and misleading information; strategic omission of key facts and data: 
As analysis of the full EES documents now demonstrates, the information that AGL provided 
at the information sessions (verbally, on posters and handouts) had been strategically selected 
to mislead communities about the very real risks of the project.  
Risks were acknowledged, but not quantified (and they now revealed in the EES documents 
to be considerable). AGL’s scientific consultants were unable to give full information for 
public consideration. Instead, their full reports were strategically withheld by AGL until the 
EES. This minimised the available time for any rigorous analysis and critique. 
The analysis we have presented above is of particular importance because it demonstrates the 
serious inadequacies of AGLs Social Impact and Community Engagement and their reporting 
processes to the EES.  
 
The many communities of Westernport Bay are well aware that AGL has repeatedly been 
found by The Federal Court to have made false or misleading statements to the public. AGL 
has been warned about breaking the law, but despite these warnings, AGL continues to do so 
and has been fined accordingly. (Save Westernport 2020). This –along with the above 
analysis - casts serious doubt on the capacity of AGL to undertake this project in a socially 
and environmentally responsible manner.   
 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The AGL Community Engagement Reports and the AGL-PublicPlace Social Impact 
Assessments are entirely inadequate. Their conclusions regarding social and community 
impacts (existing and potential), along with their proposed management and mitigation 
strategies, are simplistic, disrespectful and dismissive. AGL is demonstrating blatant 
disregard for the substantial social, psychological, community and public health impacts this 
project imposes on communities of Westernport, French and Phillip Islands, Mornington 
Peninsula, Bass Coast and Bunurong Coast, and millions of Australians (87% of youth; APS 
2017) experiencing climate anxiety and more serious mental health concerns regarding the 
degradation of natural ecosystems, biodiversity loss and climate change (WEF 2020). 

 

ACTIONS: WHAT IS REQUIRED 

AGL must be required to: 

1. Undertake much more extensive, rigorous, systematic and confirmable research into 
community attitudes, social-cultural-public health impacts of the project and its 
stakeholder engagement processes. This includes a more participatory and culture-
focused approach to the i) magnitude and ii) sensitivity domains of impacts. 
 

2. Publicly acknowledge and accept responsibility for its mistakes over the past 3 years 
on the Crib Point Gas Project – and the serious negative impact of their processes to 



date.   Rather than treat the community as economic irritants, AGL needs to invest in 
best practice, participatory research processes to understand community 
knowledge/expertise. Rather than treating Westernport as an ‘under-utilised port’ in 
which local residents ‘have become accustomed to its current utility’ they need to 
undertake research to understand community/social impacts in terms of the 50 years 
of intergenerational work to rehabilitate and protect the recovering natural 
ecosystems of Westernport Bay; to develop an in-depth understanding of people’s 
perceptions and lived experiences of the threats to Westernport Bay – and why; and, 
take an honest approach to the community impacts of their proposed project.  
 

3. Provide substantially more evidence to demonstrate that the AGL FSRU proposal 
will not undermine - in any way - the cultural heritage value of the unique wetland, 
saltmarsh, coastal and marine ecosystem of Westernport for past, present and future 
generations of Indigenous people. This must include extensive and systematic 
archaeological and anthropological surveys; independently documented extensive 
community consultation; and fully-funded, independent monitoring and evaluation 
of the Cultural Heritage Mapping Plan undertaken by Indigenous communities and 
their nominated consultants over the entire construction and operational life of the 
project.  
 

4. Engage independent researchers to address the considerable limitations of their 
commissioned and internal (AGL) social impact research and community 
engagement to date. This research must be informed by a more sophisticated 
understanding of the complex relationship between community, culture, heritage and 
place. Central to this, is the extensive international evidence-base about the 
relationship between intact, healthy, biodiverse, natural ecosystems and protection of 
human health (APS 2011, WEF 2020). A reasonable assessment of the past, present 
and future social and community impact of the plant and pipeline cannot even begin 
until there is a solid foundation of this knowledge, acknowledgement and respect. 
 

5. Undertake an independently documented, community Health Impact Assessment 
(HIA) of the construction and operational phases of the project, before approval or 
commencement of any further works.  Health Impact Assessment analysis provides 
predictive evidence of the health effects and related economic costs associated with a 
project, policy or development before it is implemented (Department of Health, 
2017). This would involve a focus on the physical, mental health and psychosocial 
wellbeing of individuals, families and communities, locally and around Australia, 
affected in any way by the project. Provide evidence of a fully-funded plan for 
independent, ongoing and continuous HIA monitoring throughout the construction 
and operational phases over the life of the project.  
 

6. Accept strict monitoring and accountability conditions including i) continuous 
monitoring of social impacts (see above) and community engagement ;  ii) onerous 
standards requiring open data to be provided at all times; iii) continuous reporting, 
with no time lags, rather than the currently-used phased reports; iv) full public 
disclosure and availability of data at all times. 
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