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Introduction 

The Environment Agency has many reasons and occasions for engaging with stakeholders and 
does so very frequently. Many of these are relatively formal, often statutory, consultations which are 
part of the determination of regulatory permits. Other consultations are part of the Agency’s role as 
developer, for example in the construction of flood defence schemes. The Agency also consults 
nationally on its significant policies, such as the stocking of salmon fisheries. 

This paper gives some examples of lessons learnt from the Agency’s own stakeholder 
engagements and also from our participation in those led by other organizations. In the next section it 
also describes the Agency’s current approach to stakeholder consultation and engagement. 

1. Agency consultation and engagement approach 

Based on its experience of consultation and engagement, the Agency has agreed a 6-step 
approach to designing and implementing consultation and engagement initiatives.  

It was agreed that for each stakeholder, there might well be a different way to engage to achieve 
the best outcome. Existing relationships, political circumstances and stakeholder understanding should 
all be taken into account. The approach adopted allows for maximum flexibility by providing a 
checklist, backed by some worked examples. The six-step approach (below) helps put into context all 
the usual questions asked when deciding if and how to engage and can be used for all engagement 
scenarios, whether local, regional or national.  

Step 1 Define context for engagement/consultation with stakeholders 
Step 2 Identify objectives for engagement/consultation with stakeholders 
Step 3 Identify stakeholders, characteristics and needs 
Step 4 Design the ‘best fit’ consultation or engagement approach 
Step 5 Engage with stakeholders, monitor and adapt process 
Step 6 Evaluate and review effectiveness of consultation or engagement 
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2. Current stakeholder engagement initiatives 

The Agency continues to develop its work in the field of consultation and engagement. 
Relevant current and recent initiatives are discussed below. 

Building trust in local communities 

BTiLC is part of the Agency’s wider Community Relations work and aims to help the business 
work more effectively with communities. In particular, the aim is to reduce the number of contentious 
issues that take up time and resources, cause stress to staff and damage our reputation.  

Development of a national strategy for public participation in the Water Framework Directive 

As Competent Authority for the Water Framework Directive, the Agency is responsible for 
providing access to information, formal consultation opportunities and encouraging the active 
involvement of stakeholders and all interested parties in river basin planning and the implementation 
measures to achieve the Directive’s objectives. A project is being carried out to develop a draft 
strategy which will go out to public consultation in autumn 2004. 

Burning of substitute fuels in cement kilns 

In recent years the Agency has been consulting locally on applications from cement kiln 
operators to vary their permits to allow them to burn waste as fuel, such as tyres and used solvents. 
These have been highly controversial and the determinations have taken several years. A number of 
lessons have been learnt and the determination process (the substitute fuels protocol) is being revised 
as a consequence. Key points are: 

• Consulting the public when the legal scope for them to influence the decision is small causes 
anger, so it is important to be clear on what issues can reasonably be influenced. 

• Public meetings are usually demanded, but individual “surgeries” are much more effective in 
reaching ordinary people. 

• Even when the most significant discharges will be reduced by use of substitute fuels, people 
are still angry about receiving other’s waste in their community. 

• One group of stakeholders that we consult is local health authorities, who find themselves in 
a very difficult position and rarely have the right expertise to comment or reassure. 

Revision of radioactive discharge authorisations for the Magnox nuclear reactors 

This was a major project to review and revise authorisations for all eight Magnox power stations 
simultaneously. This was necessitated by a change in ownership, but later demonstrated the 
advantages of a co-ordinated and consistent approach to stakeholder consultation across similar 
facilities. Some of the lessons learnt were: 

• The importance of building a communication/consultation plan into the project from the 
start. 
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• The need for clear and brief summary documents, where the main documents are complex. 

• The need for better intelligence on key issues of concern to the public. 

Further details of an R&D project to evaluate this consultation in detail is in Appendix 1. 

Revision of radioactive discharge authorisations for nuclear submarine refitting at Devonport 

Although the actual discharges from the process and their radiological impact are very small, the 
issue was controversial for two reasons: firstly the dockyard is part of a major city (Plymouth) and 
secondly the operator was applying for a five-fold increase in tritium discharges to sea. Nevertheless, 
the Agency feels the consultation for this determination was a success, for the following reasons: 

• We were very proactive in briefing local pressure groups and important stakeholders (e.g. 
MPs and local authority) before we released information to the press 

• The lead nuclear regulator lives locally and is well known and respected in the community 

3. Participation of the Agency in other organizations’ stakeholder engagement processes 

BNFL stakeholder dialogue 

This is a process run by the Environment Council on behalf of BNFL. It is chiefly concerned with 
the issues surrounding the Sellafield site in Cumbria. The Dialogue process has been successful in 
changing BNFL’s thinking on some important matters: 

• The Company has been persuaded to put effort (and money) into Pu immobilisation R&D. It 
has also changed the behaviours of the individual people who’ve been involved with it (in 
terms of providing new ways of working with those who hold radically different views from 
the scientific consensus).  

• There have been some issues/difficulties when representatives of particular organisations 
have had to account to their own constituencies for matters they had agreed within the 
Dialogue. For example, some Environmental Group representatives had agreed there was no 
practicable alternative to reprocessing Magnox fuel during the coming years. Not necessarily 
compatible with a campaigning position! 
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Project ISOLUS 

This is a project to consider options for decommissioning of redundant nuclear submarines. 
Lancaster University has run it on behalf of the Ministry of Defence. There has been two phases of 
stakeholder engagement, so far. The first “front end consultation” was to ascertain the issues that the 
public and other stakeholders believe should be taken into account when deciding on the options and 
site(s) for the interim storage of this waste. The MOD then invited commercial contractors to submit 
outline proposals for the management of the redundant submarines, which took into account the 
recommendations and findings of the front-end consultation. These outline proposals then formed the 
subject of a second round of consultation. This process might be thought be very much in line with the 
latest thinking on consultation processes, but from the Agency’s point of view it has had some serious 
problems: 

• There is no clear role for regulators until permit applications have been made for a site and 
process. This has reduced the confidence of the public in the independent scrutiny of the 
whole process 

• The university has been leading the consultation process ineffectively, in our view. This will 
also give problems for regulators in the future, when and if they hold public meetings. 

• There have been no meeting transcripts to ensure that all points raised are captured and dealt 
with 

• The MOD players have not had the right communication skills to overcome the public’s real 
suspicion of their motives 

Appendix 1 

THE USE AND ROLE OF INFORMATION 
IN MAJOR PUBLIC CONSULTATIONS 

Executive summary 

The Environment Agency has completed an R&D project to evaluate the use and role of 
information in its public consultation on the discharge authorisations for the BNFL Magnox nuclear 
power plants, run between 2000-01. The project has extended the Agency’s work on public 
participation1 and will enable it to develop more effective methods for engaging stakeholders in 
deliberative processes.  

The project comprised four main work programmes, split across two stages.  

• An initial literature review to support the subsequent analysis by establishing whether there 
was a consensus on best practice in information provision. This has been published as R&D 
Technical Report P3-086/TR/1. 

                                                      
1. R&D reports published in recent years include: “Evaluating Methods for Public Participation: Literature 

Review” (2001), “Local Outreach” (2001) and “Evaluating Methods for Public participation: Technical 
Report” (2002). 
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• A comprehensive case study carried out with support from the Magnox project team 
members, setting out the stages of the process and lessons learned for the Agency.  

• The development of criteria for evaluating promotional information.  

• The development and application of a methodology for systematic transcript analysis and 
issues identification, allowing the evaluation of meeting formats and Agency presentation 
content.  

The initial literature review (Section 2) revealed that the range of methods available for 
interacting with stakeholders has increased rapidly over the last few years and there is a continuing 
need for new work. Effective provision of information requires good practice in document design and 
presentation of data. Audiences must be carefully targeted using a variety of tools and methods.  

The Case Study (Section 3) recognised that the Magnox consultation aimed at a ‘user-centred’ 
approach with wide public participation that was in advance of typical Agency practice at that time. 
Many aspects of the consultation, including the community surgeries, were useful and welcomed by 
stakeholders. Inevitably, however, there were also difficulties, and these provided valuable learning 
opportunities. Specific issues discussed in this paper include the value of bringing project teams 
together as early as possible in order to provide communications input to support the development of 
documentation and the consultation programme; the need for systems to budget, record and monitor 
consultation costs; and the need for better information on key issues of concern to members of the 
public. Some of these issues have already been taken on board in subsequent consultations. In other 
cases, shortcomings in effectiveness emerging from the evaluation seem more likely to have their 
roots – and their remedies – at a policy level, or in organisational matters and the allocation of 
resources.  

While participants at public meetings are not always representative of the local community, the 
additional transcript analysis (Section 5) added important information concerning the issues raised, 
their relationship to the information provided, and the nature of perceptions revealed at the public 
meetings.  

The results of the transcript analysis substantiate the conclusions of the Case Study and 
emphasise the need for information to address the range of issues of concern to the user, using a 
mixture of formats and levels of detail to meet different needs. About 1/3 of the questions or points 
made concerned topics directly linked to the authorisation, 1/3 were on public health and radioactive 
waste, and 1/3 related to issues such as regulation, decommissioning, power station operations and 
energy policy. 

The Magnox consultation’s ‘user-centred’ approach with wide public participation was in 
advance of typical Agency practice at that time. Much of the learning from this experience has already 
been incorporated into Agency practice, at Sellafield and elsewhere. Outstanding issues that need to be 
considered are:  

• The benefits of early specialist communications input into the project team;  

• The importance of promotional activities, and the need for integration into the programme 
plan; 

• The opportunities for improving the accessibility of Agency documentation; 
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• The need to give proper consideration to the challenge of facilitating access to third party 
information; 

• Targeting of explanatory documentation for different audiences, and the central role of the 
summary document. 

• The benefits of including ‘surgeries’ as part of consultation with the local community. 


