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Public consultation and communication: 
why?  

Due its several relevant nexus with Society, Agriculture 

and Environment, which create conditions for multiple 

benefits and impacts, bioenergy requires a clear strategy 

of stakeholder involvement aiming to build and support 

the development of sustainable bioenergy programs.  

 

X 
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Concepts and initiatives 

Consultation and Communication mean, in the bioenergy 

development context, ways to get effective public 

participation and engage stakeholders in project 

conception, implementation and evaluation. 

 

private sector and various other interest groups sit 
as members and participate equally in the decision 
making processes. The life span of the multi 
stakeholder Task Teams can be extended beyond 
the policy phase into implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation. It could be used for assessing 
projects, particularly large scale ones where the 
impacts could be significant.  
 
The second step of engagement is the creation of a 
Stakeholder Forum. This is often a forum that is 
comprised of several stakeholders from the 
community and from community NGOs, private 
sector members, and interested parties that have an 
interest in policy formulation.  The Stakeholder 
Forum should be more inclusive and represent a 
variety of interests beyond that of the Task  
Team. The numbers need not be limited, but it may 
have separate chambers or sub-committees that 
deal with specific issues. These stakeholders should 
be engaged with throughout the policy planning 
process, and right from the beginning, at the 
feasibility stage.   
 
 
Stakeholder Engagement in Bioenergy Projects  
 
Once policy is in place, investors will feel secure to 
develop projects that safe-guard their investments. 
Generally, this will involve identifying areas where 
bioenergy feedstock can be produced.  
 
In project related decisions local stakeholders are 
critical to ensuring that the proposed projects 
protect the interests and rights of local stakeholders 
and interest groups. Interests may differ from 
country to country and region to region, but the 
various interests should cooperate to ensure 
sustainability across social, environmental and 
economic interests and concerns.   
 
Local stakeholders will take an interest in any 
multi-stakeholder process that will impact them 
directly; and various interest groups will often get 
involved if there are threats to socio-ecological 
resources.   
 
In order to ensure a fair balance of all interests, it is 
necessary to seek out the various interest groups 
and encourage and facilitate their participation in 
negotiations and discussions.   In developing 
nations, international NGOs and academics may also 
play a critical role in facilitating information by 
helping to communicate critical issues. 
 
It is important to involve stakeholders as early as 
possible in the project cycle, and keep the process 
alive throughout – from the feasibility analysis, to 
planning, to implementation, and monitoring and 
evaluation (see accompanying figure). 
 

 
For projects, unlike the policy process, only a 
stakeholder forum is required. However, for larger 
projects where the stakeholders are many and 
varied, it is also advisable to have a Steering 
Committee in which representatives of the sectors 
sit. Generally speaking, these processes form part of 
the government’s ESIA process and thus decision 
making is ultimately done by the governing 
authority based on the results of the stakeholder 
consultation process.  
 
It is recommended that governing authorities 
attend the main sessions of the Stakeholder Forum 
to ensure that they hear first-hand the concerns and 
issues raised by stakeholders for specific projects. 
This body should sign off on the report that comes 
from the consultation process.  
 

Reducing Risk: Stakeholders can affect your 
business if they are not consulted and listened to 

Case Study – Sinar Mas 
 

The oil palm industry has always attracted controversy, 
but  Indonesia’s  largest  oil  palm  company  Sinar  Mas  has  
appeared in the press more than others. This year, three 
of their biggest clients, Nestle, Unilever and Kraft, have 
announced that they will no longer be purchasing from 
them.  
 
Why? In March 2010, Sinar Mas was again in the press 
when two community leaders were arrested and 
detained for three weeks for opposing a plantation in 
West Kalimantan (Indonesian Borneo). It is alleged that 
Sinar Mas cleared 250 hectares of community owned 
land without consulting or involving the community in 
dialogue. In September 2009, 60 members of the Silat 
Hulu village confiscated 2 bulldozers and one 
theodolite.  
 
The conflict is ongoing, although the community has 
demonstrated willingness to negotiate. Nestle 
announced that they require independent auditing 
confirming that the company is operating legitimately 
and not removing pristine forest before reconsidering 
their purchase decision.  
 
A robust stakeholder process involving environmental 
NGO and local community members, amongst others, 
could have led to a negotiated agreement up front, and 
might have avoided the conflict.  
 

Source: www.greenpeace.org 
 

UNEP, 2012 
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Concepts and initiatives 

Guidelines on public participation and stakeholder 

involvement are provided by organizations such as: 

 International Association of Public Participation (IAP2) 

 International Association of Impact Assessment (IAIA) 

 ISEAL Alliance, global membership association for 

sustainability standards 

 United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 

 Global Bioenergy Partnership (GBEP). 
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ISEAL Credibility principles (2003) 

(Diaz-Chavez et al, 2011 ) 
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Key principle for stakeholder 
engagement 

The basic guiding principle for Consultation and 

Communication is the Free Prior and Informed Consent 

(FPIC), which means that “a community has the right to 

give or withhold its consent to proposed projects that may 

affect the lands they customarily own, occupy or 

otherwise use” (UN Commission on Human Rights, 2009).  
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Participation and not tokenism 

Arenstein in 1969 proposed scale for public participation, 

now called “Arenstein Ladder”, with 8 steps, from the 

manipulation up to full participation.  

 

 
Engagement and Not Tokenism 

 
There has been much written over the years about how a legitimate process can be assured. Arenstein, in 1969, described 
what she called the 8 rungs in the ladder of citizen participation (Figure 1) and these have been used widely and interpreted to 
fit various cases. The lowest rungs are what she calls non-participation, where stakeholders are manipulated into a particular 
position: this can easily happen when people are uneducated and poorly informed, yet desperate to seem to be co-operating in 
the hope of jobs or benefits. However, this can backfire later, when the expected benefits do not materialise.   The figure below 
represents the eight rungs on a ladder of citizen participation (reproduced from Arenstein, 1969iv) 
 

The next level or rungs are captured under the term tokenism. 
This is where stakeholders are informed, passively consulted and 
placated, but they are not actively engaged. This can lead to 
levels of frustration and less buy-in by the participants as they 
may feel they have not actively participated in the decision 
making process. It could result in conflict if the project designs 
put forward are not implemented as described. The stakeholders 
will tend to step back, accepting no responsibility and playing the 
blame game in the event of (even necessary and unavoidable) 
changes and alterations to the project design during 
implementation.  
 
 

The final rungs of the ladder include true partnerships, delegated power and even citizen power. At the higher levels, 
participants engage actively in decision making and journey with the project, thus taking responsibility for the way the 
project develops. In this case, stakeholders are more likely to be willing to negotiate and accept changes if they are seen to 
necessary, even if they are not wholly beneficial to them.  
 

Stakeholder engagement should aim to achieve levels of engagement that reaches the top three rungs, where people are fully 
empowered and enter into true partnerships with regulating authorities or project  proponents.  Stakeholder’s  voices  are  heard  
and actions arise out of their concerns. Dialogue brings resolution to conflict, negotiated settlements and trade-offs. In this 
way, stakeholder engagement will lead to robust, appropriate and acceptable decisions that can be supported by all 
stakeholders. It will reduce risk to bioenergy producers as they will be aware of all concerns and issues well before they 
become critical. 

Some countries have built on this process and have 
adapted it for their own context. Planning for Real, 
for example, which has been used in the UK, uses 
models rather than pictures in the sand, and has  
more rules to ensure a robust process such as - 
experts are not allowed talk unless asked to by the 
communityiv.    
 
 
Ensuring the Stakeholder Process is Engaging 
and Participatory 
 
Stakeholder engagement is not merely about 
passive consulting of people. For all of the tools that 
were mentioned before, and any other form of 
engagement, in order for it to be effective, 
stakeholders need to be fully engaged in the 
process.  
 
In developing countries this will more than likely 
require capacity building, so that the stakeholders 
understand the issues fully. The way the process is 
designed will also have an impact on the level of 
engagement. For instance, women in developing 
countries rarely speak in the presence of men, and 
thus holding women-only focus groups may help 
identify gender specific issues. It is also 
recommended that each sector is allowed its own 

process of engagement through focus groups: 
labour, youth, environmental groups and so on.  
Appropriate communication and engagement 
strategies are critical and should take into account 
cultural, financial and capacity constraints - 
including literacy levels and technological capacity 
of the various stakeholders.   
 
The mode of communication is important.  For 
instance, in rural Africa it is inappropriate to notify 
local stakeholders by email, but posting notices in 
clinics or sending messengers into the community 
will be far more effective. However, in developed 
countries, it may be most appropriate to send out 
emails and letters inviting stakeholders to meetings.  
 
The use of technologically advanced equipment like 
GIS mapping and even advanced presentation 
material may confuse less literate stakeholders but 
excite and engage people from technologically 
oriented societies. In the former, which is likely to 
be the more traditional societies of developing 
countries, oral communication may be most 
appropriate, with simple maps, diagrams, symbols, 
physical objects and group memories playing a 
significant role in the process.  
 
 

 
(UNEP, 2012) 
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Principle) Process)

Integrated) The$process$should$be$able$to$integrate$the$contributions$of$very$
different$groups$of$stakeholders$from$government,$to$international$

organizations$to$local$communities.$This$principle$ensures$inclusively$
and$fair$representation;$$

Adaptive$ The$process$should$be$flexible$and$also$engage$with$a$range$of$
stakeholders$through$different$methods$

Transparent$ The$process$should$have$clear,$easily$identified$requirements.$It$should$

ensure$that$there$is$public$access$to$information,$limitations$and$

difficulties$should$be$acknowledged$and$the$reasons$why$particular$
decisions$were$taken$should$follow$a$trail$that$is$accountable$$

Credible$ The$stakeholder$engagement$process$is$the$only$way$in$which$affected$
stakeholders$may$have$an$influence$on$the$decision@making$process.$It$

is$important$that$the$process$be$conducted$by$professionals$to$ensure$
faith$in$the$process$and$those$facilitating$it$

Rigorous$ The$process$should$apply$“best$practices”,$using$methodologies$and$
techniques$appropriate$to$the$scale$and$phase$of$the$stakeholder$

engagement$ process,$ specifically$ when$ it$ comes$ to$ stakeholder$
consultation$and$record@keeping$

Practical$ The$process$should$result$in$information$and$outputs$which$assist$with$
problem$solving$and$are$acceptable$to$and$able$to$be$implemented$by$

proponents$$
Purposive The process should aid in decision-making by taking into account 

the concerns of all stakeholders  
Source: UNEP (2012) 

Principles for stakeholder engagement 
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Experience in bioenergy programs 
A bad example: 

The oil palm industry in Indonesia has always attracted controversy, 

but particularly the largest oil palm company Sinar Mas has appeared 

negatively in the press more than others. It is alleged that this 

company cleared 250 hectares of community owned land without 

consulting or involving the community in dialogue. In 2010, three of 

their biggest clients, Nestle, Unilever and Kraft, have announced that 

they will no longer be purchasing from them. (Greenpeace, 2011) 

A good initiative: 

Created by the Ministry of Energy in Tanzania (in collaboration with 

the Swedish Development Agency), the Task Force on Biofuels in 

Tanzania, involving different stakeholders, started the consultation 

with different villages as part of the Strategic Environmental 

Assessment for the biofuels policy. 
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Experience in bioenergy programs 

Rel at ór io anual
SAFRA 2011-2012

Relatório anual
SAFRA 2011-2012
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Public participation and communicating 
tools and good practices 

Tools for stakeholder engagement and 

public participation 

Forms of communication 

· Stakeholder mapping 

· Participatory rural appraisal 

· Stakeholder forum groups 

· Participatory ecological land use 

management 

1. Visual aids (posters, leaflets, photos, 

diagrams) 

2. Software images including GIS 

3. Focus groups 

4. Experts and general public meetings 

5. Stakeholders dialogue meetings 

6. Media communication reports 

Source: UNEP, 2012. 



An idea to put forward: 
bioenergy to promote the transition from poverty, 
poor health, environmental degradation to more 
food, better health and stronger local economy. 

12 (CleanStar, 2012) 



Final remarks 
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