
 
Reforming the EPA - the impact on communities and the environment 

Analysis of survey results 
 

1. About this survey 
 

From October 2016 to May 2017, Environmental Justice Australia held 10 workshops in metro and 

rural Victoria on the Environment Protection Act and EPA and the reform process being conducted 

by the Victorian Government. The purpose of the workshops was to help the community understand 

what rights community members currently have under environmental protection laws; understand 

how the proposed reforms might impact on community health and the environment; and inform 

people of opportunities for community involvement in the ongoing reform process. 

Many issues and concerns were raised during those workshops about the way in which the 

Environment Protection Act and EPA operate. EJA conducted this survey as a follow up to capture 

the key issues that people who attended and those who could not attend have, in order to provider 

further information to the Environment Minister, the EPA and the Department of Environment, 

Land, Water and Planning as they work through the detail of the reform. The survey was sent to 

approximately 185 community members, mostly people who had attended the workshops, and we 

asked them to forward to others who they knew were interested in the reforms. 128 people 

responded to the survey.  

The following information summarises the results of the survey. 

 

  



2. Who completed the survey? 
 

We received 128 responses with 77% identifying as community members, 10% as community 

organisations, 6% as an environmental professional, 2% as industry and none as government. 

 

 

Respondents were from various parts of Melbourne and Victoria, with roughly half metro and half 

rural/regional. 26% had been to one of EJA’s workshops on the EPA reforms. 

 

 

 

 

Which of the following are you?

Community member Community Organisation Industry

Government Environmental Professional Other (please specify)



 

 

3. What environmental justice pollution issues were people most concerned 

about in their community? 
 

 

 

Responses covered a wide range of pollution issues, however some issues were particularly of 

concern. 47% of respondents identified air pollution as being the predominant environmental justice 

issue in their area. People are concerned about the air pollution impacts of power station and 

industry emissions (including dust), pollution from planned DELWP burns and logging burns, and 

vehicle (particularly diesel) emissions. The health impacts of air pollution were regularly mentioned 

in these answers, especially asthma.  



Many respondents cited water and groundwater pollution, and pollution from waste management 

facilities, as their biggest environmental justice concern. Mining and unconventional gas extraction 

received several mentions. 

The locations/sites most often mentioned as a pollution concern were the Ravenhall landfill, diesel 

truck in the west of Melbourne, and the Melbourne Airport. 

The following table further summarises some of the key issues mentioned by respondents. 

Responses have been categorised generally by source, however there are a number of different 

ways this could have been done. Some respondents mentioned multiple issues and these have all 

been included. Issues with only one or two mentions are not summarised here.  

 

Issue raised Number of times mentioned 

Air pollution generally (all sources) 60 

Vehicle pollution – car/diesel trucks 25 

Landfill/toxic waste disposal 15 

Water pollution 13 

Industrial pollution - air, water land 11 

Airport emissions 9 

Rubbish/plastic waste 7 

Greenhouse emissions/climate change 7 

Gas extraction/coal seam gas/fracking 7 

Power stations - toxic air emissions 7 

Noise pollution 7 

Mining pollution (air, water and land) 4 

Smoke from planned burns/logging burns 4 

Odour pollution from industry 3 

Agricultural pollution – runoff, pesticides 3 

 

 

4. Which environmental justice reforms are the most important to the 

community? 
 

Respondents were asked to choose which reforms were most important to them and their 

community from a list of eight possible environmental justice reforms. The items in the list have 

either been agreed to by government already, but its unclear yet to what degree the government 

will implemented them; or the government is still considering whether to implement in the reform.  

The top three responses were: 

 Stronger enforcement powers for the EPA and the resources and willingness to use them; 

 Ensuring the Environment Protection Act requires the EPA to make human health a priority 

in decision making; and  

 Community rights to take enforcement action against polluters if the EPA can't or won't 

(third party enforcement rights). 

A number of people also said all eight reforms were critical and they could not choose between 

them. 



Answer Options Response  

Expanded community rights to review decisions of the EPA (third party 
review rights) 

25.0% 

Community rights to take enforcement action against polluters if the EPA 
can't or won't (third party enforcement rights) 

46.1% 

Significantly increased community access to information the EPA holds 
on proposed and current industry pollution activities 

35.9% 

Access to pollution monitoring data held by the EPA and industry 34.4% 

Genuine community participation in EPA decisions and ongoing 
operations of licenced facilities 

28.9% 

Ensuring the Environment Protection Act requires the EPA to make 
human health a priority in decision making 

60.9% 

Increased pollution monitoring 21.9% 

Stronger enforcement powers for the EPA and the resources and 
willingness to use them 

63.3% 

 

Respondents were asked whether there were any reform to the EPA or Environment Protection Act 

in addition to those listed above that they thought were very important. Many people reiterated the 

ones above, with more detail about how they wanted them to be implemented. Other responses 

included ending industry self monitoring, a requirement to do a cost benefit analysis of EPA 

decisions based on costs to future generations, much greater institutional independence for the EPA, 

a requirement for financial bonds for all operations that might result in significant pollution, and 

support for community groups who are raising environment and health concerns in the public 

interest such as access to independent experts paid for by government. A number of other issues 

were raised –the full responses are being provided to the EPA and government. 

5. Community views of the EPA and Environment Protection laws 
 

55% of respondents had had direct engagement with the EPA or Environment Protection Act in the 

past or currently. The vast majority of the respondents’ engagement had been via a pollution 

complaint (75%). Other common engagement was via participating in a community committee (38%) 

or participating in community consultation on previous reforms on the EPA or Environment 

Protection Act (32%).  

Answer options Response  

Made a pollution complaint  74.6% 

Participated in a community committee 38.0% 

Made a submission on a works approval 22.5% 

Appealed a works approval 18.3% 

Participated in community consultation on previous reforms of the EPA or 
Environment Protection Act 

32.4% 

Attempted to acquire monitoring data and/or attempted to acquire 
information not available on the EPA website 

25.4% 

Other (please specify) 25.4% 

 

12% of respondents said this engagement was positive, 31.5% said it was negative, 31.5% said it was 

neutral or mixed, and 25% answered not applicable/don’t know. 



 

 

Respondents were asked for more detail on why their experience was this way. Positive responses 

included that the person dealt with was very knowledgeable, that personnel were helpful and 

professional, that practices did improve after a previous reform process, and that the information 

sought was provided. 

However most of the comments described negative experiences. The overwhelming number of 

comments described a failure to follow up on pollution complaints, that complaints are not treated 

seriously by the EPA, or that the EPA is either unwilling or unable to investigate complaints and take 

enforcement actions. The responses highlight community frustration towards the EPA in being the 

chief investigator and enforcer of pollution complaints and pollution management, and an attitude 

that the EPA is a toothless tiger and more concerned with its relationship with industry than it is with 

community rights to a clean environment. 

 

6. The right of the community to access information. 
 

We asked respondents specifically what types of information the EPA holds or has access to they 

believe the community should have a right to access. The most common response was “all of it”.  

It was clear that people feel that the current access to information held by the EPA is inadequate. 

Key information that respondents thought the community should have access to are: 

 All pollution monitoring data held by the EPA and all licenced facilities – by far the biggest 

response. 

 All information about how activities could or do affect public health and safety. 

 Information on specifically what chemicals, contaminants and pollutants are being used or 

released at sites. 

Generally speaking, was this engagement positive, negative 
or neutral?

Positive Negative Neutral or mixed Not applicable/don't know



 Full information on breaches and any action taken by EPA to understand how and when 

polluters were being held to account for their actions.. 

 Assessments of the cumulative impacts of pollution in a particular area. 

 

7. How can the EPA improve? 
 

Respondents were asked what the EPA should do to be the best functioning EPA it can be. The most 

common response was that the EPA must be more honest, open, accountable and transparent. 

Other frequent responses were to hold all companies that breach to account through enforcement 

action; to put people’s health and the environment before business; to stop pollution before it 

happens; engage more closely with community groups to get better environmental outcomes; to be 

genuinely independent of industry and the government of the day; to be well funded; to be fearless. 

Examples of comments include: 

 “Be very proactive in enforcement and to positively work with the community in combatting 

pollution” 

 “First protect the environment and people's health.” 

 “Extensive and thorough community engagement in decisions” 

 “Protect citizens rights and ensure that there is confidence in accountability.” 

 “Embrace as much as possible from the inquiry.” 

 

8. What must the Government to do embed environmental justice? 
 

EJA has expressed to the Government that in order to achieve its commitment to environmental 

justice, the EPA and legislative reforms must include greater transparency around EPA decision-

making, access to information, and community enforcement rights to take action where the EPA 

does not or cannot. The people who responded to our survey strongly reiterates the messages we 

have been communicating to the Government.  

The key reforms that must occur to support environmental and community health are: 

 Give the community the right to take polluters to court to prevent or clean up pollution 

when the EPA can’t or won’t (third party enforcement rights). 

 Give the community the right to review key EPA decisions and remove artificial restrictions 

that limit these rights (third party review rights). 

 Make human and environmental health a priority and enshrine that in law. 

 Support genuine community participation in EPA decisions. 

 Give the community a right to access pollution information including EPA and industry 

monitoring data. 

 Drive a cultural shift at the EPA – to make it the strong and effective regulator the 

community expects it to be. 


