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ABSTRACT

Managers and environmental professionals face several challenges when it comes to disseminating information about environmental policies and procedures, to a workforce that may be scattered geographically across their area of operations. Managers have a responsibility to train or at least inform their staff of relevant policies and procedures which have been put in place to protect the environment, and of any duties or responsibilities assigned to staff as part of an environmental management plan or to comply with environmental licence conditions. It is very important that all staff are aware of their  responsibilities and what environmental procedures may be available for them to use.
1.0
INTRODUCTION

In my role as a training officer delivering water industry training to staff from different councils and water utilities across Queensland, I often come across staff in operational areas who have little or no knowledge or awareness of their duties or responsibilities when it comes to environmental protection. This is especially the case in regional and remote areas. In most cases their organisations do have environmental plans and procedures in place, but these staff were not aware that they existed. In some cases there was an awareness that there might be procedures, but the employee did not know how or where to access them. 
This paper will discuss some of some of the key environmental duties and responsibilities placed upon workers in the water industry, and propose some simple ways of getting the message out about these responsibilities to employees.
2.0
DISCUSSION
2.1
Are Water Industry Activities Harmful to the Environment?

The simple answer is yes. There are several ways that water industry activities, if not properly managed, can cause harmful effects or impacts on the environment. These impacts can include:

· Water pollution due to discharge of treated sewage effluent

· Solid waste disposal (screenings & grit as well as general waste disposal)
· Sediment and erosion due to construction and network repair activities
· Sewage spills and overflows to land or waterways
· Air pollution due to sewage odour 

· Biosolids (sludge) disposal 
· Chemical handling/spills
And this is just a brief list of possible adverse impacts. 
2.2
Environmental Legislation in Queensland

Polluting the environment and causing environmental harm (or nuisance) is illegal in all states of Australia. In Queensland, the most important piece of environmental legislation which governs these matters is the Environmental Protection Act 1994 and accompanying Regulations and Environmental Protection Policies. This legislation is administered by the Department of Environment and Heritage Protection. In addition to this legislation there are many other Acts and pieces of legislation in Queensland which cover environmental protection, for example:

· Water Supply (Safety and Reliability) Act 2008 

· Water Act 2000

· Sustainable Planning Act 2009 

· Clean Energy Act 2008 

· Greenhouse Gas Storage Act 2009 

· Mineral Resources Act 1989 

· Marine Parks Act 2004 

· The Fisheries Act 1994 

· Forestry Act 1959 

To name but a few.

The Environmental Protection Act  classifies water and sewage treatment plants as ‘Environmentally Relevant Activities’ this means that they can only be operated under a valid  Environmental Authority (licence) or Approval. These authorities contain specific conditions which must be complied with. 
Operating an Environmentally Relevant Activity without the relevant licence or approval, or failing to comply with conditions of the licence or approval are offences which can attract penalties. Compliance with environmental legislation is compulsory for all individuals, industry, state government agencies and local government, so it is very important that all persons are aware of their environmental duties and responsibilities.

2.3
Key Environmental Duties and Responsibilities
All councils, water utilities and individuals in Queensland have a legal duty under the Act  to comply with their environmental protection obligations. 
The two main duties that apply to everyone in Queensland are the:

  General Environmental Duty 
                              and the
Duty to Notify of Environmental Harm

General Environmental Duty
To comply with your general environmental duty you must not carry out an activity that may cause environmental harm without taking measures to prevent or minimise the harm. In other words, you need to ensure all reasonable and practical measures are taken to prevent or minimise any environmental harm arising from your work activities.
Duty to Notify of Environmental Harm

To comply with your duty to notify of environmental harm, you must inform the relevant authority when environmental harm has occurred, or might occur. For you that might mean advising your supervisor or manager, if you are aware of an activity that is causing or could cause environmental harm. If your supervisor or manager is not available, or takes no action, tell your senior manager. For all major cases of environmental harm, senior managers should notify the Department of Environment and Heritage Protection
Environmental harm can include an incident where pollution of the environment has occurred, or a breach of an environmental license has occurred e.g. breach of discharge requirements or an environmental complaint from the public e.g. sewage spill, chemical leak, of foul odour.
If you see or cause an incident that results in or threatens serious environmental harm, it is your duty to report it immediately. If you cause an incident you must take action to prevent or minimise the harm.

2.4
Other Environmental Duty and Responsibilities
Duties under environmental authorities

In addition to your general environmental duty and duty to notify, if you hold an environmental authority (licence or approval) you must also comply with the conditions laid out in your licence or approval. 
Responsibilities assigned by Environmental Management Plans
If your site, or project has an Environmental Management Program, or Site Based Environmental Management Plan in place, you may have duties and responsibilities assigned to you as part of those plans. If in doubt, check with your supervisor. There may be penalties, or risks to your organisation if you fail to comply with conditions laid out in these plans.

2.5
Penalties for Breaches of the Environmental Protection Act
Under the Environmental Protection Act it is an offence to cause harm to the environment or to fail to notify authorities if you’re doing an activity and become aware that it’s causing environmental harm. In serious cases, both companies and individuals can be prosecuted, or can be issued with Penalty Infringement Notices (PINS) which have hefty fines attached. 
If you can show that when an incident occurred which caused environmental harm, you were meeting your general environmental duty, for example, by following environmental procedures and taking every care to minimise any impact to the environment, you can use this in your own defence (should any action be taken against you), so it is important that you know where to find the environmental procedures that are relevant to your job and work site. 
2.6
Ways to Get the Message Out to Staff about Environmental Responsibilities

There are many ways you can use to get the message out to staff about environmental responsibilities. These include:

· Individually - face to face

· Personal visits to depots or treatment plants by managers (walk arounds)

· Formal training courses (internal and external)
· Developing information posters and posting them around the workplace

· Formal and informal meetings (tool box, pre-start, monthly team meetings)

· Posting information on staff notice boards, 

· Staff newsletters and flyers,

· Information notice enclosed with pay slips
· Mail-outs to staff
· Questionnaires

· Surveys
· Pocket cards

And if staff  have access to computers and / or mobile phones:

· Internet
· Email

· Social media

· Text messages

· Using your organisations intranet system

· Using propriety information packages (e.g. Take 5)

There is really no ‘best’ way to do this. The most effective method or methods for your organisation  will depend on factors such as:

· Level of staff literacy 

· Geographic location of staff (may be  based in remote areas)

· Itinerant or non ‘site based’ staff (e.g. working predominantly in the field)

· Staff access to computers or other electronic technology
· Ability of staff to use available technology
· Language difficulties (e.g. staff from non English speaking backgrounds)
· Staff with disabilities (e.g. deafness)

The best approach may be to do a quick assessment of your workforce and decide on which method or combination of methods to adopt. This could best be done by supervisors or team leaders assessing their work groups and trying different methods to ensure that they can reach all of their staff members. Questionnaires or staff surveys could be used to gauge the effectiveness of different methods. This will help you select the methods that best suit your workforce.
From my past experience as a supervisor, with a diverse workforce which was geographically spread across a fairly large region, I found that a combination of face to face visits to depots and treatment plants, and ensuring I attended regular meetings with the various work teams seemed to work best. I had the luxury at the time of having access to the organisation’s environmental team. The environmental officers where anyways happy to accompany me on site visits to the plants, and would deliver a short talk at meetings, bringing staff up to date with the latest changes to environmental legislation, or a general talk on environmental awareness or licence compliance. Formal training was very useful too, as were staff newsletters and information posted on staff notice boards.  

3.0
CONCLUSION

We have discussed the key environmental legislation and the most important duties and responsibilities applied by that legislation on all individuals, councils and water utilities in Queensland. It is critically important that all employees are aware of their general environmental duty and the duty to notify. It is also important that plant operators and staff working on treatment plants are aware of their responsibilities in terms of compliance with the conditions of environmental authorities and site based environmental management plans. 

There is no “best” way to communicate this information, it depends on things like the resources and technology available to the relevant managers and supervisors trying to spread the message, and the ability of staff to access the information or use the technology available. 
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