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The resources industry needs 
more than just legal approval 
to operate with full support of 
the wider community. This 
Noetic Insight explores the 
concept of a social licence. 
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Introduction 
Australia’s natural resource endowment is 
world-class, extending from minerals and 
energy deposits to deep and productive 
agricultural land. Together their production 
helps support a dynamic and resilient 
national economy with a GDP of AU$1.62 
trillion in 2015.  

And yet, as identified by Minister 
Frydenberg, there are challenges that 
must be addressed if the natural 
resources sectors (extractives and 
agriculture) are to continue to support the 
social and economic wellbeing of our 
regional communities and the 
performance of our national economy.1  
Without a community’s acceptance of a 
project, or ‘social licence’, a titleholder 
cannot operate successfully even if legal 
approvals, permits and licences have 
been obtained. 

 

Governments must engage with the 
community and explain how they will 
govern and regulate the competing land 
uses and their social, environmental, 
safety and economic impact. This must 
occur before proponents present a land 
use proposal to affected communities.  
Until communities broadly understand the 
governance and regulatory framework, 
land use proponents will find it difficult, if 
not impossible, to win the support of the 

                                                           

1 12 November 2015 speech and 29 Feb 2016 op-ed 
2 http://theconversation.com/explainer-coal-seam-
gas-shale-gas-and-fracking-in-australia-2585; Page 

community in the face of effective 
campaigns by deeper activist groups.   

The speed with which opposition to 
onshore resource developments spread 
across Australia was extraordinary. 
Commencing in NSW with the reaction to 
coal seam gas (CSG) developments, it 
quickly influenced the debates in 
parliaments around the country, leading to 
moratoria on unconventional gas 
developments and fracking. Yet CSG, 
shale and tight gas extraction has been 
taking place in Australia since the early 
1900s, with the first fracture stimulation 
(fracking) of a well in Australia occurring in 
the 1960s.2 

An analysis of the unconventional oil and 
gas story suggests that industry, public 
servants and regulators were hamstrung 
by late or absent community engagement. 
This made it challenging for the 
community to understand what was 
proposed, their impact and associated 
risks.  

 

Interest groups successfully exploit this 
gap by adopting a much more agile social 
campaigning and disruption strategy. The 
strategy involved the dissemination of a 
rich mixture of factual, sensational, 
speculative and false information via 
social media. This enabled them to 
generate an emotional social response at 
a local, regional and national level. Some 

2, http://www.appea.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2015/11/14-12-Ref-
Doc_HydraulicFracturing-V12.pdf    

http://theconversation.com/explainer-coal-seam-gas-shale-gas-and-fracking-in-australia-2585
http://theconversation.com/explainer-coal-seam-gas-shale-gas-and-fracking-in-australia-2585
http://www.appea.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/14-12-Ref-Doc_HydraulicFracturing-V12.pdf
http://www.appea.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/14-12-Ref-Doc_HydraulicFracturing-V12.pdf
http://www.appea.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/14-12-Ref-Doc_HydraulicFracturing-V12.pdf
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of the response we have seen can be 
explained by social psychology. 

Explaining how people think 

The human brain has evolved to calculate 
risk and decide on a course of action, the 
familiar ‘fight or flight’ response. However, 
the risks we encounter today are often 
much more complex than those faced by 
our ancestors. In order to deal with this 
complexity the human brain often falls 
back on some cognitive heuristics, or 
mental shortcuts, to lighten the mental 
load and speed up decision-making. While 
these ‘mental shortcuts’ can be useful, 
they do not guarantee an optimal decision. 

One of these short cuts is the so-called 
availability heuristic. ‘Availability’ refers to 
the ease with which an individual can 
bring particular information, events and 
experiences to mind when assessing the 
likelihood of a risk eventuating. It is easier 
to bring to mind something that is highly 
memorable, vivid or emotive. This helps 
explain why people overestimate the 
likelihood of dramatic or catastrophic 
events (e.g. terrorist attacks, airplane 
crashes) and underestimate everyday 
risks (e.g. car accidents, strokes). An 
example of this heuristic is an assessment 
of risks to beachgoers in Australia; riptides 
are responsible for far more deaths 
annually than sharks, but sharks elicit far 
more fear and consequently attention.  

 

                                                           

3 See 
https://www.iaea.org/nuccomtoolbox/documents/Bren
t_Spar_Case_Study.pdf  

Similarly, sensational and memorable 
images or anecdotal stories, such as 
presented in the movie Gasland (2010) 
will be more ‘available’ and have much 
wider impact than dry statistical evidence 
which rebuts many of the films claims. As 
we know, the media plays an important 
role in influencing the public’s perceptions 
including on risk. As Shell found in 19913, 
(in relation to the planned disposal of the 
Brent Spar facility) doing the science well 
and stating the facts, while important for 
‘the record’, are insufficient to win the 
popular argument.  

Some risks are also feared more than 
others. The characteristics of a specific 
risk often impacts the way the human 
brain assesses its acceptability. Applying 
what we know about the acceptability of 
certain risks and knowledge of cognitive 
biases, it is possible to establish how the 
general public view resource extraction 
activities, such as those associated with 
oil and gas, from the perspective of public 
concern and acceptability. 

 

https://www.iaea.org/nuccomtoolbox/documents/Brent_Spar_Case_Study.pdf
https://www.iaea.org/nuccomtoolbox/documents/Brent_Spar_Case_Study.pdf


 

4 Noetic Insight — What is required to obtain and maintain a social licence? 
 

This diagram4 provides a brief snapshot of 
a recognised risk perception matrix and 
some examples of activities in each 
category.  It should not be surprising that, 
compared with other risks, gas exploration 
and production is characterised by high 
levels of fear and low levels of knowledge 
in the minds of the general public. 

This provides insight to ‘how’ and ‘why’ the 
opposition grew to become so effective 
and why effective engagement is a 
fundamental part of good policy and 
regulatory design, shaping how the 
community perceives and engages with 
risk.  

Fearing potential dangers is a part of our 
natural survival instinct and a completely 
rational response, despite not being based 
on scientific knowledge.  ‘Experts’ who 
                                                           

4 Diagram adapted from Slovic, Paul, Perception of 
Risk (1987). 

deal with the community on a footing of 
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ without understanding 
the factors that contribute to the other 
side’s risk perceptions will dismiss fears 
without due consideration, losing the 
opportunity to engage, understand and 
respond to clarify or rectify.  

Involving stakeholders without a genuine 
intention to listen is as detrimental as 
excluding them completely. It further 
erodes trust between parties and 
complicates future interactions. As a 
corollary to this, most risk communication 
fails because it is left too late. Once trust 
has been lost or entrenched opinions 
formed, it is very difficult to change hearts 
and minds. To what extent this has 
already happened in the debate on 
unconventional gas is difficult to judge. It 

 

      Figure 1: Perception of Risk 
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may vary by region, worse in New South 
Wales than in the Northern Territory. 

In essence, the best risk communication 
involves genuine engagement. It should 
occur early, often and with a genuine 
intention to listen, participate and seek 
acceptable compromises where possible. 
When undertaking this engagement, there 
are some things to keep in mind when 
delivering the message. 

 

+ Communicate at the local level and 
with the assistance of trusted 
intermediaries. The source of 
information can often be as important 
as the information itself. 

+ Exercise care in the use of numbers to 
classify or quantify risk. A risk 
expressed in too complex a way may 
be viewed as deliberate obfuscation 
and erode credibility. 

+ Do not make risk comparisons ignoring 
the factors which people consider 
important when assessing risk. For 
instance, driving a vehicle may be 
more dangerous than living next to a 
nuclear power plant. However, this risk 
comparison is not useful as it ignores 
the catastrophic potential, threat to 
future generations, exotic nature, etc. 
of nuclear power in the minds of many.  

+ Recognise that risk communication 
must be genuine, frequent and take 
account of the factors which influence 
the other stakeholder’s perception of 
the risks. 

+ Uncertainty should be acknowledged. 
Where there are gaps in understanding 

or data, pretending otherwise is 
dangerous and disingenuous. Instead, 
communicate what is known, explain 
what is being done to get better 
information, and describe how the gap 
is being managed in the interim.  

This last point, the importance of what is 
being done to control the risk. A clear 
explanation of the risk controls (often 
described as ‘barriers’ in upstream oil and 
gas) is essential. 

What does this mean for 
policy-makers and 
regulators? 

A social licence is most likely to be 
obtained and retained where governments 
put in place and explain the policy drivers 
and regulatory mechanisms, operational 
controls and behaviours before a specific 
project proponent engages an affected 
community. While there is insufficient 
room in this article to set these out in any 
detail, it is worth referencing some broad 
policy aspects which are required to obtain 
a social licence. 

Access rights and the adversarial system 

The rights to access and use land and 
water, either at or under the surface, are 
dealt with by separate and often 
competing titling systems in which the 
rights of one are not always recognised by 
the rights of another. While the 
Queensland government has taken some 
steps to resolve this problem with the 
establishment of a GasFields 
Commission, no government has directly 
addressed this policy problem and its 
unintended consequences. 

This problem needs to be addressed. We 
believe the best long-term solution is one 
which delivers obvious benefits to both the 
land occupant, the developer of the 
resource and the resource owner (the 
government).   One option that springs to 
mind is allowing the land occupant to 
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access a royalty agreement for the 
minerals below the surface, including 
water.  On the face of it this would not be 
difficult and could be achieved 
administratively in a way similar to the 
approach used on Aboriginal Freehold in 
ALRA lands. 

Provide access to factual data and 
information 

There is a large bank of data, including on 
soil, water, geology, that is relevant to 
many if not all land-uses. In most 
jurisdictions this information is fractured or 
siloed in various locations and databases.  
Bringing these together into an easily 
understandable and accessible scientific 
and baseline data relevant to the land and 
activities would aid public understanding 
and ensure that development decisions 
are made on good information. The 
importance of this cannot be overstated, 
and has been recognised in NSW where 
the development of an Environmental 
Data Portal is expected to draw together 
available data on water, land and air 
conditions. 

Governance and regulation 

The provision of independent and trusted 
scientific and baseline information is 
fundamental to community and regulatory 
decision-making. However it is of little use 
if the community does not understand the 
regulatory regime, and trust in the 
independence and rigor of its decision-
making framework.  

Regulators should provide an extra and 
independent layer of assurance to society, 
governments, the industry and its 
workforce. Importantly they also provide 
assurance that appropriate measures are 
in place to control the range of risks 
associated with projects, specifically those 
relating to the environment, health and 
safety. Unfortunately, in some jurisdictions 
it appears that regulation involves several 
regulators looking at the same issues, 
albeit from different perspectives.  

For example in the case of a CSG well, 
the safety of those working on the well, 
prevention of environmental impacts from 
fugitive emissions and possible 
communication (of contaminants) between 
different strata zones (pollution of water) 
all depend on the mechanical integrity of 
the well and associated equipment. Yet it 
is common to have two (or more) agencies 
looking at the same issues. This is a risk 
because: 

+ there is the potential for both regulatory 
gaps and overlaps between authorities 

+ it increases the regulatory burden on 
duty holders (particularly where there 
are overlaps) 

+ differences regulators can approach 
similar issues in different ways  

+ Reduced confidence from both the 
public and government as no one 
authority is seen as ‘being in charge’. 

By contrast, industry has generally 
responded to this challenge well and has 
developed detailed, reasonable and 
published standards for the management 
of the risks from wells by which they are 
willing to be judged.    

 

Communicate 

Government at all levels and the 
oil/gas/mining industry have been 
comprehensively defeated in the 
communications sense by the deeper 
activist movements.  In this era of social 
media and resultant information 
manipulation, a communications or 
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information gap within an affected or 
interested community provides an 
opportunity for activists to effectively 
deliver misinformation and foment division.  

Community understanding of, and trust in, 
the governance and regulatory regime is 
fundamental to obtaining a social licence. 
However governments have not yet fully 
grasped the importance of engaging the 
community on the design and processes 
underpinning the regime before a 
proponent approaches them with a 
specific project. 

Conclusion 
No one regime or jurisdiction has yet been 
able to consistently provide a policy, 
regulatory, and institutional framework that 
delivers social licence. We have 
‘unpacked’ what is meant by a social 
licence and identified the three (inter-
related) social licences: 

+ A social licence to govern—that needs 
to be earned by government (local, 
state and federal). The community, 
affected parties and individual 
company industry need to understand 
and trust the policy, legal and 
governance frameworks.  

+ A social licence to regulate—that 
needs to be earned by the regulator 
and related institutions. The 
community, proponent and industry 
need to understand regulatory 
processes and trust that the regulator 
will deliver robust, unbiased and 
informed decision-making.  

+ A social licence to operate—that needs 
to be earned and maintained by the 
project proponent and the broader 
industry.  

However, a regime that delivers each of 
these three social licences will still fail 
where the community does not trust or 
have access to information that is relevant 
to the decision at hand and relates to the 

specific concerns within the local, regional 
or national community.  Indeed, this 
information is also necessary for the 
regulator, government and proponent.  

This brings us to our last point. How the 
whole approach to the community is 
‘framed’ is critical. If it appears that the 
industry (or government) is portraying the 
exploration and production of 
unconventional oil and gas is without risk 
and that nobody should worry, then that 
itself is likely to be a self-defeating 
strategy. We have outlined the importance 
of a more inclusive approach that accepts 
that the role of government is to consult 
with all, effectively weigh both narrow and 
broad perspectives and clearly articulate 
the reasoning for a particular decision or 
course of action. Further, governments, 
regulators and industry must acknowledge 
risk, explain the controls (or barriers) and 
demonstrate they are following them, 
backed up by data and information 
provided by an unbiased source in an 
easily accessible and understandable 
format. 

It is increasingly important that the 
industry, government and regulators are 
able to engage with and reassure local 
communities, as well as communities with 
no direct connection to the resources 
sector. As Minister Frydenberg points out, 
“only by genuinely working together can 
we address misperceptions about the 
sector and respond to concerted 
campaigns that seek to erode the 
industry’s license to operate”. Genuinely 
working together must involve a co-
operative approach which balances the 
interests of multiple land users and brings 
forward an engaged, informed community 
providing social licence to govern, regulate 
and operate. 
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Noetic stands out from the crowd. A consulting firm with an enviable 
reputation built from maintaining a strong focus on client needs and 
delivering great outcomes. Noetic brings the best people and the brightest 
minds to the table to inject fresh ideas, drive and energy into working with 
our clients and finding bespoke solutions to problems. We encourage 
innovation in our teams, are agile enough to respond to the changing  
nature of a project or problem, and have extensive expertise across our 
market sectors.  We thrive on the opportunity to contest traditional thinking 
and are thought leaders in a number of areas with particular expertise  
in government, resources (oil and gas and mining), infrastructure, not-for-
profit, emergency management and defence. 
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