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INTRODUCTION

Social assessment within the Regional Forest Agreement process

The two broad objectives defined in the National Forest Policy Statement are:

· a comprehensive and adequate reserve system;

· an efficient, viable and competitive timber industry.

In achieving these two objectives for the Lower North East region there may be social consequences for communities. 

The social consequences, both positive and negative, of policy changes to forest use and management in the Lower North East Regional Forest Agreement region will largely occur at the individual and community level, while the policy settings will be driven by State and national objectives.

The social assessment work was negotiated through an Economic and Social Technical Committee which included Commonwealth and State agencies and stakeholder groups representing the interests of conservationists, industry and union members.

Social impact assessment

Social impact assessment follows a comprehensive social assessment at a community level. Social Impact Assessment aims to:

· address some of the equity issues involved in achieving the objectives of the National Forest Policy Statement;

· highlight any undesirable or avoidable consequences in meeting these objectives;

· model probable community responses to various change options.

While the objectives of the comprehensive and adequate reserve system are driven by the conservation criteria, and have defined targets, social and economic objectives are not readily quantifiable. However, within the Regional Forest Agreement process, social assessment will identify communities which may experience significant social consequences and suggest where these may be enhanced or minimised.

Social objectives

Social objectives within the Regional Forest Agreement process are defined at the community level. These are to:

· minimise social dislocation;

· minimise social disadvantage;

· minimise social costs arising from any land-use changes;

· enhance community vitality and social cohesion;

· maximise employment opportunities and skills development within communities;

· identify previous and proposed community mitigation measures.

A broad description of some of the key identifiers is provided below.

Social dislocation

Social dislocation may occur at the community level when a significant proportion of the population relocates and/or changes its employment status. Measures include demographic changes, changes in age structure, and significant numbers of dependant young and older people.

Social disadvantage

Social disadvantage may occur at the community level with land-use changes. Measures include unemployment levels, participation in the workforce levels, relative median incomes, and significant numbers of single parent and/or absent parent families.

Social costs

Social costs such as welfare payments, increases in health requirements, distances to travel to attend schools and access community services, arising from land-use changes may affect a community’s viability. Measures include the availability and extent of transport facilities, education facilities, and health facilities and other community services.

Community vitality and social cohesion

The quality of life for communities will be affected by the extent and type of cumulative changes and the ability of communities to adapt to these changes. Measures include adequate leadership, and optimism about alternative visions for social and economic development.

Employment opportunities

The availability/accessibility of employment and training opportunities will affect communities which are more sensitive than others to hardwood resource supply issues.

The key indicators outlined in the table below are based upon outcomes from a Social Indicators Workshop that were agreed to at a Montreal Process Conference held in Tasmania, November 1996. National stakeholders were involved in workshops at this conference.

The table below incorporates the social indicators developed above, adapting them to maximise information gathered from the approved social assessment data collection projects.

The methods used in these projects provide for the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data. This was obtained through published documents, surveys, community workshops, and through networking widely across the region. The data has been collected with scientific rigor and cross-checked to ensure validity, and will be used at the integration phase to identify and describe sensitive communities, and for predicting impacts from a number of resource scenarios.

Table 1: Social indicators

Key indicator
Sub-indicators
Measures
Source

Socio-demographic structure of communities
Age structure of communities and region
Percentage of population per age category
ABS


Ethnicity
Country of birth
ABS


Level of household income
Annual family and household income
ABS


Mobility
Usual residence 1991 and 1996

Nature of occupancy

Percentage of population per age category

In/Out migration
ABS
ABS
ABS
ABS
DUAP

Economic structure of communities
Size/range of local businesses

Locational dependence on forest-based industries
No. and size of business per category

Level of dependence by location

No. of employees


Aust On Disk

ABS

Business surveys

Councils

Employment and labour force 
Unemployment levels
Unemployment levels 1991 and 1996 and State averages
DEETYA/ABS

characteristics
Industry diversity
Employment by industry
ABS


Occupational community characteristics
Percentage of labour force in forest industries

Age

Length of residence

No. of school-age children

Income

Place of residence
ABS/ Surveys 

Surveys

Surveys

Surveys

Surveys

Surveys

Community services and infrastructure
Current service provision and trends across key service areas

Identification of any threshold services

Lobbying capacity
No. and type of health services

No. and size of schools

No and type of retail outlets

Level of post office service

No. of financial service areas

Appropriate comparisons , trends and policy thresholds for key service areas

Level of past activity on local service issues
Health Dept

Education Dept

Aust On Disk

Aust Post

Aust On Disk

Relevant departments

Network

Additional qualitative stressors
Identification of cumulative change over past 15 years at 2 year intervals

Service closures
Compilation of qualitative data

No. and range of services lost

Significant industry trends 

Rural trends
Lit review

Workshops/reports Councils/ABARE/

ABS

Community vitality
Community events

Past management of change

Community participation

Occupational communities participation

Income levels
No. of annual events

Analysis of qualitative data

No. and range of community organisations

Average involvement in community organisations

Average household income
Workshops/Council

Network/Council

Council

AustOnDisk

Surveys/ABS

Social well-being
Attachment to place (occupational community)
No. of family members in area

Length of family residence in area

Reasons for living there
Survey

Survey

Survey/workshops


Sense of community
Occupational community responses

General community responses
Surveys/workshops

Survey

Mitigative change factors
Structural adjustment packages

Other community mitigation

Alternative industry or community development options
Situation report and analysis

List no. and types

List no. and types
Mitigation project

Network

Workshops

Council

Development organisations

ABARE

Community attitudes
Social values of forests

Attitudes to policy proposals
Regional community attitudes

Stakeholder attitudes
Community attitudes survey

Regional Forest Forums
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