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Responsible Wood  
Responsible Wood is an Australian not-for-profit organisation, accredited by Standards Australia, to 

develop Standards for managing forests sustainably. These Standards provide guidance and 

accountability for forest managers, manufacturers and suppliers. Responsible Wood’s Standards are 

also accredited by PEFC International, the world’s largest forest certification system.  

Responsible Wood is committed to protecting and promoting Australia’s unique forest environments 

through forestry Standards that ensure a forest industry that is environmentally, socially, culturally 

and economically sustainable. Its vision is to ensure Australia’s forests, and all products sourced 

from them, are amongst the most sustainable in the world. 

Introduction 
Australia’s forests are important to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples for environmental, 

cultural and economic reasons. As the traditional custodians of their Country Aboriginal Peoples 

have managed their forests and associated waterways for thousands of years to provide all their 

material, spiritual and cultural needs. They have an inherent responsibility to care for their Country, 

including healing damage from past management. On forest lands caring for Country can be 

achieved through the implementation of cultural land management practices. 

Across Australia, 154 million hectares of land (20%) is owned by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Peoples, of which 24 million hectares is forest. In addition, Aboriginal people either manage or co-

manage a further 31 million hectares of other forest lands across the country. Not all of these forest 

lands are either suitable or available for commercial timber harvesting operations.  

Currently in Australia, there are no native forests owned or managed by Aboriginal people that have 

achieved independent third-party forest certification, but an Indigenous-owned plantation estate in 

the Northern Territory has achieved Responsible Wood certification via the Australian plantation 

company that manages the plantations under an Agreement with the Traditional Owners. 

Responsible Wood’s current Standard for sustainable forest management (AS/NZS 4708:2021) 

includes Sustainability Objective: 

Forest management shall protect and maintain, for Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, 

their natural, cultural, social, recreational, religious and spiritual, and heritage values and 

rights. 

During the 2021 review process Cultural Sustainability was introduced as a key pillar of the Standard 

and important contributions were made from the South Coast Natural Resource Management and 

the Federation of Māori Authorities to ensure the Standard explicitly addressed and reflected the 

values of all Indigenous peoples. 

It also specifies a series of requirements within the Cultural Values Section that cover four relevant 

components: Indigenous peoples’ rights, responsibilities and values; Indigenous cultural values; 

Legal and traditional uses; and Traditional knowledge and management practices.  

Responsible Wood is committed to ensuring it adopts culturally appropriate communications with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples (hereafter referred to as Indigenous Peoples) and it has 

a desire to foster enhanced engagement and collaboration with Aboriginal forest owners or 

managers on forest certification matters. Staff undertaking communications or engagement 

activities with Indigenous people will have undertaken appropriate cultural awareness training. 
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Purpose of the Indigenous Communication and Engagement 

Protocol 
This Indigenous Communication and Engagement Protocol (the Protocol) aims to ensure that 

Responsible Wood communicates and engages with Indigenous Peoples in a culturally appropriate 

manner, and that its communication with the general public on Indigenous matters is both culturally 

appropriate and, where appropriate, consistent with the principles of prior and informed consent.  

The Protocol lists some Guiding Principles and provides guidelines for activities with Indigenous 

Peoples and related public communication for use by Responsible Wood and its certified entities to 

increase the effectiveness of Indigenous engagement in the forest sector across the country. It also 

details some regional frameworks that are utilised by its staff to facilitate Indigenous engagement 

and communication.  

The Protocol should assist Responsible Wood to work more effectively with interested Aboriginal 

groups, which could increase Indigenous Peoples’ contributions and participation in the sustainable 

management of Australian forests and the production of certified forest products. It may also 

facilitate and increase awareness within the forest sector and broader community of Indigenous 

Peoples’ traditional knowledge and approaches to caring for and utilising forests.  

Guiding Principles 

The guiding principles that are followed by Responsible Wood in relation to communication and 

engagement with Indigenous Peoples are to:  

• Respecting Indigenous Peoples’ culture and traditional knowledge, their connection to 

Country and being sensitive to the impacts of past government policies and their social 

disadvantage. 

• Acknowledging and applying Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge of sustainable development 

and management of forests with informed community consent. 

• Providing opportunities for Indigenous peoples’ input into decision making where possible. 

• Applying practices and protocols that are consistent with Indigenous Peoples’ cultural values 

that support and endorse sustainable development and management of forests, in addition 

to environmental, social and economic forest values. 

• Where appropriate, communicating to the wider community Indigenous Peoples’ rights, 

interests and traditional ecological knowledge for sustainable forest management 

• Supporting Indigenous Peoples’ economic and social aspirations in sharing benefits from the 

management of forests. 

• To be transparent and ethical, and ensure Free, Prior and Informed Consent* is provided at 

appropriate levels of engagement.  

* Free and Informed Prior Consent establishes a framework for Indigenous Peoples' participation in 

decision-making on activities that affect their rights. The four elements of Free and Informed Prior 

Consent are interdependent, with 'free,' 'prior,' and 'informed' setting the conditions for a 'consent' 

based decision-making process. The process provides equal opportunity for discussion and allows 

adequate time for due consideration before commencement of activities, taking into account 

Indigenous Peoples own decision making processes and cultural traditions or sensitivities.  
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Communication and Engagement with Indigenous Peoples 
Responsible Wood’s communication with Indigenous Peoples throughout Australia is aimed at the 

promotion and implementation of sustainable forest management, with a commitment to an 

ongoing communication process with Indigenous Peoples, including the development of 

collaborative working partnerships.  

Responsible Wood considers communication the exchanging of information, ideas, thoughts, and 

messages between individuals or groups by various means. This communication may include 

speaking, writing, using gestures, graphics, photographs or video whether they be in person, online, 

live, recorded or printed. 

Responsible Wood considers engagement involves a greater level of involvement, interest, or 

participation it uses, with the individuals or groups of Indigenous people actively participating and 

responding to the communication activities. 

Responsible Wood personnel who will undertake Indigenous communication and engagement 

activities will include:  

• Sustainability Manager 

• Marketing and Communications Manager 

• CEO  

Engagement and communication with Indigenous People will be undertaken as part of: 

• Working with our Responsible Wood members 

• Development and revision of our certification Standards 

• Information and education support on Responsible Wood certification  

• Certification and accreditation, including updates to these processes 

• Discussions with brands, retailers and supply chain companies in relation to certification  

• Development of new programs, including private landowner and/or Indigenous owned or 

managed forest certification processes  

• Formal presentations by Responsible Wood and during general public communication events  

• Any relevant on Country meetings or field trips during which ‘Welcome to Country’ protocols 

for each area will be confirmed with the relevant Indigenous Peoples/Group 

Communication and Engagement Guidelines 

A) Guidelines for activities with Indigenous People and Groups 

The following guidelines should be considered when engaging with Indigenous People and Groups:  

• Be aware of different styles of communication and engagement required depending on the 

region – for example, Northern Australia may have very different protocols to Victoria. 

• Understand that many Indigenous groups are resource poor and may require some support 

to achieve effective engagement.  

• Seek to build rapport before attempting to achieve decisions or outcomes. 

• Understand that English may be a second language and avoid the use of complex technical 

terms or jargon. 

• Practice active listening, show empathy and avoid interrupting the person speaking. 

• Ensure the correct people are part of the engagement, including recognised groups and 

other Indigenous People with rights and interests in the area. Utilise regional Indigenous 
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networks and organisations to confirm the correct people to engage with, including land 

councils, formally registered groups and Native Title claimants.  

• Communication should include written correspondence and more informal engagement 

such as phone calls and informal meetings.  

• Ensure engagement is started early in the process of new developments or changes in 

management practices. Relationship building is key to maintaining ongoing communication 

and engagement.  

• Share the information on what activity is proposed, checking that any technical concepts 

have been understood. 

• Agree to some ground rules for engagement, what each person’s roles and responsibilities 

are and a process for engagement including for dealing with any disagreements. 

• Be aware of engagement fatigue, everyone’s capacity to participate, and cultural 

considerations.  

• Explore ways to incorporate Indigenous engagement, including utilisation of traditional 

knowledge, within arrangements for ecologically sustainable forest management.   

• Ensure a Free, Prior and Informed Consent process is used when decisions are being made or 

traditional knowledge is being recorded or to be used in public communications. 

B) Guidelines for activities involving the General Public 

Engagement and communication with the general public in relation to Indigenous engagement will 

be undertaken as required, including:  

• Welcome to Country at industry forums, conferences and formal larger meetings, where 

appropriate.  

• Acknowledgement of Country at appropriate meetings.  

• Detail on Indigenous engagement requirements as part of Responsible Wood memberships, 

certification and accreditation. 

• Responsible Wood promotion of 60,000 plus years of Traditional Owner sustainable forest 

management of Australia’s forests, which aligns with Responsible Wood’s sustainable forest 

management Standard. This has enabled Australia’s forests to evolve, adapt to and require 

active and adaptive management. 

Use of Regional Specific Communication and Engagement 

Frameworks 
Regional specific Indigenous communication and engagement frameworks are utilised by 

Responsible Wood to ensure consistency and correct communication styles are used in different 

areas across Australia. Existing and/or proposed frameworks that are able to be utilised include:  

• Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry funded Forestry 

Regional Forestry Hubs (https://www.agriculture.gov.au/agriculture-land/forestry/regional-

forestry-hubs#queensland), in particular and because of the significant areas of forests 

owned and or managed by Indigenous Peoples within the areas of the Northern Territory 

(Darwin) (https://ntovfh.com.au/) and Northern Queensland (Cairns) 

(https://www.qldforestryhubs.com.au/nq-hub) hubs. These hubs can be utilised to provide 

contacts and information for regional specific communication and engagement with 

Indigenous People and Groups, and provide updates on what is currently or proposed to 

happen in the forestry space in these regions.  
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• Collaboration with other key forestry groups and certifiers such as the Forest Stewardship 

Council (https://fsc.org/en). These groups can be utilised to provide collaboration with 

projects across the country to enhance engagement opportunities and reduce engagement 

fatigue for similar and concurrent projects.  

• Forest and Wood Products Australia (https://fwpa.com.au/) Private Forestry Guidance 

Materials, in particular the 2023 Guidance Material on Indigenous Owned and Managed 

Forests. These guidance materials provide details on engagement with Indigenous People in 

relation to the private forestry sector across Australia, including case studies of successful 

projects.  

• Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry Regional Forestry 

Agreements - https://www.agriculture.gov.au/agriculture-land/forestry/policies/rfa.  

 

Responsible Wood Contacts 
Main points of contacts for further information on this Indigenous Communication and Engagement 

Protocol are outlined below.  

Responsible Wood 

Personnel 

Role Contact Number Contact Email 

Matt de Jongh Sustainability 

Manager 

+61 408 602 413 mdejongh@responsiblewood.org.au 

 

 


