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The Wilman Wadandi Highway is a 27-kilometre highway linking Forrest Highway and 
Bussell Highway. It is the largest transport infrastructure project to ever occur in the 
South West region of Western Australia. 

The project was delivered by the South West Gateway Alliance (SWGA) which 
is comprised of Main Roads Western Australia, Aurecon, AECOM, ACCIONA 
Construction Australia, NRW Contracting and MACA Civil.  Construction commenced 
in January 2021 and the highway opened on time in December 2024.  

Since opening on 16 December 2024, the highway has successfully diverted an 
estimated 10,000 to 15,000 vehicles daily from local Bunbury roads, reducing 
congestion and improving safety for surrounding communities. Updated traffic data 
shows notable reductions in heavy vehicle volumes on Bussell Highway and Forrest 
Highway, particularly near Hasties Road, Centenary Road, and Robertson Drive. By 
easing pressure on the local road network, travel time savings of up to 39% have 
emerged as traffic redistributes, and road users adjust to the new route. 

 

During the planning and construction phase of the project, the key stakeholders 
were:

•	 Directly affected landowners and residents (~200 homes within 150 metres of 
construction) 

•	 Bunbury’s broader community (four local government areas and 105,000 
residents) 

•	 Local and Aboriginal businesses (with a strong focus on local procurement and 
Aboriginal enterprise participation) 

•	 Unemployed and underrepresented groups, including youth, women, over 45s, 
and Aboriginal people. 

The delivery of the project followed a complex and protracted planning and 
environmental approval process which created a challenging community dynamic. It 
was imperative for the SWGA team to take an innovative and nuanced approach to 
engagement to ensure the delivery of ‘more than just a road’.  

SWGA developed a multi-channel engagement strategy, and key engagement 
activities included face to face consultation, digital tools, advisory groups and 
targeted programs. 
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•	 The largest transport infrastructure project in the South West region of 
Western Australia. 

•	 Following extensive engagement with businesses, as of 31 August 2025, 
$63.4 million was spent with 33 Aboriginal businesses and $637.7 million 
with 410 local South West businesses. 

•	 13 cohorts and 191 graduates from the multi award-winning Yaka Dandjoo 
Sustainable Employment program, providing entry level opportunities for 
unemployed individuals. Of this, 55% were female and 57% were Aboriginal. 
141 graduates received employment, with the majority working on the 
project. 

•	 A Community Hub in the centre of Bunbury which welcomed over 2,200 
visitors. 

•	 Dedicated Local Content Advisor who worked with local and Aboriginal 
businesses to provide support in applying and working on the project. 2,575 
one-on-one engagements were conducted.

•	 Four bi-annual sentiment surveys were completed to measure satisfaction 
with project and the SWGA team, with 2,224 participants from five audience 
groups (impacted landowners, Aboriginal and local businesses, known 
community and unknown community). Sentiment consistently improved, 
with the mean increasing by an average of 0.37 across all groups.

•	 Through ongoing engagement with the Aboriginal Heritage Advisory Group, 
the Highway was named in recognition of the local traditional owner groups 
from the northern and southern ends of the Highway. 

1.0 Highlights at a Glance
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2.0 Objectives
The Community and Stakeholder Engagement (CSE) objectives were to: 

•	 Provide consistent and accurate project information.

•	 Build relationships with key stakeholders and foster support for the project by involving 
stakeholders as early as possible.

•	 Identify stakeholder and community perceptions of potential risks/impacts/issues 
associated with the project and use this information to inform project communications.

•	 Establish opportunities for two-way feedback to engage community stakeholders and 
maximise project outcomes by tapping into local knowledge and expertise.

•	 Communicate project milestones to increase awareness and allow a greater 
understanding of the project program and progress.

•	 Ensure political support by communicating and meeting milestones.

•	 Provide timely responses to community concerns and requests for information.

•	 Carry out CSE and communications activities in a manner which protects the reputation 
of Main Roads and the State and Federal governments.  

•	 Keep interested and impacted stakeholders engaged and informed (including traffic 
impact updates).

•	 Ensure CSE activities align to help to achieve the project social performance KPI’s. 

Key targets and performance indicators

When the SWGA were awarded the contract to undertake this project in 2020, it included 
several social procurement targets which were later refined and articulated as:  

•	 $450 million local businesses spend. 

•	 $30 million Aboriginal businesses spend.

•	 10% of the project’s construction workforce to be Aboriginal. 

•	 10% of the project’s construction workforce to be sourced from previously unemployed, 
entry level people. 

Additionally, the SWGA set several Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) specifically 
associated with CSE activities:

•	 Proactive engagement with community and stakeholders.

•	 Responding in a timely manner to community and stakeholders.

•	 Ensuring a positive sentiment towards the project.
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3.0 Challenges
The Wilman Wadandi Highway’s size, scale and regional significance meant that stakeholder 
engagement required an approach that balanced urgency with transparency. While 
the project was largely supported for the transformation it would bring to the South 
West (including reducing congestion, improving safety, and unlocking opportunities), its 
accelerated delivery and environmental sensitivities presented complex challenges that 
required careful planning and adaptive communication. 

COVID-19 and Program Acceleration: To support the State’s COVID-19 response efforts, 
the project’s start date was brought forward from September 2021 to January 2021. This 
decision delivered early economic and employment benefits to the region, but introduced 
risks associated with compressed timelines. Construction in the northern section began 
while detailed design and environmental approvals for the southern section were still 
progressing. This overlap created uncertainty among some landowners and community 
members. To mitigate this, the South West Gateway Alliance (SWGA) prioritised early, 
transparent communication, explaining the reasons for acceleration and outlining how 
environmental and design approvals would continue in parallel with northern works. 
Dedicated engagement staff worked one-on-one with affected landowners to provide 
clarity and reassurance.

The pandemic also caused significant market volatility, particularly in materials and 
labour costs, requiring scope adjustments to maintain value for money. In May 2022, 
several planned interchanges were re-scoped to at-grade intersections to ensure network 
continuity within the approved budget.

Environmental concerns: The Public Environmental Review process generated strong interest 
and, in some cases, opposition from a small group of residents concerned about potential 
impacts on the endangered Western Ringtail Possum and surrounding habitats. While 
these views represented a minority, the engagement team treated them with respect and 
transparency. At the height of the opposition, the team adopted a calm and safety-focused 
approach to protest activity, ensuring workers’ wellbeing while maintaining open channels of 
communication with landowners. 
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4.0 Methodology
The SWGA team prioritised genuine engagement opportunities stakeholders, and aligned 
with the IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation, ensuring meaningful CSE at various levels.

Collaborate and Empower - Business and Jobseeker Engagement

The SWGA CSE team undertook comprehensive desktop research to understand the 
business and community segments being targeted and the broader socio-economic 
context of the project area prior to construction commencing. Research sources included 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), local governments, and State Government 
agencies including the Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development 
(DPIRD).

Based on this, the SWGA identified various challenges in realising the ambitious 
employment and spend targets outlined above, including: 

•	 The lack of sufficiently large-scale capital works capacity in the South West region. 

•	 Labour constraints to resource the project.

•	 The lack of established Aboriginal businesses and Aboriginal workforce in the South 
West.   

To assist in creating a strategic plan to reach these targets, the Local Business 
Advisory Group (LBAG) was engaged, consisting of local business and civil contractor 
representatives, helping to identify solutions and align procurement practices with social 
outcomes. As of December 2024, the LBAG met 21 times, including two site tours.

Two advisory groups were established to provide guidance on the Aboriginal engagement 
related targets – the Aboriginal Heritage Advisory Group (made up of 11 local Noongar 
elders) and the Aboriginal Participation Advisory Group (with representatives from 
Aboriginal businesses and other key organisations who had expertise on the topic).

Based on this engagement, SWGA implemented an ‘Inside Out’ procurement strategy, 
prioritising genuine local businesses and, through consultation with the LBAG, created a 
Local Weighting table to ensure the highest preference was given to businesses that were 
truly based in the region. This approach was embedded in the procurement evaluation 
framework.

To monitor and assist in facilitating the local and Aboriginal procurement targets, Main 
Roads funded a Local Content Advisor (LCA) to work in the SWGA Community team. 
The LCA, seconded from the DPIRD, developed relationships with local and Aboriginal 
businesses to understand their capacity and capabilities, and assisted in addressing 
any barriers to participate on the project. The LCA worked collaboratively within SWGA, 
participating in procurement strategy meetings and working with the construction team to 
identify opportunities for local and Aboriginal business.

The project also encountered significant challenges in attracting Aboriginal and previously 
unemployed workers, particularly as during this period (2021) the South West had a record 
low unemployment rate of 2.1%.  The SWGA engaged with Tafe and other local training 
providers to design and launch the Yaka Dandjoo Sustainable Employment Program, 
providing pathways for unemployed people (many of whom had never been employed) 
to join the civil construction industry, while targeting underrepresented groups in civil 
construction (Aboriginal people, women, mature jobseekers and youth). This program 
included life skills and job education and provided a two-week on-site work experience to 
expose participants to live construction sites and safety requirements.
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The program also included training for Superintendents and Supervisors to build skills and 
cultural awareness, creating a safe and supportive environment. Through targeted support, 
mentoring, and capacity-building workshops, the program enabled Aboriginal businesses to 
secure contracts and provided jobseekers with employment pathways.

Inform and Consult - Community Engagement 

To establish strong relationships and build and sustain community trust in the project and 
its associated opportunities, the SWGA team established the Community Hub in Bunbury. 
Within the Hub there were several tools available for visitors to understand the project 
better, including:

•	 a 9m x 2m wall hanging with a full map of the project

•	 drone footage of the latest construction activity

•	 detailed design maps of the interchanges and each section of the project

•	 3D interactive visualisation giving users an understanding of the project would look like 
once constructed. 

The Hub had over 2,200 visitors and gave the community a sense of ownership and created 
a ‘safe’ place to learn about the project and explore employment and tender opportunities. 
It was also used to seek feedback from the community and to host events and meetings.

Community Hub Open Day

The project engaged schools through 15 events, to inspire young people and educate them 
about careers in infrastructure. In conjunction with South West Regional TAFE the SWGA 
developed a ‘Year 9 Career Taster’s program’ which included five full day site visit with a 
program of workshops that provided hands-on learning experiences. 

Career Taster’s Day

Seven advisory groups were established over the course of the project. They were 
consulted on: 

•	 Urban design and landscaping (UDL)

•	 Active transport
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•	 Freight road users

•	 Local government authorities and their interaction with the project. 

To update the community on traffic disruptions, project milestones and social outcomes, 
multiple communications channels were established, including a project website, monthly 
newsletters targeted to different audiences (over 2,200 subscribers with an average 55% 
open rate), a Facebook community group (11,000+ followers) and LinkedIn page. The social 
media sites assisted in building a direct relationship and connection between the project 
and interested members and acted as a direct source of timely information and two-way 
communication with the community. 

To prepare the local community for the upcoming opening of the highway and the change 
in the road network, seven ‘way-finding’ drop-in sessions were held at public locations 
across the region. A total of 553 people were engaged with at the events. 

Wayfinding drop-in session

On the day prior to the highway opening, a community event was held with performances, 
food stalls and local vendors. SWGA staff spoke to 233 people at the information booth and 
took approximately 340 people on bus tours across the highway. 

Consult and Involve - Landowner Engagement

Given the personal nature of land impacts, landowner engagement was managed on a one-
on-one basis by two dedicated team members who worked closely to build and maintain a 
relationship with the property owners. Communications with landowners were managed by 
several channels: 

•	 eDMs for general updates.

•	 Direct emails for more local notifications.

•	 Hotline number for direct access to SWGA CSE team.

•	 Where appropriate, the direct contact number for the relevant landowner engagement 
team member.

•	 Letterbox drops and door knocking.

•	 Meetings to work through more complex issues.
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5.0 Alignment with IAP2 Core Values for the Practice of Public Participation

IAP2 Core Values Example or evidence from this project

1. Public participation is based on the 
belief that those who are affected by a 
decision have a right to be involved in 
the decision-making process

While the route of the highway and local road network were already 
established in prior planning phases, where there were negotiable elements, 
engagement with stakeholders was a key priority for the project. This was 
demonstrated through the business spend and employment targets, and 
CSE key performance indicators. 

2. Public participation includes the 
promise that the public’s contribution 
will influence the decision

Stakeholders were able to influence the design of:
•	 Training needs for unemployed community members to assist 

them in gaining employment on the project and future construction 
opportunities. 

•	 Provide input into and oversite of the Aboriginal Heritage Management 
Plan. 

•	 Provide input into the landscape and urban design outcomes.
•	 Individual requirements for the changes required to nearby residents’ 

properties where there were access changes, noise mitigation measures 
or accommodation works required.

•	 Providing input into and advice pertaining to the development of the 
local and Aboriginal content framework to achieve the spend targets. 

•	 Provide input into and advice pertaining to maximising Aboriginal 
employment to achieve the targets.

3. Public participation promotes 
sustainable decisions by recognising 
and communicating the needs and 
interests of all participants, including 
decision makers

The SWGA leadership team included Aboriginal participation as a key pillar. 
This discipline was integrated across the project to ensure diversity of 
perspective, rather than being managed in a silo.
The SWGA team spoke to a diverse range of stakeholders through advisory 
groups and received their feedback. 
It was critically important for the project to deliver ‘more than just a road’. 
The SWGA team supported local businesses and trained jobseekers, 
equipping them for future opportunities in the construction industry, and 
providing long-term economic benefits for the region.

4. Public participation seeks out and 
facilitates the involvement of those 
potentially affected by or interested in 
a decision

•	 Seven advisory groups for the project included members that self-
nominated, together with specific individuals who were invited to join.

•	 The project collaborated with local schools to provide young people 
with an opportunity to visualise and understand the changes occurring 
in their community and explore future job opportunities in the 
construction industry.

•	 Community surveys regarding urban design were advertised through a 
diverse range of channels including websites, email and social media 
on topics relating to the urban design strategy, colour schemes and 
individual landowner choices.

•	 To ensure meaningful engagement with the approximately 200 
landowners within 150 metres of the project, the Alliance offered one-
on-one meetings to understand their unique concerns and requests for 
accommodation works.

•	 The SWGA team conducted an environmental survey of the community 
in the southern section which resulted in the removal of a proposed 
underpass to resolve concerns of safety.
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IAP2 Core Values Example or evidence from this project

5. Public participation seeks input from 
participants in designing how they 
participate

•	 The SWGA team were considerate of the busy schedules of 
stakeholders and ensured one-on-one meetings with landowners 
and businesses were conducted at convenient times and locations 
including outside business hours. The Community Hub was also open 
on Saturdays during the first stages of the project to provide an 
opportunity to visit outside standard business hours. 

•	 All project advisory group members contributed to their group terms of 
reference which governed how they were managed. 

•	 Results from the Local Business Advisory Group and the Local Content 
Advisor engagements were used to ensure that local business tender 
packages were tailored to meet the needs of the market.

6. Public participation provides 
participants with the information they 
need to participate in a meaningful 
way

In response to the diverse communication preferences of the community, 
the SWGA provided project information and updates through the following 
channels:
•	 Community Hub (including visualisation software and wall hanging map);
•	 Facebook and LinkedIn;
•	 Website;
•	 Newsletters (digital and hardcopy)
•	 Letter box drops;
•	 Telephone;
•	 Email;
•	 Wayfinding pop-up events.

7. Public participation communicates 
to participants how their input 
affected the decision

•	 Detailed findings from of the 'Southern Section Design Enhancements 
Survey’ was distributed to the community and promoted online. The 
responses led to the removal of a proposed underpass and enhanced 
outcomes for the community.

•	 Outcomes from all four rounds of the sentiment research were also 
published online and promoted in newsletters. In these newsletters 
we were able to highlight ongoing initiatives in response to the 
sentiment research – demonstrating how the feedback was influencing 
engagement and communications activities.
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6.0 Satisfaction
The project achieved a high level of satisfaction throughout its lifecycle. Our collaborative 
approach ensured support and cooperation from the community and stakeholders, which 
was vital for the project's successful delivery.

Sentiment research:

To gauge ongoing sentiment and ensure adaptive communication strategies, the SWGA 
partnered with Metrix Consulting to conduct four rounds of sentiment research. This 
engaged 2,224 individuals from five stakeholder groups:

•	 202 impacted landowners

•	 115 Aboriginal businesses

•	 371 local South West businesses

•	 751 known community (defined as the subscribers to the project updates) 

•	 805 unknown community (sourced using an online panel with residents from South 
West region. By ‘unknown’ we mean they had not subscribed to the project database for 
updates.)

The first round of research uncovered concerns among businesses regarding perceived 
access to project opportunities. In response, the SWGA:

•	 Launched two new monthly newsletters tailored to local businesses and Aboriginal 
suppliers, improving information dissemination and stakeholder satisfaction in 
subsequent research waves.

•	 The Aboriginal Participation team and LCA took a more hands-on approach, conducting 
site visits and follow-ups with businesses as they completed works. 

•	 Senior leadership also became more accessible, ensuring businesses had direct 
channels to voice concerns and explore opportunities. This proactive approach 
significantly enhanced trust and overall satisfaction.

Similarly, the early rounds of research and the outrage and protests that occurred when 
construction began in the southern section demonstrated that landowners felt as though 
their voices were not being heard and that they did not understand the project. In response 
to this, a new newsletter was launched specifically targeted at the southern section 
landowners, prioritising communicating construction updates, traffic management, and 
dispelling misinformation.

Across all the stakeholder groups, sentiment towards the project and the SWGA steadily 
increased through the four rounds of research, with the largest increases being among 
Aboriginal industry and the unknown community. These results were supported by the 
survey conducted by the LCA, which found that 78.9% felt that SWGA put a high preference 
on engaging locals, and 57.8% felt that SWGA’s tender process led to more local businesses 
winning work.
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Yaka Dandjoo program satisfaction:

The Yaka Dandjoo program has achieved local employment outcomes and changed the 
lives of its participants by ‘setting them up for life’. Through the building of individual 
capabilities for industry-specific skillsets, participants gain the skills, experience, 
knowledge, and confidence to continue their employment journey sustainably beyond the 
scope of the project.  

For many of the participants of this program, there has been a measure of ‘substantial 
gain’ that is not captured in raw statistics alone. Through conversations with participants, 
qualitative data collected has shown this has included:

•	 Improved mental health and fitness.

•	 A greater connection to their community and greater capacity to participate in a wider 
range of activities.

•	 Financial independence, including the ability to provide for oneself and others.

•	 Improved living circumstances, housing reliability and security.

•	 Improved confidence and social relationships.

•	 Enhanced wellbeing and self-actualisation.

•	 Participation in further learning/training.

The Yaka Dandjoo Sustainable Employment Program was also highly regarded by graduates 
with testimonies including:

“When I started the Yaka Dandjoo program, I had no idea I would end up 
where I am today. I have my first job working on the Bunbury Outer Ring 
Road, and I wouldn’t change it for the world. I am so thankful I got given 

such a wonderful opportunity.”

“The team members in the Alliance have been supportive because they 
know that my work was slowing down and that I needed to get a better 
job and stuff, so they helped me out with Maali... I like working on the 

Outer Ring Project because…it’s like a big opportunity to take on if you 
haven’t had the experience before.”
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7.0 Innovation
The Yaka Dandjoo program has set a benchmark for other employers in delivering and 
supporting effective training and employee retention programs. In addition, the employment 
and training sector stakeholders in the region, in Perth and elsewhere have taken an interest 
in the success of the Yaka Dandjoo program and see its outcomes as evidence of a training 
model other industry partners could adopt. This program has won multiple industry awards 
including the National Association of Women in Construction WA Diversity and Inclusion 
Award in 2024, the Excellence in Social Award at the Infrastructure Sustainability Council in 
2023, and the Supply Chain and Responsible Procurement Category at the Banksia National 
Sustainability Awards in 2025.  

The project has not only upskilled local businesses but set a new industry standards 
through the establishment of clear, measurable locality criteria via the Local Weighting 
Table. These efforts have provided a framework for industry-wide adoption and SWGA’s 
approach to procurement has gained national attention. In February 2023, SWGA met 
with the Australian Department of Finance’s Future Made in Australia team about local 
content strategies, with the Future Made team taking the learning from the project to major 
infrastructure projects nationwide. 

The scalability of these initiatives is evident in their wider application. The Local Content 
Advisor model has become the benchmark for effective local business engagement and is 
being rolled out across major infrastructure projects nationwide. The integration of these 
practices into the WA Buy Local Policy 2022 highlights its potential for broad application.

This high levels of satisfaction amongst the community and stakeholders are a direct 
result of the project's commitment to building ‘more than a road’. The SWGA team were 
committed to actively addressing the community concerns, adapted communication 
strategies based on feedback, and ensured that stakeholders felt heard throughout the 
project.

Yaka Dandjoo graduation ceremony
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