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Introduction

This is Hawkesbury City Council’s first overarching Communication and Engagement Strategy, 
setting out the strategic direction for the organisation’s communication effort over the next 
four years. It seeks to build on the work we have done to communicate and engage with our 
community in a complex and crowded environment, setting out the opportunities and 
challenges and how we aim to maintain and improve our performance.

Our aim is to deliver effective and efficient communication services that is highly valued and 
respected by our community.

We put the community at the center of everything we do.



Hawkesbury City Council plays a crucial 
role in shaping the future of our region. 
We provide over 50 services and 
facilities to more than 67,000 residents 
living in urban and rural communities 
spread across an area of 2,800 square 
kilometers, roughly the same size as the 
Sydney metropolitan area.

This large area, with its many towns and 
villages, makes communicating with our 
Hawkesbury community challenging.

When we are communicating with our 
community we are not dealing with one 
group of people, but rather a complex 
and diverse range of audiences who are 
often passionate about the place they 
have chosen to live in. All our audiences 
are important in different ways and at 
different times, to the delivery of Council 
services.

The community is at the heart of 
everything we do. Good communication 
and engagement will help us improve 
the delivery of our service, inform, 
empower and connect our community. 
We know that communicating with our 
community needs to be at the core of 
what we do, and we want to do it better.

Recently we have had to deal with the 
challenges of the bushfires touching many 
in our community, followed closely by 
floods which impacted many of those 
same residents. COVID-19 restrictions have 
influenced the way we communicate and 
engage with, not only these communities 
but the wider Hawkesbury. 

Council is generally a trusted source of 
information. We are the level of government 
that is closest to our community and the 
information that we provide is usually 
detailed and relevant. There are 
opportunities for us to recognise and use 
this trust by working to build relationships 
with key community groups, community 
leaders, elders and businesses.

Changing perceptions 
Raising our voice



Our communication comes to our community in a complex, dynamic and crowded 
environment. Our challenge is to cut through that in a clear and simple way.
To do this we directly communicate with our community, we work with the media to help us 
deliver our messages and we actively seek to communicate with our many communities in the 
ways and places that they must respond to.
We will communicate with our community not just to inform them, but to engage and 
collaborate to build community capacity by increasing the community’s knowledge on themes 
and issues affecting them each day.

We also want our community to know we are here to support them as we make decisions and 
put in place plans that impact on their future and that we do take their feedback seriously. 
Open and effective communication with our community will deliver a range of benefits, 
including strong positive relationships, generating support and participation and improve 
community awareness of our programs, activities and services and how to access these 
services. Good communication is the key to improving customer service and meeting the 
expectations of the community.

We are part of the community. Of our 300 employees, many live locally and are part of the 
Hawkesbury so we have a vested interest in the success and future of our region. 
We also recognise that the way we engage with our community has changed over time and it 
will continue to evolve. We are constantly looking at how we will work with our community and 
be flexible in our approach to ensure we are working in the spaces our community is 
communicating and engaging in.

This Strategy identifies initiatives to support our commitment to communicating and engaging 
in a way that encourages open relationships and builds trust with our community as we strive 
to deliver our mission of leading and working with our community to create a healthy and 
resilient future.

This Strategy is supported by a clear action plan that sets out how we will implement the 
principles, strategies and opportunities outlined in this document.
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Build 
community trust

 Recognise 
growing community

expectations

Transform 
ourselves 
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A Summary of Our Key Initiatives

2. Connecting people with the information 
they need by building the capacity of our 
staff and Councillors to communicate, 
engage and champion council business
2.1 Social media
2.2 Digital Communication
2.3 Corporate Communications
2.4 Emergency and Crisis Communication
2.5 Creating an army of ambassadors
2.6 Councillors

3. Celebrating and connecting local 
communities 
3.1 Our Towns and Villages
3.2 Our Visitors and New Residents

1. Using communication to build trust 
and increase Council’s standing in 
the community
1.1 Build our brand
1.2 Share our story, be our own newsroom 
1.3 Engage our community

As part of this Strategy there are three key initiatives that we will focus on over the next four 

years.
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The way local government does business is changing. 

There are changes in the way we are funded, there is a shift in the relationship we 
have with the State Government and we are implementing new approaches to our 
service delivery – through forging new partnerships, community facilitation and 
enabling self service. Communication will have a significant role to play.

If we communicate our mission effectively it can build trust, change the way people 
think about the organisation, influence behaviours and bring about positive change 
which will support the realisation of the vision that the community has set for itself.

As a community our vision – set out in the Hawkesbury Community Strategic Plan 
The Hawkesbury 2036…It’s Our Future – we see the Hawkesbury as a vibrant and 
collaborative community living in harmony with our history and environment, whist 
valuing our diversity, striving for innovation, a strong economy and retaining our 
lifestyle and identity.

To support our community in achieving this vision, we need to deliver on our 
mission to lead and work with our community to create a healthy and resilient 
future.
Working with our community is the basis on how we should be delivering all our 
communication activities. 

The communication activities of Council are also aligned with our community 
strategic plan, Hawkesbury Community Strategic Plan: The Hawkesbury 2036…
Its Our Future which identifies our values as:

Delivering on our vision 
our mission and our values

Our Vision Our Mission Our Values

Our Organisation
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Council will set the agenda for Council news by being the first to communicate the messages. 
The Council will lead not follow in the delivery of our message.
Council also has a key role in sharing the messages of other key organisations, particularly 
during times of crisis. Many lessons have been learnt by recent bushfires, floods and COVID-19 
communication. 

The principles that we have developed to guide our communication in the future have been 
specifically developed from lessons learned.

Our communication will be:

Accessible

Timely

Two Way

Proactive

Intergrated

Understand our
guiding principles

same message available across multiple channels so all 
community can access 

provided so the community doesn’t need to seek it out

with opportunity for feedback and input

planned proactive, responsive yet appropriately paced

delivered in different ways to meet needs of all community
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Whilst this Strategy is linked to our Hawkesbury Community Strategic Plan it is also closely 
aligned with our Customer Service Charter, our Community Engagement Framework our 
Events Strategy, our Crisis Communication Plan and Media Policy, our Disability Inclusion 
Action Plan and meets the Web Content Accessibility (WCAG) 2.0 to make the content 
accessible to a wider range or people with disabilities. These documents set out our 
commitment, organisational standards and how we conduct business in those areas.

Supportive

Transparent

Purposeful

Diverse

Local

Clear

open and honest decision making

relevant to what they need, topical and of interest

reflects the different wants and needs of the community

information tailored to their local circumstances and needs

concise and easy to understand

of other organisations, particularly during crisis situations
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There are many ways to communicate with people and for them to communicate with council 
each day, on many levels through a variety of channels. The most effective communication is 
that which is timely and targeted utilising the networks and outlets most relied upon in a 
community, rather than a general broadcast of information. All audiences have high 
expectations for rapid response and time critical information.

When we consider our communication and engagement much of what we do is about:

• Communicating information to people
• Seeking information from people
• Involving people

The communication channels that we rely on are varied –

How do we communicate?

External 
Communication

• Build our brand
• Share our story, be our own

newsroom
• Engage our community

Internal 
Communication 

• Intranet, emails

Traditional Media 
• publications, corporate

communication
• press releases, press

interviews, radio,
• advertising

Events
• community, civic,

• sponsored,
business
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How do we communicate?
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How do we communicate?

Community Engagement
Surveys, YHYS engagement portal, Workshops, Town
meetings, drop in sessions, Information booths, Interactive 
maps

Customer service
Council offices and libraries and the Visitor Information 
Center,  Museum, Gallery, face to face, meetings, telephone, 
on-hold messages

Digital
social media, website, sms, digital advertising, video, 
emailing rates, newsletters or newspapers



Our community is located over 2 square kilometers, we are the largest Council in the 
Sydney Metropolitan Area. We have people living in 65 towns and villages across the 
Hawkesbury. When we are communicating we are mindful that is it not with one group of 
people, but a complex and diverse range of audiences.

Often, we share a common message amongst our community about the delivery of our 
Council services. At other times we are not trying to communicate with everyone, as specific 
Council issues, initiatives or programs often relate to only one segment of our community, so 
we need to be constantly thinking about who we need to reach with our activities.

As we plan our communication activities we consider our audiences not in terms of our 
organisational boundaries but in terms of the community they identify with and their area of 
interest. This helps us fine tune our activities and help determine which tactics will work best in 
any given situation. In broad terms our audiences fall into several categories

Who are we
communicating
with?
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Council

Our Community
• Residents -

Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander people, CALD communities who are
from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, older people, people
who live in areas without access to communication technologies, homeless
or in temporary accommodation, farmers, bushfire and flood affected
communities, people with a learning difficulty, people who are hearing
impaired or deaf, people who are visually impaired or blind.

• Rate payers

• Businesses and business organisations

• Emergency services

• Visitors

• New Residents

• Community, sporting and social groups

• Environmental groups

• Key service users

• Councillors
• Council Committees
• Council volunteers
• Employees

•

• Local Members of Parliament
• Government Agencies
• Media
• Western Sydney Regional Organisation  of Councils
• City Deal Councils

•
•

Other Key  Stakeholders
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Effective communication can help us build relationships with our community and inform 
them about the projects, activities and services relevant to their interests.
Communication can help promote understanding of what we do, why we do it and how we 
support the community we all live and work in. This will support the development of an 
understanding of our role in the community. 

Good communication can also increase engagement with the decision making process that 
the community can be involved in and ensure that their feedback is constantly fed back into 
planning and delivery.

Communicating openly and honestly can help to build trust in our community. For our 
community to trust we are a well-run and managed Council it is imperative they understand 
how we make decisions, how we plan for the future and how we provide services to the 
community.
Communication can encourage pride in the community, help to recruit and maintain good 
staff and improve Council’s reputation and that of its staff as ambassadors for the 
organisation and elected members as community leaders to bring about positive change 
that will assist in delivering our organisational mission.

As communication develops and changes rapidly Council needs to adapt to the different 
ways people consume information. That doesn’t mean we have to abandon some of the 
things we already do but it means we need to think about communication differently. Our 
communication needs to be confident, proactive and constantly reinforced. We need to 
engage in difficult communications when its necessary and shout about our success 
whenever we can.

Why Communicate 
with our
community? 

We want the community to understand we are so much 
more than ‘roads, rates and rubbish’.
We need to focus on:
What is local government and what does it do for local people?
Why does it matter to me and my family?
How can it help me and my family?
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We communicate about so many different things in so many ways that it’s important 
for us to have consistent messages, so we have developed a strategic approach to 
sharing our messages.

Our corporate narrative or key messages support the Council’s ambitions and 
objectives as set out in the Hawkesbury Community Strategic Plan. This is an 
audience-led approach to our communication, which aligns with the corporate themes 
that the community told us were important to them when we prepared the corporate 
plan.
This ensures that we are:

• Building campaigns around audiences rather than services so that we are
   focusing on our communities and what they told us they are interested in so
   that the information they receive is relevant
• Delivering communication activities with a common theme or objective,
   designed to influence the communities perceptions or effect behaviour change

As well as the objectives of the corporate plan it is useful to have a simpler, overarching 
set of key messages.
This helps tell a clearer story and form a narrative about Council’s priorities.
The key messages are supported by statements which guide where Council focuses 
their messaging:

What do we communicate? 

• We provide consistent, transparent and inclusive leadership
• We are building financial sustainability for now and future generations

Council

• The Hawkesbury is a vibrant and collaborate community
• We recognise our region is unique and precious 
• We want to retain our lifestyle and our identity
• We are creating a connected and cohesive community
• We are creating social cohesion across the community and businesses

Our Hawkesbury

• We are committed to a recognising and improving our natural environment
• We are committed to live sustainably and reduce our ecological footprint
• We are committed to reducing waste and encouraging recycling

Our Environment - Sustainable Hawkesbury
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• We deliver infrastructure
• We provide and maintain open spaces and playgrounds

Our Infrastructure - Building Hawkesbury’s Future

• We provide the right places and spaces for our community, particularly in our town
   centres, parks and by the river

Liveable Places and Spaces - Town centres, parks, playgrounds, 
The River

• We want to preserve our history and celebrate our heritage
• We value and protect our Aboriginal people, their history and culture

Our Heritage - Aboriginal and Non Aboriginal

• We strive to be innovative and support local industries and businesses
• We want a strong economy
• We support our local businesses, big and small

Our Business

• We deliver events for our community in our town centres and riverside locations
• We celebrate our rivers and town centres
• We support local events through our Events Sponsorship Program
• We encourage and support community involvement and participation

Hawkesbury Events 

• We value engagement with our community and feedback is important in our decision
    making process

Have Your Say

• We want to grow visitors to the region
• What’s on

Discover the Hawkesbury
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Engaging with our community helps to create a sense of ownership and belonging 
on major issues, activities and plans affecting the future of our community. 
Receiving diverse perspectives and potential solutions enables Council to make 
more informed decisions.
When engaging with the community we are committed to:

• Providing accurate, accessible, and timely information
• Sharing information that is relevant and easy to understand so the
   community can contribute in a meaningful way
• Encouraging participation from those who might be affected or
   interested in the decision
• Considering the needs of people involved in the decision making
   process and ensuring the engagement methods are inclusive and
   accessible
• Using a range of mechanisms to consult broadly
• Evaluating the engagement process and outcomes
• Explaining decisions to the community and how their input was
   considered
• Linking engagement with existing events, groups and activities

The level of community involvement is underpinned by the best practice principles 
developed by the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2).

Many of the actions in this strategy will assist Council to adhere to this spectrum.

Our Communication and 
Engagement Model
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To provide the community with information to assist 
them in understanding the problems, alternatives 
and/or solutions; to keep the community informed of 
the issue and decision.

• Fact sheets
• Newsletters
• Website
• Open houses

• Public comment
• Focus group
• Survey
• Comment form

• Workshops
• World cafe
• Deliberate
   polling

Levels of public participation

Inform

Consult

Involve

Collaborate

Empower

Examples

To obtain input on issues, draft documents and/or 
decisions; to acknowledge and consider public 
concerns.

To work directly with the community to determine 
public concerns and opinions and ensure that these 
are directly reflected in the alternatives developed and 
the decisions made.

To work in partnership with the community on each 
aspect of the decision making process, including 
understanding of the issue, development alternatives 
and identifying the solution.

To fuller delegate control of the decision making 
process to the community; Council participates in this 
process as one of the stakeholders and works with the 
community to implement the decision.

• Communities
   advisory
   group
• Participatory
   decision
   making

• Citizen juries
• Ballots
• Town
   representative
   groups
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Our
Key Initiatives
Our three Key Initiatives are underpinned by a series of 
commitments.
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Key Initiative 1

1. Using communication to build trust 
and increase Council’s standing in 
the community
1.1 Build our brand
1.2 Share our story, be our own newsroom 
1.3 Engage our community

1.1 Build our brand

It is important that all publicity material adheres to the Style Guide. The Guide for printed and 
digital materials include information on Council logos, fonts, colours, size, and explains why 
council always needs to use consistent styles.

The branding applies to all digital and printed materials including advertising, emails, letters, 
websites, flyers, posters, certificates and videos.

Although the Council is a diverse organisation delivering a huge range of services its 
branding has created an identity that is consistent and professional. It allows Council’s 
customers, residents, partner organisations and other stakeholders to know instantly that 
the information they are receiving has been produced by Hawkesbury City Council and that 
it is authentic and can be trusted.

Adopting the high standards set out in the branding guidelines will ensure that all printed 
and digital communications are produced consistently and to a professional standard.
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1.2 Share our story, be our own newsroom 

The media is one of Council’s most important external stakeholder groups however it is 
changing and evolving rapidly. The traditional model of the local newspaper is in a state of 
flux and is being upsurged by new media. People are now likely to get their news from social 
media not from the local media.

Council is adapting to the realities of these changes and is working to tailor its media 
messages and the way it disseminates information. In order to keep pace we are switching 
to a ‘digital newsroom’ approach whereby instead of issuing a one-size fits all media 
release the emphasis is on developing a more tailored content for a specific channel and 
audience which is then distributed on council’s channels, for journalists, community groups 
and residents to pick up. There are now many more ways to communicate and places to 
share the message.

Council will, at all times aim to set the agenda for news about the Hawkesbury. The Council 
will shape the debate and influence where we can so that people know and understand our 
side of the story.

1.3 Engage our community 

Strengthen our partnerships and community involvement through a whole of Council 
approach to engagement.

Good communication is the key to improving our customer service and meeting the 
expectations of the community.

Keeping our residents informed about how to access services and encouraging their 
involvement will increase community ownership of our projects, policies and strategy 
decisions will lead to better outcomes and decisions and it will allow them a voice about the 
issues that are important to their community.

We have obligations to publish information, provide submission opportunities and place 
information on our website but in many cases it’s about our increasing desire to genuinely 
engage with the community and we are exploring ways that we can do that better.

Key Initiative 1
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Key Initiative 2

2. Connecting people with the information 
they need by building the capacity of our 
staff and Councillors to communicate, 
engage and champion council business
2.1 Social media
2.2 Digital Communication
2.3 Corporate Communications
2.4 Emergency and Crisis Communication
2.5 Creating an army of ambassadors
2.6 Councillors

2.1 Social Media – growing our audience 

The change to the way we consume information has been largely driven by the arrival of 
social media channels which in turn have changed the way people interact with 
organisations like ours.

As a source of news and information social media has now outgrown traditional forms of 
media like newspapers. It represents an unparalleled opportunity to disseminate council’s 
messages without interpretation or mediation.

Social media is now seen as creating an opportunity to connect directly with large numbers 
of people in a way that is convenient for them. People can question organisations like ours 
instantly. They can demand information at any time and there is now an expectation that 
there will be someone at the other side of the conversation to answer them.

Social media is a very cost-effective communication channel and it allows us to make 
immediate connections with people without reliance on third party interpretation of 
messages. 
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We can use it to be reactive so that it has immediate impact, to distribute messages and 
information and help steer people’s views and answer questions.

Through social media, Council can influence behaviours – get people involved – get people 
to do or think differently and we can alter people’s perceptions by demonstrating where 
and how we are making a difference and what the reality of a situation is rather than what 
people imagine it to be.

Social media can reach large numbers of people. In 2021 Council has almost 11,000 followers 
and our messages can reach many thousands more.

Typically, through its social media accounts Council reaches about 
50, 000 people each month.

This demonstrates the significant value of social media now and also the value of investing 
in developing and growing our audience. We do recognise that communication via social 
media is not the only way to communicate. While it is an important and versatile tool many 
people do not access social media and it is not always the right option. It can be used on its 
own or to accompany work that uses other channels.

Social media can be used more effectively if it used strategically. We can encourage people 
to ask questions, make enquiries and contact the organisation, in the first instance through 
social media.  Social media can be used to increase engagement and reach, deal with 
customer service inquiries or promote or services or all of above

2.2 Digital Communication – 
new better ways to interact with Council

More and more people are communicating digitally through websites and social media. 
The Council website is one of the main ways that people get in touch with us and this form 
of communication is growing so it is important that the site allows people to do what they 
want to do.

The website has recently been upgraded. It is an accessible site that is customer focused 
and will help to reduce more costly forms of contact (face to face, telephone). Continuing to 
develop new and easier ways for people to interact on line will drive savings and behaviour 
change towards customer self serving.
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2.3 Corporate Communications

Corporate communications involves a range of communications for the organisation 
whether it be marketing, the branding, the content and knowledge management, 
engagement, or customer service. We are all responsible for communication and it requires 
buy in from everyone to manage our reputation. Everything we do, say and deliver and the 
way we look impacts on the public perception of Council.

2.4 Emergency and Crisis Communications

The Hawkesbury is a region which is impacted by bushfires, floods and extreme weather. 
Recently we have had to deal with the challenges of the bushfires touching many in our 
community, followed closely by floods which impacted many of those same residents. 
COVID-19 restrictions have impacted the way we communicate and engage with, not only 
these communities but the wider Hawkesbury. Our emergency communications are 
concerned with keeping our community safe during any crisis and in these situations, we 
usually act as a bridge between the emergency services and Council and the public to 
ensure that available communication channels are utilised appropriately, effectively and 
regularly.

The emergency service is always the lead authority to ensure that the appropriate message 
is used to direct the community to use the right channel of the service to avoid conflicting 
and confusing messages.

We could also have to deal with a crisis situation which could be a threat to our business of 
Council. This could be something that would a threat to the health of our business.

A Business Continuity Plan (BCP) has been developed to address these situations. A 
Communication Plan is an addendum to this BCP.

2.5 Creating an army of ambassadors 

Effective communication and engagement requires buy-in from all across the organisation, 
all staff and Councillors. 

To increase staff and councillor knowledge and understanding of our services, activities, 
projects, decision making and planning process will assist them to be advocates in the 
community both through their professional and personal interactions. By building an army of 
ambassadors we will build the capacity of staff and Councillors to communicate, engage 
and champion the business.



To increase staff and councillor knowledge and understanding of our services, activities, 
projects, decision making and planning process will assist them to be advocates in the 
community both through their professional and personal interactions. By building an army 
of ambassadors we will build the capacity of staff and Councillors to communicate, engage 
and champion the business.

While overall responsibility for successful implementation must rest with every member of 
staff as they are all ambassadors it must be recognised that some of our council officers 
have public facing roles where they interact with the community – library, gallery and 
museum officers, customer service staff, visitor information centre staff, parking officers, 
compliance staff, planners.

Empowering these and all council staff with the right information about the organisation is 
key to enhancing its reputation and brand and reinforcing organisational development. 
Well-informed workforces are more likely to be positive about the organisations they 
represent.

If Council staff do not understand the organisation’s values no one else will. To be well 
informed corporate citizens council staff need timely and accurate information. This is 
crucial because the staff represent the organisation. They are out in the community 
meeting and talking to residents. When they are not at work many of the staff are members 
of the local community, they are speaking with friends and seeing information on social 
media.

Good communication is created by the leadership of an organisation being united in its 
belief and purpose – and being able to articulate its mission. The council will seek to 
strengthen the links between its staff and leadership, thereby creating a unified sense of 
purpose and direction.

We will develop new ways of embedding our values into internal messages.

Professional – Ethical – Engaging - Collaborative 

2.6 Councillors 
Councillors are the public face of Council and it is important that they are given the right 
communication advice and support to allow them to communicate effectively with 
residents, community and business groups and other stakeholders. They are considered a 
trusted source of information relevant to their region and often they are advocates for 
getting things done and fast responses.
They are often on the front line and operate in a challenging environment where demand 
for council services is increasing. It is important that they are given the right communication 
support and help to engage in the right conversations.
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3.1 Our Towns and Villages
One of the Hawkesbury’s strengths is its sense of community identity across its 
towns and villages, particularly those outside the main centres. The distinct 
characteristics of each of the townships should be promoted and celebrated. 
Council wants to understand what makes these communities special but we also 
need to work with them to understand their concerns. 

Community leaders and local organisations from our towns and villages and 
organisations within these communities are often the most trusted source of 
information, many are local store holders or business leaders or presidents of local 
organisations. These community champions are integral to getting the message to 
the communities.

Colo - St Albans - Upper Macdonald Valley – Bilpin – Glossodia - Pitt Town – 
Kurrajong -  Wilberforce – Ebenezer – Colo Heights – Kurmond

3.2 Our Visitors and New Residents
Across our communities we know what the Hawkesbury has to offer and we want to 
celebrate this not only with locals but with new residents and visitors.

We have been working hard to evolve the way we promote the Hawkesbury to 
visitors who come out to see and explore a destination that is only an hour from 
Sydney. 

We know that our visitors are jumping online to do the research but then coming 
into the Visitor Information Centre for that great personal experience, to validate the 
online research, for local tips and up to date advice.

3. Celebrating and connecting local 
communities
3.1 Our Towns and Villages
3.2 Our Visitors and New Residents

Key Initiative 3
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