David Harding, Hanson Building Materials Europe

Building lasting relationships with local communities

There was a time, not so long ago, when good community relations in the minerals industry meant keeping the grass down at the site entrance and making an annual donation to the church roof restoration fund. Today, community relations has become an integral and important part of every site manager’s job: 

time consuming – always; time-wasting – sometimes; but above all, essential. I believe it’s one of the purest forms of public relations.

Our public – that’s our neighbours, local decision makers and opinion formers - are the key people we need to educate and inform about what we are doing and why. They're the people we need to get on our side. They're the people we need to understand what our business is all about. Achieving planning permissions is vital to our business.  Today, well organised local communities have a huge influence on the outcome of our planning applications. We know there is going to be opposition to what we are doing, particularly from those whose lives are affected directly by our operations, so it is vital that we do all we can to build and foster relationships with them.

Community relations has become more important to our business because people's attitudes to the environment, the establishment and authority has changed so much. There was a time when you went to the doctors with a pain, he gave you some pills and you hoped the pain would go away. These days the doctor's judgement is continually questioned – what are the pills for? What's in them? What are the side effects? And… I'll sue you if they don't work.

In the same way the public's view of business and industry has changed. They want to know what's going on behind that newly constructed screening bank. Why you can't cut working hours, why you can't blast once a week instead of every day  – and more importantly - why you can't pack up and go away.

So why should we consider opting for niceness, not only as a quality but as a business strategy? It’s often difficult to convince the accountants that a well managed community relations programme will be successful. But my enthusiasm for community relations springs from a realisation that in this business if you want to prosper, both now and particularly in the future, you need the support and goodwill of your friends and neighbours. Companies should recognise their responsibilities beyond shareholders, employees and profits - and community relations should form a normal part of business. 

We should all be working to build relationships by being accessible, helpful and friendly. If you are running a quarry, you should be running it responsibly and well. And you should be getting involved in your surroundings. In this case charity begins at home. Remember that community relations is not just a case of giving cash or services – there’s the human element as well. Find out who the influencers are. Be proactive. Always respond to complaints. There are a great deal of words spoken about community commitment which are not always backed by deeds. 

It is very easy to say that your business is concerned about its neighbours and strives to be an accepted and acceptable part of the community. Turning a blind eye to the effects your operation may be having on neighbours is not the best way to win friends. Good communication is vital. We must be prepared to take time out to speak to neighbours, community leaders and anyone else who wants to talk to us and let them know what we are up to. Encourage your staff to go and talk to schools, environmental groups and women's institutes. Arrange quarry visits. 

The other important aspect of good community relations concerns the relationship we can build by supporting community-based initiatives - in cash or in kind.

I was sifting through my post the other day when something caught my eye. It was a circular from a London  management college promoting a £2,000 a head one-week course devoted entirely to corporate community relations. Being a hardened PR man I made an instant decision on it - a waste of time and money. What could they tell me about community giving that I didn't already know, and how on earth could they justify spending a week doing it? But then - typically for a PR man who has just made an important decision - I began to think about it. Perhaps there is something we can all learn about improving our image in the community that amounts to more than simply supporting the local dog show or paying for a roadsweeper to tour the village every month. One thing is clear - the very existence of a course like this proves how much things have changed in the business of corporate giving. In the early 1980s the process was driven by a few enthusiastic chairmen, some of who were considered a little dotty by their peers. These days it's becoming an important part of business strategy, particularly in an industry like ours where the support and goodwill of the community is vital for our continued prosperity. I decided to contact the organisers to find out a little more. I discovered that the 25 managers attending the course will be studying how to manage corporate giving - in cash or in kind - how to get the best out of resources and how to use secondment of managers for training and development. They have identified, quite rightly, that as well as our products and our money we can also provide the expertise and skills of our workforce to benefit the local community.

Getting involved in the community is no longer considered to be idiosyncratic  - not least because real commercial benefits have been seen to accrue from it. Of course, it doesn't mean that you can just go out and buy support, but it points to more companies seeing the benefits of long-term, carefully targeted programmes compared to the conventional, but ultimately flawed, system of responding to ad hoc requests for help that may or may not find their way to the right person's desk. 

That’s how it should be in the minerals industry. We have our detractors but we also have a huge group of people - our silent majority - who live near or next door to our operations who we should be doing our utmost to help whenever we can. Then if we need their support in return we are more likely to get it.

This kind of community involvement needs to be properly planned and carefully budgeted and I believe that everyone in the industry who has responsibility for environmental or operational issues should be giving it a much higher priority rating. 

Hanson has several levels of sponsorship and charitable giving, with set criteria that is used to adjudicate all requests and initiatives.  

At corporate level we seek to support organisations that not only give us an important national profile but the impact of our support must also filter down into the areas in which we operate.  We are currently supporting initiatives at the world famous Kew Gardens; A charity which helps provide accommodation for the homeless; Tree planting in the city of London and another charity which is involved with National Parks.

On a local level, our Hanson in the Community Fund offers support to organisations near our sites. While the maximum grant is only £500, we believe one of the guiding principles behind the scheme – Little and Often – certainly works for us.

We are even more pleased to be asked to donate materials because it emphasises to the public the importance of our products. And the Hanson Charity Match helps support our employees’ favourite charities by matching any funds raised by staff up to a maximum of £500.   But remember that it's no use shutting the stable door after the horse has bolted. I've often come across parsimonious managers saying we should only commit ourselves to any form of community relations when something goes wrong. Very short sighted and somewhat arrogant since the presumption is that nothing will ever go wrong.

Many businesses have woken up to the fact that there are huge commercial benefits from doing it right. It’s money, goods or expertise that you can give. Hanson donated a parcel of land with one of the most spectacular panoramic views in Shropshire to the villagers of Clee Hill. The site had belonged to the company since 1960 and had been used on an informal basis as a car park by villagers, tourists and artists.

In Dorset a 70-acre former gravel pit, near Wareham was handed to the Dorset Wildlife Trust to be managed as a nature reserve.  And at Portland, in Dorset, we gave a worked out quarry to Butterfly Conservation to be managed as a reserve. The quarry had become home to a particularly rare form of the silver studded blue butterfly. 

The publicity generated by these events is an added bonus but should not be seen as the reason for doing them. Any project of this nature should first and foremost be judged on the local goodwill it can generate - so of course the first thing to do is to make sure that it will.

But whatever you decide to do you should not be aiming simply to be good at giving out money.  You should go into projects and realise the benefits of well-planned community and charitable work. This will:


Help build relationships with key decision makers and opinion formers

          Open doors among the silent majority I mentioned earlier

          Boost staff morale and their enthusiasm 

          Improve your company's reputation and standing.

Of course it's not all plain sailing and I must touch on a sad observation that these days seems to be more and more prevalent – there is a growing section of the community which is interested only in financial gain. The 'What's in it for me'  brigade.

Last year we organised an event for local people in Somerset including councillors, local residents and other dignitaries to meet the senior team and air their views. Nothing formal - a reception with light refreshments and a chance to meet face to face. A number of people who lived near a proposed quarry extension were not in the slightest bit interested in how it might effect the landscape, the local environment or their quality of life. What was uppermost in their minds was: how much will you give me for my house? or what can you offer in compensation?

The same thing happened in Surrey where we took the trouble to show the immediate neighbours around the site before submitting a planning application to extend a silica sand quarry.  One of them had the same idea - I'm willing to solve all your problems by selling my house to you at an inflated price. He had even brought along his legal adviser to begin to put together a case for compensation. 

There’s no doubt that ‘people power’ is increasing - but that doesn't mean we should keep our heads down and say nowt. We must take every chance we can to tell people we're proud of what we do, we work to very high standards and above all - we've got nothing to hide.

I think that too often we adopt an almost siege mentality. In most instances the silent majority are generally supportive. Last year Hanson organised a series of quarry open days which were extremely well attended, with more than 2,500 visitors to one quarry open day in north Wales. The reaction from visitors was overwhelmingly positive – enough to make even the most cynical member of staff break into a smile.

So, to sum up, good community relations is vital in the minerals industry. But to be successful it must be carefully planned and targeted. Opening the morning mail and seeing something that seems worth sponsoring in the village is not the way to do it. You may well get some short term benefit but when you come to analyse what you have got against what you have spent you will be disappointed.

Your managers need to ensure that their doors are always open – even to the media! The industry has built an excellent reputation for encouraging dialogue between local management and neighbours, formally through liaison groups, or informally. Let’s ensure we don’t let this slip. And let’s work out how best we can establish and maintain being a good neighbour. It needn't cost the earth but it will need a great deal of time, effort and commitment from everyone in the organisation for it to work. 

