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SLO GUIDE TO COMMUNITY COMPLAINTS 
 

WHY 
 
Complaints are part of the landscape for any business, and especially so for anyone operating close to 
communities. Although a complaint, by its very nature, requires dealing with dissatisfied and often unhappy 
people, taking complaints seriously and establishing a good complaints handling procedure is one of the most 
effective ways you can deal with local concerns. A well implemented procedure demonstrates a willingness to 
take community members and their issues seriously and has a major part to play in building better 
relationships with your local communities. It will also enable you to identify and resolve complaints early 
which in turn will reduce the potential for complaints to escalate into litigation, protests, security incidents, or 
regulatory challenges. It will also bring your behaviour in to line with current international standards and 
broader societal expectations. While a good complaint handing process is an essential first step, your 
ultimate aim needs be making changes to the way you operate so that you avoid actions that lead to 
complaints. 

WHAT HOW  
 
Develop a fit-for-purpose 
complaints procedure 
 

 

 
40 achievable targets 

 

 
1. Identify regulatory and other requirements, understand how the local 

community works and what impacts the project has; 
2. Define boundaries and eligibility criteria  – what the company will and 

will not do; 
3. Assign responsibilities for each step in the process;  
4. Think about modelling the oversight committee on the structure used 

for incident / accident investigations – the two processes are more 
similar than you might realise;    

5. Ensure you have a system in place to receive, record, and track every 
case and to create an institutional memory and that there is a budget 
so costs associated with each complaint can be estimated, allocated 
and paid; 

6. Test the system before going live and public to be sure all the pieces 
work;  confirm that response times and targets are realistic and to 
establish what is and isn’t possible during the roll-out stage. 
 

 
Educate 

 
1. Ensure all staff are trained. Everyone needs to have a basic knowledge 

of what is in the procedure and how it works. Ideally they would also 
have a general awareness of complaint resolution concepts; 

2. Develop a narrative and speaking points and use toolbox and other 
standing meetings to explain to employees, contractors and the 
security team;  

3. When the procedure has been tested and it is ready to go, using a 
structured campaign integrated with other consultation activities to 
formally announce the procedure will ensure widespread sharing of 
information and build an understanding of how the process works and 
what to expect. 
 

 
Review Performance 

 
Establish a small number of indicators to confirm you are on track and 
improving over time: 
1. Number of Cases: New; Resolved; Closed; Abandoned; 
2. Number of Cases not acknowledged within the specified timeframe; 
3. Resolution time; Maximum; Mininimum; Target; 
4. Number of complaints grouped by Aspect; Location; Department / 

Contractor; 
5. Repeat grievances associated with the same Department / Contractor; 
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6. Underlying causes. 

WHAT ELSE 
 
6 Steps to resolving Complaints   => 
 
Building on what you have: Managing 
complaints and managing incidents 
have many similarities so if you have a 
good incident procedure you could 
think about whether you can modify it 
to handle grievances rather than start 
from scratch. 
 
Involve the Complainant: Ensuring the 
complainant understands the process, 
participates in the investigation process 
and plays a part in determining the 
solution will reduce the likelihood an 
agreement will not be reached. 
 
Recourse: If the company response is unacceptable, the complainant must have the right to use other avenues 
to receive redress, including legal action. This must be made clear at the time that the complaint is registered 
and at the various decision points in the process. Good practice is for legal action to be used as a last resort, 
only to be considered when all other options have been exhausted, however the complainant is always free at 
any time to take legal action. 
 
Roll Out and Operation: The immediate period following the roll out will be busy, as communities test out the 
process and old concerns (if any) are addressed.  
 
This initial period where the effectiveness of the mechanism is demonstrated is generally followed by a period 
of calm. At the point where the initial caseload of complaints has been addressed, legacy cases can be 
included, which will likely see a second, less intense, peak in complaint volume.  
 

 
 
Complaint Prevention: Local employment and local procurement are usually major sources of complaints. 
Good policies, effectively executed will go a long way towards preventing complaints. 
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WHAT ELSE 
 
Getting started: At one site in West Africa, the discovery work on the main mineral deposit had been 
completed during 10 years of stop / start activity by three different owners, but the site team were still infill 
drilling on the main deposit and exploring at district and regional levels looking for incremental tonnes and at 
the same time getting set to acquire a large parcel of agricultural land for the mine and associated 
infrastructure.  
 
It didn’t take long after arriving for the new manager to realise that community support was not at the level it 
needed to be - drill rigs were being blocked; one community had petitioned the local MP to stop the company 
working and there was a backlog of longstanding complaints related to compensation payments. Clearly this 
couldn’t go on – the company had to change and it did, making a raft of changes to the way it accessed land 
and paid compensation while at the same time introducing a grievance resolution procedure.  
 
Perhaps not surprisingly when the company did start to address community concerns, it found that the 
community didn’t trust it to do the right thing so it took the bold step of kicking off the process by using a 
quasi-government human rights agency, headed up by an individual held in high regard by the local people, to 
investigate what turned out to be 150 legacy cases and to recommend actions. The company also gave an 
undertaking to abide by any final ruling from the agency. Over time, investigations showed that over 90% of 
the legacy complaints were real. In parallel the company set up its own grievance team to handle all new cases 
and over time built enough trust in the process that the human rights agency refused to look at new 
community complaints unless they had first been raised with the company and investigated through its 
internal processes. 
 
The company came to appreciate that the grievance procedure was making a major 
contribution towards building community trust and support – the grievance team reported 
directly to the site manager and was well resourced and empowered, the company was 
seen as being prepared to be held accountable for its impacts, the process was very open 
and easy to understand, and the company was seen to be actively following up on every 
complaint. 
 

 


