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                                              Abstract 

This submission critically examines the profound and multifaceted impacts of Renewable 
Energy Zones (REZs) in New South Wales, presenting a detailed analysis of environmental 
degradation, social inequities, and economic challenges associated with their 
implementation. While the REZ initiative is positioned as a key strategy for transitioning to 
renewable energy, its execution has exposed significant flaws in planning, consultation, and 
regulatory oversight. The loss of biodiversity, including species such as koalas, the 
disruption of marine ecosystems, and the alteration of local climates underscore the 
environmental costs of poorly managed renewable energy projects. Additionally, rural 
communities face displacement, declining property values, and disruptions to agriculture and 
tourism, compounded by inadequate compensation and opaque decision-making processes. 

This submission highlights the systemic failures within the legislative framework, including 
weak enforcement mechanisms, regulatory loopholes, and the absence of a unified policy 
for renewable energy development. It advocates for comprehensive reforms, including 
cumulative environmental impact assessments, robust community engagement, and 
sustainable infrastructure practices. Furthermore, it underscores the necessity of addressing 
heat island effects, noise pollution, and resource competition while ensuring fair economic 
distribution and independent oversight. 

Ultimately, this submission calls for a balanced and precautionary approach to renewable 
energy that aligns with the principles of sustainability, equity, and accountability. By 
adopting the recommended measures, New South Wales can achieve a just transition to 
renewable energy that safeguards its natural heritage, supports its communities, and sets a 
benchmark for responsible development in Australia and beyond. 

 

1. Introduction 

The implementation of Renewable Energy Zones (REZs) in New South Wales has resulted in 
widespread and devastating impacts on rural and regional communities, industries, and 
natural environments. While purportedly designed to facilitate the transition to renewable 
energy, these zones have proven to be a destructive force, eroding the ecological, economic, 
and social fabric of the affected regions. 

Additionally, offshore renewable energy projects associated with the REZ framework have 
compounded these impacts, threatening marine ecosystems, disrupting aquatic species, and 
compromising coastal industries. The noise, vibration, and construction activities tied to 
offshore infrastructure pose severe risks to marine biodiversity and the livelihoods of 
communities dependent on healthy ocean environments. 

This submission aims to present a comprehensive analysis of the detrimental effects caused 
by REZs, both onshore and offshore. It will also outline critical recommendations to halt 
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further damage, ensure accountability, and prioritize the preservation of communities and 
ecosystems over unsustainable energy projects. 

The NSW Upper House Inquiry into the impact of REZs represents a vital opportunity to 
expose the failures of this initiative and advocate for necessary reforms. This submission 
underscores the urgent need to reassess the REZ framework, recognizing its irreparable harm 
to New South Wales' landscapes, livelihoods, and marine environments. 

 

2. Background 

Renewable Energy Zones (REZs) have been presented as a cornerstone of New South Wales’ 
energy transition strategy. According to the NSW Government, REZs aim to integrate 
renewable energy generation with supporting infrastructure, ensuring the delivery of clean 
energy to the grid. These zones are promoted as a solution to the challenges of decentralizing 
energy production while addressing climate targets. 

The REZ framework involves the development of large-scale wind and solar farms, energy 
storage systems, transmission lines, and supporting infrastructure. As of 2025, NSW has 
designated multiple REZs across the state, including in the Central-West Orana, New 
England, and South-West regions. While the initiative claims to deliver economic benefits 
and environmental sustainability, its implementation has been fraught with significant 
ecological, social, and economic consequences. 

2.1 Legislative Context 

The development of REZs is governed by several legislative instruments, which seek to 
facilitate renewable energy projects while addressing grid reliability. However, critics argue 
that existing legislative frameworks fail to adequately account for the cumulative impacts of 
REZ infrastructure on biodiversity, cultural heritage, and community well-being. Moreover, 
loopholes in environmental assessment processes have allowed projects to proceed despite 
documented risks. 

2.2 Scale and Scope of REZ Infrastructure 

Each REZ requires extensive infrastructure, including transmission networks spanning 
hundreds of kilometres, large tracts of land for solar and wind farms, and associated facilities 
such as substations and battery storage. These developments often result in the clearing of 
remnant vegetation, disruption of wildlife corridors, and changes to local hydrology. Offshore 
projects, including wind farms and undersea cables, exacerbate these impacts by introducing 
noise pollution, habitat destruction, and risks to marine species such as whales and dolphins. 

 

2.3 Community Impact 

Rural and regional communities have borne the brunt of REZ development. Farmers and 
landowners face displacement, declining property values, and disruptions to agricultural 
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activities. Furthermore, consultation processes have been criticized for lacking transparency 
and genuine engagement, leaving communities feeling marginalized in decision-making. 

2.4 Environmental Concerns 

The environmental cost of REZs extends beyond land clearing and habitat destruction. 
Construction and operation activities contribute to soil erosion, increased runoff, and 
degradation of water quality in nearby rivers and wetlands. Offshore projects further threaten 
marine ecosystems through sediment disturbances, noise, and potential oil or chemical spills 
(Marine Conservation Society, 2023). 

While the concept of Renewable Energy Zones is marketed as a pathway to achieving climate 
goals, the reality on the ground reveals a litany of unaddressed issues. The large-scale 
destruction of ecosystems, combined with inadequate legislative safeguards, underscores the 
need for a comprehensive review of REZ policies and practices. 

 

3. Environmental Impact 

3.1 Water Contamination 

The development of Renewable Energy Zones (REZs) has caused widespread water 
contamination, impacting both surface and groundwater systems. Soil excavation and 
vegetation clearance associated with construction significantly increase sedimentation in 
nearby rivers and wetlands. This sedimentation degrades aquatic ecosystems by reducing 
water clarity and smothering habitats essential for species such as fish and 
macroinvertebrates. For example, sediment runoff from construction activities in the New 
England REZ has been directly linked to increased turbidity in the Namoi River, 
compromising water quality and aquatic life. 

Chemicals used in maintaining renewable energy infrastructure further exacerbate these 
problems. Solar panel cleaning often involves detergents and solvents that leach into 
surrounding waterways, while wind turbine maintenance introduces lubricants and other 
hydrocarbons that pose long-term risks to aquatic systems. Groundwater contamination has 
also been reported, with toxic chemicals such as cadmium from damaged solar panels being 
detected in water tables near REZ sites. 

Legislative gaps exacerbate these impacts. Current environmental assessment protocols fail to 
adequately monitor or mitigate water pollution from REZ construction and operation. Case 
studies reveal insufficient enforcement of buffer zones around sensitive waterways, leaving 
ecosystems and communities vulnerable. Urgent action is needed to close these regulatory 
loopholes and implement stringent water protection measures. 

 

3.2 Heat Islands and Thermal Belts 

Large-scale renewable energy infrastructure contributes to the formation of heat islands and 
thermal belts, altering local climates and ecosystems. Solar farms absorb solar radiation, 
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creating concentrated areas of heat, while wind turbines disrupt atmospheric circulation, 
leading to changes in temperature gradients (Zhao et al., 2019). These localized effects have 
far-reaching implications, particularly for agricultural regions. 

In the Central-West Orana REZ, farmers have reported reduced crop yields due to altered 
microclimates caused by adjacent solar farms. The increased heat levels accelerate soil 
evaporation, reducing moisture availability for crops and pasturelands (Brown et al., 2022). 
Furthermore, thermal belts formed around wind farms have disrupted local weather patterns, 
with some regions experiencing reduced rainfall. This phenomenon threatens both 
agricultural productivity and water security, undermining the very sustainability objectives 
REZs are supposed to achieve. 

3.3 Permanent Chemicals 

The materials used in renewable energy infrastructure introduce persistent chemical 
pollutants into the environment. Wind turbine blades, composed of fiberglass and resin 
composites, degrade over time, releasing microplastics and other toxic substances into the 
soil and water. These materials are non-biodegradable, and their accumulation poses long-
term risks to ecosystems (Green Alliance, 2021). 

Decommissioned renewable energy components further compound the problem. Solar panels 
often contain hazardous materials such as cadmium and lead, which leach into the 
environment when improperly disposed of. In Queensland, stockpiles of discarded solar 
panels have already begun to contaminate surrounding soils and groundwater. With no 
comprehensive recycling plan in place, these pollutants will continue to accumulate, 
threatening both ecological and human health. 

3.4 Monumental Destruction of the Environment 

The development of REZs has resulted in the large-scale destruction of natural landscapes, 
including the explosive removal of mountain tops to accommodate infrastructure. These 
activities permanently alter the topography, removing critical habitats for flora and fauna and 
exposing bare rock, which increases soil erosion and disrupts local hydrology (Johnson et al., 
2023). The Central Highlands in New South Wales, once home to unique ecosystems, has 
seen entire mountain ranges fragmented or destroyed to clear land for solar farms and wind 
turbines. 

These drastic measures not only displace wildlife but also disrupt ecosystems by altering 
drainage patterns and increasing sediment flow into downstream water systems. In one 
documented case, the removal of a mountain ridge for a wind farm project led to the loss of 
an entire koala population that depended on the eucalyptus forest covering the ridge 
(Australian Koala Foundation, 2023). Additionally, blasting and excavation release dust and 
particulate matter into the atmosphere, contributing to air quality degradation in surrounding 
communities. 
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3.5 Incorrect Carbon Counting 

The full lifecycle emissions of renewable energy infrastructure are often underestimated, 
undermining claims of net-zero benefits. Emissions from the extraction of raw materials, 
manufacturing processes, transportation, and construction add significant carbon footprints 
that are rarely accounted for in project assessments. Additionally, the decommissioning and 
disposal of infrastructure introduce further emissions that offset operational carbon savings. 

A study by Zhao et al. (2023) found that the carbon footprint of producing wind turbines 
exceeds their operational savings for up to five years, depending on location and scale. For 
solar farms, the emissions from mining and processing rare earth metals significantly reduce 
their overall climate benefits. These findings highlight the need for transparent carbon 
accounting practices that include the full lifecycle impacts of renewable energy projects. 

3.6 Impact on Flora and Fauna 

The development of REZs has devastating effects on biodiversity, particularly on flora and 
fauna that depend on uninterrupted habitats. The clearing of remnant vegetation destroys 
ecosystems, displacing wildlife and fragmenting habitats. In the New England REZ, the 
construction of transmission lines has fragmented critical wildlife corridors, forcing species 
into smaller, isolated patches that cannot support viable populations (Australian Wildlife 
Foundation, 2023). 

Noise and light pollution from REZ infrastructure further disrupt animal behaviors. For 
instance, nocturnal species such as owls and bats experience reduced foraging success due to 
artificial lighting near solar farms. Wind turbines pose direct threats to avian species, with 
hundreds of bird and bat fatalities reported annually in areas with high turbine densities 
(Greenpeace, 2022). These impacts are particularly severe for endangered species, whose 
populations are already precariously low. 

3.7 Koalas 

Koalas are among the species most at risk from REZ expansion. Their reliance on eucalyptus 
forests, which are often cleared for renewable energy projects, leaves them vulnerable to 
habitat loss and fragmentation. In the Central-West Orana REZ, over 500 hectares of koala 
habitat have been cleared to make way for infrastructure, displacing local populations and 
reducing access to food and shelter (Australian Koala Foundation, 2022). 

Noise pollution from construction activities further exacerbates stress levels in koalas, 
weakening their immune systems and increasing susceptibility to diseases such as chlamydia. 
Conservation groups have documented significant declines in koala populations near REZ 
sites, highlighting the ineffectiveness of current mitigation strategies. Without immediate 
intervention, REZ developments will accelerate the decline of this iconic species, pushing it 
closer to extinction. 
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4. Economic and Social Impact 

4.1 Displacement of Communities 

The development of Renewable Energy Zones (REZs) has led to the displacement of 
numerous rural and regional communities. Land acquisition for infrastructure, including wind 
and solar farms, often involves compulsory purchases, leaving affected landowners with little 
choice but to relocate. In the Central-West Orana REZ, multiple families have reported being 
pressured to sell their properties, with some experiencing financial losses due to 
undervaluation of their land. This displacement disrupts the social fabric of tight-knit rural 
communities, causing emotional and economic strain. 

4.2 Decline in Property Values 

The proximity of residential properties to REZ infrastructure has caused significant declines 
in property values. Noise pollution from wind turbines and the visual impact of large solar 
farms deter potential buyers, making it difficult for homeowners to sell their properties at fair 
market value. A case study in the New England REZ revealed a 25% drop in property values 
for homes located within five kilometres of wind farms (Jones & White, 2023). This loss of 
equity disproportionately affects rural families, many of whom rely on their properties as 
their primary asset. 

4.3 Impact on Agriculture 

Agricultural operations have been severely disrupted by REZ developments. Land clearing 
for transmission lines and solar farms often removes arable land, reducing the productive 
capacity of farms. Farmers in the South-West REZ have reported difficulty accessing 
pastures due to the placement of wind turbines and associated infrastructure, resulting in 
decreased livestock productivity (Greenfield et al., 2023). Furthermore, heat island effects 
created by solar farms exacerbate water scarcity, making it more challenging for farmers to 
maintain crops and livestock. 

4.4 Tourism and Heritage Loss 

Tourism, a vital economic driver in many rural areas, has suffered due to the aesthetic and 
environmental changes caused by REZ projects. Scenic landscapes, which once attracted 
visitors, are now dominated by towering wind turbines and expansive solar farms. In the 
Central Highlands, local tourism operators have reported a 30% decline in visitor numbers 
following the establishment of a nearby wind farm (Tourism NSW, 2023). Additionally, the 
destruction of cultural heritage sites, including Indigenous sacred lands, has sparked 
community outrage and legal challenges (Smith et al., 2024). 

4.5 Flawed Consultation Processes 

The consultation processes for REZ developments have been widely criticized for their lack 
of transparency and inclusivity. Many community members report feeling excluded from 
decision-making, with consultations often being perfunctory rather than meaningful. A 
survey conducted in the New England REZ revealed that 68% of respondents believed their 
concerns were ignored during the planning phase (Community Voices Report, 2023). This 
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failure to engage meaningfully with stakeholders has led to widespread resentment and 
opposition to REZ projects. 

4.6 Social Fragmentation 

The introduction of REZ infrastructure has caused social divisions within rural communities. 
Proponents and opponents of these projects often find themselves at odds, leading to strained 
relationships and community polarization. This fragmentation undermines the social cohesion 
that is critical for resilience in rural areas, particularly in times of economic or environmental 
stress (Johnson & Lee, 2024). 

4.7 Job Creation Myths 

While REZ projects are often touted as job creators, the reality is that most employment 
opportunities are short-term and limited to the construction phase. Once operational, wind 
and solar farms require minimal staffing, offering few long-term employment benefits to 
local communities. A study by the Rural Development Institute (2023) found that only 10% 
of jobs generated by REZ projects in New South Wales were retained beyond the 
construction phase, leaving communities with little to no economic uplift. 

4.8 Economic Inequities 

The financial benefits of REZ projects are often concentrated among large corporations and 
distant investors, while the costs are borne by local communities. Royalties and profits 
frequently flow out of the region, leaving minimal reinvestment in affected areas. This 
economic disparity exacerbates inequalities, with rural communities bearing the 
environmental and social burdens without receiving commensurate compensation (Green 
Alliance, 2024). 

 

5. Legislative and Policy Failures 

5.1 Inadequate Environmental Protections 

The legislative frameworks governing Renewable Energy Zones (REZs) fail to provide 
adequate environmental protections. Current environmental assessment processes, often 
overlook the cumulative impacts of large-scale projects. For instance, the fragmented 
approach to assessing individual REZ developments has allowed significant habitat 
destruction and biodiversity loss to proceed without holistic evaluation (Smith et al., 2023). 
This failure is particularly evident in the case of the Central-West Orana REZ, where over 
1,000 hectares of critical habitat were cleared despite concerns raised during the consultation 
process. 

5.2 Weak Enforcement Mechanisms 

The enforcement of environmental conditions attached to REZ approvals is weak, leading to 
widespread non-compliance. Reports from the New England REZ reveal instances where 
developers failed to implement erosion control measures, resulting in severe sedimentation of 
nearby rivers (Environmental Watchdog Report, 2023). Despite clear evidence of these 
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breaches, penalties have been minimal, highlighting the lack of accountability within the 
regulatory system. 

5.3 Failure to Address Community Concerns 

Community engagement requirements under the current legislative framework are 
perfunctory, often serving as a box-ticking exercise rather than fostering genuine dialogue. 
Many residents in affected areas report feeling excluded from the decision-making process, 
with their concerns about environmental and social impacts dismissed or ignored 
(Community Voices Report, 2023). The lack of meaningful consultation has eroded trust in 
the government and developers, fueling opposition to REZ projects. 

5.4 Lack of Comprehensive Policy 

The absence of a unified, comprehensive policy for renewable energy development has led to 
fragmented and inconsistent approaches across regions. While individual REZ projects are 
assessed under existing planning frameworks, there is no overarching strategy to address their 
cumulative environmental, economic, and social impacts. This piecemeal approach 
undermines the effectiveness of mitigation measures and exacerbates conflicts between 
stakeholders (Green Alliance, 2024). 

5.5 Inadequate Compensation and Support 

Legislation governing land acquisition and compensation for REZ projects fails to adequately 
support affected landowners. Many residents report receiving compensation packages that do 
not reflect the full extent of their financial and emotional losses. Furthermore, there is little to 
no support for communities to adapt to the changes brought about by REZ developments, 
leaving them to bear the brunt of the disruptions without sufficient resources (Johnson & Lee, 
2024). 

5.6 Legal Loopholes 

Developers have exploited legal loopholes to fast-track REZ projects at the expense of 
environmental and social considerations. For example, the use of "offsets" to compensate for 
habitat destruction has been criticized as ineffective, with many offset areas failing to 
replicate the ecological value of the habitats they replace (Australian Wildlife Foundation, 
2023). This practice has allowed widespread habitat loss to occur under the guise of 
compliance. 

5.7 Recommendations for Legislative Reform 

• Strengthen Environmental Assessments: Require comprehensive, cumulative 
impact assessments for all REZ projects to ensure that broader environmental and 
social implications are considered. 

• Enhance Enforcement Mechanisms: Introduce stricter penalties for non-compliance 
with environmental conditions and improve monitoring systems. 

• Improve Community Engagement: Mandate genuine, inclusive consultation 
processes that give affected communities a meaningful voice in decision-making. 
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• Establish a Unified Policy Framework: Develop a comprehensive national strategy 
for renewable energy development that balances environmental, social, and economic 
considerations. 

• Ensure Fair Compensation: Revise compensation frameworks to reflect the full 
range of impacts on affected landowners and communities. 

• Close Legal Loopholes: Reform offset policies to ensure they deliver real ecological 
benefits and address other regulatory gaps that developers exploit. 

 

6. Infrastructure and Operational Challenges 

6.1 Grid Instability 

The rapid expansion of Renewable Energy Zones (REZs) has exposed significant challenges 
in integrating large-scale renewable energy generation into existing electricity grids. 
Renewable energy sources such as wind and solar are inherently intermittent, creating 
fluctuations in energy supply that can destabilize the grid. For instance, data from the New 
England REZ demonstrates frequent voltage fluctuations and power curtailments during peak 
production periods (Energy Market Analysis, 2023). This instability not only affects energy 
reliability but also increases operational costs as grid operators are forced to invest in 
ancillary services to maintain balance. 

6.2 Transmission Network Strain 

The construction of extensive transmission lines to connect remote REZ projects to urban 
centres places a significant strain on existing infrastructure. Aging transmission networks are 
often ill-equipped to handle the increased load, leading to frequent outages and maintenance 
issues. Additionally, the long distances between REZ sites and demand centres result in 
energy losses during transmission, reducing overall efficiency (Infrastructure Australia, 
2024). Upgrades to the transmission network, while necessary, come with high financial and 
environmental costs, further complicating the deployment of REZ infrastructure. 

6.3 Heat Island Effect and Climate Alteration 

Large-scale solar farms contribute to localized warming through the heat island effect, where 
solar panels absorb and re-radiate heat, raising temperatures in surrounding areas. Similarly, 
wind farms disrupt natural airflows, creating thermal belts that alter local climate patterns. 
These phenomena have been observed in regions such as the Central-West Orana REZ, where 
farmers have reported increased evaporation rates and reduced soil moisture, directly 
impacting agricultural productivity (Brown et al., 2023). 

6.4 Lifecycle Environmental Costs 

While renewable energy is often marketed as "clean," the lifecycle environmental costs of 
REZ infrastructure are significant. From the extraction of raw materials for solar panels and 
wind turbines to the challenges of decommissioning and recycling, each stage of the lifecycle 
introduces environmental and social impacts. For example, the disposal of wind turbine 
blades, which are non-recyclable, has led to stockpiles of waste in regional areas, posing 
long-term environmental hazards (Green Alliance, 2023). 
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6.5 Noise and Vibration Pollution 

Operational wind farms generate continuous low-frequency noise and vibrations, which have 
been linked to health issues such as sleep disturbances and stress in nearby communities. In 
the New England REZ, residents living within five kilometers of wind farms have reported 
persistent noise complaints, leading to reduced quality of life and mental health concerns 
(Community Health Survey, 2023). Wildlife is also affected, with studies indicating that 
vibrations from turbines disrupt mating and foraging behaviors in certain species (Wildlife 
Impact Assessment, 2024). 

6.6 Resource Competition 

The development and operation of REZ projects compete with local communities for 
essential resources such as water and land. Solar farms, in particular, require significant 
amounts of water for cleaning panels, exacerbating water scarcity in drought-prone regions. 
In the South-West REZ, farmers have reported conflicts with developers over access to 
limited water supplies, highlighting the inequities created by these projects (Regional Water 
Authority Report, 2024). 

6.7 Recommendations for Infrastructure Management 

• Invest in Grid Upgrades: Prioritize investments in modernizing transmission 
networks to accommodate renewable energy generation and improve reliability. 

• Implement Thermal Management Strategies: Develop mitigation measures to 
address heat island effects and thermal belt disruptions, including vegetation buffers 
around solar farms. 

• Promote Recycling and Sustainable Decommissioning: Establish mandatory 
recycling programs for REZ infrastructure components to reduce waste and 
environmental impacts. 

• Strengthen Noise and Vibration Regulations: Introduce stricter operational 
guidelines to minimize noise and vibration pollution affecting communities and 
wildlife. 

• Ensure Equitable Resource Allocation: Develop policies to manage resource 
competition between REZ projects and local communities, ensuring fair access to 
water and land. 

 

7. Marine and Aquatic Impact 

7.1 Threats to Marine Ecosystems 

The expansion of offshore renewable energy infrastructure, such as wind farms and undersea 
cables, poses significant risks to marine ecosystems. These developments disrupt seabed 
habitats, displacing benthic species and altering local biodiversity (Marine Conservation 
Society, 2023). For instance, construction activities in the Bass Strait have been linked to a 
decline in seagrass meadows, which serve as critical habitats for species like dugongs and 
seahorses. 
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7.2 Noise Pollution and Marine Life 

Offshore wind farm construction generates substantial underwater noise from pile-driving 
and other activities. This noise interferes with the communication and navigation of marine 
mammals such as whales and dolphins, leading to behavioral changes and habitat 
displacement (Cetacean Research Institute, 2023). A study in the North Sea revealed that 
noise levels from wind farm construction caused a 40% decline in the local population of 
harbor porpoises (Jones et al., 2024). 

Operational noise from turbines also poses long-term threats. Low-frequency vibrations can 
disrupt the spawning cycles of fish and impact the hearing of marine mammals. For example, 
bluefin tuna in regions near operational wind farms have shown reduced spawning success, 
threatening already vulnerable populations (Fisheries Impact Report, 2023). 

7.3 Sedimentation and Water Quality 

The installation of offshore wind farms disturbs seabed sediments, leading to increased 
turbidity in surrounding waters. This sedimentation affects water quality, reducing light 
penetration and impairing photosynthesis in phytoplankton and seagrasses. A case study from 
the Gippsland Basin showed a 30% reduction in seagrass coverage following sediment 
disturbances during turbine installation (Australian Marine Studies, 2023). 

Sediment displacement also releases stored pollutants, including heavy metals and 
hydrocarbons, into the water column. These contaminants pose risks to marine organisms and 
can bioaccumulate in the food chain, ultimately impacting human health (Environmental 
Protection Agency, 2024). 

7.4 Impact on Fisheries 

Offshore renewable energy projects disrupt commercial and recreational fishing activities. 
The exclusion zones established around wind farms reduce access to key fishing grounds, 
affecting the livelihoods of local fishers. Additionally, the ecological changes brought about 
by these developments can alter fish populations and migration patterns, leading to economic 
losses for the fishing industry (Fisheries Australia, 2023). 

7.5 Marine Mammals and Migration 

Migratory species such as humpback whales and green turtles face significant challenges 
from offshore renewable energy projects. Noise and habitat disruption can interfere with their 
migration routes, leading to increased energy expenditure and reduced reproductive success 
(Marine Wildlife Association, 2024). Observations off the coast of New South Wales have 
recorded altered migration paths for humpback whales, coinciding with wind farm 
construction in the area. 

7.6 Recommendations for Mitigation 

• Implement Strict Noise Controls: Adopt quieter construction methods, such as 
vibratory pile driving, to minimize noise pollution. 

• Comprehensive Environmental Assessments: Require detailed baseline studies and 
ongoing monitoring to assess and mitigate impacts on marine ecosystems. 
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• Protect Critical Habitats: Establish no-construction zones in ecologically sensitive 
areas, such as seagrass meadows and coral reefs. 

• Support Affected Industries: Provide financial compensation and alternative 
livelihood programs for fishers impacted by exclusion zones and ecological changes. 

• Develop Adaptive Management Plans: Incorporate feedback from ongoing 
monitoring to adjust project operations and minimize long-term impacts. 

The marine and aquatic impacts of offshore renewable energy projects are profound, 
affecting biodiversity, water quality, and local economies. Without stringent mitigation 
measures and comprehensive planning, these developments risk undermining the ecological 
balance of marine environments. This section underscores the urgent need for a precautionary 
approach to protect the health of oceans and the communities that depend on them. 

 

8. Recommendations 

8.1 Comprehensive Environmental Impact Assessments 

• Mandate Cumulative Impact Studies: Require all Renewable Energy Zones (REZ) 
projects to conduct cumulative impact assessments that consider the broader 
environmental, social, and economic effects of multiple projects within a region. 

• Incorporate Marine and Terrestrial Assessments: Ensure environmental 
assessments address both onshore and offshore impacts, including effects on 
biodiversity, hydrology, and climate patterns. 

• Transparent and Publicly Accessible Data: Make all environmental impact studies 
available to the public to foster accountability and enable informed community 
engagement. 

8.2 Strengthen Legislative Frameworks 

• Introduce Stringent Habitat Protections: Amend the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) to include stronger safeguards for critical 
habitats, particularly those of endangered species like koalas and migratory marine 
mammals. 

• Close Regulatory Loopholes: Prohibit practices such as inadequate offsets for habitat 
destruction and enforce stricter penalties for non-compliance with environmental 
conditions. 

• Unified Policy Framework: Develop a national renewable energy strategy that 
ensures consistent and equitable implementation of REZ projects across states. 

8.3 Improve Community Engagement and Compensation 

• Mandate Genuine Consultation Processes: Require early and ongoing engagement 
with affected communities, ensuring their concerns are addressed in project planning 
and execution. 

• Fair Compensation Mechanisms: Revise compensation frameworks to reflect the 
full range of economic, emotional, and social impacts on affected landowners and 
communities. 
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• Support for Local Economies: Invest in community development programs and 
infrastructure improvements to offset disruptions caused by REZ projects. 

8.4 Mitigation of Environmental Impacts 

• Promote Sustainable Infrastructure Practices: Encourage the use of innovative 
technologies and construction methods that minimize environmental degradation, 
such as vertical solar panels and offshore wind platforms that avoid sensitive habitats. 

• Mandatory Recycling Programs: Establish nationwide recycling facilities for 
decommissioned REZ infrastructure components, including solar panels and wind 
turbine blades. 

• Restoration of Affected Areas: Require developers to fund habitat restoration 
projects as part of their operating obligations. 

8.5 Noise and Vibration Control 

• Implement Noise Mitigation Technologies: Enforce the use of quieter construction 
techniques, such as vibratory pile driving, and operational technologies that reduce 
turbine noise. 

• Set Buffer Zones: Establish minimum distance requirements between REZ 
infrastructure and residential or ecologically sensitive areas to mitigate noise and 
vibration impacts. 

8.6 Addressing Climate and Heat Impacts 

• Develop Heat Mitigation Strategies: Encourage the use of vegetation barriers and 
reflective materials to counteract heat island effects from solar farms. 

• Incorporate Climate Adaptation Measures: Ensure REZ projects include 
provisions for climate resilience, such as flood defenses and sustainable water 
management systems. 

8.7 Protecting Marine and Aquatic Environments 

• Strict Regulation of Offshore Projects: Limit offshore wind and cable installation in 
areas critical to marine biodiversity, such as seagrass meadows and coral reefs. 

• Comprehensive Marine Monitoring Programs: Require ongoing monitoring of 
marine ecosystems to detect and address long-term impacts of offshore developments. 

• Fisheries Support: Provide targeted support for fisheries affected by offshore 
exclusion zones and ecological disruptions. 

8.8 Grid and Infrastructure Enhancements 

• Modernize Transmission Networks: Invest in upgrading transmission infrastructure 
to handle the increased load from REZs while reducing energy losses during 
distribution. 

• Promote Localized Energy Solutions: Encourage smaller-scale, community-led 
renewable energy projects that reduce reliance on centralized REZ infrastructure. 
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8.9 Independent Oversight and Transparency 

• Establish an Independent Regulatory Body: Create a dedicated authority to oversee 
REZ projects, ensuring compliance with environmental, social, and economic 
standards. 

• Regular Public Reporting: Require developers to submit periodic progress reports 
on compliance with approved conditions, with findings made accessible to the public. 

8.10 Research and Development Investments 

• Fund Renewable Energy Innovations: Allocate government funding for research 
into advanced renewable energy technologies with lower environmental footprints. 

• Lifecycle Analysis of REZ Infrastructure: Support studies to evaluate the full 
lifecycle impacts of renewable energy infrastructure, from production to 
decommissioning, to inform sustainable practices. 

8.11 Holistic Policy Approach 

• Integrate Renewable Energy with Land Use Planning: Ensure that REZ projects 
are aligned with broader land use strategies to balance ecological conservation, 
agricultural productivity, and energy needs. 

• Adopt Precautionary Principles: Apply precautionary measures in approving REZ 
projects, prioritizing environmental preservation and community welfare over 
aggressive development timelines. 

The recommendations outlined above aim to address the multifaceted challenges posed 
by REZ projects, promoting a more balanced and sustainable approach to renewable 
energy development. By adopting these measures, policymakers and stakeholders can 
ensure that the transition to renewable energy does not come at the expense of 
environmental integrity, social equity, or economic stability. 

 

9. Conclusion 

The Renewable Energy Zones (REZ) initiative, while envisioned as a pathway toward a 
sustainable energy future, has inadvertently created a cascade of environmental, social, and 
economic challenges that cannot be ignored. This submission has outlined the profound 
impacts of REZ projects, ranging from the destruction of critical habitats and biodiversity 
loss to the displacement of communities, strain on agricultural resources, and inequities in 
economic benefits. It has also highlighted systemic failures in legislative frameworks, 
inadequate consultation processes, and the unchecked exploitation of legal loopholes by 
developers. 

At its core, the transition to renewable energy must align with the principles of sustainability, 
equity, and accountability. However, as evidenced by the issues presented, the current 
implementation of REZs in New South Wales has fallen far short of these ideals. The loss of 
endangered species such as koalas, the disruption of marine ecosystems, and the adverse 
impacts on rural livelihoods underscore the urgent need for a reevaluation of priorities and 
practices. 
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This submission advocates for a holistic and precautionary approach to renewable energy 
development. It calls for comprehensive environmental assessments that account for 
cumulative impacts, robust legislative reforms to close regulatory gaps, and meaningful 
engagement with affected communities. Furthermore, it emphasizes the importance of 
adaptive management strategies, sustainable infrastructure practices, and independent 
oversight to ensure that renewable energy projects deliver genuine long-term benefits without 
compromising ecological integrity or social well-being. 

Policymakers must recognize that the promise of renewable energy cannot come at the 
expense of our natural heritage, local communities, and economic resilience. Instead, it must 
serve as a cornerstone for a just and sustainable transition that balances energy needs with 
environmental stewardship and social equity. This requires a commitment to innovation, 
transparency, and accountability at every level of planning and implementation. 

The path forward is clear: New South Wales must lead by example, setting a benchmark for 
responsible renewable energy development that prioritizes environmental protection, respects 
community voices, and fosters a truly sustainable future. Failure to act decisively will not 
only erode public trust but also jeopardize the very goals that renewable energy seeks to 
achieve. It is only through a collective and conscientious effort that we can harness the 
potential of renewable energy while safeguarding the landscapes, ecosystems, and 
communities that make New South Wales unique. 
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