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Australian Government 
Department of Agriculture, 
Water and the Environment 

on ]s September 2020 
The Committee Manager 
Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning Committee 
Parliament House 
Spring Street 
EAST MELBOURNE VIC 3002 

JAMES LARSEN 
DEPUTY SECRETARY 

Dear Committee Manager 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the Victorian Legislative 
Assembly Environment and Planning Committee's Inquiry into Environmental 
Infrastructure for Growing Populations. 

Please find enclosed the Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment's 
submission to the inquiry. 
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Submission to the Parliament of Victoria Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for 
Growing Populations. 

The Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment designs and implements Australian 
Government policy and programs across important and interrelated areas of agriculture, the 
environment, heritage and water resources. The Department’s functions are critical to Australia’s 
prosperity and to maintain the quality of life that Australians currently enjoy.  

The Department notes the inquiry is investigating a matter which falls predominately within State 
jurisdiction, however there a number of Commonwealth legislative requirements and initiatives 
which should be considered by the Committee. 

Connecting Australians with nature to better care for nature and share and build knowledge 

On 8 November 2019, Federal, State and Territory Environment Ministers endorsed a new 
approach to biodiversity conservation through Australia’s Strategy for Nature 2019-2030. The 
Strategy is supported by a dedicated website Australia’s Nature Hub. Both the Strategy and the 
Hub are developed and co-owned by the Commonwealth, all state and territory governments 
and the Australian Local Government Association. 

Australia’s Strategy for Nature 2019-2030 and supporting website, Australia’s Nature Hub, bring 
together existing work across the country with the aim to guide the development of new and 
innovative approaches to biodiversity conservation. It focuses on overarching goals that support 
healthy and functioning biological systems by promoting a stronger connection between people 
and nature, improving the way we care for nature, and building and sharing knowledge.  

Australia’s Strategy for Nature 2019-2030 is a shared roadmap to better understand, care for 
and sustainably manage nature to 2030. The Strategy strives to incorporate adaptation, 
resilience and natural resource management in our cities, rural and natural environment, on land 
and at sea.  

Most Australians care about nature. Connecting people with nature is essential to our long-term 
mental and physical health, economic prosperity and national identity. 

Biodiversity conservation for future generations 

Protected areas conserve the healthy ecosystems that sustain human life. Our food and water, 
our agricultural industries and much of our infrastructure all rely on healthy functioning 
ecosystems. 

The National Reserve System, with its network of protected areas, is conserving our biodiversity 
and protecting our ecosystems. It is a national network of public, Indigenous and private 
protected areas over land and inland freshwater. While its focus is to secure long-term protection 
for samples of all our diverse ecosystems and the plants and animals they support, protected 
areas also provide significant social, economic, cultural and health benefits and services to the 
Australian community. It also complements measures to achieve conservation and sustainable 
use of biodiversity across the landscape, which are increasingly important under conditions of 
climate change.  

The National Reserve System is effectively managed through the collective efforts of the 
Australian Government, the states, territories, local government, Indigenous and private 
landholders and non-government organisations.  

Environmental quality in urban areas 

Cities are important environments that are home to millions of Australians. Through the 
$145 million National Environmental Science Program (NESP), the Australian Government has 



	

	

2	

invested $8.8 million over the past 5 years into the Clean Air and Urban Landscapes (CAUL) 
Hub to conduct research on environmental quality in urban areas and investigate ways to make 
cities better for people and for biodiversity. The full suite of research can be accessed at 
nespurban.edu.au. 

The Australian Government is investing a further $149 million through the second phase of the 
NESP, which will include a new Sustainable Communities and Waste Hub. 

The Australian government has a strong commitment to continuing water reform through a 
renewed National Water Initiative that includes a stronger focus on ensuring urban water has 
good management, good governance, and is ecologically sustainable.  The Australian 
Government remains committed to the Integrated Water Cycle Management (IWCM) policy 
principle that ‘all options should be on the table’ when it comes to managing the entire urban 
water cycle. 

Native Forest Management 

The Australian Government is committed to Regional Forest Agreements (RFAs) as the best 
mechanism for balancing environmental, economic and social demands on native forests. RFAs 
provide resource access and a stable investment environment to the forestry industry, an 
expanded reserve estate for the long-term conservation and protection of environment and 
heritage values, and ecologically sustainable forest management.  

Under the RFAs, the Victorian Government has committed to notifying the Commonwealth of: 

 any substantive changes to the state forest management system and, where possible, 
discuss proposed changes in advance of any final decision. 

 any substantive changes to the reserve estate that may significantly impact on matters 
of national environmental significance or wood supply to industry. 

Australia’s national environmental law 

Australia’s national environmental law, the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), includes a regulatory framework for protecting nationally 
important environmental matters, such as nationally listed threatened species, wetlands of 
international importance, World Heritage properties and National Heritage places. Approval is 
required if an action is likely to have a significant impact on matters protected under the 
EPBC Act.  

The Act helps to ensure any potential negative impacts on nationally significant animals, plants, 
habitats and places are carefully considered before changes in land use or new developments 
are approved. This means the EPBC Act has the potential to enable the preservation of existing 
environmental infrastructure such as forest or bushland or waterways, through its objectives of 
providing environmental protection and promoting ecologically sustainable development, 
including in the context of residential and commercial development of cities and regions. 

The EPBC Act also allows for the development of Strategic Assessments. Strategic 
assessments are landscape scale assessments. Unlike project-by-project assessments that 
cover individual actions (such as construction and operation of a pipeline or wind farm), strategic 
assessments can consider a much broader set of actions over a wide geographical area; for 
example, a large urban growth area that will be developed over many years.  In the urban and 
regional development context, strategic assessments aim to maximise biodiversity conservation 
outcomes while facilitating urban development and associated infrastructure and transport 
corridors. 

The Melbourne Strategic Assessment has approved urban growth across more than 20,000 
hectares in Melbourne’s West, North and South-east, to allow construction of over 250,000 new 
homes. Through the strategic assessment, priority areas for environmental infrastructure, 
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including land with high biodiversity or landscape value, were identified and conserved. The 
Victorian Government administers the Melbourne Strategic Assessment and is responsible for 
delivering environmental infrastructure under the Melbourne Strategic Assessment Program. 

The ten-yearly Independent Review of the EPBC Act (the review) is currently underway, a final 
report is due in October 2020. The Independent Reviewer, Professor Graeme Samuel AC, 
published his Interim Report on 20 July 2020. Further information on the review, including terms 
of reference and the Interim Report, are available on the review website: 
https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au 
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