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About this document


This discussion paper is the first step in working with other parties to minimise the adverse impacts development activities have on Queensland’s natural resources.  

Deadline for submissions

The deadline for submissions to this discussion paper and ensuing policy document is Friday 6th November.  Submissions should be sent to andrewd@rgc.org.au.     

For more information or to make comment, contact:

Andrew Drysdale

Queensland Regional NRM Group’s Collective

Email andrewd@rgc.org.au
Phone 07 4699 5002
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Background

Queensland is rich in natural resources.  Queenslanders and in fact all Australians have benefited from their use for many generations.  Rich agricultural soils, underlain by energy and mineral reserves, along with a highly liveable coastline has supported economic growth and development, and provided both income and lifestyle for Queenslanders and wealth for the nation. Deposits of gold at Mt Morgan, metals in Mt Isa, and coal in the Bowen basin have been exploited for decades, and the grazing and farming lands of the state been producing food for more than a century.  Queensland closely mirrors the rest of Australia where 85% of the population lives within 50km of the coast.
The demand for Queensland’s natural resources is increasing in response to global population growth and associated energy and food requirements.  Queensland Regional NRM Group’s Collective has considered key pressures and challenges believed to lie ahead for Queenslanders by funding the development of A Horizons Paper, which considered future issues.  

A Horizons Paper identified six challenges:  

· climate change – carbon mitigation

climate change – adaptation

future energy supplies – especially ‘peak oil’

global markets and commodities

reliance on mining and regional resilience

population shift and growth.

The last four have already placed considerable development pressures on our landscapes and associated ecosystems, with the effects of climate change arguably being felt already. As these challenges become more apparent there is an increased conflict around land use, particularly in terms of good quality agricultural land being exposed to mining pressures and peri-urban sprawl, and coastal and terrestrial ecosystem integrity being impacted by infrastructure development and population increase. 
The last three have already placed considerable development pressures on our landscapes and associated ecosystems, with the effects of climate change arguably being felt already. The peaking of world oil supply has the potential to significantly alter growth based development trends for land use, population projections, industrialised agriculture, tourism, as well as industrial and mining activity. However energy constraints may see increased pressures on agricultural land for the development of coal seam gas, shale oil and biofuels in an attempt to meet national liquid fuel shortfalls.  Society is entering a hydrocarbon constrained future and policy development should reflect the need to start retrofitting our communities to best match that situation.

Land use change is ongoing as communities and society in general has changing needs and priorities. The challenge is to ensure that the land use change occurs in a manner which takes into account long term desires as well as short term needs. 

This paper contends that land use change should be carried out in a manner in which the integrity and function of surrounding biological, aquatic, and terrestrial systems are maintained. Adverse impacts such as salinity, water quality decline, weeds and climate change need to be effectively managed, mitigated or preferably avoided.

Regional natural resource management plans have been developed across Queensland by regional communities - based on best available science, and endorsed by both Queensland and Australian governments.  These plans identify assets to be protected and targets for their improvement.  The regional plans should be considered in all development applications and assessment to ensure that as development progresses in Queensland, ecological integrity is maintained.

There are several mechanisms available which regulate the impacts of development on the surrounding environment. In Queensland the regulation of development is not covered by one Act but rather many Acts which reside in separate and often unconnected pieces of legislation. There is a need to rationalise these separate and sometimes competing pieces of legislation under a common framework. Regional groups in Queensland are advocating a Queensland Natural Resource Management Framework which will provide the mechanism for this to happen.  In addition, conforming to these plans is one very powerful way developers can demonstrate to regional and local communities their commitment to operating responsibly and in a sustainable way, thus meeting their corporate social responsibility goals.

Principles

· The concept of ecologically sustainable development underpins all planning decisions. That is “development that meets the needs of the current generation, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet theirs”.  The precautionary principle should also be applied. The apparent misalignment of providing a standard of living for the current generation but not ensuring future generations can have their needs met needs to be urgently addressed.

· Protection of assets that provide for ecological function and ecosystem services, followed by a hierarchy of maintain, repair, rehabilitate. Avoiding asset destruction and degradation is the highest order decision to be made with respect to development. Offsetting the impacts of development should be mandatory and aim to achieve a net positive gain.
· Planning for ESD and asset protection is best achieved at the regional scale, by regional stakeholders. Strengthened legislation is required with respect to the power of the regional plan/s to influence development applications, and the regional planning process requires ongoing resourcing to be effectively implemented, monitored and reviewed.
· The complex range of legislation under which development is currently assessed should be streamlined, and conflicting intent removed. A Queensland NRM framework should identify these opportunities for improvement.
· The capacity of legislation and the development application process to both understand and manage cumulative impact should be improved.  This includes determining thresholds for assets beyond which an increased impact is unacceptable.
· Barriers to the engagement of regional and local communities and stakeholders in decision making about the region should be removed.  This includes access to information (eg. Monitoring data), simplification of the process such that overly large and complex documents are produced for comment, and ensuring that the capacity and resources of community are sufficient to be involved.|

· Consideration should be given to mechanisms which enhance the State’s ability to fulfil its responsibility to protect the environment.  Currently, the State has a dual role of both encouraging and licensing development, and having responsibility for protection of assets – this could be considered a conflict of interest. 


Assets 
A range of assets have been identified that need to be effectively protected, and impacts on them managed, mitigated and in some cases avoided by development for the sustainability of the state’s natural resource base. The impacts on assets  are summarised as:

· Biodiversity: continued decline in vegetation extent through clearing and the loss of habitat through fragmentation of remnant vegetation, weed seed spread (see land)
· Water Quality and Supply: possible pollution/sedimentation of water ways (rivers, creeks, wetlands and reef), waste water with high salt content has the potential to be used (irrigation) or leak and damage farming land and creeks, rivers and wetlands, water provision for increased population, intensification of agriculture or increased industry places pressure on limited water supply
· Riverine/Wetlands: the modification of river and floodplains flows caused by creek, and river diversions and floodplain levy banks diverting flows. This leads to erosion of floodplains and creek bank erosion, and slumping. Aquatic ecosystems are high value biodiversity areas, and any modification will have impacts
· Land: loss of productive farming land, exposure of acid sulphate soils, weed seed spread from machinery and other vehicles, weed encroachment were soils disturbed by exploration drilling.
· Indigenous cultural and natural resources: indigenous values go across all natural resources so inherently impacted by development, sites and artefacts can be destroyed
· Coastal and Marine: mangroves, estuaries and salt marshes are important fisheries habitat, impacted by dredging and urban/industrial expansion; dunes, beach scrubs affected by urban expansion
The way forward

It is recommended that principles form the basis of early discussions with other interested parties.  A desirable outcome would be a set of agreed principles for improvement to the system of managing development impacts on natural resources.   Following that, identification of strategies to achieve the improvements could be explored, including policy options, potential improvements to the planning system, communication and information gaps, coordination of effort etc. 


The codes outlined in appendix A are an example of those derived from a regional natural resource management plan relevant to development.
For the purposes of this paper development is defined as a “Referable and/or Assessable Development” as per:

· Assessable development that is permitted under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) e.g. Feedlots, residential development, water development, resorts.
· Self-assessable development under the Integrated Planning Regulation 1998 e.g. some aquaculture development

· Those activities carried out under the Environment Act and Commonwealth EPBC Act and require development permission inclusive of an Environmental Impact Statement.
Appendix A 
Recommended Operating Codes

Vegetation and Biodiversity

VB 1. 
The cumulative impact from development on landscape functions of native vegetation coverage, ecosystem linkages, ecological processes and biodiversity condition is prevented.

VB 2. 
The individual site impacts from development on native vegetation coverage, ecosystem linkages, ecological processes and biodiversity condition is prevented.

VB 3. 
Where individual site impacts from development activities caused by native vegetation clearing cannot be prevented, they are:

a. 
Minimised; 

b. 
Offset (to be defined) native vegetation within the local area to cause no cumulative impact (or net loss); and

c. 
Rehabilitated (to be defined) to its former value and extent, with native (endemic) vegetation.

Riverine, Floodplains and Wetlands

RW 1. 
The cumulative impact from development activities on the riverine, floodplain and wetland assets and function is prevented.

RW 2. 
The direct and indirect impacts from development activities on the riverine, floodplain and wetland assets and function are prevented, by:

a. 
Buffer zones appropriate to Stream Order;

b. 
No mining and energy industry off-site movement of soil, salt, contaminants and weeds to riverine, floodplain and wetland areas, either directly or through landscape processes; and

c. 
No alteration to surface water flow systems and interference with ground water flow systems.

RW 3. 
Where impacts from development activities caused by direct disturbance to riverine, floodplain or riverine environments cannot be prevented, they are:

a. 
Not undertaken for Stream Orders 4, 5, 6, and 7;

b. 
Minimised through appropriate planning and design (to be defined) for Stream Orders 1, 2 and 3, considering values and function, taking into account:

· In-stream flow regimes

· Surface Water Flow Systems (including potential salinity, erosion, ground water interface, barriers to movement of flow and in-stream species risks)

· Ground Water Flow Systems

· Riparian function (ground cover, bank stability, habitat, connectivity)

· Wetland and floodplain function; and

c. 
Rehabilitated (to be defined) to its former function and value.

RW 4. 
Where development activities cause indirect impacts on riverine, floodplain or riverine environments and cannot be prevented, they are:

a. Within water quality baseline indicators set appropriate to sub-catchment levels.

Associated Water

AW 1. 
The cumulative impact from development activities on the surface and ground water flow system assets and function is prevented.

AW 2. 
The direct and indirect impacts from development activities on surface and ground water flow system assets and function are prevented, by:

a. 
Buffer zones appropriate to the surface water flow system and ground water flow system, taking into account the interaction between surface and ground water systems; and

b. 
No alteration to surface water flow systems and ground water flow systems.

AW 3. 
Where impacts from development activities caused by direct disturbance to surface water flow systems cannot be prevented, they are:

a. 
Not undertaken on floodplains; and

b. 
Minimised at a landscape level through appropriate planning and design (to be defined); and

c. 
Within baseline conditions per RW 4; and

d. 
Within current floodplain management infrastructure guidelines; and

e. 
Compliant with existing legislation applicable to surface and ground water; and

f. 
Rehabilitated (to be defined) to its former function and value.

AW 4. 
Where impacts from development activities caused by direct disturbance to ground water flow systems and cannot be prevented, they are:

a. 
Not undertaken where the impacts are not known or understood;

b.
Not undertaken where there are known impacts to stock and domestic or irrigation supplies;

c. 
Minimised through appropriate planning and design; and

d. 
Rehabilitated to its former function and value.

AW 5. 
Where development activities cause indirect impact on surface water flow systems and ground water flow systems and cannot be prevented, they are:

a. 
Within Water Resource Plan guidelines for the appropriate catchment; and

b. 
Subject to Water Resource Plans and associated legislation regulating changes to overland flow and surface water flow systems.

AW 6. 
Where development activities re-inject associated water into aquifers, the water is:

a. 
Subject to agreed definition of a ‘safe’ aquifer for re-injection disposal; and

b. 
Must not have impact on the Great Artesian Basin.

AW 7. 
Where development activities make associated water available for beneficial use, the water is:

a. 
Subject to risk assessments based on the immediate, future or cumulative impact which may result from its use, taking into account salinity, surface and ground water interaction, changes to overland flow, and infrastructure development; and

b. 
Subject to existing legislation, including Water Resource Plans for the relevant catchment and associated Land and Water Management Plans.

AW 8. 
Where development activities associated water (including by-products) is not injected into aquifers or beneficially used, the water is:

a. 
Subject to Water Resource Plan guidelines for the appropriate catchment;

b. 
Subject to Water Resource Plans and associated legislation regulating changes to overland flow and surface water flow systems;

c. 
Aggregated only where risk and safety measures are appropriate for the volume of water and storage location within the landscape; and

d. 
Disposed of in a manner whereby ‘disposal’ is defined against specific criteria and limitations that mitigates the risk and safety associated with the storage, transport, and destination, cumulative and long-term impacts of such volumes of water;

e. 
The ‘disposal’ of associated water within natural systems does not impact on the ecological functioning of that system; and

f. 
Where associated water is ‘disposed’ of into a natural system the water quality parameters are within locally established guidelines or historical baseline.

Land and Soils

LS 1. 
The cumulative impact from development activities on land and soil assets and function is prevented.

LS 2. 
The direct impacts from development activities on land and soil assets and function are prevented, by:

a. No disturbance to the soil asset where the structure or condition is impacted.

LS 3. 
Where impacts from development activities caused by direct disturbance to soil assets and function cannot be prevented, they are:

a. 
Not undertaken for areas defined as ‘Good Quality Agricultural Land’ under a modified state policy, that defines areas of ‘Premium Quality Agricultural Land’; and

b. 
Minimised through appropriate planning and design (to be defined), including identification of areas in the landscape suitable for mining and energy industry development; and

c. 
Restricted from causing off-site impacts through movement of soil, salt and other contaminants and weeds, either directly or through landscape processes; and

d. 
Restricted from causing alteration to surface water flow systems and ground water flow systems; and

e. 
Compliant with the existing State Planning Policy for the protection of Good Quality Agricultural Land; and

f. 
Rehabilitated (to be defined) to its former function and value.

Weeds and Pest Animals

WP 1. 
The cumulative impact from development activities, caused by the introduction or spread of invasive plants and animals, posing a threat to riverine, floodplain, biodiversity, land and soil, and cultural assets and function is prevented.

WP 2. 
The direct and indirect impacts from development activities causing the introduction or spread of invasive plants are prevented, by:

a. 
Identification of risk at all stages of development activities; and

b. 
Site, property and district pest management planning to mitigate risk; and

c. 
Compliance of all stages of operations (and operators) to prevention strategies identified in pest management plans, consistent with existing legislation.

WP 3. 
Where development activities cause direct or indirect introduction or spread of invasive plants or animals, or are conducting activities where there are existing invasive plants or animals, the response must:

a. 
Prevent further spread; and

b. 
Actively control the infestation with the aim of eradication; and

c. 
Actively manage in accordance with existing legislation and best management practice.
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