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28 October 2025 

 

Senator the Hon Murray Watt  

Minister for the Environment and Water 

PO Box 6100 

Senate Parliament House 

Canberra ACT 2600 

 

 

 

The Hon Clare O’Neil MP 

Minister for Housing 

Minister for Homelessness 

Minister for Cities 

PO Box 6022 

House of Representatives 

Parliament House 

Canberra ACT 2600 

 

Dear Ministers, 

 

Subject: Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act Reform and Housing 

Delivery in Regional Australia 

 

On behalf of Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) and our member councils, I write to highlight the 

significant and growing impact of inefficiencies and delays under the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act on the delivery of enabling infrastructure and housing supply 

across regional Australia. 

 

Regional cities are absorbing much of the nation’s population growth and have the capacity to play a 

central role in achieving the Commonwealth’s target of 1.2 million new homes by 2029.  

 

Yet, across the country, councils and developers face environmental approval processes that are 

slow, uncertain, and poorly sequenced with housing and infrastructure delivery. The result is stalled 

precincts, delayed housing supply, rising costs, and lost public investment. 

 

Your offices have acknowledged these challenges and invited RCA to provide tangible examples. 

Three case studies are enclosed to illustrate the scale and nature of the problem. 

 

● The Clarrie Hall Dam Raising Project in Tweed Shire, NSW. 

A critical water security project underpinning regional housing growth; has faced more than 12 

months of delays awaiting environmental determinations, despite minimal community 

opposition and alignment with strategic planning goals. 

 

● The Thurgoona Link Road Project in Albury, NSW. 

A backbone infrastructure project to support more than 16,000 future dwellings; has spent five 

years in EPBC assessment, with over $1.4 million spent on planning and approvals with no 

final determination. Delays have already led to the loss of grant funding and escalating 

infrastructure costs. 

 

● Eyre Peninsula Infrastructure and Housing Enablement – South Australia. 
Regional housing and infrastructure delivery across Whyalla, Port Lincoln, and Ceduna is 

being constrained by prolonged environmental approvals and high offset costs, delaying 

critical water and utility projects and undermining regional growth potential. 

 

These are not isolated cases. They reflect a system where environmental assessments lack clear 

early signals, timeframes are unpredictable, duplication across jurisdictions is common, and enabling 

infrastructure is often delayed or derailed entirely. For regional cities, where viability margins are 

tighter and growth depends on critical infrastructure sequencing, these delays are particularly 

damaging. 
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RCA strongly supports the intent of the Government’s environmental reform agenda, including the 

establishment of a new National Environment Protection Agency and the introduction of regional 

planning and strategic assessment mechanisms. These reforms offer an opportunity to build a system 

that is faster, clearer, and more strategic; protecting areas of high environmental significance while 

enabling regional growth. 

To fully realise this intent, reforms must provide early certainty about where development can and 

cannot proceed, enforce clear and transparent timeframes for decision-making, and embed flexible 

offset mechanisms that deliver strong environmental outcomes without creating unnecessary cost or 

delay. Equally, environmental approvals must prioritise enabling infrastructure that underpins new 

housing supply, ensuring it can be delivered in sequence with growth. 

RCA also emphasises the importance of practical implementation. A strong national regulator must be 

supported by adequate resourcing and alignment with state systems to avoid replacing one layer of 

process with another. Regional planning must be developed in partnership with councils — the level 

of government closest to delivery; to ensure that growth, housing, and environmental protection are 

balanced in a practical, place-based way. 

RCA and its member councils stand ready to work with the Commonwealth to deliver these reforms. If 

done well, they will strengthen environmental protection, unlock land and infrastructure for housing, 

and give communities and investors the certainty they need. 

If you have any questions in the interim, please do not hesitate to contact our Secretariat Rachael 

Sweeney on 0422 067 858 or email secretariat@regionalcapitalsaustralia.org (Federal lobby register 

no: 18169904232).  

 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 
Cr Kevin Mack 

Acting Chair, Regional Capitals Australia 

Mayor, Albury City Council 

 

mailto:secretariat@regionalcapitalsaustralia.org
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About Regional Capitals Australia 

 

RCA is an alliance of 22 local governments representing regional cities around the nation. 

 

Regional capitals are home to almost four million people and service the needs of another four million 

Australians who live in surrounding areas. Just over one-third of Australians rely on having a socially 

thriving regional capital to meet their everyday needs. 

 

Many people are drawn to the lifestyle and affordability offered by regional capitals and 25 per cent of 

these centres are growing faster than the national average, with one million additional people 

projected to live in a regional capital in less than ten years. 

 

Ensuring that these cities grow in a sustainable manner is vital to our economy, and as such the 

future of regional Australia is an imperative policy challenge for the Federal Government.   

 

There is enormous potential in terms of productivity and contribution to our nation’s growth if the 

capacity of our regional capitals is harnessed. There is also the opportunity to alleviate the burden of 

congestion in our metropolitan capitals by investing in regional capitals. 



 

Regional Capitals Australia 
M: 0422 280 456 – E: secretariat@regionalcapitalsaustralia.org 

Case Study 1  

 

Clarrie Hall Dam Raising Project - Tweed Shire Council, NSW 

The Clarrie Hall Dam Raising Project, located in Tweed Shire, NSW, is a critical infrastructure 

initiative for Tweed Shire Council to increase dam capacity from 16,000 megalitres to 42,300 

megalitres needed by 2028. The expansion is essential to secure long-term water supply and enable 

strategic housing growth across the Tweed region and has been determined to be State Significant 

Infrastructure. 

Despite its importance, the project has faced significant delays due to environmental and biodiversity 

approvals, directly affecting timelines for new housing. This project has been in assessment since 

2024, with no determination more than a year later. 

 

Approval Process and Timeline: 

 

● Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) lodged: September 2024 with NSW Department of 

Planning, Housing and Infrastructure. 

● EPBC Controlled Action: Commonwealth approval required. 

● Public exhibition: 25 September – 6 November 2024, minimal submissions. 

●  Responses from Agencies not received until March 2025. 

● Status: No determination. 

 

 

Key Delays: 

 

1. Prolonged feedback cycles: Multiple rounds of agency feedback since September 2024, with 

issues raised sequentially rather than resolved efficiently. 

2. Climate-related hydrology assessments: Additional modelling required after March 2025 

hydrology review, adding months to the timeline. The timing of these requirements demonstrates 

how technical issues could be more appropriately resolved during post-approval design phases. 

3. Unacknowledged agency queries: Groundwater impact responses submitted to DCCEEW-

Water in February, March and June 2025 remain unacknowledged. 

4. Complex offset approvals:  Innovative offset proposal to transfer land to NPWS requires 

additional negotiations under the NSW Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016, introducing further 

uncertainty. 

 

 

Impacts: 

● Housing delivery stalled: strategic housing growth tied to water security may be delayed. 

● Cost escalation: prolonged approvals increase project costs and force redesigns. 

● Erosion of confidence: Unpredictable timelines undermine community and investor 

certainty. 

 

Despite minimal public opposition and alignment with regional growth priorities, the project remains 

undetermined more than a year after referral. This highlights how slow, fragmented and uncertain 

environmental approvals can hold up critical infrastructure delivery and entire housing precincts. 
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Case Study 2  

 

Thurgoona Link Road Project – Albury City Council, NSW 

 

The Thurgoona Link Road is a key infrastructure corridor that will unlock the Thurgoona-Wirlinga 

Growth Area, one of the largest residential expansion fronts in southern NSW accommodating over 

16,000 future homes.    

 

The Thurgoona Wirlinga Precinct has capacity to accommodate most of Albury City’s population 

growth (approximately 80%) over the next 40 years. The project will provide the backbone for staged 

housing development, active transport connections, and local employment areas. This project has 

been in assessment since 2019, with no determination more than 5 years later. 

 

 

Approval Process and Timeline: 

 

● Project consideration lodged: October 2020 with Department of Agriculture, Water and the 

Environment 

● EPBC Controlled Action: Commonwealth approval required. 

● Public exhibition: 25 November – 9 December 2024, 19 submissions. 

● Status: Assessment for stage 1,2 and 3 continuing.  

 

 

Key Delays: 

 

1. Extended assessment timeframes: The project has been in EPBC assessment for five years 

with no decision issued. 

 

2. Iterative information requests: New technical requirements have emerged throughout the 

process, increasing costs and prolonging uncertainty. External consultants costs of approximately 

$500k. 

 

3. Loss of funding and cost escalations: Delays have caused lapses in external grant funding tied 

to project delivery timelines. One grant of $1.2 million has already been recalled by the funding 

body; a further $10.2 million (NSW Government) and $1.2 million (Commonwealth) remain at risk. 

Council’s co-contributions, will also increase significantly due to delays.  

 

4. Housing impacts: Infrastructure delays are holding back activation of one of the most significant 

regional housing projects in NSW. 

 

 

Impacts: 

 

● Stalled precinct development: Housing delivery for up to 16,000 future dwellings delayed. 

● Escalating costs: Prolonged processes have increased costs well beyond initial estimates; with 

over $1.4 million expended to date on project planning and approval processes. 

● Reduced certainty: Delays undermine strategic planning and infrastructure sequencing. 

 

The scale of housing tied to this project underscores the national significance of efficient 

environmental approvals for enabling infrastructure. Long delays erode public investment, stall 

economic development, and slow the delivery of affordable housing in fast-growing regional centres.
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Case Study 3 
 
Eyre Peninsula Infrastructure and Housing Enablement – South Australia 
 
The Eyre Peninsula (EP) faces acute infrastructure and environmental approval challenges that 
directly constrain housing growth across regional centres including Whyalla, Port Lincoln, and 
Ceduna. The Infrastructure Challenges and Options Paper (2024) identifies critical shortfalls in 
enabling infrastructure, water security, and regulatory certainty that are limiting the region’s capacity 
to deliver new residential land supply. 
 
The EP is projected to accommodate significant population and industry growth linked to energy 
transition projects, agribusiness expansion, and the emerging green hydrogen sector. However, 
councils across the peninsula report that infrastructure delivery; particularly roads, utilities, and water 
augmentation, is being delayed or rendered unviable due to extended environmental assessment 
processes and high clearance costs. 
 
 
Approval Process and Timeline: 
 
● Project type: Enabling infrastructure (water, road, and utilities) and residential subdivisions 
● Regulatory context: EPBC Act triggers for vegetation clearance and coastal impacts; state-level 

approvals under the Planning, Development and Infrastructure Act 2016 (SA). 
 
 
Key milestones 
 
● Environmental referrals and vegetation assessments initiated progressively since 2020. 
● Multiple projects (e.g., Ceduna Waters subdivision, regional water augmentation works) have 

experienced multi-year EPBC and native vegetation approval delays. 
● Councils report assessment and offset costs exceeding $500,000 per subdivision, and up to five 

years for determinations. 
● Several council-led residential land developments remain unviable or on hold pending federal and 

state environmental clearances. 
 
 
Key Delays 
 
● Extended assessment timeframes: Case studies show EPBC and state-level vegetation 

clearances stretching beyond three to five years, with repeated information requests. 
● Fragmented processes: Multiple agencies (Commonwealth, State Planning, DEW, and utilities) 

assess projects sequentially rather than jointly, compounding delay and duplication. 
● Unclear significance thresholds: Regrowth vegetation and low ecological value land are frequently 

treated as 'significant', triggering costly offsets and extended expert review. 
● Funding lapses: Project delays have led to loss or reallocation of grant funding, forcing councils to 

re-sequence or downscale critical housing and infrastructure works. 
● Cumulative cost escalation: Delays and offset costs undermine project viability, pushing 

residential lots beyond affordable thresholds. 
 
 
Impacts 
 
● Housing bottlenecks: Infrastructure approval delays are restricting housing supply across the 

peninsula, particularly in Whyalla, Ceduna, and coastal settlements. 
● Economic stagnation: Infrastructure timing misalignment is stalling private investment and 

employment opportunities in housing, tourism, and energy sectors. 
● Lost public investment: Councils report millions in unrecovered expenditure on environmental 

assessments and planning documentation for projects still awaiting determination. 
● Planning uncertainty: The lack of coordinated EPBC and state approval pathways undermines 

regional growth planning and infrastructure sequencing. 
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● Additional Planning Overlay Constraints: Bushfire Hazard, Limited Land Division and Coastal and 
Environmental Overlays are adding further complexity and restricting residential expansion; 
limiting growth corridors. 

 
 
Implications for EPBC Reform 
 
The Eyre Peninsula experience underscores the national importance of streamlined, risk-based 
environmental approvals for regional enabling infrastructure. Reforms to the EPBC Act; particularly 
those establishing strategic assessments, accredited regional pathways, and standard conditions for 
low-risk infrastructure, would provide: 
 
● Earlier and more predictable environmental risk mapping across regional growth fronts. 
● Certainty for councils, utilities, and housing developers regarding offset requirements and 

approval timeframes. 
● Reduced duplication between Commonwealth and State assessments. 
● Integration of water, biodiversity, and land-use planning to unlock coordinated regional growth. 
 

 


