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6 December 2022 

ACF Submission  
Toondah Harbour Development  
Draft Environment Impact Statement 
(EPBC No. 2018/8225) 

Summary and recommendation 

The Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) is deeply concerned by the proposed 

development at Toondah Harbour by Walker Group Holdings Pty Ltd (Walker Group). ACF 

considers the draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) to be inadequate in many respects. 

Walker Group is proposing to develop a mixed use residential, commercial, retail and 

tourism precinct including new ferry terminals and a marina at Toondah Harbour, 30km 

south of Brisbane (as described in the draft EIS and EPBC Act Referral 2018/8225).  

 

There are sufficient grounds to reject a proposal of this magnitude if it were simply adjacent 

to this sensitive and internationally recognised wetland. Significantly, in this case, the site of 

this proposed commercial development is within the boundaries of a wetland, internationally 

listed under the Ramsar Convention. The proposal’s scale, location and nature will 

inevitably lead to significant and unacceptable impacts on nationally listed threatened 

species, listed migratory species and on the Moreton Bay internationally listed Ramsar 

wetland.  

 

At a time when Moreton Bay, and the many species which depend upon it, are under 

increasing pressures including from urban coastal and catchment development, as well as 

climate change, we need development proposals that support or restore the natural 
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ecosystems that underpin our prosperity, our identity and culture. The proposed 

development should not proceed. 

 

 

Recommendation 

 

Due to its significant and unacceptable impacts on nationally listed threatened species, 

listed migratory species and the internationally listed Moreton Bay Ramsar wetland, ACF 

recommends: 

• Walker Group discontinue this proposed development and withdraw its referral 

under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC 

Act) 

• If Walker Group does not withdraw the referral, the Federal Environment Minister 

should reject the proposed development at Toondah Harbour. 
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Introduction 

ACF is deeply concerned by the Toondah Harbour development proposed by Walker Group 

Holdings Pty Ltd (Walker Group) and the associated draft Environmental Impact Statement 

(EIS). ACF has made a number of submissions singularly or jointly with partner 

organisations at key points in the history of this current referral under the Environmental 

Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) (EPBC Act), and Walker Group’s two 

similar earlier proposals (Referral 2017/7939 and Referral 2015/7612), all referred for likely 

significant impacts on matters of national environmental significance (MNES). At each point 

ACF has urged that the proposal be rejected as “clearly unacceptable” because of these 

significant impacts. The issues have not changed despite the modification of the 

development in subsequent referrals. 

 

There are sufficient grounds to reject a proposal of this magnitude if it were adjacent to this 

sensitive and internationally recognised Ramsar wetland. Significantly, in this case, the 

proposal site is within the boundaries of the declared Ramsar wetland. The proposal’s scale, 

location and nature, as indicated in the draft EIS, will inevitably lead to significant impact on 

all three of the MNES for which it was referred. ACF recommends that this project be 

withdrawn by Walker Group and if not, it should be rejected by the Federal Environment 

Minister under the EPBC Act. 

 

Such a proposal is without precedent in the history of the Moreton Bay Ramsar Wetland, 

which was established as a wetland of international significance in 1993. It is unprecedented 

to allow the filling and destruction of a Ramsar wetland for residential development.  The 

impacts on MNES remain significant and the best efforts to mitigate these impacts will still 

be insufficient. Locating a marina as well as commercial and residential development within 

a sensitive wetland is a prime example of the kinds of inappropriate activities that the EPBC 

Act was designed to prevent. This project should not proceed. If it does, it will set a terrible 
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precedent under the EPBC Act and the Ramsar Convention as well as for wetlands and other 

protected ecosystems in Australia and around the world. 

 

As the recent State of the Environment Report 2021 found, many Australian species and 

ecosystems are experiencing cumulative and compounding pressures, including from habitat 

destruction and climate change. We cannot continue to allow projects which destroy 

important habitat and ecosystems, and which cumulatively drive the continued decline of 

our biodiversity. Moreover, at a time when Moreton Bay, and the many species which 

depend upon it, are under increasing pressures including from urban coastal and catchment 

development, as well as climate change, we need development proposals that support or 

restore the natural ecosystems that underpin our prosperity, our identity and culture.  

About Toondah Harbour 

The Moreton Bay Ramsar site is located in and around Moreton Bay, near the city of 

Brisbane, in Queensland, Australia. The international importance of wetland areas within 

Moreton Bay in Queensland was recognised with parts of the Bay and surrounds being 

designated as a Ramsar site in 1993. The site meets all nine criteria for the designation of 

wetlands of international importance, and ‘is notable for its large size, diversity of wetland 

habitats, connectivity between wetland types, as well as diverse flora and fauna that includes 

threatened species and ecological communities’. The site contains seagrass, sandy and 

muddy tidal flats and subtidal areas, saltmarsh, mangroves and coral communities, 

freshwater wetlands, as well as ocean beaches and dunes.1 

 

As outlined in the Moreton Bay Ramsar Information Sheet, the Moreton Bay Ramsar site 

includes one of the most extensive intertidal areas of seagrass, mangrove and saltmarsh 

communities on the eastern coast of Australia. High levels of biodiversity are supported as a 

 
1 Department of the Environment and Energy, Morton Bay Ramsar site - Ramsar Information Sheet, 2018, 

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/wetlands/publications/ris-moreton-bay  

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/wetlands/publications/ris-moreton-bay
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result of the diversity and scale of habitat types within the site, including a high diversity of 

nationally and internationally threatened flora and fauna species, and ecological 

communities. In particular, the site supports more than 50,000 waterbirds, including at least 

43 species of shorebirds and at least 28 migratory shorebird species. The site supports 

habitats that are important at critical stages in the life cycles of numerous wetland-

dependent species. The site is also recognised as a network site under the East Asian-

Australasian Flyway Partnership and supports over 1% of the estimated flyway population 

of at least nine migratory shorebird species, including the Eastern Curlew and Curlew 

Sandpiper (which are both listed as critically endangered under the EPBC Act).  A high 

diversity of marine mammals also occurs within Moreton Bay, with around 14 species of 

marine mammals, including eight species of dolphin, five species of whale and the dugong. 

All six marine turtle species known to occur in Australian waters have also been recorded in 

Moreton Bay.2 

 

Toondah Harbour, 30km south of Brisbane in the southern section of Moreton Bay, is an 

important part of the Moreton Bay Ramsar site with values that contribute to the ecological 

character of the site. The Harbour’s tidal flats, mangroves and seagrass beds provide 

important habitats including for fish, turtles, dugongs, and migratory shorebirds, 

particularly threatened species such as the critically endangered Eastern Curlew. The Eastern 

Curlew is also one of the 22 priority species in the Federal Government’s new 10-year 

Threatened Species Action Plan.3 Moreton Bay is one of only two Ramsar sites in Australia 

that support the Eastern Curlew year-round, with juvenile birds not migrating until they are 

2–3 years old. Studies by the Queensland Wader Studies Group indicate that intertidal areas 

similar to and including those found at Toondah Harbour may contain a sizeable proportion 

of juvenile Eastern Curlew. In addition, there are three natural high-tide shorebird roosts 

 
2 Department of the Environment and Energy, Morton Bay Ramsar site - Ramsar Information Sheet, 2018, 

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/wetlands/publications/ris-moreton-bay  
3 It is also listed under the EPBC Act as Critically Endangered, Migratory, and Marine. 

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/wetlands/publications/ris-moreton-bay
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within Toondah Harbour and another, at Oyster Point, is just outside but in close proximity 

to the harbour. The Toondah Harbour area also supports and provides important habitat for 

a local koala population. Koala populations in Queensland, New South Wales and the ACT 

are listed as endangered under the EPBC Act.  

Overview of proposed project and its impacts 

Walker Group is proposing to develop a mixed use residential, commercial, retail and 

tourism precinct including new ferry terminals and a marina at Toondah Harbour. Toondah 

Harbour currently serves as the terminal for ferry and water taxi services to North 

Stradbroke Island (known as Minjerribah by its Traditional Custodians, the Quandamooka 

People). The proposed project will involve: 

• constructing a new 200 berth marina and destroying wetlands by filling them in with 

dredge spoil to ‘reclaim’ land within the Moreton Bay Ramsar wetland primarily for 

construction of 3,600 dwellings, including high rise buildings up to 10 storeys high 

• deepening, widening and straightening the public navigation channel (Fison 

Channel) for approximately 2km into Moreton Bay and extending the swing basin for 

vessels, in part at least, to accommodate larger and increased numbers of vessels 

which will be added to the long-standing ferry and water taxi services in the area. 

This will involve capital dredging of up to 530,000 m3, with all dredged and 

excavated sediments generated by capital dredging reused to fill a 37.6 ha sub-tidal 

area north of the harbour. This will result in new landforms for urban use as well as 

internal waterways including a central marina basin. 

The Toondah Harbour project is proposed to be delivered in stages over 15-20 years. 

 

The first version of this project was initially referred to the Commonwealth Government 

under the EPBC Act in 2015. This referral followed the Queensland State Government’s 

declaration in 2013 of Toondah Harbour as a Priority Development Area (PDA) under the 
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Queensland Economic Development Act 2012,4 resulting in the Toondah Harbour PDA 

Development Scheme 2014. In the finalisation of this scheme, a tender process commenced in 

June 2014 and in September, Walker Group was announced as the successful candidate.  

The 2015 referral was withdrawn in May 2017 (EPBC 2015/7612), and a new referral was 

made at that time (2017/7939).5 

 

Walker Group referred this particular development proposal under the EPBC Act in June 

2018 stating that the proposal is a controlled action under the EPBC Act and will likely have 

a significant impact on MNES, particularly the ecological character of the Moreton Bay 

Ramsar site (ss 16 and 17B); listed threatened species and communities (ss 18 and 18A); and 

listed migratory species (ss 20 and 20A). The project is similar to the two previous proposals 

by Walker Group which were also referred for likely impacts on MNES. Notably, the most 

impactful elements of the Walker Group proposals have been retained and much more 

sustainable alternatives appear not to have been seriously considered. We recommend, even 

at this late stage, that Walker Group abandon this proposal to avoid permanently and 

irreversibly destroying any of this internationally important wetland, which is meant to be 

protected under the Ramsar Convention and the EPBC Act. 

 

If it goes ahead, this project will result in the permanent and irreversible destruction of part 

of a Ramsar designated wetland of international importance. Some 32 ha of the Moreton Bay 

Ramsar wetland comprising predominantly intertidal mudflats and tidal seagrass meadows 

will be removed by reclamation primarily for construction of 3,600 private residential units 

and excavation of a new 200 berth marina. The area of the Ramsar site to be removed is 

known feeding habitat for listed protected migratory species, including international 

migratory shorebirds, such as the critically endangered Eastern Curlew and Great Knot, 

 
4 As a result, the PDA is exempt from the standard state planning and development assessment 

processes and will be assessed by Economic Development Queensland against the PDA Development 

Scheme. 
5 The 2017 referral remains active and has not been withdrawn but has not been progressed. 
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vulnerable Bar-tailed Godwit as well as endangered Loggerhead, vulnerable Green and 

vulnerable Hawksbill turtles, and the Dugong. The extensive capital dredging, and 

construction activity in the reclamation zone, will likely impact water quality and potentially 

hydrology and likely disturb at least two adjacent shorebird roosts at Cassim Island and 

Toondah Sandbank (on the eastern edge of Cassim Island).  

 

If construction is completed, there will be ongoing impacts from permanently increased 

maintenance dredging across much of the Toondah area of Moreton Bay, along with 

disturbance impacts, particularly for shorebirds, koalas, turtles and dugong, as a result of 

increased vessel and vehicle traffic.  The activities associated with the thousands of 

additional human residents living in the former wetland in high density buildings will also 

give rise to unacceptable adverse impacts.   

Detailed discussion of impacts on matters of NES 

The location, scale and nature of this proposal, as outlined in the draft EIS, indicate that all 

three MNES for which the proposal was referred for EIS assessment under the EPBC Act will 

be significantly impacted. The evidence for these significant impacts on MNES is largely 

outlined in the former Department of Environment and Energy’s decision briefs for this 

current referral and two similar proposals by Walker Group also referred under the EPBC 

Act. For the remarkably similar 2017 referred proposal, the Department recommended that 

the Minister decide the proposal was “clearly unacceptable”.6 

 

Critical to this recommendation was the identification of the permanent and irreversible 

destruction of a part of a Ramsar designated wetland which represented, in and of itself, an 

unacceptable impact on the ecological character of the Ramsar wetland. It is unfortunate that 

 
6 See Australian Government, Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) 

Referral Decision Brief (particularly 2017 and 2018) released under Freedom of Information 

https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/180411.pdf  

https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/180411.pdf
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this current proposal has been allowed to progress to full EIS when it is clearly unacceptable 

with respect to the impacts on MNES and would set a negative precedent for future 

development in Ramsar wetlands.  

 

The proposed avoidance, mitigation and off-setting measures do not compensate for the 

permanent and irreversible destruction of known feeding habitat for numerous EPBC Act 

protected species and likely abandonment in part or in full of at least two natural shorebird 

roosts, one of which, Nandeebie Park, has hosted 180 individuals of the critically endangered 

Eastern Curlew (Walker Group, Attachment 3 Assessment of Potential Impacts on Ecological 

Character, Referral Documentation EPBC 2018/8225). 

Moreton Bay Ramsar wetland 
As a signatory to the Ramsar Convention, Australia has international obligations to protect 

Toondah Harbour, part of the Moreton Bay Ramsar Wetland. This proposed project is clearly 

not consistent with Australia’s obligations under the Ramsar Convention.  

 

As outlined earlier, the international importance of wetland areas within Moreton Bay in 

Queensland was recognised with parts of the Bay and surrounds being designated as a 

Ramsar site in 1993. The site meets all nine criteria for the designation of wetlands of 

international importance. Most of the Project’s footprint is within the boundaries of the 

Moreton Bay Ramsar Site, and the Project would result in the permanent and irreversible 

destruction of over 40 hectares of the Moreton Bay Ramsar site. As the draft EIS states: 

There will be a direct loss of wetland habitat within the MBRS [Moreton Bay Ramsar Site] due to the 

Project, comprising:  

• 2.5 ha of mangroves; 

• 34.8 ha of seagrass, including 10 ha in the Fison Channel; and 
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• 7.5 ha of unvegetated sandbanks and mudflats, excluding 16.2 ha in the Fison Channel which 

will be retained as unvegetated mud/sand post dredging.7 

 

The draft EIS attempts to justify this destruction by downplaying the impacts based on the 

size of the area destroyed in comparison to the size of the Morton Bay site.8 However, this 

ignores the importance of these areas which form an integral part of the ecological character 

of the wetland (e.g. migratory shorebird foraging habitat), which would be destroyed or 

substantially modified through land reclamation. Further, destroying matters of national 

environmental significance, no matter the scale, is incongruous with the objects of the EPBC 

Act. Cumulatively, these acts of destruction that are described by proponents as insignificant 

or “fractions of a percent” of the system, can lead to “death by a thousand cuts” equating to 

the destruction of thousands to millions of hectares of environmentally sensitive areas. 

 

Under the Ramsar Convention, Australia is obliged to conserve and maintain the ecological 

character of its Wetlands of International Importance (see Article 3) and to plan for the ‘wise 

use’ of all wetlands in its territories. A definition of wise use was adopted by the Parties in 

1987 and was updated in 2005. This definition states that: ‘Wise use of wetlands is the 

maintenance of their ecological character, achieved through the implementation of 

ecosystem approaches, within the context of sustainable development.’9 

 

 
7 Draft EIS, p. 27-28. 
8 For example, the draft EIS states ‘The Project will result in a small area of the MBRS being 

substantially modified through reclamation the area impacted represents less than 0.02% of the entire 

120,000+ ha of the MBRS’ (p.27-39). 
9 Resolution IX.1, Annex A, ‘A Conceptual Framework for the wise use of wetlands and the 

maintenance of their ecological character’, 9th Meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the 

Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar, Iran, 1971), Kampala, Uganda, 8-15 November 2005, available at: 

https://ramsar.org/about/the-wise-use-of-wetlands . See also eg Pritchard, D. (2018), ‘Wise Use 

Concept of the Ramsar Convention’ in Finlayson, et al. The Wetland Book, Springer, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-9659-3_106  

https://ramsar.org/about/the-wise-use-of-wetlands
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-9659-3_106
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This commercial development proposal at Toondah Harbour does not fit the definition of 

‘wise use’ of Ramsar wetlands. This proposal unnecessarily destroys or degrades the 

ecological character of the Moreton Bay Ramsar wetland. The proposal will reduce the 

wetland’s resilience and integrity, as well as the resilience of the many listed international 

migratory and threatened species that rely on the wetland, particularly the critically 

endangered Eastern Curlew, which Australia has sought to protect under the EPBC Act. For 

example, the draft EIS states:  

Dredging and reclamation within the Project footprint will result in a 

permanent direct impact on 25.6 ha of tidal flat habitat within the MBRS 

that provides feeding habitat for migratory shorebird species…  the loss of 

habitat will adversely affect feeding habitat and area of occupancy for a 

number of species including the critically endangered eastern curlew and 

vulnerable bar-tailed godwit.10 (p.27-30) 

This development therefore fails to maintain the ecological character of the wetland. The 

drainage of tidal flats, salt marshes and lagoons, will impact the ecological character of the 

wetland, and the proposed land reclamation will actually destroy part of the ecosystem of 

the Morton Bay wetland. 

 

The destruction of internationally important wetlands and shorebird habitat for commercial 

purposes is completely incongruous with the objectives of the Ramsar Convention. As 

outlined in the advice of the Ramsar Administrative Authority for Australia (David Papps) 

on aspects of the (2017) Toondah Harbour proposal: 

The Toondah Harbour proposal currently under consideration involves 

destroying a part of the Moreton Bay Ramsar site to allow for a commercial 

development. The relative size of the project area is small in comparison to 

the entire Ramsar site, but it is the impact on the ecological values of the 

Ramsar site which I must consider. 

 
10 Draft EIS, p. 27-30. 
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The proposal will result in the destruction of mudflats, sandbanks and 

saltmarsh, which provide habitat for threatened shore-bird species 

(including the critically endangered eastern curlew) and sea-grass beds 

which support EPBC Act-listed turtle and dugong populations, will create 

disturbance to shorebird populations during construction and operation, 

and will impact on local currents, sediment movements and water quality. 

The proposal will, in my view have a substantially adverse impact on the 

ecological character and values of the Moreton Bay Ramsar site. The 

damage to the Ramsar site within the proposal’s boundary and in adjacent 

areas will be profound and irreversible. This will remain true for the 

proposal under any set of mitigating measures or conditions.11 

 

Permanent and irreversible destruction of a significant part of the Moreton Bay Ramsar 

wetland along with impacts on listed shorebirds, other migratory and threatened species, 

particularly the critically endangered Eastern Curlew, which are largely acknowledged (but 

often downplayed) in the draft EIS,12 can in no way be considered to meet the Convention’s 

wise use guidelines.  

 

A development of this scale and scope, in both footprint and destruction area, has never 

been approved within Ramsar Wetlands in Australia. The ‘precedents’ that are referenced in 

the draft EIS (see p. 4.9), are not comparable to what is proposed at Toondah Harbour.  If 

Walker wishes to rely on these two ‘precedents’, the draft EIS should be amended to 

accurately and fulsomely describe them.  For instance, in relation to the Victorian example 

the EIS fails to note that the referral states the area “has been cropped for oats, barely and 

canola for many years”. Large scale residential and commercial precincts that permanently 

 
11 Ramsar Administrative Authority for Australia (David Papps) EPBC Referral 2017/7939: Toondah 

Harbour, Moreton Bay, Queensland, Advice on Proposal Released under Freedom of Information, 

Australian Government FOI 180411 Doc 13n 
12 See, for example, p. ES-31 which states ’Dredging and reclamation to accommodate the Project 

footprint will result in a permanent direct impact on 28.9 ha of tidal flat habitat that provides feeding 

habitat for migratory shorebird species’ which is acknowledged to be 'important habitat for migratory 

shorebirds under the EPBC Act since it occurs within the MBRS’. However, the EIS then suggests that 

this is a ’relatively small area of feeding habitat’. 
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destroy parts of Ramsar Wetlands, such as that proposed at Toondah Harbour, are not and 

should not be considered ‘wise use’ and are inconsistent with the objectives and obligations 

under the Ramsar Convention. 

 

This proposal, if it were to proceed, would set a dangerous precedent. It will have an 

unacceptable impact on the conservation of wetlands and dependent species, particularly 

Ramsar-listed wetlands, international migratory and threatened species, including critically 

endangered species, elsewhere within Moreton Bay. These impacts are of concern locally, 

nationally and internationally; particularly among nations within the East Asian 

Australasian Flyway for migratory shorebirds, with whom we share responsibility for 

numerous species and indeed the same individual birds. It is reasonable to assert that if this 

proposed development were to proceed, it would make similar proposals more likely, 

leading to permanent and irreversible impacts on protected wetlands and particularly 

developments within Ramsar listed wetlands in Australia and internationally. On this basis 

alone, the Toondah Harbour proposal should be rejected. 

Impacts on migratory species 
 

Both Toondah Harbour and Moreton Bay are an important area for numerous migratory 

species. This includes migratory shorebirds and migratory marine species such as turtles and 

dugongs (as listed in Chapters 25 and 17 of the draft EIS). These species will lose important 

habitat if this proposed development proceeds.  

 

In particular, the Project will directly impact migratory shorebirds and hinder recovery 

efforts, including for Eastern Curlews, as it will reduce the area of occupancy of the species, 

including destroying critical intertidal feeding habitat within the Moreton Bay Ramsar Site. 

Protecting the remaining roosting and foraging habitat in Australia is vital for the 

conservation and recovery of migratory shorebird populations. The single most important 

management action to conserve non-breeding migratory shorebirds is to conserve key 
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habitat. Areas regularly used by feeding Eastern Curlews should be excluded from 

development projects.13 

 

Once again, the draft EIS appears to downplay the importance of the area for migratory 

species as well as the impacts of the project on migratory species. As outlined earlier in this 

submission, Moreton Bay is one of only two Ramsar sites in Australia that support the 

Eastern Curlew year-round, with juvenile birds not migrating until they are 2–3 years old.    

The draft EIS does not adequately address life-history impacts on birds that will be affected 

by the Project, such as Eastern Curlews.  Three natural high-tide shorebird roosts are located 

within Toondah Harbour and will therefore be permanently destroyed because they will be 

filled-in with dredge material or fully modified with the construction of the marina. Another 

of these shorebird roost sites is at Oyster Point, just outside the harbour but within 550m of 

the PDA. The shorebirds that use the roost sites include the critically endangered Eastern 

Curlew, vulnerable Bar-tailed Godwit and vulnerable Grey-tailed Tatler. Moreover, recent 

observations, including by Birdlife Australia members, have reportedly found greater 

numbers of critically endangered Eastern Curlews at the Oyster Point roost close to Toondah 

Harbour than stated in the draft EIS.14 

 

In addition, the project’s removal of 3.4 ha of mangroves and 37 ha of seagrass will have an 

unacceptable impact on marine migratory species, including the loss of feeding grounds for 

turtle and dugong. In addition to this habitat destruction, there will be ongoing disturbances 

from the development both during construction and once completed, including from 

increased traffic, noise, and other activities associated with the permanently increased 

human population in the area. 

  

 
13 Lilleyman, A., Bradley K. Woodworth, Richard A. Fuller, and Garnett, S. T. 2020. 
14 See eg Wild Redlands footage at: https://youtu.be/SuDYNE6GLCw, 20 November 2022. 

https://youtu.be/SuDYNE6GLCw
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Impacts on threatened species 
 

Chapter 24 of the draft EIS identifies a total of 16 threatened species that are likely to be 

found on or adjacent to the project area. This includes five threatened marine species,15 seven 

threatened shorebird species16 and four terrestrial species.17 The draft EIS suggests that the 

Eastern curlew, Great knot, Lesser sand plover and Bar-tailed godwit will be significantly 

impacted by the project due to a loss of critical habitat for those species: that is, the mudflats 

that will be dredged and reclaimed are foraging habitat for them. These impacts are 

downplayed in the draft EIS by comparing the size of the development footprint in 

comparison to the entire Moreton Bay site. However, destruction of any area of critical 

habitat for a threatened species, particularly a critically endangered species, should be 

considered unacceptable. 

 

ACF is also concerned about the impacts of the project on the local koala population. Koala 

populations in New South Wales, Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory are a 

listed threatened species under the EPBC Act.18 Urban development and urbanisation of 

habitat is a known direct threat to the koala, as recognised in the National Koala Recovery 

Plan (p. 51). The Recovery Plan states that ‘direct mortality and trauma caused from dog 

attack and vehicle strike is a major, though localised, effect of urbanisation’ and is influenced 

by road density and the volume of vehicle traffic (p. 58). As the Koala Recovery Plan states: 

 
15 Southern right whale (Endangered); Loggerhead turtle (Endangered); White’s seahorse (Endangered); Green 

turtle (Vulnerable); Hawksbill turtle (Vulnerable). 
16 Eastern curlew (Critically Endangered); Great knot (Critically Endangered); Curlew sandpiper (Critically 

Endangered); Red knot (Endangered); Lesser sand plover (Endangered); Bar-tailed godwit (Western Alaskan) 

(Vulnerable); and Greater sand plover (Vulnerable) 
17 Koala (Vulnerable); Grey-headed flying-fox (Vulnerable); Water mouse (Vulnerable); White-throated needletail 

(Vulnerable). 
18 The EPBC Act requires proponents to address the significant impact criteria relevant at the time the 

decision was made on the approval process, i.e., at the time of the referral decision (s158A of the EPBC 

Act). At the time of the referral decision on the Toondah Harbour Project (23 July 2018), the koala was 

listed as vulnerable under the EPBC Act. However, note that the status of the koala (Phascolarctos 

cinereus) was changed from vulnerable to endangered on 12 February 2022: 

http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=85104  

http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=85104
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The overarching threats to the listed Koala are land use change and climate 

change. Other direct threats include disease, dogs and vehicles … These 

threats interact to impact population size of the listed Koala and 

distribution through associated ecologically threatening processes of habitat 

loss, fragmentation and degradation, exacerbation of disease impacts, 

disruption of population processes, impediments to safe movement and loss 

of genetic diversity…19 

The Toondah Harbour area also supports, and provides important habitat for, a local koala 

population, which will also be impacted by the proposed project. As the draft EIS 

acknowledges, parts of the Toondah Harbour proposed development area support ‘critical 

koala habitat’, including areas necessary for koala foraging, breeding and roosting.20 

 

The draft EIS states that, although the project will include removal of koala food trees, 1,000 

additional food and shade trees will be planted over an area of 1 ha in the Priority 

Development Area, which the draft EIS claims will ‘have a positive effect on resource quality 

and availability for koalas within the PDA’.21 However, these additional trees will take many 

years to reach maturity and this claimed ‘positive effect’ will therefore take some time to be 

realised. There is also no detail in the draft EIS in relation to the ongoing care and 

maintenance of these trees once they are planted. As the Koala Action Group Queensland 

has also pointed out, considering the number of trees already in the GJ Walter Park, there 

may not even be enough space to plant this number of trees without eliminating existing 

open space areas, including the cricket oval and dog park area. 

 

In addition to habitat removal, other impacts of the project will include increased traffic, 

light and noise disturbance both during the construction phase and once the project has been 

completed. In particular, koala movement behaviours will be severely disrupted and 

 
19  National Koala Recovery Plan, p. VII, 

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/koala-2022  
20 Draft EIS, p.15-28 
21 Draft EIS, p. 15-45. 

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/koala-2022
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impacted by the large-scale proposal both during the nearly 20-year construction phase, and 

with the additional 8,000 residents that will eventually live in the area.  

 

For example, the Koala Action Group Queensland Tracking Project found that koalas 

regularly cross roads in and around the Toondah Harbour Precinct including Middle, Wharf, 

North and Shore St East. The draft EIS acknowledges that ‘Increased traffic movements 

within and outside of the PDA represent the greatest threat to koalas from the proposed 

development’, including, for example, an increase of more than 15,000 trips per day on 

Middle Street. In an attempt to address this impact, the draft EIS proposes measures such as 

40km/hr speed limits, and a koala underpass under Middle St.22 The draft EIS concludes that 

the project is ‘unlikely to have a significant long-term impact on the local urban Koala 

population’ as a result of this proposed tree planting and measures for ‘safe koala 

movement’.23 However, these proposed measures are unlikely to reduce the impact given the 

uncertainty around tree replacement and untested nature of the 'safe koala movement’ 

measures. 

 

Finally, the EIS guidelines require the assessment of cumulative impacts to include ‘the 

impacts of climate change on matters of national environmental significance’. However, in its 

chapter on cumulative impacts, the draft EIS only seems to consider sea level rise in the 

project area. It does not address other likely impacts of climate change on the koala 

population, such as heatwaves or droughts exacerbated by climate change, despite this being 

a known direct threat to the koala.24  

 
22 Draft EIS, p. 15-46-47. 
23 Draft EIS, p. 24-3. 
24 National Koala Recovery Plan, p. 53. 
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Proposed mitigation measures and Offsets Strategy 

ACF considers that the proposed ‘offsets strategy’ set out in Chapter 29 of the draft EIS is 

completely inadequate and should not be accepted. As outlined above, ACF is concerned 

that avoidance and mitigation measures have not been adequately addressed prior to the 

consideration of offsetting. Given the importance of Toondah Harbour as part of a Ramsar 

wetland, and as an area of habitat for critically endangered species, avoidance of impacts 

should be the highest priority and fully considered and discussed in the draft EIS. The 

destruction of Ramsar wetlands at Toondah Harbour is avoidable and low-impact 

alternatives are not seriously considered in the draft EIS. 

 

Mitigation measures in the draft EIS are very unlikely to prevent unacceptable impacts on 

MNES as a result of this commercial development. There are no serious attempts to avoid or 

mitigate the loss of the wetland habitat and to avoid areas of wetland which will be 

destroyed or substantially modified. For example, the draft EIS claims that ‘all alternative 

options are either unfeasible or have major environmental, economic or engineering 

challenges that exceed the challenges of redeveloping Toondah Harbour’. The draft EIS does 

not seriously consider the only viable option for Toondah Harbour, which would be a 

scaled-down low-impact alternative that upgrades the ferry terminal and infrastructure 

without destroying Ramsar wetlands. In relation to this less destructive option, the draft EIS 

cynically suggests that although direct impacts to mudflats would be avoided, future ‘sea 

level rise is likely to reduce the same habitat in the long term’.25 

 

ACF has had concerns for a long time about the use of offsets under the EPBC Act, including 

the failure to properly apply the mitigation hierarchy. Offsets have unfortunately been 

increasingly relied on as part of the EPBC Act approvals process, but it should be recognised 

that the use of biodiversity offsets does not prevent environmental harm in many cases (such 

 
25 Draft EIS, p. ES-8. 
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as for species or ecosystems that cannot withstand any further loss) and as such further 

impacts to these threatened species and ecosystems should not be permitted. For these 

reasons, Professor Graeme Samuel’s Independent Review of the EPBC Act recommended 

immediate amendments to the EPBC Act Offsets Policy to ensure that offsets do not 

contribute to environmental decline and to ensure they encourage investment in 

restoration.26  Among other matters, Professor Samuel recommended, that offsets only be 

considered after all possible measures to avoid and mitigate the impacts of an action have 

demonstrably been taken. He stated that offsets should only be accepted where they are 

ecologically feasible and deliver genuine protection and restoration in areas of  

highest priority, supported by relevant robust scientific evidence, and outcomes can be 

properly monitored and measured. He further recommended that offsets sites must be 

identified and legally secured prior to commencement of the approved impact. 27 

 

In any case, ACF considers that the strategy outlined in the draft EIS does not appear to meet 

the requirements of the EIS guidelines or the current (inadequate) EPBC Act Offsets Policy. 

Under the guidelines, the EIS ‘must demonstrate how a net benefit will be achieved for the 

Moreton Bay Ramsar site and other MNES through the implementation of avoidance, 

mitigation and offset measures in a timely, transparent and scientifically robust manner’. The 

draft EIS makes no attempt to demonstrate any genuine net benefit. 

 

The EPBC Act EIS guidelines for the Toondah Project also specify that offsets for 

unavoidable significant residual impacts to MNES must directly contribute to the ongoing 

viability of the MNES impacted by the Project, be based on scientifically robust information 

and deliver an overall conservation outcome that improves or maintains the viability of the 

MNES as compared to what is likely to have occurred under the status quo (that is, if neither 

the action nor the offset had taken place). Further, the outcomes of the offset strategy need to 

 
26 Samuel Review, recommendation 27. 
27 See further Samuel review, p. 140 (Box 28). 



 

21 

be specific, measurable and achievable, based on robust baseline data and demonstrate with 

a high degree of certainty that predicted outcomes will be achieved. In ACF’s view, the 

proposed offsets strategy set out in the draft EIS does not meet these requirements. 

 

The draft EIS states that the Toondah project is ‘considered likely to have a significant 

residual impact on the following MNES’:  

• the loss of 28.9 ha of foraging habitat for a range of threatened and 

migratory shorebird species; and 

• an area of the MBRS will be substantially modified impacting on a range 

of wetland habitats including seagrass, mangrove and unvegetated sand 

and mud substrate. The Project will result in the permanent loss of: 

• 2.5 ha of mangroves from within the MBRS;  

• 24.8 ha of seagrass from within the MBRS; and 

• 7.5 ha of unvegetated sand and mud substrate from within the MBRS.28 

 

This level of residual impact is unacceptable and reflects the fact that areas of high 

conservation value such as internationally listed wetlands are simply irreplaceable and 

should not even be considered for offsetting. For example, Eastern Curlew feeding habitat 

cannot be easily replaced or offset, and hence the loss of any known feeding habitat will 

result in significant negative impacts on populations. Moreover, the draft EIS does not 

identify any specific or suitable direct offsets to compensate for these residual impacts. 

Instead, it proposes ‘to deliver a suite of direct and indirect offsets through a fund managed 

by a third party... The fund will need to be established so that offset projects undertaken 

meet the principles outlined in the EPBC Act Environmental Offsets Policy.’29 The draft EIS 

contains insufficient detail to enable an assessment of this approach, which prima facie is a 

 
28 Draft EIS, p. 29-3. 
29 Draft EIS, p. 29-7. 
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concession offsetting will not address specific impacts. The current lack of detail means the 

Minister could not be satisfied this approach is lawful. 

 

The draft EIS uses the Queensland environmental offset financial calculator (QEOFC) to 

provide an indication of the appropriate financial contribution required to offset impacts 

from the Project. Using this calculator, the draft EIS suggests the significant residual impacts 

as outlined above (28.9ha of foraging habitat for threatened and migratory shorebirds, 34.8ha 

of marine wetland habitats and plants) require a financial offset of $4.75 million.30 

 

This is clearly a woefully inadequate amount and completely insufficient compared to the 

ecological damage that will be caused by this proposed commercial development. By way of 

comparison, a 2015 study found, for example, that: 

…while the median and average reported costs for restoration of one hectare 

of marine coastal habitat were around 80,000 US$ (2010) and 1,600,000 

US$ (2010) respectively, the real total costs (median) are likely to be 2-4 

times higher. Coral reefs and seagrass were among the most expensive 

ecosystems to restore. Mangrove restoration projects were typically the 

largest and the least expensive per hectare… Median survival of restored 

marine and coastal organisms, often assessed only within the first 1-2 years 

after restoration, was highest for saltmarshes (64.8%) and coral reefs 

(64.5%) and lowest for seagrass (38.0%).31 

 

The draft EIS suggests that these offsets funds will allow for the ‘prioritisation and 

coordinated delivery of projects in the Redland City LGA area’. However, no specific 

projects are identified in the offsets strategy, and there is no evidence provided of any 

potential measurable conservation benefits from these unknown future projects. 

 

 
30 Draft EIS, p. 29-7-8. 
31 Barraktov, E, M Saunders and S Abdullah et al, ‘The cost and feasibility of marine coastal 

restoration’, Ecological Applications Vol 26(4), June 2016,  https://doi.org/10.1890/15-1077 

https://doi.org/10.1890/15-1077
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The ‘offsets strategy’ provides minimal details and no timeframes or milestones. The draft 

EIS does not adequately assess the suitability of any offset against the EPBC Act Offsets 

Policy, and instead repeatedly states that ‘Offset projects for the Toondah Harbour Project 

will need to demonstrate compliance with these criteria on a case-by-case basis’.32 As such, it 

seems highly unlikely that the proposed offset strategy will achieve any genuine 

conservation outcomes, let alone any that improve or maintain the viability of the Ramsar 

wetlands area or relevant habitat of protected species, as required by the EPBC Act Offsets 

Policy.  In any case, ACF considers that it is not appropriate to offset destruction of areas of 

high conservation value such as internationally listed Ramsar wetlands or important habitat 

of critically endangered species. 

Other impacts 

Climate change and blue carbon 
 

The consideration of climate change in the draft EIS is inadequate. The draft EIS states that 

no significant emissions will be generated by the development, and it will not contribute to 

future climate change. This not only ignores the embedded emissions of the building and 

construction, but also the loss of important blue carbon stored by the coastal and marine 

ecosystems at Toondah Harbour. Mangroves, seagrasses and tidal marshes, also known as 

‘blue carbon’ ecosystems, lock up carbon at faster rates than most land ecosystems.33 At a 

time when the Australian Government is investing money in restoring and conserving blue 

carbon ecosystems, it is counterproductive to allow these important ecosystems to be 

destroyed by this proposed development at Toondah Harbour.34 In addition, the 

development will remove an important buffer against coastal erosion and storm surge. These 

 
32 See eg draft EIS, p. 29-17. 
33 CSIRO, Estimating Australia’s ‘blue carbon’ potential, August 2021, 

https://www.csiro.au/en/news/news-releases/2021/estimating-australias-blue-carbon-potential  
34 DCCEEW, Blue Carbon Ecosystem Restoration Grants, https://www.dcceew.gov.au/climate-

change/policy/ocean-sustainability/coastal-blue-carbon-ecosystems/conservation/restoration-grants  

https://www.csiro.au/en/news/news-releases/2021/estimating-australias-blue-carbon-potential
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/climate-change/policy/ocean-sustainability/coastal-blue-carbon-ecosystems/conservation/restoration-grants
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/climate-change/policy/ocean-sustainability/coastal-blue-carbon-ecosystems/conservation/restoration-grants
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natural ecosystem buffers are increasingly important in light of the risks associated with 

climate change impacts and sea level rise. 

 

The draft EIS has included some estimates of future changes in climate, but has not 

adequately considered many relevant risks, such as the impacts of extreme weather events 

on listed threatened and migratory species. This includes, as mentioned earlier in this 

submission, the potential impacts of future heatwaves on the local koala population, or the 

impacts of floods which cause significant increases to sedimentation leading to mass 

mortality of dugongs and turtles as they starve due to the loss of feeding grounds. As climate 

change effects intensify, such events are likely to be more frequent and/or more intense. 

Other issues 

Failure to provide critical documentation 
 

Chapter 1 of the draft EIS, “Project details” states at p. 1-2: 

In 2015/16, the Minister for Economic Development Queensland (MEDQ), 

RCC, Redland Investment Corporation and the Proponent entered into 

binding commercial agreements for the Project, including a development 

agreement and an infrastructure agreement. Under the development 

agreement, the Proponent is responsible for designing, financing and 

delivering the Project, including obtaining environmental and development 

approvals. 

 

At p. 1-22 (Table 1-2) is the statement in row 1: 

No feasible alternative location was identified ... the Proponent’s proposal is 

tied to specific land in the Toondah Harbour PDA under binding 

commercial agreements with the Queensland Government and RCC. 

 
The development agreement needs to be annexed to the EIS.  Without understanding the 

agreement in place between the proponent, state and local government the Minister cannot 

meet the statutory obligation (section 136 EPBC Act) to consider “economic and social 
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matters”.  In addition, the draft EIS is failing to comply with the EIS guidelines.  That is 

because it is not possible to test the veracity of the claims (quoted above) without reviewing 

the relevant agreement.  This failure flows through to the exercise of the Minister’s power. 

ACF also notes objective (1)(d) of the EPBC Act which provides: 

(d)  to promote a co-operative approach to the protection and management 

of the environment involving governments, the community, land-holders 

and indigenous peoples;  

 

Until the public and Minister are informed as to what obligations the proponent is under 

pursuant to the development agreement, the project details are incomplete. The Minister also 

needs to understand the development agreement obligations when considering whether 

conditions can reduce the impact to an acceptable level (noting ACF considers this is not 

feasible). 

 

ACF is aware the proponent has actively opposed public disclosure of the development 

agreement. Whatever the previous rationale for this lack of transparency, the agreement is 

now required to be disclosed for the assessment process to proceed. 

Conclusion 

Walker Group’s proposed development at Toondah Harbour should not proceed. It should 

not have got this far through the environmental assessment process and the initial referral 

should have been rejected, as recommended by the Federal Environment Department in 

2017. 

 

ACF considers the draft EIS consistently underestimates the impacts of the proposed 

development and that the draft EIS does not meet the EIS guidelines issued under the EPBC 

Act. Moreover, the proposed development’s scale, location and nature will inevitably lead to 

significant and unacceptable impacts on nationally listed threatened species, listed migratory 

species and on the Moreton Bay internationally listed Ramsar wetland.  
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ACF therefore recommends: 

• Walker Group discontinue this proposed development and withdraw its 

application under the EPBC Act. 

• If Walker Group does not withdraw the application, the Federal Environment 

Minister should reject the proposed development at Toondah Harbour. 
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