
312 Smith Street
Collingwood, Victoria 3055

(03) 9419 8700
https://www.foe.org.au/

Friends of the Earth Australia Submission to proposed Gippsland
Offshore Renewable Energy Zone

Submitted: 07.10.2022
Author: Pat Simons

About Us: Friends of the Earth Australia is a national environmental organisation consisting
of seven local member groups and thirteen affiliate members, with over 65,000 supporters
throughout the country. We are a member of Friends of the Earth International, the world’s
largest network of grassroots environmental organisations, uniting 77 national member
groups and some 5,000 local organising groups on every continent. We are committed to the
creation of an environmentally sustainable and socially equitable future, and campaign for a
world where environmental protection, social justice and economic welfare for all people, go
hand in hand.

Friends of the Earth welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the proposed
Gippsland Offshore Renewable Energy Zone, which will be the first in the country. The
establishment of the zone is welcome, and is an essential step in establishing an offshore
wind industry for Victoria and Australia. Offshore wind will be a critical new industry to deliver
deep emissions cuts in the electricity sector, while providing new jobs and power supply as
coal fired power stations close.

In order for this new industry to become a success and contribute to action on climate
change, it’s essential that the declaration of offshore renewable energy zones prioritises the
needs of communities and the environment.

Free, Prior and Informed Consent
We would like to acknowledge the Gunaikurnai, Bunurong and Boon Wurrung Peoples who
have cared for Land and Sea Country throughout the region known as Gippsland since
before colonisation and until this day. Establishment of the Gippsland Offshore Renewable
Energy Zone should only proceed with the free, prior and informed consent of First Nations,
in line with United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).

Building in strong protections for nature to advance offshore wind

Building offshore renewable energy projects involves installing large energy infrastructure in
marine environments and connecting wind turbines to the electricity grid via a combination of
undersea and land-based cabling. Given the scale of these proposals, and the diverse range



of marine and environments within the proposed zone, great care will need to be taken to
ensure sensitive marine ecosystems, protected areas, and threatened species are not
placed under threat.

Friends of the Earth welcomes the statement from DCCEEW that:

“Some sections of the area may not be suitable for some offshore renewable energy
activities because of high biodiversity and environmental constraints. Approval under the
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 is required for all
prospective projects. This includes an assessment of the relevant impacts and proposed
avoidance, management, mitigation and, where appropriate, offset measures, to
demonstrate appropriate environmental outcomes can be achieved.”

However, it is important to note the limitations of the EPBC Act in achieving the goals of
protecting Australia’s biodiversity and unique environments.

In 2020, the independent Samuel review of Australia’s environment protection legislation
found that the EPBC Act is outdated and flawed, and native animals and habitats in decline1.
A particular limitation is that the EPBC Act lacks comprehensive plans to mitigate or manage
cumulative impacts. This should be an important consideration in development and
regulation of offshore renewable energy zones, which could host several offshore wind and
marine energy projects in the future.

One approach for avoiding cumulative impacts is to undertake a strategic environmental
assessment of proposed offshore renewable energy zones, which would help identify best
areas for development and significant areas of marine biodiversity to be avoided.

Strategic environmental assessment has been used in key comparable jurisdictions such as
the UK to identify the most appropriate areas for development, and has been combined with
research programmes. Similar studies have been undertaken in New York State as part of its
‘Offshore Wind Master Plan’2 which included a series of comprehensive environmental
studies that informed planning for offshore wind development.

The current approach in Australia will rely on offshore renewable energy developers to
undertake environmental studies as part of attaining exploration licences and submitting
proposals for review under the EPBC Act.

At this early stage of the offshore wind sector in Australia, building a comprehensive picture
of the marine environment will be key to identifying and mitigating potential impacts. By
leading on this early, the federal government can provide certainty to the community that
offshore renewable energy will safeguard the environment, and certainty to investors about
where to focus investment.

2 New York funds $2 million for offshore environmental R&D, Renews.BIZ, 8 August 2019,
<https://renews.biz/54713/new-york-funds-2m-for-offshore-environmental-rd>

1 ‘Independent Review of the EPBC Act: Final Report’, Department of Agriculture, Water and the
Environment, October 2020, <https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/resources/final-report>

https://renews.biz/54713/new-york-funds-2m-for-offshore-environmental-rd
https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/resources/final-report


It is likely that environmental impacts will be concentrated in the construction periods of new
offshore wind projects by marine noise for example. Marine noise can be mitigated to some
extent through the use of bubble jackets that act as a sound barrier while also preventing
collision with fish and marine mammals. A best practice approach would require construction
periods to be staggered based on the migration and breeding periods of endangered species
such as the Southern Right Whale.

Recommendations:

Undertake strategic environmental assessment of nominated Offshore Renewable Energy
Zones to identify most suitable areas.

Initiate a series of environmental research programmes to build a rich, comprehensive
picture of marine and coastal environments where offshore renewable energy will be built.

Stagger construction periods sensitively to avoid migration patterns of key threatened
species

Marine land use conflict with oil and gas infrastructure: preventing delays
to offshore wind

The proposed zone identifies an ‘Area to be Avoided’ where this is a high concentration of
existing offshore oil and gas titles, provided under the Offshore Petroleum and Greenhouse
Gas Storage Act 2016.

Given the urgency of reducing reliance on fossil fuels to act on the climate crisis, Friends of
the Earth suggests that the existence of oil and gas titles should not act as a barrier to
developing offshore wind projects in the Bass Strait to act on climate.

Offshore wind development will ideally be directed to marine areas that have already
undergone significant industrial activity, such as the existing offshore oil and gas sites
identified in this zone. By focussing development in this way, governments can limit any
additional pressure on sensitive marine ecosystems.

Land use conflicts between prospective offshore wind projects and existing fossil fuel
infrastructure has been identified as a barrier to offshore wind in the US, such as in the Gulf
of Mexico. In a public submission to the US Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM)
regarding draft Wind Energy Areas, climate justice organisation Taproot Earth identified that
oil and gas infrastructure would prevent development of offshore wind projects in regions
with higher wind speed.

This is an issue that can be addressed early in the design of the Gippsland offshore
renewable energy zone by requiring oil and gas companies bring forward decommissioning
dates of existing infrastructure. This issue has been raised in consultation responding to
'Esso Australia Resources Pty Ltd Gippsland Basin Decommissioning Campaign #1 Steel
Piled Jackets End State Environment Plan’.



Friends of the Earth supports the Australian Council of Trade Union’s position that
“NOPSEMA should require that the deadline for removal of this disused offshore oil and gas
infrastructure be brought forward so that it is complete by 2025. This is essential to allowing
necessary new offshore renewable energy infrastructure to be constructed in this area.”3

Bringing forward full decommissioning of oil and gas assets will be key to ensuring the
Victorian government can reach its offshore wind targets in a timely manner as the state’s
ageing coal fired power stations bring forward closure dates.

Recommendations:

Bring forward decommissioning of oil and gas assets in the Bass Strait to 2025 to allow
offshore wind development to proceed in a timely manner as coal fired power stations close.

Conclusion

The proposed Gippsland offshore renewable energy zone is a significant opportunity to build
a new industry to act on climate change, create thousands of jobs, and transform the energy
system as Victoria’s ageing coal fired power stations begin to retire. At the beginning of this
new industry, ensuring that there are strong community benefits and environmental
protection built into management and regulation of the proposed zone from the beginning will
be essential to the industry’s success.

3 Australian Council of Trade Unions, Submission to 'Esso Australia Resources Pty Ltd Gippsland
Basin Decommissioning Campaign #1 Steel Piled Jackets End State Environment Plan’
<www.actu.org.au/our-work/policies-publications-submissions/2022/esso-australia-resources-pty-ltd-gi
ppsland-basin-decommissioning-campaign-1-steel-piled-jackets-end-state-environment-plan>


