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WEPA 
I am writing this submission on behalf of a local group, the Willoughby Environmental 
Protection Association (WEPA) Inc.  WEPA was established in the early 1980s to 
preserve the natural heritage in our Local Government Area on Sydney’s lower North 
Shore.  Across the decades we have seen the steady disappearance of our local 
biodiversity – insects, plants, amphibians, birds and mammals – all have declined to the 
detriment of our own and the environment’s health.  As a result, we have joined our 
voice to that of other state and national groups to advocate for the protection of our 
country’s breath-taking environment and its unique and world-famous biodiversity.   
 
A ‘Poor and Worsening’ Environment 
Despite the valiant efforts of many environmental volunteers, sponsors and supporters 
in the wider community, Australia is failing in its role as a sustainable steward of the 
national environment.  As the 2016 State of Environment report highlighted, the outlook 
for Australia’s biodiversity is ‘poor and worsening’.  Having worked for a decade within 
the NSW EPA in my earlier career and for over 12 years alongside natural history 
museums, I am well aware that this judgement would have been made with great care 
and that there are many reasons for the assessment.  As I am sure many submissions 
will note, Australia has: 

• one of the worst rates of mammal extinction in the world.; 

• allowed cities to become the last refuge of many threatened species. The 
Powerful Owls found in the Willoughby LGA no longer have a foothold in former 
rural and regional strongholds due to land clearing and forest removal; 

• become an international deforestation hotspot, as attested to by repeated 
scientific studies; 

• witnessed recently the most severe and wide-spread bleaching of the Great 
Barrier Reef on record; 
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• experienced bushfires in 2019/20 which were unprecedented in their reach, 
have killed at least 1 billion Australian animals and destroyed over 5.5m 
hectares of forest.  The attempts of voluntary organisations like WEPA to help 
fund those rescuing and rehabilitating wildlife can only have a small and short-
term impact when there is a failure to address higher level systemic problems 
such as the clearing of our protective forests and climate change; and 

• seen increasing air pollution from coal-burning power plants, factories and cars. 
Despite the widespread community acceptance that we need to live more 
sustainably and in harmony with our environment, the remaining bushland and 
biodiversity in our LGA is constantly under threat and our air quality threatened 
by antiquated car transport systems rather than cleaner and more efficient 
public transport systems.  This shortfall is repeated across NSW. 

 
Change is Overdue 
Natural indicators noted by science on an almost weekly basis have highlighted the 
serious decline in the health of the environment we share and for which we are 
responsible.  For several decades, these national issues have been the supposed focus of 
the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act 1999.  It is clear 
that its focus and its powers have been insufficient to address the myriad, major failures 
in environment protection and conservation listed above.  It is also clear that change is 
well overdue. 
 
Neither the framework provided, nor the level of funding made available at Federal 
level, have halted the declines we have seen in the health of our environment.  The 
Federal regulatory regime has not curtailed the highly damaging bulldozing and logging 
of our critically important forests, done little to maintain the health of our river and 
marine systems and allowed coal mining on a scale which has severely undermined 
environmental health in significant areas inland and near our coastline.  Most critically, 
it fails to acknowledge or address the accelerating impact of climate change on our 
natural environment and biodiversity.   
 
WEPA Recommendations 
WEPA does not have the capacity to analyse the full detail and implication of the EPBC 
Act.  We have however been able to participate in and absorb the discussion which has 
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been ongoing over the last 12-18 months about the need for new national environment 
laws under the Places You Love alliance which represents over 1.5m members.  This 
discussion, combined with our observation of policy failures to date and our 
understanding of the EPBC Act, leads us to make the following recommendations for 
reform: 
 

1.  A National Focus and Extended Powers  
It is clear we need a new national focus, leadership and regulatory power for 
environmental protection in Australia.  The current system has allowed wide-
spread damage to occur on our watch.   
 
State boundaries are dangerously arbitrary and nonsensical when it comes to the 
environmental health of our catchments and other distinct environmental areas.  
We would also note that states like NSW have passed laws, such as the 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016, which have added markedly to environment 
destruction.  A recent report from the Natural Resources Commission has shown 
that land clearing in NSW has increased 13-fold since this act was introduced 
(Morton, The Guardian, 27 March 2020).  
 
In a modern state, we need one jurisdiction charged with coordinating efforts to 
protect the environment.  The Federal Government should have primary 
regulatory responsibility for the protection of the national environment and the 
ability to set binding national standards and objectives and reporting for the 
states and territories. 

 
2. New Laws and Institutions  

While there are aspects of the operation of the EPBC Act of which we approve, it 
is clear from its real-world failures that a serious overhaul of the framework and 
its implementation is required.  We believe that attempts to amend the existing 
legislation would lead to significant issues falling between the cracks and would 
be insufficient to address new and pressing issues such as the climate change 
crisis.  There is a need for new laws and new institutions. 
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A new Australian Environment Act should make environmental protection and 
biodiversity conservation its primary aim; be consistent with our international 
obligations; and develop mechanisms to address and oversight the most 
significant environmental challenges including climate change and the threat of 
species extinction. 

 
We also need new institutions to deal with the critical juncture at which our 
environment is poised. 
 
We need an arms-length body, such as a National Environment Protection 
Authority that is beyond political interference and can therefore act to restore 
integrity to this area and provide a much-needed transparency to critical 
environmental decision-making.  A National EPA would exist to assess, approve 
or refuse projects, monitor project-level compliance and take enforcement 
action. 
 
A National EPA needs to be complemented by a National Environment 
Commission which monitors and researches trends in environmental health, 
sets national standards and undertakes bioregional planning so that we are 
empowered to more effectively deal with the cumulative impacts on our natural 
environment. 
 
To work efficiently and effectively, both bodies should be supported in their 
research and decision-making by robust and independent advice from 
committees of experts. 
 

3. Wider Coverage 
The role of the Federal Government should be widened under new 
environment laws.  While the Federal Government should retain responsibility 
for Matters of National Environmental Significance it should also have its powers 
extended to ensure that it gives national oversight to and provides for: 

- the identification and protection of critical habitats for threatened 
species and the mandatory implementation of wildlife recovery plans 
and threat abatement plans 
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- national protections for water resources and national parks and 
reserves 

- the mitigation of and adaptation to climate change 

- oversight of critical water catchments, key biodiversity areas and 
climate refuge habitats 

- implementation controls over deforestation and incentives for land 
managers willing to protect and restore natural ecosystems on their 
properties 

- critical and timely interventions to protect ecosystems exposed to 
damaging wide-scale events such as major storms and bushfires; and  

- binding national pollution standards. 
 

The challenges of climate change must become a critical priority for our 
environmental laws.  We need national controls on greenhouse gas emissions 
and land clearing; protection of existing carbon stocks; the creation of new 
biodiverse carbon stocks and moves to drive landscape adaptation to the impacts 
of global warming. 

 
4. New and strengthened role for Indigenous Australians 

WEPA believes it is time for a new and strengthened role in environmental 
protection for Indigenous Australians.  ‘Free, prior and informed’ consent should 
be a requirement of any decision that might impact Indigenous heritage values or 
Indigenous Protected Areas.  Their communities should be able to conduct 
independent Environmental Impact Assessments.  We should work with 
Indigenous communities to develop new, more environmentally sensitive ways 
to manage the environment. 
 

5. Protection of Community Rights and a Participatory Role 
There is a need for all Australian citizens (not just large, commercially funded 
interest groups) to have the right to be involved in decisions that will affect the 
health of our environment and its protection for future generations. 
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There has been an unnecessary breakdown in recent years in relations between 
communities, business and the Government over environmental decisions. There 
is a need to restore trust in our conservation and planning systems and to help 
reduce this conflict. 
 
Recent attempts to sideline communities in decision-making over environmental 
management need to be reversed and we need to see: 

- more transparency in environmental decision-making with the 
mandatory disclosure of environmental data utilised 

- legislation which ensures environmental assessments are made prior 
to and not after policy/commercial decisions are made 

- provision for community access to justice, including ensuring open 
standing and merits review for environmental decisions and third-
party enforcement rights to hold regulators to account; and 

- a strengthened community consultation process which occurs up-front 
rather than after environmental decision-making. 

 
Reviewing the Act and Current Pandemic 
In light of the current pandemic, which is clearly delaying field work and research on 
the impacts of the bushfires in particular, we would encourage the Government to 
extend the review’s timeframes to allow the time and space for meaningful research,  
consultation and deliberation.  
 
 

Dr Meredith Foley 
Hon Secretary, WEPA 
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