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To: Portfolio Committee No. 4 - Regional NSW 

Re: Inquiry into the impact of Renewable Energy Zones (REZ) on rural 
and regional communities and industries in New South Wales 

1 Introduction 

Wild Rivers Engineering is a small business that is based within the New England 
Renewable Energy Zone (NE REZ). We welcome the opportunity to respond to this 
inquiry. 

It is exceptionally rare that a series of mega-projects will be relied upon by 
government policy before their cumulative impacts are understood. It presents a high 
risk to the community as various consultants and government employees feel 
obligated to achieve policy goals to the detriment of the impacted communities. 

Wild Rivers Engineering elected not to respond to the EnergyCo tender to provide its 
core constructability services for this reason. The density of the proposed 
development, as well as its geographic spread, is simply breath taking. 

In the course of our business, we have tried to understand what the stated 8GW 
Network Capacity of NE REZ could look like for our region. While EnergyCo have 
responded to our inquiries, they have refused to publish the additional information or 
update our community. Despite repeated requests, they have also elected to not 
advertise the existence of this Inquiry in project updates and community letterbox drops. 

Our community has been misled, and robbed of the opportunity to understand the 
severity of the REZ impacts in time to respond to this inquiry. It is possible that other 
respondents, including public authorities, are also making their submissions on the 
basis of misinformation. 

This is particularly disturbing given decommissioning bonds are not being required for 
such impactful projects, despite costs being expected to exceed land value. In the 
event of a bankruptcy, there may not be funds available to remove infrastructure that 
may only have a design life of 20-25 years, and the quantum of installed 
infrastructure may continue to increase in a potentially perpetual cycle. 

It has also been noticed that development standards do not currently address land 
use conflicts such as the proximity of large-scale batteries to residential land. No 
zoning considerations appear to have been made to date. 

Visual impact assessment methods do not respect the reality the inland environment or 
values of rural communities. Beautiful open landscapes are deemed to be low value and 
therefore permitted to be more heavily impacted for example, and a tree that shields a visual 
impact from one specific standpoint is assumed to remain despite droughts and storms. It is 
laughable to think someone will not move to a different vantage point within their home. 
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2 Anticipated Scale 

Figure 1 of AEMO ISP Appendix A3 shows the impacts of REZ extend from 
Tasmania to the tropics and have the potential to fundamentally change both the 
NSW and Australian landscape for generations to come. It is without a doubt the 
biggest environmental change since the commencement of farming. 

The NE REZ, while only a small part of the overall REZ network, appears to be 
designed to support circa 17.2 GW of Generation across the geographic REZ. 

This is substantially different in meaning to the advertised figure of 8GW of additional 
network capacity. 

This figure is reached by calculating the Generation required to support the New REZ 
Network Capacity, or what the new transmission lines are being designed to 
accommodate (~13.3GW), and then adding the generation projects that are being fed 
into the existing network (~3.9GW). 

Even once these figures have been clarified, they still have little meaning to the 
community trying to understand impact. The community is not aware that AEMO are 
modelling the NE REZ to become the largest power plant in NSW by 2035. 

 

Figure 1 - Extract ISP Appendix, A3 - Renewable Energy Zones, June 2024 

What would it feel like to live amongst 17.2GW of renewable energy projects? As this 
far exceeds anything that has been constructed anywhere in Australia, it is 
impossible for even proponents of renewables to comprehend. 

Reference projects such as White Rock Wind Farm (Stage 1), a massive local 
development, has a capacity of only 0.175GW and will provide ~1% of the calculated 
17.2GW. 
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2.1 New REZ Network 

EnergyCo have advised a staged 8GW increase of Network Capacity on the NE REZ 
Network may result in ~13.3GW of generation projects, with 10GW (indicatively) 
required to support 6GW Network increase in stages 1 and 2 and another 3.3GW 
generation for Stage 3. Refer EnergyCo advice in Figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2 - EnergyCo clarification received via email 15 November 2024 

Only ~3GW out of ~13.3GW of generation projects intended to be supported by the 
new REZ network are visible to the public on the NSW Planning Portal, however. 
Refer Figure 3 below. While it is reasonable to accept that the information is not yet 
available, it is not reasonable to present the planning portal as a means for the public 
to understand the intended scale of development when >75% of new REZ projects 
are not yet shown. 
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Figure 3 - Projects shown on the NSW Planning Portal with Potential REZ Transmission Network Connection 

 
2.2 Existing Network 

Approximately 3.9GW of additional renewable generation projects are shown to be 
either operational, approved or in planning on the existing network, refer to Figure 4 
below.  

 

Figure 4 - Projects shown on the NSW Planning Portal to be constructed with existing transmission network connection 

EnergyCo have advised that projects on the existing network will not need to apply for 
network access rights, and are therefore considered to be in addition to the 13.3GW 
that will be supported by the new REZ network. 
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With this in mind, the following scale of generation within NE REZ has been 
compiled. Refer to Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5 – Conversion of Network Capacity increases to cumulative generation requirements (indicative) 

This is more than double what the general public could reasonably be expecting 
within the REZ. The Roadmap only considers 12GW generation for the entire State of 
NSW by 2030. 

This also does not seem to fit within the objectives of the EII Act for the “geographic 
area” to provide a certain network capacity, rather than a new network to provide a 
certain network capacity. It appears that the NE REZ is being deliberately increased 
in size without either a supporting change in legislation or community consultation. 

2.3 Visualising Impact 

The community has not been alerted to the modelling completed by AEMO in 
Appendix 3 of the ISP, which provides a projected split between the scale of wind and 
solar generation for each REZ. 

Such information could be used now to produce indicative but official fly-through 
models that could be accessed by the community. EnergyCo are relying on the 
incomplete NSW Planning Portal to communicate cumulative impact, despite less 
than 25% of anticipated projects being shown. This is misleading, because the portal 
does not make it clear that only a fraction of developments are shown. 

Rainforest Reserves Australia has published several examples of such a fly-through 
of wind farms online, and it is reasonable to expect this level of indicative clarity be 
certified or otherwise recreated by an independent verifier. 

This information also indicates the NE REZ Network may be oversized, as it shows a 
requirement of ~14GW generation, not 17.2GW. 
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Figure 6 - Extract ISP Appendix, A3 - Renewable Energy Zones, June 2024 

 

The extent of required solar developments is also expected to be insufficiently 
understood and should be modelled in detail. Extrapolating the energy density of the 
Sundowner Solar Farm across the anticipated 5320MW of solar projects in NE REZ 
indicates the projects may occupy ~419km2 of otherwise agricultural land. Similarly, 
the region may be required to host between 1525-2656 wind turbines over 2951-
9488km2. Despite the simplicity of the exercise, no attempt has been made by 
EnergyCo to communicate these figures. 

 

Figure 7 - Indicative extrapolation energy densities and development requirements in NE REZ 
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To extend the exercise across NSW, 1171km2 of solar farms and 3444-6262 turbines 
would be required. The impact then extends to Tasmania in the south and the tropics 
in the north. Again, and quite outrageously, this has not been communicated with the 
general public. 

 

Figure 8 - Indicative extrapolation of development requirements in wider NSW 

Nationwide impacts and Statewide impacts should therefore be shown alongside 
Regional impacts in community updates as the scale of development is not 
something that can be easily escaped by simply going for a drive. 

2.4 Decommissioning Bonds 

The importance of decommissioning bonds is highlighted by recent cost guidance 
published on the EnergyCo website. 

As can be seen in figure 9 below, the cost of decommissioning solar developments 
has been modelled as $59,751/ha, without changing any of the pre-populated 
variables. This substantially exceeds land value in New England REZ. 

 

Figure 9 – Extract, solar-energy-decommissioning-calculator excel spreadsheet, EnergyCo 

Likewise, wind turbines have been modelled to have a decommissioning cost of 
$1.396M each, refer figure 10. 

It is important to consider that while turbine footings may be designed with a 50 year 
design life, the towers and turbines typically only have a design life of 25 years due to 
fatigue. The practicalities of retrofitting new towers to a 25 year old footing may 
require the footing to also be replaced every 25 years as design codes and 
requirements change.  
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Figure 10 – Extract, wind-energy-decommissioning-calculator excel spreadsheet, EnergyCo 

The only reason to not require a bond to be lodged would be to artificially improve the 
commercial viability of a project and shift risk away from developers and onto 
landholders or the State. It is important that these costs are accounted for up-front as 
they will eventually need to be paid by either the landholder or the consumer. 

2.5 Visual guidelines 

Visual impact assessment methods do not respect the reality the inland environment or 
values of rural communities. Beautiful open landscapes are deemed to be low value and 
therefore permitted to be more heavily impacted for example, and a tree that shields a visual 
impact from one specific standpoint is assumed to remain in full foliage despite droughts 
and storms. It is laughable to think someone will not move to a different vantage point within 
their home where turbines are not obscured by an individual tree. 

2.6 Batteries and zoning 

The absence of development controls around proximity of batteries to residential 
developments in particular is of great concern. The recent fire at the Vistra Energy lithium 
battery plant in Moss Landing, Texas, USA on 18 January 2025 “generated huge flames and 
significant amounts of smoke” for example and consultants are currently lodging 
applications that only consider fires breaking out within single battery cells. As State 
Significant Infrastructure Projects, Councils are currently powerless to act. 
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3 Summary of Recommendations 

1 Communicate indicative Generation expectations to the community, not 
Transmission conversions. 

2 Communicate indicative development extents, for example the number of 
turbines and solar panels that will be hosted by their community. 

3 Publish an interactive visual model of potential projects to communicate the 
scale of development required to provide the legislated network capacity 
increases. 

4 Revisit the increase in network capacity to be provided by NE REZ, and 
potentially other REZ networks, as it appears to be providing more capacity 
than is legislated. This is increasing already substantial impacts. 

5 Include Nationwide impacts and Statewide impacts alongside Regional 
impacts in community updates. 

6 Legislate a requirement for prospective generators to lodge a bond with the 
State for the full future decommissioning cost of projects 

7 Develop development guidelines and zoning approach to regulate the 
proximity of battery storage systems to residential land 

8 Consider reducing the size of NE REZ due to the disprop 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


