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Evaluation of the Western Renewables Link Environmental Effects Statement: 

Chapter 11 Landscape and visual

Executive Overview
This report provides an forensic and adversarial analysis of Chapter 11: Landscape and Visual (LV) of the Western Renewables Link (WRL) Environmental Effects Statement (EES). Acting as an expert environmental impact assessment specialist, this evaluation scrutinizes the EES documentation against Victorian legislation, EES Scoping Requirements, and industry best practices.

The analysis reveals significant deficiencies and inconsistencies within the EES's LV assessment. While the EES outlines a methodology, its application frequently lacks the rigor, transparency, and evidence-based justification required for such a major infrastructure project. Key flaws include subjective impact rating justifications, inadequate consideration of heritage landscape impacts, and an overreliance on design mitigation without robust evidence of effectiveness. The EES's compliance with the core Scoping Requirement objective—to "avoid, or minimise where avoidance is not possible, and manage potential adverse effects on landscape and visual amenity"—is questionable due to the acceptance of high residual impacts in sensitive areas.

Specifically, the report identifies non-compliance in the superficial treatment of heritage landscapes, which possess significant intangible values not adequately captured by a separate "visual" assessment. The methodology for visual impact assessment, while attempting to be systematic, suffers from subjective terminology and a lack of clear thresholds for impact significance. The proposed mitigation measures, particularly landscape screening, are presented with optimistic effectiveness claims that are not consistently supported by site-specific analysis, leading to understated residual impacts.

Potential risks include a misleading representation of the project's true landscape and visual impacts, undermining public confidence, and potential legal challenges due to non-compliance with regulatory expectations. The identified gaps and inconsistencies pose a significant risk to the credibility of the EES process and could lead to adverse long-term environmental and community outcomes if unaddressed. This report recommends a reassessment of high-impact areas, a more rigorous application of impact assessment criteria, and a transparent re-evaluation of mitigation effectiveness to ensure the project aligns with regulatory compliance and best-practice standards.

Conclusion
The analysis of Chapter 11: Landscape and Visual within the Western Renewables Link EES reveals critical deficiencies and significant compliance risks. The EES's assessment, while structured, suffers from subjective application of criteria, inconsistent justifications, and an apparent acceptance of high residual impacts that undermine the core regulatory objective to "avoid, or minimise" adverse effects.
The understated assessment of cumulative impacts, due to limited information on concurrent projects, and the insufficient depth in heritage landscape evaluation (particularly for Aboriginal cultural heritage within the LVIA framework), represent High risks to environmental protection and regulatory compliance. Furthermore, the lack of direct public access to the full peer review report compromises the transparency and accountability of the EES process, raising concerns about unaddressed expert findings.

Recommendations for the Project Inquiry & Advisory Committee and the Minister for Planning:
1. Mandate Reassessment of High-Impact Areas: Require a focused reassessment of all identified "High" impact locations, including Merrimu Reservoir, Bald Hill, Bolwarrah Weir, and critically affected private dwellings (e.g., Pamela Court, Augusta Place, St Andrews Way). This reassessment must demonstrate further, more effective avoidance or minimisation strategies, or provide robust, quantifiable justification for unavoidable high residual impacts.
2. Require Refinement of Methodology and Criteria: Direct AusNet to revise its LVIA methodology to incorporate more objective and quantifiable thresholds for impact significance, consistent with AILA best practices. This includes clarifying the weighting of assessment criteria and eliminating ambiguous terminology like "High-negligible."
3. Demand Comprehensive Heritage Impact Integration: Require an integrated assessment within the LVIA chapter that comprehensively addresses visual impacts on both post-settlement and Aboriginal cultural heritage, including intangible values. This should involve dedicated heritage viewpoints and detailed justifications for sensitivity ratings, moving beyond generalized regional character areas.
4. Enforce Transparent Mitigation Effectiveness: Demand detailed, site-specific mitigation plans for proposed landscape screening, including species selection, planting densities, long-term maintenance commitments, and a realistic assessment of visual effectiveness over time, particularly for areas of high sensitivity.
5. Ensure Full Peer Review Transparency: Mandate the immediate public release of the complete Hansen Partnership peer review report for Technical Report D, along with AusNet's detailed response outlining how all recommendations and concerns from the peer review have been addressed or why they were not adopted. This is crucial for maintaining the credibility and integrity of the EES process.


Body of the Report
Body of Report
1. Methodology and Approach: Forensic Examination
The EES Chapter 11 outlines a methodology based on Technical Report D, covering evaluation objectives (Section 11.1) and an assessment method (Section 11.2). The stated objective aligns with the EES Scoping Requirements: "Avoid, or minimise where avoidance is not possible, and manage potential adverse effects on landscape and visual amenity" [1]. The method involves defining study areas (9.2 km for public, 2 km for private views), stakeholder consultation, field investigations, viewpoint selection, and photomontage use.
Critique of Rigor: While structured, the methodology exhibits a reliance on qualitative and subjective descriptions. For instance, terms like "major change" or "fundamental alteration" lack clear, quantifiable thresholds, making repeatability and objectivity challenging. The weighting of criteria such as 'Landscape change,' 'Visibility,' and 'Viewer sensitivity' is not transparently articulated, potentially leading to inconsistent application across different viewpoints. This contrasts with best practices from the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects (AILA), which advocate for clear, repeatable assessment frameworks that reduce subjectivity [2]. The selection of viewpoints, while broad, does not always provide comprehensive representation of all highly sensitive receptors (e.g., specific heritage sites).

2. Regulatory Compliance Assessment
The WRL EES is mandated under the Environment Effects Act 1978 (Vic) [3]. The core regulatory requirement for LVIA is to "Avoid, or minimise where avoidance is not possible, and manage potential adverse effects on landscape and visual amenity" [1].
Compliance Failures:
The EES, in Chapter 11, often concludes with "High" residual impacts in numerous sensitive locations (e.g., Merrimu Reservoir, Bald Hill, specific private dwellings like those on Pamela Court, Augusta Place, St Andrews Way). The continued acceptance of "High" residual impacts, even after proposed mitigation, raises concerns about the project's genuine commitment to "avoiding" or "minimising" as the primary objective. This suggests a failure to fully comply with the spirit of the Scoping Requirements, particularly for key receptors.
	Requirement (Regulatory)
	AusNet's Delivery in EES
	Failure to Meet Requirement (Gaps/Deficiencies)
	Regulatory Citation

	Avoid, or minimise where avoidance is not possible, and manage potential adverse effects.
	Identifies impacts, proposes mitigation (e.g., screening, design choices), and assesses residual impacts. However, many residual impacts remain "High."
	Acceptance of 'High' residual impacts for numerous sensitive receptors suggests a failure to adequately minimise and potentially avoid the most severe impacts. The EES does not fully demonstrate that all reasonable and feasible avoidance/minimisation strategies have been exhausted before accepting significant residual effects.
	EES Scoping Requirements [1]; Environment Effects Act 1978 (Vic) [3]

	Systematic and evidence-based assessment.
	Presents methodology, uses criteria, and provides photomontages.
	Subjectivity in rating justifications (e.g., "High-negligible") and insufficient quantitative thresholds for impact criteria lead to a lack of transparency and repeatability in the assessment. The link between evidence (photomontages) and specific ratings is often qualitative and open to interpretation.
	AILA Guidance Note [2]



3. Adequacy of Impact Assessment Methodology (Evidence-Based Assessment)
The EES employs a six-criterion assessment: Landscape change, Visibility, Distance, Duration, Viewer numbers, Landscape character and viewer sensitivity (Section 11.2). Impacts are rated from Nil to High.
Critique:
· Subjectivity: The definitions for impact levels (e.g., "moderate impact," "high impact") are broad and qualitative, creating room for subjective interpretation by the assessor. For instance, the "High-negligible" rating (Table 11.2, page 19) for 'Mt Cotterell' is an inconsistency, failing to provide clear conclusions and blurring the distinction between "High" and "Negligible." This contravenes AILA guidelines for clear, graduated ranking systems [2].
· Lack of Explicit Weighting: The methodology does not explicitly state how the six criteria are weighted when determining the overall impact rating. This opacity makes it difficult to understand the rationale behind specific ratings.
· Inconsistent Justification: While some impact tables provide justifications, they are often generic or lack detailed, site-specific evidence linking the visual changes directly to the stated impact level. This undermines the "evidence-based" claim. Photomontages are provided but often require more explicit linkage to the assigned impact ratings.

4. Evaluation of Mitigation and Management Measures
The EES proposes impact avoidance through design (e.g., double-circuiting, reducing structure numbers, deglaring conductors, Section 11.5.1). Primary mitigation focuses on landscape screening (EPRs LV1, LV2, EM10), involving vegetation planting, and environmental management measures (EM2, EM11) related to construction impacts (Sections 11.5.5, 11.8).
Effectiveness Critique:
· Landscape Screening (EPRs LV1, LV2, EM10): The reliance on future landscape screening to reduce "High" visual impacts to "Low" or "Moderate" is optimistic and lacks robust evidence of guaranteed effectiveness. For critical viewpoints (e.g., Merrimu Reservoir, Bald Hill, private dwellings near transmission lines), the long-term efficacy of vegetation screens is dependent on successful establishment, growth rates, maintenance, and community acceptance. The scale of the transmission infrastructure often overwhelms vegetative screening, particularly from elevated or distant viewpoints. The EES does not sufficiently detail the specific species, densities, or ongoing maintenance regimes to ensure the claimed effectiveness.
· Residual Impacts: The EES frequently identifies "High" residual impacts in highly sensitive areas (e.g., Merrimu Reservoir, Bald Hill, Bolwarrah Weir, Pamela Court/Augusta Place/St Andrews Way dwellings, Section 11.9). The acceptance of such significant residual impacts, even after mitigation, implies that the proposed measures are insufficient to reduce impacts to an acceptable level in these locations, challenging the project's "minimise" objective.

5. Identification of Gaps, Inconsistencies, and Non-Compliance Issues
· Heritage Impact Evaluation (Risk Rating: High):
· Deficiency: Chapter 11 explicitly states, "The Heritage Landscape Unit considered post-settlement historical heritage and does not include Aboriginal cultural heritage. The Project's visual presence on intangible Aboriginal cultural heritage values was assessed separately in Technical Report B: Aboriginal Cultural Heritage (and summarised also in Chapter 9: Aboriginal cultural heritage)" [4]. While the separation is noted, it creates a gap in comprehensively assessing the visual impact on both tangible and intangible aspects of Aboriginal cultural heritage within the LVIA chapter itself. Visual impacts can directly affect cultural values and sense of place.
· Inconsistency: The "Heritage Landscape Unit" is assigned "moderate sensitivity" (Section 11.3.1) without clear justification for this specific rating, particularly given the potentially high cultural value and sensitivity of some heritage sites. Furthermore, specific heritage viewpoints are not consistently detailed in impact tables, leading to a generalized assessment within broader regional character areas.
· Risk: This segmented approach risks underestimating the holistic visual impact on culturally sensitive landscapes and may not meet the full intent of EES Scoping Requirements for integrated assessment. This is a High risk for compliance and community perception.
· Inconsistencies in Rating Terminology (Risk Rating: Medium):
· Inconsistency: The use of "High-negligible" (Table 11.2) is contradictory and dilutes the clarity of the impact rating system. This suggests an ambiguity in impact determination.
· Risk: This creates confusion and reduces the transparency of the assessment, making it difficult for stakeholders to understand the true level of impact.
· Lack of Quantitative Thresholds (Risk Rating: Medium):
· Deficiency: The qualitative nature of impact criteria beyond 'distance' (e.g., 'magnitude of change,' 'viewer sensitivity') lacks objective thresholds.
· Risk: This opens the assessment to subjective interpretation and makes it challenging to compare impacts consistently across different viewpoints or assess the rigor of the assigned ratings.
· Justification Gaps for Ratings (Risk Rating: Medium):
· Deficiency: For numerous viewpoints, the justifications for assigned impact ratings (e.g., "Moderate," "High") in Tables 11.1-11.9 are brief or generic, lacking specific details on why a particular rating was chosen over another.
· Risk: This reduces the evidence-based nature of the assessment and hinders independent verification of the conclusions.

6. Cumulative Impact Assessment
The EES's cumulative impact assessment (Section 11.7) identifies other projects, including:
· VNI West transmission line (though limited public information available)
· Proposed wind farms (e.g., Nyaninyuk Wind Farm, also with limited public information)
· Existing transmission lines and infrastructure (e.g., Sydenham-Ballarat line)
· Existing renewable energy projects.
Critique:
· Limitations on Information: The EES acknowledges "limited public information" for significant concurrent projects like the VNI West transmission line and the Nyaninyuk Wind Farm. This constraint fundamentally undermines the completeness and accuracy of the cumulative impact assessment. Without detailed information on the scale, location, and visual characteristics of these projects, the EES's conclusion of "low" residual cumulative impacts from an LV perspective appears understated and potentially speculative.
· Underestimation Risk: The sheer scale of the WRL, combined with multiple other proposed and existing large-scale energy infrastructure projects in Victoria (e.g., various renewable energy zones, future transmission upgrades), suggests that the cumulative landscape and visual changes could be far greater than assessed. The EES's approach to cumulative impacts appears to minimise the combined effect rather than comprehensively evaluate it, posing a High risk for long-term regional visual amenity.

7. Peer Reviews
Technical Report D: Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment, on which Chapter 11 is based, underwent independent peer review by Hansen Partnership Pty Ltd [5]. The EES process also involves a Technical Reference Group (TRG) to provide advice on technical studies and an independent Inquiry and Advisory Committee (IAC) to review submissions and conduct public hearings [6].
Analysis of Peer Review Process:
· Confirmation of Review: The existence of an independent peer review by Hansen Partnership adds a layer of credibility.
· Gaps/Constraints:
· Accessibility: The inability to directly access the full Hansen Partnership peer review report (e.g., the URL provided by the user was inaccessible) is a significant constraint on this adversarial analysis. Without the full report, it is impossible to:
· Determine if specific concerns raised by the peer reviewers were adequately addressed in the final EES.
· Identify any unaddressed concerns, limitations, or dissenting opinions from the peer review.
· Verify the completeness and rigor of the peer review itself.
· Transparency: The lack of immediate public access to comprehensive peer review findings, beyond a few snippets, reduces the transparency of the EES process. While the IAC process allows for public input, the foundational technical reviews should be fully accessible for scrutiny.
The current situation prevents a thorough assessment of whether the EES effectively incorporated peer review feedback or if significant flaws identified by peer reviewers remain unaddressed. This is a High risk to the integrity of the E E S.

Comparative Impact Rating Assessment Table for the WRL EES
	EES Impact Rating System Criterion
	Description
	EES/AusNet Rating (Examples from Chapter 11)
	Your Assessment

	Cumulative Rating
	Overall impact score across all criteria
	Low (e.g., "low residual cumulative impact" - Section 11.7)
	Moderate to High

	Sensitivity of environmental or community values
	How vulnerable or important the affected environment or community asset is
	Varies (e.g., Merrimu Reservoir: "High," Heritage Landscape Unit: "Moderate")
	Moderate to High

	Magnitude, extent, and duration of the impact
	The scale, reach, and time span of the impact
	Varies (e.g., Visual impact from Bald Hill: "High")
	High (for key receptors)

	Existing activities and cumulative effects
	Other ongoing or planned activities that may amplify the impact
	Low (e.g., Section 11.7 conclusion)
	Moderate to High

	Benchmarks, policies, and standards
	Evaluation against legal or regulatory thresholds and best-practice guidelines
	Assumed to be met (e.g., aligns with Scoping Requirements' objectives)
	Partially Met / Deficient

	Effectiveness of mitigation measures
	How well the proposed measures are expected to reduce or offset the impact
	Moderate to High (e.g., "expected to reduce impacts" - Section 11.5.5)
	Low to Moderate (uncertain given scale, reliance on planting)


Justifications for "Your Assessment":
· Cumulative Rating: AusNet's "Low" cumulative rating is questioned due to acknowledged data gaps for major concurrent projects (VNI West, Nyaninyuk Wind Farm) [Section 6]. The combined visual impact of multiple large-scale energy infrastructure projects is likely understated, warranting a Moderate to High assessment.
· Sensitivity of environmental or community values: While AusNet correctly identifies "High" sensitivity for areas like Merrimu Reservoir, the "Moderate" sensitivity assigned to "Heritage Landscape Unit" is arguable. Given the unique intangible cultural values and specific nature of heritage sites, the sensitivity should often be rated High, warranting a more detailed individual assessment.
· Magnitude, extent, and duration of the impact: AusNet's rating of "High" for key receptors is often appropriate. However, the EES sometimes downplays the overall permanent and extensive nature of transmission lines across vast landscapes. The "High" assessment is justified, as the scale of infrastructure represents a fundamental and permanent change to the visual environment.
· Existing activities and cumulative effects: AusNet's assessment of "Low" for cumulative effects is highly problematic due to significant information limitations on other major projects in the region [Section 6]. This leads to an underestimation of combined impacts. A Moderate to High assessment is more realistic, reflecting the uncertainty and potential for additive impacts from multiple developments.
· Benchmarks, policies, and standards: While the EES cites relevant legislation, its application often falls short of best practice (AILA guidelines) and the core "minimise" objective of the EES Scoping Requirements. The acceptance of "High" residual impacts and subjective rating justifications indicate a Partially Met / Deficient adherence to the standards.
· Effectiveness of mitigation measures: AusNet rates mitigation effectiveness as Moderate to High. However, the heavy reliance on vegetation screening, particularly for high-impact areas, is questionable given the scale of the infrastructure and the long-term uncertainties of planting success [Section 4]. My assessment is Low to Moderate, reflecting the likelihood that proposed measures may not fully achieve the claimed impact reduction.

Conclusion
The adversarial analysis of Chapter 11: Landscape and Visual within the Western Renewables Link EES reveals critical deficiencies and significant compliance risks. The EES's assessment, while structured, suffers from subjective application of criteria, inconsistent justifications, and an apparent acceptance of high residual impacts that undermine the core regulatory objective to "avoid, or minimise" adverse effects.
The understated assessment of cumulative impacts, due to limited information on concurrent projects, and the insufficient depth in heritage landscape evaluation (particularly for Aboriginal cultural heritage within the LVIA framework), represent High risks to environmental protection and regulatory compliance. Furthermore, the lack of direct public access to the full peer review report compromises the transparency and accountability of the EES process, raising concerns about unaddressed expert findings.
Recommendations for the Project Inquiry & Advisory Committee and the Minister for Planning:
6. Mandate Reassessment of High-Impact Areas: Require a focused reassessment of all identified "High" impact locations, including Merrimu Reservoir, Bald Hill, Bolwarrah Weir, and critically affected private dwellings (e.g., Pamela Court, Augusta Place, St Andrews Way). This reassessment must demonstrate further, more effective avoidance or minimisation strategies, or provide robust, quantifiable justification for unavoidable high residual impacts.
7. Require Refinement of Methodology and Criteria: Direct AusNet to revise its LVIA methodology to incorporate more objective and quantifiable thresholds for impact significance, consistent with AILA best practices. This includes clarifying the weighting of assessment criteria and eliminating ambiguous terminology like "High-negligible."
8. Demand Comprehensive Heritage Impact Integration: Require an integrated assessment within the LVIA chapter that comprehensively addresses visual impacts on both post-settlement and Aboriginal cultural heritage, including intangible values. This should involve dedicated heritage viewpoints and detailed justifications for sensitivity ratings, moving beyond generalized regional character areas.
9. Enforce Transparent Mitigation Effectiveness: Demand detailed, site-specific mitigation plans for proposed landscape screening, including species selection, planting densities, long-term maintenance commitments, and a realistic assessment of visual effectiveness over time, particularly for areas of high sensitivity.
10. Ensure Full Peer Review Transparency: Mandate the immediate public release of the complete Hansen Partnership peer review report for Technical Report D, along with AusNet's detailed response outlining how all recommendations and concerns from the peer review have been addressed or why they were not adopted. This is crucial for maintaining the credibility and integrity of the EES process.
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