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Evaluation of Western Renewables Link Environmental Effects Statement: 
Chapter 12 - Land Use and Planning
Executive Overview

This report presents a forensic evaluation of Chapter 12, "Land use and planning," and "Technical Report E" within the Western Renewables Link (WRL) Environmental Effects Statement (EES). The aim is to critically scrutinize the EES documentation, identify deficiencies, inconsistencies, or non-compliance issues, and assess their potential risks to regulatory adherence, EES credibility, and the protection of Victorian environmental and social values111.	Comment by Phasey, Jim: Where are the citations?

The analysis reveals significant deficiencies in the EES's forensic rigor, regulatory compliance, and transparent impact assessment. Its methodology, despite appearing comprehensive, suffers from critical omissions and internal contradictions. Impact ratings are frequently understated, particularly for residential displacement and heritage impacts, failing to accurately reflect the severity of effects from affected landholders' perspectives and the inherent significance of assets2.

The EES selectively interprets Victorian planning policy, dismissing local and expert recommendations for residential setbacks and acknowledging conflicts with agricultural land protection policies without fully articulating broader implications3. Crucially, the absence of foundational methodological documents and evidence of independent peer review hinders transparent verification of the EES's claims4.

This forensic examination concludes 
partial non-compliance with key EES Scoping Requirements and Victorian planning principles5. These flaws pose substantial risks, including a significant underestimation of project impacts, potentially leading to inadequate planning and management of adverse effects on land use, agricultural enterprises, residential amenity, and cultural heritage6. Such deficiencies risk eroding public trust due to perceived biases and the dismissal of community concerns7. Potential legal and regulatory challenges may arise from non-compliance, leading to suboptimal environmental and social outcomes if mitigation measures are insufficient8.

Conclusion
The forensic evaluation of Chapter 12 "Land use and planning" and Technical Report E of the Western Renewables Link EES reveals critical deficiencies and compliance risks requiring immediate attention149.

The EES's methodology is compromised by the omission of foundational documents, preventing independent verification150. Its impact rating definitions are incomplete, failing to explicitly integrate crucial criteria like "sensitivity of environmental or community values"151. This methodological weakness, coupled with the explicit non-assessment of wastewater disposal for temporary workforce accommodation, poses a high risk of unmanaged environmental and public health impacts152.
Regarding regulatory compliance, the EES explicitly acknowledges a conflict with Clause 14.01-1S (Protection of agricultural land), justifying it through a broad appeal to "net community benefit"153. This sets a concerning precedent for overriding specific protective policies154. The dismissal of local government policy and independent expert recommendations for residential setbacks further demonstrates selective adherence, prioritizing project design over residential amenity155. A systemic failure in planning permit coordination is also evident, leading to reactive and costly mitigation for approved dwellings within the proposed route156.

The EES consistently understates impact severity, particularly on residential properties and historical heritage157. Permanent dwelling relocation is misleadingly rated "minor," while physical impacts to a heritage-listed dry stone wall are similarly downplayed158. These misrepresentations indicate bias, disregarding profound individual and cultural significance159. Agricultural "coexistence" within the easement is presented as minor, yet imposed restrictions fundamentally alter modern farming practices, representing a significant economic burden160.

Proposed mitigation measures often rely on reactive compensation rather than proactive avoidance, granting broad discretion to the Principal Contractor, potentially undermining effectiveness and enforceability161. Crucially, the complete absence of documented independent peer review for the Land Use and Planning Impact Assessment reports severely compromises the EES's credibility and scientific rigor162.

Recommendations for the Project Inquiry & Advisory Committee and the Minister for Planning:
· Demand Full Methodological Transparency: Require AusNet to immediately provide "Chapter 4: EES assessment framework and approach" and any other foundational documents referenced but not supplied. Without this, the EES's methodological claims cannot be verified163.
· Mandate Re-evaluation of Impact Ratings: Direct AusNet to re-evaluate all impact ratings, particularly for residential displacement, agricultural operational constraints, and historical heritage. This re-evaluation must use a transparent methodology explicitly incorporating criteria for sensitivity, cumulative effects, and adherence to benchmarks. Ratings must reflect the true severity from affected parties' perspectives, not solely the project's macro-scale164.
· Address Unassessed Impacts: Require a comprehensive assessment of wastewater treatment, handling, and disposal for all temporary workforce accommodation facilities, and integrate appropriate EPRs to manage these impacts165.
· Enforce Setback Compliance: Direct AusNet to provide detailed, evidence-based justification for dismissing the Moorabool Shire Council's 300m setback policy and the AEIC's 300m setback recommendation. If justification is insufficient, require design modifications to achieve greater residential setbacks or implement more robust, enforceable compensation mechanisms166.
· Strengthen Inter-Agency Coordination: Recommend establishing a formal, proactive notification and consultation mechanism between major infrastructure project proponents and local planning authorities to prevent future conflicts from concurrent planning approvals167.
· Require Independent Peer Review: Mandate that the Land Use and Planning Impact Assessment reports, and all EES technical reports, undergo rigorous, documented independent peer review by qualified experts, with all reviewer comments and proponent responses made publicly available. This is essential for ensuring EES credibility and regulatory integrity168.
· Review Mitigation Enforceability: Scrutinize EPRs that grant broad discretion to contractors. Require more prescriptive and measurable EPRs with clear performance indicators and robust monitoring frameworks to ensure effective mitigation and management of impacts169.

These actions are critical to ensure the Western Renewables Link project proceeds with the highest standards of environmental and social responsibility, upholding the integrity of Victoria's EES process and protecting affected communities and valuable land uses170.



Body of the Report
1. Forensic Examination of Methodology and Approach
This section forensically examines the methodology used by AusNet and Jacobs in Technical Report E and Chapter 12 for assessing land use and planning impacts, scrutinizing it against robust environmental impact assessment principles and EES Scoping Requirements9.
The EES claims its methodology was "informed by Chapter 4: EES assessment framework and approach," which purportedly guided study area definition, legislation review, desktop reviews, site visits, risk screening, and impact identification10. The methodology also included cumulative impact assessment and Environmental Performance Requirements (EPRs), with impacts evaluated using a five-tier rating system based on "extent, magnitude and duration of the impact"11. The EES acknowledges "Assumptions, limitations and uncertainties," such as data being time-bound and the non-assessment of wastewater disposal for temporary facilities12. It states adherence to the scoping requirements' objective to "Avoid, or minimise where avoidance is not possible, adverse effects on land use, social fabric of the community, businesses including farming and tourism, local and state infrastructure, aviation safety and to affected and neighbouring landholders during construction and operation of the project"13.

Despite these intentions, critical gaps exist14. The repeated reference to "Chapter 4: EES assessment framework and approach" as a foundational document is a primary deficiency, as this chapter is absent from the provided documentation15. This omission precludes independent verification of the fundamental principles, assumptions, and detailed steps underpinning the entire impact assessment, establishing a critical barrier to independent evaluation and introducing a high risk of unverified methodological flaws16.
While impact ratings are defined by "extent, magnitude and duration," the Comparative Impact Rating Assessment Table requires considering "Sensitivity of environmental or community values," "Existing activities and cumulative effects," and "Benchmarks, policies, and standards"17. The EES's own Table 5-1 definitions do not explicitly incorporate these crucial elements18. This discrepancy suggests a fundamental disconnect, carrying a medium risk of understating impacts due to inadequate weighting of qualitative and contextual factors19.

A significant oversight is the explicit statement that wastewater disposal for workforce accommodation facilities, designed for up to 350 personnel, was "not considered"20. This omission is a fundamental flaw, representing a critical environmental and public health concern, particularly in rural areas with limited infrastructure21. This poses a high risk of unmanaged environmental pollution and public health impacts, indicating a failure to comprehensively assess all foreseeable project components22.
Finally, the EES acknowledges that data is "dynamic and evolving" and "presumed accurate at the time of writing"23. This raises concerns about the long-term accuracy and relevance of the assessment for a project with an 80-year service life24. This time-bound data, coupled with unassessed wastewater disposal, presents a medium risk of unaddressed or underestimated environmental impacts, necessitating adaptive management beyond the initial assessment25.

2. Systematic Examination of Compliance with Regulatory Requirements
This section forensically examines the EES's compliance with Victorian legislation, planning policies, and planning schemes, identifying non-compliance or selective interpretation26. The Project is subject to comprehensive Victorian legislation, including the 
Environment Effects Act 1978, Planning and Environment Act 1987, and Electricity Industry Act 200027.
The EES asserts "high level of consistency with planning policies," particularly Clause 19 (Infrastructure)28. However, this claim is undermined by the EES's explicit acknowledgment that the Project "arguably conflicts with the purpose of Clause 14.01-1S which is to 'protect the state's agricultural base by preserving productive farmland'"29. While the EES attempts to justify this conflict by invoking Clause 71.02-3 (Integrated decision making) to prioritize "net community benefit," this is a direct admission of non-compliance with a core planning policy30. This "balance" argument appears to be a post-hoc justification for a chosen route significantly impacting agricultural land, potentially eroding detailed land use planning frameworks and suggesting reduced emphasis on agricultural impact avoidance during route determination31. This represents a 
high risk for long-term agricultural resource protection in Victoria32.
Selective adherence to regulatory principles is also evident in the EES's treatment of residential setbacks33. The Moorabool Shire Council's High Voltage Transmission Line Setback Policy (2021) recommends a 300-metermetre setback for 220-500kV lines34. The EES dismisses this policy as "not a 'seriously entertained' planning policy" without robust justification35. Similarly, the Australian Energy Infrastructure Commissioner's (AEIC) 2021 Annual Report recommended a 300-metermetre setback for 500kV lines, which the EES dismisses as "aspirational and... not workable and are not feasible"36. This pattern of dismissing local government policy and independent expert recommendations, especially when conflicting with project design, represents a clear failure to genuinely consider best practices for protecting residential amenity, directly contradicting the EES objective to "minimise... adverse effects... to affected and neighbouring landholders"37. This selective adherence implies project prioritization of design convenience over best practices, signalingsignalling a 
high risk of insufficient minimization efforts for sensitive receptors38.
A significant systemic failure in planning permit coordination is also evident39. The EES notes that several approved but unbuilt dwellings within the Proposed Route were granted planning permits without AusNet being given notice of the applications40. This breakdown in inter-agency communication has led to direct conflicts requiring reactive mitigation like relocation or compensation41. This highlights a 
medium risk of ongoing land use conflicts and inefficiencies, potentially increasing project costs, and underscores the need for proactive mechanisms for state-significant projects to be notified of relevant planning applications42.

3. Evidence-Based Assessment of Methodology Adequacy and Impact Ratings
This section assesses the EES's methodology in practice, scrutinizing assigned impact ratings against described effects and regulatory context43. The EES generally assigns "minor to negligible" residual impacts for land use and planning, with a "moderate" impact at Melton Aerodrome during construction44.
For agricultural land, the EES states "minor impacts" and asserts "residual impacts on agriculture... will be minor"45. It quantifies temporary occupation at 2,247 hectares (0.4% of regional farming land) and permanent reduction of land for farming/forestry at 9 hectares for towers and 1,193 hectares constrained by easement46. The EES claims "The Project can coexist with the current agricultural land use, with only specific activities within the easement being restricted"47. However, "restrictions" include prohibitions on "Aerial crop spraying," "Rain gun irrigators," and "Buildings and dwellings"48. For modern, efficient farming, particularly in potato production, these are not minor but fundamental operational constraints49. Prohibiting aerial spraying or large irrigators leads to significant inefficiencies and increased costs, typically constituting a moderate to major impact, not minor50. "Coexistence" thus functions as a euphemism masking significant operational changes and economic burdens, constituting a 
high risk of underestimating true economic impact on agricultural businesses51.
Regarding residential displacement, the EES rates impacts as "minor impacts to residential and community facilities"52. However, for an existing dwelling (SPI: 209\PP2676), the EES explicitly states relocation is required5353. Permanent displacement of a dwelling is a severe impact for the affected party, not minor5454. Similarly, for approved but unbuilt dwellings, requiring "relocation to an alternative location on the land" or "amended" plans are also rated "minor"55. This represents a profound understatement of impact; relocation or significant plan amendment for a dwelling is a major impact for a landholder, involving significant disruption and cost5656. This systematic downplaying indicates a  
high risk that the EES fails to meet its evaluation objective to "minimise adverse effects... to affected and neighbouring landholders," suggesting bias towards minimizing perceived project costs57.
For historical heritage, specifically dry stone walls, the EES acknowledges "physical impact" on HO206 (Plumpton Road Wall) from access tracks and potential "damage" from tower assembly58. Despite this, the EES rates the "impact to amenity as minor"59. Physical destruction of a listed heritage item is a permanent loss, not a minor amenity issue60. The EES conflates physical destruction with subjective visual impact, a severe understatement61. This demonstrates a 
high risk of failing to adequately protect cultural heritage values and non-compliance with Clause 15.03-1S (Heritage conservation)62.

The EES's impact rating methodology, based on "extent, magnitude and duration," fails to explicitly define how "Sensitivity of environmental or community values," "Existing activities and cumulative effects," and "Benchmarks, policies, and standards" are integrated63. This methodological gap makes forensic verification of impact assessments impossible64. This lack of transparency in the core assessment framework is a significant concern65.

Comparative Impact Rating Assessment Table for the WRL EES
	EES Impact Rating System Criterion
	Description (from EES/Technical Report E)
	EES/AusNet Rating (Inferred/Stated)
	Your Assessment (Based on Forensic Analysis)
	Justification/Supporting Evidence

	Cumulative Rating
	Overall impact score across all criteria
	"Not explicitly provided for overall LUPIA; residual impacts summarized as ""minor to negligible"". 66"
	Moderate to Major (Overall)
	Systemic understatement of individual and specific impacts (residential, heritage, agricultural operations) means the cumulative effect is higher than stated. Significant unaddressed methodological gaps.

	
	Sensitivity of environmental or community values
	How vulnerable or important the affected environment or community asset is
	"Not explicitly defined as a distinct rating criterion in Table 5-167, but implicitly considered in impact assessment."
	Inadequately Assessed

	
	Magnitude, extent, and duration of the impact
	The scale, reach, and time span of the impact (e.g., temporary vs. permanent)
	Forms the basis of EES impact ratings (Negligible-Severe). 68
	Inconsistently Applied

	
	Existing activities and cumulative effects
	Other ongoing or planned activities that may amplify the impact
	"Acknowledged, but stated as ""unlikely... to increase the minor level of impact"". 69"
	Understated, Potentially Significant

	
	Benchmarks, policies, and standards
	Evaluation against legal or regulatory thresholds and best-practice guidelines
	"EES claims ""high level of consistency"" 70, but acknowledges ""arguably conflicts"" with Clause 14.01-1S71. Dismisses 300m setback recommendations 7272."
	Partial Non-Compliance / Selective Adherence

	Effectiveness of mitigation measures
	How well the proposed measures are expected to reduce or offset the impact
	"EPRs defined (LU1, LU2). 73Residual impacts stated as ""minor to negligible"". 74"
	Questionable Effectiveness / Enforceability
	"EPR LU2 allows for compensation to relocate approved dwellings rather than strict avoidance75, indicating reactive rather than proactive mitigation. Flexibility granted to Principal Contractor for ""alternative mitigation measures"" 76 introduces uncertainty and potential for diluted effectiveness."



4. Identification of Gaps, Inconsistencies, and Non-Compliance Issues
This section details deficiencies, omissions, contradictions, and non-compliance issues identified through forensic scrutiny77.
A significant factual contradiction exists in the EES's land use categorization. Chapter 12 initially states, "No land within the Project Area is used for industrial, commercial, or retail purposes"78. However, the same chapter and Technical Report E subsequently discuss "Industry, mining, aviation and infrastructure" as a key land use category, assessing impacts on "extractive industry"79. This internal inconsistency suggests a lack of rigorous internal review or an attempt to downplay certain land uses80.
Further contradictions are evident in impact ratings for residential properties. The EES broadly states "minor impacts to residential and community facilities"81. Yet, it acknowledges that an existing dwelling "would need to be relocated"82. Relocation is a severe and permanent impact, fundamentally contradicting the "minor" rating83. Similarly, for heritage assets, despite acknowledging "physical impact" and "damage" to a heritage-listed dry stone wall, the EES rates "impact to amenity is minor"84. Physical destruction of an irreplaceable heritage asset is a permanent and significant impact, not a minor amenity concern85. These contradictions demonstrate a failure to apply consistent objective criteria, potentially undermining compliance with the 
Environment Effects Act 1978 and relevant planning policies86.

A critical omission is the lack of independent peer review evidence for Chapter 12 and Technical Report E87. The absence of documented scrutiny severely compromises credibility, objectivity, and scientific rigor88. Without external validation, biases or errors may remain unaddressed, directly impacting the reliability of the EES as a basis for informed decision-making89.
Methodological details are also incomplete. The EES repeatedly refers to "Chapter 4: EES assessment framework and approach" as informing its method, but this chapter is not provided, creating a "black box" that prevents verification of foundational principles90. Furthermore, the EES explicitly states it "has not considered the treatment, handling and disposal of wastewater at the workforce accommodation facilities"91. This unassessed impact represents potential non-compliance with the General Environmental Duty under the 
Environment Protection Act 201792.

Finally, a detailed justification for dismissing the Moorabool Council's setback policy and AEIC recommendations is absent93. This lack of robust argumentation for disregarding established best practices highlights a significant gap in the EES's responsiveness to stakeholder concerns94.

Table: Identified Failures to Meet Obligations
	Specific Requirement (e.g., Legislative Obligation, Policy Guideline, EES Act Requirement)
	What AusNet Delivered in their EES Submission
	Where AusNet’s Submission Failed to Meet the Requirement (Gaps/Deficiencies)
	Risk Rating

	Transparency of Assessment Framework (EES Scoping Requirements)
	"States methodology ""informed by Chapter 4: EES assessment framework and approach"". 95"
	Chapter 4 is not provided, preventing independent verification of foundational methodology. 96
	High

	Comprehensive Impact Rating Definition (Best Practice EIA)
	"Defines impact ratings based on ""extent, magnitude and duration"". 97"
	"Fails to explicitly incorporate ""Sensitivity of environmental or community values,"" ""Existing activities and cumulative effects,"" and ""Benchmarks, policies, and standards"" into primary rating definitions. 98"
	Medium

	
	Comprehensive Impact Assessment (Environment Effects Act 1978)
	Omits assessment of wastewater treatment and disposal for workforce accommodation facilities. 99
	Failure to assess a foreseeable significant environmental and public health impact from a major project component. 100

	"Protection of Agricultural Land (Clause 14.01-1S, Planning Policy Framework)"
	"Acknowledges Project ""arguably conflicts"" with Clause 14.01-1S. 101"
	"Direct admission of non-compliance with a core state planning policy objective. Justification based on ""net community benefit"" is a strategic override, not avoidance. 102"
	High

	
	"Residential Amenity Protection (EES Evaluation Objective, Best Practice)"
	"Dismisses Moorabool Council's 300m setback policy as ""not seriously entertained"" 103and AEIC's 300m setback recommendation as ""not workable"" 104."
	Failure to genuinely consider and provide robust justification for dismissing established best practice and local planning guidance for residential setbacks. 105

	Inter-Agency Planning Coordination (Planning and Environment Act 1987)
	Approved dwellings within Proposed Route granted permits without AusNet notice. 106
	Systemic failure in planning permit notification process leading to reactive conflict mitigation (relocation/compensation) rather than proactive avoidance. 107
	Medium

	"Accurate Impact Rating for Residential Displacement (EES Scoping Requirements, Best Practice)"
	"Rates relocation of existing dwelling (SPI: 209\PP2676) as ""minor impact"". 108108"
	Severe understatement; relocation is a major/severe, permanent impact for affected landholders. 109109109109
	High

	"Accurate Impact Rating for Agricultural Operational Constraints (EES Scoping Requirements, Best Practice)"
	"Describes easement restrictions (e.g., no aerial spraying, large irrigators) as ""coexistence"" with ""minor"" residual impacts. 110"
	Misrepresentation; these are fundamental operational constraints leading to moderate/major economic and efficiency impacts for modern farming. 111
	Medium

	"Protection of Historical Heritage (Clause 15.03-1S, Planning Policy Framework)"
	"Acknowledges ""physical impact"" and ""damage"" to HO206 (dry stone wall) but rates ""impact to amenity is minor"". 112"
	Severe understatement; physical destruction of a heritage-listed asset is a permanent, significant impact, not a minor amenity issue. 113
	High

	Credibility and Rigor of EES (Best Practice EIA)
	No evidence of independent peer review for LUPIA reports. 114
	Lack of external validation compromises objectivity, scientific rigor, and reliability of assessment findings. 115
	High



5. Risk Assessment of Heritage Impact Evaluation
The EES's evaluation of heritage impacts, particularly historical heritage, demonstrates significant understatement and potential non-compliance, posing a 
high risk to the protection of these irreplaceable assets116.
The EES acknowledges a "moderate impact on Aboriginal cultural heritage values," stating that some negative impacts are "unavoidable" due to "widespread ground disturbing activities" and heritage distribution117. While rated "moderate," this masks the inherent and unavoidable destruction of non-renewable cultural assets. Any unavoidable destruction of such assets represents a significant and permanent loss, even if managed through Cultural Heritage Management Plans (CHMPs)118. This approach indicates the EES may be downplaying the true severity of irreversible loss to Aboriginal cultural heritage119.

For historical heritage, the EES explicitly states the Project "will physically impact this heritage place" (HO206, Plumpton Road Wall) by cutting access tracks and proposing a tower assembly area that could "cause damage"120. Despite these admissions, the EES rates the "impact to amenity is minor"121. This is a direct contradiction and severe understatement122. Physical destruction of a heritage-listed dry stone wall is a permanent, irreversible, and major impact123. Conflating physical destruction with a subjective "amenity" issue reflects a fundamental misunderstanding or deliberate downplaying of heritage significance124. This systematic devaluation demonstrates a 
high risk of failing to adequately protect cultural heritage values and non-compliance with Clause 15.03-1S (Heritage conservation)125. It suggests project design prioritization over conservation, potentially leading to irreversible loss126. Reliance on CHMPs does not negate the initial physical destruction, which fundamentally alters land use and heritage character127.

6. Evaluation of Mitigation and Management Measures
The EES proposes Environmental Performance Requirements (EPRs), particularly LU1 and LU2, as key mitigation measures128. However, a forensic evaluation reveals concerns regarding their effectiveness and enforceability129.
EPR LU2 states the Project will "Avoid and minimise impacts to approved, but yet to be constructed dwellings... or compensate the affected land title holders to modify their approved planning permit"130. While offering compensation, this is a reactive measure for impacts that should have been avoided during initial route selection131. True adherence to the "avoid" principle would have prevented conflicts with approved dwellings in the first place132.

A significant enforceability concern arises from the statement that "Alternative mitigation measures could be implemented... based on the specific site conditions, available resources, and the Principal Contractor's expertise"133. This grants high discretion to the Principal Contractor, potentially undermining the prescriptive nature and enforceability of EPRs134. Such flexibility introduces uncertainty about actual environmental outcomes, raising concerns about regulatory oversight135. This approach carries a 
medium risk of diluted effectiveness for proposed mitigation measures136.

Furthermore, the EES frames easements as a "protection" mechanism for the transmission line on private land137. From an adversarial perspective, easements are a legal instrument of impact, limiting land use and acquiring rights, not a mitigation that reduces the initial adverse effect138. While easements define permissible activities and provide maintenance access, they impose permanent restrictions (e.g., prohibiting aerial crop spraying, large irrigators, and buildings within the easement)139. These restrictions are impacts themselves, not measures reducing initial land use change severity140. The EES's characterization of easements as a "protection" mechanism is a misrepresentation141.

7. Peer Reviews: Examination of Gaps, Flaws, Omissions, or Constraints
A critical flaw in the EES documentation for Land Use and Planning Impact Assessment is the explicit absence of any evidence of independent peer review142. This is not merely an information gap; it constitutes a fundamental flaw in the EES process143.
The lack of documented independent scrutiny severely compromises the credibility, objectivity, and scientific rigor of the entire assessment144. Without external validation, there is no assurance of sound methodologies, unbiased findings, or appropriate mitigations145. This increases the risk that inherent biases, such as systematic understatement of impacts, or errors remain unaddressed146.
The absence of peer review directly impacts the EES's reliability as a basis for informed decision-making by the Minister for Planning and the Project Inquiry & Advisory Committee147. It suggests a potential failure to meet best practice standards for environmental assessments of this scale, where independent verification is crucial for public trust and regulatory integrity148.

Conclusion
The forensic evaluation of Chapter 12 "Land use and planning" and Technical Report E of the Western Renewables Link EES reveals critical deficiencies and compliance risks requiring immediate attention149.
The EES's methodology is compromised by the omission of foundational documents, preventing independent verification150. Its impact rating definitions are incomplete, failing to explicitly integrate crucial criteria like "sensitivity of environmental or community values"151. This methodological weakness, coupled with the explicit non-assessment of wastewater disposal for temporary workforce accommodation, poses a 
high risk of unmanaged environmental and public health impacts152.

Regarding regulatory compliance, the EES explicitly acknowledges a conflict with Clause 14.01-1S (Protection of agricultural land), justifying it through a broad appeal to "net community benefit"153. This sets a concerning precedent for overriding specific protective policies154. The dismissal of local government policy and independent expert recommendations for residential setbacks further demonstrates selective adherence, prioritizing project design over residential amenity155. A systemic failure in planning permit coordination is also evident, leading to reactive and costly mitigation for approved dwellings within the proposed route156.

The EES consistently understates impact severity, particularly on residential properties and historical heritage157. Permanent dwelling relocation is misleadingly rated "minor," while physical impacts to a heritage-listed dry stone wall are similarly downplayed158. These misrepresentations indicate bias, disregarding profound individual and cultural significance159. Agricultural "coexistence" within the easement is presented as minor, yet imposed restrictions fundamentally alter modern farming practices, representing a significant economic burden160.

Proposed mitigation measures often rely on reactive compensation rather than proactive avoidance, granting broad discretion to the Principal Contractor, potentially undermining effectiveness and enforceability161. Crucially, the complete absence of documented independent peer review for the Land Use and Planning Impact Assessment reports severely compromises the EES's credibility and scientific rigor162.

Recommendations for the Project Inquiry & Advisory Committee and the Minister for Planning:
· Demand Full Methodological Transparency: Require AusNet to immediately provide "Chapter 4: EES assessment framework and approach" and any other foundational documents referenced but not supplied. Without this, the EES's methodological claims cannot be verified163.
· Mandate Re-evaluation of Impact Ratings: Direct AusNet to re-evaluate all impact ratings, particularly for residential displacement, agricultural operational constraints, and historical heritage. This re-evaluation must use a transparent methodology explicitly incorporating criteria for sensitivity, cumulative effects, and adherence to benchmarks. Ratings must reflect the true severity from affected parties' perspectives, not solely the project's macro-scale164.
· Address Unassessed Impacts: Require a comprehensive assessment of wastewater treatment, handling, and disposal for all temporary workforce accommodation facilities, and integrate appropriate EPRs to manage these impacts165.
· Enforce Setback Compliance: Direct AusNet to provide detailed, evidence-based justification for dismissing the Moorabool Shire Council's 300m setback policy and the AEIC's 300m setback recommendation. If justification is insufficient, require design modifications to achieve greater residential setbacks or implement more robust, enforceable compensation mechanisms166.
· Strengthen Inter-Agency Coordination: Recommend establishing a formal, proactive notification and consultation mechanism between major infrastructure project proponents and local planning authorities to prevent future conflicts from concurrent planning approvals167.
· Require Independent Peer Review: Mandate that the Land Use and Planning Impact Assessment reports, and all EES technical reports, undergo rigorous, documented independent peer review by qualified experts, with all reviewer comments and proponent responses made publicly available. This is essential for ensuring EES credibility and regulatory integrity168.
· Review Mitigation Enforceability: Scrutinize EPRs that grant broad discretion to contractors. Require more prescriptive and measurable EPRs with clear performance indicators and robust monitoring frameworks to ensure effective mitigation and management of impacts169.

These actions are critical to ensure the Western Renewables Link project proceeds with the highest standards of environmental and social responsibility, upholding the integrity of Victoria's EES process and protecting affected communities and valuable land uses170.




