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Evaluation of the Western Renewables Link Environmental Effects Statement: Chapter 8 Biodiversity and Habitat
Executive Overview
This report prepared by the WVCA presents an evaluation of the Western Renewables Link (WRL) Environmental Effects Statement (EES), specifically focusing on Chapter 8: Biodiversity and Habitat and its supporting technical documentation. The purpose of this analysis is to determine compliance with the EES Scoping Requirements (November 2023) and the statutory obligations of the Victorian Environment Effects Act 1978. 
The analysis concludes that the EES documentation for Biodiversity and Habitat is fundamentally non-compliant and fails to provide a sufficient basis for an informed decision by the Project Inquiry & Advisory Committee (PIAC) or the Minister for Planning.
The core finding of this evaluation is that the biodiversity impact assessment is predicated on an incomplete and therefore unreliable evidence base. The proponent, AusNet, concedes that approximately 24% of the Project Area requiring ecological assessment was not fully surveyed due to "land access constraints". This is not a minor deficiency; it is a systemic failure that invalidates the entire impact assessment. The reliance on modelling and so-called "conservative assumptions" for this significant portion of the project footprint is not a valid substitute for the empirical evidence required to characterise environmental values and assess impacts under the EES framework.
Furthermore, the EES improperly defers these critical assessment tasks to a post-approval phase through the misuse of the Environmental Management Framework (EMF) and its Environmental Performance Requirements (EPRs). Specifically, EPR BD1 mandates that the missing baseline surveys be completed after the EES process, effectively subverting the statutory purpose of the EES, which is to assess a defined project's impacts before decisions are made. This approach transforms the EES from an impact assessment into a request for a process approval, removing the most critical stages of environmental scrutiny from the public and the decision-maker.
Even with the incomplete data, the EES concedes "Likely" significant impacts on multiple Matters of National Environmental Significance (MNES), including critically endangered ecological communities, and proposes the clearing of over 238 hectares of native vegetation. This outcome demonstrates a manifest failure to adhere to the primary evaluation objective to "avoid, and where avoidance is not possible, minimise" adverse effects. The credibility of the entire assessment is further undermined by the absence of any formal, independent scientific peer review of the technical studies.
The WVCA concludes that AusNet’s assessment of Biodiversity and Habitat in Chapter 8 of the EES and its supporting technical documentation is inadequate. Until fundamental deficiencies are rectified no project approvals should be considered.


Conclusion
The WVCA’s forensic evaluation has identified multiple, fundamental failures in the Western Renewables Link EES documentation for Biodiversity and Habitat. The assessment is non-compliant with the EES Scoping Requirements and subverts the intent of the Environment Effects Act 1978.
The critical deficiencies are:
· Incomplete Evidence Base: The assessment is founded on incomplete data, with 24% of the required survey area not fully assessed, rendering the impact analysis speculative.
· Improper Deferral of Assessment: The EES misuses the Environmental Management Framework and seeks to defer essential baseline surveys to a post-approval phase, denying the public and decision-makers the ability to scrutinise the project's full impacts.
· Failure to 'Avoid and Minimise': The sheer scale of admitted impacts on native vegetation (238 ha) and "Likely" significant impacts on nationally threatened communities demonstrate a failure to genuinely apply the primary mitigation hierarchy.
· Lack of Scientific Credibility: The absence of a formal, independent peer review of the technical studies creates an unacceptable risk of undetected error and bias.
· Unreliable Cumulative Assessment: The cumulative impact assessment is incomplete and fails to provide a robust basis for strategic decision-making.
The EES, in its current form, does not provide a sufficient or credible basis for an informed decision on the project's biodiversity impacts. It presents an unacceptable risk of irreversible harm to significant environmental values.
Body of Report
1. Systemic Failure in Assessment Methodology: Incomplete Data and Unjustified Assumptions
The biodiversity impact assessment relies on incomplete data, making its conclusions unreliable and speculative. AusNet's decision to proceed with the EES despite significant data gaps contradicts the EES Scoping Requirements and compromises the environmental assessment process.
1.1 Incomplete Baseline Characterisation
The EES Scoping Requirements necessitate comprehensive characterisation of biodiversity values through "targeted field surveys" (Department of Transport and Planning, 2023). However, Technical Report A: Biodiversity Impact Assessment reveals that approximately 24% of the Project Area (469.41 hectares "not surveyed" and 109.68 hectares "partially surveyed") was not fully assessed due to "land access constraints" (Jacobs, 2025). This significant data gap means that a quarter of the required survey area remains unassessed, shifting the risk of unknown environmental impacts from AusNet to the public and the environment.
1.2 Unjustified Reliance on Modelling and "Conservative" Assumptions
In the absence of field data, the EES relies on desktop modelling and a "conservative approach" (Jacobs, 2025). The "Integrated Native Vegetation assessment" uses DEECA modelling, but the EES's own technical report admits limitations, stating that EVC modelling "should be considered a guide" and poorly represents certain vegetation types like native grasslands (Jacobs, 2025). This undermines the reliability of impact calculations for native vegetation removal and habitat loss.
The claim of a "conservative approach" (assuming value presence without data) does not replace the need for actual assessment. Without empirical data, it's impossible to properly assess impact magnitude, genuinely apply the 'avoid and minimise' hierarchy, develop effective mitigation, or calculate credible offset liability. This strategic choice by AusNet proposes to allow the project to advance without full scrutiny of its biodiversity impacts, risking the destruction of high-value biodiversity or costly realignments post-approval. This fundamentally contradicts the Environment Effects Act 1978 (State of Victoria, 2012).
WVCA assessed Risk Rating: High – The incomplete baseline data renders the impact assessment scientifically unsound and prevents informed decision-making by the PIAC and the Minister.
1.3 Compliance Failure Analysis
	Requirement (EES Scoping Requirements, Section 4.1, p. 15-16)
	AusNet's Delivery (Evidence from EES & Technical Report A)
	Identified Gap / Failure

	"Characterise broadly the type, distribution, and condition of biodiversity values within a suitable study area..."
	The EES admits that approximately 24% of the Project Area requiring survey was not fully assessed due to "land access constraints". (Jacobs, 2025)
	The characterisation is incomplete. The type, distribution, and condition of biodiversity values across a significant portion of the impact footprint are unknown.

	"Characterisation of the existing environment is to be informed by relevant databases, literature... and targeted field surveys..."
	For 24% of the required survey area, characterisation relies on desktop modelling, which the proponent's own report acknowledges has significant limitations. (Jacobs, 2025)
	The EES fails to use the required method (targeted field surveys) for a substantial part of the Project Area, substituting it with a less reliable method.

	"Identify and characterise any ephemeral wetlands/habitat for threatened species and communities listed under the EPBC Act or FFG Act."
	The presence, extent, and condition of such habitats cannot be confirmed or denied in the unsurveyed 24% of the Project Area. The assessment remains speculative. (Jacobs, 2025)
	The EES fails to definitively identify and characterise these critical values across the entire impact area.


2. Deferral of Critical Assessment: The Misuse of Environmental Performance Requirements (EPRs)
The EES improperly uses Environmental Performance Requirements (EPRs) to seek to delay essential assessment tasks until after approval, undermining the EES process's core purpose of assessing impacts before decisions are made.
2.1 EPRs as a Deferral Mechanism
EPR BD1 states: "Prior to the finalisation of the detailed design for an area, complete ecological survey of the area if yet to be surveyed (additional surveys) and identify native vegetation and threatened species habitat that may be impacted by the Project" (AusNet, 2025a). This is a deferral of baseline assessment, not a management requirement. The Environment Effects Act 1978 mandates that the EES provide a complete assessment for the Minister's review (State of Victoria, 2012, Section 4(1)). By deferring surveys, AusNet has submitted an incomplete EES, asking for a decision based on a promise of future data, outside public and PIAC scrutiny.
Furthermore, the proposed management is weak. EPR BD1 states infrastructure will be moved "to avoid native vegetation, TECs and threatened taxa to the extent practicable" (AusNet, 2025a). "To the extent practicable" is a loophole, offering no measurable commitment to avoidance and allowing post-approval balancing against cost and convenience. This would transform the EES into a "process approval," removing the Minister, PIAC, and public from critical assessment stages. This sets a dangerous precedent, rendering the Environment Effects Act 1978 ineffective.
WVCA Assessed  Risk Rating: High – Deferring baseline surveys by writing them into EPRs is a high-level compliance failure, undermining EES integrity and risking inadequate assessment and management of significant environmental impacts.
2.2 Compliance Failure Analysis
	Statutory Obligation under Environment Effects Act 1978
	AusNet's Proposed Action (EPRs)
	Analysis of Non-Compliance

	Proponent must prepare and submit an EES for the Minister's assessment of environmental effects (Section 4(1)). (State of Victoria, 2012)
	EPR BD1 requires baseline ecological surveys to be completed after the EES is submitted, prior to final design. (AusNet, 2025a)
	The EES submitted for assessment is incomplete. It defers the collection of essential data required for the Minister to conduct a proper assessment of environmental effects.

	The Minister's assessment is to inform decisions on whether the works should proceed (Section 1(c)). (State of Victoria, 2012)
	The EES provides incomplete information, preventing a fully informed assessment. The true impacts in 24% of the Project Area are unknown. (Jacobs, 2025)
	The Minister cannot be fully informed by an assessment that is based on incomplete data. The decision-making process is compromised.

	The EES must be placed on public exhibition for comment (Section 9(1)). (State of Victoria, 2012)
	Key assessment data (from surveys in 24% of the Project Area) will be generated after the public exhibition and PIAC hearing have concluded. (AusNet, 2025a; Jacobs, 2025)
	The public and the PIAC are denied the opportunity to review and comment on the full environmental impacts of the project, defeating the purpose of public participation in the EES process.


3. Inadequate Impact Assessment for Threatened Species and Communities
Despite acknowledging incomplete data, the EES cites "Likely" or "Possible" significant impacts on nationally and state-listed threatened species and ecological communities. Proposed mitigation measures are often generic, unproven, or insufficient to reduce residual impacts to an acceptable level, demonstrating a failure to genuinely minimise harm.
3.1 Concession of Significant and High Residual Impacts
Technical Report A indicates "Likely" significant impacts under the Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) on two threatened ecological communities: Grey Box (Eucalyptus microcarpa) Grassy Woodlands and Derived Native Grasslands of South-eastern Australia (Endangered) and Natural Temperate Grassland of the Victorian Volcanic Plain (Critically Endangered) (Jacobs, 2025). "Possible" significant impacts are also noted for five other MNES including the Southern Greater Glider and Golden Sun Moth (Jacobs, 2025).
For species and communities listed under Victoria's Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (FFG Act), mitigation is insufficient. The critically rare Brittle Greenhood's potential impact remains "High" even after EPRs (Jacobs, 2025). Similarly, the FFG-listed Creekline Grassy Woodland (Goldfields) Community retains a "Moderate" residual impact (Jacobs, 2025). 
These instances show the proposed mitigation framework is ineffective for significant biodiversity values.
3.2 Ineffective and Uncertain Mitigation Measures
The EES proposes mitigation measures with unproven or highly uncertain effectiveness.
· Case Study: Southern Greater Glider (Endangered): The EES suggests "glider poles" for movement across cleared easements (EPR BD4) (AusNet, 2025a). However, scientific literature shows variable and often low efficacy of glider poles for this species. The EES offers no project-specific or scientific evidence of their success (Jacobs, 2025). Crucially, this measure is conditional on "landholder discussion and agreement" (AusNet, 2025a), making vital mitigation for an endangered species uncertain.
· Case Study: Brolga (Endangered): The EES acknowledges collision risk for the FFG-listed Brolga and proposes bird diverters (Jacobs, 2025). However, the technical report admits: "As with the vast majority of collision risk related studies, this study was conducted in the United States and may not directly reflect the avian species and environmental conditions present in Australia. As of the writing of the report, there is a lack of systematic, peer-review studies specifically assessing the effectiveness of UV reflective or emitting line marking in mitigating bird collisions with transmission lines within Australia" (Jacobs, 2025). This explicitly states the proposed mitigation's effectiveness for an endangered species is unknown.
This pattern of accepting significant residual impacts contradicts the EES Scoping Requirements' primary objective: "Avoid, and where avoidance is not possible, minimise... as well as address offset requirements" (Department of Transport and Planning, 2023). The EES treats "avoid and minimise" as a procedural exercise, not a substantive requirement. The project design appears to have been determined with insufficient ecological consideration, with the EES documenting the resulting, often unacceptable, impacts.
WVCA Assessed  Risk Rating: High – The failure to propose effective and certain mitigation for significant impacts, combined with high residual impacts, risks irreversible biodiversity loss and non-compliance with State and Commonwealth environmental legislation.
4. Failure to Meet the 'Avoid and Minimise' Obligation
The extensive documented impacts on native vegetation and threatened species habitat strongly suggest a failure to rigorously apply the 'avoid and minimise' mitigation hierarchy, a cornerstone of the EES Scoping Requirements. The EES does not demonstrate that the proposed impacts are the minimum necessary.
4.1 Scale of Documented Impacts
The EES quantifies significant destruction:
· Native Vegetation Removal: The project proposes clearing 238.607 hectares of native vegetation, including 229.71 hectares of remnant patches, 991 large trees from those patches, and 213 scattered trees (Jacobs, 2025).
· Impacts on Critically Endangered TECs: The project will destroy 5.37 hectares of the Critically Endangered Natural Temperate Grassland of the Victorian Volcanic Plain and 16.61 hectares of the Endangered Grey Box (Eucalyptus microcarpa) Grassy Woodlands and Derived Native Grasslands of South-eastern Australia (Jacobs, 2025). These are substantial impacts on already severely declined ecological communities.
· Habitat Fragmentation: The EES acknowledges new and exacerbated habitat fragmentation, particularly at Lexton, Haydens Hill, and south of Lerderderg State Park (Jacobs, 2025). Fragmentation is a key threatening process under the FFG Act, and its ecological consequences are not adequately quantified.
AusNet claims "avoidance of native vegetation has been an important design parameter from its inception" and lists avoided conservation reserves (AusNet, 2025a). While avoiding State Parks is expected, it does not excuse the lack of rigorous 'avoid and minimise' application within the chosen corridor. The extensive clearing and significant impacts on MNES in the final footprint demonstrate insufficient diligence.
The 'avoid and minimise' narrative appears to be a justification rather than a reflection of ecologically driven design. A genuine process would show iterative design changes to reduce impacts. Instead, the EES presents a final design with massive residual impacts and retrospectively claims avoidance. This claim is inconsistent with the evidence, especially as ecological values in 24% of the project area are unknown.
WVCA Assessed  Risk Rating: High – The failure to adequately apply the 'avoid and minimise' hierarchy poses a high risk of non-compliance with EES Scoping Requirements and a failure to achieve net community benefit.
5. Absence of Independent Peer Review and Flawed Consultation Process
The biodiversity impact assessment lacks scientific credibility due to the absence of formal, independent peer review. The EES wrongly equates stakeholder consultation with the Technical Reference Group (TRG) with independent scientific scrutiny, introducing unacceptable risk of error and bias.
5.1 Lack of Independent Scrutiny
A review of EES Chapter 8, Technical Report A, and the Environmental Management Framework reveals no statement that the biodiversity impact assessment underwent independent peer review by qualified, non-conflicted scientific experts (AusNet, 2025a; Jacobs, 2025).
AusNet presents TRG meetings as evidence of review (AusNet, 2025a). However, a TRG, composed of government agency representatives, provides consultative and advisory input on policy and regulatory matters. This differs fundamentally from independent scientific peer review, which is a rigorous critique of methodology, data analysis, and conclusions by independent academic or professional peers.
For a project of this scale and complexity, especially with data gaps, modelling reliance, and contested mitigation, independent peer review is essential due diligence. Its absence signals concerns about the quality, objectivity, and scientific defensibility of the EES's technical work. This creates a high risk of undetected methodological errors, flawed assumptions, and confirmation bias, where data supporting AusNet's desired outcome may be favoured.
WVCA Assessed Risk Rating: High – The absence of independent peer review poses a high risk of undetected flaws in the biodiversity assessment, compromising EES scientific integrity and confidence in its conclusions.
6. Unreliable Cumulative Impact Assessment
The EES provides an unreliable and speculative assessment of cumulative biodiversity impacts, insufficient for robust decision-making on the project's contribution to landscape-scale environmental change.
6.1 Incomplete and Speculative Analysis
The EES Scoping Requirements mandate assessing "potential cumulative effects on listed threatened or other protected fauna species from the project in combination with other relevant projects" (Department of Transport and Planning, 2023). The EES fails this, admitting the assessment is incomplete: "Many of the relevant projects do not have publicly available or quantifiable data on the complete nature of their impact. As such the cumulative impact assessment for biodiversity has been undertaken for 15 of the 21 projects with available data" (Jacobs, 2025).
Without complete quantitative data, conclusions become unverifiable professional judgments. Statements like "the cumulative impact to this TEC is unlikely to significantly alter the impacts identified separately" or that impacts are "not considered excessively high" lack comprehensive supporting evidence (Jacobs, 2025).
The region traversed by the WRL is undergoing significant land use change from renewable energy and urban growth. A robust cumulative impact assessment is crucial to understanding landscape-scale thresholds. By presenting an incomplete assessment and concluding manageability, the EES misleads about overall environmental consequences. This risks a "death by a thousand cuts" scenario, where individual projects are approved with seemingly manageable impacts, while severe collective landscape-scale impacts go unassessed until too late.
WVCA Assessed Risk Rating: Medium – The unreliable cumulative impact assessment, while secondary to direct impact assessment failures, represents a medium risk by failing to provide the Minister with necessary strategic context.
Conclusion
The WVCA’s forensic evaluation has identified multiple, fundamental failures in the Western Renewables Link EES documentation for Biodiversity and Habitat. The assessment is non-compliant with the EES Scoping Requirements and subverts the intent of the Environment Effects Act 1978.
The critical deficiencies are:
· Incomplete Evidence Base: The assessment is founded on incomplete data, with 24% of the required survey area not fully assessed, rendering the impact analysis speculative.
· Improper Deferral of Assessment: The EES misuses the Environmental Management Framework and seeks to defer essential baseline surveys to a post-approval phase, denying the public and decision-makers the ability to scrutinise the project's full impacts.
· Failure to 'Avoid and Minimise': The sheer scale of admitted impacts on native vegetation (238 ha) and "Likely" significant impacts on nationally threatened communities demonstrate a failure to genuinely apply the primary mitigation hierarchy.
· Lack of Scientific Credibility: The absence of a formal, independent peer review of the technical studies creates an unacceptable risk of undetected error and bias.
· Unreliable Cumulative Assessment: The cumulative impact assessment is incomplete and fails to provide a robust basis for strategic decision-making.
The EES, in its current form, does not provide a sufficient or credible basis for an informed decision on the project's biodiversity impacts. It presents an unacceptable risk of irreversible harm to significant environmental values.
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