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Inquiry into the Offshore Wind Industry Consultation Process

Submission from the Hunter Jobs Alliance (HJA)

Date - 30 August 2024

Submitted via portal - https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/OnlineSubmission

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission. The Hunter Jobs Alliance (HJA) is a collaboration of unions and environment organisations in the Hunter region, working together to create a future for our region with full employment, good union jobs, a thriving and healthy living environment, an equitable society, a stable climate, and renewable prosperity. The members and supporters of our organisations are workers, conservationists, local businesses people with deep ties to the Hunter region and a shared
commitment to its fair and sustainable future.

For inquiries contact: Justin Page, Coordinator - Hunter Jobs Alliance
justin.page@hunterjobsalliance.org.au

Introduction

HJA is disappointed in the manner that this Senate Inquiry has been established. It has clearly been politicised & established to discredit the consultation process & to impede progress on establishing a responsible Offshore Wind Industry in Australia. 

HJA has consistently and publicly supported the responsible development of sustainable offshore wind energy in Australia. HJA has been a credible actor in the Hunter advocating and participating in the consultation process. 

The Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water (DCCEEW) in our view have provided significant opportunities to engage with the processes of Offshore Wind development, however, as with any development process, there is always room for improvement.

Request to address the Committee

HJA  requests the opportunity to address the committee to discuss these matters further. Please
consider holding a public hearing in the Hunter and inviting local people & organisations who have made
submissions.

	Key Recommendations Summary for Improved Consultation. 

1. Projects that involve new industries & large scale developments need greater explanation, with clear and evidence-based information that is accessible and relatable.

2. Information needs to be delivered by a trusted local source to give it credibility i.e. a Local Energy Hub. HJA’s community engagement tells us the general community does not trust the Government nor the proponents to deliver that messaging. 

3. Outlining the “need” for a project is fundamental. Information transparency and provision is needed early in the engagement process – people are more likely to object to something if they do not believe it is needed.

4. Ensuring the presence of a stable and robust environmental protection governance framework. This will address stakeholders concerns and create a basis for cooperation with communities. 

5. Ensure a rigorous and independent assessment of potential impacts, both adverse and beneficial, and for careful monitoring of impacts during development and operation.

6. Lifting the height restriction of 260 Metres is needed to ensure turbine efficiency, Australian content including manufacturing & bird strike mitigation. 
 
7. Community education on the consultation process is needed. Consultation is not a tally of submissions, for or against. It is essential Government decisions on offshore wind are informed by evidence, expert advice, economics in addition to public consultation

8. More effective engagement principles & strategies need to be developed with First Nations people to ensure effective engagement into the future.

9. Community engagement would significantly improve with the establishment of a Hunter Offshore Wind reference and advisory group with independent expert facilitation, resourcing, successful proponent participation, wide stakeholder and community representation.




HJA Response to Terms of Reference

Terms of Reference (a) the efficacy of community engagement and benefit in planning, developing and operating the offshore wind industry;
Efficacy is the ability to perform a task to a satisfactory or expected degree.
HJA s view is the Australian Government and the DCCEEW performed the community engagement to the expected degree required by Offshore Electricity Infrastructure Act 2021.  DCCEEW conducted consultation processes in the Hunter as part of the process of formally declaring an offshore wind zone here. These consultation processes were advertised through normal channels for federal government consultation including: 
· a formal notice of consultation as required under the Offshore Electricity Infrastructure Act 2021
· an online consultation hub featuring background and technical documentation
· publication on DCCEEW’s website and social media pages, in-person consultation
· DCCEEW conducted letterboxes in all areas 

There was also significant media coverage in lead up & during consultation period-
· Newcastle Herald article 14 December 2022 - Offshore Wind Key component of Zone. The state announced the fourth REZ Zone, first to include Offshore Wind.
· Newcastle Herald article 23 February 2023- Winds of Change - Front page headline - Minister Bowen in Newcastle to formally open the community consultation phase & outlining the consultation timeline. Article continue on page 5
· Newcastle Herald article 24 February 2023- Jobs a shore thing - Minister Bowen opening consultation.
· News of the Area Port Stephens article 02 March 2023 - Offshore Future -Front page headline outlining the proposal 7 consultation. Article continued page 3 
· News of the Area Port Stephens article 09 March 2023 - One Nation push back on offshore wind zone - article outlines the government is seeking community feedback.
· News of the Area Port Stephens article 16 March 2023 - COASTAL CONSULTS- Front page headline - Article outlines community consultation. Article continues page 2.

Public consultation processes were also widely shared on local social media pages and by community groups which supported or opposed the proposals. In the Hunter those supporting Offshore Wind have set up Websites & Facebook page including-
· Hunter Offshore Wind website with over 20 local Organisations registering their support & displaying their logos 
· Yes to Wind Farms Collective, Central Coast, Hunter, Port Stephens facebook page with over 550 members

Those opposing Offshore Wind setup Facebook groups including-. 
· No Offshore Turbines Port Stephens facebook page with over 9.7K members
· Save the Myall Coast Save Port Stephens facebook page with over 1.5K members

The DCCEEW summary  of the Hunter consultation process outlines seven community information sessions were held in Wamberal, Doyalson, Swansea, Newcastle, Bar Beach, Nelson Bay and Hawks Nest from 6 March to 9 March 2023, attracting more than 300 attendants. 

Six online Local Industry sessions were held between 20 March to 23 March 2023. These sessions were targeted to industry groups: Aviation, Commercial Fishing, Recreational Fishing, Tourism, Local Business and Community Groups. A total of 18 individuals attended these online sessions. 

A total of 1916 submissions were received. 107 submissions (6%) were made on behalf of an organisation, 15 respondents did not specify, and the remaining 1,794 submissions (94%) were made by an individual or individuals.  

Over 80% of the individual submissions received were from residents in the five coastal local council areas (Central Coast, Lake Macquarie, Mid-Coast, Newcastle and Port Stephens), and 4% were from the broader Hunter council areas (Cessnock, Dungog, Maitland and Singleton). Over 40% of all individual submissions identified the Central Coast as their location.

1794 individual submissions indicate that the community was widely aware of the consultation process & community engagement has been demonstrated. The Hunter Offshore Wind Zone area was declared on the 12th July 2023. There was significant size reduction in the Hunter declared zone compared to the original proposal which also demonstrates consultation occurred and the views and concerns expressed through the community engagement resulted in changes to the original proposal.

The zone was reduced at the Port Stephens and Norah Head ends of the zone, where there was most community concern expressed. The distance from shore was also modified from approximately 10 km to at least 20 km.

After the consultation period closed there was still community opinion, both supporting and opposing offshore wind in the Hunter, being publicly expressed and  expressed directly to Minister Bowen’s office. Consultation continued with Minister Bowen’s office directly.
 
On the 19th Sep 2023, Meryl Swanson MP organised for Minister Bowen to meet in person with approximately 30 locals at Nelson Bay Bowling Club. This meeting included community members, representatives from Game Fishers, Commercial Fishers, Tourism operators, One Nation, & environmental groups. I attended this meeting representing the Hunter Jobs Alliance. 

Minister Bowen spent more than 2 hours at that meeting where every person in the room had an opportunity to speak, raise concerns and ask questions directly of him. I took the opportunity to speak about the benefits Offshore Wind could bring and asked Minister Bowen to ensure we get the policy settings and frameworks right to ensure local jobs, procurement and supply chains, environmental benefits, community benefits, energy security and economic prosperity for our region.

At that meeting Minister Bowen offered to continue to meet with representatives of that group to continue to listen and understand their concerns. On the 27th Nov 2023, Minister Bowen and MP Meryl Swanson met in Canberra with 5 representatives of that group. (Newcastle Herald article).

This demonstrates that the efficacy of community engagement and benefit in planning, developing and operating the offshore wind industry met the expected degree required by the Offshore Electricity Infrastructure Act 2021. In saying that, community engagement and consultation can be improved for future processes. 

The HJA’s view is that the process itself used for this offshore wind industry consultation was in no way different to any other government consultation process, however, in our view an information vacuum has allowed misinformation to thrive. Our experience is the general community does not trust the Government or the renewable energy proponents to deliver credible information on these new industry developments. 
What has made this process seem so different?
· Offshore Wind is a new industry, not established in Australia
· The Community have no experience with it and little credible information on it
· An information vacuum has allowed misinformation and disinformation to thrive
· Social media has exacerbated this more than we have experienced in the past
· Misinformation had a portion of the community believe the consultation was to allow the government to build offshore wind. 
· The 5-7 year feasibility assessment process is not understood.
· Offshore Wind has been Politicised & weaponised
· Liberals, Nationals, One Nation are opposing Offshore Wind for Political gain, not because it has no merits.
· Dutton, Littleproud, Barnaby Joyce continual visits to the region not seen before.
· It was the Federal Coalition Party who started the support & legislation for Offshore Wind, now they are opposing it for Political gain.
· The community are unsure where offshore wind fits in the energy transition
· Opposition groups used “it will destroy the marine ecological system” without any evidence to support it, spreading environmental concern amongst the community.
· Billboards depicting dead whales on the beach, again with no evidence to support it
· Even when the opposition group conceded publicly that there is no evidence to suggest Offshore Wind kills whales, they continue to use those billboards & signs.
· The community was looking to their Federal and State members for guidance. 
· There were mixed responses. Some support it the proposal and outline the process and benefits, others publicly state they have concerns 
· There has not been a consistent message from Federal and State members which has led to community uncertainty. 
Terms of Reference (b) community engagement within the existing Australian Government offshore wind industry regulatory and legislative frameworks;
Further consultation has taken place on the regulations. On 10th May 2024 HJA made a submission in relation to the Consultation on the Offshore Electricity and Infrastructure Amendment Regulations 2024 to support the Offshore Electricity Infrastructure Act 2021.
 
On the 7th June 2024 HJA made a submission to the request for feedback on proposed license conditions Consultation on the Offshore Electricity and Infrastructure Amendment Regulations 2024.

Any member of the community or organistion has the opportunity to lodge a submission as part of this consultation.
HJA has been advocating to Minister Bowen’s office to establish a Hunter Offshore Wind reference and advisory groups with independent expert facilitation, resourcing, successful proponent participation, wide stakeholder and community community groups representation to improve community engagement.

Community consultative committees play an important role in ensuring government and proponents develop constraints, regulations and practices for the offshore wind industry that meet the concerns of local people and build public confidence in the industry’s overall benefit for the communities that host it. This will ensure decision-making is aligned with the needs of the local area.

Terms of Reference (c) the adherence to the principles of Free, Prior and Informed Consent from Traditional Owners of the affected Sea Country by the Australian Government and offshore wind industry;
The DCCEEW summary outlines First Nations consultation The department contacted the Awabakal, Bahtabah, Biraban, Darkinjung, Karuah, Mindaribba and Worimi Local Aboriginal Land Councils (LALCs) whose country is adjacent to the proposed area. 

The LALCs were contacted by phone and email to introduce the proposal, offered an in-person meeting to discuss the proposal and asked to provide any feedback. An in-person meeting on country was held with Biraban LALC in March 2023 to discuss the proposal. 

HJA’s view is that this demonstrates that the Australian Government and DCCEEW tried to engage but these methods were not effective. More effective engagement principles strategies need to be developed with First Nations people to ensure effective engagement into the future.

Terms of Reference (d) the impact of the offshore wind industry on marine life and marine environments in Australian waters, including strategies for impact minimisation and management; 
The impact of offshore wind farms on marine life & marine environments in Australian waters are yet to be determined. There has been considerable misinformation, disinformation and scare tactics by those opposed to Offshore Wind to intentionally erode community consensus not only in the Hunter but elsewhere in Australia. Genuine community concerns have been overtaken by bad faith political actors. 

It is evident there is not a good understanding of the Offshore Renewable Energy process. There is further opportunity for the community and users of the area to provide feedback on each specific project, which needs to be addressed in the proponents management plan. 

Proponents who gain a feasibility licence need to identify the legislative requirements that apply to their circumstances and demonstrate in their referral and assessment documentation how those requirements will be met. 

HJA continues to advocate for the following environmental inputs-
· Rigorous environmental impact assessments informed by best-practice guidelines for sensitive marine and avian species.
· Harm prevention strategies and technologies which prioritise avoidance and mitigation of impacts. 
· Offshore wind proponents must take a proactive approach to environmental and threatened species impact avoidance technologies from the outset.
· Where planning frameworks lack or are lagging, proponents must fill the gap to assure the public and the Hunter and Central Coast community that marine, estuarine and avian species populations will continue to thrive alongside an offshore wind industry.
· Ongoing environmental condition monitoring and species tracking programs. 


It has already been identified that the height limit imposed on the Hunter zone creates a number of issues. As Offshore Wind technology advances, limiting our zone to 260 metres restricts the ability to implement the most efficient turbines available. It will also put the Hunter out of step with other zones thus reducing our capacity to maximise Australian content and manufacturing opportunities. 

From an environmental point of view it has already been identified that ensuring the swept areas (distance between the water and the bottom height of the blades) of horizontal axis wind turbines being at least 40m off the water will minimise seabird collision during strong winds. This is an important risk mitigation that must be properly considered, hence the height restriction must be revisited.

Terms of Reference (e) any other related matters.
Any inquiry into offshore wind farms should also consider the opportunities and benefits offshore wind can bring to communities. Offshore Wind will generate significant investment and bring further investment in renewables to our region. 

With the right Government Policy and Framework settings we have the opportunity to maximise local content, mitigate environmental impacts and provide community benefits to the Hunter region.
Offshore wind is vital to secure the future of our existing manufacturing Industries in the Hunter like Tomago Aluminium which injects 6000 jobs and $10.2 billion into the Hunter economy, as well as other companies like Molycop, Infra Build & Orica.  

Offshore Wind can create -
· local, permanent, secure, quality jobs.
· Local Apprenticeships and Traineeships
· Training and transition opportunities for energy workers. 
· Australian manufacturing for offshore wind, including wind turbine components, floating structures, cables and vessels.
· local supply chains.
· benefits and opportunities for First Nations people.
· Use regulated Australian Vessels and Australian crew.


Community Benefits - 
· Partner with our local Energy and Manufacturing Centres of Excellence, (TAFE & Universities).
· Provide Community Investment options to harness private capital effectively to achieve important social & environmental goals for communities. 
· Improve and increase access to public services to boost community resilience through economic change, including health care, education and sustainable public transport infrastructure to increase access for rural and regional areas.
· Provide financial or in-kind support to community organisations carrying out a project or activity benefiting the broader community.
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