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Comments re EPBC referral no. 2025/10224: Victorian Renewable Energy Terminal
1 Introduction

Western Port is recognised for its ecological significance as a Ramsar wetland of
international importance. It forms the core of a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve and
supports three marine national parks. Its mangroves, saltmarshes, and seagrass
meadows comprise a large proportion of Victoria’s coastal blue carbon ecosystems,
which are critical to climate change mitigation and adaptation.’

There is strong community interest in the environmental impacts of industrial proposals
within Western Port. This was demonstrated by over 10,000 community submissions
made to the state and federal environmental assessment process in 2020 for the
proposed AGL gas import terminal at Port of Hastings.

Phillip Island Conservation Society (PICS) is a community group that has worked to
protect and enhance the natural assets of Phillip Island and Western Port since 1968. In
2014, PICS formed the Preserve Western Port Action Group in response to the
environmental challenges associated with developing a proposed second Victorian
container port at Hastings. We offer considerable knowledge of the Western Port
environment and strong partnerships with like-minded organisations around its shores.

We welcome the opportunity to comment on EPBC referral no. 2025/10224 by the Port
of Hastings Corporation (PoHC) for the proposed Victorian Renewable Energy Terminal
(VRET). Both PICS and Preserve Western Port Action Group are represented on the VRET
community reference group established by PoHC for community consultation.

" Local Scale, Lasting Impact: Major blue carbon opportunities uncovered in Victoria’s Western Port and
Port Phillip bays. Blue Carbon Lab, 27 September, 2023. https://www.bluecarbonlab.org/local-scale-
lasting-impact-major-blue-carbon-opportunities-uncovered-in-victorias-western-port-and-port-phillip-
bays/
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We understand the importance and urgency of a swift transition to renewable energy.
This must be done with careful planning and assessment to ensure it is achieved
without unacceptable environmental impacts, and we aim to work constructively for
these outcomes.

This PICS submission focuses on several key points:

e VRET impacts on the Western Port Ramsar wetland, which we consider remain
unacceptable in the revised EPBC referral

e The limited analysis in the referral of alternative sites or multi-port solutions to
avoid and minimise environmental impacts

e Significant uncertainties in the VRET referral, which require further assessment
as a controlled action should the proposal proceed further

e Ourrequest that assessment be by environmental impact statement and public
inquiry

e Ourrequest for public consultation regarding the assessment scope and for the
scope to require:

o Comprehensive comparative assessment of the environmental values of
Western Port and alternative sites or multi-port solutions

o Development of a marine spatial plan, so that combined and cumulative
impacts of the VRET alongside other activities in the Western Port Ramsar
wetland can be adequately understood

Our Preserve Western Port Action Group has provided additional comments via a
separate submission, primarily regarding referral attachment 18 (project alternatives
and design development).

2 Impacts on the Western Port Ramsar wetland
2.1 Australia’s Ramsar wetland obligations
The VRET referral puts the integrity of Australia’s Ramsar protections to the test.

EPBC Act guidelines state that an action is considered likely to have a significant
impact on the ecological character of a Ramsar wetland if it will result in areas of
the wetland being destroyed or substantially modified.? Notably, the guidelines do
not define the extent of such areas.

2 Matters of National Environmental Significance, Significant Impact Guidelines 1.1, Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/nes-guidelines_1.pdf
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2.2 Minister Plibersek’s decision on the 2023 VRET referral

In December 2023, Minister Plibersek determined that the first VRET referral (EPBC no.
2023/09609) should not proceed because it would have “clearly unacceptable”
impacts on the Western Port Ramsar wetland.?

Minster Plibersek stated that destruction and substantial modification of large areas of
the Ramsar wetland via dredging, reclamation, and artificial hardening of the coastline,
would result in permanent and irreversible change in ecological character, even
with best practice avoidance and mitigation measures.

Key impacts included disruption of coastal processes, permanent loss of intertidal
mudflats and subtidal flats, reduction of marine invertebrate habitat, and potential
suspension of toxicants and acid sulfate soil.

2.3 Revised VRET referral response to Minister Plibersek’s reasons for decision

In the revised VRET referral (EPBC no. 2025/10224), PoHC has:

e Madified, but not fully resolved, the project design to reduce the dredging
envelope by approximately 70 percent and the reclamation envelope by
approximately 35 percent

e Proposed mitigation and contingency measures that are yet to be fully refined
and assessed

e Completed further preliminary impact assessments, with additional studies
required

The referral response to Minister Plibersek’s statement of reasons (attachment 1, p. 5)
states:

e The marine ecology preliminary impact assessment “concludes that habitat
areas within the project area are not considered ecologically significant within
the broader context of the Western Port Ramsar wetland.”

e The area of subtidal and intertidal habitat impacted by the project
(approximately 0.07 percent) is “small” and “not expected to resultin an
unacceptable impact to any critical components or essential elements of the
ecosystem.”

3 Statement of Reasons: Decision under Section 74B, EPBC no. 2023/09609, 18 December 2023.
https://epbcpublicportal.environment.gov.au/_entity/sharepointdocumentlocation/b5d2985b-bfad-
ee11-a569-002248933951/2ab10dab-d681-4911-b881-cc99413f07b67?file=2023-09609-Statement-of-
Reasons.pdf
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e “Asthis loss is relatively small and localised to an area of wetland within the
existing port precinct, it would not constitute a substantial modification and will
not resultin an adverse impact on the ecological character of the Western Port
Ramsar site as a whole.”

2.4 Revised scale of impacts remains unacceptable

PICS considers that the focus on percentage terms in the referral downplays the
absolute scale of loss of areas of Ramsar wetland, and this loss remains
unacceptable.

Despite its revised design, the VRET would require:

e Destruction or permanent modification of 45.2 ha of Ramsar wetland via 18.8
ha of reclamation and up to 27 ha of dredging

e Destruction of approximately 12 ha of intertidal mudflat
e Destruction of 9.38 ha of intertidal and subtidal seagrass
e Hardeningthe shoreline to form a 600 x 80 m quay apron

e Continuous dredging operations for approximately five months, mobilising
10.9 kt of fine sediment, which is equivalent to 39 percent of the 28 kt/yr annual
sediment load target for Western Port, potentially reducing seagrass
productivity for up to 2 km north and 2 km south of the dredging area

e To add further context:

e This area of wetland loss is comparable to the 58.7 ha of Ramsar wetland that
would have been lost at Toondah Harbour until Minister Plibersek proposed to
reject the project (EPBC no. 2018/8225) and it was withdrawn.*

e The Western Port Ramsar wetland ecological character description defines the
limit of acceptable change for wetland bathymetry as “no loss of intertidal
mudflat area”.®

e The current Western Port Ramsar Site Management Plan sets a resource
condition target to "maintain the diversity of habitats for the Ramsar site:
seagrass > 15,000 ha, saltmarsh > 1,100 ha, mangroves > 1,700 ha, sand /
mudflats > 27,000 ha" (p. 48). The intention is to improve extent and condition

4 Ministerial media release: Proposed decision to refuse development in Toondah Harbour.
https://minister.dcceew.gov.au/plibersek/media-releases/proposed-decision-refuse-development-
toondah-harbour

5Hale, J. (2016) Ecological Character Description Addendum - Western Port Ramsar Site. Department of
Environment, Land, Water and Planning. East Melbourne.
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0032/672809/Western-Port-Ramsar-Site-Ecological-
Character-Description-Addendum.pdf
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of seagrass beyond current levels and continue the trajectory of
recovery from record lows of only 5,900 ha in 1994 (p. 28).°

3 Limited analysis of alternative sites to avoid or minimise environmental
impacts

As discussed earlier, the transition to renewable energy must be subject to careful
planning and assessment to prevent unacceptable environmental impacts.

The mitigation hierarchy should be applied sequentially by first avoiding environmental
impacts, then mitigating unavoidable impacts, and finally offsetting significant residual

impacts. EPBC Act guidelines state that site selection is an important means to avoid
and minimise impacts on matters of national environmental significance.

The referral rationale for choosing Port of Hastings as Victoria's primary, full-service
assembly port for offshore wind development (attachments 3 and 4) lacks detail,
including comparative assessment of the environmental values of Western Port and
other potential sites.

In attempting to justify the choice of Port of Hastings, the referral (attachment 4, p. 6)
states: “The footprint of the proposed port expansion sits within areas of the Ramsar
that have previously been highly disturbed by land reclamation and dredging activities.”
Yet, attachment 12 (dredging and reclamation history) demonstrates that the bulk of
this disturbance occurred more than fifty years ago.

Further, the referral (attachment 7, p. 5) notes that habitats in the VRET project area
have comparable marine invertebrate and fish biodiversity and abundance to similar
habitat sites in the lower north arm of Western Port. Consequently, PICS is concerned
that the Ramsar habitat to be lost is of significant quality, despite proximity to areas
disturbed decades ago.

An alternative port selection or a multi-port solution may avoid or further minimise
environmental harm. Yet, the Victorian Government has refused to release the
underlying analysis of alternatives to demonstrate that it has genuinely tried to avoid
destroying or substantially modifying a Ramsar wetland.

Information omitted from the referral includes:

e The multi-criteria port analysis by Jacobs leading to selection of Port of
Hastings as a single-port solution. This is still being held in-confidence by the
Victorian Government.

5 Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (2017). Western Port Ramsar Site Management
Plan. Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, East Melbourne.
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/672804/Western-Port-Ramsar-Site-
Management-Plan_revised.pdf
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e Shifts in Victorian wind implementation context since the Jacobs site analysis
and Minister Plibersek’s rejection of the 2023 VRET referral. In April 2025, the
Victorian Government published Offshore Wind Energy Implementation
Statement 4, which softened reliance on a single-port solution and emphasis of
a proximity advantage at Port of Hastings.” It now suggests that Victorian ports
could serve other states, and other states could serve Victoria. It notes
competing interest from ports at Geelong and Portland in Victoria, Port Kembla
in NSW, and Bell Bay in Tasmania. This weakens the arguments that Hastings
is the optimal choice due to proximity or public ownership. To illustrate this
point, relevant extracts from Implementation Statement 4 include:

o “Considering the Commonwealth Minister’s decision on the terminal’s
initial EPBC referral, the Victorian Government has been assessing the
role other Victorian and Australian deepwater ports can play in the
construction and assembly of offshore wind.”

o “While other ports may not individually provide the full construction and
assembly services envisaged at the proposed Victorian Renewable Energy
Terminal, the Victorian Government is exploring the feasibility of port
services for individual elements of the process. These services can
range from the provision of laydown areas for the storage of pins used to
attach jacket foundations to the seabed, to the assembly and installation
of wind turbine generators (WTG) — assembling the towers, nacelles and
blades and shipping the WTG to be attached to the foundations.”

o “The Victorian Government is working with other deepwater ports to
assess their viability for supporting Victoria’s offshore wind targets. This
includes: a technical assessment of potential designs, including their
viability to provide foundations, WTG or full construction and assembly
services; modelling the impact use of different ports will have on offshore
wind development timelines, taking into account their distance from the
offshore wind zone and likely weather conditions; potential development
and construction timelines. Through its engagement with other ports, the
Victorian Government is maintaining optionality that alternative
construction ports will be available for offshore wind developers to

»

use.

e Progress with assessment of alternative construction port options since the
Jacobs site analysis

7 Offshore Wind Energy Implementation Statement 4, 2025, Victorian Department of Energy, Environment
and Climate Action. https://www.energy.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0026/745235/0ffshore-Wind-
Energy-Victoria-Implementation-Statement-4.pdf
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4 Referral leaves significant uncertainties and further assessment is required

PICS questions how PoHC can state that it is “confident” that the ecological character
of the Western Port Ramsar wetland can be maintained (attachment 1, p. 6) and that the
VRET would be “consistent with the principle of ‘wise use’ as defined in the Ramsar
Convention” (attachment 8, p. 7).

Our review identifies that the referral only contains preliminary impact
assessments and does not adequately consider operational, indirect (including
facilitated), long-term or cumulative effects.

Further assessment is required to address these deficiencies, as well as to develop
mitigation, monitoring, and performance measures, and complete an offset
management plan.

4.1 Design and construction methodology are incomplete

The design and construction methodology are not finalised, dredging volumes may
change, and the extent of changes to the channel and anchorage area are undefined.
The referral states:

e “The final construction methodology is under development and will be
progressed through the preparation of the Project’s impact assessment.” (p. 4)

e “Depending on the outcome of further studies and refinement of the project
design, there is a possibility that the berth pocket and quay wall will need to be
deepened further to ensure that the seabed is stable enough to support the legs
of jack up vessels. The amount of material required to be removed in this
location will depend on the results of further geotechnical testing and impact
assessment.” (p. 5)

e “ltis necessary to amend the mapping of the shipping channel and nearby
anchorage area should the Terminal be approved. At this stage, these changes
have not been defined, however they will be near the existing shipping channel
and anchorage and wholly within the declared Port of Hastings limits.” (p. 6)

4.2 Operational parameters are not well defined

Technical studies completed to date are limited to impacts in the construction phase.
The referral (attachment 7, p.153) states that operational impacts will be assessed in
detail during the EES (since the VRET will be assessed via a Victorian environment
effects statement process). It states that this includes the impacts of facility lighting,
stormwater discharge, increased vessel movements and emissions, increased risk of
introduction of invasive marine species, increased risk of oil and fuel spills, and
increased risk of vessel strike on marine megafauna.
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PICS is deeply concerned about the impact of increased vessel traffic, which is not
quantified. In addition to the risks discussed above, increased marine traffic has
potential to erode channel banks and shorelines, increase turbidity and sedimentation,
reduce seagrass health and ecosystem productivity, and introduce an uncontrollable
source of light pollution.

4.3 Impact assessments are preliminary

Impact assessments are preliminary and identify further studies that need to be
completed:

e Attachment 8 (ecological character) notes that “indirect impacts are yet to be
fully assessed” (p. 8) and “impacts to water quality from stormwater discharge
and supernatant discharge from the reclamation process have not currently
been assessed” (p. 40)

e Attachment 7 (marine ecology) notes that further work is necessary to ensure
that significant adverse impacts on critical components of the Ramsar
wetland are avoided. This includes:

o Completion of water quality monitoring to document existing variability in
key parameters, including total suspended solids, turbidity, light
attenuation, and nutrients, and understand potential impacts from
suspended sediment plumes generated from dredging (p. 5)

o Studies to understand the potential impacts on seagrass productivity, and
to develop mitigation and management measures to prevent significant
adverse impacts on seagrass productivity, marine invertebrate and fish
populations (pp. 5-6)

o Studies of marine infauna across the area subject to the predicted
suspended sediment plume exposure to understand potential impacts on
infauna abundance and biodiversity, and impacts on dependent species,
including waterbirds (pp. 4-5)

o Studies to understand the ecological importance to waterbirds of the
habitat areas to be reclaimed or dredged (pp. 9-10)

4.4 Mitigation, monitoring, and performance measures are incomplete

Attachment 7 (marine ecology) states that further work is required to develop mitigation
and monitoring measures and performance criteria, including:

e Development of suspended sediment/ light thresholds and adaptive
management measures to minimise adverse impacts to seagrass, fish
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(particularly eggs and larvae), marine invertebrates, and dependent species (p.
10)

e Review of local fish species’ sensitivity to underwater noise and development of
underwater noise mitigation measures (p. 10)

e Use of silt curtains and adaptive management measures for dredging (p. 8)

PICS questions whether a silt curtain would be effective in the
hydrodynamic conditions of the VRET dredging envelope. We are aware of US
EPA advice that silt curtains are most effective in shallow, calm conditions and
are not suited to depths over 6.5 m or currents over 0.50 m/s.®

e Speed limits to minimise collisions between marine fauna and vessels (p. 8)
e Updated spill management and response procedures (p. 9)
4.5 Long-term impacts are not assessed

Long-term impacts are not assessed, even though the VRET has a 50-year design life
and is unlikely to be decommissioned. The referral states: “The history of port assets of
this scale and nature is that they are repurposed and upgraded.”

Long-term impacts include further industrialisation and dredging in the main channel.
EPBC Act significant impact guidelines state that indirect impacts include
“facilitated impacts which result from further actions (including actions by third
parties) which are made possible or facilitated by the action”. Since the proposed
terminal is expected to be repurposed and upgraded, future channel deepening is
likely to be a facilitated impact. For example:

e Wind turbine installation vessels are likely to increase in size over the terminal’s
design life as vessel classes evolve and the terminal supports repowering cycles

e Modern container ships already exceed existing channel depth
4.6 Cumulative impacts are not assessed

The referral does not assess the cumulative impacts of VRET construction and
operation (attachment 7, p. 154):

“The relationship between different impacts on the marine environment and the
potential for combined and cumulative impacts will be an important
consideration for the Terminal Project EES. The assessment of combined and
cumulative impacts requires engagement with other project proponents and
managers during the EES process and will be assessed in detail in the EES.”

8 Silt curtains as a dredging project management practice. https://semspub.epa.gov/work/01/466658.pdf
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These impacts must be considered in combination with the impacts of other past,
present, and planned developments within Western Port, including past dredging and
reclamation.

A Western Port strategic framework and marine spatial plan is necessary to enable
these combined and cumulative impacts to be rigorously assessed and ensure the
Western Port Ramsar wetland can be effectively managed for conservation and wise
use.

The community has been advocating for a funded Western Port strategic framework and
marine spatial plan since 2021. Further detail is contained in submissions on the VRET
EPBC referral by Western Port Biosphere Foundation and Victorian National Parks
Association.

4.7 Offsets not yet identified

Attachment 9 (draft offset strategy) states that it is a “working document to be
updated during the course of the Impact Assessment process and following further
negotiations and discussions with government agencies, private landholders and other
stakeholders”, so that a more detailed offset management plan can be prepared
prior to commencement of the VRET project.

5. Conclusion

PICS considers that the revised VRET design remains unacceptable. Its extensive
reclamation, dredging, artificial hardening of the coastline, and indefinite operational
life will have unacceptable, permanent and irreversible effects on the Western Port
Ramsar wetland ecological character.

If the Minister considers that the revised proposal should proceed further, we make the
following requests:

1. The proposalis assessed as a controlled action under the EPBC Act because it
is likely to have a significant impact on the ecological character of the
Western Port Ramsar wetland by destroying and substantially modifying
large areas of the wetland.

2. The proposalis assessed by environmental impact statement with a public
inquiry for full transparency, given the sensitivity of the Western Port Ramsar
wetland and the level of public interest in its conservation and wise use. This
could be conducted efficiently under bilateral agreement with Victoria, since the
proposal is already subject to assessment by environment effects statement
(EES) and inquiry with public hearing under the Victorian Environment Effects
Act 1978.
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3. There is further public consultation on the draft Victorian EES scope following
incorporation of matters of national environmental significance, since the
proposal has been revised and referral documentation expanded since the
original EES referral.

4. The final environmental assessment scope requires:

a. Publicrelease of a comprehensive comparative assessment of the
environmental values of Western Port and alternative sites or multi-port
solutions to avoid and minimise environmental harm.

b. Development of a marine spatial plan, so that combined and cumulative
impacts of the VRET alongside other activities in the Western Port Ramsar
wetland can be adequately understood.

Thank you once again for the opportunity to comment on this EPBC referral. We look
forward to participating further, should the referral proceed to an environmental
assessment process.
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