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Summary 
Friends of the Earth Australia (FoEA) is a membership-based environmental 
organisation that has been active for almost 4 decades. We welcome the opportunity 
to provide a submission to the proposed guidelines. 
 
FoEA does not believe there needs to be a substantial amendment to how planning 
occurs for wind energy in NSW. Accordingly we feel that the proposed guidelines as 
put forward are much more about politics than good planning policy. There are some 
serious inconsistencies within the guidelines, and also in regard to other energy policy 
and science, including the science of climate change.  
 
Climate change represents a serious threat which requires large-scale mitigation 
action as soon as possible. Wind energy is currently one of the cheapest and most 
effective methods to achieve this. Unnecessary restrictions on wind farms will have a 
very high cost to future social wellbeing. 
 
We appreciate the fact that in producing these guidelines, the NSW government has 
re-iterated its commitment to an emissions reduction target of 20% by 2020. However, 
these guidelines threaten to limit NSW’s ability to meet the challenge of replacing old, 
polluting energy infrastructure with modern, clean renewable technologies an hence 
the ability to meet this target. 
 
We are worried that the main group to benefit from these guidelines will be a vocal 
but small lobby who hold ideological positions against wind farms which is not based 
in hard science. 
 
We are concerned that the impost of these new guidelines will be felt hardest by rural 
communities, especially in the case of community-owned and initiated wind farm 
developments. Less wind energy will mean less employment and other opportunities 
for regional communities. 
 

Why more wind energy is needed 
 
The guidelines affirm commitment to the 20% Renewable Energy Target. While this 
is set in a Federal context, it must be noted that this is a weak target. Given the short 
timeframe for effectively mitigating climate change it deserves to be much higher.  
 
The International Energy Agency’s 2011 World Energy Outlook (2) pointed out that 
unless a decisive move to clean energy investment is made in the next 5 years, the 



world is likely to lock in a disastrous six degrees of warming, a catastrophic outcome 
(3).  
 
South Australia helps to demonstrate why a 20% target for all renewables is 
conservative, from the point of view of what is possible (see figure 1 below). 
Australian Energy Market Operator figures (1) show SA had over 20% of its energy 
generated in 2010/11 from wind.  
 
SA greenhouse gas emissions have declined by around 20% since 2005/06 even while 
overall energy use has grown significantly, according to the same AEMO report. 
 
This coincides with the period where wind generation has grown about four times 
over in that state, from only around 5% in 2005/6, replacing most of the power 
previously bought from Victoria’s largely brown-coal generators.  
 

 
Figure 1 

 

Wind farms are not harmful 
Wind farms have no demonstrated health effects. Internationally, at least 17 major 
reviews of evidence find no link between wind farms and physiological health 
problems(4).  However, the fossil-fuel alternatives to wind have a well demonstrated 
health impact both due to climate change effects and local pollution (5).  
 
There is little evidence that wind farms will harm property values or tourism.  
 



In one NSW study, wind farms “do not appear to have negatively affected property 
values in most cases. Forty of the 45 sales investigated did not show any reductions in 
value. Five properties were found to have lower than expected sale prices (based on a 
statistical analysis)” (6). In contrast, coal seam gas (CSG) and coal operations – both 
of which are becoming more common across NSW - destroy property values. 
 
Tourism may be increased due to people wishing to view the wind farm(7), and areas 
of natural beauty may be perceived to better demonstrate their clean energy 
credentials by hosting wind farms. 
 
Wind farms benefit local communities directly through:  

• Direct and indirect employment (not just during construction, but also ongoing 
skilled jobs in operations and maintenance);  

• community funds established by wind farm operators; and  
• payments to landowners who host turbines.  

 
Wind farms are blamed for killing large numbers of birds but this is not normally true. 
Evidence from operating wind farms shows that most are only a minor threat to 
birdlife. According to Birds Australia, “in reality there are a number of other human-
related causes of bird mortality which kill many more birds. Among these are other 
structures which represent collision risks to birds, such as lighted telecommunication 
towers, home and office windows, and automobiles.”(8)  
 
Friends of the Earth supports continued careful planning and monitoring to ensure 
wind farms do not impact significantly on bird populations. However, overall, climate 
change is a much bigger threat as it will change or destroy many bird habitats, and in 
regard to this it must be noted that wind farms are an important measure to mitigate 
greenhouse gas emissions. 
 

Key criticisms of the draft guidelines  

1. Setback provisions inconsistent and arbitrary 

The 2km setback introduced is an arbitrary distance that bears no relation to the visual 
or noise impacts of a wind farm in practice. This is even recognised in the guidelines 
themselves. Page 6 of the guidelines, figure 2, makes this very clear. 
 
The very strict 35 decibel limit proposed for wind farm noise, which is much lower 
than any other limit around the world, is shown in Figure 2 on “conservative 
estimates” to typically be reached at less than 1.5km from the wind farm.  
 
The notes to Figure 2 state “In NSW noise setback distances typically vary between 
0.8 – 1.5 km due to project and site-specific factors such as turbine configuration, 
design, intervening topography and vegetation.” 
 
35 decibels is probably a lower limit than is necessary, judging by standards overseas 
where wind farms have existed for a long time without public outcry. However, it is a 
more objective standard than an arbitrary 2km setback.  
 



By including a scientific, noise-based standard alongside an arbitrary setback, the 
draft Guidelines introduce not just redundancy, but in fact approaches and standards 
that are not consistent with each other. 
 

2. Inconsistent with overall planning approach to development 

Such inconsistencies as these (and others) are even more obvious in comparison with 
the planning regime for other developments, such as freeways, coal-seam gas wells, 
coalmines, and so on. This unfairly disadvantages wind compared with other forms of 
energy development. 
 
The inconsistencies in the guidelines will make it harder for wind farms to be 
developed. Under the federal Renewable Energy Target they need to be built, but this 
policy risks sending the investment and jobs interstate. 
 

3. Unjustifiable introduction of health issues 

The guidelines state they “adopt a precautionary approach to the consideration of 
health issues, which has been developed in consultation with the NSW Ministry of 
Health”(9). However, as outlined above, there is a substantial and growing body of 
international research that has consistently found no health issues actually caused by 
wind farms.  
 
Documents obtained by Friends of the Earth under Freedom of Information laws 
indicate that the NSW Department of Health is well aware that this is the case and that 
fears wind farms make people sick are “not scientifically valid”(10). 
 
These documents were advice to NSW ministers, and if it is the case that the Ministry 
of Health is ignoring advice from its own department, the public should know what 
advice it is following that it considers more reliable. 
 
Friends of the Earth supports continued research and gathering of new data as 
recommended by the Senate Inquiry into the Social and Economic Impact of Rural 
Wind Farms(11). However, a precautionary approach to wind energy needs to take 
into account the scientifically established risks of climate change and the impact of 
wind energy on greenhouse gas emissions.  
 
The government should not be allocating resources to act on alleged health effects 
that have been found to have no scientific basis. Given the lack of evidence of any 
health risk, using a 35 decibels noise limit instead of 40 (as it is in other states) is 
unwarranted without further explanation.  
 

4. Consultation not transparent 

The guidelines claim they “have been prepared in consultation with the community 
and energy industry” (page iv), however we are unaware of any open community 
consultation prior to their release. 



 
This raises the question of which groups were consulted in preparing these guidelines 
and whether they accurately represented the scientific information and general 
community attitudes to wind farms.  
 
Recent studies and polling(12) suggest that wind farms remain a popular option, 
including in communities that already host them. This weakens the case for further 
restrictions on wind energy.  
 
The fact that a small minority (as identified in the study mentioned above) are 
particularly vocal against wind energy in the public arena should not itself be cause 
for changing the planning regime unless it can be demonstrated that this group have 
widespread public support or scientific evidence to support their case.  
 
In Victoria, a small and ideological movement influenced policy of the Coalition, 
which in less than a year has already resulted in the loss of up to 580 expected jobs in 
construction, 57 on-going jobs, and 1,274 indirect jobs, and up to $525 million of 
investment in the state. 
 

5. Limiting and imposing on community development 

The Community Consultation Committee process (Guidelines, Page 4 and Appendix 
C) is onerous on both communities and developers. These provisions are highly 
prescriptive and assume that communities and developers alike have large amounts of 
free time to participate in these arrangements.  
 
In reality, interested and able people with time to spare are often hard to find, 
especially in rural communities and where in some cases significant travel may be 
involved. 
 
These provisions and others, such as the 2km setback and the Gateway process 
triggered under that, could significantly increase the fixed costs of wind farm 
development. 
 
This will impact disproportionately on smaller wind farm developments, for which the 
fixed costs are a larger proportion of the overall cost. This includes community 
projects such as the very successful Hepburn community wind farm(13) in Victoria 
and the proposed New England community wind farm(14) in NSW.  
 
A consequence of this may be to favour, relatively, large projects pushed by big 
developers at the expense of local initiatives to develop an extra source of income and 
energy independence for communities. 
 
We support strong community involvement in planning and siting of windfarms but 
this provision is likely to be unhelpful, as it is currently set out. 
 

 



Limiting NSW future energy options  

The guidelines refer (page iv) to the intention to develop in 2012 a Renewable Energy 
Action Plan for NSW to help meet the national 20% Renewable Energy Target. 
However they will pre-empt and limit the options for that strategy by imposing 
restrictions on the expansion of wind energy. 
 
The guidelines state that “wind energy is projected to remain the most economical 
form of large-scale renewable energy over the next decade” (page iv).  
 
We have already noted above that the draft Guidelines impose planning restrictions on 
wind not faced by other developments including energy developments. This indicates 
they will hinder the development of the Renewable Energy Action Plan, especially if 
it aims to keep costs down.  
 
As outlined above, the 20% Renewable Energy Target is already inadequate for the 
purposes of stopping climate change. To limit it even further is unjustified.  
 

Key  recommendations: 

1. The Draft Guidelines should be withdrawn  

NSW needs a consistent planning regime for all energy developments. The same 
planning standards should be applied to all developments and not only wind. These 
standards should be based on science, including the risks of climate change caused by 
fossil fuel greenhouse emissions. 
 
An energy policy for NSW needs to assess the impacts on health, climate change and 
energy supply of wind together and in comparison with other options including gas 
and coal.  
 
The material in the Draft Guidelines should be reconsidered in this light and what is 
then still relevant could be included in the Renewable Energy Action Plan when it is 
developed. 
 
The urgent need to rapidly reduce greenhouse emissions demands a move away from 
fossil fuels completely and as fast as is socially possible. Wind energy should be 
promoted to provide the largest possible amount of energy.  
 

2. The 2km setback provisions should be removed 

The 35 decibel noise limit is to become the strictest noise regime in the world. This in 
itself will impose a significant restriction on the placement of wind turbines. It is in 
contradiction to the 2km setback which has no scientific basis.  
 
The two standards imply very different processes and assumptions. While both are 
potentially quite onerous on developers, the noise setback can potentially still allow 



significant wind developments to take place relatively easily, with little chance of 
imposing on rural residents. 
 
It would also be more reasonable to set the noise limit at 40 decibels, keeping NSW in 
line with other states. 
 

3. Further consultation needs to take place 

The three information sessions held in Yass, Bathurst and Glen Innes are insufficient. 
Community, Industry and Stakeholder Forums need to be held to provide 
opportunities to understand and discuss the proposed guidelines in regional centres 
across the state, particularly in each of the six Renewable Energy Precincts.  
 

4. Small and community wind farms need flexibility 

The Community Consultation Committee needs further development to quantify costs, 
social capacity and to clarify governance implications.  
 
The approach to wind farm developers needs to differentiate between large and small 
community-initiated and owned projects. Fixed costs of project development should 
be minimised for small projects to encourage community initiative. 
 
An apparent aim to provide communities with more say over the siting and 
development of wind farms should not prevent or hinder those communities from pro-
actively developing their own projects.  
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