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CONCERNED RESIDENTS GROUP 
PO Box 38 

GERRINGONG  NSW  2534 
Tel:  0404 280 916 

 

 

 

 

20 January 2017 

 

The Director 

Planning Framework 

NSW Department of Planning & Environment 

GPO Box 39 

SYDNEY  NSW  2001 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

 

Re:  Coastal Reforms 

 Draft State Environmental Planning Policy (Coastal Management) 2016 

  

WERRI LAGOON needs to be listed as a Schedule 1 ‘Sensitive Coastal Lake’ 

 

Werri Lagoon is currently listed as a Schedule 1 Coastal Lake under SEPP 71 Coastal 

Protection, and Werri Lagoon Wetlands are listed under SEPP 14 Coastal Wetlands.   

 

 

Werri Lagoon 
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We note that both SEPP 71 and SEPP 14 are to be repealed, and it is therefore essential that 

Werri Lagoon be elevated from a Schedule 2 Coastal Lake, as it is currently shown in the 

draft (Coastal Management) 2016 SEPP, to a Schedule 1 Sensitive Coastal Lake, to ensure 

that the special attributes of both the lagoon and its wetlands are provided with the best 

means of protection. 

 

Werri Lagoon is also listed as a Sensitive Estuary in NSW Planning & Environment’s, 

Illawarra Shoalhaven Regional Plan1, and the Regional Plan states: 

 

“ACTION 5.4.1 Protect sensitive estuaries and coastal lakes 

Systems that are particularly susceptible to the impacts of land use development are 

identified as sensitive estuaries. A higher level of management intervention is needed to 

protect, maintain and/or restore the water quality and ecological condition of these sensitive 

estuaries.” 

 

Werri Lagoon and Wetlands contain Swamp Oak Floodplain Forest and Coastal Saltmarsh 

which are Endangered Ecological Communities listed under the NSW Threatened Species 

Conservation Act 1995.   Coastal Saltmarsh also has a Commonwealth listing of Vulnerable.   

 

The NSW Scientific Committee found that both Swamp Oak Floodplain Forest and Coastal 

Saltmarsh are likely to become extinct in nature in New South Wales unless the 

circumstances and factors threatening their survival cease to operate. 

 

Swamp Oak Floodplain Forest  
Conservation status in NSW: Endangered Ecological Community 

 

Threats to Swamp Oak Floodplain Forest contained in the Final Determination of the NSW 

Scientific Committee2 include: 

 

“The remaining stands are severely fragmented by past clearing and further threatened by 

continuing fragmentation and degradation, flood mitigation and drainage works, landfilling 

and earthworks associated with urban and industrial development, pollution from urban and 

agricultural runoff……”   

 

“Anthropogenic climate change may also threaten Swamp Oak Floodplain Forest if sea levels 

rise as predicted or if future flooding regimes are affected”. 

 

“Large areas of habitat formerly occupied by Swamp Oak Floodplain Forest have been 

directly drained by construction of artificial channels (e.g. Pressey 1989a, Boulton and Brock 

1999)”.  

 

Coastal Saltmarsh  
Conservation status in NSW: Endangered Ecological Community  

Commonwealth status: Vulnerable  

Estuarine Saltmarsh - Coastal Saltmarsh - Saltwater Juncus Rushland and Phragmites 

Reedland  

 

The Final Determination of the NSW Scientific Committee3 states: 

 

“Coastal Saltmarsh in the NSW North Coast, Sydney Basin and South East Corner Bioregions 

provide habitat for a diverse invertebrate fauna, which includes both marine (crabs and 

molluscs) and terrestrial (insects and spiders) elements. During tidal flooding a number of 

fish species utilize saltmarsh habitats.”  
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“Saltmarshes have frequently been used for casual rubbish dumping and are at risk from 

waterborne pollution – including oil and chemical spills, both from shipping and road 

accidents, and catchment runoff of nutrients and agricultural chemicals.” 

 

We note that the list of Schedule 1 Sensitive Coastal Lakes in the draft Coastal Management 

SEPP have been taken from the Coastal Lakes listed in the April 2002 Final Report of the 

Independent Inquiry into Coastal Lakes, Healthy Rivers Commission4, that were assessed as 

requiring Comprehensive Protection (CP). 

 

In that Final Report, Werri Lagoon is listed as having Healthy Modified Conditions (HMC), 

with Significant Other Factor ‘f’, which is “Potential for rehabilitation of modified ecosystem 

processes”.  The Final Report also notes that Werri Lagoon has a “Low” Recognised 

Conservation Value: 

 

 

 

As the 2002 Final Report of the Healthy Rivers Commission is now fifteen years old, there is 

little doubt that many of the Coastal lakes referred to in that report have become even more 

degraded due to escalating development and increased population.   

The Final Report states: 

 

“Unfortunately, one of the features common to coastal lakes is that we are placing 

increasingly intolerable demands on them. Many are now highly degraded while only one 

remains in a truly pristine condition. It is not only the environmental values of coastal lakes 

that are being threatened. The various human activities that depend on ‘healthy lakes’, such 

as tourism, fishing and oyster growing, are also being placed at risk.” 

 

“There are so many public authorities making decisions and undertaking activities that 

affect coastal lakes that it could be said that they are under the management of almost 

‘everyone’, but under the effective ‘guardianship’ of no one. There also is currently no 

agreed system for ensuring that decisions pay sufficient regard to the limitations of coastal 

lakes and their catchments. Similarly, there has been no agreed process for determining the 

desired outcomes for individual lakes or resolving conflicts among competing interests. 

These trends cannot be allowed to continue.” 

 

The “trends” referred to above have not been seriously addressed to date. 

 

It is important to note that the Final Report of the Healthy Rivers Commission stated that 

the judgements underlying their assessments and classifications were influenced by the 

availability of relevant information, which was often limited for many coastal lakes.  

We believe that Werri Lagoon may have been one of the coastal lakes that lacked 

availability of relevant information at the time it was classified, not that we disagree with 

the classification given to it at that time by the Healthy Rivers Commission. 

 

The significant value of Werri Lagoon Wetlands is recognised in the Kiama Rural Lands 

Study (2006)5 which states, “It is important to recognise the significance of the wetlands 

and to ensure that development in the catchment upstream of them does not cause 

nutrients, sediments and other types of runoff which can have a detrimental impact on the 

wetlands and their habitat values.” 
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The Southern Rivers Catchment Management Authority – Catchment Action Plan 2013-

20236, which incidentally contains more photographs of Werri Lagoon than anywhere else in 

the region, also notes the threats to Wetlands of “declining water quality (including 

sedimentation, nutrients and pollutants)”, “adjacent land pressure use,”  “climate variability 

impacts” and “Climate change.”   

 

Werri Lagoon is located at Werri Beach, Gerringong, in the Kiama Municipality.  Prior to 

European settlement Werri Beach was a dune system that would have extended back to 

Werri Lagoon.  The dune system was levelled when the area was opened up for residential 

development, however evidence of the dune system can still be seen in the undulations on 

private properties along the only two roads that constitute development at Werri Beach.  

 

Infill rather than urban sprawl, is the course chosen by Kiama Municipal Council, in order to 

preserve fertile agricultural lands which in turn also protects the scenic quality and amenity 

of the area.  Protection of prime agricultural land from urban development affords a higher 

degree of protection to Werri Lagoon and its Wetland’s than would be possible if urban 

sprawl and highly polluting industries were allowed in the catchment. 

 

Most of the catchment of Werri Lagoon consists of cleared farmlands that contain dairy 

farms, cattle grazing, and rural residential lifestyle properties.  The EEC, Illawarra 

Subtropical Rainforest, is present in areas around and atop the escarpment, which feeds 

rainfall into the lagoon’s catchment. 

 

Werri Lagoon is predominantly closed, and Kiama Municipal Council’s Werri Lagoon Interim 

Entrance Management Policy7 notes that “when rainfall events do not breach the entrance, 

any pollutant sourced from the catchment is retained in the lagoon.  Repeated instances of 

low rainfall followed by evaporation can lead to a build up of pollutants. Therefore, 

identifying and controlling the source of any pollutants entering the lagoon and 

understanding their impact on the lagoon’s ecology is important to the protection of the 

aquatic ecosystem in the lagoon.”  

 

The Werri Lagoon Interim Entrance Management Policy also states “….that the lagoon has a 

small dilution capacity that is, contaminants entering the lagoon from the catchment during 

rainfall events could be expected to impact upon water quality in the lagoon far more than 

systems with larger waterway areas, underlining the importance of adequate source control 

within the catchment.” 

 

We note that Schedule 2 Coastal Lakes will have only a 500 m buffer for consideration 

relating to development, whereas Schedule 1 Sensitive Coastal Lakes will have their entire 

catchments mapped and development controls would apply.  As the catchment relates 

directly to the water quality of the lagoon which only opens intermittently, it is important 

that Werri Lagoon obtain a Schedule 1 Sensitive Coastal Lake listing. 

 

At times, the lagoon has to be artificially opened, when high water levels pose a flood threat 

to adjacent properties in lower lying areas near Birriebungie Reserve.  The impact on the 

wetlands through artificial opening is not known, and it is therefore important that the water 

quality within the lagoon be as optimum as can be achieved under the circumstances. 

 

Werri Lagoon is a popular area for collecting bait and for fishing, particularly in peak holiday 

periods.  The area of the lagoon near the entrance is also popular with holiday makers who 

have younger children due to the lagoon being shallow near the beach entrance. 
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The Illawarra Shoalhaven Regional Plan lists ‘Tourism’ as the number one ‘Priority Growth 

Sector’ for the region, and that is another reason, when coupled with the fact tourism is 

already a main local industry for the Kiama Municipality, that it is imperative Werri Lagoon 

be given enhanced protection. 

 

Prior to 2002, all houses at Werri Beach consisted of modest holiday cottages, and sewerage 

was disposed of by either pump out septic tanks or seep away septic.  In 2002, the 

Gerringong-Gerroa Sewerage Scheme was commissioned, and that Scheme is as reported 

by Science Direct8, “the culmination of an intensive environmental impact assessment 

process and community input to provide the area with a state-of-the-art wastewater 

treatment system.”   

 

The reticulated sewer is utilised for sustainable agricultural-based irrigation on farmlands at 

the south west of Gerringong, and the system was designed to use greater than 80% of the 

treated effluent and 100% reuse of the biosolids. 

 

The Sewerage Scheme resulted in increased development in the area, and the modest 

holiday cottages at Werri Beach have mostly been replaced by larger contemporary style 

dwellings, albeit mostly still holiday dwellings.  Residents of the lagoon area that we have 

spoken with advise that water quality in the lagoon has improved since the Sewerage 

Scheme was commissioned. 

 

The ecological significance and limitations of the lagoon and wetlands are not common 

knowledge.  Nor is the importance of the catchment to the water quality of the wetlands and 

lagoon.  An elevation in the status of the lagoon to a Schedule 1 Sensitive Coastal Lake 

would also be beneficial from the aspect of providing an improved opportunity to inform the 

general public in that regard.  This is particularly important due to continuing population 

growth in the region. 

 

The Office of Environment & Heritage lists the catchment size of Werri Lagoon as 16.5 km2, 

and 16.5 km2 is also stated in Kiama Municipal Council’s Consultant Brief for the Werri 

Lagoon Catchment Flood Study that is to be carried out this year.  

 

Werri Lagoon and Werri Wetlands contain vital habitat, an oasis in fact, for a substantial 

number of resident and migratory water birds, birdlife generally, and other species of fauna. 

Appendix ‘A’ at the end of this Submission lists some of the flora and fauna recorded at 

locations in the lagoon and wetlands area, as shown in the Atlas of Living Australia9.  

 

The lagoon and wetlands are a unique and valuable asset to the Gerringong area and  

only by recognising Werri Lagoon’s environmental value, its limitation, and the importance 

of the catchment, can ongoing protection hoped to be achieved in a climate of growing 

population and escalating tourist numbers.  

 

The 2002 Final Report of the Healthy Rivers Commission notes that there was only ‘one’ 

truly pristine coastal lake at the time their Report was written.  Werri Lagoon was listed in 

the Final Report as having Healthy Modified Conditions with the potential for rehabilitation, 

and the state-of-the-art Gerringong-Gerroa Sewerage Scheme has assisted with 

rehabilitation of water quality in the lagoon.  The Final Report also noted Werri Lagoon’s low 

recognised conservation status. 

 

Werri Lagoon is listed under SEPP 71, and its Wetlands listed under SEPP 14.   

 

Werri Lagoon is also listed as a Sensitive Estuary in the Illawarra Shoalhaven Regional Plan.   
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NSW Planning & Environment’s Illawarra Shoalhaven Regional Plan, states that: 

 

“A higher level of management intervention is needed to protect, maintain and/or restore 

the water quality and ecological condition of these sensitive estuaries.”   

 

A serious commitment to the above statement by NSW Planning & Environment can only be 

achieved by the elevation of Werri Lagoon to a Schedule 1 Sensitive Coastal Lake, to assist 

in ensuring that sensible decisions regarding development in the lagoon’s catchment and 

environs are a source of future consideration. 

 

We understand that Kiama Municipal Council is also forwarding a Submission to request that 

the lagoon’s status be elevated.   

 

We respectfully request that Werri Lagoon be elevated from a Schedule 2 Coastal Lake to a 

Schedule 1 Sensitive Coastal Lake. 

 

Please see photographs and Appendix ‘A’ on following pages. 

 

Yours faithfully 

 
D. Moore 

Secretary 

Concerned Residents Group 
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Taken from Kiama Rural Lands Study (2006) 

 

 
 

 

Taken from Kiama Municipal Council’s Werri Lagoon Interim Entrance Management 

Policy - Blue area indicates SEPP 14 Wetland 
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Endangered Ecological Communities 

NB. Saltwater Juncus Rushland and Phragmites Reedland fall under the heading of 

Coastal Saltmarsh. 

 

 

 

Taken from NSW Planning & Environment’s Illawarra Shoalhaven Regional Plan  
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Taken from Office of Environment & Heritage website 

 

 

Figures A1 and A2 below taken from Kiama Municipal Council’s Consultant Brief for 

the Ooaree Creek/Werri Lagoon Flood Study 
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Photos of Werri Lagoon on following pages  
Google Earth image of Werri Lagoon - shows Sites where photos were taken from 
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Site 1:  Lagoon Entrance at north end of Werri Beach  

 

 

 

 

 

Site 1: Looking westwards into lagoon from Entrance  
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Site 1:  Looking west into lagoon 

 

 

 

Site 2: From Birriebungie Reserve looking at the lagoon’s north-west catchment area- 

Saddleback Ridge in background 
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Site 2: From Birriebungie Reserve looking south-west at EEC Swamp Oak Floodplain Forest 

- a nightly roosting area for water birds, as well as other species of birds.   

Flocks of Water birds flying north at evening time to roost in the areas of Swamp Oak 

Floodplain Forest at the lagoon are often observed at southern Gerringong. 

 

 

 

Site 2 
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Site 3: Looking north from footbridge at lagoon 

 

 

 

Site 3:  Taken from footbridge looking into Wetlands situated on western side of lagoon 
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Site 3:  Taken from footbridge at lagoon looking south  

 

 

 

 

Appendix ‘A’ on next page. 
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APPENDIX ‘A’ 

 

Flora and Fauna 

 

Taken from Atlas of Living Australia 

 

Werri Lagoon, Werri Gully, and Werri Wetlands 
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