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Sarah Holland Clift 

Parramatta River Catchment Group 
PO Box 32 

Parramatta NSW 2124 
31 January 2018 
 
Dear Sir/Madam, 

 
Re: SEPP (Environment) Explanation of Intended Effect 
 
The Parramatta River Catchment Group (PRCG) thank you for this opportunity to comment on the 
SEPP (Environment) Explanation of Intended Effect.  
 
The Parramatta River Catchment Group (PRCG) is an alliance of local councils, state government 
agencies and community groups who share the common mission to make the Parramatta River 
swimmable again by 2025. Financial members include all 11 Councils that lie within the catchment, as 
well as Sydney Water, Department of Planning and Environment and the Environment Protection 
Authority. Associate members include Roads and Maritime Services, Office of Environment and 
Heritage, Department of Primary Industries, Sydney Olympic Park Authority and Parramatta Park 
Trust, as well as five community representatives. 
 
The Parramatta River catchment comprises approximately half of the Sydney Harbour catchment 
and is part of the current Sydney Regional Environmental Plan (Sydney Harbour Catchment) 2005 
(Harbour REP). Since the development of the Harbour REP, a significant amount of planning, 
research and community engagement has been undertaken across the catchment, which provides a 
strong evidence base to inform additional planning controls within this new SEPP. This includes the 
development and gazettal of the Parramatta River Estuary Coastal Zone Management Plan and, 
more recently, the development of the evidence base for the Parramatta River Masterplan. 

The current development of the SEPP (Environment) has come at an ideal time in relation to the 
development of the Parramatta River Masterplan. The Parramatta River Masterplan is providing the 
blueprint for how we make the Parramatta River swimmable again by 2025. It has been an extremely 
collaborative process across more than 20 agencies, with input from thousands of community 
members across the catchment.  
 
We recently completed Stage 1 of the Parramatta River Masterplan, which involved a series of 
research projects that will now roll together to inform the final Masterplan. Each of these projects 
have been peer reviewed by cross-agency technical groups with specialist skills in that area and were 
overseen by a Reference Group. Reference Group members include the Greater Sydney Commission 
Environment Commissioner; CEO of the NSW Environment Protection Authority; Managing Director 
of Sydney Water; Director, Centre for Population Health, Western Sydney Local Health District, NSW 
Health; Director, Greater Sydney, Office of Environment and Heritage; and Director, Greater 
Parramatta Urban Renewal, Department of Planning and Environment. We are now well into Stage 2 
of the Masterplan, which is due for completion in mid-2018 and will culminate in the final 
Masterplan. 
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From our discussions with staff within the Department of Planning and Environment, we understand 
that your intention is to initially consolidate the existing seven SEPPs into the one SEPP 
(Environment) as outlined in the Explanation of Intended Effect and that additional information will 
not likely be considered until a later stage, possibly later in 2018. Given the robust and highly 
collaborative nature of the Parramatta River Masterplan, there is a strong basis for the relevant 
actions and targets from this Plan to be incorporated into the SEPP (Environment) and/or for DPE to 
identify an alternative region-wide planning mechanism for this.  

Our foremost recommendation therefore is that the Department of Planning and Environment 
continue to work closely with the Parramatta River Catchment Group to identify and establish a 
consistent, whole of catchment policy and statutory planning mechanism for the Parramatta River 
to achieve the targets identified in the Parramatta River Masterplan and Parramatta River Estuary 
Coastal Zone Management Plan.  

Further details on this recommendation are outlined on page 2 of this submission and additional 
comments and recommendations on the Explanation of Intended Effect are outlined in Table 1.  

Again, thank you for this opportunity to comment. Please do not hesitate to contact me on 0477 745 
634 or sclift@parracity.nsw.gov.au should you require further explanation on any of the points within 
this submission. We look forward to continuing to work with you on developing the appropriate policy 
mechanisms to deliver a healthy, swimmable Parramatta River.  
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Sarah Holland Clift 
Parramatta River Catchment Group Coordinator 
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Primary recommendation: That the Department of Planning and Environment continues to work 
closely with the PRCG to identify and establish a consistent, whole of catchment policy and 
statutory planning mechanism for the Parramatta River to achieve the targets identified in the 
Parramatta River Masterplan and Parramatta River Estuary Coastal Zone Management Plan.  

Key points: 
- There is overwhelming support from our local communities and local and State government 

agencies to make the Parramatta River swimmable again. 
- Modelling for the Parramatta River Masterplan predicts that water quality can be improved, 

even with predicted development within the catchment, but that this will require additional 
whole of catchment land use planning controls for stormwater management. 

- The certified Parramatta River Estuary Coastal Zone Management Plan includes two 
catchment-wide actions that relate to implementing consistent LEPs and DCPs across all 
estuary-based Councils on issues such as environmentally friendly seawalls, site-based water 
sensitive urban design, stormwater retention, harvesting and re-use, foreshore inundation 
and flooding, biodiversity corridors and habitat conservation, public access and riparian 
setbacks.  

- The new SEPP (Environment) and/or associate Ministerial Directions offer an ideal pathway 
for establishing these additional planning controls consistently across the entire catchment. 

Further information: 
The goal to make the Parramatta River swimmable again by 2025 is overwhelmingly supported by 
our local communities and local and State government stakeholders. In November 2016, we 
conducted a statistically significant survey of 1100 respondents across the 11 local government areas 
within the Parramatta River catchment. Almost 7 out of 10 people who swim said they are 
interested in swimming in a designated area in the Parramatta River and over half said they would 
actually prefer to swim in the Parramatta River than at the beach if it were half the distance from 
home.  
 
The draft Eastern City, Central City and North District Plans explicitly state that “The NSW 
Government is working with councils and the community to develop the Parramatta River 
Masterplan, a blueprint for making selected sites along the Parramatta River swimmable.” These 
plans also clearly state the aim to improve river quality within the Parramatta River and that 
“Measures which slow the flow of stormwater into waterways and create bio-retention systems 
along streets, where water can be filtered and soak into the soil, will help make the river 
swimmable.” 
 
Direction 11 of the Greater Parramatta and the Olympic Peninsula (GPOP) plan also articulates the 
goal to “Make Parramatta River a great living waterway and connector, where people enjoy walking, 
cycling and safe swimming.” The GPOP region sits wholly within the Parramatta River catchment and 
will see substantial growth and change over the next 20 years.  
 
The Parramatta River has a history of contamination and today the river continues to be polluted 
from industry, municipal waste, urban stormwater and sewage systems. There have been gradual 
improvements to water quality in recent decades as a result of catchment management measures. 
To understand where swimming could be feasible by 2025 under different management 
interventions, we undertook an in-depth water quality modelling study using a combination of three 
models. These models investigated a) the trunk sewerage network and wet weather overflows; b) 
catchment processes such as runoff and pathogen generation; and c) the hydrodynamics in the 
receiving water and resultant movement and fate of pathogens in the river.   
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This modelling has predicted that water quality in the river will worsen by 2025 under a current 
business as usual approach with projected growth scenarios. However, additional management 
interventions will arrest the trajectory of water quality decline, despite high urbanisation. The 
interventions modelled included additional land use planning controls for stormwater management, 
wastewater infrastructure to reduce wet weather overflows and community education to reduce pet 
waste. Land use planning interventions were applied on the projected rates of new development 
and included the capture and use of rainwater tanks on residential, commercial and industrial 
premises and bioretention systems in place on the road network. High and medium level land use 
planning interventions were modelled. In the high intervention scenario, 90% of roofs were 
connected to rainwater tanks, whereas in the medium intervention scenario only 50% of roofs were 
connected to rainwater tanks. Biofiltration systems were installed along all new roads in both 
scenarios.   

A swim site prioritisation and interventions workshop was held in August 2017 with representatives 
from 22 agencies to present the findings of Stage 1 and gain alignment on the level and types of 
water quality interventions needed. At this workshop, it was unanimously agreed that additional 
interventions were required to improve water quality in the river and that the intervention scenarios 
modelled were realistic.  

The Parramatta River Estuary Coastal Zone Management Plan was gazetted in 2015 by the Minister 
for Planning. Two catchment-wide actions within this plan relate to the need for a consistent, 
catchment-wide planning framework. Given the certified nature of this Plan, the Department of 
Planning and Environment should take leadership on ensuring that these actions are consistently 
delivered across the catchment. The two actions are: 

- 2_COM02 - Consult with the NSW Department of Planning and Infrastructure to develop a model 
LEP clause for inclusion into the statutory planning framework that provides for consideration of 
issues such as foreshore building lines, riparian setbacks and public access. Encourage inclusion 
by Councils into their standard instrument LEPs. 

- 4_COM03 - In consultation with the NSW Department of Planning and Infrastructure, develop 
model DCP clauses for more specific aspects of estuarine management, such as: Environmentally 
friendly seawalls; Site-based WSUD; Stormwater retention, harvesting and re-use; Foreshore 
inundation/flooding (including from SLR); Biodiversity corridors and habitat conservation; Public 
access; and Riparian setbacks. Encourage inclusion by local Councils in their DCPs. 

These actions align with the mission to make the river swimmable by 2025, and their consistent 
adoption across all local government areas would present a regional approach in managing the 
health of the catchment. 

 

Additional comments and recommendations are outlined in Table 1 below. 
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Table 1: Specific Recommendations and Comments in relation to the Explanation of Intended 
Effect 

Section within 
Explanation of 
Intended Effect 

Recommendation Justification 

Executive Summary 
“Improve protections 
for Sydney Harbour by 
better reflecting the 
current uses, needs and 
future of Sydney 
Harbour in the aims of 
the new SEPP…” 
(P.5) 

Explicitly acknowledge the 
vision for the Parramatta 
River as a world class river 
and mission to make the 
Parramatta River swimmable 
again in the proposed SEPP. 

The Parramatta River catchment forms approximately half of 
the Sydney Harbour catchment area. The vision to make the 
Parramatta River a world class river, purpose to make the 
river a living river and mission to make it swimmable again 
by 2025 have broad support from all levels of government 
and the community. They are therefore worthy of specific 
reference within this proposed SEPP. 

Part 1 – Proposed new 
State Environmental 
Planning Policy - SEPP 
(Environment) Purpose 
of the new SEPP 
“The proposed SEPP 
will provide a 
consistent level of 
environmental 
protection to that 
which is currently 
delivered under the 
existing SEPPs” 
(P.7) 

Change to “The proposed 
SEPP will provide a consistent 
and/or higher level of 
environmental protection or 
enhancement”.  
Consider the incorporation of 
additional controls within the 
proposed SEPP and/or 
Ministerial Directions in cases 
where there is a robust 
evidence base to justify 
these, as is the case for the 
Parramatta River catchment.   

While we understand that DPE’s initial intention is to 
consolidate the existing SEPPs into one SEPP, it is also our 
understanding that ‘additional’ elements may be considered 
later in the process, where there is an evidence based 
justification for their inclusion. Much has changed since the 
Harbour REP (2005) commenced, particularly in relation to 
planning and growth around the Parramatta River and its 
catchment. In addition, through development of the 
Parramatta River Masterplan, we now have a robust 
evidence base on which updates can be made.  
 

Part 1 – Proposed new 
State Environmental 
Planning Policy - SEPP 
(Environment)  
Purpose of the new 
SEPP 
(P.7) 

Also add that catchments, 
waterways and urban 
bushland provide places of 
refuge and protection from 
urban heat.  

As you travel west along the Parramatta River, urban heat 
increases and becomes a major issue that impacts on the 
resilience of local communities. It therefore deserves 
mention within the benefits provided by catchments and 
waterways, with the potential that, as our understanding of 
urban heat mitigation improves, potential clauses could be 
added to this SEPP to better address this and improve the 
resilience of our communities.  

Part 1 – Proposed new 
State Environmental 
Planning Policy - SEPP 
(Environment) 

Catchments 

(P.9) 

 

Change “maintain water 
quality and flows” to 
“maintain and improve water 
quality and flows”. 
Clarify “provide public access 
to waterways and their 
foreshores” with the added 
words “whilst ensuring 
ensure fauna habitat 
connectivity and integrity is 
retained.” 
Insert a new dot point: 
• ensure water is managed in 
an integrated way and the 
whole water cycle is 
considered. 
Change “The heads of 
consideration will seek to 
protect and maintain” to 
protect and maintain 
enhance”. 
Add ecological processes to 
the point “maintain and 
enhance watercourses for 
their value to ecological 

As outlined in our primary recommendation on page 2 of 
this submission, water quality will likely worsen by 2025 
under the current business as usual given projected 
development. However, this could be arrested and water 
quality improved if additional interventions are taken. Our 
stakeholders have unanimously agreed that we should aim 
to improve water quality in the river and that the 
interventions modelled are realistic. Therefore, at least for 
the Parramatta River, it should be clearly stated that we aim 
to “improve water quality and flows to the river”. 

Public access to waterways and their foreshores is important 
for human wellbeing and enjoyment of our waterways, 
however, this should always be considered in balance with 
the ecological values of each site, as these also have value to 
human wellbeing and enjoyment.  
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processes and diversity, 
recreation, scenic quality, the 
economy, tourism, heritage 
and culture”. 

Part 2 - Protecting 
Waterways  

Sydney Regional 
Environmental Plan 
(Sydney Harbour 
Catchment) 2005 
(P. 34) 

Update aims of the plan 
to better reflect the 
current use and needs 
of the Harbour 

Update this section with 
provisions for the entire 
catchment area of the 
Parramatta River, based on 
the evidence base within the 
Parramatta River Masterplan 
and Coastal Zone 
Management Plan. 

This section outlines that “The aims related to catchment 
management and water quality will be transferred to a new 
‘Catchments’ section in the Environment SEPP where the 
generic catchment management and water quality and 
water quantity provisions from SEPP (Sydney Drinking Water 
Catchment), the Harbour Regional Environmental Plan, 
Georges River Regional Environmental Plan and Hawkesbury 
Nepean Regional Environmental Plan will be consolidated.”  
The Parramatta River water quality modelling results show 
that new development across all parts of the catchment will 
impact on river health and the safety of swimming in the 
river. Therefore, integrated water management and 
waterway health outcomes need to be considered in the 
early planning stages for any infrastructure planning across 
the entire catchment area, not just within the areas 
currently defined in the Harbour REP.  Thus, this section 
should be updated with additional provisions for the entire 
catchment area of the Parramatta River and beyond. 

Part 2 – Protecting 
Waterways 

Sydney Harbour 
Foreshores and 
Waterways Area 
Development Control 
Plan 2005 

(P.41) 

Maintain guidelines for land 
based developments as part 
of the new SEPP Waterways 
section guidelines. Update 
with new DCP clauses for 
more specific aspects of 
estuarine management, as 
outlined in the Parramatta 
River Estuary Coastal Zone 
Management Plan, such as: 
Environmentally friendly 
seawalls; WSUD; Stormwater 
retention, harvesting and re-
use; Foreshore 
inundation/flooding 
(including from SLR); 
Biodiversity corridors and 
habitat conservation; Public 
access; and Riparian setbacks. 
Encourage inclusion by local 
Councils in their DCPs. 

As articulated in Part 2, land based developments are “often 
addressed by Council’s development control plans”, Council 
DCPs are highly variable and it takes many years for these to 
be updated. Our Parramatta River water quality modelling 
demonstrates that water quality could be improved, despite 
urban growth, but that land use planning interventions 
would be required. The future quality of our waterways is 
largely dependent on how land based development is 
undertaken across the catchment. Several Council reviews 
and workshops undertaken by the PRCG have highlighted 
that State government leadership is needed to enable 
consistency in catchment management across local council 
areas. Copies of these reviews are available on request. 
It is important that the SEPP guidelines provide clear 
direction, guidance and support for the multiple councils 
that have foreshore areas with varying DCPs, whilst still 
enabling approaches to be appropriately tailored to each 
Council area.  
As previously stated, the DCP should not just “reinforce 
existing controls” as stated, but also introduce new clauses 
that reflect actions within the Parramatta River Estuary 
Coastal Zone Management Plan and Parramatta River 
Masterplan.  

Part 2 – Protecting 
waterways 
Sydney Regional 
Environmental Plan 
(Sydney Harbour 
Catchment) 2005 
Map 
(P. 42)  
 

Update the mapped 
catchment area within the 
SEPP (Environment) to 
include the entire Parramatta 
River catchment area.  

As stated previously, development activities within the 
entire catchment need to be managed effectively if we are 
to achieve the desired increase in water quality in the river. 
Mapping should therefore extend to all tributaries that flow 
into the Parramatta.  
 
This should also be reflected in “zoning the waterways into 
nine different zones to provide detailed land use and 
planning controls that reflect the unique environmental 
characteristics and wide variety of land uses of the harbour 
and its tributaries”.  

Part 3 – Proposed 
amendments to other 
planning legislation  

Ministerial Directions  

Develop a consistent, whole 
of catchment policy and 
statutory planning 
mechanism for the 
Parramatta River to enable 
consistency in management 

The Parramatta River catchment forms a major part of the 
Sydney Harbour catchment, and local and state government 
and the community are all aligned towards the goal to make 
the river swimmable again. It therefore is deserving of 
specific attention within this Ministerial Direction. In 2017, 
the PRCG commissioned Macquarie University to undertake 
a waterway governance review for the Parramatta River. 
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Creating a new 
Ministerial Direction - 
Catchment Protection 

(P. 51) 
 

of water quality outcomes 
across jurisdictions. 

This project clearly demonstrated the need for State 
government leadership in the policy and management of our 
waterways, as the current governance of water, waterways, 
catchment areas and land adjacent to waterways is complex, 
confusing and inconsistent. The recently released 2017 
Metropolitan Water Plan recognises this, stating that 
coordination of water planning and delivery between 
agencies and levels of government is a key barrier to water 
management.  

Overall, general 
comment 

Outline the evaluation 
process and timeframes for 
the new SEPP (Environment) 
and each of the Ministerial 
Directions to measure their 
efficiency and effectiveness 
and provide a transparent 
process for how future 
updates can be made. 

The Explanation of Intended Effect does not outline any 
monitoring, evaluation and reporting framework for the new 
SEPP and associated Ministerial Directions.  
For example, P. 37 states that “Matters for consideration to 
specific issues or locations, such as public access or aquatic 
vegetation will be updated and linked to appropriate maps 
where available.” However, it does not outline how or when 
these would be updated.  
As previously mentioned, a substantial amount of new 
research has been undertaken since the Harbour REP was 
developed. Adaptive management should be a core principle 
of the proposed SEPP, and a MERI process is critical to 
enabling this. 

Overall, general 
comment 

Place the draft SEPP 
(Environment) and associated 
Ministerial Directions on 
public exhibition prior to 
finalisation. 
 

From our discussions with staff within the Department of 
Planning and Environment, we understand that there is 
currently no intention to put the draft SEPP (Environment) 
out for public consultation.  
While we generally support the intention of the Explanation 
of Intended Effect and recognise the major effort involved in 
consolidating these 7 SEPPS into one, the current document 
lacks some of the detail required for us to comment on 
specific elements. For example, final versions of the Coastal 
SEPP and District Plans have not yet been publicly released 
and thus cannot currently be fully considered within the 
context of this revised SEPP. Furthermore, the new evidence 
outlined in Recommendation 1 presents a justification for 
potentially expanding the SEPP. Given all of this, it would be 
appropriate to put the draft SEPP on public exhibition, prior 
to finalisation.  

 
 


