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Introduction 
 

Regional Cities New South Wales (RCNSW) is an alliance of 15 regional cities from across the State. The 

alliance aims to grow regional cities in New South Wales (NSW) through increased investment that will 

build productive, liveable and connected regions. 

Regional cities are thriving urban centres that provide a high level of economic activity, amenity and 

affordability. These cities are strong regional hubs providing a central point to access essential transport, 

health, business, employment and education and other services. 

These services and infrastructure are accessed by local residents and tourists as well as those in 

surrounding towns and rural areas, especially in times of drought - strong regional cities create strong 

regions. 

It is the position of RCNSW that while our members should be strengthened as regional hubs, we also 

have the potential to play a critical and therefore greater role in the future prosperity of NSW. 

Our member cities have aspirations to grow and attract a larger share of the State’s population and 

economic activity – providing relief to a congested public and freight transport systems while also 

providing a liveable alternative to an overcrowded and unaffordable Sydney. 

 

Who are Regional Cities NSW? 
 

The RCNSW membership consists of regional cities from around the State: 

 

• Albury City Council 

• Queanbeyan-Palerang Council 

• Coffs Harbour City Council 

• Griffith City Council 

• Goulburn Mulwaree Council 

• Maitland City Council 

• Bathurst Regional Council 

• Broken Hill City Council 

• Wagga Wagga City Council 

• Orange City Council 

• Armidale Regional Council 

• Dubbo Regional Council 

• Lismore City Council 

• Tweed Shire Council 

• Tamworth Regional Council 
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Policy Platform 

Regional cities in New South Wales (NSW) are experiencing significant population growth, driven by 

an increasing preference for regional living and escalating housing costs in Sydney.  

Between 2011 and 2023, regional NSW grew by 253,400 people—equivalent to adding a city the size 

of Bathurst every two years. This growth, accelerated by the pandemic and the rise of remote work, 

highlights the urgent need for updated population forecasts and strategic planning to ensure 

sustainable development. 

The rapid population increase has intensified the housing crisis, straining the availability of public, 

social, rental, and new housing.  

Simultaneously, the regional job market is under pressure, with over 20,000 job vacancies in regional 

NSW and 55% of employers facing recruitment difficulties, surpassing metropolitan rates.  

Connectivity challenges also threaten the efficient movement of goods and people, particularly as 

Australia aims to strengthen both export capacity and domestic manufacturing. Investment in 

transport infrastructure and resilience is essential to support thriving regional communities and 

economies. 

It is on this basis that Regional Cities NSW has five key policy priorities that have been identified to 

support our member cities to grow sustainably. 
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Our Understanding - Net Zero Consultation  
 

Regional Cities NSW understands that the Net Zero Commission is seeking feedback State’s plan to 

reach net zero emissions by 2050.  

 

In bid to reach this target, our members recognise the NSW and Australian Governments have 

committed to investing in renewable projects under the NSW Electricity Infrastructure Roadmap . 

These government have also created the $1 billion Energy Security Corporation to invest in large-

scale battery storage, community batteries, virtual power plants, and pumped hydro.  These 

investments aim to complement the REZs by ensuring energy storage and grid reliability.   

 

We further understand that the consultation paper clearly articulates that NSW is not on track to meet 

2030 or 2050 emissions targets without accelerating investment and infrastructure development 

in each REZ.   

 

There is also further ambition to enable broader decarbonisation across other sectors particularly:  

• Transport: particularly EV adoption and decarbonising freight; 

• Agriculture & Land: particularly increased emissions reduction and carbon storage; 

• Industry & Waste: particularly the decarbonisation of heavy industry and reduction of landfill 

methane; 

• Resources: regulating coal mine emissions and preparing coal-reliant communities. 

• Built Environment: particularly electrification, refrigerant phase-down, and energy efficiency. 

The consultation also highlights the government’s objectives in: 

• ensuring adaptation mechanisms to improve response to extreme heat and future vulnerabilities 

are a key part of the forward plan; and  

• developing a monitoring framework that includes sector-based and economy-wide metrics to 

track progress transparently and ensure accountability. 
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Regional Cities NSW Response 
 

The Regional Cities NSW (RCNSW) submission in response to the Consultation Paper covers the 

following key areas: 

 

1. Local government action: on the path to net zero by 2025 RCNSW confirms that all members 

have all developed local plans which articulate council’s action that compliment the State and 

National net zero objectives, more assist from State and Federal Governments however is 

required to continue this momentum; 

 

2. Community consultation: As the State accelerates its net zero investment to achieve 2025 

timelines, this should also be done with a clear view of impact on regional communities both long 

and short term.  There should be a requirement by governments and proponents to collaborate 

with regional communities on transition plans that consider the needs of regional communities 

today and into the future and this should be done with genuine consultation; and  

 

3. Regional benefit: from the renewables transition should be tangible and intergenerational with a 

legislated requirement to have direct investment in the communities which host the REZs.  

Regional communities should also be able to define where and when the benefit is realised. 

 

4. Adaptation measures: requires a more strategic and concerted effort to ensure that communities 

are protected from large scale and intergenerationally damaging impacts which leave 

governments at all levels unable to respond or fund recovery in a meaningful manner. 
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Action by Councils Key Areas 

Across the six council documents reviewed, several recurring actions and strategies emerged as 

common themes in local climate and sustainability planning. Below is a synthesis of the most 

commonly adopted actions: 

1. Net Zero Emissions Commitments 

Commitment to Net Zero Emissions 

All six councils demonstrate clear alignment toward achieving net zero emissions by mid-century or 

earlier: 

• Broken Hill, Albury, Orange, and QPRC commit to Net Zero pathways by 2050, with interim 

targets aligned to the NSW Government’s Waste and Sustainable Materials Strategy. 

• Tweed Shire Council aims for net zero emissions from council operations by 2030, 

showing one of the most ambitious targets. 

• Tamworth outlines broad decarbonization goals under its 2022–2026 strategy. 

Shared Use of Sustainability Pillars 

Each document adopts or reflects the four pillars of sustainability (environmental, economic, social, 

and governance), and highlights their integration into council operations: 

• Tamworth and Albury explicitly articulate these pillars as the foundation of their frameworks. 

• QPRC embeds these principles into its Net Zero maturity and governance checklist. 

2. Action-Oriented Implementation Plans 

All councils provide detailed action plans with: 

• Targets: Quantifiable metrics such as renewable energy capacity, GHG reduction (Orange, 

Albury), or waste diversion rates (Broken Hill, Tweed). 

• Phasing: Albury, Orange, and Broken Hill define phased approaches—short-, mid-, and long-

term. 

• Funding Models: Orange and QPRC outline use of Revolving Energy Funds to finance 

initiatives sustainably.  
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3. Waste Reduction and Circular Economy Initiatives 

Every council integrates waste minimisation, diversion from landfill, and circular economy principles: 

• Broken Hill's strategy heavily emphasizes circular economy integration and lists 12+ 

targeted areas, including organic diversion, reducing illegal dumping, and energy from 

waste. 

• Albury and Orange prioritize resource recovery and landfill reduction in alignment with 

the City Power Partnership and Waste and Sustainable Materials Strategy 2041. 

• Tweed advances circularity through FOGO trials, organics diversion, and landfill emission 

control 

• QPRC: Highlights organics and landfill emissions in its baseline and action plan. 

4. Community Engagement and Education 

Public engagement, awareness campaigns, and participatory planning are core across all plans: 

• Tamworth: Based its strategy on 664 community survey responses 

• Albury: Hosted 7 workshops; education central to emissions reduction 

• QPRC: Includes staff surveys and regional working groups 

• Tweed: Ongoing public engagement on solar, FOGO, and emissions actions. 

5. Renewable Energy Adoption 

Most councils aim to power their operations using renewable energy, either through on-site 

generation or purchasing agreements: 

• Albury & Orange: Purchase 100% renewable electricity through Power Purchase 

Agreements 

• Broken Hill, QPRC, Tweed: Plan to expand solar PV and reduce reliance on fossil fuels 

6. Fleet Electrification and Sustainable Transport 

Shifting to electric or zero-emissions fleets is a shared goal: 

• Orange, Albury, QPRC: Include electric fleet transitions in their action plans 

• Tweed: Promotes active and public transport, alongside emissions reductions 

7. Climate Adaptation and Risk Management 

Councils recognize the need for resilience planning, especially in light of increasing climate hazards: 

• Tweed has the most in-depth hazard matrix, identifying risks from flooding, bushfire, 

biodiversity loss, and economic disruption, with 20+ adaptation actions listed. 

• Albury includes detailed environmental baselines (air, water, soil, biodiversity) to guide 

adaptation efforts. 

• QPRC and Broken Hill note community and infrastructure risks, emphasizing heat, drought, 

and water insecurity. 
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8. Integration with Broader Government Policy 

All plans align with: 

• NSW Climate Change Policy Framework 

• Paris Agreement goals 

• National Waste Policy Action Plan 

• City Power Partnership (Albury, Orange) 

• NSW Net Zero Plan and Circular Economy Policy 

This ensures consistency with State and Federal expectations. 

Recommendations for Government Action  
 

It was clear from consultation with our members that just like State and Federal Governments, local 

government was struggling to achieve its objectives.  To support the State in its net zero by 2050 

ambitions more support to Local Government was required. 

 

The key recommendations listed below are provided based on a review of council plans and in 

consultation with all our 15 members who recognise the need to continue to work to reduce emissions 

contribute to net zero 50 targets.  There were many suggested actions to further accelerate action.  

The top three-four suggestions have been listed under each heading. 

1. Provide Long-Term, Secure Funding Streams 

 

All RCNSW members noted that in rate pegged environments and with increasing responsibilities for 

local government, funding limitations as a distinct barrier to implementation. The NSW Government 

should: 

 

• Establish a permanent 'Local Climate Action Fund’; 

• Expand the Sustainable Councils Program; 

• Co-fund Revolving Energy Funds; 

• Offer capital subsidies for solar, fleet EVs, and stormwater infrastructure. 

2. Support Capacity Building in Under-Resourced Councils 

 

Due to the growing skills gaps in regional NSW it was clear that all RCNSW members struggled with 

staff capacity and technical expertise. The NSW Government should: 

 

• Fund dedicated climate/sustainability officers; 

• Establish shared technical services hubs; 

• Launch a Local Government Climate Fellows program. 
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3. Standardize Climate Reporting & Emissions Inventories 

 

As highlighted above an apples for apples comparison on action does not exist which creates 

challenges in measuring outcome. To ensure consistency and transparency, the NSW Government 

should: 

 

• Mandate and fund a central emissions reporting platform; 

• Provide a standard emissions baseline tool; and 

• Require annual reporting aligned with State targets. 

4. Accelerate Regional Infrastructure for Circular Economy 

 

Waste management and circular economy aspirations require State support. NSW Government 

should: 

 

• Invest in regional FOGO and organics processing hubs; 

• Fund public-private partnerships in re-manufacturing; and 

• Facilitate inter-council procurement and collaboration. 

5. Strengthen Legislative and Planning Frameworks 

 

To embed climate goals in planning, the NSW Government should: 

 

• Update the Local Government Act and planning instruments; 

• Mandate resilience and emissions criteria in LEPs and DCPs; and 

• clear regulatory guidance to councils. 

6. Enhance Political Mandate and Community Buy-In 

 

Councils need support to align elected officials and communities. NSW Government should: 

 

• Fund climate governance training for councillors; 

• Develop State-led community climate campaigns; 

• Provide adaptable public engagement toolkits. 

 

 

Councils are ready to act but require consistent State-level support to translate planning into impact. 

The NSW Government has a crucial role in resourcing, standardizing, and enabling the next phase of 

local climate action.  

• Albury City Council Environmental Sustainability Framework and Action Plan; 

• Broken Hill City Council Waste and Sustainable Materials Strategy 2025-35 

• Tamworth Regional Council New Environmental Sustainability Strategy 2022-26; 

• Orange City Council Emissions Reduction Plan; 

• Queanbeyan-Palerang Regional Council Net Zero Pathway Plan; and 

• Tweed Shire Council Climate Change Management Policy.  
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Community Consultation in NSW Renewable Energy 
Zones  
As the NSW Government aims to meet its net zero targets through accelerated development in 

renewables, Renewable Energy Zones (REZs) will continue to play a central role in this task.  

However, the success of REZs is increasingly tied to community acceptance or social licence, which 

hinges on meaningful consultation and benefit sharing for regionally impacted communities. 

It is clear that as a result of action in the renewables sector to date, that community sentiment within 

many REZs is mixed. There is growing opposition in some regions, particularly regarding the 

construction of new transmission infrastructure and the perceived lack of local benefits.  

Many communities feel their voices are not being heard, or if there is an understanding of community 

recommendations for action, that this is not being incorporated into project decision-making. 

 

Current Consultation and Benefit Framework  

RCNSW acknowledges the NSW Government aims to improve both the consultation and benefit 

arrangements for regional communities, the framework for these aims are summarised as follows: 

 

1. Renewable Energy Planning Framework (November 2024): 

• Sets out planning and consultation expectations for large-scale renewable projects; and 

• Encourages early and ongoing engagement with local communities. 

2. Benefit Sharing Guideline (November 2024): 

• Establishes baseline requirements for how proponents should engage with communities; and 

• Emphasises transparent communication, opportunities for genuine input, and the delivery of 

community benefits (e.g., local investment, employment). 

3. First Nations Clean Energy Strategy (December 2024): 

• Highlights culturally appropriate consultation with First Nations communities to ensure their 

inclusion and benefit from the energy transition. 

 

However, as the Net Zero Commissions Consultation Paper implies regional communities have 

growing concerns about how renewable energy developments — especially within Renewable Energy 

Zones (REZs)—are being planned, consulted on, and delivered.   

 

As the report states “Community support is important to the delivery of new electricity infrastructure, 

such as transmission lines. Community opposition to proposals has grown in recent years”2. 

As the recent parliamentary3 inquiry into transmission lines highlights many regional communities feel 

that the rapid pace of development is being pushed through without adequate consideration of local  

 
2 https://www.netzerocommission.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-04/Consultation%20Paper Final.pdf – P9 

3 Country Mayors Association of NSW, Parliamentary Submission (2025), Blueprint Institute, Renewable Energy Transition 

Recommendations (2025), EnergyCo Community Feedback Reports (2024-2025), The Australian, "Country Councils Warn of 

Looming Disaster" (2025) 
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consultation processes have been insufficient, inconsistent, or too late in the planning process. There 

is also great uncertainty about how benefits will be delivered in practice and whether they will see 

lasting economic and social gains.  This inquiry highlighted the following key concerns: 

 

1. Lack of Visible Local Benefits: 

 

• Many regional councils, community leaders and landholders feel that the economic gains from 

renewable energy projects are not sufficiently flowing to local communities; 

• While developers and governments benefit from project revenues, host communities often 

experience disruption without reward, including impacts on landscapes, roads, housing, and local 

services. 

 

2. Calls for Stronger Benefit-Sharing Mechanisms 

 

• Stakeholders are seeking mandatory, transparent benefit-sharing frameworks that go beyond 

voluntary contributions; and  

• Suggested mechanisms include: 

 

o Local community funds to support health, education, recreation, and social services. 

o Direct payments or lease agreements for impacted landholders. 

o Investment in job creation and skills training for local workers. 

o Infrastructure upgrades in roads, housing, and essential services. 

 

3. Equity and Fairness: 

 

• There are concerns that some communities bear the brunt of project impacts without 

proportionate benefits, particularly smaller towns or those along transmission corridors rather than 

generation sites; and  

• First Nations communities are calling for not just consultation but genuine participation and 

economic inclusion, including ownership models or co-management opportunities. 

 

4. Risk of Eroding Trust: 

 

• Without clear, consistent delivery of tangible benefits, trust in the renewable energy transition is at 

risk in regional NSW; and  

• Some local leaders have described the REZ rollout as "too fast" and "disconnected" from local 

needs, urging for a more considered, community-first approach. 

 

Delivering tangible, fair, and transparent community benefits is essential to securing the social license 

for renewable energy development in NSW's REZs. Proactive engagement, equitable economic 

participation, and a commitment to regional prosperity must underpin the State’s clean energy future. 
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RCNSW Recommendations: 

 

1. Make benefit-sharing mandatory: legislated requirements with minimum benefit expectations 

for all large-scale renewable projects. 

2. Localise economic gains: Ensure that financial benefits remain within impacted regions through 

dedicated community funds and local employment targets. 

3. Enhance transparency: Require public reporting on benefit-sharing outcomes and community 

feedback. 

4. Strengthen First Nations inclusion: Support co-designed benefit models with Indigenous 

communities 

5. Invest in social infrastructure: Tie renewable development to improvements in housing, 

healthcare, and education in regional areas. 

 

Case Study: Community Discontent in NSW Renewable Energy Zones  
 

Coalition of Renewable Energy Mayors  

The Coalition of Renewable Energy Mayors is an alliance of regional and rural mayors in NSW who 

advocate on the adequacy of community benefits associated with renewable energy projects, 

particularly in Renewable Energy Zones (REZs).  The group’s formation highlights the inadequacies 

of outcomes for regional communities despite government guidelines for the renewables sector. 

Their position emphasises the need for genuine community engagement and tangible benefits for 

host communities.  The platform includes: 

1. Insufficient Community Engagement: 

• The Coalition has highlighted instances where developers propose renewable energy projects 

outside established guidelines, leading to community confusion and mistrust; and 

• There is a perception that some developers conduct minimal consultation, presenting projects 

as finalized plans rather than engaging in meaningful dialogue with communities.  

2. Need for Tangible Community Benefits: 

• The mayors advocate for clear, enforceable benefit-sharing mechanisms that ensure host 

communities receive direct advantages from renewable energy developments; and  

• Suggested benefits include infrastructure improvements, local employment opportunities, and 

community investment funds. 

3. Transparency and Accountability: 

• The Coalition calls for greater transparency in the planning and implementation of renewable 

energy projects; and  

• They urge for accountability measures to ensure that promised community benefits are 

delivered and that developers adhere to agreed-upon guidelines. 
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4. Equitable Distribution of Benefits: 

• There is concern that the economic gains from renewable energy projects are not equitably 

distributed, with host communities bearing the brunt of disruptions without proportional 

rewards; and  

• The Coalition emphasises the importance of fair compensation and investment in local 

services and infrastructure. 

 

Community Inability to Access Renewable Energy in the Broken Hill Power 

Crisis 

In October 2024, a severe windstorm near Broken Hill in western NSW caused the collapse of seven 

key transmission towers, leading to prolonged electricity outages that affected homes, businesses, 

and essential services.  

Despite the presence of renewable energy infrastructure—including a 50 MW grid-scale battery and 

local solar and wind resources—the community was unable to access this renewable power during 

the emergency. 

During this period residents went without power for critical health equipment, food supplies were lost, 

and businesses faced economic hardship. Community members and stakeholders expressed deep 

frustration that available renewable assets—battery storage, solar, and wind—could not be used 

when they were most needed. 

To put it clearly, the reason why a community in critical energy failure was no able to access a viable 

source of locally produced energy can be summarised as:  

1. Regulatory Barriers: The battery storage system, intended as a backup for exactly such 

situations, was not authorised to operate independently of the grid without formal regulatory 

approval. As a result, it remained offline for nine days after the blackout began; and  

2. System Constraints: Grid connection rules, safety standards, and lack of pre-approved 

“islanded” operation capability prevented renewable assets from supplying power directly to 

the local network when the main transmission link failed. 

Or as more aptly put by the NSW Parliament’s Environment and Planning Committee Chair, Clayton 

Barr stated in his forward on the report into the Electricity Outages Affecting Far West NSW in 

October 2024:  “One thing that was clearly difficult for the community to understand [during this event] as why 

local electricity generation options, including an existing wind farm, solar far and large scale batter could not be 

used to supply power locally.  In short, this was due to both commercial interest and strict electricity network 

rules.  This needs to be looked at and resolved before any future outages occurs.4”  

 
4 https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/inquiries/3084/Report%20-

%20The%20electricity%20outages%20affecting%20Far%20West%20NSW%20in%20October%202024%20(June%202025).pd
f – page vii 
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risks and costs associated with extreme weather events5, our members add our voice for action on 

the these issues outlined below: 

 

1. Strengthen Building Codes and Land-Use Planning 

• Advocate for the integration of climate resilience into the National Construction Code, aiming for 

net-zero regulated energy buildings post-2030; and  

• Encourage State and Territory Governments to ensure planning instruments consider current and 

future extreme weather risks, preventing development in high-risk areas.  

 

2. Invest in Resilience Infrastructure 

• Propose a $30 billion investment over a decade in flood defense infrastructure, such as levees 

and floodways, particularly in flood-prone regions. 

 

3. Improve Hazard Data and Risk Mapping 

• Call for the development of robust, national hazard data that is accessible to the public; and  

• Standardising climate hazard data, focusing on high-impact perils like floods, bushfires, cyclones, 

and coastal erosion.  

 

Case Study – Lismore Floods One of Australia’s Worst Natural 
Disasters 
 

On 28 February in 2022 one of Australia’s worst natural disasters occurred in Lismore.  During the 

flood, 467 mm of rain recorded in 24 hours, flood waters peaked at 14.4 meters, surpassing previous 

records by approximately 2 meters.  Devastatingly there were 4 deaths, over 500 calls for assistance, 

and approximately 5,000 homes damaged.  There were 12,000–14,000 people displaced and 

significant damage to the CBD and industrial zones. 

 
Lismore City Council has reported there is a total rebuild cost projected to approach $1 billion with 
almost one third of this in essential council assets alone: 

• $200 million for roads and bridges; 

• $108 million for water and wastewater infrastructure; 

• Up to $20 million for waste and resource recovery; and 

• Over $20 million for council facilities and depots6 

Further impacts on property and business losses include: 

• Approximately 1,720 residential properties were impacted, with 1,399 suffering major or severe 
damage or being destroyed; 

• An estimated 2,000 people were rendered homeless; 

• Around 4,145 businesses were affected, leading to significant employment disruptions; 

• The floods generated about 70,000 tonnes of waste, necessitating extensive cleanup efforts. 
readkong.com; and 

• In flood-affected areas, property values plummeted by up to 60%, with an additional 13% 
decrease attributed to rising interest rates.7  

 
5 https://insurancecouncil.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/FINAL_ICA_Climate-Change-Roadmap-2024-1.pdf 
6 https://www.lismore.nsw.gov.au/Council/News/Latest-news/Council-Releases-2022-Flood-Response-Report  
7  pointdata.com.au  






