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SYDNEY
Thursday 25 July 2025

Net Zero Commission
NSW Government

Re: 2025 Consultation and Submission

Yaama and thank you for the opportunity to respond to the Net Zero Commissions’
Consultation paper (2025).

We are a group of Indigenous and ally researchers with the Indigenous Land and
Justice Research (ILJ) group based at the University of New South Wales. ILJ
Research Group supports Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ aspirations
for self-determination, land repossession and a more inclusive national history. Our
work in the field of Aboriginal history not only foregrounds Indigenous perspectives
but also seeks to understand how Australian governments have responded to the
evolving aspirations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

Our work on Indigenous land justice has focussed on how Aboriginal landholders
can participate and lead climate change adaptation and mitigation in Australia.
Climate change presents new risks of dispossession for Aboriginal communities
experienced as food, water and energy insecurity, damaged landscapes and cultural
heritage and inability to remain on country. Our research undertaken with and for
NSW Indigenous landholders, has focused on supporting Local Aboriginal Land
Councils to play a leading role clean energy transformation and generate prosperity
through sustainable enterprises and care for country.

Our recent research investigates how Indigenous communities are responding to
climate change through adaptation and mitigation, and the emerging opportunities
and risks for Indigenous land holders as the Australian government pursues bold
plans for energy transformation and emissions reduction. Through our research
group we have contributed to the formulation of the Commonwealth Government’s
First Nations Clean Energy Strategy (2024-2030), First Nations Guidelines in Renew
able Energy Zones, and successfully recommended policy reforms that advance
Aboriginal determined rights and interests. This has included Social License Merit
Criteria and Capacity Investment Scheme. We have produced research to inform
advocacy of Aboriginal peak bodies, such as the First Nations Clean Energy
Network NSWALC that advocate Indigenous human rights, intrinsic rights and
ambitions for justice are respected in systems transformation.

Yours Sincerely,

Heidi Norman

Research Professor

D rector, Ind genous Land and Just ce Research Group
Arts, Des gn and Arch tecture
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We draw on our research working with Aboriginal communities on Aboriginal land
justice in NSW. We have undertaken several research projects that relate to the
identification of climate risk on Aboriginal land, resourcing of LALCs to respond to
climate adaptation and mitigation. The following entries relate to three key recent
studies and associated publications.

Renewable Energy transition

Our recent report, titled Local Aboriginal Land Council Powershift Sharing the
benefits of the energy transition (2025), https://appi.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2025/06/APPI-Policy-Insights-Paper-Local-Aboriginal-Land-Council-
Powershift.pdf identified several actions that can be taken by Government to
advance Aboriginal interests and make the transition to net zero more possible.

Aboriginal land councils own and manage about 450 square km of land in NSW.
Our analysis reveals current land holdings could host up to 11 gigawatts of solar or
1.6 gigawatts of onshore wind energy projects.

Our case studies demonstrate the potential for Aboriginal land to support the state
government’s renewable energy efforts. This can also bring economic and social
benefits to Aboriginal communities. We note that participation is shaped by several
place-based factors and involvement subject to support at the local level to work
through priorities and community needs. Local Aboriginal Land Councils need
expertise and resources to work through their community aspirations and priorities in
order to turn this opportunity into reality.

Our report identified four broad areas for policy reform:

a. Build capacity for land councils to manage clean energy opportunities and
risks on their landholdings. This could include establishing a dedicated
government team to support interested land councils, and funding land
councils to engage expertise and develop renewable energy projects.

b. Enable collaboration between electricity network distributors and land
councils to set up microgrids. One case study, Tibooburra Local Aboriginal
Land Council had land suitable for a microgrid and battery to support the
energy provider. But early-stage support is needed to develop such projects.

c. Pilot programs to develop mid- and large-scale renewable energy projects on
land council holdings. A partnership between lands councils and planning
authorities could demonstrate a model for arranging approval processes.
Programs by the Clean Energy Finance Corporation and the Australian
Renewable Energy Agency have proven successful in the past. We
recommend funding these organisations to run a program for land council-
developer partnerships in large-scale renewables.

d. Strengthen recognition of Aboriginal rights to unlock the renewable energy
potential of Aboriginal land. This could include expediting land claims and
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land transfers and providing incentives for cooperation between land
councils and Traditional Owners.

The next five years will be crucial for NSW’s renewable energy transition. Getting
the foundations right now could empower Aboriginal landholders and their regional
communities to participate and contribute to emissions reduction. Making this
opportunity a reality will require collaboration with governments, electricity networks
and industry, as well as policy support.

Caring for Country in a climate changing world

We undertook research examining Aboriginal led environmental work on the LALC
estate. The research revealed extensive land management and environmental work
underway across the ALC network and overwhelming aspiration to grow this work in
the future. LALCs reported that they draw on ‘pockets’ and piecemeal funding and
rely on diverse and disparate programs to advance this work. Establishing Ranger
Programs is a leading aspiration for all LALCs interviewed and growing ‘fee for
service’ environmental enterprises a priority for all LALCs we interviewed. LALCs are
under resourced to undertake the extent of work required to manage their existing
estate, and yet have ambitions to be more active in the broad scope of work to care
for country, including on land outside of the Aboriginal land estate. LALCs work in
coalition with community, industry and government as they undertake environmental
work. The majority of LALCs have no readily available or accessible information
about their land zoning; they have not independently mapped their estate with
regards to biodiversity. Most LALCs have very little understanding of programs and
funding that can enable and progress their environmental and land management
aspirations. LALCs yearn for enduring funding to meet their responsibility to care for
country and grow an income stream from this work. Where LALCs had investigated
Biodiversity Stewardship Agreements, they ultimately decided against them as an
unsuitable option. Three LALCs we interviewed had investigated biodiversity offsets.
They explained they encountered significant challenges and that the options ran
counter to their aspirations and the compensatory intentions of the Aboriginal Land
Rights Act, 1983. We found no examples of LALCs participating in the Biodiversity
Offsets Scheme or Biodiversity Stewardship Agreement. This research, titled,
Aboriginal land and environmental enterprises: a survey of LALC activity and future
possibilities, can be downloaded at:
https://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/cm9_documents/Supporting-
expert-report-Aboriginal-land-and-environmental-enterprises-December-2024.PDF.

Climate risks

We undertook research to identify potential climate risk impacts for property assets
on Aboriginal owned lands and to generate aggregate-level insights that could be of
use for Aboriginal land councils. Our cross-disciplinary team assessed the physical
risk arising from exposure to flood, bushfire, cyclone, and storm, as well as the
impact of heat stress. We ran three workshops, in partnership with the NSW
Aboriginal Land Council network, with the aim of discussing how LALCs might
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respond to these risks, through renewable energy projects, other forms of land care,
and modifications to dwellings and other structures. The workshops were held in the
Dareton for the Far Western Zone of the Aboriginal Land Council, Brewarrina LALC
and Hay LALC. Workshops were structured to elicit a process of knowledge
exchange between experts and LALC members. Information was shared with LALC
members sharing estimates of the financial impact of climate-induced natural
disasters on building assets. LALC members, in turn, were asked to truth-test the
findings and responses were recorded as part of the overall research findings. In
this process, LALC members shared their deep knowledge of their land, including its
cultural heritage significance, historical weather patterns, community needs, and
local preferences in relation to land access and use. These knowledge exchange
workshops were effective forums for valuing different kinds of expertise and bringing
different knowledge systems together to provide a pathway to develop LALC-
specific plans for climate adaptation and mitigation.

Our study was largely confined to the impact of climate change on land and assets.
Climate risk assessment will be more relevant when supplemented with local level
Aboriginal knowledge and Aboriginal-led priorities and perspectives. A necessary
next step is more detailed assessment that includes cultural heritage and
Indigenous knowledge, combined with development of a climate action strategy for
each LALC or region. Such studies will be of high practical benefit in the planning
land use, land claims, land recovery and future development, such as projects
associated with energy transformation.

If Indigenous land holders are to participate and lead climate change mitigation and
adaptation, they need independent and informed research, policy advocacy,
evaluation tools, technical expertise, and capital. Ensuring that Aboriginal people are
provided with the resources and research evidence they need to inform their
decision making is essential to climate risk assessment.

This research, can be found as follows: H., Apolonio, T., Yong, E., Liu, C., and
Paddam, P., 2025, Planning for Climate Change in the NSW Local Aboriginal Land
Council Estate, in special Issue Indigenous Responses to Climate Change: From
Climate Colonialism to Indigenous Climate Justice, Cosmopolitan Civil Societies: An
Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 17 No. 2 (2025).
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