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Submission on Sutherland Shire Council’s 
Draft Biodiversity Strategy 2026–2036 
 

Executive summary 
The draft Biodiversity Strategy is welcomed as an important and overdue step towards 
protecting, restoring and enhancing biodiversity across Sutherland Shire. The Sutherland Shire 
Environment Centre (SSEC) supports the Strategy’s recognition of First Nations knowledge, the 
precautionary principle, ecologically sustainable development, urban biodiversity, blue-green 
networks, species recovery, community stewardship and connection to Country. It also 
acknowledges positive existing initiatives, including Council’s support for catchment and 
waterway programs, volunteer stewardship and regional collaboration. 

However, the draft Strategy does not yet provide the level of ambition, evidence base, 
implementation certainty or collaborative model needed to meet the scale of biodiversity 
decline in the Shire. In its current form, it reads more like a program of preliminary work required 
to develop a robust biodiversity strategy than a fully grounded strategy ready for 
implementation. The Strategy should be strengthened before adoption so that it becomes a 
practical, measurable and genuinely nature-positive framework for Council decision-making, 
land management, development assessment and community partnership. 

Key recommendations 
1. Reframe the Strategy around protecting, restoring and enhancing biodiversity, not 

merely conserving it. 
2. Correct and strengthen the biodiversity conservation hierarchy so that avoidance is 

required to the greatest extent possible, with oƯsets treated as a last resort. 
3. Commit to a nature-positive approach based on measurable improvement in 

biodiversity, not only no net loss. 
4. Prepare and publish a contemporary local biodiversity study, including mapped 

threatened species, ecological communities, habitat condition, corridors, waterways, 
shorebird habitat and biodiversity hotspots. 
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5. Accelerate baseline data collection so that core biodiversity baselines are completed 
within 12 months of adoption. 

6. Embed the conservation hierarchy and nature-positive assessment into planning 
proposals, development assessment, rezoning proposals, public domain works, asset 
management and Plans of Management. 

7. Strengthen collaboration with local environmental organisations, academic institutions, 
citizen scientists, Traditional Custodians, NSW and Australian Government agencies, 
and community volunteers. 

8. Clarify how Council will protect waterways, estuaries, intertidal habitats, shorebird 
areas, mangroves, seagrass, foreshore interfaces and hydrological processes, even 
where land tenure or waterway management involves other agencies. 

9. Strengthen the Implementation Plan with clear responsibilities, funding, due dates, 
annual reporting in the first two years, and measurable KPIs with baselines. 

10. Review and update outdated Plans of Management, the Greenweb program, biodiversity 
mapping and relevant planning controls as priority actions. 

1. Overall position 
The Strategy uses much of the right language, including resilience, stewardship, nature positive, 
connection to Country and collaborative action. The diƯiculty is that these commitments are 
not yet matched by suƯiciently clear actions, governance, funding, timelines, baselines or 
accountability. A biodiversity strategy for Sutherland Shire should be more than a statement of 
values. It should direct Council’s decisions and investments, influence planning outcomes, 
guide land and water management, and mobilise the knowledge and eƯort of the wider 
community. 

The SSEC therefore recommends that Council revise the Strategy so that it clearly commits to 
measurable biodiversity recovery, not merely protection against further decline. This should 
include a stronger title and framing, such as “protecting, restoring and enhancing biodiversity”, 
and a clear definition of what “nature positive” means in the local government context. 

2. Biodiversity conservation hierarchy and nature-
positive outcomes 
The Strategy should reexamine its treatment of the biodiversity conservation hierarchy. The 
hierarchy should require Council and proponents first to avoid impacts to the greatest extent 
possible, then minimise impacts that cannot be avoided, then restore aƯected areas, with 
oƯsets used only as a last resort for residual impacts. The wording “where practical” is too weak 
and risks allowing biodiversity loss to be normalised through discretionary decision-making. 

The Strategy should also distinguish clearly between “no net loss” and a genuinely nature-
positive approach. No net loss should be treated as a minimum safeguard, not the Strategy’s 
aspiration. A nature-positive approach should require development, infrastructure, public 
domain works and Council land management decisions to demonstrate how biodiversity will be 
protected and enhanced through measurable gains in habitat quality, connectivity, species 
resilience and ecosystem function. 
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3. Evidence base, mapping and baseline data 
The most significant weakness in the draft Strategy is the lack of a contemporary, 
comprehensive and publicly accessible evidence base. The Strategy depends on knowing what 
biodiversity exists in the Shire, where it occurs, how it is changing, and which pressures are 
driving decline. Yet the draft provides limited current mapping, few baselines, incomplete 
species information and insuƯicient explanation of monitoring methods. 

Council should prepare a contemporary local biodiversity study as a priority. This should 
include threatened species and ecological communities, habitat condition, corridors, 
hydrological connections, shorebird roosting and feeding areas, intertidal habitats, waterways, 
estuaries, urban bushland remnants, golf courses and other large open spaces, biodiversity 
hotspots and areas under development pressure. It should also identify data gaps and priorities 
for field survey, citizen science, eDNA, DNA barcoding and university partnerships. 

Baseline indicators should be completed early enough to guide implementation. Waiting until 
2027/28 or 2028/29 for core baselines, mapping and spatial decision tools is too slow. Council 
should commit to completing the foundational biodiversity baseline within 12 months of 
adoption, with annual updates where possible and a public reporting dashboard. 

4. Planning, development assessment and enforcement 
The Strategy should be explicit about how it will influence planning and development decisions. 
Biodiversity protection and enhancement should be embedded in planning proposals, 
development assessment, rezonings, public domain works, infrastructure projects, Council 
asset systems, Plans of Management and lease arrangements. The Strategy should make clear 
that biodiversity assessment is not an optional add-on, but a core decision-making 
requirement. 

Council should also clarify its enforcement approach. Where biodiversity is unlawfully 
damaged, restoration and habitat recovery should be the primary regulatory outcome, not 
simply monetary penalties. No developer, landowner or resident should be able to eƯectively 
buy an ecologically destructive development through the payment of a fine. Restoration 
requirements should be designed to remove any advantage gained from damage and to repair 
ecological function as far as possible. 

5. Collaboration and community partnership 
The draft identifies collaborative action as a driver, but it focuses too heavily on Council-
controlled action and collaboration with other levels of government. The final Strategy should 
more strongly recognise the expertise and community networks of the SSEC and other local 
environmental organisations, academic institutions, citizen scientists, volunteers, residents, 
Traditional Custodians, and local resident and community associations. 

Partnerships should be practical and accountable. Council should identify how community 
organisations can contribute to biodiversity monitoring, field validation, shorebird protection, 
bush regeneration, education, citizen science, invasive species monitoring, local provenance 
planting, data collection and stewardship. Requests for involvement from community and non-
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government organisations should be tracked and responded to transparently so that 
collaboration does not depend on repeated follow-up by volunteers. 

6. Waterways, estuaries, foreshore and intertidal 
biodiversity 
The Strategy should not create the impression that waterways and marine or estuarine 
biodiversity are outside Council’s responsibility simply because some lands or waters are 
managed by state agencies. Healthy ecosystems require holistic management regardless of 
land ownership or other boundaries of responsibility and it is incumbent on Council to actively 
collaborate with other stakeholders to protect and enhance key foreshore and estuarine 
habitats. 

Council has significant influence through stormwater management, erosion and sediment 
control, foreshore planning, development assessment, public access management, 
environmental education, water-sensitive urban design, litter reduction, advocacy and 
collaboration. 

The final Strategy should explicitly address mangroves, seagrass, saltmarsh, intertidal flats, 
shorebird roosting and feeding areas, foreshore interfaces, stormwater impacts, moorings, 
overwater structures and sedimentation. Deeban Spit, Woolooware Bay and other shorebird 
habitats should be recognised as priority areas for coordinated management between Council, 
NSW agencies, National Parks and Wildlife Service, BirdLife groups and local conservation 
organisations. To deliver eƯective interagency management of these priority areas the SSEC 
would like to see Council provide leadership for the creation of a Port Hacking Riverkeeper, 
modelled on the highly successful Georges Riverkeeper. 

7. Urban green space, Greenweb and Council-
managed land 
The Strategy correctly recognises the importance of urban green spaces, but it should be more 
ambitious about biodiversity outcomes on Council-managed land, including parks, reserves, 
road verges, drainage lines, urban bushland remnants, foreshore reserves, golf courses and 
leased open space. Lease arrangements should not prevent biodiversity improvement. Council 
can use lease terms, incentives, management plans and partnership agreements to secure 
measurable habitat outcomes. 

The Greenweb program should be reviewed and updated. The final Strategy should explain how 
Greenweb diƯers from broader blue-green grid planning, how it will be measured, when it was 
last reviewed, and how often it will be refreshed. Council should also prepare an updated 
spatial framework for habitat connectivity using contemporary data and interactive mapping 
that allows readers to understand biodiversity significance at both local and Shire-wide levels. 
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8. Species recovery, invasive species and biodiversity 
discovery 
The Strategy should provide stronger and more specific commitments for species recovery. This 
includes threatened ecological communities, shorebirds, Eastern Osprey, koalas where 
relevant to Council-managed land and interfaces, greater gliders, frogs, reptiles, invertebrates, 
mangroves, seagrass and locally significant species that may not yet be formally listed as 
threatened. Management should not focus only on what is already threatened; protecting 
common species and intact ecological processes is essential to preventing further decline. 

The species lists and appendices appear incomplete and should be reviewed against 
contemporary records, local expertise and field data. The apparent under-representation of 
frogs, reptiles and invertebrates highlights the need for a biodiversity discovery program. 
Council should work with universities, museums, National Parks and Wildlife Service, local 
experts and citizen scientists to expand biodiversity knowledge using field surveys, iNaturalist 
records, and eDNA sampling and DNA barcoding studies currently being undertaking by groups 
such as the SSEC and SO Shire. 

Invasive species actions should be driven by ecological need rather than by maintaining current 
program numbers. The final Strategy should clarify existing and proposed programs for foxes, 
feral cats, priority weeds and other invasive species, including how actions will be coordinated 
with biosecurity obligations and neighbouring land managers. 

9. Implementation, governance and reporting 
The Implementation Plan should be revised so that actions are specific, funded, sequenced and 
measurable, with clear due dates, priorities, responsible teams, resourcing and dependencies. 
Actions listed for 2025/26 should be reviewed because that year will be complete or nearly 
complete by the time the Strategy is adopted. If actions are already due, Council should report 
whether they have been completed and, if not, when they will be delivered. 

Two-year reporting is insuƯicient at the start of a new Strategy with incomplete baselines and 
many foundational actions. Council should report annually for at least the first two years, then 
move to two-yearly reporting only if baseline data, KPIs and implementation systems are 
established and working. All KPIs should include baseline indicators, methods, data sources, 
target trends, timing and responsibility. 

Council should also clarify the relationship between the 2026–2036 Strategy, the four-year 
delivery program, annual operational plans, the Community Strategic Plan to 2035 and any 
monitoring targets extending to 2050. The current timeframes are confusing and should be 
explained in a simple implementation diagram. 

10. Document structure, clarity and technical 
corrections 
The draft would benefit from further editing to reduce repetition, clarify headings and bring key 
concepts forward. The definition and importance of biodiversity should appear early in the 
document. The structure should distinguish clearly between introduction, strategy, appendices 
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and implementation material. Technical terms such as SEAF, Cth/Commonwealth, EPBC and 
NSW status should be explained for general readers. 

Specific corrections and improvements should include:  

 ensuring maps have dates and sources 
 fixing figure legends 
 explaining the source and scope of species diversity figures 
 clarifying where national parks are (or are not) included in counts 
 correcting species descriptions such as the status of Pied Oystercatcher and migratory 

shorebirds. 

Conclusion 
The draft Biodiversity Strategy is a good foundation but should be strengthened before adoption. 
Sutherland Shire has exceptional biodiversity assets, including national parks, waterways, 
estuaries, urban bushland, shorebird habitats, and coastal systems. These assets require a 
Strategy that is ambitious, evidence-based, collaborative and accountable. 

The final Strategy should commit Council to measurable biodiversity recovery, transparent 
monitoring, stronger planning controls, meaningful collaboration, contemporary mapping and 
annual early-stage reporting. With these improvements, the Strategy can become a practical 
instrument for protecting and enhancing biodiversity across Sutherland Shire for current and 
future generations. 

 

 

Ian Hill 
Chair 
19/7/2026 


