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Preface 

This assessment report provides a record of the Department of Planning, Housing and 
Infrastructure’s (the Department) assessment and evaluation of the State significant development 
(SSD) application for the Sundown Solar Farm, located at Spring Mountain in the Inverell Shire Local 
Government Area, lodged by Sundown SF Subco Pty Ltd. The report includes: 

• an explanation of why the project is considered SSD and who the consent authority is; 

• an assessment of the project against government policy and statutory requirements, 
including mandatory considerations; 

• a demonstration of how matters raised by the community and other stakeholders have been 
considered; 

• an explanation of any changes made to the project during the assessment process;  

• an assessment of the likely environmental, social and economic impacts of the project;  

• an evaluation which weighs up the likely impacts and benefits of the project, having regard to 
the proposed mitigations, offsets, community views and expert advice; and provides a view on 
whether the impacts are on balance, acceptable; and 

• an opinion on whether the project is approvable or not, along with the reasons, to assist the 
Independent Planning Commission in making an informed decision about whether 
development consent for the project can be granted and any conditions that should be 
imposed. 
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Executive Summary 

Sundown SF Subco Pty Ltd, a subsidiary of Recurrent Energy (Australia) Pty Ltd (Recurrent Energy), 
proposes to develop a 360 megawatt (MW) State significant development solar farm and associated 
150 MW / 600 MW-hour (MWh) battery energy storage system, at a site located between Inverell 
and Glen Innes, in the Inverell Shire local government area, within the New England Renewable 
Energy Zone (New England REZ). 

The site is zoned RU1 Primary Production and is on land that has been largely cleared for grazing, 
has an existing 330 kilovolt (kV) transmission line that traverses the site and is in close proximity to 
the State road network. It is located in a sparsely populated rural area, with the closest non-
associated residence approximately 2.1 kilometres (km) from the solar farm.  

The Department of Planning, Housing and Infrastructure (the Department) exhibited the 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the project for 28 days between 7 July 2023 and 3 August 
2023, and received 137 public submissions, comprising 130 individual public submissions and seven 
from special interest groups. The project received 128 objections, 5 support and 4 comments.  

The majority of objections (119) were from submitters located more than 5 km from the proposed 
site, with the vast majority of these located more than 50 km away. 

The project was significantly delayed due to Recurrent Energy being unable to obtain landowner’s 
consent until 2025 for road upgrades to a key part of the haulage route near the site that extended 
outside the dedicated road reserve.  

Recurrent Energy subsequently submitted its Submissions Report in June 2025. 

Inverell Shire Council (Council) did not object to the project and provided comments, including 
matters regarding traffic, waste and community benefits.  

The Department consulted with relevant government agencies and utility providers on key issues 
and inspected the site. Advice was received from 13 government agencies. None of the agencies 
objected to the project, and they each recommended the implementation of appropriate mitigation 
and management measures.  

Recurrent Energy provided a Submissions Report and additional information addressing matters 
raised by Council, agencies and public submissions. This included revising the development footprint 
to exclude some fragmented areas of native vegetation, and a commitment to implement perimeter 
fencing to clearly delineate the development footprint from its surrounds. As a result, the overall 
development footprint was reduced from approximately 651 hectares (ha) to approximately 525 ha, 
with the NSW Conservation Programs Heritage and Regulation Group’s (CPHR) advising it had no 
further concerns with the project following these changes. 

The key assessment matters are energy transition, land use compatibility, traffic and biodiversity. 
The Department has undertaken a comprehensive assessment and has recommended conditions, 
developed in conjunction with agencies and Council, to ensure all potential impacts are effectively 
avoided, minimised, managed and/or offset. 

The project area primarily comprises Land and Soil Capability (LSC) classes 3, 4, and 6, and land 
mapped as Biophysical Strategic Agricultural Land (BSAL). The project would not significantly 
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reduce the overall agricultural productivity of the region and the site could be returned to 
agricultural uses in the future.  

The Department considers that the project would not result in unacceptable impacts on the 
capacity, efficiency or safety of the road network. Potential traffic impacts would be largely 
restricted to the 21-month construction period and would be suitably managed through road 
upgrades, restricting vehicles to approved routes, road maintenance, and the implementation of a 
Traffic Management Plan.   

The project is consistent with the Commonwealth’s Renewable Energy Target, and NSW’s Climate 
Change Policy Framework and Net Zero Plan Stage 1: 2020 – 2030, as it would contribute 360 MW of 
renewable energy to the National Electricity Market, including a battery with a capacity of 150 MW / 
600 MWh. Importantly, the battery would enable the project to store energy for dispatch to the grid 
outside of daylight hours and / or during periods of peak demand, which has the potential to 
contribute to increased grid stability and energy security. 

The project has been designed to utilise topography and minimise impacts to existing vegetation in 
and around the site, whilst also largely avoiding key constraints, including amenity impacts to non-
associated residences (noting there are no non-associated residences within 2 km of the solar farm), 
watercourses, and Aboriginal heritage sites. 

The Department considers the site appropriate for the project as it has good solar resources, direct 
access to the existing electricity network, good transport links, is located in a sparsely populated 
area on land that has been largely cleared for grazing, and is consistent with NSW’s Large Scale 
Solar Energy Guideline. 

The project would also provide flow-on benefits to the local community, including up to 200 
construction jobs, about 3 operational jobs, and contributions to Council through a Voluntary 
Planning Agreement (VPA), which would comprise payment of $850 per MW per annum in 
accordance with the NSW Benefit Sharing Guideline to be paid annually and adjusted for consumer 
price index. In addition, there would be broader benefits to the State through an injection of 
approximately $689.5 million in capital investment into the NSW economy.  

The Department considers the project would not result in any significant adverse impacts on the 
local community or the environment, and any residual impacts could be managed through the 
implementation of the recommended conditions. 

Overall, the Department’s assessment concludes that the project would result in benefits to the 
State of NSW and considers the project is in the public interest. As such, the Department concludes 
that the project is approvable subject to conditions.   
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Figure 1 | Regional context map 
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Figure 2 | Project layout and site access 
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Figure 3 | Project layout (solar farm)  
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Figure 4 | Proposed Subdivision 
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2 Strategic context 

2.1 Site and Surrounds 

4. The site is largely cleared agricultural land zoned RU1 Primary Production, the majority of 
which is currently used for cattle livestock grazing. 

5. Access to the site is via the Gwydir Highway, Spring Mountain Road and Sturmans Road.  

6. The project area primarily comprises Land and Soil Capability (LSC) classes 3, 4, and 6, and 
land mapped as Biophysical Strategic Agricultural Land (BSAL). 

7. Several ephemeral watercourses traverse the development footprint and drain generally from 
south to north. These include Kateys Creek (third order) and Jessie Creek (second order), as 
well as several unnamed first and second order watercourses, all of which drain to Kings 
Creek. Kings Creek is a fourth order watercourse flowing generally to the west and joins the 
MacIntyre River east of Inverell. 

8. The closest non-associated receiver (R1) is located approximately 2.1 km from the proposed 
solar farm.  

9. In June 2025, Recurrent Energy entered into an impact agreement with the landowner of 
residence R15 located on Spring Mountain Road. This agreement allows the existing alignment 
of Spring Mountain Road (which travels through the mapped property boundary of R15) to be 
used for vehicular access. The impact agreement covers all impacts generated by the project, 
which makes R15 an associated residence for the purposes of assessment. 

2.2 Other Energy Projects 

10. There are five State significant renewable energy projects within 50 km of the site, which are 
all either approved or operational (see Table 2). As per the Department’s Cumulative Impact 
Assessment Guidelines for State Significant Projects 2021, Recurrent Energy and the 
Department’s assessments of cumulative impacts have considered the relevant future projects 
to be those that have been exhibited and are currently under assessment. 

11. Potential cumulative impacts at a regional level include traffic, workforce accommodation and 
agricultural land, and are discussed in Section 5.  
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3 Statutory context 

3.1 State Significant Development 

17. The project is classified as State significant development (SSD) under section 4.36 of the 
Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act). This is because it triggers the 
criteria in section 20 of the State Environmental Planning Policy (Planning Systems) 2021 
(Planning Systems SEPP), as it is development for the purpose of electricity generating works 
with a capital investment value of more than $30 million.  

18. Under section 4.5(a) of the EP&A Act and Clause 1(b) of section 2.7 of the Planning Systems 
SEPP, the Independent Planning Commission (the Commission) is the consent authority for the 
development as the project has received more than 50 unique public submissions by way of 
objection. 

3.2 Permissibility 

19. The site is zoned RU1 Primary Production under the Inverell Local Environmental Plan 2012 
(Inverell LEP), the provisions of which are discussed in Section 5.2. The project also includes a 
series of road upgrades to accommodate the movement of heavy vehicles requiring escort 
(HVRE) vehicles travelling from port to site. These road upgrades are proposed to occur on 
land zoned RU1 Primary Production, R1 General Residential, MU1 Mixed Use, E3 Productivity 
Support, and E2 Commercial Centre. 

20. Electricity generating works are permissible with consent on any land in a prescribed non-
residential zone, including RU1, under clause 2.36 of the State Environmental Planning Policy 
(Transport and Infrastructure) 2021 (Transport and Infrastructure SEPP). Consequently, the 
project is permissible with development consent. 

21. The proposed subdivision would result in the creation of two new lots that would comprise 
areas below the minimum lot size of 200 ha and would be prohibited under the Inverell LEP. 
Notwithstanding this, section 4.38(3) of the EP&A Act allows development consent to be 
granted for SSD applications where the development is partially prohibited. While the consent 
authority can override a partial prohibition for a SSD, it must assess the merits of such a 
decision. The Department is satisfied that the proposed subdivision does not conflict with the 
objectives of the Inverell LEP on the grounds that the proposed subdivision:  

• would not impact sustainable primary industry production from occurring on surrounding 
allotments; 

• would not cause the fragmentation and alienation of resource lands; and 

• would not impact the agricultural value of surrounding rural land. 

22. The Department also notes:  

• Inverell Shire Council (Council) did not raise concern with the subdivision; 
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• the subdivision would enable ownership of select parcels to be transferred to the agreed 
party, to facilitate project delivery and future-proof the ownership of electricity 
infrastructure for the approved solar farm;  

• the subdivision would not result in any additional dwelling entitlements; and  

• the subdivision is consistent with the objectives of the RU1 zone as it would encourage 
diversity in primary industry enterprises and systems appropriate for the area. 

• the project aligns with the RU1 zone’s key objective by supporting diversity and primary 
industry enterprises; and 

• the Department has fully considered the impacts of the project and considers it can be 
approved. 

23. Based on the above assessment, and via section 4.38(3) of the EP&A Act, the Department is 
satisfied that the project, including the subdivision of the site, is permissible with consent on 
the site. 

3.3 Integrated and Other approvals 

24. Under section 4.41 of the EP&A Act, a number of other approvals are integrated into the SSD 
approval process and therefore are not required to be separately obtained for the project. 
Under section 4.42 of the EP&A Act, a number of further approvals are required, provided such 
approvals are substantially consistent with any development consent for the project (e.g. 
approvals for any works under the Roads Act 1993). 

25. As part of the development footprint comprises Crown land, an application for tenure through 
NSW Crown Lands is required pursuant to the NSW Crown Land Management Act 2016. 

26. The Department has consulted with and considered the advice of the relevant government 
agencies responsible for the integrated and other approvals in its assessment of the project 
(see Section 4 and Section 5). Suitable conditions have been included in the recommended 
conditions of consent (see Appendix F).  

3.4 Commonwealth Approvals 

27. Under the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), 
assessment and approval are required from the Australian Government Department of Climate 
Change, Energy, the Environment and Water (AG DCCEEW) if a project is likely to impact on a 
Matter of National Environmental Significance (MNES), as it is considered to be a “controlled 
action”.  

28. On 29 August 2022, a delegate for the AG DCCEEW declared the project to be a controlled 
action in accordance with sections 18 and 18A of the EPBC Act. Consequently, the project 
requires the approval of the Commonwealth Minister for the Environment and Water 
(Commonwealth Minister) in addition to any State approvals before the project may proceed.  
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29. The assessment process under the EP&A Act has been accredited under a Bilateral 
Agreement with the AG DCCEEW under Chapter 3 of the EPBC Act. Accordingly, the NSW 
Government has undertaken the assessment of MNES on behalf of the AG DCCEEW. 

30. The Department’s assessment of the potential impacts of the project on MNES under the 
EPBC Act is provided in Section 5.4. Further information on the matters that the 
Commonwealth Minister must consider is provided in Appendix I.  

31. The Department consulted with the AG DCCEEW in accordance with the Bilateral Agreement 
and provided draft copies of this assessment report and the recommended conditions of 
consent to the AG DCCEEW for comment. The AG DCCEEW confirmed that this assessment 
report contains the information required by the AG DCCEEW to make a decision about the 
project and that the recommended conditions of consent provide appropriate protection in 
relation to Commonwealth matters.  

3.5 Renewable Energy Zone 

32. The Electricity Infrastructure Investment Act 2020 (EII Act) coordinates investment in 
transmission, generation, storage and firming infrastructure in NSW and gives effect to the 
Electricity Infrastructure Roadmap. Under section 19 of the EII Act, the Minister for Energy may 
declare a renewable energy zone comprising a specified geographical area of the State, and 
specified generation, storage or network infrastructure.  

33. This project is located in the geographical area specified in the New England REZ declaration, 
which would comprise all planned, new and existing network infrastructure, with an intended 
network capacity of up to eight gigawatts. 

34. NSW Energy Corporation (EnergyCo) were consulted for comment on the Submissions Report 
and draft conditions and responded confirming it had no comments. 

3.6 Mandatory Matters for Consideration 

35. Section 4.15 of the EP&A Act outlines the matters that a consent authority must take into 
consideration when determining development applications. The Department has considered 
these matters in its assessment of the project, as well as Recurrent Energy’s consideration of 
environmental planning instruments in the EIS. The Department has also considered relevant 
provisions of the environmental planning instruments in Appendix H.  

3.6.1 Objects of the EP&A Act 

36. In determining the application, the consent authority should consider whether the project is 
consistent with the relevant objects of the EP&A Act (section 1.3) including the principles of 
ecologically sustainable development (ESD). Consideration of those factors is described in 
Appendix H. As a result, the Department is satisfied that the development is consistent with 
the objectives of the EP&A Act and the principles of ESD. 
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3.6.2 Biodiversity development assessment report 

37. Section 7.9(2) of the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 (BC Act) requires all SSD applications 
to be accompanied by a Biodiversity Development Assessment Report (BDAR) unless it is 
determined that the project is not likely to have any significant impact on biodiversity values 
(as identified in the BC Act and in the Biodiversity Conservation Regulation 2017 (BC 
Regulation)). The BDAR and the overall impact of the project on biodiversity values is assessed 
in Section 5.4 of this report. 

3.6.3 Draft Development Consent 

38. The Department has included discretion in a small number of the draft conditions as a 
mechanism for an applicant to seek approval from the Secretary for minor matters that do not 
warrant a modification application. Such matters include, vehicle numbers, timing of road 
upgrades, timing of management plans, and improvements to battery technology that have no 
additional environmental impact. 

39. This discretion is subject to the same level of scrutiny and assessment as any modification, 
against applicable legislation, policies and guidelines. Importantly, consultation is undertaken 
with all stakeholders relevant to any particular request, including councils, agencies, roads 
authorities and the public. 

40. NSW has an urgent need for renewable energy generation and technologies are rapidly 
advancing. Some detailed design factors are only known upon financial close or execution of 
contracts with contractors, which occurs post development approval.  

41. This discretion is a crucial tool in providing an avenue to achieve outcomes and resolutions for 
progressed projects that are working towards construction, or are under construction. 

42. In summary, the Department provides Planning Secretary’s Discretion provisions to: 

• account for updated technology at the time of construction from the time of approval, 
allowing applicants to construct and utilise technologies which would not result 
in additional impacts; and  

• account for changes required when an applicant receives financial investment and can 
appoint contractors. The appointment of these contractors 
often necessitates some project refinements as project details are finalised; 

• provide scope for applicants where changes would not be sufficient enough to warrant a 
modification; and 

• account for works already undertaken, for example should the required road upgrades be 
delivered by another party (including roads authorities) as part of broad network 
upgrades.  

43. Significantly, discretion is only ever exercised following the Department’s assessment of the 
request, which is undertaken in consultation with relevant stakeholders. 
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55. A further breakdown and summary of key issues raised by the public is summarised in 
Appendix B. Section 5 of this report provides a summary of the Department’s consideration of 
these matters and recommended conditions. 

4.5 Response to submissions 

56. Following the public exhibition period, the Department requested Recurrent Energy to respond 
to the issues raised in submissions and the advice received from government agencies. During 
the period that followed, Recurrent Energy sought and obtained landowners consent allowing 
the existing alignment of Spring Mountain Road (which did not align with the road reserve) to 
be used for vehicular access. 

57.  Recurrent Energy subsequently provided a Submissions Report to the Department on 13 June 
2025, close to two years after submission of its EIS. In response to the public submissions and 
agency comments, Recurrent Energy adjusted the project layout to avoid habitat 
fragmentation and reduce impacts to areas of significant biodiversity value, which reduced the 
development footprint from 651 ha to 525 ha and the disturbance footprint from 729 ha to 612 
ha. 

58. Recurrent Energy carried out additional and revised technical assessments relating to 
agriculture, biodiversity, traffic, water supply, contamination, and community engagement. 

59. The Department published the Submissions Report on the NSW Major Projects Portal and 
referred it to relevant government agencies and Council for comment.  
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5 Assessment 

60. The Department has undertaken a comprehensive assessment of the merits of the project. This 
report provides a detailed discussion of the key assessment matters for the project, namely 
energy transition (Section 5.1), land use compatibility (Section 5.2), traffic (Section 5.3) and 
biodiversity (Section 5.4).  

61. The Department has also assessed the full range of other potential impacts associated with 
the project in Section 5.5 and Table 9. 

5.1 Energy Transition 

62. The project aligns with a number of national and State policies (see Sections 2 and 3 of this 
report) which identify the need to diversify the energy generation mix and reduce carbon 
emissions while providing energy security and reliability. 

63. With a generating capacity of 360 MW, the project would generate enough electricity to power 
approximately 144,000 homes. This is consistent with the NSW Climate Change Policy 
Framework of achieving net zero emissions by 2050. 

64. The inclusion of a battery (150 MW / 600 MWh) would enable the project to store energy for 
dispatch to the grid outside of daylight hours and/or during peak demand, increasing grid 
stability and energy security. 

65. The project is located in the New England REZ, which is a declared REZ by the NSW 
Government. The project would contribute to the continued growth of renewable energy 
generation and storage capacity in the REZ, with direct access to the transmission network 
and abundant solar resources. 

66. As such, the project would play an important role in increasing renewable energy generation 
and capacity, firming the grid, and contributing to the transition to a cleaner energy system as 
coal fired generators are retired. 

5.2 Land Use Compatibility 

5.2.1 Provisions of the LEP 

67. The site is zoned RU1 Primary Production under the Inverell LEP.    

68. Under the Transport and Infrastructure SEPP, electricity generating works are permissible 
with consent on any land in a prescribed non-residential zone, including land zoned RU1 
Primary Production. 

69. In addition, based on a broader reading of the Inverell LEP, and consideration of the objectives 
of the RU1 zones and other strategic documents for the region, such as the New England North 
West Regional Plan 2041, the Department considers that there is no clear intention to prevent 
the development of a solar farm on the site. 





 

 

Sundown Solar Farm (SSD_8911) Assessment Report |  21 

land back to existing levels of agricultural capability following decommissioning of the project. 
Agricultural operations of adjoining landholders would not be impacted. 

77. The proposed footprint has been designed to avoid LSC Class 1 land altogether and has a 
minor impact on LSC Class 2 land (3 ha or 0.49% of the disturbance footprint). The project 
would occur on 0.3% of land mapped as LSC Classes 3 and 4 within the Inverell Shire LGA, and 
0.01% of land mapped as LSC Class 2.  

78. During construction and operation, the removal of cattle grazing has an estimated value of up 
to approximately $190,000 per annum, which equates to 0.14% of the agricultural productivity 
value in the Inverell Shire LGA.  

79. Regarding potential cumulative impacts, the project’s development footprint, combined with 
the other proposed, approved and/or operational SSD solar farms in the New England North 
West region, would be approximately 11,569 ha. The loss of 11,569 ha of agricultural land 
represents a small proportion (0.018%) of the 63 million ha of land currently used for 
agricultural output in NSW. Given the nature and scale of the established agricultural 
industries within the region, the project would result in a negligible reduction in the overall 
agricultural productivity of the region. 

80. DPI Agriculture was consulted throughout the assessment of the project. Following review of 
the Submissions Report and supporting documentation, DPI Agriculture requested further 
information about the valuation approach, avoidance of LSC Class 2 and 3 land, land use 
conflicts, and cumulative impacts.  

81. In response to this, Recurrent Energy submitted a revised LUCRA and a revised Soil, Land and 
Agriculture Assessment. Following its review of the revised assessment, DPI Agriculture 
confirmed that all comments had been addressed, it did not raise any concerns about BSAL 
land, but maintained its concern over the impact on Class 2 land.  

82. However, the Department notes that there is only 3 ha of Class 2 land being impacted, which is 
fragmented across various parts of the site. Of the 3 ha, 2 ha is occupied by the internal access 
road which is an existing vehicular track. The remaining 1 ha of Class 2 land comprises 
fragments at the edge of the disturbance footprint along Kings Creek which are required to be 
maintained as Asset Protection Zone buffers. The Department therefore considers these 
impacts are very minor, and these factors must be balanced against the broader benefits of 
renewable energy development.  

83. While the project footprint includes fragmented Class 2 land, it represents a very small area, is 
primarily occupied by an existing access track, and is located near water courses and not 
suitable for broadacre cropping. Accordingly, the Department considers that the project would 
not fragment or alienate any resource lands in the LGA and the site would be returned to 
usable agricultural land following decommissioning. 

84. Importantly, the potential temporary loss of agricultural land in the region must be balanced 
against: 

• the broader strategic goals of the Australian and NSW governments for the development 
of renewable energy into the future; 
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• the environmental benefits of solar energy, particularly with reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions; 

• the economic benefits of solar energy in an area with good solar resources and proximity to 
connect to the national electricity market network via the existing 330 kV Armidale to 
Dumaresq transmission line which traverses the site; and 

• the benefits of dispatchable energy for grid stability and reliability. 

85. Based on the above considerations, the Department considers that the proposed solar farm 
represents an effective and compatible use of the land within the region and that the site is 
suitable to accommodate the project.  

5.2.3 Recommended Conditions 

86. The Department has recommended conditions requiring Recurrent Energy to maintain the 
agricultural capability of the site, including establishing ground cover and maintaining grazing 
within the site where practicable. Further, Recurrent Energy would be required to fully 
reinstate the agricultural capability of the land following decommissioning of the project, 
including the requirement to return the development footprint to its existing land and soil 
capability. 

87. In addition, Recurrent Energy has committed to several mitigation measures to reduce 
potential impacts and minimise land use conflict, including:  

• establishing ground cover of the site within three months following completion of any 
construction activities;  

• implementation of an Erosion and Sediment Control Plan, Grazing Management Plan, 
Bushfire Management Plan, and Biodiversity Management Plan (BMP) to address erosion, 
soil stripping, animal management, biosecurity and pests, and decommissioning and 
rehabilitation objectives; and 

• appropriate maintenance of infrastructure such as fencing, dams and access tracks. 

88. The Department developed the recommended conditions of consent in consultation with DPI 
Agriculture to ensure all potential impacts on land use compatibility are minimised and that 
relevant mitigation measures are implemented. 

89. With the implementation of the recommended conditions, and Recurrent Energy’s proposed 
mitigation measures, the Department considers that the project would not result in significant 
land use conflicts. 

5.3 Traffic and Transport 

5.3.1 Overview 

90. During the exhibition period, 90 submissions raised concerns about potential traffic and 
transport impacts during the construction period.  
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91. Construction of the project involves delivery of plant, equipment and materials, including 
movement of heavy vehicles requiring escort, which, primarily during construction, has the 
potential to impact on the local and regional road network.  

92. In response to submissions and advice received from TfNSW and Council, Recurrent Energy 
amended their Traffic Impact Assessment (TIA) to address the matters raised, informed by 
consultation with the roads authorities. 

5.3.2 Routes and site access 

93. Components for the project would be transported from Port of Newcastle. Heavy Vehicles 
Requiring Escort (HVRE) movements would be limited to four (i.e. four in / four out), associated 
with the transformer. 

94. All vehicles associated with the project would access the site via the intersection of Gwydir 
Highway and Spring Mountain Road, then to Sturmans Road and into the site (see Figure 2). 

95. The proposed HVRE route from the Port of Newcastle travels west along the Golden Highway 
towards Dubbo, proceeds north along the Newell Highway through Coonabarabran to Moree, 
east along the Gwydir Highway through Inverell, south into Spring Mountain Road, and finally 
west into Sturmans Road to reach the project site. To facilitate these movements, road works 
would be necessary at several locations along the route. These locations are identified in the 
recommended conditions and each road upgrade has in principle support from relevant 
Councils.  

96. Council and TfNSW provided feedback regarding the movement of HVRE through the 
roundabout at the Gwydir Highway/Campbell Street intersection. Following consultation with 
both parties, Recurrent Energy provided a design for the roundabout which included 
temporary placement of steel plates over the traversed part of the roundabout and avoiding 
damage to the roundabout and the roots of the existing London Plane trees within the 
roundabout. Once the HVRE movements are completed, the steel plates would be removed, 
and the road infrastructure would be reinstated to its pre-existing condition.  

97. Both TfNSW and Council confirmed the solution was satisfactory. 

5.3.3 Traffic volumes 

98. The main increase in project related traffic would occur during the approximate 21-month 
construction period, and particularly during the 14-month peak construction period.  

99. During the construction period, the estimated peak daily vehicle movements would be up to 14 
shuttle buses, 100 heavy vehicles and 100 light vehicles. Recurrent Energy’s traffic study 
demonstrated there is capacity on the Gwydir Highway to accommodate background and 
project related traffic, while upgrades to Spring Mountain Road and Sturmans Road will 
enable the local road network to safely accommodate construction traffic.  

100. Construction staff are expected to be primarily accommodated in the nearby centres of 
Inverell and Glen Innes. As construction activities would be restricted to daytime hours, 
construction related vehicles would use the local road network during the day only. Heavy 
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vehicles up to 19 m in length would be used for transporting material and components to the 
site.  

101. Traffic generation during operations would be significantly less than the construction phase, 
with traffic limited to the two or three FTE jobs expected during operation, with additional 
vehicles only occasionally required for replacing larger components of project infrastructure. 

5.3.4 Road upgrades and maintenance 

102. To facilitate access to the site, Recurrent Energy proposes an upgrade to the intersection of 
Gwydir Highway and Spring Mountain Road to include a Channelised Right Turn (Short) 
(CHR(s)) and a Basic Left Turn (BAL) treatment, and upgrades (widening) to Spring Mountain 
Road and Sturmans Road to the site. TfNSW reviewed the strategic designs for the proposed 
intersection upgrades and confirmed that the design and treatment is appropriate and Council 
raised no concerns. 

103. To facilitate delivery of the transformer to the site, several temporary minor works are 
proposed on the HVRE haulage route. These proposed road works are based on the swept path 
analyses undertaken as part of the HVRE assessment and involve temporary removal and 
reinstatement of road infrastructure to allow 82 m HVRE movements. Recurrent Energy 
consulted with each of the six councils where road works are proposed, who raised no 
objections and provided landowners consent to carry out the road works. 

104. At the time of EIS lodgement, NSW Crown Lands advised that a permit would be required to 
enable construction where the intersection impinges on Crown land. However, during the 
course of assessment, permits have become no longer available for Crown lands use. In 
response to this, Recurrent Energy proposed that the applicable portions of Crown land along 
Spring Mountain Road and Sturmans Road would be transferred to Council ownership at the 
post-approval stage and the transfer would be managed by Recurrent Energy. Both Council 
and NSW Crown Lands have agreed to and support this approach. 

5.3.5 Cumulative impacts  

105. As discussed in Section 2.2, there are five energy projects within 50 km of the project (three 
wind farms and two solar farms). Two of these projects are fully operational, one is partially 
operational and two are yet to commence construction.  

106. Projects to be constructed are anticipated to only share common haulage routes on the State 
road network (i.e. Gwydir Highway). The TIA submitted in support of the project concluded that 
the State road network, following upgrades at key intersections, has sufficient capacity to 
accommodate construction traffic of the proposed projects. This conclusion was supported by 
TfNSW.  

107. In the recommended conditions of consent, the Department has included a requirement for a 
Traffic Management Plan (TMP) to minimise potential cumulative traffic impacts during 
construction to ensure the intersection upgrade is appropriate.  
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5.3.6 Recommended conditions 

108. Subject to the recommended conditions, the Department, TfNSW and Council are satisfied 
that the project would not result in significant impacts on road network capacity, efficiency or 
safety. The Department has recommended conditions of consent requiring Recurrent Energy 
to: 

• undertake relevant road upgrades prior to commencement of pre-construction minor 
works or construction (whichever comes first); 

• obtain all relevant approvals prior to use of heavy vehicles and heavy vehicles requiring 
escort on the public road network; 

• restrict the number of vehicles during construction, upgrading and decommissioning to 
the identified peak volumes; 

• ensure length of vehicles (excluding heavy vehicles requiring escort or high-risk heavy 
vehicles requiring escort) would not exceed 19 m; and 

• prepare and implement a TMP in consultation with TfNSW and Council, including 
provisions for dilapidation surveys and operation of shuttle buses, and details of the 
measures that would be implemented to address road safety. 

5.4 Biodiversity 

109. The site consists of large areas that have been cleared for grazing and cultivation. Native 
vegetation (both woodland and grassland form) comprises approximately 30% of the 
disturbance footprint. Much of the native vegetation mapped is represented by native pastures 
derived from woodland clearing. The condition of the derived native grassland (DNG) areas is 
variable and is influenced by disturbance history and current agricultural activities. 

110. During the exhibition period, 34 public submissions were received which raised concerns about 
potential biodiversity impacts arising from the project.  

111. A BDAR was prepared for the project in accordance with the BC Act and Biodiversity 
Assessment Method 2020 (BAM). During the exhibition of the EIS, CPHR raised comments 
about habitat islands in the development footprint, vegetation mapping, flora surveys, 
mitigation measures, information inconsistencies, and impacts to Critically Endangered 
Ecological Community (CEEC) Box Gum Woodland. In response to these comments, an updated 
BDAR was provided as part of the Submissions Report documentation package, which 
included a refinement to the site layout, reducing the disturbance area of the project by 
avoiding some remnant areas of native vegetation. 

112. CPHR reviewed the revised BDAR and requested some minor additional information regarding 
fencing of the project around the solar arrays, which is designed to protect the habitat 
connectivity values. Recurrent Energy subsequently provided this information and CPHR 
confirmed that all issues raised regarding the project had been resolved. 
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5.4.1 Avoidance and mitigation 

113. Recurrent Energy has sought to avoid biodiversity impacts through site selection and the 
avoidance of higher quality native vegetation and habitat, during the preliminary design 
process. This is consistent with the Solar Guideline’s focus on avoiding or minimising impacts 
during site selection and design in the first instance.  

114. Overall, Recurrent Energy has designed the project to avoid and minimise impacts on high 
quality vegetation and habitat, including: 

• project siting to minimise impacts to Box Gum Woodland CEEC, which, following project 
refinement, have been reduced from approximately 218.97 ha (comprising 2.48 ha of 
woodland and 216.49 ha of DNG) to 142.35 ha (comprising 3.86 ha of woodland, 1.1 ha of 
scattered trees in DNG, and 137.4 ha of DNG); 

• avoiding areas surrounding watercourses and roadsides which contain threatened flora 
species, Thesium australe (Austral Toadflax) and Dichanthium setosum (Bluegrass); 

• prioritising maintenance of connectivity along watercourses and associated riparian 
corridors; and 

• avoiding impacts to hollow-bearing trees as much as possible. 

115. Recurrent Energy has included a number of mitigation measures to minimise indirect impacts 
to adjacent vegetation through fencing and implementation of a BMP. The project maintains 
habitat connectivity throughout areas of retained vegetation, and minimising impacts to 
species that may migrate between the site and adjacent areas. 

5.4.2 Native vegetation 

116. The development footprint includes approximately 143 ha of native vegetation, including four 
plant community types (PCTs), including: 

• 0.23 ha of PCT 84 - River Oak – Rough-barked Apple – red gum – box riparian tall 
woodland (wetland) of the Brigalow Belt South Bioregion and Nandewar Bioregion; 

• 87.32 ha of PCT 510 - Blakely's Red Gum – Yellow Box grassy woodland of the New 
England Tableland Bioregion; 

• 0.19 ha of PCT 517 - Ribbon Gum – Rough-barked Apple – Yellow Box grassy woodland of 
the New England Tableland Bioregion and NSW North Coast Bioregion; and 

• 54.84 ha of PCT 590 - White Box grassy woodland on the Inverell basalts mainly in the 
Nandewar Bioregion. 

117. One threatened ecological community, White Box – Yellow Box – Blakely’s Red Gum Grassy 
Woodland and DNG (known as Box Gum Woodland CEEC), is listed as critically endangered 
under both the BC Act and EPBC Act, and occurs in the development footprint.  

118. PCTs 510, 571 and 590 all conform to the BC Act listing for Box Gum Woodland CEEC. A 
portion of these PCTs also conform to the EPBC Act listing for Box Gum Woodland CEEC.  
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development footprint by 126 ha, from 651 ha to 525 ha, resulting in a further 76.62 ha of Box 
Gum Woodland CEEC being excluded from the development footprint. 

134. Upon review of the Submissions Report and updated BDAR, CPHR confirmed no further 
comments in relation to Box Gum Woodland CEEC.  

135. Overall, the project proposes to clear 142.35 ha of Box Gum Woodland CEEC, most of which is 
low quality DNG. The BDAR identifies that following this clearance, there is a remaining extent 
of 1,520 ha of Box Gum Woodland within the buffer area (being land within a 1,500 m buffer 
zone from the development footprint encompassing the solar farm and BESS, and 500 m 
buffer zone from the development footprint encompassing the access road from Gwydir 
Highway), in accordance with the BAM. 

136. The current geographical extent of Box Gum Woodland in NSW is 702,800 km2 or 70.28 million 
ha. The project would therefore impact 0.0002% of its current extent in NSW.  

137. The Department considers that it would be very difficult to conclude that an impact of 
approximately 0.0002% is likely to contribute significantly to the extinction of Box Gum 
Woodland. Additionally, CPHR’s review of the revised BDAR raised no concerns about the 
project’s impact on Box Gum Woodland.  

138. The Department’s assessment concludes that the impacts of the project on SAII entities can 
be adequately minimised through the required offsets and would not result in serious and 
irreversible impacts. 

5.4.5 Significant impacts on Commonwealth-listed species and communities 

139. The project was confirmed to be a controlled action by AG DCCEEW on 29 August 2022 
pursuant to section 75 of the EPBC Act (EPBC 2022/09249). Recurrent Energy identified and 
assessed all threatened species and communities included in the Commonwealth Referral 
Decision. 

140. Assessments of significance were undertaken for relevant threatened species, including Box 
Gum Woodland CEEC, Blue Grass, Austral Toadflax, Regent Honeyeater, Swift Parrot, and 
Painted Honeyeater. 

141. The assessments of significance concluded that the project is likely to have a significant 
impact on Box Gum Woodland CEEC, Blue Grass and the Austral Toadflax, and concluded that 
impacts to the species would be adequately offset through meeting the biodiversity offset 
obligation established under the NSW BOS. 

142. CPHR conducted a review of the MNES relating to the project and concluded that the MNES 
assessment for the project accords with the Bilateral Agreement between the AG DCCEEW 
and NSW made under section 45 of the EPBC Act. 

143. The Department considered Commonwealth matters in consultation with CPHR and the AG 
DCCEEW, including Recurrent Energy’s assessments of significance. AG DCCEEW provided 
feedback on the assessment package which has been adopted. 

144. A summary of this assessment is provided in Appendix I.  
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5.4.6 Recommended conditions 

145. The Department has recommended that Recurrent Energy retire the ecosystem and species 
credits identified in Table 7 and Table 8 in accordance with the NSW BOS prior to carrying out 
any development that could directly or indirectly impact biodiversity values. 

146. The Department has recommended conditions requiring Recurrent Energy to: 

• avoid the disturbance of native vegetation or fauna habitat located outside the development 
footprint; 

• retire the biodiversity credits in accordance with the credit liability prior to impact; 

• prepare and implement a BMP in consultation with CPHR, including measures to: 

– minimise clearing and avoiding unnecessary disturbance of vegetation that is 
associated with the construction and operation of the project; 

– minimise the impacts of the development on threatened flora and fauna species 
located within the development footprint; 

– implement fauna management protocols; 

– rehabilitate and revegetate temporary disturbance areas and maximise the salvage of 
resources within the approved disturbance area for beneficial reuse (such as fauna 
habitat enhancement) during the rehabilitation and restoration of the project;  

– prepare and implement an incidental threatened species finds protocol to avoid and/or 
minimise and/or offset options to be implemented if additional threatened species are 
discovered on the site;  

– control weeds, feral pests and pathogens; and  

– provide a detailed program to monitor and report on the effectiveness of these 
measures.  

147. With these measures, CPHR has advised that all issues raised during assessment have been 
adequately addressed. Accordingly, the Department considers that the project appropriately 
minimises impacts to biodiversity values through project design and appropriate mitigation 
measures and, subject to the implementation of the recommended conditions of consent, 
would not result in significant impacts on biodiversity values, including no serious or 
irreversible impacts.  
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6 Evaluation 

148. The Department has assessed the development application, EIS, Submissions Report, and 
additional supporting documents provided by Recurrent Energy and has carefully considered: 

• submissions received from members of the community; 

• comments provided by councils; and 

• advice received from relevant government agencies. 

149. The Department has considered the objectives of the EP&A Act, including the ESD principles, 
and relevant considerations under section 4.15 of the EP&A Act. The Department has also 
given consideration to Recurrent Energy’s evaluation of the project’s merit against applicable 
statutory and strategic planning requirements.  

150. The site is located on land zoned RU1 Primary Production, in which electricity generating works 
are a permissible land use under the Transport and Infrastructure SEPP. The project would 
include connection to the National Electricity Market via the existing 330 kV Armidale to 
Dumaresq transmission line which traverses the site. The project also includes a series of road 
upgrades to accommodate the HVRE movements travelling from port to site.  

151. The project has been designed to utilise topography and minimise impacts to existing 
vegetation in and around the site, whilst also largely avoiding key constraints, including 
amenity impacts to non-associated residences, watercourses, and Aboriginal heritage sites. 
Any residual impacts would be relatively minor and can be managed through the 
recommended conditions of consent. The project would not result in any significant reduction 
in the overall agricultural productivity of the region. Following decommissioning, the site 
would be rehabilitated to ensure its capability of returning to agricultural land.  

152. There would be no significant visual impacts to surrounding residential dwellings, public 
viewpoints, or the surrounding landscape, and there would be no significant glint and glare 
impacts resulting from the installation of the solar arrays. 

153. The Department considered the submissions made during the exhibition of the project and the 
issues raised by the community, councils and agencies during consultation, including fire 
safety, land use, traffic, and visual impacts. These matters have been addressed through 
project refinements and the recommended conditions of consent.  

154. The site is located in the New England REZ, which is aimed at encouraging investment in 
electricity infrastructure and unlocking additional generation capacity in order to ensure 
secure and reliable energy in NSW.  

155. Importantly, the project would assist in transitioning the electricity sector from coal and gas 
fired power stations to low emissions sources and is therefore consistent with the goals of the 
Climate Change Policy Framework and the Net Zero Plan Stage 1: 2020-2030. The project would 
have a generating capacity of 360 MW of clean electricity, which is enough to power 
approximately 144,000 households. Additionally, the battery storage component of the project 
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has a capacity of 150 MW / 600 MWh to dispatch energy to the grid during periods of low 
generation. 

156. The project achieves an appropriate balance between maximising the efficiency of the solar 
resource development and minimising the potential impacts on surrounding land users and the 
natural environment. Through job creation and capital investment facilitated by a planning 
agreement with Council in accordance with the Department’s Benefit Sharing Guideline, the 
project would also stimulate the local economy and provide flow-on benefits to the local 
community.  

157. On balance, the Department considers that the project is in the public interest and is 
approvable, subject to the recommended conditions of consent (see Appendix F).  

158. This assessment report is hereby presented to the Commission to determine the application. 

Prepared by: 

Kirsty Vogel, Senior Environmental Assessment Officer 

Andrew McIntyre, Principal Planning Officer 

Recommended by: 

Iwan Davies 
Director 
Energy Assessments 

Chris Ritchie 
Executive Director 
Energy, Resources and Industry Assessments 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Environmental Impact Statement 

Appendix B – Submissions 

Appendix C – Agency Advice 

Appendix D – Submissions Report 

Appendix E – Additional Information 

Appendix F – Recommended Development Consent 

Appendices A to F are available at: 

https://www.planningportal.nsw.gov.au/major-projects/projects/sundown-solar-farm  

Appendix G – Consideration of Community Views 

The Department publicly exhibited the EIS from 7 July 2023 to 3 August 2023, advertised the 
exhibition in The Australian and the Inverell Times, and notified landowners adjacent to the project 
boundary. During the exhibition period of the EIS, the Department received a total of 139 submissions 
from the public. 132 of those submissions were objections from individuals while seven were from 
special interest groups. 

The key issues raised by the community include: 

• road use and traffic impacts; 

• potential loss of agricultural land; 

• noise and vibration impacts; 

• land use conflict; 

• community consultation and project awareness; 

• water demand and supply; 

• fire risk; and 

• dust impacts. 

These issues have been addressed in Table 10 and in Section 5 of this assessment report. 
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Appendix I – Assessment of Matters of National Environmental Significance 

In accordance with the Bilateral Agreement between the AG DCCEEW and NSW Government, the 
Department provides the following additional information required by the Commonwealth Minister, 
in deciding whether to approve a proposed action (i.e. the project) under the EPBC Act. 

The Department’s assessment has been prepared based on the assessment contained in the 
Sundown Solar Farm EIS, Submissions Report, BDAR, and additional information provided during the 
assessment process, public submissions, and advice provided by the CPHR, other NSW government 
agencies, and the AG DCCEEW. 

This appendix is supplementary to, and should be read in conjunction with, the assessment included 
in Section 5.4 of this assessment report, which includes consideration of impacts to listed 
threatened species and communities, and mitigation and offsetting measures for MNES. 

Controlled Action Decision – EPBC 2022/09249 

On 29 August 2022, the Sundown Solar Farm project was determined to be a controlled action by 
the AG DCCEEW for the controlling provisions of listed threatened species and communities 
(sections 18 and 18A of the EPBC Act). The Commonwealth Referral Decision (EPBC 2022/09249) 
(Referral Decision) was based on likely significant impacts to: 

• White Box-Yellow Box-Blakely's Red Gum Grassy Woodland and DNG – critically endangered; 

• Austral Toadflax (Thesium australe) – vulnerable; and 

• Regent Honeyeater (Anthochaera phrygia) – critically endangered. 

Additionally, the AG DCCEEW identified there was also some risk that there may be significant 

impacts on the following matters: 

• South-eastern Glossy Black-Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus lathami lathami) – vulnerable;  

• Swift Parrot (Lathamus discolor) – critically endangered; 

• Yellow-spotted Tree Frog (Litoria castanea) – critically endangered; 

• Spotted-tail Quoll (Dasyurus maculatus maculatus SE mainland population) – endangered; 

• Corben’s Long-eared Bat (Nyctophilus corbeni) – vulnerable; 

• Yellow-bellied Glider (south-eastern) (Petaurus australis australis) – vulnerable; 

• Koala (Phascolarctos cinereus combined populations of QLD, NSW, and ACT) – endangered; 

• Grey-headed Flying-fox (Pteropus poliocephalus) – vulnerable; 

• Hairy-joint Grass (Arthraxon hispidus) – vulnerable; 

• Callistemon pungens – vulnerable; 

• Bluegrass (Dichanthiuum setosum) – vulnerable; 

• McKie's Stringybark (E. mckieana) – vulnerable; 

• Blackbutt Candlebark (E. rubida subsp. Barbigerorum) – vulnerable; 


















