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Introduction

The Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) is the voice of local government in Australia,
representing 538 councils across the nation. ALGA was established in 1947 and throughout its history has
been actively involved in issues of national significance affecting local government and local communities.

In structure, ALGA is a federation of state and territory local government associations. This submission
should be read in conjunction with any separate submissions received from state and territory
associations as well as individual councils.

ALGA is an observer to the Environment Ministers Meeting, in which the Commonwealth, state, and
territory environment ministers collaborate on environmental policy matters of shared interest. ALGA
advocates for the roles, resourcing, and capacity needs of local governments in respect to waste,
recycling and circular economy policy. This principally includes advocacy for national mandatory product
stewardship for problematic materials, including lithium-ion batteries.

ALGA is pleased to have the opportunity to comment on the draft National Guideline for Lithium-ion
Battery Waste Management (henceforth, the Guideline). We understand the Victorian Environment
Protection Agency (Victoria EPA) has developed this draft on behalf of Heads of EPA Australia and New
Zealand (HEPA).

Lithium-ion batteries are a major problem for local governments and their communities

Local governments are deeply invested in achieving safe, enduring and nationally consistent solutions for
the collection, handling and recycling of lithium-ion batteries. Councils experience the consequences of
battery-related failures firsthand, through fires in collection vehicles, transfer stations and facilities,
insurance pressures, service disruption and community risk. They therefore strongly support efforts to
make the system safer and sustainable.

ALGA recognises the Guideline’s role as a risk-based guidance document for organisations intentionally
engaged in lithium-ion battery management. Some councils have noted that the Guideline is helpfully
comprehensive and having information in one place is useful.

However, ALGA has concerns about the potential downstream impacts if the Guideline is progressively
treated as a de facto standard or regulatory benchmark, particularly for local government and other
incidental receivers of batteries through mixed waste streams. A whole-of-system approach, which allows
for all impacts to be considered from a circular perspective, is required for effective and enduring lithium-
ion battery safety.

Councils want safe battery management, but could bear unfair burden if expectations are
set too high, too fast

While the Guideline is formally non-mandatory, in our experience, guidance of this nature is frequently
adopted by regulators and insurers as the benchmark for “reasonable” practice. This can result in
operational, infrastructure and compliance requirements which are set very high by default, irrespective of
whether activities are intentional, incidental, high-risk or low-volume.
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While local governments are keen to see national consistency in safe battery management, we are
concerned that the Guidelines could result in perverse outcomes for battery collection and for
councils without appropriate consideration of the capacity of collectors to implement upgrades.

For local governments, this creates several risks:

e councils and their contractors may be expected to implement controls, infrastructure and
emergency response systems designed for specialist battery handlers, despite batteries entering
municipal systems only incidentally and outside council control

e escalating capital, operational, training and insurance costs may be imposed on kerbside, transfer
station and landfill operations that are not designed or funded as battery management facilities

e councils may be exposed to liability and insurability pressures arising from risks they cannot
practically eliminate while batteries continue to enter mixed waste streams.

ALGA is concerned that embedding the Guideline as a quasi-enforceable standard could therefore shift
responsibility on to councils, without addressing the upstream product, design, labelling and stewardship
failures. Focusing on addressing upstream issues would be more effective in addressing safety and
environmental problems, while reducing the burden on councils to address a problematic product they did
not introduce into their communities.

Potential impact on voluntary collection and stewardship networks

There is the potential for unintended impacts on voluntary battery collection networks, including retail
drop-off points and community facilities.

If the operational expectations outlined in the Guideline are progressively applied as minimum standards
across all collection points without proportionality or funding support, there is a real risk that voluntary
hosts will withdraw from participation due to regulatory burden, insurance exposure or site constraints.
This would reduce legitimate disposal options for consumers and increase battery leakage into kerbside
and general waste streams, directly undermining safety outcomes.

Local governments are particularly concerned that the collapse or contraction of voluntary networks would
result in higher battery volumes entering council-managed services, compounding risk and cost at the
municipal level. This risk could impact some councils more than others, as pre-existing voluntary collection
and drop off points are not uniformly offered across communities. Seeing greater quantities of lithium-ion
batteries going into municipal collections would exacerbate existing pressures on the system. For
example, in NSW the Rural Fire Service already lacks adequate capacity to manage battery-induced
landfill fires which is resulting in long-term burns and high costs to councils.

Need for proportionality and upstream responsibility
ALGA is concerned about relying on downstream operational controls alone. Effective and enduring risk
reduction requires stronger upstream intervention, including:

e mandatory, national and fully funded product stewardship arrangements

e improved product design and mandatory labelling for embedded batteries

e clear responsibility on importers, manufacturers and online marketplaces
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e sustained national consumer education.
Should these Guidelines be adopted by the Heads of EPA, we strongly recommend:

¢ anew funding package be delivered to local governments and other collectors to support
implementation

e more in-depth practical implementation tools be developed to help councils and recyclers to meet
new expectations

o that any flow on consequences for local government insurance be monitored and addressed to
support the financial sustainability of local governments

Without these measures, there is a risk that progressively stringent downstream requirements will lead to
poorer safety, environmental and circular economy outcomes.

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide input. Please contact Eleanor Robson (Policy Director —
Environment) for any further information you may require.

Sincerely,

/s

Amy Crawford

Chief Executive Officer

Contact details

Dr. Eleanor Robson
Policy Director — Environment, Climate and Waste

eleanor.robson@alga.asn.au
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