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Summary

The Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) commends the development of a Data and
Information Standard (the Standard). This Standard is very important for helping us understand what
impacts a development could have on the flora, fauna and ecosystems we value. It also helps us decide
whether those impacts can be mitigated (including using offsets), and ultimately, whether the proposed
development should be approved. Clear and consistent evidence underpins the trustworthiness of EPBC
decisions and the Australian Government’s ability to reverse the decline of precious species.

Local governments are closest to the flora and fauna we value, having ‘boots on the ground’ in 538 local
government areas across the nation. Local data and information are already used in environmental
management. The granularity of their information holdings at a local scale should be leveraged to support
good decisions. This information could also be a key asset for bioregional and strategic planning, but
without clearer information about how these plans will be developed and how councils will be involved, the
opportunity could be missed.

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.

Feedback on consultation approach

ALGA is pleased to have the opportunity to provide input to EPBC reform, including new National
Environmental Standards. The standards improve the environmental protection system by providing
consistency in defining what is expected under national environmental law. They help to limit discretionary
decision making which erodes our natural environment and the trust of local communities.

We understand that the Australian Government will be transitioning to using the new system by the end of
2026. This has made consultation periods short, overlapping, and difficult to anticipate. ALGA would be
pleased to work with DCCEEW on a dedicated consultation approach for the local government sector so
the Department can access councils’ valuable perspectives, which will make these reforms function more
effectively.

The connections between each standard, along with bilateral agreements, strategic and bioregional plans,
are complicated and can be difficult to follow, particularly for those who are time poor or are not experts in
environmental law. Local governments need clear information about how the new system and its
components work together so they can provide useful information in the consultation process. We also
need clearer indication, earlier, about when consultation on each component will take place.
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DCCEEW’s Q&A webinar in March 2026, co-hosted with ALGA, was a good start. Further webinars, fact
sheets, training and guidelines is needed for councils to support the Australian Government to implement
a smooth transition.

Overarching principles

ALGA makes these recommendations for all National Environmental Standards:

e The Australian Government should engage closely with local government to design and
implement the Standards so they take into account local biodiversity values, cumulative impacts
and opportunities, and align with local planning schemes.

e Local government is not the same as the general Australian public. Local governments are also
not represented by state and territory governments. We need clear information from the Australian
Government on how it plans to incorporate local government perspectives into these reforms.

e EPBC reforms must not create adverse financial, planning, or administrative burdens for local
government.

e National Environmental Standards must be clear, enforceable and objective. They need to limit
subjective, discretionary judgements. They must uphold evidence-based and transparent decision
making and enforce explicit recognition of information gaps.

The Data and Information Standard

The draft Data and Information Standard (the Standard) will support better data quality and transparency,
which supports better decisions.

The Standard is important for enabling the Matter of National Environmental Significance (MNES) and
Offsets Standards. Defining how proponents should use evidence is critical for understanding the scale
and type of impact to the flora, fauna and ecosystems we value. The right information helps the Australian
Government to decide whether impacts can be reduced to the extent the Australian public expects.

Per ALGA's submission on the Offsets Standard, ‘significant’ (per ‘significant residual impacts’) must be
defined in more detail so proponents and councils know what impacts need to be mitigated and which
require offsetting. If not incorporated into the Offsets Standard, it should be done so in this Data and
Information Standard.

The Standard will also need to provide more explicit reference and guidance for using climate scenarios if
it is to protect our flora and fauna into a climate changed future. The Samuel Review said that
environmental decision making should be forward looking and account for climate driven habitat change or
species movement. It stated: “National Environmental Standards recommended by this Review should
require development proposals to explicitly consider the likely effectiveness of avoidance or mitigation
measures on nationally protected matters under specified climate change scenarios.”

Application in bioregional planning

ALGA has not seen information about how strategic assessments or bioregional plans will be developed.
As authoritative data holders, local governments need to know how their functions, data and mapping will
be incorporated.
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If the Australian Government intends for local governments to be consulted via state and territory
governments, it is important to point out that there is no guarantee that councils will be engaged. When
local governments are bypassed, projects slow and opportunities and risks will be missed.

Under section 7 Principles, sub-section 3(e) states: Making or varying a bioregional plan or a bioregional
guidance plan is consistent with the standard if the data and information on which the plan is based are
consistent with the principles.

Without information about how strategic and bioregional plans will be developed, we cannot assess
whether local data and information will be used in a way that this Standard intends.

Principle 1 Representative Data and Information

Local governments should be explicitly recognised as authoritative local data holders. As stated in ALGA's
submission on the Offsets Standard, local and regional conservation plans should be named as relevant
‘conservation planning documents.’

Proponents should be required to consult local governments on relevant data and prioritise use of local
datasets. Councils often maintain more detailed and up-to-date ecological information than ecological
assessments, including site-specific surveys and access to local expertise. This information can make
impact assessments more accurate and enable better decisions. Where ecological surveys are used, they
should be audited to make sure they reflect on-ground conditions.

As stated in ALGA’'s submission on the Offsets Standard, each MNES should have tailored guidance on
what evidence will be accepted.

Sub-section (1) should specify climate scenarios as in-scope of ‘environmental conditions’ associated with
Protected Matters to make sound decisions about whether a project should move ahead. Without this, it is
particularly difficult to ensure offsets are adapted and resilient to projected future climate change.

ALGA supports sub-section 2(iii), which requires the proponent to explain and address data and
information gaps. Proponents should also be required to represent where dissenting or conflicting
evidence exists and how conflicting information has been resolved.

Additional guidance could be provided to support good practice, such as by specifying methodological
standards or using predictive modelling to forecast how actions and threatening processes might impact
the effectiveness of impact mitigation measures.

Proponents should be required to demonstrate what data and information they have used to consider the
cumulative and ancillary impacts across the full development footprint. For example, a proposal for one
stage of a housing development should include information which also accounts for the impacts that come
from future stages.

The Environmental Protection Authority should audit the information provided by proponents. Holding
proponents accountable for submitting true and verified information is increasingly important given Artificial

Intelligence tools will be used to prepare documentation.

Principle 4 Reusable Data and Information



ALGA supports the inclusion of this Principle. Local governments should be able to access data and
information created or collected as part of EPBC Act referrals to incorporate into their own environmental
planning and services.

Under sub-section (1), effectiveness of data collection, management and provision for reuse should also
require proponents to consider the systems, software and data skills across different sectors to use that
data.

More specific guidance should be provided for how proponents are expected to prepare data and
information to be interoperable with state, territory and local government mapping, planning tools and
assessment systems.

Principle 5 Ethical Data and Information

ALGA commends this Principle, particularly in reference to protecting cultural values. ALGA notes that a
First Nations Engagement Standard is also being developed. We support this decision and believe it is
prudent to cross-reference that Standard under this Principle.

Implementation support

To enable smooth implementation, the final Standard should:

e Clarify how historic and legacy datasets will be treated, including how limitations should be
documented and whether data updating will be required.

¢ Avoid duplication with existing Commonwealth, state, territory and local government data
frameworks, and should not require councils to reformat or resubmit data already managed
through established systems.

e Provided portals and tools which are simple and accessible, enabling councils to contribute local
data and use outputs in existing planning, mapping, assessment and asset management systems.

o Be supported by spatial tools that help councils, proponents and communities understand local
environmental values, risks, constraints and opportunities.

¢ Include safeguards for sensitive information, including threatened species locations, cultural
heritage information, private property data, biosecurity risks and community submissions.

o Clarify responsibilities and liabilities where local government data is used in EPBC Act decisions,
particularly where data is incomplete, historic, collected for another purpose or later found to be
inaccurate.

e Any transition arrangements should account for likely increases in requests for council-held data.
New expectations should not create assessment delays or additional pressure on councils without
appropriate support.

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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