
 

A renewable energy transition that doesn't
harm nature? It's not just possible, it's
essential
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Wind turbines North Queensland. Australia is putting renewable energy projects
in places that damage the species and ecosystems we depend on. Credit: Steve
Nowakowski, Rainforest Reserves Australia

Earth is facing a human-driven climate crisis, which demands a rapid
transition to low-carbon energy sources such as wind and solar power.
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But we're also living through a mass extinction event. Never before in
human history have there been such high such rates of species loss and
ecosystem collapse.

The biodiversity crisis is not just distressing, it's a major threat to the
global economy. More than half of global Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) directly depends on nature. The World Economic Forum rates
biodiversity loss in the top risks to the global economy over the next
decade, after climate change and natural disasters.

Human-driven climate change damages nature—and loss of nature 
exacerbates climate change. So if humanity's efforts to mitigate climate
change end up damaging nature, we shoot ourselves in the foot.

Australia, however, must face up to an uncomfortable truth: we are
putting renewable energy projects in places that damage the species and
ecosystems on which we depend.

Renewables on the run

Renewable energy projects are being developed that damage nature and 
culturally significant sites. Others are resented by communities, or fail at
regulatory hurdles.

Environmentally damaging projects put another nail in the coffin of
species and ecosystems already under immense pressure. Even those that
affect a relatively small area contribute to nature's "death by a thousand
cuts".

Take, for example, the proposed Euston wind farm in southwest New
South Wales. It would entail 96 turbines built near the Willandra Lakes
World Heritage area, potentially affecting threatened birds.
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https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/what-is-the-anthropocene.html
https://www.ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://www.ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_New_Nature_Economy_Report_2020.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-risks-report-2023/digest/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-024-47872-7
https://techxplore.com/tags/renewable+energy+projects/
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/backlash-over-renewables-rollout-pushes-projects-into-native-species-habitat-20240405-p5fhmn.html
https://www.solarcitizens.org.au/renewable_projects_need_to_protect_first_nations_land_and_culture
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/8571767/hastings-wind-farm-rejection-avoidable-say-parks-group/
https://academic.oup.com/book/25710/chapter-abstract/193198326?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/book/25710/chapter-abstract/193198326?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/backlash-over-renewables-rollout-pushes-projects-into-native-species-habitat-20240405-p5fhmn.html


 

And in North Queensland, the Upper Burdekin wind farm proposal will
remove 769 hectares of endangered species habitat relied on by
Sharman's wallabies, koalas and northern greater gliders. The cleared
area would be almost 200 times bigger than the Melbourne Cricket
Ground.
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https://reneweconomy.com.au/forrest-backed-wind-project-still-a-threat-to-endangered-species-despite-smaller-size/
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Map of Queensland. Darker green indicates habitats for a larger number of
species. Existing and proposed renewable energy projects are in bright red.
Existing transmission infrastructure in blue. Credit: Brendan Wintle, et al.
Source data -
https://fed.dcceew.gov.au/datasets/9d313bb078b9421ebebc835b3a69c470/about
.

The simple overlay below, which we prepared, illustrates the problem in
Queensland. The analysis, part of a research project funded by
Boundless Earth, shows in stark detail the crossover between energy
projects, transmission lines and nationally listed threatened species
habitats and ecosystems.

The 'fast-track' can also be the good track

In their understandable haste to get more clean energy projects built,
state and federal governments are promising to "streamline" approvals
processes. Fast-tracked approvals will only provide net social benefit if
they are based on good data, sound analysis and genuine community
engagement.

Two successive reviews of our national environmental laws, most
recently by Graeme Samuel, identified what's needed to improve the
efficiency of development approvals and get better outcomes for nature.
The answer? Good planning at the regional scale, underpinned by good
data.

At a minimum, we need to know the locations of threatened or culturally
significant species and places, high-value agriculture and valuable
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https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/faster-approvals-more-jobs-and-lower-power-prices
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/faster-approvals-more-jobs-and-lower-power-prices
https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/resources/final-report


 

natural areas. A proposed new federal body, Environmental Information
Australia, would seek to centralize existing biodiversity data. But
significantly more data are required to fill important knowledge gaps.

Good planning can create shared purpose and bring positive
environmental and social outcomes, including certainty to developers
and conservationists. In Queensland, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park
has enjoyed strong planning support based on good data and high
community participation for more than 30 years, with some conservation
success.

In contrast, poor planning polarizes stakeholders and communities. It 
erodes trust between stakeholders, developers and government by
reducing the integrity and quality of planning decisions. This leads to
ongoing conflict over land use, as has been observed in Queensland.

A proposal to build a renewable energy microgrid in Queensland's
Daintree rainforest is a case in point. It is causing pain for local
communities, pitting renewable energy advocates against conservation
organizations.

When projects fail to gain community support and necessary approvals,
the proponent's money is wasted, and we lose precious time in the urgent
transition to renewables.
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https://conservationplanning.org/2021/05/a-retrospective-what-were-the-reasons-for-the-success-of-the-great-barrier-reef-rezoning/
https://conservationplanning.org/2021/05/a-retrospective-what-were-the-reasons-for-the-success-of-the-great-barrier-reef-rezoning/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09640568.2024.2303737
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-13/renewable-energy-microgrid-daintree-solar-to-hydrogen/11182160
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-13/renewable-energy-microgrid-daintree-solar-to-hydrogen/11182160
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The wind capacity factor with infrastructure in red and blue. Bright yellow
indicates high wind capacity. Credit: Brendan Wintle, et al. Source data from
Geoscience Australia: https://ecat.ga.gov.au/geonetwork/srv/api/records/0b2f1c7
3-0358-4ff0-9572-2d1ab5077566

 Renewables projects should enhance nature

It's surprising and disappointing how few proponents of Australian
renewables projects actively seek to enhance the habitat values of the
land their projects occupy.

In part, this is because planning regulations are still firmly focused on
avoiding impacts to nature, and offsetting damage when it occurs.

Instead, we need policies and laws that compel nature-positive
approaches that regenerate biodiversity.

In California, for example, a test project to grow native plants under
solar panels is restoring prairie land and pollinator habitat at the site of a
decommissioned nuclear power station. In Australia, there are occasional
signs we may move in a similar direction.

It's not hard to envisage a renewables rollout that prioritizes projects on
degraded, ex-agricultural land, avoiding damage to critical habitats and
benefiting nature. Wind turbines should be built away from natural
vegetation and migratory routes for birds and bats.

Our mapping for potential wind and solar projects in southern
Queensland shows strong potential west of the Great Dividing Range for
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https://www.naturepositive.org/what-is-nature-positive/
https://www.naturepositive.org/what-is-nature-positive/
https://www.ucdavis.edu/climate/news/solar-project-restore-prairie-and-pollinators
https://cpagency.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Better_Biodiversity_on_Solar_Farm_Guide_May_2024.pdf


 

energy generation without the same level of land-use conflict with
natural values and productive agriculture.

A major challenge to energy project development in Queensland, as in
some other parts of Australia, is a lack of transmission infrastructure, or
"poles and wires", in the places where renewable energy and nature
could most happily coexist. This infrastructure should urgently be
developed in a way that does not impact natural vegetation and species
habitats.

Rapidly reaching net zero is not negotiable to avoiding the worst ravages
of climate change. But doing so in a way that damages nature is self-
defeating. We have the planning tools and data needed to create a nature-
positive climate transition. Now we need adequate state and
Commonwealth government investment, leadership and political will.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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