Climate Change Inquiry
Submission S152
Received 23/01/2020

23/01/2020

Submission to the Environment and Planning Committee of the Parliament of Victoria

Inquiry into Community Action on Climate Change
12 February 2020
Mooroopna Hub, 23 Alexander Street Mooroopna
This submission outlines the formation of BSFG, its Statement of Purpose, the range of activities
already undertaken and ongoing, and future aspirations, particularly those focussed on mitigating
and adapting to climate change in the Rural City of Benalla. Our achievements since inception are
summarised and ongoing and future projects outlined.
We understand that this Committee is primarily focussing on community actions, and our response
addresses this issue. Nonetheless, any community action takes place in a larger‐ framework, for
example relevant state and commonwealth legislation and policies. It is our contention that it is at
this higher level that leadership is demonstrated, and real gains must and can be made. For this
reason, our commentary and recommendations extend beyond the “backyard” of our community to
state responsibilities and opportunities for action, consistent with the Terms of Reference of the
Committee.
In developing this submission, we have also had the opportunity to reflect on the catastrophic
bushfires seen in nearly every state in Australia, commencing in Spring 2019 and continuing ever
since, with huge loss of land, plants and animals, human life and structures including housing.
Consequently, the adoption of new and far more ambitious targets for carbon reduction is seen as
critical for the benefit of future generations.
The Group’s recommendations to this Committee follow and include both “global” and local issues.
Recognising that the tenet “Think globally, act locally” is highly relevant to this Committee’s
deliberations, our recommendations are structured so that State level priorities are placed first,
followed by actions sought of Local Government, and then our specific needs.
The text at page 3 and beyond addresses the background and rationale for these recommendations.
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Key Recommendations:
Recommendation 1:
That the interim emission reduction targets which are to be adopted for Victoria for 2025 and 2030
should be informed by recent events (predicted by climate scientists for a decade or more!) and
thus the most ambitious interim targets (i.e. 39% for 2025 and 60% for 2030) recommended by the
government’s Independent Expert Panel should be adopted as a minimum.
Recommendation 2:
That every opportunity is taken by the state government to support, encourage and if necessary
direct Councils to recognise and act on the climate emergency by whatever means necessary.
Recommendation 3:
When funding programs are developed for local sustainability projects (e.g. in renewable energy),
an amount of money should be set aside for community involvement under a particular program
objective, with community groups able to apply for funding at any time throughout the funding
period (subject to meeting relevant criteria) without competing against other groups.
Recommendation 4:
That legislative and regulatory changes necessary to facilitate the application of ESD to planning
for housing development be urgently pursued.
Recommendation 5:
That the state government establishes a new program to fund resource officers to support
community energy groups, along the lines of the long‐established and successful Landcare
program.
Recommendation 6:
That the state government funds the creation of more Community Power Hubs through
Sustainability Victoria, including one in north eastern Victoria.

www.bsfg.org.au

2

23/01/2020
The Global Picture on Climate Change and Victoria’s Position
It is now (almost) universally accepted as a scientific fact that climate change is occurring and that
human activities (burning fossil fuels for power production and transport, and inappropriate land
management practices) are the main drivers of this change.
It is also known that ceasing these practices now will not hold the Earth to 1.5 degrees of warming,
as it will take many years to absorb the existing excess carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in
the atmosphere. The catastrophic fires and other extreme events we are now seeing on a local and
global scale are occurring against a backdrop of around 1 deg C in warming. Clearly, an increase of
1.5 degree or more will result in ever more frequent and larger such catastrophes, with huge
implications for the whole of modern society. Without decisive action, projections indicate possible
temperature increases of up to 4 deg C by the turn of this century, with unimaginable consequences
for humanity and our global environment.
Therefore, a far more ambitious emission reduction target than that accepted by the commonwealth
government (flawed as their approach is), with universal bipartisan support, is urgently required
with all levels of government contributing.
The Independent Expert Panel on Interim Emissions Reduction Targets for Victoria (2021‐2025,
2026‐2030) was appointed by the State Government to advise on:




the first two interim targets for Victoria for 2021‐2025 and 2026‐2030,
opportunities to reduce emissions across the Victorian economy,
and trajectories to net zero emissions by 2050.

The Panel’s final advice was tabled in Parliament on 6 June 2019.
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/420370/Final‐Report_Interim‐
Emissions‐Reduction‐Targets.pdf
Under the Climate Change Act 2017, the Minister and the Premier are responsible for setting the
interim targets for 2025 and 2030 by 31 March 2020. The Final Report recommends that the
following interim targets are set:‐



32‐39% below 2005 levels in 2025
45‐60% below 2005 levels in 2030.

BSFG believes that the targets which are adopted should be informed by recent events (predicted
by climate scientists for a decade or more!) and thus the most ambitious interim targets should be
adopted as a minimum. Such an action will provide a platform for positive transformational
change which will have far‐reaching economic, environmental and social benefits for local
communities and at the state level, and position Victoria as a leader at the national level. The cost
of further inaction is amply demonstrated by the ongoing remediation costs of just the most recent
fires. Further, the cost of inaction will rise dramatically in the future if we do not act with
meaningful reductions immediately‐ refer to the article of 23 January 2020, link below:
https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2020/jan/22/scott‐morrisons‐stance‐on‐
climate‐change‐makes‐it‐harder‐for‐future‐governments‐to‐undo‐his‐
damage?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Gmail
The Local Picture – Who and What is BSFG?
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BSFG is a community‐based group established in 2010 by Benalla & district residents concerned
about environmental sustainability and the lack of action on climate change both locally &
nationally. Our primary purpose is to:
“protect and enhance the natural and built environment by promoting sustainable living
practices and development within the Benalla region so that the needs of the present can be
met without compromising the resources available to future generations”.
We seek to achieve these aims by:










focussing on solutions to the problem of global warming and the need to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions
involving households, schools, businesses and other institutions in sustainability programs
involving energy, water, land and other resources
operating education and awareness programs
conducting research into ways in which our society can be more sustainable
networking with, and where appropriate, supporting local, national and international
organisations with similar objectives
promoting the concept of "reduce, reuse and recycle"
supporting sustainable locally based agriculture and other business ventures which seek to
supply the local community
working with the media to promote the ideas of sustainability and sustainable practices
conducting advocacy with all levels of government ‐ Local, State and Federal ‐ on the issues of
climate change, reducing greenhouse gas emissions and sustainable development.

The Role of Action Groups within BSFG and Achievements to Date:
BSFG has several action groups looking at different aspects of Environmental Sustainability. Action
groups were established to implement the strategies identified as the means to achieve the Group’s
purpose. The currently active groups include:‐








Benalla Food Co‐operative: started in May 2011 with 12 members, offering 20 different
products and opening once per month. Now has 84 members, offer 115 products and
recently commenced opening four times per month. The 4,000th customer shopped at the
food co‐op in mid 2019. Benefits include good quality food products, shopping in a relaxed
friendly atmosphere and contributing to less food miles and packaging, and where possible,
supporting local producers.
Plastic Wise Benalla: this group has focussed on upcycling unused or recycled fabric into
reusable shopping bags. A small team of dedicated volunteers sew these bags from this
fabric: approximately 250 bags were sold throughout the 2018‐19 year.
Benalla Local Food Network: has been working with partner agencies on the North East
Local Food Strategy 2018‐2022 which is soon to be released. The plan aims to strengthen the
local food system. The group has also started a “Grow Free” cart inspired by the Grow Free
project from South Australia. The cart allows people to swap their home grown fruit,
vegetables and seedlings.
Renewable Energy Benalla (REB) Action Group: the major current focus is how to
implement the Benalla Stationary Energy Transition Strategy that was developed with the
support of Beyond Zero Emissions and launched in November 2017. The transition strategy
detailed three major strategies that need to be implemented to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and achieve zero net energy. These strategies are:
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o
o
o

Energy efficiency measures to reduce energy use,
Promote and install local roof top solar,
Investigate utility scale renewables, battery storage and micro grids.

REB has also undertaken the following:
 Energy Efficiency sessions: Conducted Reduce Energy Bills and Increase Thermal Comfort
sessions focussing on improving the energy efficiency of existing houses during 2018 and
2019, covering the following topics:
 Understanding your energy bills ‐ electricity and gas;
 Energy Efficient Lighting;
 Draught Proofing;
 Insulation;
 Windows: shading, coatings and films, and glazing;
 Efficient Hot Water Systems;
 Efficient Heating and Cooling Options.
These sessions will be repeated in following years to help achieve the goal of reducing
energy demand by one third over ten years.
 Promoting Roof Top Solar: As part of this strategy REB invited Mondo Power to make a
solar panel and battery offer to the Benalla community which unfortunately was not
accepted by the community.
 Community Energy Project: As part of promoting roof top solar REB has been investigating
the establishment of a Community Energy Project based on donations from the community
that would provide solar panels for community buildings such as kindergartens.
In order to do this BSFG has established a Benalla Renewable Energy Fund that community
members can donate to. Community buildings would make repayments to this fund based
on the savings they would make by having solar panels on their roof. This would mean that
funds would again be available to install panels on another building, i.e. a revolving fund.
 Investigating Utility Scale Renewables: REB has been investigating the possibility of
establishing a regional utility scale waste to energy project in Benalla. Discussions have been
held with Council staff about the feasibility of such a project. Further investigation and
discussion will continue.
Grant Applications by REB:
REB (and BSFG) have made a number of grant applications and been successful with some.
This is particularly important for a small group to ensure that actions can be implemented in
a timely fashion without relying on the very limited means of the organisation.
Community Engagement to help Achieve our Vision:
A plan to achieve zero net energy by 2028 is an ambitious and complex task. REB is currently
investigating ways to improve our engagement with the Benalla community and to
encourage people to become involved in achieving 100% renewables by 2028. The successful
application for a mini grant to develop communication materials will help with this process.
Other Activities of BSFG:
 Swanpool Environmental Film Festival.
The seventh Swanpool Environmental Film Festival screened in June 2019. This festival is a
joint effort between Swanpool Landcare and BSFG. Films screened last year included:‐
 Session 1 Film ‘System Error’,
 Session 2 Short Enviro Film Fest
 Session 3 Film ‘2040’.
Eminent guest speakers were
 Dr Tilman Ruff AM. Tilman is Associate Professor at Melbourne University’s School
of Population and Global Health.
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Prof Samantha Hepburn Director of Deakin’s Centre for Energy and Natural
Resources, Professor of Property Law at Deakin Law School.
 Prof Tim Reeves who was recently appointed first Professor in Residence at the
Dookie agricultural campus. Tim is a distinguished international leader in
agricultural research, development and extension.
The Festival has been a resounding success since its inception and has regularly experienced
full houses of locals and visitors from the region and beyond.


Support for Shannon Loughnane’s Extremely Long Walk.
Shannon Loughnane is a young person who proposed walking from Melbourne to Canberra
during March 2019 on “My Extremely Long Walk for Climate Action”, to raise awareness of
the issue and gather support by collecting signatures for his petition to Parliament calling for
stronger action on climate change. His petition also proposed the declaration of a climate
emergency.
BSFG supported this project by organising an event to welcome Shannon to Benalla, hosting
him for his overnight stay, and collecting petition signatures. This event was well covered by
local media and helped to support Shannon and lift the profile of BSFG.
His petition was overshadowed by the election in May 2019.

Other Future Possibilities:
BSFG sees opportunities for promoting a broader view of sustainable living topics such as
agriculture, food, biodiversity, transport, but also a consideration of sustainable
consumption, population, economic growth and limits to growth including such aspects as
Environmentally Sustainable Development.
All these issues are significant to the future of Benalla and beyond but are beyond the scope
of the Group at the present time. Resources from external funding sources would enable
these important opportunities for BSFG engagement to be undertaken in a much timelier
manner than can be achieved presently.
Gaps and Needs:
 Council Support for BSFG and Involvement in Climate Action:
BSFG is grateful for the continued support received from Benalla Rural City Council. Among
others, a council grant enabled us to establish the BSFG website and funded the site until
September 2019, and a $500 Sponsorship Grant enabled us to arrange the “Welcome to
Benalla” event for Shannon Loughnane in 2019. Council has also allocated time for council’s
Environmental Sustainability Coordinator to assist the REB Convenor; this is of great value to
the Group.
BSFG sees the next logical step for Council to take is to join the many councils across the
nation in a declaration of a Climate Emergency. This step recognises the urgency of the
situation, brought tragically home in the catastrophic bushfires in virtually every state and
territory starting in Spring 2019. Sadly, this event was foretold by climate scientists up to
two decades ago. BSFG will continue to lobby Council to achieve this outcome, and to
ensure that all Council decisions and policies consider the opportunities for mitigation firstly
and adaptation where necessary.
BSFG sees an opportunity for this Committee to provide support, strong encouragement and
if necessary direct all Victorian Councils to recognise the reality of climate change and to
ensure that they position themselves and their communities for the changing future we face.
Many mechanisms are available to Parliament to achieve this outcome: BSFG does not have
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a position on which approach might best achieve the desired outcome of all Victorian
councils enacting a climate emergency declaration and taking appropriate further action.


Council Planning for Development:
BSFG is aware of numerous projects where Council is implementing work designed to
mitigate or adapt to the changes to be faced in the future. One of several areas where a
joint State Government/Council approach would be highly beneficial is through better
building and subdivision standards including application of ESD principles.
The Council Alliance for a Sustainable Built Environment (CASBE) is an association of
Victorian councils committed to the creation of a sustainable built environment within and
beyond their municipalities. Benalla Rural City Council is a member, and thus has signed up
to the application of ESD in planning for residential development. CASBE has submitted to
the Committee on this and other issues, and we support those submissions. As is pointed
out, using the ESD approach is interwoven with legislative issues involving the planning and
building legislation which can ‐and do ‐ create roadblocks to effective ESD. BSFG would
strongly support any initiative to overcome this problem. This can realistically only be
achieved by action by the state government.
Benalla Rural City Council is also a member of the Goulburn Broken Greenhouse Alliance,
which has also submitted to the Committee. It is noted that much of that submission
appears to deal with adaptation. BSFG suggests that as well, attention must be paid to
mitigation, as adaptation only addresses outcomes whereas mitigation attempts to prevent,
ameliorate or avoid undesirable consequences becoming outcomes requiring adaptation. It
is BSFG’s view that this is the priority area for action.



Staffing, Funding and Grants Applications:
Small groups such as BSFG often encounter difficulty in making application for grants due to
a lack of resources, time and even awareness of the specific funding opportunity, as noted
above. One major way to address this imbalance or bias against smaller groups would to be
to move away from competitive applications for grants which favours well‐resourced
applicants who have the staff available to prepare applications.
A better and more equitable approach would be to have an amount of money set aside for a
particular program objective, with community groups able to apply for funding at any time
throughout the funding period (subject to meeting relevant criteria) without competing
against other groups.
Another form of desirable support is for the state government to fund resource officers for
community energy groups, similar to the way Landcare co‐ordinators were funded at the
beginning of that successful scheme. One issue these resource officers could focus on is
‘energy coaching’ – helping householders and small business to reduce energy usage
through energy efficiencies. In smaller municipalities with a lower socio‐economic ranking
and a large proportion of aged housing stock (as well as a higher average age of its residents)
such as Benalla, such support would address a significant shortcoming in the local
community.
The state government should continue the Community Power Hubs pilot program and fund
more Community Power Hubs through Sustainability Victoria, including one in north eastern
Victoria. Victoria has three already, in the Latrobe Valley, and at Ballarat and Bendigo, which
were funded until June 2019. Reports suggest that these projects have been very successful.
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There is a strong case for one in North East Victoria given the large number of local
community energy groups operating in the region, where we have arguably the greatest
concentration of such groups in Australia.
In the case of north‐eastern Victoria, coordination of individual council/community
undertakings would realise obvious benefits from sharing of information and resources and
from the collective experience, and from lifting the profile of any such Hub into a locally‐ and
state‐wide‐known proposition.

Summary:
BSFG is greatly appreciative of the opportunity to make this submission and appear in front of the
Committee. The submission has been prepared for and is supported by the Management
Committee of BSFG.

David Blore
For the BSFG Committee
23 January 2020
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