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South Coast Regional Sea Level Rise: 
Planning and Policy Framework 
 
Overview 

South Coast Regional Sea Level Rise - Planning and Policy Response Framework was developed as a 

climate change response partnership between Shoalhaven City and Eurobodalla Shire Councils with 

funding assistance from the Office of Environment and Heritage. Key aims were to: 

 Develop regionally relevant sea level rise projections for the Shoalhaven and Eurobodalla coasts; and 

 Develop a “Risk Assessment and Policy Response Framework” to address sea level rise for use by the 

Partner Councils in strategic planning, development control and consent activities. 

Background 

This partnership was formed as a response to the NSW Government decision to rescind the Sea Level 

Rise Policy Statement for NSW and provide councils with the flexibility to consider local conditions when 

determining future hazards within their Local Government area. The regional partnership aims to provide a 

consistent and transparent approach to how sea level rise will be considered in strategic plans and 

development assessment processes.  

 

Councils are responsible for planning for future development, for managing the natural environment, and 

for the wellbeing of residents. Planning and development decisions taken now will still be on the ground in 

50 to 100 years. Therefore, it is important to have a consistent policy response framework to address sea 

level rise as it is one of the most concerning climate change impacts in coastal areas.  

 

Councils are constantly planning for an uncertain future, where the trends of the past cannot be relied 

upon. As the changes to climate manifest themselves over time, it is likely the extent of hazards will 

change, and the Policy Response Framework will assist with meeting these challenges. 

 

Implementation 

Two surveys of other coastal councils in NSW found that most councils were still applying the former State 

Policy. From this, the partner councils determined to investigate three options: 

a) do nothing - apply former State policy advice 

b) develop our own individual policy and planning approach, or 

c) combine resources and adopt a regional solution. 

 

The Councils decided to develop a regional approach as it was considered it would provide a significant 

opportunity to improve on the previous State approach by developing associated planning guidelines to 

support the scientific advice. 

 

The methodology applied in delivering the project lends itself to adoption by other coastal councils. This 

methodology is based on: 

 gathering scientific advice from competent and widely accepted sources; 

 applying a risk based assessment of both the physical hazards and potential policy options; and 

 developing a policy and planning framework based on relevant and current NSW policy and legislation. 

The project partners approached the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage to provide technical advice 

and a contribution towards project funding.  The project was the first attempt to replace the withdrawn 

State policy with a genuine and technically robust alternative.  As a consequence, there were no 
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guidelines, standard technical briefs or comparative projects to guide the project partners.  These 

difficulties were addressed through forming an expert technical committee to oversee the project from 

inception to completion.  The committee comprised of representatives from: 

 Shoalhaven City Council 

 Eurobodalla  Shire Council 

 Office of Environment and Heritage. 

The committee was responsible for providing professional oversight and directing the overall technical 

outputs.  This role included: 

 Determining the project scope 

 Writing a project brief 

 Appointing a suitable consultant 

 Managing the project in accordance with the aims outlined by the project brief. 

Whitehead and Associates were appointed as the consultants following a competive tendering process.  

The consultants took direction of the project which included consultation with staff at both councils, 

government agencies and the local communities. 

 

Consultation with staff and agencies included a series of workshops at both councils to investigate the risk 

associated with different planning scenarios along with a range of risk avoidance management options.  

These options commenced with typical scenarios from “do nothing” (no sea level rise) through to “most 

conservative” (highest projections for sea level rise).  The options were tested at several case study sites 

of different settlement and coastal morphologies to determine the potential consequences of each 

planning scenario.  It was determined the consequences of adopting a sea level rise scenario that was too 

low were greater than the consequencs of a conservative approach. 

 

A review of the risk management scenarios and the available science guided the consultants to advise the 

project partners to adopt planning levels for sea level rise based on the highest range scenario for 

greenhouse gas concentrations (RCP8.0) published in the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report.  

 

A draft report was prepared and peer reviewed by the Technical Advisory Committee and technical 

experts from within the Office of Envirnment and Heritage prior to being reported to each council. 

 

The Framework was on public exhibition for a six week period in both LGAs. Following exhibition, the 

Planning and Policy Framework was adopted to inform and link with the following Council plans: 

 Coastal Zone Management Plans, 

 Flood Risk Management Plans, 

 Coastal and Flood related chapters of Development Control Plans, 

 Asset Management Strategy and Plans, and 

 Local Environment Plans. 

All of the above are linked directly to the Councils' Community Strategic Plans and Development and 

Operational Plans. The project will also link to the development and review of the Council’s corporate 

Climate Change Adaptation Plans which similarly apply a risk management approach. 

Outcomes 

The completed project will only be fully implemented following completion of Coastal Zone Management 

Plans in each  council where the recommendations and planning guidelines can be fully road tested. 

However this is the first attempt by a partnership of councils in NSW to develop a regionally appropriate 

sea level rise benchmark.  

 

The project was undertaken in a cost effective way and produced a usable, high quality product which is 

transferable to other areas. It is a great demonstration of Local Government leading by example to 

manage the effects of climate change at the local level. 
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This project was the 2014 

joint winner (Division C) of 

the Climate Change Action 

category at the LGNSW 

Excellence in the 

Environment Awards. 
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and-works/coastal-

projects/sea-level-rise  

 

The rigor of the assessment of the scientific literature, local water level data and analysis of local trends 

against global averages has been peer reviewed prior to public exhibition. The project has been widely 

accepted by the peer review group and openly complimented by a range of external parties on the 

adopted approach to both the science and the planning framework.  

 

It is anticipated the project will have a significant long-term legacy. The policy framework is designed to be 

robust enough to cope with changing scientific advice. This has been achieved through focussing more on 

the planning response and less on the "level" and timing of sea level rise.  

 

This project demonstrates the positive elements of working with neighbouring councils. It not only made 

the result more cost effective, it ensures a consistent approach will be applied in a large area of the South 

Coast of NSW. Together Shoalhaven and Eurobodalla encompass 265 kms of the NSW coastline. 

Key Learnings 

Sea level rise is a challenging issue for three reasons: 

1. uncertainty associated with the scientific advice 

2. the magnitude of the longer-terms impacts given the number of properties at risk over varying time 

scales 

3. the difficulty in convincing sections of the community that the problem exists and that an immediate 

policy response is required. 

The scientific advice will always improve, however current planners can focus on two certainties when 

developing planning policy: 

 sea level rise is occurring 

 all the uncertainty is pointing towards the "worst case scenario" end of the scale. 

This project will allow the project partners to incorporate the uncertainty within the planning and policy 

framework by focussing on the events that trigger the response. The framework does not promote time-

based decisions or focus on a single "level" or planning benchmark.  

 

Currently, planning controls for sea level rise are focussed on individual properties. This approach can be 

viewed as piecemeal and not strategic in terms of adaptation at a community scale. It is anticipated this 

project will initiate thinking in terms of the scale of the problem and promote a suburb wide adaptation 

response to replace the current house by house approach. 

 

The unfortunate reality is that some of the social resistance to strategic long-term planning for sea level 

rise will not be overcome. What this project provides is an open and transparent approach to planning that 

can provide the community with a degree of certainty when seeking advice on sea level rise. This can in 

turn allow the community to make informed investment decisions.  

Contact 

Name: Isabelle Ghetti 

Position: Manager – Natural Resources and Floodplain 

Phone: 02 4429 3300  

Email: ghettii@shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au    

 

Name: Norm Lenehan 

Position: Coastal and Flood Management Planner 

Phone: 02 4474 1374 

Email: norman.lenehan@eurocoast.nsw.gov.au      
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