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Summary 

This study mapped coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests on the South Ballina peninsula, New South 

Wales. It was estimated that at least 173 Ha of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests are missing from the 

State Environmental Planning Policy (Coastal Management) 2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests 

Area Map. Recognising that State Environmental Planning Policy (Coastal Management) 2018 can impose 

additional development controls on coastal land that can negatively affect development potential and land 

values, as well as facilitate merits appeals against development consents, concerns are raised about the 

motivation for Ballina Shire Council and the New South Wales Department of Planning, Industry and 

Environment to apparently ignore coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests in the southern half of Ballina 

Shire. 

Introduction 

Development in coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests, regardless of land zoning, has been controlled in 

New South Wales (NSW) since the 1980s. State Environmental Planning Policy (Coastal Management) 2018 

(SEPP CM 2018) largely carries forward development controls from the now repealed SEPP 14 (Coastal 

Wetlands) and SEPP 26 (Littoral Rainforests). 

SEPP CM 2018 has the potential to be a powerful environmental planning instrument. Section 7 provides 

that SEPP CM 2018 can override another such instrument (e.g. a local environmental plan). Section 10 

requires that developments in coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas may be carried out only with 

development consent and declares that these developments are designated developments for the purposes 

of the NSW Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (EPAA 1979). Section 11 requires that 

developments in ‘proximity areas’ for coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas may be carried out only 

with development consent. Section 8.8 in EPPA 1979 provides that, in the case of a development application 

for consent to carry out designated development, persons who have made a submission by way of objection 

have rights to appeal against the determination (commonly known as ‘objector appeals’). 

The presence of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests can be an impediment to development of coastal 

lands and can facilitate legal challenges against development consents. However, for SEPP CM 2018 to be 

effective, coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas must be accurately mapped. This report shows that 

these maps, current to 11 August 2019, are incomplete for the southern half of Ballina Shire and raises 

concerns about the conduct of Ballina Shire Council (BSC) and the New South Wales Department of Planning, 

Industry and Environment (DPIE; former NSW Department of Planning and Environment). 
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Methods 

This study mapped coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests on the South Ballina peninsula, northern NSW 

(Figure 1). It is focussed on the zone 7 (f) Environmental Protection (Coastal Lands) beach front lands (Ballina 

Local Environmental Plan 1987; BLEP 1987) which are now threatened by beach house developments. 

Eight categories of wetlands and forests, based on those in the SEPP 2018 Coastal management - Coastal 

Wetlands and SEPP Coastal management - Littoral Rainforest spatial datasets 

(https://www.planningportal.nsw.gov.au/opendata/dataset/5615d92b-f421-45ce-bd1a-009995650f61, 

https://www.planningportal.nsw.gov.au/opendata/dataset/sepp-coastal-management-littoral-rainforest) 

were mapped in this study: 

• dams 

• lakes 

• freshwater swamps 

• sedgelands 

• wet meadows 

• melaleuca forests (‘paperbark’) 

• casuarina forests (swamp oak) 

• littoral rainforests 

Coastal dune swamps are shallow lakes (typically < 1 m deep) that dry out and contract during periods of low 

rainfall. Sedgelands are shallower than swamps and more densely vegetated than are wet meadows. Wet 

meadows are grassy depressions. Melaleuca forests are dense stands of paperbark trees that are flooded 

during periods of high rainfall. Casuarina forests are dominated by swamp oak trees and have a dense under-

storey vegetation but lack a mid-storey. There are a number of (mostly modern and often unauthorised) 

dams along South Ballina Beach which, if not regularly cleaned out, can become swamp-like. 

‘Littoral rainforest’ is poorly defined. Littoral rainforests on the South Ballina Peninsula typically include tall 

swamp oaks and/or paperbarks in the over-storey. Rainforest flora are more abundant in the mid-storey and 

under-storey where the species diversity, density and structure of the vegetation is similar to that of a 

lowland rainforest. These littoral rainforests will be found to support a distinctive assemblage of lowland 

rainforest birds. A number of flora and fauna reports have confused swamp mahogany forest with littoral 

rainforest (e.g. the Ecological Assessment Report for DA 2016/746 by Saunders Havill Group, 5 November 

2018). Eucalypt forests on the South Ballina peninsula, north of Boundary Creek, are restricted to the 

northern and more inland areas of the peninsula (pers. obs.). 

Coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests were mapped in QGIS v 2.16.3 (QGIS Development Team 2016). The 

base layer is a non-georeferenced copy of the ESRI World Image. Raster images were georeferenced using at 

least six well-separated points and Map Grid of Australia (MGA) coordinates from modern topographic maps 

via Topoview Raster Viewer 2006 (Department of Lands 2006). 

Wetlands and forests were identified from a variety of flora and fauna reports submitted to BSC, other 

documents (e.g. photos), local knowledge and visual interpretation of imagery. The ESRI World Image was 

captured during a wet period, when swamps are flooded.  
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Results 

A total of 177 Ha of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas were mapped on the South Ballina 

peninsula (Figure 1, Table 1). Subtracting dams and a 2.9 Ha heath swamp/sedgeland at South Ballina from 

this total leaves 173 Ha of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas that are missing from the SEPP CM 

2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests Area Map, current to 11 August 2019 (Figure 2). This is 

unsatisfactory when 722 Ha of the beach front is zoned zone 7 (f) Environmental Protection (Coastal Lands) 

(Figure 3) and coastal lakes, swamps and larger forest remnant areas along the beach are obvious in any 

available high-quality imagery (Figures 4–7). 

For comparison, the SEPP CM 2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests Area Map is more detailed and 

complete for the northern and relatively ‘over-developed’ half of Ballina Shire (Figure 8). Nonetheless, Lake 

Ainsworth has not been mapped despite being listed in Schedule 1 of SEPP CM 2018. 

Table 1. Areas of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas mapped in this study.  

Wetland/forest class Hectares mapped 

Littoral rainforest 47.2 
Swamp oak forest 38.9 
Open swamp 33.7 
Paperbark swamp 29.4 
Wet meadow 11.8 
Sedgeland 11.7 
Lake 3.5 
Dam 1.2 

Sum 177.3 

Discussion 

This study identified at least 173 Ha of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas on the South Ballina 

peninsula that are missing from the SEPP CM 2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests Area Map, 

current to 11 August 2019. A shapefile of these newly mapped areas will be made available. Potential users 

of this new dataset should be aware that the dune lands along South Ballina Beach contain a mosaic of 

habitats and that mapping of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas can be refined as well as 

expanded across the peninsula. 

Why could it be that the SEPP CM 2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests Area Map is incomplete for 

South Ballina? The default excuse would be that the budget and resources for mapping these areas are 

limited. This excuse is unacceptable because mapping of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas in the 

northern half of Ballina Shire is relatively complete. 

Another excuse for the incomplete SEPP CM 2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests Area Map is 

simple ignorance. This excuse is unacceptable given that most of the coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests 

areas mapped in this study are within the 7 (f) Environmental Protection (Coastal Lands) lands zone that was 

identified 32 years ago in BLEP 1987. More recently, the proposed E2 zone in draft BLEP 2011 recognised 

additional coastal wetlands and littoral rainforest areas (Figure 3). Furthermore, numerous flora and fauna 

reports submitted to BSC over the past two decades or so have identified coastal wetlands and littoral 

rainforest areas along South Ballina Beach (see Flora and fauna reports). 

A third excuse for the incomplete SEPP CM 2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests Area Map is that 

necessary data was not supplied to the DPIE. While the DPIE could attempt to blame some other party for 
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withholding data, that excuse would also bring a claim of misconduct against those parties accused of 

withholding data. 

With no easy excuses, it could possibly be that BSC and the DPIE have intentionally decided not to map 

coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas for the South Ballina peninsula. Recognising that SEPP CM 

2018 can impose additional development controls on coastal land that can negatively affect development 

potential and land values, as well as facilitate ‘objector appeals’, it could be that Council and the State 

Government have decided that it is politically expedient to avoid conflict with investors and developers and 

to ignore coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests altogether at South Ballina. Or, perhaps they have a vision 

for the future where South Ballina Beach becomes a ‘millionaire’s row’ These explanations are not wild 

speculation because there are at least two other current examples where Council and the State Government 

have backed away from imposing stricter development controls on coastal land. 

On 20 September 2012, the State Government intervened to stop the adoption of ‘E zones’ in Draft BLEP 

2011 and, finally, on 27 April 2017 BSC finally voted to abandon the staged integration of these ‘deferred 

matters’ into BLEP 2012 and to retain the 32 year old BLEP 1987 for environmental zones other than zone E1 

National Parks and Nature Reserves 

(https://www.ballina.nsw.gov.au/cp_themes/default/agm.asp?offset=2). The proposed E2 Environmental 

Conservation zones in draft BLEP 2011 could have expanded and strengthened development controls for the 

South Ballina peninsula (Figure 3). 

Returning to SEPP CM 2018, the State Government has not to-date published a coastal vulnerability area 

map even though such areas are documented in reports (e.g. WBM 2003) and are widely known through 

media reports of floods, cyclones and other natural disasters. 

Finally, Ballina Shire Council is currently undertaking improvement works to the public foreshore at Lake 

Ainsworth in 2019 after having overcome opposition from some within the Lennox Head community. 

Because Lake Ainsworth is listed in Schedule 1 of SEPP CM 2018, it should be asked whether council have 

considered SEPP CM 2018 in the foreshore redevelopment. Section 4.15 in EPPA 1979 requires that all 

relevant environmental planning instruments be considered in determining a development application. 

Conservationists are encouraged to critically review the coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas map 

for their local government areas and to document any missing or inaccurate data. This information can be 

used to pressure the DPIE to correct the SEPP CM 2018 maps and thereby improve environmental 

protection. This information can also be used in actions against inappropriate coastal developments. 
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Figure 1. Overview of the South Ballina peninsula. Dark blue areas are coastal wetlands (mostly mangroves) and bright 

green areas are littoral rainforests from the SEPP 2018 Coastal management - Coastal Wetlands and SEPP Coastal 

management - Littoral Rainforest spatial datasets respectively 

(https://www.planningportal.nsw.gov.au/opendata/dataset/5615d92b-f421-45ce-bd1a-009995650f61 and 

https://www.planningportal.nsw.gov.au/opendata/dataset/sepp-coastal-management-littoral-rainforest). Other 

coloured areas are coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests that were mapped in this study.  
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Figure 2. SEPP CM 2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests Area Map for the South Ballina peninsula 

(http://webmap.environment.nsw.gov.au/PlanningHtml5Viewer/?viewer=SEPP_CoastalManagement). Dark blue areas 

are coastal wetlands (mostly mangroves) and bright green areas are littoral rainforests (colour enhanced from the 

original). Annotations indicate some coastal lakes, wetlands and forests areas that are obvious in the background image 

but have not been mapped.  
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Figure 3. Land zoning map for the South Ballina peninsula (modified from  sheet LZN-016 from the Draft BLEP 2011). 

Current environmental protection zones indicated are 7(a) (Wetlands), 7(f) (Coastal Lands) and 7(l) (Habitat) from BLEP 

1987 and E1 National Parks and Nature Reserves from BLEP 2012. Some new areas that were included in the proposed 

zone E2 Environmental Conservation in the draft BLEP 2011 are outlined in yellow. These new areas include some 

unrecognised coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests areas (Figure 1).
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Figure 4. Detail of a permanent coastal lake at Boundary Creek (in Richmond Valley Shire; a) that has been mapped (in yellow) for this report (b). 
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Figure 5. Detail of a swamp at East Wardell (a) that have been mapped (in white) for this report (b).  
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Figure 6. Detail of littoral rainforests at Empire Vale (a) that have been mapped (in green) for this report (b).  
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Figure 7. Detail of coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests at Keith Hall (a) that have been mapped for this report (b). Apart from the heath swamp in the upper right of these 

figures, these areas were not mapped with relevant environmental protection zones 7 (a) (Wetlands), 7 (f) (Coastal Lands) or 7 (l) (Habitat) ) in BLEP 1987 (see Figure 3).
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Figure 8. SEPP CM 2018 Coastal Wetlands and Littoral Rainforests Area Map  for northern coastal Ballina Shire 

(http://webmap.environment.nsw.gov.au/PlanningHtml5Viewer/?viewer=SEPP_CoastalManagement). Dark blue areas 

are coastal wetlands and bright green areas are littoral rainforests (colour enhanced from the original). Compared to 

the South Ballina peninsula (Figure 2), coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests have been more thoroughly mapped in 

the northern half of Ballina Shire. 


