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Inquiry into the Urban Forest and Planning Legislation Amendment Bill 2026

Introduction

The Ginninderra Catchment Group (GCG) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission
on the Urban Forest and Planning Legislation Amendment Bill 2026.

GCG is a community-based natural resource management organisation working across the
ACT and surrounding NSW region, supporting more than 35 Landcare, ParkCare, rural and
community stewardship groups. Every year we work alongside ACT Government agencies,
contractors and hundreds of volunteers to restore native ecosystems, improve habitat
connectivity and enhance Canberra's urban forest.

GCG supports the overall intent of the Bill and welcomes the Government's continued
investment in protecting and expanding Canberra's urban forest. However, we believe the
legislation presents an opportunity to better align urban forest management with biodiversity
conservation and ecological restoration outcomes.

General Comments

The amendments strengthen several aspects of the Urban Forest Act, including improved
integration with the Planning Act, greater recognition of community involvement and stronger
long-term canopy planning.

However, the Bill largely retains one of the most significant challenges facing ecological
restoration across Canberra — the protection of trees primarily based on size rather than
ecological value.

This approach can unintentionally create barriers to biodiversity conservation and ecological
restoration while directing limited Government and community resources towards protecting
invasive species that provide little or no environmental benefit.

Summary List of Recommendations

Recommendation 1 - Move towards a value-based tree protection framework
Recommendation 2a - Simplify approvals for ecological restoration
Recommendation 2b - Develop a Strategic Environmental Weed Tree List
Recommendation 3 - Recognise biodiversity as equal to canopy cover
Recommendation 4 - Embed Biodiversity Sensitive Urban Design into planning
decisions

Recommendation 5 - Improve canopy contribution agreements
Recommendation 6 - Continue supporting community stewardship

These recommendations are provided in more detail on the following pages.
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Recommendation 1 - Move towards a value-based tree protection framework
GCG recommends that future amendments to the Urban Forest Act shift from a
predominantly size-based tree protection system towards one that considers ecological
value.
The current legislation requires approval to remove many regulated trees solely because
they exceed prescribed size thresholds, regardless of whether they are:
environmental weed species;
invasive exotic trees;
threatening endangered ecological communities;
reducing habitat quality; or

e preventing ecological restoration.
Conversely, many smaller native trees with significant habitat or ecological value receive
comparatively less protection.
A value-based approach would better reflect contemporary biodiversity management by
prioritising protection for:

e indigenous habitat trees;

e mature hollow-bearing trees;

e threatened species habitat;

e culturally significant trees;

e registered and heritage trees.
At the same time, environmental weed species should be managed through a more
streamlined process.

Recommendation 2a - Simplify approvals for ecological restoration

One of the most significant barriers experienced by GCG, Landcare volunteers, ecological
contractors and ACT Government staff is the requirement to obtain individual approvals for
the removal of mature environmental weed species.

This frequently applies to species such as mature willows, privet, poplars and other invasive
trees that are actively degrading waterways, native grasslands, Box-Gum Woodland and
other high-value conservation sites.

Obtaining approvals for individual weed trees can significantly delay restoration works,
increase project costs and discourage volunteer participation.

GCG recommends introducing a simplified approval pathway for environmental restoration
projects undertaken by recognised organisations or delivered under approved management
plans.

Such projects should be able to remove nominated environmental weed species without
requiring separate approvals for every individual tree, provided environmental safeguards
are met.

This would substantially reduce unnecessary administrative burden while improving
environmental outcomes.

Recommendation 2b - Develop a Strategic Environmental Weed Tree List

GCG recommends that ACT Gov develop a “Strategic Environmental Weed Tree List”
identifying invasive non-native tree species eligible for a streamlined approval process, or
exemption from individual tree removal approvals, when undertaken as part of approved
ecological restoration works.

The Strategic Environmental Weed Tree List should be developed in consultation with
ecological experts, Catchment Groups, Landcare organisations and ACT Government land



managers, and be regularly reviewed to reflect emerging weed threats and best-practice
restoration science.
Such a framework would:
e provide greater certainty and consistency for Landcare groups, ecological contractors
and ACT Government staff;
reduce unnecessary administrative burden and approval delays;
improve the efficiency of ecological restoration projects;
enable limited resources to be directed towards protecting and restoring native
biodiversity rather than administering approvals for invasive species; and
e support more strategic, landscape-scale management of environmental weeds
across the ACT.
Appropriate environmental safeguards should remain in place to ensure the streamlined
process only applies to approved restoration projects and nominated environmental weed
species, while continuing to protect native, heritage and culturally significant trees.

Recommendation 3 - Recognise biodiversity as equal to canopy cover

GCG supports increasing Canberra's urban tree canopy but recommends that biodiversity
outcomes receive equal consideration throughout the legislation.

Canopy cover alone should not become the primary measure of urban forest success.

The legislation should explicitly recognise:

habitat quality;

species diversity;

ecological resilience;

wildlife movement;

climate adaptation; and

ecosystem function.

Large exotic trees often provide significantly lower biodiversity values than locally indigenous
vegetation communities and, in some cases, actively threaten native ecosystems through
weed spread or altered hydrology.

Urban forest policies should therefore promote the right trees in the right places, rather than
simply increasing canopy cover.

Recommendation 4 - Embed Biodiversity Sensitive Urban Design into planning
decisions
GCG recommends that Biodiversity Sensitive Urban Design (BSUD) principles become an
explicit consideration when assessing developments involving tree removal.
Early consideration of biodiversity consistently produces better outcomes than relying on
offsets or replacement planting after impacts have occurred.
Development proposals should demonstrate that they have:

e avoided unnecessary tree removal;

e retained mature habitat trees wherever possible;
protected ecological connectivity;
integrated water-sensitive design; and

e considered biodiversity from the earliest stages of project planning.
These principles are already well established within the ACT's Biodiversity Sensitive Urban
Design Guide and should be directly referenced within implementation of the legislation.



Recommendation 5 - Improve canopy contribution agreements
GCG supports canopy contribution agreements but recommends that replacement planting
prioritises ecological outcomes rather than simple canopy replacement.
Where trees must be removed, replacement should:
e prioritise locally indigenous species;
improve habitat connectivity;
increase biodiversity;
contribute to climate resilience;
wherever possible occur within the same catchment.
Financial settlements should only be used where genuine on-site canopy replacement
cannot reasonably be achieved.

Recommendation 6 - Continue supporting community stewardship

GCG welcomes the Bill's recognition of community involvement in protecting Canberra's
urban forest.

The ACT's urban forest has been significantly enhanced through decades of work
undertaken by Landcare, ParkCare and community volunteers.

Future implementation of the legislation should continue to involve community organisations
early in planning processes and support restoration partnerships that improve biodiversity
outcomes while reducing long-term management costs.

Conclusion

GCG supports the intent of the Urban Forest and Planning Legislation Amendment Bill 2026
and commends the ACT Government for continuing to strengthen protection of Canberra's
urban forest.

However, we believe the legislation can be significantly improved by shifting from a
predominantly size-based tree protection framework towards one based on ecological value.
Simplifying approvals for environmental restoration, recognising biodiversity alongside
canopy cover, embedding Biodiversity Sensitive Urban Design, and supporting
community-led restoration would better align the legislation with the ACT's environmental
objectives and deliver stronger long-term outcomes for Canberra's urban forest.

Sincerely,

Kat McGilp, Executive Officer
on behalf of the
Ginninderra Catchment Group



