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The Environment Protection Reform Act 2025, passed in late November 2025, represents a major 

overhaul of the national Environment Protection Biodiversity and Conservation Act, 1999 (EPBC Act). It 

introduces a two-tiered system for bioregional planning: 

 

● Bioregional Guidance Plans: These are "information-only" instruments with no 

binding regulatory effect. 

● Bioregional Plans: These are regulatory instruments that establish legally binding 

"Go" (development) and "No-Go" (conservation) zones to streamline approvals. 

 

Due to legislative uncertainty, the SEQ Bioregional Pilot, a pre-existing regional planning exercise 

managed by the State Government since 2024, is being developed strictly as a Guidance Plan. While 

non-regulatory, the Commonwealth Environment Minister must "have regard" to it when making 

approval decisions. 

 

The Bioregional Pilot 

 

In SEQ, the bioregional pilot focuses on managing the "cumulative impacts" of urban development 

within specific Potential Future Growth Areas (PFGAs). However, several critical issues emerge from its 

methodology: 

 

● Isolated Boundaries: The pilot is strictly aligned with four specific subregions (e.g., 

Moreton Basin, Southern Coastal Lowlands). 

● No "Mixing" of Impacts: Cumulative impacts are assessed only within these isolated 

silos; environmental degradation in one sub-region cannot be "traded" or averaged 

against another. 

● The Sprawl Blind Spot: The pilot explicitly excludes cross-regional sprawl from its 

"bioregional" definition. Planners categorise the pressure to clear greenfield land - 

driven by housing failures in other regions - as a standard "town planning issue" rather 

than a cumulative environmental impact. 

 

The SEQ Regional Plan: Infill Failure 

 

The existing SEQ regional plan, ShapingSEQ 2023, relies on a 70/30 consolidation-to-expansion ratio, 

aiming for 70% of new homes to be built within existing urban boundaries. There has been a systemic 

failure to meet these goals: 

 

● Target Shortfalls: Monitoring reports show the region tracking below consolidation 

benchmarks (approximately 59% vs. the 60% baseline). 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r7398
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/epbc
https://environment.qld.gov.au/management/planning-guidelines/bioregional-planning
https://environment.qld.gov.au/management/planning-guidelines/bioregional-planning
https://environment.qld.gov.au/management/planning-guidelines/bioregional-planning
https://environment.qld.gov.au/management/planning-guidelines/bioregional-planning
https://www.planning.qld.gov.au/planning-framework/plan-making/regional-planning/south-east-queensland-regional-plan/south-east-queensland-regional-plan


 

● The "Rotten Apple" Effect: Local governments, particularly the Brisbane City Council 

(BCC), are culpable for "suburban protectionism". By concentrating growth in a tiny 

fraction of land (the "1% Squeeze"), they shield established suburbs from density, 

making regional targets unachievable. 

● Housing Stagnation: The "missing middle" or gentle density housing has actually 

decreased as a proportion of approvals (from 22% in 2016 to 20% in 2021), while high-

rise approvals have surged due to high construction costs. 

 

The "Town Planning Loop" and Sprawl Domino 

 

The central conflict identified is an inter-scalar architecture where planning levels work at cross-

purposes: 

 

● The Domino Effect: When an LGA like Brisbane fails to deliver its mandated infill 

housing, the resulting pressure is redirected toward greenfield expansion in 

neighbouring regions like Logan or Ipswich. 

● Structural Separation: Planners have artificially separated environmental impacts from 

town planning failures. 

● Transparency Barriers: The public is currently "locked out" of the MULTI housing model 

and specific LGA performance data, preventing accountability for these regional failures. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The current alignment of the three planning levels is structurally inadequate. Without integrating cross-

regional sprawl into bioregional assessments and enforcing local council accountability, SEQ's natural 

landscape will continue to serve as a "relief valve" for systemic urban planning failures. 
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Addendum: Correspondence from Katrina Sanderson, Manager, Bioregional Planning | Planning and 

Heritage, Department of the Environment, Tourism, Science and Innovation (27/05/2026) 

 

We have now opened consultation on the draft bioregional guidance plans for Brigalow Belt North and 

Gulf Plains bioregions. We have also announced that bioregional guidance planning has been undertaken 

for South Eastern Queensland and Brigalow Belt South, with findings to be considered as one of several 

inputs into the review of the SEQ Regional Plan review rather than a standalone plan at this time. 

  

The spatial conservation analyses considers each subregion separately. However, the spatial 

conservation analysis does not deal with threats/pressures – that is done in the cumulative impact 

analysis (CIA). The CIA has been conducted across the whole of plan area, so it does consider urban 

development pressures holistically at that scale. 

https://environment.qld.gov.au/management/planning-guidelines/bioregional-planning
https://environment.qld.gov.au/management/planning-guidelines/bioregional-planning

