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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 
Stretching from its upper tidal limits on the Parramatta River downstream to the ocean entrance between North 
and South Head, Sydney Harbour is a natural wonder on which the commercial and social foundations of the 
Greater Sydney region are built. At the centre of Australia’s largest city, the harbour is subject to intense human 
activity which presents coastal managers with many challenges.  

Through the NSW Coastal Management Framework, the State Government aims to foster thriving and resilient 
coastal communities, and supports preparation of Coastal Management Programs (CMP) to set the long-term 
strategy for coordinated management. 

This Scoping Study represents the first (of five) stages for preparing a Greater Sydney Harbour CMP, that 
encompasses the tidal waterways of Port Jackson, Parramatta River, Lane Cove River, Middle Harbour and 
their catchments. This study was prepared in consultation with stakeholders from local council and state 
government, and in line with the NSW Coastal Management Manual.  

Vision 
The long-term vision for Sydney Harbour’s coastal zone is to: 

Support the coordinated management and ecologically sustainable development of Greater Sydney Harbour 
to maintain its exceptional social, cultural, economic and environmental values, and symbolic status as 
Australia’s most globally iconic waterway. 

Objectives 
Eleven (11) objectives are proposed for a Greater Sydney Harbour CMP that are consistent with the objects 
of the Coastal Management Act 2016. In addition to these, a Greater Sydney Harbour CMP shall give effect 
to the management objectives of the four management areas that comprise the NSW coastal zone. 

Context and Scope 
The coastal management context for Sydney Harbour has been characterised, based on a literature review, 
in terms of its:  

• physical, environmental and climate context 

• legislative, planning, governance and 
management context 

• social, cultural context 

• economic and development context 

In summary, Sydney Harbour’s coastal zone is rich in natural attractions and environmental assets, including 
dramatic sandstone cliffs, estuary and harbour bathymetry, catchment and estuary hydrological processes and 
diverse coastal ecosystems. Greater Sydney is an economic powerhouse that is home to diverse people and 
cultures and rich in Indigenous heritage. The value of Sydney Harbour has been estimated at $43 billion, which 
is founded on its geography, water quality and healthy marine ecosystem. 
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The globally iconic harbour is the maritime gateway to the largest city in Australia. As such, all levels of 
government have a presence and responsibilities across the range of maritime, economic, social, political and 
environmental issues and concerns within the harbour. 

Past and present human activities within the waterway and its catchment threaten many of the harbours values. 
Climate change and an increasing population in Greater Sydney will place additional pressures on the 
harbour’s coastal zone in coming decades, and in the long term. 

Unclear governance is an issue. No single body or framework oversees the management and planning of 
Sydney Harbour and considerable jurisdictional ambiguity exists. Management actions are typically 
undertaken in response to localised plans and initiatives, as opposed to a system-wide strategy. A single, 
whole-of-system CMP is needed to facilitate coordinated and integrated management of Australia’s most iconic 
and important waterway. 

Values, Threats and Management Issues 
Eight common values and benefits were identified for Sydney Harbour’ coastal zone, through stakeholder 
workshops and a literature review:  

• clean waters 

• biodiversity: ecosystem value 

• geodiversity: form and process value 

• cultural value 

• amenity / recreation / participation value 

• education / scientific value 

• economic value 

• symbolic value 

A review of various coastal/estuary plans and risk assessments identified a long list of threats to the 
environmental, social and economic values of the Greater Sydney Harbour coastal zone. These were distilled 
down to 23 threats, which relate to one of the following key issues: 

• land use intensification 

• resource use and conflict 

• natural hazards 

• public safety 

A first pass risk screening was conducted at a system-wide scale, with expert input, which gave consideration 
to several factors (current management, its effectiveness, future risk trajectory). The risk assessment found: 

• risk management actions are in place for many of the threats, and many are already not achieving the 
intended outcomes. Residual risk remains (e.g. urban stormwater, foreshore development, conflict over 
resource use).  

• over time, with increasing population, climate change and the combination of a range of these and other 
threats, there is likely to be increasing risk on many areas of the harbour (e.g. urban stormwater; coastal 
inundation, shipping, boating and boating infrastructure).  

• risk associated with some threats has and will continue to be reduced (e.g. industrial discharges). 

At a system-wide scale, several areas were identified where additional knowledge or a more detailed risk 
assessment is needed:  

• present risk – damaging riparian vegetation and wetlands, degraded seawalls and coastal protection and 
disturbance of contaminated sediment. 
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CHAPTER 1 SUMMARY: INTRODUCTION 

NSW Coastal Management Program 
A range of legislation is applicable to the NSW coastal zone, however there are four key items central to the 
NSW coastal management framework and they include the: 

• Coastal Management Act 2016 (or CM Act) 

• Coastal Management State Environment Planning Policy 2018 (or CM SEPP). 

• Coastal Management Manual (or the ‘Manual’) 

• Marine Estate Management Act 2014 (or MEM Act). 

Whilst each of these are important, the Manual provides direction 
and guidance to coastal councils preparing, implementing and 
reviewing a Coastal Management Plan (CMP) to meet the 
requirements of the CM Act. Part B of the Manual addresses 
the five key stages of preparing a CMP (shown in the flow 
diagram) and describes each stage in detail. 

The Greater Sydney Harbour Coastal Management Plan Stage 
1 Scoping Study (this report) has been prepared to develop a 
shared understanding of the Greater Sydney Harbour coastal zone 
management issues and priorities and provide a way forward to 
undertake Stage 2 to Stage 5 of the CMP. 

Sydney Harbour Study Area 
The Greater Sydney Harbour stretches from the upper tidal limits on the Parramatta River downstream to the 
ocean entrance between North and South Head. Sydney Harbour and its tidal waterways are diverse, and 
encompasses a wide range of natural processes and values, cultures and communities, uses, pressures and 
threats. 

The harbour foreshore is fringed by twelve local government areas, with a total of twenty-one LGAs dispersed 
across the greater catchment area. Four sub-catchments drain into the harbour estuary, these include the Port 
Jackson, Parramatta River, Lane Cove River and Middle Harbour sub-catchments (SIMS, 2014). 

Greater Sydney Harbour CMP Stage 1 Scoping Study Objectives 
This report is intended to satisfy the requirements for completing Stage 1 of a CMP, including: engaging with 
stakeholders and the community, determining the strategic context, vision and scope of a CMP, establishing 
roles and responsibilities, identifying key management issues and knowledge gaps, and developing a forward 
plan and preliminary business case for subsequent stages of a CMP. This report does this and importantly 
outlines the pathway for undertaking technical studies (as per Stage 2 and 3 of a CMP) and developing the 
management program (Stage 4 of a CMP) for Sydney Harbour and its tidal waterways. 

This study was undertaken on behalf of Local Land Services (LLS), with guidance by the NSW Office of 
Environment and Heritage (OEH) and in consultation with various State Agencies and local Councils.
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of this Report 
This Greater Sydney Harbour Coastal Management Plan (CMP) Stage 1 Scoping Study has been 
prepared to develop a shared understanding of the Greater Sydney Harbour coastal zone 
management issues and priorities, and provide a forward plan for undertaking Stage 2 to Stage 5 of 
a CMP, consistent with the NSW Coastal Management Framework. This study has been prepared 
on behalf of Local Land Services (LLS) and the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH), 
and in consultation with the State Agencies and local Councils. This report is consistent with the 
requirement outlined in the draft Coastal Management Manual (OEH, 2015). 

1.2 NSW Coastal Management Framework 
A range of legislation and polices are relevant to managing the coastal zone in NSW, which is 
typically under the care and control of local Councils or public authorities (including the Roads and 
Maritime Service, Department of Industry – Crown Lands and Water, and National Parks and Wildlife 
Service). Central to the NSW coastal management framework is the: 

• Coastal Management Act 2016 (or CM Act) 

• Coastal Management State Environment Planning Policy 2018 (or CM SEPP). 

• Coastal Management Manual (or the ‘Manual’) 

• Marine Estate Management Act 2014 (or MEM Act). 

The CM Act provides for the integrated management of the NSW coastal environment consistent 
with the principles of ecological sustainable development for the social, cultural and economic well-
being of the NSW people. The CM Act establishes 13 high-level statutory objects for management 
of the NSW coastal zone, including to support the objectives of the MEM Act. Under the CM Act, the 
NSW coastal zone is defined as comprising four distinct ‘coastal management areas’. These four 
areas include the: 

• Coastal Wetland and Littoral Rainforest Area; 

• Coastal Vulnerability Area; 

• Coastal Environment Area; and 

• Coastal Use Area.  

Management objectives specific to each coastal management area are outlined in the CM Act. The 
CM Act also outlines the purpose of and requirements for a CMP, which may be prepared by a local 
council or councils. Local councils are required under the CM Act to embed coastal management 
within the Integrated Planning and Reporting (IP&R) Framework, established in the Local 
Government Act 1993. Public authorities must also take into consideration the objectives and 
processes to achieve integrated management of the NSW coast (NSW Govt, 2015a). 
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Figure 1-2  Greater Sydney Harbour Estuary Locality Map 
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Figure 1-3  Distribution of local government areas and estuary sub-catchments across 
Sydney Harbour and its tidal waterways. 

 

The Greater Sydney Harbour is a connected system from a physical, biological, social and economic 
stand point. The harbour is a drowned river valley hydrologically connected through the action of 
waves, tidal current and freshwater flows. The waterway houses a complex and interconnected 
ecosystem, with marine fauna inhabiting the diverse array of natural habitats, including rock reefs, 
soft sediment areas and wetland areas. Riparian habitat and remnant littoral rainforest and bushland 
extend into the catchment area. 

The Sydney Harbour region is an iconic site, recognised globally because of its diverse waterways 
and the number of infrastructural assets such as the Harbour Bridge, the Sydney Opera House and 
the Olympic complex.  Sydney Harbour is home to many important cultural assets (both Indigenous 
and settler). Sydney is the economic powerhouse of Australia, being home to a multitude of 
businesses and a range of important economic centres such as Parramatta, North Sydney and the 
Sydney CBD.  A large and expanding population lives in the catchment of Sydney Harbour and along 
the foreshore which places significant pressure on the system.  Much of the foreshore has been 
hardened through construction of seawalls and in many places public foreshore access has been 
blocked. 
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Figure 1-4  Sydney Harbour’s Coastal Zone 
A) Littoral Rainforest at Taylors Bay, Mosman (Source: NSW Govt.); B) Cliff collapse, North Head 

(Source: Sydney Morning Herald); C) Marine Habitat, Sydney Harbour (Source: SIMS); and 
Community foreshore infrastructure (Source: NSW Govt.). 

 

Under the CM Act, Councils are required to take a systems approach to coastal management, that 
looks at coastline issues in the broader context. For large estuary systems like Sydney Harbour, 
councils must consider management within a coastal catchment context and liaise closely with all 
Council, State and Commonwealth agencies, non-government organisations and with the wider 
community that have a role and interest in the management of Sydney Harbour. 

A) Coastal Wetland & Littoral Rainforest Area 

C) Coastal Environment Area 

B) Coastal Vulnerability Area 

D) Coastal Use Area 


