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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

On Tuesday 9 November 2016, the then NSW Minister for Primary Industries and Minister for Lands and 
Water, Niall Blair, stood before Parliament and declared a “watershed” moment for the state’s farming 
sector and for biodiversity. 

The Minister proposed sweeping changes to the state’s biodiversity laws, claiming to deliver a “fair and 
balanced package of reforms that can deliver agricultural productivity and biodiversity outcomes 
simultaneously.” 

Ten years after the NSW Parliament enacted these laws, the Wentworth Group has used the latest data 
to quantify the extent to which these goals have been achieved. 

A new analysis submitted to the international peer-reviewed journal Conservation Science and Practice, 
has quantified for the first time the significant increase of vegetation loss as a result of agricultural 
clearing following the 2016 reformsi. 

Using a 14-year public record of tree and land cover loss in NSW, our study found woody vegetation 

clearing rates significantly increased after the reforms, with an annual average of 30,768 hectares 
cleared in the five years after the laws were given effect (2018-23) compared to an annual average of 
17,453 hectares before (2010-2014). Agriculture was the dominant driver of increased clearing, with 
rates more than doubling in the five years after the reforms. Clearing rates for infrastructure doubled in 
the same period. 

The 2016 reforms involved relaxing requirements for landholders to formally apply for permission to 
clear native vegetation, removing legal safeguards that previously required clearing to result in no net 
environmental decline, and replacing landscape-scale planning with more fragmented, property-by-
property decision-making.  

The consequences of these reforms are now apparent. Our analysis shows that vegetation clearing 
continues to erode biodiversity values across New South Wales, with widespread loss occurring across 
threatened ecological communities, mapped threatened species areas, and legislated biodiversity 

areas. Conservation efforts are failing to halt species loss.  

The Minns Government came to power in 2023 with commitments to reform the biodiversity offsets 
scheme, end excess land clearing, and strengthen environmental protections.ii While some biodiversity 
offset reforms were enacted, urgently needed biodiversity reforms have not yet occurred. 

NSW’s agricultural industries, responsible for managing the land across 70% of NSW, are more 
productive than ever, setting a new Gross Value of Production (GVP) record in 2024-25 of $25.5 billion.iii 
These trends can be sustained if the productive base of agriculture - healthy soils, clean water and 
ecosystem functions – is intact and functioning in the long term.  

Our analysis highlights the importance of an integrated suite of measures that help to support and 
scale up coordinated biodiversity stewardship actions across public and private land over the long 
term. The Wentworth Group’s Blueprint for a healthy Country and thriving regions provides a credible 
pathway for a genuinely healthy and productive future for NSW. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Key findings 

• The rate of woody vegetation clearing in NSW increased significantly after the 2016 reforms from 

an annual average of 17,453 hectares (2010-2014) to an annual average of 30,768 hectares once 

the laws were in effect (2018-2023).   

• The rate of woody clearing of areas identified as being of high biodiversity value in the NSW 

Biodiversity Values Map almost doubled after reforms, increasing from an average of 624 

hectares per year to 1,182 hectares per year. 

• Agriculture was the dominant driver of increased woody clearing, with rates of agriculture-

related clearing more than doubling in the five years after the reforms from 7,912 hectares per 

year (2010-2014) to 18,614 hectares per year (2018-2023). Clearing rates for infrastructure 

doubled in the same period from 3,732 hectares per year (2010-2014) to 7,603 hectares per year 

(2018-2023). 

• Land associated with grazing of native vegetation accounted for more than 66% of woody 

vegetation clearing between 2010 and 2023 while grazing of native vegetation occurs over 

approximately 54% of land in NSW. 

• Dry sclerophyll and grassy open woodlands were the most cleared types of vegetation between 

2010 and 2023.  

• Almost 5% of the total current extent of grassy open woodlands in NSW was cleared between 

2010 and 2023. 

• In the 8-year period from 2016 and 2023, 13,880 hectares of vegetation was likely cleared in areas 

of high biodiversity identified by the NSW Government under the Biodiversity Conservation Act. 

High biodiversity values extend across only 0.56% of mainland NSW, including areas already 

publicly protected.  

• Clearing occurred across areas likely to contain Commonwealth-listed threatened species and 

communities, with 80% of nationally-listed species in NSW potentially affected by clearing. For 12 

threatened species, vegetation was cleared across more than 5% of these mapped areas.  

• Vegetation clearing occurred across the distribution of critically endangered species including 

the Canberra grassland earless dragon (2.3% of mapped distribution) and the red-lored whistler, 

a bird listed as vulnerable under the EPBC Act (2.3% of mapped distribution).  

• Clearing occurred across up to 15% of the mapped distribution of 26 threatened ecological 

communities.  

• About 33,682 ha of vegetation along river corridors in NSW were likely cleared between 2010 

and 2023, with potential impacts on water quality and freshwater biodiversity, undermining 

decades of investment in river restoration and catchment management.  
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1. What did our analysis show? 

Our study found woody vegetation clearing rates doubled during the reform period (2015-2017) 
compared to the five years prior (2010-14). Elevated clearing rates persisted in the five years after laws 
were given effect in August 2017 (2018-23), remaining 76% higher than the pre-reform period (Figure 
1). Non-woody vegetation data was not available prior to the reform and clearing of plantation forests 
was excluded from analysis. 

Agriculture was the dominant driver of increased clearing, with clearing rates more than doubling in 
the five years after the reforms (135% increase; Table 1). Infrastructure also drove increased clearing 
after the reforms (104% increase compared to pre-reform period). 

Land associated specifically with grazing of native vegetation accounted for more than 66% of woody 
vegetation clearing between 2010 and 2023 while grazing of native vegetation covers approximately 
54% of land in NSW (Figure 2).  

From 2010 to 2023, a total of 376,613 hectares of woody vegetation and 301,562 hectares of non-

woody vegetation was cleared in NSW. Agriculture accounted for nearly three-quarters of total woody 
and non-woody clearing (73.5%), with infrastructure (e.g. buildings, power lines or fences) (14.5%) and 
native forestry (12%) comprising most of the remainder. 

Clearing of land identified as being of high biodiversity value in the NSW Biodiversity Values Map 
doubled after reforms, increasing from an average of 624 hectares per year to 1,182 hectares per year. 

Full results of this analysis are available in the report ‘Vegetation clearing continues to erode biodiversity 
values across New South Wales, Australia: Technical Report.’iv 

 

 
Figure 1. Total annual woody vegetation clearing from 2010 to 2023 by SLATS landcover classes associated with 
agriculture (yellow), infrastructure (grey), and native forestry (green). Annual average clearing rates are shown for three 
key periods: pre-reform (2010-2014), reform years (2015-2017) and post-reform (2018-2023). 
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Table 1. Average annual woody vegetation clearing rates before (2010 – 2014), during (2015 – 2017) and after (2018 – 2023) native 
vegetation reform by SLATS landcover classes. (* denotes statistical significance at p<0.01) 

Clearing type  

Average annual woody clearing rates  in ha  
(brackets show % increase on 2010 -14 levels) 

Statistical results of generalised least 
squares model and Dunnett’s tests for 

significance  

Pre-reform 
2010 - 2014 

Reform  
2015 - 2017 

Post-reform 
2018 - 2023 

Pre-reform / reform 
Pre-reform / 
post-reform 

Agriculture 7,912 20,651 (161%) 18,614 (135%) <0.0001* <0.0001* 

Infrastructure 3,732 6,520 (75%) 7,603 (104%) 0.0206 0.0002* 

Native Forestry 5,810 7,741 (33%) 4,551 (-22%) 0.4196 0.3058 

All  17,453  34,912 (100%) 30,768 (76%) 0.003 0.003 

 

 

Figure 2 (a) Percentage of clearing of woody vegetation between 2010 and 2023, associated with land use categories, 
and (b) state-wide percentages of each land use in 2017 across NSW (including both cleared and uncleared land). 

2. What are the implications for biodiversity? 

Clearing of woody and non-woody vegetation between 2010 and 2023 likely contributed to the 
decline of species and ecosystems in NSW, including high biodiversity values recognised under 

Commonwealth and state legislation.iv Our analysis highlighted several implications: 

• Our analysis identified dry sclerophyll and grassy open woodlands as the most cleared types of 

vegetation between 2010 and 2023. Almost 5% of the total current extent of grassy open 

woodlands in NSW was cleared between 2010 and 2023. 

• In the 8-year period between 2016 and 2023, our analysis identified 13,880 hectares of vegetation 

was likely cleared in areas of high biodiversity identified by NSW Government under the 

Biodiversity Conservation Act. High biodiversity values extend across only 0.56% of mainland NSW.  

• Clearing occurred across areas likely to contain Commonwealth-listed threatened species and 

communities, with 80% of nationally-listed species in NSW potentially affected by clearing. For 12 

threatened species, vegetation was cleared across more than 5% of these mapped areas. 

Vegetation clearing occurred across the distribution of critically endangered species including the 

Canberra grassland earless dragon (2.3% of mapped distribution) and the red-lored whistler, a bird 
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listed as vulnerable under the EPBC Act (2.3% of mapped distribution). Without effective 

management, only half of NSW’s threatened species are likely to persist for the next 100 years, with 

an additional 18 species listed as threatened between 2020 and 2024.vi 

• About 33,682 ha of riparian areas in NSW over the study area were cleared, with potential impacts 

on water quality and freshwater biodiversity, undermining decades of investment in river 

restoration and catchment management.  

See our Analysis of vegetation clearing in New South Wales 2010 – 2023 for further information on 
this component of Wentworth Group’s analysis.  

3. What are the implications for agricultural productivity? 

Clearing increases the extent of usable land for agriculture. However, the loss of native vegetation 
undermines the very ecological systems that agriculture depends on. Economic returns decline once 
clearing reduces vegetation below the level needed to maintain soil, water, and ecosystem functions. 

Land degradation and biodiversity decline are already reducing agricultural productivity globally. A 
recent Global Assessment report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services estimates that land 
degradation has reduced productivity across 23% of the global terrestrial area.v 

NSW’s own State of the Environment reporting shows that vegetation clearing is a major driver of 
biodiversity decline and landscape deterioration, reducing ecological carrying capacity to 29% of its 
natural level.vi This indicates that the landscape is already significantly degraded, and that further 
clearing will reduce its ability to support productive agriculture.  

4. Why are clearing rates increasing? 

In NSW, native vegetation clearing and protection are governed by a complex interaction of State and 
Commonwealth legislation. The NSW Parliament enacted major native vegetation reforms in 2016, 

repealing the Native Vegetation Act 2003 and replacing it with the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 
and making amendments to the Local Land Services Act 2013.  

The independent review of the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 by former Commonwealth Treasury 
Secretary Dr Ken Henry found that our current biodiversity laws are failing. Reasons include reductions 
in the requirement for landholders to formally apply for permission to clear native vegetation, the 
removal of legal safeguards that previously required clearing to result in no net environmental decline, 
and the replacement of landscape-scale planning with more fragmented, property-by-property 
decision-making.  

One outcome of the changes has meant that the NSW Government cannot confidently attribute all 
clearing that has occurred to a specific approval pathway or land-management activity. Between 2018 
and 2023, NSW could not identify a formal authorisation and could not presume formal authorisation 
for approximately 66% of clearing – this is referred to as unallocated clearing.vii  

At the same time, the 2016 reforms increased reliance on biodiversity offsets to compensate for 
vegetation loss, despite limited evidence that offsets could reliably replace lost habitat or ecological 
function.viii, ix This was guided by the Biodiversity Values Map, which identifies areas of high biodiversity 
value and those areas particularly sensitive to development. Our analysis shows that since publication 
of this map, average clearing of areas identified within the map as high biodiversity doubled after 
reforms, increasing from an average of 624 hectares per year to 1,182 hectares per year. 

The NSW Government has committed to halting and reversing biodiversity loss.ii However, the 
Wentworth Group analysis reveals a persistent disconnect between biodiversity policy objectives and 

https://wentworthgroup.org/2026/02/analysis-of-vegetation-clearing-in-new-south-wales-2010-2023/
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land-use outcomes. Extensive clearing within important biodiversity areas, combined with high levels 
of unallocated clearing, highlights gaps in transparency, accountability, and cumulative impact 
assessment. Further, the absence of comprehensive, transparent reporting on clearing approvals and 
outcomes represents a fundamental barrier to achieving improved outcomes for biodiversity.  

5. What can be done to sustain biodiversity and productivity in 
agricultural landscapes? 

The Wentworth Group has developed a Blueprint for healthy Country and thriving regions which draws 
from extensive consultation with experts, landholders and industry representatives. Our analysis 
highlights the importance of an integrated suite of measures that help to support and scale up 
coordinated actions across public and private land over the long term, including:  

1. Enable protection and restoration of important or at-risk biodiversity at scale by implementing a 
Land Stewardship Package that supports landholders and Aboriginal rangers to maintain, restore, 
and enhance biodiversity across the landscape. 

2. Safeguard NSW’s irreplaceable biodiversity and cultural values through targeted law reform that 

strengthens protections for high-risk and irreplaceable ecosystems, while providing certainty and 
flexibility for landholders. 

3. Rebuild public trust in government by designing and delivering reforms through a regional 
planning approach in partnership with regional communities and Aboriginal nations, 
strengthening their role in identifying, protecting, and enhancing biodiversity values and cultural 
landscapes. 

4. Improve transparency and accountability by requiring landholders to record clearing events and 
assign them to a specific approval pathway or land-management activity so they can be readily 
verified, and establishing a legislated, state-wide, publicly accessible spatial platform that 
integrates existing monitoring data (including SLATS) to identify natural and cultural ecological 
values, track changes in their extent and condition, and report progress towards reform objectives. 

For more information, see the Wentworth Group’s Blueprint for a healthy Country and thriving Regions.x 
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