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Making Greater Sydney more 
sustainable forms part of a series of 
papers prepared by the Greater Sydney 
Commission Youth Panel about the 
issues concerning young people today.

The Greater Sydney Commission Youth 
Panel was established in 2018 to provide 
insights and advice about strategic 
planning issues affecting young people 
across Greater Sydney and support 
the Commission when engaging young 
people through its work. The Panel 
consists of two representatives from 
each of the five Greater Sydney Districts. 
For more information on the Youth Panel 
visit www.greater.sydney

Acknowledgement of Country
As young people, we respectfully 
acknowledge the sovereign custodians of 
the sacred lands across Greater Sydney 
and beyond. We express our sincerest 
gratitude to all Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Elders past, present and 
emerging for allowing us to continue our 
business and education on their lands. 
We honour and respect the cultural 
custodians continuing connections to the 
lands, waterways, sky, and pay homage to 
ancestors whose spirits have resided here 
for thousands of years. We would also like 
to extend our respects to people from all 
communities reading this paper.
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Making Greater Sydney more sustainable 
– a young person’s perspective
To young people, sustainability and climate change are some of the most important challenges we face today. 
These are challenges that need to be at the centre of planning and development for Greater Sydney to secure 
a better future for all residents. To assist sustainable development, the United Nations set 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals to be achieved by 2030.1 This internationally recognised blueprint addresses issues 
ranging from poverty, inequality and justice, to climate change and environmental degradation. 

In all future developments, our net-zero emissions targets must be viewed as a priority with emphasis 
placed on protecting our unique biodiversity, shifting towards renewable energy sources, and investing in 
research, prevention and mitigation strategies.2 The benefits of investing in our Green-Economy extend 
beyond a net-zero emissions target. A shift in how we plan and develop Greater Sydney will contribute to 
a holistic transformation that will improve Greater Sydney’s community wellbeing, progress on climate 
justice, access to resources and the credibility of our evidence-based governance processes.3

What’s working
More sustainable approaches to living and building are 
gaining momentum from small-scale changes (e.g. boycotting 
single-use plastic) to larger-scale developments that are 
required to meet mandatory Building Sustainability Index 
standards for solar access and ventilation, ways to draw/avoid 
thermal energy, smart selection of building materials, and 
solar panels and water tanks.4,5

Education and Government incentives have helped get 
sustainable development off the ground and improve knowledge 
about environmental efficiency in the public sphere.6

In 2020, the City of Sydney made a switch to using 100 per 
cent renewable electricity sources from regional NSW.7 These 
wind and solar farms power all the Local Government Area’s 
(LGA’s) operations, which range from streetlights and sports 
fields to the historic Sydney Town Hall.8 If other LGAs follow 
suit, the renewable energy benefits would be experienced 
more broadly across the Greater Sydney region. 

There has also been an increase in the number of recycling 
projects, such as the efforts shown through Rouse Hill, 
Hoxton Park, and Sydney Olympic Park’s Recycled Water 
Schemes.9 It is important that these water recycling projects 
continue to increase as they relieve pressure on limited water 
resources and mitigate and prepare for drought conditions.

What needs work
Metropolitan planning for the Greater Sydney Region needs 
to respond to the sustainability challenges and changing 
climate that Greater Sydney faces. 

Last summer, the NSW Rural Fire Service warned 
of “catastrophic” fire conditions for Greater Sydney, 
WaterNSW’s dam supply dropped to 42.6 per cent, and the 
Department of Planning, Industry and Environment’s Air 
Quality Index recorded “hazardous” contamination levels.10 
The Bureau of Meteorology’s 2019 Annual Climate Statement 
emphasised Australia had experienced its warmest and driest 
year on record, beating the years 2013 and 1902 respectively.11 
On the 4th of January 2020, Penrith reached a maximum 
temperature of 48.9°C, making it the hottest place on earth.12

Since 2015, climate change has been considered the 
“greatest threat to global health in the 21st century” by the 
World Health Organization (WHO), and was recognised as 
a “national health emergency” by the Australian Medical 
Association in 2019.13 A study conducted by ReachOut 
and Student Edge found up to 80 per cent of 1,500 young 
people aged 14–23 were somewhat or very anxious about 
climate change.14 This finding supports the Scanlon 
Foundation’s 2019 Mapping Social Cohesion report results, 
which identified “environment and climate change” as 
the second highest concern for Australians.15 Almost one 
fifth of participants ranked “the environment” as their first 
preference, most pronounced in the young adults category, 
with 43 per cent of them electing it as their top concern.16

Rapid urban development across Greater Sydney has led to 
habitat destruction and a loss of biodiversity. The impacts of 
climate change including higher temperatures, more frequent 
bushfires, changing rainfall patterns, and sea-level rises will 
further impact upon Greater Sydney’s animals, people and 
environment. These impacts are not evenly distributed across 
Greater Sydney and each district will face its own unique 
challenges. For example:
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○ The increased presence of carbon dioxide in Eastern 
City’s ocean is impacting biodiversity by hindering the 
fertilisation and embryonic development of Sydney’s 
rock oysters

○ Changing weather conditions in the Central City   
will allow weed species to flourish, driving native species 
and endangered ecosystems towards extinction

○ The Western City is experiencing an Urban Heat Island 
effect which is caused when heat is absorbed by hard 
surfaces in urban areas and then radiated back out. 
This makes urban areas significantly hotter than their 
surrounding regions.

COVID-19 response and impacts 
on sustainability
In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the NSW 
government acted swiftly, making strong policy decisions 
based on the advice of experts in science, medicine and 
economic development.20 Further, the Bushfires Royal 
Commission report acknowledged the scientific link between 
climate change and the duration and severity of the 2019–20 
Bushfires demonstrating a need for evidence-based policy 
approaches.21 We must continue to adopt evidence-based 
approaches to Greater Sydney’s future challenges, especially 
those relating to sustainability and climate change.

The health of the planet and people is mutually dependent.17 
The WHO (2020) estimates that about a quarter of the global 
health burden was caused by avoidable environmental 
risks.18 Some environmental determinants of health they 
identified were the availability of clean air, water, sanitation 
and safe and nutritious food. Strategic city-shaping planning 
efforts must incorporate a consideration of these factors.19

Some city-shaping impacts to consider include:

○ One immediate benefit of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
been the reduction in air pollution and in the the burning 
of coal, oil, diesel fuel and natural gas.22 Drastic action 
must be taken to maintain these reductions

○ Currently, NSW is working to deliver a 35 per cent cut 
in emissions by 2030, based on 2005 levels, and an 
objective to achieve net zero emissions by 2050.23 This is 
a modest aim compared to other states like SA and QLD 
who have 50 per cent targets for the same time period. 
A more ambitious aim would match the severity of this 
climate emergency

○ The development of suitable adaptation processes, 
mitigation strategies and research should be viewed as 
a priority in addressing the impacts of climate change

○ A key component of addressing climate change is 
lowering carbon emissions through investment in 
renewable industries and green technologies. This 
investment will support the development of our future-
focused, resilient and sustainable economy. Professions 
expected to grow include environmental law, advocacy 
and research and development.25

How we could get there  
– Some things to consider 
Promote and invest in renewable 
energy solutions and options
1. Mandate an increase to the percentage of rooftop space 

on new buildings to be covered by solar panels or green 
roofs

2. Ensure that council’s across Greater Sydney update their 
Local Environmental Plans (LEP) and Development 
Control Plans (DCP) to allow rooftop community gardens 
and green roofs on a variety of development types 
including residential and commercial development

3. Increase funding for public transport, cycling and 
pedestrian infrastructure projects to create more 
pedestrian/cycling links throughout Greater Sydney

4. Provide fast-track planning approval pathways for 
the development of renewable energy infrastructure 
and deem these projects Critical State Significant 
Infrastructure to enable renewable energy infrastructure 
to keep up with demand

Reduce waste and emissions
5. Invest in water recycling infrastructure to increase 

resilience in water supply and keep Greater Sydney’s 
parks and open spaces green

6. Encourage legislation banning single use plastic bags

7. Improve legislation for industry recycling schemes  
(e.g. for batteries, electrical products), rather than relying 
on opt-in programs

8. Advocate for legislation banning the registration of new 
fossil-fuel cars

Education and conservation
9. Promote tailored biodiversity conservation events that 

are aimed at a younger audiences (e.g. 16–35 age range)

10. Raise awareness of environmental and conservation 
issues and provide young people with resources and 
support to design innovative solutions.
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