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Introduction 

‘Activities’ carried out by public authorities are usually assessed under Part 5 of the EP&A Act.  The public authority 

that wishes to undertake the activity is usually the determining authority under Part 5 (e.g. Council).  Part 5 

identifies the assessment process for development that does not require development consent.  SEPP 

Infrastructure identifies the types of activities that do not require development consent.  If the project is included in 

SEPP Infrastructure as development permitted without consent, a REF should be completed. If the project is not 

included in SEPP Infrastructure, it requires development consent. This usually means a development application is 

lodged with the local Council. 

Note that the following exemptions apply to some Projects: 

 Exempt development – some very minor works are exempt development and do not need an REF. These 

are identified in SEPP Infrastructure. There is a separate checklist to assist with identification of exempt 

development. 

 State Significant Infrastructure (SSI) - SSI is defined in SEPP State and Regional Development. It applies 

to certain Major infrastructure. 

  a modification of an activity, whose environmental impact has already been considered, that will reduce its 

overall environmental impact, 

 a routine activity (such as the maintenance of infrastructure) that the Minister determines has a low 

environmental impact and that is carried out in accordance with a code approved by the Minister. Note a 

routine activity may be exempt development (refer to exempt development check list) or may have been 

assessed as part of another assessment or may be exempt due to a specific ministerial determination. All 

other routine activities require an REF; and  

 an activity (or part of an activity) that has been approved, or is to be carried out by another determining 

authority after environmental assessment in accordance with Part 5. 

A determining authority cannot carry out an activity, or grant an approval for an activity unless it has determined 

whether the project is likely to have a significant impact on the environment. If it is determined that the project will 

have a significant impact an EIS is required. A Review of Environmental Factors (REF) is prepared to determine if 

the project will have a significant impact.  A REF should contain sufficient information to address the criteria in 

Section 228  of the EP&A Regulations'. A REF may be either a ‘checklist’ type document for activities with minor 

and predictable impacts or more detailed reports prepared by consultants for projects that are more complicated.  A 

consultant may prepare the whole REF document or only specialist studies as required (such as Ecological 

Assessments or Acoustic Assessments).   

The Review of Environmental Factors (REF) Checklist meets the criteria in Part 5 of the EP&A Act and Section 228 

of the Regulations and is intended for projects that have minor and predictable impacts that require a Part 5 

assessment.  The 12 key steps to completing the REF Checklist are listed below. 

STEP 1 – Visit the site; 

STEP 2 – Describe the project (both construction and operation) and the receiving environment; 

STEP 3 –  Identify what approvals, licences or permits are required; 

STEP 4 –  Identify all sensitive areas; 

STEP 5 –  Determine potential impacts; 

STEP 6 –  Describe any project specific control measures; 

STEP 7 – Rate the likelihood of the impact; 

STEP 8 –  Rate the extent of the impacts; 

STEP 9 –  Rate the sensitivity of the environment to the managed impacts; 

STEP 10 –  Quantify the environmental risks; 
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STEP 11 –  Determine overall environmental impact; and 

STEP 12 –  Project Sign-off. 

Step 1 – Site Visit 

A site visit must be undertaken by the officer completing the REF Checklist.  The site visit enables the officer to 

properly understand the site and its surrounds as well as the proposed project in its context. 

Step 2 – Project Description 

A project description must be provided that includes both the construction and operational phases as well as a 

description of the receiving environment.   

In particular:  

Item 1.1 A description of those activities of the project which are being assessed. The description should include 
all of the activities to be assessed including ancillary works such as earth works, fencing, and land 
clearing and include all mitigation measures. It should also consider future activities such as operation, 
maintenance, usage, etc. Where operation and maintenance are assessed, no further assessment will be 
required to carry out future works. 

Item 1.2 The timing of the project - When will it be undertaken? How long will the work take? What is the future 
maintenance schedule? 

Item 1.3 Ownership of the relevant land (noting whether Council owns the land, if easements will be required for 
works, if access will be required or native title issues are likely). 

Item 1.4 A description of the environmental characteristics relevant to the potential impacts.  The detail required 
will depend on the type activity, but could include the following: waterbodies and drainage systems, 
landform, soils, flora and fauna, visual/scenic quality, landscape character, land use patterns, zoning 
provisions, transportation, population, public utilities, community services, recreation and tourism, and 
features of heritage, conservation or archaeological value. 

Item 1.5 Will there be waste generated? What type and quantity of waste? 

Item 1.6 Identify any relevant environmental planning instruments. This helps to determine what approvals may be 
required.  

Item 1.7 You need to identify if the project will impact on a heritage item. Heritage items are identified in EPIs 
(refer Heritage Information). 

Item 1.8 A justification for the site selected for the activity.  It is at this stage in the assessment where there is the 
greatest opportunity to minimise the potential impacts.  The option selected can have important 
implications for the type of assessment or the approvals required.  Sufficient information should be 
provided to enable an insight into why that particular location or route was chosen and whether any other 
options should be or have been considered. 

Item 1.9 Is there a need for public consultation.  Community consultation should be carried out if there is likely to 
be ‘public concern’. In assessing the importance of public interest in an activity, consideration must be 
given to the level of information available, extent of the changes and the experience of the community 
with similar activities.  Consideration should be given to the need for public consultation.  The likelihood 
for ‘public concern’ is increased when impacts threaten or perceive to threaten public amenity. 

 
It may be necessary at any stage to modify the activity to mitigate or eliminate environmental impacts.  It is 
important that any modifications are checked against all relevant Environmental Planning Instruments (EPIs) to 
ensure that the REF Checklist still applies.  If an activity is modified, the REF Checklist may need to be revised to 
assess the modified activity. 

 

STEP 3 – Determine What Approvals, Licences or Permits Required  

Impact assessments under the EP&A Act do not remove the need to obtain other approvals, licences and permits 
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that may be required under Federal and State environmental laws. 

Where Part 5 activities require approval from another public authority (determining authority), that public authority 

has the responsibility for deciding if, by granting their approval, the activity is likely to significantly affect the 

environment.  The other public authority may require information in addition to that contained in the REF.     

It is the responsibility of the Assessor to identify and obtain all necessary approvals.  Where you have ticked any 

‘Yes’ box in Step 3 of the REF Checklist you must either: 

a) Attach a copy of the approval, licence or permit to the REF Checklist which is kept in the project file;,or 

b) Provide details of who is responsible for obtaining the approval, licence or permit; or 

c) Explain why an approval, license or permit is not necessary and refer to/detail any inquiries that have been 

made in this regard; and 

d) Where the item is a heritage item, the OEH Heritage Branch list of development not requiring heritage 

assessment should be consulted  

STEP 4 –Sensitive Areas/Issues 

The characteristics of the existing environment help to determine the potential for an activity to be carried out in a 

location without resulting in unacceptable impacts.  REF Checklist Step 4 will assist in identifying most 

environmental constraints associated with the sensitivity of the location. 

In completing Step 4 you may identify sensitivity issues that you were not previously aware of (e.g. wetland areas) 

and you will need to reconfirm that the REF Checklist is the correct assessment path to follow.   

In some cases it may be necessary to obtain a specialist consultant report to supplement the REF Checklist.   

STEP 5 – Determine Potential Impacts 

It is important firstly to identify all potential impacts as a result of the project.  Examples are given in REF Checklist 

Step 5.  The identified potential impacts provide the basis for determining the key impacts and associated control 

measures for the project. 

STEP 6 – Describe Any Project Specific Control Measures  

This step involves the development and description of suitable control measures for managing and mitigating the 

potential impacts identified in Step 5.  The control measures will include: 

 Generic control measures (e.g. derived from the Blue Book etc); and  

 Those developed specifically for the project (Project Specific Control Measures). 

The control measures must be sufficient to mitigate the impacts to a level that will be minor and predictable.  If this 

is not possible then further assessment will be required (i.e. preparation of a more detailed REF by a consultant or 

through an SIS or EIS). 

It may be necessary at any stage to modify the activity to mitigate or eliminate obvious environmental impacts.  If 

control measures are identified which change the project, then you should go back to Step 1 and reapply the REF 

Checklist to the modified activity.  It is important that any modifications are checked against all relevant EPIs to 

ensure that the REF Checklist still applies. 

STEP 7 – Rate the Likelihood of the Impact Occurring  

For each given impact, the likelihood of the impact is rated taking into consideration the control measures identified 

in Step 6.  

The choice of ratings is:  

 Not likely to occur (SCORE 1); or 

 May occur (SCORE 2); or 
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 Will occur (SCORE 3). 

STEP 8 – Rate the Extent of the Managed Impacts  

For each given impact, the extent of the impacts is rated taking into consideration the control measures identified in 

STEP 6.  In rating the extent of the impact, consideration should be given to its magnitude, intensity, scope and 

duration.  Impacts with a high degree of uncertainty should be ranked as ‘HIGH’.  

The ratings are:  

 Low (SCORE 1);  

 Medium (SCORE 2); or 

 High (SCORE 3). 

Table 1 below provides some examples which can be used as a guide for selecting the choice of rating.  However, 

each impact will need to be assessed on a case-by-case basis and discretion and common sense should always 

prevail. 

 

Table 1 – Examples of impacts that could be considered HIGH in extent 

Examples of impacts which could be considered HIGH in extent 

 Clearing more than 7 mature trees – FLORA AND FAUNA impacts 

 Disturbing large areas of land (>250m
2
 of soil) – AIR AND WATER impacts 

 Spilling 200L of oil into waterway, drain etc. – WATER impacts 

 Continually exceeding EPA noise guidelines (e.g. operational noise) – NOISE impacts 

 Handling more than 10 tonnes of ‘contaminated’ soil - LAND CONTAMINATION AND 
WASTE impacts 

 Preventing access along major transport corridors (e.g. Roads with greater than 20,000 
Annual Average Daily Traffic, railways etc.) – LAND USE AND TRANSPORT impacts 

 Community dissatisfaction and media coverage of concerned group of residents – SOCIAL 
impacts 

 Affecting a heritage item (as defined by EPI) – HERITAGE impacts 

STEP 9 – Rate the Sensitivity of the Environment to the Managed Impacts 

For each given impact, the sensitivity of the environment is rated taking into consideration the control measures 

identified in Step 6.  In rating the sensitivity, consideration should be given to the ability of the environment to cope 

with the impacts, how easily the effects of the impacts can be reversed, established performance standards and 

whether there is likely to be a high level of public concern.  Impacts and environments with a high degree of 

uncertainty should be ranked as ‘HIGH’.   

The choice of ratings is:  

 Low (SCORE 1);  

 Medium (SCORE 2); or 

 High (SCORE 3). 
 

Table 2 below provides some examples that can be used as a guide for selecting the choice of rating.  However, 

each impact will need to be assessed on a case-by-case basis and discretion and common sense should always 

prevail.  
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Table 2 – Examples of environments which could be considered HIGH in sensitivity to the managed 

impacts 

Examples of environments which could be considered HIGH in sensitivity to the managed 
impacts 

 Child care centres, schools, residential areas etc. – SOCIAL impacts 

 Koala habitat (SEPP 44), endangered species, National Parks etc. – FLORA & FAUNA 
impacts 

 Major transport corridors, restaurants etc. – LAND USE AND TRANSPORT impacts 

 Scenic conservation areas, heritage areas, tourist areas etc. – VISUAL impacts 

 Houses, schools, restaurants etc. - NOISE impacts 

 Exposure to people, residential areas etc. – LAND CONTAMINATION AND WASTE 
impacts. 

 Hospitals, schools, restaurants etc. – AIR impacts 

 Aquatic reserves, wetlands etc. –WATER impacts 

STEP 10 – Quantify the Environmental Risks 

The environmental risk is calculated by multiplying the likelihood of the impact occurring by the extent of the 

managed impacts by the sensitivity of the environment to the managed impacts.  

ENVIRONMENTAL RISK = LIKELIHOOD X EXTENT X SENSITIVITY 
 

The possible outcomes are:  

 LOW (1-4);  

 MEDIUM (5-9); or  

 HIGH (10-27). 

Example: If the LIKELIHOOD of the impact is ‘would not be surprised if it occurred’ (Score 2) and the EXTENT of 

the managed impacts is ‘Low’ (Score 2) and the SENSITIVITY of the environment to the managed impacts is ‘Low’ 

(Score 1) then the ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT is ‘Low’ (2 x 2 x 1 = 4).   

It is the responsibility of the Assessor to accept that the environmental risk result appears to be ‘reasonable’.  

Discretion and common sense should always prevail.  

STEP 11 – Determine the Overall Environmental Impact 

Using the collated results from Step 10, the overall impact of the proposed activity can be determined.  If all 

impacts associated with the proposal are minor and can be effectively managed, corresponding to a LOW to 

MEDIUM environmental score then the project can proceed to the final decision and sign off stages. 

However, if there are any areas of the project that have ‘HIGH’ environmental scores that cannot be mitigated then 

a further assessment will be required (i.e. preparation of a more detailed REF by a consultant or through an SIS or 

EIS) or review and possible modification to the project by Council.  

STEP 12 –Sign-off  

The purpose of the sign off form is to provide a continuous record of accountability through the planning, 

assessment and construction phases of the project.  

The Assessor must certify to the best of his/her knowledge, that the assessment meets the requirements of 

sections 111 and 112 of the EP&A Act, clause 228 of the EP&A Regulations and other relevant guidelines.  A 

recommendation should be made to determine that the Project will/ will not have a significant impact by stating  that 

either the proposed activity: 
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 Has minor and predictable impacts and can proceed subject to the requirements in this document, and any 
Project Specific Control Measures; OR 

 Requires further investigation to determine whether the proposed activity is likely to have a significant effect on 
the environment (and requires further assessment in the form of a more detailed REF, an EIS or an SIS); OR 

 Requires further assessment to be undertaken in the form of a more detailed REF prepared by a consultant or 
through an EIS or SIS. 

The authorised officer, as the Verifier, must authorise that the assessment appears to be adequately completed 

and that the Assessor's conclusion as to the likely environmental impact of the project is reasonable.  The person 

who authorises the assessment must not be the same person who conducted the assessment. 

 
Finally -  
  

CONSTRUCTION WORK MUST NOT COMMENCE UNLESS:  

 Both the Assessor and Verifier have signed the REF Checklist verifying that each of the steps has been 

satisfied and no further assessment, investigation or further referral is required; AND 

 All relevant construction personnel are aware of their responsibilities; and 

o The project’s environmental impacts in Steps 5-10; 

o The project’s specific control measures in Steps 5-10; 

o The project’s environmentally sensitive areas in Step 4; and 

o The conditions in any approvals, licences or permits in Step 3. 
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