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Achieving 2020 Climate Action  

Overview 

City of Newcastle has made significant and sustained progress in limiting carbon emissions and 
working with the community to mitigate the effects of climate change. In 2018/19, Council 
constructed a 5MW Solar Farm, upgraded 4,000 Street lights to LED, converted fleet to electric 
vehicles and installed a public EV charge network. The installation of three more PV systems 
brings Council rooftop capacity to over 580kW with 135kWh of battery storage. Council’s 
guiding principles include considering the long term and cumulative effects of actions on future 
generations and to consider the principles of ecologically sustainable development. 
 

Background 

With a long history of acting to mitigate the effects of climate change, City of Newcastle (CN) 
recognises that there is a global climate emergency and urgent need for real action on climate 
change. According to the International Energy Agency, cities and towns are key to 
decarbonisation, and could deliver 70% of the emissions reductions needed to stay within the 
1.5-2oC global warming limit set by the Paris Agreement. The projects delivered over the last 
year are focused on achieving and exceeding key targets in the Newcastle 2020 Carbon and 
Water Management Action Plan (CWMAP) as the plan comes to conclusion and the next 2025 
Climate Action Plan is developed.  
 
The CWMAP was adopted by Council in 2011 and set ambitious goals across council 
operations, the business sector, education sector and residential sector to lead the transition to 
a low carbon economy. Over the course of delivering the CWMAP, Council has continued to 
adapt and update its objectives in response to greater information and technological 
improvements. This has included the need to set a target date for net zero emissions, reaching 
100% renewable energy supply and publicly acknowledging the climate emergency.  
 
The 2020 Carbon and Water Management Action Plan (CWMAP) outlines key aspirational 
goals that target Council’s main source of emissions. The three main areas of emissions are 
electricity use, liquid fuel use and landfill emissions. By 2020, five of the aspirational goals 
include a 30% reduction in its carbon footprint, 30% reduction in electricity usage, 30% 
renewable energy target, 20% reduction in fossil-based liquid fuels usage and for 80% of 
streetlighting to use best practice energy-efficient technology.  
 

Implementation 

Delivering greenhouse gas reduction and moving towards net zero emissions has required a 
strategic and sustained effort to identify and address City of Newcastle’s largest areas of 
emissions, and to develop and implement projects that successfully achieve these goals. 
Development of the 5MW solar farm at Summerhill Waste Management Centre has taken 
several years of business case development and feasibility studies, stakeholder engagement 
both internal and external, financing, design, construction and network approval. Throughout 
development of the solar farm, there has been input and collaboration from countless 
individuals and organisations, from solar farm owners and project developers sharing their 
experience, community members providing their support and organisations providing technical 
support, research, approval pathways, financial analysis and engineering design.  
 
The project demonstrates innovation through its land reuse of an old coalmine-turned-landfill, 
engineering challenges for footing design on a landfill cap, financing arrangements with the 
Clean Energy Finance Corporation, electricity retail arrangements, and planning for electric 
garbage vehicle charging, to become a repeatable model for councils across Australia. As well 
as unlocking significant areas of underutilised land that can be repurposed for increasing 
renewable energy generation, the project reduces carbon emissions and provides an ongoing 
source of income.  
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The Design and Construction contract was awarded in February 2018 for $8m with the 
installation of over 14,500 panels completed by May 2019. The system generates over 7.5 
million kWh (7.5GWh) of renewable energy annually, equating to over 60% of Council’s 
electricity usage.  
 
Upgrading of over 4,000 street lights to LED required close collaboration with Ausgrid and 
significant internal consultation and business case development to gain approval for the project. 
The project targeted the accelerated replacement of residential road street lighting to provide 
significant energy savings, greenhouse gas emission reduction and vast improvement in 
lighting levels and safety for community members. The 12 month project cost $3m to 
implement.  
 
Sustainable transport initiatives were implemented through strong collaboration with a number 
of key city partners as part of a $5m Australian Government smart city grant delivered over an 
18 month period. Council partnered with Bykko for E-bikes, Jet Charge for EV-charging and 
Newcastle transport operator Keolis Downer and TfNSW to deliver on-demand shuttles, park 
and ride facilities and the autonomous vehicle trial. 

Summerhill Waste Management Centre 5MW solar farm  

Outcomes 
Delivering against the 2020 Carbon and Water Management Action Plan (CWMAP) has seen 
increased investment and delivery of significant infrastructure between January 2018 and May 
2019. Achievements that have been realised during this timeframe include: Construction of a 
5MW Solar farm at Summerhill Waste Management Centre (SWMC), one of only two Council 
owned solar farms in Australia and Australia's largest landfill solar farm. This project ensured 
Council over-reached its 30% renewable energy target by 2020. Council-owned renewable 
energy projects now produce the equivalent of nearly 70% of Council's entire electricity use. 
The project is also expected to save Council over $7m during the life of the project.  
 
In addition to this, City of Newcastle (CN) has continued its roll out of rooftop PV and battery 
storage, completing a further 140kW of PV and 80kWh of battery storage, including CN's first 
solar carpark structure. To continue CN's achievements in energy efficiency, the accelerated 
upgrade of over 4,000 street lights will save over 1.3GWh of electricity and $240,000 each year.  
 
As part of CN's smart city initiative, a roll out of smart lighting poles across the CBD has been 
constructed to build the largest smart lighting controlled private network in Australia. From 
these projects Council will achieve its 2020 targets on energy efficiency and renewable energy 
generation as it moves towards net zero emissions.  
 
City of Newcastle has also turned its focus to waste and transport emissions, with the business 
case development, approval and tender for construction of an organics facility to process food 
and green waste at the Summerhill Waste Management Centre. Construction begins in 2020. 
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Transport projects include building a renewably powered E-transit hub with public EV-charging, 
solar carpark and battery storage, smart parking, E-bike racks and on demand shuttle services. 
This site forms part of larger networks across the city as part of a $5m Smart city program. A 
key achievement has included the large number of city partners that Council collaborated with 
to deliver these leading-edge projects.  

 

 
Key Learnings 

City of Newcastle has continued a strategic deployment of projects to achieve maximum impact 
in reducing emissions. This can be challenging to keep focus on environmental initiatives 
against many other areas in Council competing for capital funds. A key to success has been 
demonstrating the significant financial benefits that can be achieved through these projects. 
Similarly, when developing grant funding applications, CN has been extremely successful in 
gaining over $10m funding in the smart city space by embedding important environmental 
initiatives into projects and balancing them with research and demonstration pieces to 
encourage broader interest.  
 
By deploying a huge number of projects across Council in a short timeframe, it has 
demonstrated the success that can be achieved through strong partnerships, agile and flexible 
project methodology and the importance of leading by example. This is a recipe for success in 
any area of council. While the projects delivered this year have had an enormous impact in 
reducing Council's emissions and moving towards net zero emissions it has also been a very 
complex and challenging capital works program. If embarking on the project again it might be 
better to spread the delivery over multiple years to provide additional time to capture lessons 
learnt. The next steps in reaching net zero emissions are delivery of a business case for 100% 
renewables, commencing community engagement for developing the 2025 Climate Action Plan, 
building the organics facility and continuing to transition the Council fleet to electric. 
 
 

Contact 

Name: Adam Clarke 
Position: Program Coordinator - City Innovation and Sustainability 
Phone: (02) 4974 2550 
Email: aclarke@ncc.nsw.gov.au  
 
This project was Highly Commended Division C in the Towards Net Zero Emissions category at 
the 2019 LGNSW Excellence in the Environment Awards. 
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