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This submission on behalf of Newstead 2021 is presented to Mount Alexander Shire Council Climate 
Change Forum. As a community we are vitally aware of the current and projected future impacts of 
climate change and we are actively implementing a number of significant local initiatives in response to 
the need for practical, sustained and locally driven action. 

Our submission begins by describing how the Newstead community uses a ‘grass roots’ approach to 
identifying local issues, crafting locally relevant and practical solutions that generate widespread 
community benefit and how we seek to collaborate with partners, including local government, to face a 
raft of future challenges all of which are in some way interconnected with the issue of climate change.  
We also highlight two significant local projects that exemplify our approach and how we might partner 
with MAS to realise the community benefits of these initiatives. 

We support Mount Alexander Shire in the declaration of a climate emergency. Crucially, we commit to 
working with our community in support of practical, equitable and inclusive local responses to climate 
change. 

 

IMPLEMENTING COMMUNITY PLANNING IN NEWSTEAD – FUTURE PROOFING OUR SMALL 
COMMUNITY 
 

NEWSTEAD 2021 
Newstead 2021 is a community development organisation, supporting a diversity of projects around the 
town. Much of the activity and decision-making process happens within those projects, and Newstead 
2021’s role is to provide the logistical and auspice framework to support local, project-based activity. 
The organisation was initiated in 2008 after the community-run Newstead 2021 Summit identified a 
number of projects and initiatives to benefit the town and surrounding small locales including Sandon, 
Clydesdale, Strangways, Green Gully, Welshmans Reef, Strathlea. Groups currently under the N2021 
umbrella include Newstead Community Garden (established 2010), Renewable Newstead (2011), 
Newstead Railway Arts Hub (2015), Walks and Wheels (2016). Previous initiatives included Accessible 
Newstead, Newstead Community Plan (2013). N2021 has also provided support to projects such as 
Rocket Science, Talking Fire, Newstead Salon, Community Lunch, Affordable Housing, Words in Winter. 
The group's purpose is to: 

● support the discussion and implementation of ideas and projects that benefit the Newstead 
community 

● seek and communicate relevant information about issues concerning our community;  
● support actions that improve the social, cultural, economic and environmental well-being of the 

Newstead community 
● promote two way dialogue with Government 
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● actively seek resources that can contribute to our goal ... to support the development of a 
vibrant, informed and sustainable community in our town and surrounds. 

● Membership is open to anyone in the community. 

Committee members are drawn from the various active projects/groups. 

OUR APPROACH AND RESPONDING TO THE CHALLENGE 
Many small communities across Victoria are facing challenges across a broad range of issues: socio-
economic disadvantage, access to government services, climate change and extreme events, sustaining 
and growing local economies and volunteerism, and valuing and conserving the natural and built 
environment.  

In many respects Newstead is no different to other small communities in recognising the need and 
urgency of addressing these issues. We believe, however, that a unique and sustainable model of 
community participation and empowerment is developing in our community – it is innovative and 
different, with something to offer to government and other small communities in terms of co-learning 
and replicability. 

The model emerging in Newstead is based on a number of key ingredients. As a community we are: 

● Diverse and cohesive and thrive on joint problem solving 
● Highly skilled, innovative and active across multiple dimensions, especially the creative arts 
● Able to think and plan strategically 
● Very well networked beyond Newstead 
● Capable of planning and implementing innovative solutions to complex problems 
● Well-integrated – newcomers and long-term residents mix and work well together 

Our community comprises Newstead and surrounding settlements and rural areas, which adds to the 
diversity of ways of seeing the world, the knowledge and experience we bring to issues, as well as great 
awareness and connection to our environment. 

We are also endowed with rich and diverse natural landscapes – some places still challenged by past 
land uses and management practices – while traditional farming is starting to be transformed into more 
sustainable agriculture. Newstead is an attractive destination for new residents seeking an engaged and 
supportive small town environment - Newstead is predicted to double in population over the next 10-15 
years. While the challenges noted above are obvious and ever-present, an overarching challenge that 
we have identified as a community is expressed in the following statement … 

How can we collaborate effectively with all levels of government to refine and realise our ambitions … 
respond to the big challenges ahead … and at the same time enhance the qualities that make Newstead 

special? 

Recent planning by a small number of key community members has identified the following key themes 
that represent past projects as well as current and planned future community initiatives in Newstead 
and surrounds.  

● Renewable energy that is created and distributed locally with benefits to all residents 
● A creative community that embraces participation and learning and sees the economic and 

social benefits that can be generated 
● Adapting to climate change and reducing risks, including increased pressures on natural 

resources, especially water and natural ecosystems 
● Connecting people and places through trails, events and improved infrastructure 



● Building relationships with Dja Dja Wurrung people as Traditional Owners and knowledge 
holders. 

● Acknowledging, understanding and valuing our natural landscapes  as a pathway to 
revitalization and repair 

These themes have strong alignment with the policies and programs of all levels of government and we 
seek to explore how the development of active partnerships with MAS, DELWP and RDV can lead to 
great outcomes for our community in each of these areas. 

These themes are articulated further in Figure 1 – community representatives will speak briefly about 
each theme at the meeting. 

Where we would like to head next? 
It has perhaps never been more apparent that ‘top-down’ planning by government is flawed and 
inadequate when responding to the needs of small communities – the current debacle associated with 
the management of the Murray Darling Basin is a stark and depressing example.  

Similarly, small communities don’t have all the answers. On their own, small communities are limited in 
their ability to access resources and the expertise needed to plan and implement projects that can 
deliver broad community benefits. They need to identify the right partners and work out creative and 
effective ways of developing relationships with these partners. 

What is need is a truly collaborative approach where the community is central to planning and decision-
making processes and where locally identified and developed priorities (where they are feasible and 
beneficial) can be supported and brought to fruition. Encouragingly the current state Government is 
seeking to give a stronger and more central voice to community-led initiatives. Success will take time, 
trust, persistence, and continuity of involvement. 

The Newstead community is seeking to work with interested government agencies to explore how a 
cooperative planning model can be supported at the ‘village’ scale to 1) implement priority projects and 
2) secure recurrent resources that support locally based planning. 

 

We would like to highlight two key projects: 

1. RENEWABLE NEWSTEAD is well on the way to implementation 
2. CREATING A COOL AND CONNECTED NEWSTEAD (3CN) has been designed to tackle a long-

standing concern and interest of the Newstead community – renewal of or street trees and 
revitalisation of our streetscapes to improve the liveability and climate resilience of our village 

RENEWABLE NEWSTEAD 
In 2015 Newstead 2021 Inc. (Renewable Newstead) was awarded $200,000 of Victorian Government 
funding to develop a business plan and roadmap, to support Renewable Newstead’s ambition of 
supplying the town of Newstead with 100 percent locally generated, grid connected and affordable 
renewable energy.   

The business plan and roadmap process was used to engage local distribution network business 
Powercor, specifically to design a new tariff for Newstead that would support the project’s ambition. 
Powercor, in consultation with the Australian Energy Regulator, has made a tariff available to Newstead 
customers, being $1/day, $2/kW, $0/kWh.  

This tariff facilitates the project goals by placing rooftop solar and front of meter solar investment on an 
equal footing, thereby supporting the lowest cost investment option, being a shared solar farm - 



encouraging lowest cost investment in a shared solar farm helps deliver the twin project goals of 
affordable renewable energy, and renewable energy for all on an opt-in basis. The network tariff also 
encourages fuel switching from bottled gas and wood, to electricity, to take advantage of fixed network 
charges - this encourages households to switch to 100% renewable energy in a holistic way. 

Importantly, the shared solar farm model requires approximately 30-50% lower capital investment for 
the same volume of clean energy, when compared to rooftop solar, including between $500,000-
$750,000 in avoided network cost upgrades, associated with the rooftop solar investment option that 
was considered. This is a significant benefit to all consumers, in particular those that can’t access the 
benefits of rooftop solar. 

The business plan identified a preferred model option, being a shared solar farm leveraging commercial 
investment and a retail partnership to facilitate local selling of energy. It was found that this model 
could reduce energy costs by as much as 30%, without exposing Newstead residents to commercial or 
social risk, and would likely save more than $1,500,000 when compared to the rooftop solar option, 
once all Federal and State Government rebates were removed.  

The roadmap identified that the risk appetite of retailers, as well as industry practices, are primary 
barriers to implementation. Potential solutions to these issues, identified in the roadmap and reported 
to government stakeholders, include: 

● Developing a ten year retail contract model, which would enable a partner retailer and solar 
farm investor to reduce investment risk; 

● Developing a process in collaboration with the Australian Energy Regulator and network 
businesses, that would enable ten year network pricing - again, this would de-risk solar farm 
investment and simplify the long term retail contract model; 

● Developing a net metering procedure, that would enable a solar farm investor, who was found 
to have a greater risk appetite than retailers, to supply energy directly to local customers, akin 
to a net metering for behind the meter solar PPA model. Combined with the Powercor network 
tariff, network revenue and consumer protections can be maintained; 

● Providing a subsidy for the solar farm, equivalent to approximately 30% of its capital cost, to put 
it on a level playing field from a risk/reward perspective for partner retailers. 

 

Following the completion of the business plan, the Victorian Government awarded Renewable 
Newstead a further amount of up to $1,000,000 (Exc. GST) towards the construction of a solar farm up 
to 10MW in capacity, subject to more detailed feasibility studies, to supply Newstead residential 
electricity customers with low cost renewable energy.  

Project Aim: To supply residential customers located within the Newstead postcode with low cost 
electricity from renewable energy generated within the Newstead area, in a way that is scalable and 
replicable across similar/alike projects. 

Project Objectives: 
● Leverage investment in a local solar farm, in combination with the new Powercor tariff ($1/day, 

$2/kW) to develop a retail electricity offer that provides a cost saving for Newstead electricity 
customers benchmarked against the Victorian Default Offer, and factoring in whole of energy 
costs (including bottled gas and wood where applicable); 



● Ensure sufficient solar farm generation, such that Newstead can be considered carbon neutral - 
i.e. the solar farm generates as much, or more clean energy, as is consumed by Newstead 
residents; 

● Sign up a minimum 250 Newstead electricity customers to the retail offer. 

To meet these objectives the project will: 
● Identify suitable solar farm technology, including understanding any cost and benefit tradeoffs 

between different project scales and configurations; 
● Identify a suitable site(s) for the solar farm and execute a land lease agreement(s); 
● Secure a planning permit and network connection approval; 
● Run a private expression of interest process, followed by a public competitive tender process in 

order to secure project finance, procure solar farm technology, and construct a solar farm of up 
to 10 MW capacity - the solar farm is to be combined with an offtake for retail electricity supply 
to Newstead customers, benchmarked against the Victorian default offer to ensure savings to 
consumers; 

● Conduct community and stakeholder engagement throughout the process to ensure the project 
runs efficiently and effectively, and is informed by stakeholder requirements at all stages of 
development. 

Project Outcomes: 
● Energy bill savings from a sample of Newstead customers are measured and verified, with costs 

benchmarked against competitive retail offers and the Victorian default offer; 
● “The model’ is effectively proven, with important insights captured and reported on to all 

project stakeholders, to help inform similar projects and ensure they have the best chance of 
success. 

● Solar farm connected and an offtake/retail agreement in place which maximises bill savings for 
Newstead residents, with a solar farm of up to 10MW capacity built and operational, backed by 
a sustainable financial model; 

 

Provisionally, and as per its completed business case and roadmap report to Government, Newstead 
intends that the solar farm will be owned and managed by a specialist third party, who will sell energy to 
Newstead residents via a partner retailer, and sell energy to regional customers more broadly under 
commercial offtake terms.  

It is anticipated that a minimum of 2MW of capacity is required for Newstead residents to be considered 
“carbon neutral”1, leaving up to 8MW of capacity to be supplied to customers in the region more 
broadly. Subject to community consultation, competitive tender process and commercial negotiation, 
Newstead may seek a higher proportion of the capacity available. 

 

The image below summarises the ownership structure and operational arrangements: 

 

                                                           
1 Defined as generating as much electricity per annum, as is consumed by Newstead residents per annum 



 

 

 

  



CREATING A COOL AND CONNECTED NEWSTEAD (3CN) 
Our 3CN project is a community-based approach to get more street trees in the ground and provide 
township shade for the next century. It will improve the physical, mental, social and ecological health of 
our community, build connection and help Newstead to be liveable, not just survivable. 3CN will get 
shade into our communities where it is most needed and provide us with a way to talk about how 
streets, households and community groups can adapt to a changing climate by: 

● Working with Swinburne University landscape design students and arborists to identify cool and 
shade needs at the household, street and township level 

● facilitating street-based discussions about climate change adaption, select tree species and 
identify local CC information needs and vulnerabilities 

● developing an overall landscape design and staged planting plan using species more suited to 
drier, hotter summers and lower, episodic rainfall events 

● carrying out street tree plantings and renewals with contract and volunteer labour, including 
follow up maintenance 

● running "cool, shade and green" workshops for households 
● establishing an on-line ‘Street Hub’ to share project ideas, technical and expert information, 

connect locals and support their climate change adaptive learning and actions. 

Climate change & Newstead 
Climate change is already placing stress on community health and wellbeing and the built and natural 
environment. Victoria's Climate Change Adaptation Plan (2017-2018) and the Loddon Mallee Regional 
Adaptation Snapshot highlight the need to "improve the resilience of our town and urban environments 
to extreme heat", "support the uptake of urban greening projects" and "help biodiversity adapt to 
climate change". The Snapshot states "more knowledge of climate change impacts and vulnerabilities" is 
needed. Our Newstead community is facing a hotter future, harsher fire weather and longer fire 
seasons, more heatwaves, less rainfall (but more intense downpours, flooding) and increasing 
temperatures year-round. The 2018/19 summer presaged these future heat extremes. Locals curbed 
their usual community and backyard activities, limited their movements around town, or just didn’t 
venture out at all. Refuges of shade, green and cool became forefront in people’s minds and activities. 
Our street and shade trees, mostly WW1 plantings (many in poor condition), were critical - physically 
and psychologically - for negotiating the extreme heat. Evident, too, was the fact that much more shade 
is needed - around our gathering spaces, homes and community buildings, and for connectivity between 
places and spaces. It's not just people (and health and emergency services) who are vulnerable. As our 
river systems, bushlands and plains come under climate stress, Newstead's township will become an 
important oasis/refuge for biodiversity. Some species of woodland birds have already been observed 
seeking refuge this summer. Creating and sharing cool and shady spaces will be vital for all. 

How will the the project help our community address future climate change impacts? 
The value of “shade-scaping” and the cooling benefits from tree cover have been well documented by 
the Central Victorian Greenhouse Alliance (Cool It Report), Melbourne University (Greening the West), 
and others (Cool Streets in NSW, City of Greater Bendigo's Shadeways). Street tree audits have been 
carried out by CVGA for towns in Mount Alexander Shire, including Newstead. 

Whilst data is available/being collected at township, shire and regional levels, most councils haven’t yet 
taken the next step - to implement the sort and scale of shade plantings required over the next decades 
to allow communities to live and function happily and healthily. 

More climate-resilient tree species are currently being investigated, but to date there has been limited 
community-scale trialing of what might work best in a future of elevated temperatures, combined with 
lower and more episodic rainfall. Our project proposes a street-based pilot to get shade into our 



communities where it is most needed, which will also provide us with a way to talk about how streets, 
households and community groups can adapt to a changing climate. 

As we map cool corridors and heat havens across town, identify shade species that might thrive in the 
future to moderate heat at a street level, we can also "check in" on household future needs and 
concerns and identify vulnerable residents. This approach will develop climate resilience and increase 
adaptive capacity across our community. The shade plan we develop will also allow staged renewal for 
our iconic but struggling WW1 trees over future decades. 

Project outcomes 
At the project's end we will have created cooler streets and spaces in Newstead, started street level 
conversations about climate adaption and future needs, increased awareness of local climate impacts 
and developed practical adaptive skills at a household level. 

Specific outcomes: 

● a township shade plan for the next Century, taking into account our iconic avenue trees' 
lifespans 
● a list of climate/future-appropriate plantings for shade and green (primarily exotic and native 
canopy trees, but may include understorey and grasses) 
● at least 100 advanced shade trees in the ground, with a three year watering/establishment plan 
in place and supported by the community 
● eight struggling/very poor condition mature trees removed and salvaged for community re-use 
● developed knowledge and skills around keeping households cool and green (workshops on "how 
to plant a shade tree", "planting for year-round green in the garden", "shade options for homes and 
gardens") 
● on-line ‘Street Hub’ created with people sharing ideas, research, experiences (eg. Newstead 
Community Garden model) including blog/website/podcasts. 

At the end of the three-year shade tree establishment period, having planted, watered and carried out a 
formative pruning, the Newstead community will “hand back” the trees to council as their asset. Aerial 
images and infrared cameras will be used to measure/benchmark the canopy cover/benefit. Success will 
be evaluated through survey and direct contact/feedback with participants, project partners and 
stakeholders, as well as monitoring tree survival and growth. Obtaining further funding, to move beyond 
the pilot stage, will be another key measure of success. 

Project benefits 
Our focus on shade and street trees - long deemed a vital project for Newstead (2008 Newstead 
Summit, 2013 Newstead Community Plan, “Talking about Summer” February/March 2019) is a way to 
connect our community and build its climate resilience, beyond trees. 

Moving away from current data, modelling and top-down provision, our approach is more engaging, 
builds local capacity and connects residents in conversation and action, for longer lasting, sustainable 
results. The project has the potential to serve as a model for other communities and councils currently 
grappling with the realities and costs of “shade-scaping” townships. 

Specific benefits include: 

● provides a low-cost way to identify and implement shade needs for people, infrastructure and 
the environment; 

● households will gain a sense of empowerment within the complexities of climate change by 
focusing on creating ‘shade, green and cool’ 



● vulnerable folk in our community (and their climate adaption needs) can be identified in a low 
key way 

● added economic value to our homes and public infrastructure 
● action at a home/garden level for direct benefit (e.g. planting more drought tolerant shade 

trees) gives motivation to work together to plant for the town, as our forebears did 100 years 
ago  

● environmental benefits will be significant, especially in times of landscape stress, as ‘green’ 
urban environments confer biodiversity benefits (e.g. birds, pollinators/insects, microbes) 

● research shows physical and psychological benefits of cool and green spaces, the greater cooling 
effect of living shade versus other types and better health/social outcomes from outdoor 
activity. 
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