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ABSTRACT:Sincethe 1970sthere has been comprehensivenoise legislationin most of the Statesof Australia. Its
goal in all cases has been to provide adequate means of controlling unacceptablenoise. However significant
variationsin State approachesto noisecontrolare evidentwithin the detailsof this noise legislationand associated
policy. An international study of the effectivenessof environmental noise policies was undertaken by the
Organisationfor EconomicCo-operationand Development(OECD)in the late 1980s. Eight points were identified
in order to prevent further deterioration of the acoustic environment. In this paper Australian approaches to
environmentalnoise policy are examinedin the light of the OECDrecommendations.

1. INTRODUCTION
In the late 1980s the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) undertook an international study
to analyse trends in noise exposure and assess the
effectiveness of noise abatement policies. Australia was one
of the six countries investigated in detail. This study [I]
concluded that to prevent further deterioration of the acoustic
environment noise abatement policies need to be
strengthened. Specifically itrecomrnended that the countries
should:

• develop a coherent national strategy;
• coordinate this policy between national,regional and local

authorities;
• providetheresourcesneededforproperenforcementof

measures adopted;
monitor policy implementation;

• generalise the use of economic and non economic
incentives;

• take vigorous steps to change the behaviour of the public
and of decision-makers;

• integrate noise concerns in the development of transport
policies and traffic management policies; and

• in the longer term introduce stricter emission limits for the
noisiest vehicles and equipment.

In this paper the approaches to environmental noise
legislation in Australia will be examined with a view to
assessing if these elements have been taken into consideration
in Australia.
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2. ENVIRONMENTAL LEGISLATION IN
AUSTRALIA

Australia is a Federation of States and Territories (hence
"State" refers to "State and Territory") and there are three
levels of Government: Federal, State and Local. While there
had been some means of controlling clearly excessive noise, it
was not until the 1970s that comprehensive noise legislation
was introduced by most of the States of Australia. The goal of
the legislation is to provide adequate means of controlling
unacceptable noise. This legislation typically sets limits for
various noise generating activities and mechanisms for
enforcement.

Each of the States has either a Department or Agency
which is responsible for the development and implementation
of environmental legislation as shown in Table I. While the
need to control unacceptablenoiseiscomrnon to every State's
legislation, the fact that the legislation has been developed
independently has led to the emergence ofarange of noise
control approaches among the States. Within the legislation
itself there are significant differences in the detail embodied
in definitions, criteria and procedures.

In the 1970s these Acts were often specific to noise, eg
Noise Control Act for NSW. In the light of approximately
twenty years of experience in implementing the legislation,
most States either have, or are in the process of,introducing
newlegislationinthel990s. Thecurrenttrendistohavean
integrated environmental legislation to coverall the aspects of
the environment. This is supplemented by policies or
regulations that address specific environmental media. These
policies or regulations can be included as sub-ordinate

Vol. 24 (1996) No.3 - 87



3. COMPOXENT S OF POLICY

Tab le 2. Ma in descriptor for environ metl tal noi se
~_b

cooperat ive nationa l appr oach.to thil time no formal body or
committee has been established.

°The criteria for Qld are from the Dnf\ Environment&!Protection
(Noise) Policy of 1996

The various Statcsjust ify the need for different ~riteria on
the basis of the charecteri stics of'the arca and fhe expectetice s
of the population . This lack of consiste ncy can cau se
difficulties for industry. It isquile feasible for an opera tion
that fully meets the req uirements in one Stale to bc j udged to
prcduce excessive ncis e in I similar area in another State. It
also has tbe potential for cross border disputCi where the
activity complies with all the crite ria one side of the border yet
can.be considered IS producing excessive noise on the other .
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The basic method for ilSseu ing offensive or intru sive noise
involves measuring (or pred icting) the noise level,making I

correctio n for the nature of the rcee, and eornparing this
value with crite ria. Howeve r while this bas ic method is
applied throughout Au stral ia diffe renc es arise in the
intcrprctalioo ofcac hoftbeKCOmponenlS.

Infour of tbe SIatcs, tbe ~plOl" ~uired for the

measuremen t of the noise itse lf is the LA100 the level
exceeded for 10% of the lime period . This descriptor is used
todesaibethe ...tt2georthenwtimum lC\-els. ln otbcr States
the LAeqothe equivalent CDC'iY level. is llICd illllud.

The eorm:tiDn$for the ehancter of the noisc Ire mo5tIy in
lICCOTdance with the releven t sections of the Austrlllian
Standard,ASI 05S I3]

for the establishmcnt of acceptabl e eriteri a there an: two
options.. One is to define noise lim its hued 00 the type of
area and time of day. 1M otheris to use a renuve method
bascdoo tbebacqround DDisc levelin tbearea. Bolhlbese
methods are used around AustntJiL Thegreatest differenc e
beeweee the approache s of the various Slatn is in the
establishmen t of the aiteria for accep lability, U shown in
T.bl<>

regulat ion under the re levant Act or as separate non
mandatory documents. There is always a considerable tim~

lag betwe~n thedecision to introduce a new Act an.d its actual
passing by the Parliament . In some StalCs the introduction of
these policies req uires ecm m ueity consultation, fur ther
delaying tbe pass ing of the Aet and the relevant noise policy.
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°ll sholltdbc noted thal tbe Sln>CtUre of Depanmenlscan bc dwl l ed
quiterudilybylhe Goomnment.
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AI the Federal Level, Ihe Environ ment al Profcc tion
Agency is within the Departm ent of Environment Sport and
Terri tories and its gaol is to wor k with all levels of
g~mment, business and the community on nat ionwide
!lOlutions to environmental problems and to fulfi l internation al
environment protection obligations

A milestone in the quest to achieve a coherent national
strategy was the lnter-govem mentel "glU ment of 1992 [2]
Th is stated that there would be a coope rative nat ional
approach to the environmen t. In the section on't'ational
Environmenta l Protect ion Measures, it was agreed that there
should be uniform ity for noise rela ted to protecting amenity
where variat ions in measures would have an adverse effect on
national markets for goods and scrvices . It also endorsed
national motor vehicle emission and noi5C standards. This
meant tbat contro l for cornmunity and indus trialnoise, while
anernptin g to ma intain a coopera tive nationa l approach, was
the responsibil ity for each State government. While the No ise
Sections of the various Stat e Governments have informally
beld discu ssions on the mosl efTective manner to achieve this
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supported in discussions between some State authorities and
acoustical consultants. The adoption of LAeq by all of the
States would be a worthwhile step towards uniform noise
assessment policy in Australia. The Australian standard
ASI055[3]isintheprocessofrevision,andchangesinthe
descriptors or the assessment methods may also lead to
changes in the methods adopted by the States.

Specific Noise Sources
In addition to the criteria for general industrial noise, most of
the States have criteria for specific noise sources such as
entertainment noise, shooting ranges, standby generators etc.
NSW was the first State to produce a comprehensive manual
[4] specifying the assessment and criteria for a range of
specific noise sources and this has been used widely as a
guideline.

Transportation Noise
The Federal Government is responsible for controlling aircraft
noise and setting noise emission limits for new motor
vehicles. For all other aspects of transportation noise the
control is at the State level. A thorough environmental
impact/effects statement is required under the Environmental
or Planning Legislation before any new large construction can
proceed. This generally includes the setting of design criteria,
an assessment of potential noise impact and measures for its
mitigation. Once the process has been completed, should there
beanycomplaints,itisuptotheappropriateauthoritytoshow
that the design criteria have been met or where this is not
possible, for technical or economic reasons, that best
management practices have been implemented. It is not
normal for the environmental agency to become involved at
this latter stage.

In recent years road traffic noise has been identified as the
most prolific form of noise pollution throughout Australia.
The growing community outrage to noise from proposed new
and upgraded roads has also demonstrated the current road
trafficnoisedesigncriteriadonotprovideadequatenoise
protection. In recognition of these facts, a number of States
are developing, in the process of,orare intending to, develop
more stringent noise goals for road traffic noise.

4. MONITORING
Monitoring the effectiveness of existing policies can provide
valuable input for the development of new policy. A study of
the effectiveness of noise abatement policies in Australia in
the 1980s[5],foundthattherehadbeennorealassessmentof
the effectiveness of policies in terms of the noise reductions
achieved or the costs. This is partly because the goals for the
policies are considered to be met if the noise criteria are
achieved. The Draft Policy for Queensland [6] does include
clearly stated noise management objectives:

a) by I Decemberl999-completinganassessmentofthe
ambientacousticenvironment ...;and

b)by I March 2002 - achieving an ambient acoustic
environment of 55dB(A) or less for more than 60 per
cent of Queensland's population living in residential
areas; and
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c) by I March 2010 - achieving an ambient acoustic
environrnentof55dB(A) or less for more than 90 per
cent of Queensland's population living in residential
areas

The clear statement of these objectives will enable
monitoring of the effectiveness of the policy.

The Federal Government has established a national State
of the Environment(SoE) reporting program to fulfil its
requirement as a member nation of the OEeD. Most States
and some Local governments also produce their own SoE
reports, some obligated by legislation to do so. One of the
aims ofSoE reporting is to generate an accurate picture of
environmental trends to monitor the effect of policies. To date
these reports show that the regulations have been enforced but
do not address the issue of effectiveness. The policy is
considered effective if there have been few complaints and
few problems. If parts of the regulations are found to be
difficult to implement or inappropriate, then changes are
made.

Some State and Local governments are now considering
undertaking ambient noise monitoring programs. If these
programs proceed in a coordinated manner and can be
maintained in years to come, it should be possible to gauge
policy effectiveness at the National level. It would also allow
assessment of the effectiveness of the noise abatement
strategies implemented by the various States.

5. ENFORCEMENT, INCENTIVES AND
PUBLIC SUPPORT

Enforcement is considered to be an integral part of noise
abatement policies in all the States. Increasedpublicpressure
for adequate control of environmental pollutants has ensured
that the agencies enforce the policies. More emphasis has
been placed on industry self monitoring with many
environmental agencies taking on an environmental auditing
role. As legislation is reviewed, maximum penalties for
breaches have been increased and the methods for application
streamlined, leaving less opportunity for disputes and appeals.

Incentives have not been important aspects of
environmental noise policy in Australia. However incentive
based schemes are now being considered and implemented in
a broader environmental approach, some having potential to
influence noise abatement strategies of industry. Some
incentive based strategies emerging include:

a) load based licensing, where companies are required to
pay licence fees based upon total pollution emissions;

b) grants available for environmental improvement- which
can include noise;

c) industries seen to be environmentally well managed can
be rewarded by reduced licence fees, extended licences
and less frequent reporting requirements.

The extension of these incentives into noise policy is
limited by the current approach to noise control. Forexample,
in many States noise is not licensed and therefore incentives
based on reduced licence fees are not applicable.
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All of the States have prom otional and educational
material which is available 10 the public. Coupled with media
coverage of some disput es, there has been an increasing
lWll'elIeS! by the public of rights under the policies. The
increased amount of public consul tation for many issues
associated with the environm ent and with planning have also
helped to increase support for environmental control issues
Thish as undoubtedly had an e lfect on the actions of thc public
and of the decisio n-m akers but th is effect cannot be
quanti fied

6, CONCLUSION
The OECD study on e nviro nmental noise polici esl l ),
carefull y identifie d the elements which are necessary to
prevent further dete rioration of the acoustic env ironment. Of
theeigbt points. si~ are spec ifically relevant to ertVironrnenllll
agencies . Theother two relate to transportat ion noise which
is the respo nsibili ty of transport or road construc tion
agencies. Although guid elines and goa ls for transporta tion
noise can bespecified by the environ mcntal ageney, it is often
other agencies which are responsible for its implementation.

There is some commo nality between the env ironmental
noise legislation for each of the States and a coherent national
strategy is emerging with the introd uction of integrated
environmrn tal legislation. However wiihin the cktai ls of the
policy and rei\llatiOlt!l thcre i.a lackof uniformity and to date
there is no mechanis m place to address these anomalies.
While there may be some justific ation for local specifi c
differences it is hard to understand why the basicdescripto rs
and the cnteri a differ from Slate 10 State .

Monitoring the effectiveness of the policy is still not an
integral part of policy review and developmen t With the
increased emphiu is on SoE reporti ng, there is pote ntial for
monitoring to beconduded. However this will depend on the
allocatic n of resources to th is proc ess. Currcnt ly, as long as
the criteria have been met it is assumed that the policy has
beeneffective. There are few defined goals for the policies
except for lack of complaints.

The useofincentive:s to reduce environm ental pol lutant s is
emerging. However their application in contro lling noise is
extremely limited at present. Promo tional material, publie
consul tation and mcdia coverage havcal l lead 10 an increased
awareness of llOlseissues which have:hopefully hadeffectson
the actioM of the public and decision makers.
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