
 

1 
 

Liddell Innovation Project Supporting 

Information 

2. Relevant Regional Information 

Introduction 
 
This document provides general information on the Hunter Region. It includes population and employment 
information for the Upper Hunter Region, land use planning strategies and studies into the potential future 
economic and industrial activities in the Hunter Region.    

This document is intended to provide a high-level overview of the relevant regional information.  Further 
investigations about the applicable planning legislation and process should be undertaken by suitably 
qualified planning and/or legal specialists.   

Population  
 
The population of the Upper Hunter Region, comprising the Muswellbrook, Singleton and Upper Hunter Shire 
Councils was 53,185, based on 2016 Census Data. The population for the Muswellbrook and Singleton 
LGAs was 16,086 and 22,987 respectively. 
 

Employment 

Upper Hunter Region 

According to NSW Parliamentary Library (2011) the Region has a long history of grazing and coal mining, 

which can be traced back to the 19th century.  In the 20th century, the focus of the Region’s economic 
development turned to manufacturing and power production.  
In recent decades, there has been a trend towards diversification of the economy, with a structural change 
away from the dominance of mining and manufacturing towards the growth of the tertiary or services sector.1  
However, the local employment of Muswellbrook and Singleton is still significantly reliant on mining and 
related industries, with around 95 per cent of the employed population living and working in the Region, 
based on the census data between 2001 and 2011.2 

Muswellbrook Local Government Area 

According to Transport for NSW data, it is estimated that 9,414 people work in Muswellbrook, which 

represents 3.92 % of the total people working in Hunter Region. 21.2 % of jobs in Muswellbrook were in coal 
mining. Refer to Figure 13. 
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1 Diversification of the Hunter Economy Post BHP, Hunter Valley Research Foundation, 2011 

2 Hunter Regional Transport Plan, Transport for NSW, 2014 
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Figure 11  Muswellbrook LGA Employment by Industry  
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011 Census of Population and Housing, Community Profile 

 
The majority of the jobs in Muswellbrook LGA are located in the Muswellbrook town centre (3993 jobs) and 
the area of mining and power generation (3622 jobs). Refer to Figure 13 below. 
 

 
 
Figure 12  Muswellbrook Employment Geography Distribution  
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 

 

Singleton Local Government Area 

The Transport for NSW data shows that 24.6 % of jobs in Singleton were in coal mining, which is significantly 
higher than the 4.9 % of coal mining jobs in the Hunter Region. Refer to Figure . 
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Figure 13  Singleton LGA Employment by Industry  
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011 Census of Population and Housing 
 

The majority of the jobs in Singleton LGA are located in the area characterised by coal mines (3437 jobs in 
Bulga, Milbrodale and Fordwich area and 2519 jobs in Falbrook, Ravensworth and Glennies Creek area), 
and Singleton town centre (2208 jobs). Refer to  
Figure 14 below. 

 
 
Figure 14  Singleton Employment Geography Distribution  
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 

 

Land Use Planning Strategies 

With the identified need for diversification there have been a range of strategic responses from different 

levels of government. Below is a list of the relevant strategies. 

 

Upper Hunter Regional Strategy 
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The Hunter Regional Plan to 2036 (the Strategy) was released by the Department of Planning and 
Environment in October 2016. The Strategy is the NSW Government’s endorsed strategy to guide the 
detailed economic, social and environmental planning in the Hunter Region to the year 2036.  
The Strategy provides the overarching planning framework that will inform more detailed district and local 
planning in the Region, including consideration of revised land use zones and other planning controls, with 
the Hunter Development Corporation responsible for the delivery of the vision and goals of the Strategy. A 
Hunter Regional Special Infrastructure Plan will be established to outline a schedule of infrastructure projects 
to support the planned growth in the Region. 

The Hunter Region is the largest regional economy in Australia in terms of economic output, and the 
Strategy seeks to build on this position, with planning for higher jobs growth in the Region through more 
diversified use of employment land.   

The Hunter Region is considered to be strategically placed to supply Sydney, other areas across regional 
NSW, and even Asia’s growing demand for a range of products and services. This is due to its regional 
transport connections connecting to the major metropolitan centre of Newcastle, which has the Port of 
Newcastle (one of three international ports in NSW) and Newcastle Airport. The area is recognised for its 
agricultural diversity, endowment of resources and natural environment. 

The Upper Hunter part of this Region is predicted to undergo a transition in industries, especially with 
regards to mining, power generation and emerging trends in agribusiness. Land use planning will need to 
consider these trends, with opportunities available to tap into emerging industries such as advanced 
manufacturing, food and agribusiness, mining equipment, technology and services, oil, gas and energy 
resources.  

The Strategy is projecting an additional 129,850 people in the Region by 2036, requiring 70,000 dwellings. It 
also projects 61,500 new jobs for this Region in this timeframe.  It will be necessary to identify and protect 
employment lands to support the regional economy. 

The goals and directions in the Strategy identified as relevant to AGL Macquarie are discussed below.  

Protecting and Enhancing Agricultural Productivity  

The Strategy notes that the Hunter Region has competitive advantages compared to other regions due to its 
proximity to Sydney market and Newcastle export gateways. Agricultural industries are important for the 
Region. For example in the Muswellbrook LGA, dairy farming/milk production is currently worth around $36.2 
million and poultry meat around $33 million. In the Singleton LGA, the beef industry is worth around $27 
million, and dairy farming/milk production $28.7 million. 
Further diversification of the agricultural industry is seen as beneficial to the local economy, although 
planning needs to consider the needs for ongoing access to quality land, water supply, labour, supply chains 
and markets.  

Managing the Ongoing Use of Natural Resources 

The mining industry is a significant economic driver and employer in the Region, with the 28% of the 
workforce in the Muswellbrook LGA, and 36% of the workforce in the Singleton LGA employed in mining.  
Coal mining will continue to be a significant activity in the Region, and therefore it is important that competing 
uses for land in the Region is carefully considered.   

Diversifying and Growing the Energy Sector 

The Hunter Region accounts for 44% of power generation in NSW. The planned closure of the Liddell and 

Bayswater power stations indicates transformation of the energy sector is underway and will need to be 
considered in any strategy. The Hunter Region is identified as a potential hub for next generation power.  
The Strategy identifies that the Hunter Region has the solar, wind and geothermal resources to deliver large 
scale projects. Energy efficiency and renewable energy technology is also anticipated to drive innovation, 
productivity and underpin long term growth.  

Planning for Greater Land Use Capability 

The compatibility of land uses is seen as an important issue that needs to be carefully considered, especially 

competition for water resources and infrastructure. 
One of the critical factors in ensuring efficiencies in the network is the management of land uses surrounding 
important transport corridors, such as the New England Highway (which runs through AGL Macquarie) to 
allow for continued future growth.  

Biodiversity Rich Natural Environment 



 

5 
 

The Strategy seeks to protect and connect important natural areas, sustain water quality and security, and 
increase resilience to hazards and climate change.  

Priorities for Local Councils 

The Strategy requires that local councils, including Muswellbrook and Singleton, undertake more detailed 

strategies for their LGAs to address the issues identified in the Strategy.  
Priorities identified for the Muswellbrook LGA include the need to conduct an assessment of land use 
compatibility, support diversification of the energy and agricultural sectors, and further assessment of the 
needs of the viniculture and equine industries. Muswellbrook township is expected to continue to provide 
business support services to the mining and power generation industries. 

The future of Singleton is considered to be in growing the diversity of its industries (including primary 
industries) and minimising land use conflicts. Priorities identified for the Singleton LGA include the need to 
conduct an assessment of land use capability, and to manage productive landscapes that sustain important 
agricultural sectors.  

Local Planning Strategies 

All future local planning strategies to be prepared by the local councils in the Hunter Region will need to 

reflect the Hunter Region Plan 2036. Singleton and Muswellbrook Councils have previously released 
planning strategies for future land use planning which are still useful for understanding each council’s visions 
and priorities for the future land use planning of their LGAs. 

Muswellbrook Land Use Development Strategy (2013) 

The Land Use Development Strategy (LUDS) sets out the direction for land use in the Muswellbrook Shire 

for the next 20 years.  The key objectives of the LUDS are:   
• Land in the shire is put to its best use for community benefit;  

• Planning now for a sustainable environment in the future;  

• Providing opportunities for all industries within the Shire;  

• Providing greater certainty for industries which compete for land or in the use of land;  

• Recognition that the natural resources of the environment are paramount in future land use planning; 

• A pleasant, convenient, and well serviced environment is provided for the community where areas of 
scientific, cultural, landscape or heritage value is maintained; and  

• Recognition that revegetated landform is a best use for land and is cognisant of adjoining land uses. 

The report notes that industry in Muswellbrook includes agriculture, viticulture, equine industry, power 
generation and coal mining. The area has also become the major centre of Upper Hunter coal mining with 
the largest concentration of open cut mining operations and major expansion of mining approvals over the 
last few years. Muswellbrook is also the main centre for New South Wales’ power generation capacity. 

This strategy acknowledges the temporal nature of the coal mining industry and looks to the sustainability of 
the Council’s industrial and economic base into the future. The Council strongly supports the development of 
new industrial activities within the Shire, driven by new trends in diversification. It is expected that new 
innovative industries will progressively shift with the completion of existing and proposed coal mining 
projects. 

The plans identifies that future industrial development should take a strategic planning approach to maximise 
local value adding opportunities, promote service industries including new and innovative technologies, 
research and development and education and training, use existing mining industry related transport 
networks and other existing infrastructure networks wherever possible, clustering industrial development and 
diversify industrial base consistent with market requirements and investment opportunities. 

Managing land use conflicts with land uses is an issue, especially the equine and viniculture industries. 

Singleton Land Use Strategy 2008 

The Singleton Land Use Strategy 2008 was prepared to plan for the next 25 years (to 2032). This strategy 
identifies where growth and change is expected to occur, and land use planning objectives and strategies to 
guide this growth and change. It also identifies infrastructure requirements to support development, and will 
help inform local and state government budget processes. 
Anticipated trends and pressures for the LGA include: 

• Continuing coal mining production, and rehabilitation of coal mining areas with potential for subsequent 

post mining uses; 
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• Pressure for increasing intensive agriculture and consolidation of agricultural holdings (where this has 

not been prevented by subdivision and development); 

• Increasing demand for maintaining environment and amenity and ‘tree change’ lifestyle; 

• Requirement to improve landscape connectivity for biodiversity and maintain native vegetation 

(increased pressure from non-native species); and 

• Climate change leading to more variability in climate and reduced water security. 

Key matters that will affect land use in the area are the ability to maintain viable economic activities; the 
ability to maintain an attractive lifestyle; and the ability to attract new residents to the Region. 

Agriculture is one of the main rural land uses within Singleton LGA and continues to significantly contribute 
to local economic activity. The main agricultural activities are beef cattle grazing, dairying, viticulture, 
horticulture and equine activities. 

A significant proportion of the LGA is used for coal mining or part of mining company land holdings, 
predominantly in the Rural West Planning Area (where the Site is located). There are land use issues related 
to the impact of transport of coal and road access, as well as mining impacts on surrounding land and the 
need for appropriate buffers. Coal mining production and employment are expected to be stable or increase 
for the next 10 – 15 years and then progressively decline as easily accessible coal resources are depleted. 

Implications of the Regional and Local Strategies for the Site 

As the Hunter Regional Plan to 2036 and existing local strategies seek to protect employment lands to 

support the regional economy, it is likely that the Department of Planning and Environment, and the local 
councils, would want to retain the site as for economically productive activities. This would be for several 
reasons including that the site is currently an important employment centre in the Region. It is well serviced 
by infrastructure, has high levels of access to strategic road and rail connections, and is largely surrounded 
by mining activities.  
 

Based on the content contained in the Hunter Regional Plan, there are a range of economic activities which 
could be supported on the AGL Macquarie site to retain economic importance to the Region. These could be 
food and agribusiness industries (which could include industries such as poultry farming, green houses and 
food processing), manufacturing, mining equipment production and supply, technology and services, and 
energy resources. This would be subject to statutory planning provisions including land use zoning and 
environmental conditions.    

It is noted that Muswellbrook Council has commenced a review of the Muswellbrook LEP 2009, in response 
to major economic activities in the LGA, including the planned closure of the Liddell and Bayswater Power 
Stations.  The Council is seeking to create a local planning framework for the LGA to facilitate and 
encourage new development, protect and support all existing businesses and community interests, and 
preserve/enhance the local environmental values.    

For the power station sites, the Council recognises that it is important that the zoning that applies to the 
power station sites is flexible and will enable a range of future uses which could include agribusiness, 
renewable energy production, and research and development activities.   

Consideration of New Industries  
 
Several detailed studies have been prepared by organisations in the Hunter Region to consider future 
economic and industrial activities in the Region. These studies have explored the needs of local economic 
development and the proposed directions for the expansion of economic footprint. 

Regional & Sub-regional Level 

The Upper Hunter Economic Diversification Project (UHEDP) was released in 2011. At the time the UHEDP 

report was prepared, the mining and resource sector was continuing to grow, with concerns raised of a “two 
speed economy” where the Upper Hunter was too heavily connected with the mining sector. Consequently, 
the UHEDP report suggested a range of diversification strategies that would strengthen the local economy. 
Although not up-to-date, these diversification strategies are worth highlighting, particularly due to the decline 
in the mining sector in recent times. The strategies highlighted in the UHEDP include the following: 

• Building on Current Industries – mining and mining support, power generation, agribusiness, forestry 
and tourism;  



 

7 
 

• Developing New Areas – the development of engineering capabilities to service other non-mining 
sectors, and the development of light industry to service regional markets; and 

• Creating New Advantages – more knowledge intensive industries including the development of 
professional and technical services, power industry research, renewable energy and provision of 
regional vocational education using the mining training centre. 

The UHEDP report was updated in 2017 by the Upper Hunter Economic Diversification Project Action Plan, 
(NSW Government and Hunter Councils) which sets renewed priorities for encouraging new business and 
employment opportunities and sustainable regional transition for the Region. Based on an examination of 
future opportunities for industry in the Upper Hunter in the context of a changing industry environment, future 
opportunities, actions and infrastructure to support development in the Region was identified. Opportunities 
for the Upper Hunter Region included: 

• Renewable energy  

• Agribusiness  

• Existing sectors to encourage further investment and growth. 

Also in the context of declining reliance on mining, RDA Hunter identified strategic growth areas for regional 
industry development in the Smart Specialisation Strategy (SSS) (Regional Development Australia Hunter, 
March 2016),3 which analysed current strengths and competitive advantages that support high value-add 
activities. 

Besides the renewable energy, agribusiness and existing sectors identified in the Upper Hunter Economic 
Diversification Project Action Plan (2017), the SSS put more emphases on innovation. The seven strategic 
growth areas identified by the SSS included: 

• Advanced manufacturing; 

• Creative industry; 

• Defence industry; 

• Food and agribusiness; 

• Mining equipment, technology and services; 

• Medical technologies and pharmaceuticals; and 

• Oil, gas and energy resources. 

The SSS explored the relative importance of each of the seven industrial categories with an assessment 
matrix considering strategic actions such as “inclusive leadership”, “encourage entrepreneurship”, “develop 
skills for innovation”, “coordinate policies and regional programs”, “establish a hunter regional innovation 
initiatives fund” and “communicate the strategy”. “Advanced manufacturing” and “food and agribusiness” 
were identified as high importance across these six strategic actions. Refer to Figure  below. 

                                                     

3 Smart Specialisation Strategy for the Hunter Region: A Strategy for Innovation-Driven Growth, (Regional Development Australia 
Hunter, March 2016) 
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Figure 15 Smart Specialisation Strategy for the Hunter 

Source: (Regional Development Australia Hunter, March 2016) 
 

Local Level 

The Muswellbrook Industrial Land Audit (2015) prepared for Muswellbrook Shire Council, states that the 

existing industries associated with mining, manufacturing and agricultural, viticultural and equine support 
industries were priority industries. Besides strengthening the existing industries, an “open for business” 
approach was encouraged to promote new investment from existing industries including mining and 
resource, equine, agricultural and viticultural industries. Industries that should be targeted include:  
• Forestry – subject to appropriate soil characteristics, forestry or biomass plantations would be a suitable 

use on lands that surround mines as a way to minimise their visual impact.  

• Wind farms and other green energy production – these uses could be a viable option in remote areas 
with visual separation from established towns and villages.  

• Food processing – processing centres with a regional catchment would be suitable to locate in the site 
subject to the availability of land with sewer and connections to regional transport networks. This would 
actively support the agricultural industries within the Region.  

• Abattoirs/piggeries – these offensive industries would actively support the regional agricultural industries 
and could be appropriately located within existing industrial areas that are well separated from 
residential areas, or could locate within mining areas.  

• Horse pellets, medicines and feed blend production – the production of these products would directly 
support the local equine industry. 

• Wine production/grapes for transportation – wine production and/or the warehousing and distributions of 
grapes to other areas in the Hunter would directly support the existing viticulture industry. 
(Muswellbrook Shire Council, 2015) 

Additionally, a range of potential uses for coal mine buffer areas were identified. The coal mine buffer areas 
may not have substantial usable site areas, but they could possibly accommodate uses that could flexibly 
utilise relatively small areas. These uses provide possibilities for small areas that are identified as 
developable on the site. Refer to Table .  
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Table 2 Potential uses for coal mine buffer areas 

Land Use 
Category 

Potential Industries 

Symbiotic Symbiotic land uses include industries that are directly related to the operation of the 
mine. This can include mining parts manufacturing and repair businesses, storage of 
mining equipment and goods and transport and logistics companies. Mining research 
and development could also be developed on buffer lands, having direct access to 
working coal mines.  
 

Opportunistic Consistent land uses include a range of industrial and agricultural uses that are present 
within the Muswellbrook LGA, along with developments that would be well suited to the 
Region. These include:  

• Forestry Biomass crop plantations  

• Abattoirs/piggeries/poultry processing etc. Feedstock production  

• Vineyards Cemetery  

• Transport and logistics –Defence Airport  

Independent A range of land uses could occur on buffer lands that would not be linked to mining 
operations. These uses are predominantly related to recreational and tourism uses, 
including:  

• Adventure based tourism Experience based tourism   

• Motor Racing/Motocross Tracks Public recreation – 

• Film sets  
 

Source: Muswellbrook Industrial Land Audit (2015) 

 

Location Analysis  

The Upper Hunter has comparative advantages to many other regions in NSW, from the perspective of 
natural resources, connectivity, infrastructure, skills and industry policies. In terms of natural resources, the 
Site has a large stock of potentially productive lands, milder temperatures and year round rainfall providing 
reliable pasture production and water supply. From a connectivity perspective, the AGL Macquarie site is 
close to large metropolitan markets and regional centres such as Sydney and Newcastle. The site has 
developed infrastructure networks including efficient road transport and good rail freight capacity which 
provides access to the Port of Newcastle and Newcastle Airport which provides the site with easy connection 
to domestic and international markets. The Region is also investing in training and infrastructure to support 
new opportunities. Refer to Table  for a summary.   
 
Table 3 Regional characteristics and locational conditions 

Natural Resources Productive lands 

Moderate climate/micro climates 

Water availability (with potential additional supply) 

Connectivity Proximity to a major regional city – Newcastle 

Access to large metropolitan markets (e.g. Sydney and Brisbane). 

Infrastructure Efficient road transport 

Rail freight capacity 

Newcastle Port & Newcastle Airport 

Knowledge & skills Research Centres – Newcastle University 

Education & training facilities 

Support services 

Sector advantages Existing industries & reputation 

Base for existing industries 

Source: AGL 
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The combination of these characteristics make the Region potentially attractive for the development of 
agribusinesses which rely on appropriate climate conditions, easy and quick access to regional and global 
markets, existing skillsets of the local labour market, existing related industries and established reputation.  

The Region has extensive agricultural facilities, particularly for the dairy, equine and viticulture sectors to 
assist farmers to adapt to future market variations. The dairy and viticulture industries are investing in 
innovation, brand support and industry development. The investments in training and research tend to 
strengthen the Region’s competitive advantage. The Region also has a reputation for quality wines and 
horses, as well as an established mix of domestic and export markets and a diversity of agriculture 
integrated with tourism that will boost the longer-term development prospects for the Region. 

A critical impediment to the growth of agricultural industries, however, can be the growth of competing land 
uses and high prices demanded for land. Based on an industrial land audit (Muswellbrook Shire Council, 
2015), the unit land value of industrial land tend to be much higher than agriculture land (Appendix C). As a 
consequence, the agricultural businesses could potentially and gradually be out-bid by other industrial uses. 

However, strong prices, an expanding Asian market, direct marketing, the Region’s significant competitive 
advantages and policy support provide the basis for continued agricultural industry growth in both value and 
scale. This observation is supported by the ABS data which shows the robustness of agribusinesses. From 
2011 to 2015, the number of agribusinesses is growing in Upper Hunter Region, given the decline in other 
major industries, such as mining and construction. Refer to Table 4. 
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Table 4 Number of Businesses by Industry of Upper Hunter Region 

Industry 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing  1057 1054 1041 1058 1072 

Mining 11 11 10 10 9 

Manufacturing 82 79 62 57 62 

Electricity, gas, water and waste services -- 3 3 -- -- 

Construction 294 295 285 281 269 

Wholesale trade 55 52 45 47 48 

Retail trade 141 145 139 130 125 

Accommodation and food services 134 118 109 112 115 

Transport, postal and warehousing  124 125 121 117 111 

Information media and telecommunications 6 8 8 4 4 

Financial and insurance services  96 99 102 112 115 

Rental, hiring and real estate services 206 203 203 209 201 

Professional, scientific and technical services 141 148 146 141 139 

Administrative and support services 115 105 70 61 77 

Public administration and safety 9 8 7 8 7 

Education and training 18 21 21 17 17 

Source: ABS Upper Hunter (SA3) 

Hunter Energy Transition Alliance and Economic Diversification  

The Hunter Region creates an opportunity for AGL to play a key strategic role in the transition of the Region, 
identifying emerging technology and services opportunities that will benefit New South Wales and Australia. 
 
The Hunter Energy Transition Alliance was established in 2015 to bring together the key regional 
stakeholders to prepare a future growth strategy to support the economic diversification model. AGL in 
partnership with University of Newcastle’s Energy and Resource Knowledge Hub, prepared the Hunter 
Energy Transition Alliance’s Blueprint Report (July 2016), supported by a NSW Government research grant.  
The key findings of the report are: 

• Collaborative effort is required among key stakeholders for successful transition; 
• Moving away from resources towards enhanced innovation;  
• Establish new economic clusters, including the use of existing AGL Macquarie Site and 

infrastructure. 
• Efficient use of Liddell Power Station water entitlements as they may become surplus to 

AGL’s requirements post-2022; 
• Innovative uses of AGL Macquarie buffer land; 
• New energy innovation and/or heavy energy intensive ecosystems; and 
• Agribusiness innovation and diversification. 


