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Urbis undertook a review of the Blue Hills Visual Landscape Evaluation and Visual Impact assessment prepared 
by Ecoscape (Australia) Pty Ltd for Sinosteel Midwest Corporation Limited. 

Urbis were asked to review the findings and clarify if the assessment was undertaken in line with the WA Visual 
Landscape Planning guidelines. Following this review Urbis were asked to prepare a summary outlining the 
findings of the peer review and conclusions as to whether the assessment are accurately and appropriately 
meet the requirements of the amenity factor in the EPA environmental scoping document. Our response to 
these requests is detailed below. 

 
1. REVIEW THE FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS OF THE VIA AND PROVIDE A RESPONSE ON THE 

FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

 

1.1 Was the methodology used in accordance with current WA Visual Landscape Planning guidelines? 

 

The Visual Landscape Planning in Western Australia released by the Western Australian Planning Commission 

(WPAC) in 2007 was developed to provide a framework to address visual landscape in the planning process. 

The method used in undertaking the assessment is consistent with the WA Visual Landscape Planning 

guidelines and presents a well-structured assessment that responds to the key requirements of the guidelines.  

 

1.2 Does the information and presentation of the report accurately reflect the methodology? 
 
The VIA prepared for the Blue Hills Mungada East Expansion is reflective of the methodology outlined in Figure 

2 Visual Assessment Framework of the VIA report. Initially a visual landscape evaluation is prepared defining 

the scope of the assessment, the character of the area, evaluating how it is viewed and developing strategies 

for managing the visual landscape character. Following this the VIA is carried out identifying the impact criteria, 

the view sheds requiring analysis and undertaking the analysis using tools and techniques describes in the 

visual planning guidelines such as the use of photo montage analysis. Finally the impacts are described and 

mitigation measures /recommendations are offered to limit any potential impacts. 

 
The information and presentation methods are consistent with those identified and advised by the WA Visual 
Landscape Planning guidelines. The standard sequential steps for visual impact assessment identified within these 
guidelines include: 
 
Step 1 Determine visual management objectives. 
The visual management objective options identified within the by WA Visual Landscape Planning guidelines to 
manage landscape character include; 

 best practice siting and design 
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 protection and maintenance, and 
 restoration of degraded character or enhancement of opportunities. 

 
The visual landscape character objectives are identified within the Blue Hills study area for each of the four identified 
landscape character units (LCU) including. 
 

- Protection and maintenance of the Hills LCU 
- Protection and maintenance of the Salt Lakes LCU 
- Best practice siting and design within the Scrub Plain LCU 
- Best practice siting and design within the Agriculture LCU. 

 
 
Step 2 Describe proposed development. 
The proposed development is described in plan (Figure 1. 9855-3286-14R REV 1) illustrating the existing mine and 
proposed expansion areas to the east and west. The provided description is limited.  

 Only one development option is proposed and investigated. 
 A projected time-line describing proposed changes over time and expected life of the mine was not provided. 
 Mitigation measures over a staged development and at completion of the development are not described. 
 Illustration of the proposed development as it develops over time are taken from great distance and provided. 
 The illustration is shown from such great distance that it is difficult to determine the impact if any on the study 

area. 
 

Additional information relating to the proposed development would be helpful to describe the development, its 
potential to increase in height and the resulting impact on the visual quality of the study area. The photographic 
examples supplied show that the development has significant distance to viewing locations and is sheltered from the 
majority of viewing areas through landform and vegetation.    
 
Step 3 Describe the potential visual impacts. 
The potential impacts are described for areas likely to be visible. 11 viewing locations surrounding the development 
are identified. Key viewing locations are selected and 8 locations are reviewed as part of the assessment. 
 
The assessment determines that for the majority of viewing locations there are no visual impacts due to the following; 

 vegetation screening along travel routes, 
 landform screening (Topography) along travel routes that occur to the east of the development area, and 
 the large distance of the development area to the identified view locations.  

Photographs are provided at each viewing location and the above determinations relating to landform, vegetation 
screening and distance appear to be supported by the photographic evidence. 

 
Step 4 Develop visual management measures. 
Visual management objectives are identified for each of the identified potential view locations. Visibility is determined 
as is the sensitivity level of each viewing location. Visual impact levels are determined and management objectives 
offered as part of the report. 
 

Step 5 Prepare final recommendations. 

Recommendations are provided summarising the findings of the assessment and identify the significant impacts in 

terms of location, design details or other visual landscape issues that are associated with the proposed development. 
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1.3 Are the findings and conclusions adequately supported by the assessment? 

 
The assessment found that the development area was had a Level 3 (low) visual impact and was unlikely to be 
inconsistent with the value management objectives for the study and that as a result visual impact mitigation to 
manage landscape character and view experience are not likely to be required. Based on the information 
presented in the assessment Urbis agree with this conclusion.  
 
While the development area is visible from some locations within the study area these are limited and at large 
distances. Additionally analysis revealed that the development area contrasts with the dark green textured 
landscape, however its line and form are similar to the surrounding landscape with the proposed mine following 
the contour lines. The proposed development and how it sits within the landscape was difficult to discern from 
the small supplied photomontage images however what was clear were the large distances and limited 
disruption to the visual quality of the broader area. 
 
A low level of visual impact from the development is described in the assessment due to vegetation screening 
along travel routes, landform screening along travel routes that occur to the east of the development area and 
the distance of the development area to publically accessible viewing locations. 
 
The assessment provided a number of recommendations to help limit the visual intrusion of the development 
including; 
 

 limit the upper extent of the extraction pit so it does not reach the natural horizon line, retaining the 
natural horizon line will help to maintain the visual prominence of the ridgeline when viewed from a 
distance 

 locate powerlines, access tracks and haul roads so they follow the contour of the landform as opposed 
to directly traversing up the face of the slope, and 

 maintain vegetation screening along travel routes. 
 

While it is suggested that visual impact mitigation is not required undertaking these recommendations will help 

to ensure any visual impacts are limited. 

 

As the potential height limit of the development area is not defined within the assessment it is important to 

ensure that the upper extent of the extraction pit does not reach the natural horizon line. Should this occur it 

would likely increase the impact of the development from viewing locations and additional mitigation measures 

would be necessary.  
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2. PREPARE A SUMMARY MEMO/LETTER OUTLINING THE FINDINGS OF THE PEER REVIEW AND 

CONCLUSIONS AS TO WHETHER THE SURVEY AND REPORT ARE ACCURATE AND 

APPROPRIATE TO MEET THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE AMENITY FACTOR IN THE 

ENVIRONMENTAL SCOPING DOCUMENT. 

 
2.1 Peer Review Findings/Conclusion 
Urbis were engaged by Sinosteel Midwest Corporation to provide peer review for the visual landscape 
evaluation a visual impact assessment of the Blue Hills Mungada East Expansion Project. The peer review 
forms part of the Environmental Protection Act 1986 assessment at Public Environmental Review (PER) Level.  
 
Visual Landscape Evaluation 
As part of this assessment a visual landscape evaluation was prepared to provide baseline information on the 
landscape values of the area. Four landscape character units were identified including Hills, Scrub Plain, Salt 
Lakes and Agriculture. The Hills and Salt lakes landscape character units were identified as having landscape 
value. 
 
Visual management objectives were identified for each of the landscape character units. These included 
protection and maintenance for the hills and salt lakes, and best practice and siting for the scrub plain and 
agriculture LCUs that were identified as part of the Assessment (Section 3 - 9855-3286-14R REV 1). 
 
These findings were supported by the information provided including a photo inventory that form part of the 
evaluation, Urbis consider the identified character units and their respective visual management objectives to be 
an accurate reflection of the landscape character of the study area.  
 
Additional information (not provided within the assessment) relating to the proposed development would assist 
the reviewer in understanding the extent of the iron ore mine project including its potential to increase in height 
and any resulting impact on the visual quality of the study area.  
 
 
Visual Impact Assessment 
Following the visual landscape evaluation, the consultant prepared a visual impact assessment to identify the 
potential impacts of the proposed expansion on the surrounding landscape.  
 
The assessment and photographic examples supplied show that there is a significant distance between the 
development and identified viewing locations. Additionally views are screened from the majority of viewing areas 
through landform and vegetation.    
 
It could not be confirmed from the assessment that the EPA supported the chosen viewing locations to 
undertake the visual Impact assessment. This should be confirmed prior to undertaking the assessment in order 
to ensure that their in no bias in the selection of viewing locations. 
 
It was difficult to ascertain a great deal from the photomontage images due to the distance to the proposed 
development and small photographic image size. What is clear is that from the identified viewing location the 
potential visual impact to the surrounding areas is likely to be minimal. 
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Information relating to the expected final height of the mine was not clearly present in the assessment. This 

information is important in order to judge how high development become as this may effect visual amenity if the 

development breaks the horizontal ridge line.  

 

Additionally information regarding the activity at the mine and related disturbances due to construction and 

operation were not identified. Disturbances such as machinery exhaust and dust plooms that may disturb the 

view from a distance should be further clarified, identifying potential disturbances and proposed remediation 

methods (such as dust suppression) that are undertaken to limit visual disturbance. 

 

The assessment identified 2 locations that the development area may be visible from. These were the John 

Forrest Lookout and Lochada Road. The potential impact for each location were identified and visual 

management objectives outlined. In both instances it was considered that the development area was not likely 

to be at variance with the visual management objective identified. Upon review of the supplied information, 

Urbis support this view due to the distance from the viewing locations to the development.  

 

With regard to the shared visual characteristics of the proposed mining development and surrounding 

landscape this is generally supported when viewed from a distance. Further information relating to the 

appearance of the development would assist in describing the proposal as while the extraction pit may sit well 

within the landscape from a distance a rock dump may protrude sharply from the surrounding area. Additionally 

mine construction and operation activities should be addressed while making the determination. 
 
From all other view locations within the study area the development area was identified as not likely to be visible 
resulting in no visual impact from these locations.  
 
Urbis supports the view that the visual management objectives, (protection and maintenance) for the Hills LCU 
and Salt Lakes LCU, which were identified as a landscape value are likely to be achieved. The prominence of 
these landscape features would be retained by ensuring that proposed and future development continues to 
blend with the surrounding landscape by appropriate siting. 
 
 
2.2 Amenity Factor in the Environmental Scoping Document. 
The Visual impact assessment was prepared as a response to the EPA Environmental Scoping Document -
Primary Key Environmental Factor - Amenity, the key objective of which is to ensure that impacts to amenity are 
reduced as low as reasonably practicable. 
 
The key relevant aspects of the amenity factor with regard to the visual impact assessment include; 

 clearing of native vegetation; and 
 mining construction, operation and closure. 

 
The document identifies potential impacts and risks of the development as follows:  

 impacts to amenity values; and 
 impacts to the social values (e.g. aesthetics or active use) of the landform(s) it supports (temporarily or 

permanently). 
Detailed below are the requirements of the amenity factor in the environmental scoping document.  
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Requirements as Part of the Assessment 
 
REQUIREMENT 33:  
Characterise the environment by providing a description of the visual landscape character and provide maps of 
the visual landscape units that may potentially be visually affected. This should include, but not limited to: 
landforms; vegetation; any waterways and can be undertaken by way of 3 dimensional modelling and/or  
photographs. 
 
CONSULTANT RESPONSE TO REQUIREMENT:  
Part of this assessment included a Visual Landscape Evaluation (VLE) to provide baseline information on the 
landscape values of the area. A Landscape Character Assessment (Section 3 - 9855-3286-14R REV 1) is 
provided as part of the assessment identifying landscape character type and providing a description of each 
visual landscape character areas. Four Landscape Character Units were identified which were Hills, Scrub 
Plain, Salt Lakes and Agriculture. A map showing the landscape character type was provided and supported by 
photographs showing each character unit within the study area. 
 
REVIEWER RESPONSE:  APPROPRIATE TO MEET REQUIREMENTS  
 
REQUIREMENT 34:  
Characterise  the current,  and  any  other  reasonably  foreseeable,  land uses and amenity values of the 
Mungada Ridge. 
 
CONSULTANT RESPONSE TO REQUIREMENT:  
Part of this assessment included a Visual Landscape Evaluation (VLE) to provide baseline information on the 
landscape values of the area. Current and foreseeable land uses are identified as part of the Landscape 
Character Assessment (Section 3 - 9855-3286-14R REV 1). The amenity values of each landscape character 
areas are identified within an assessment of Landscape Values (Section 4 - 9855-3286-14R REV 1). Key values 
identified within the study area include: 

 Topographic variety  
 Expansive landforms  
 Presence of water bodies  

Additionally preference indicators for natural and rural landscapes are identified within Appendix 5 of the 
assessment. 
 
REVIEWER RESPONSE:  APPROPRIATE TO MEET REQUIREMENTS  
 
 
REQUIREMENT 35: 
Design and undertake a visual impact assessment (VIA) for before,  during and after the proposed mining 
activities, to assess the impacts of the proposal on visual amenity in accordance with the Western  Australian 
Planning Commission (2007) Visual  Landscape  Planning  in  Western Australia: a manual for evaluation, 
assessment, siting and design, and in consultation with Parks and Wildlife. 
 
CONSULTANT RESPONSE TO REQUIREMENT:  
A visual impact assessment was prepared to identify the potential impacts of the proposed expansion on the 
surrounding landscape in accordance with the methodology outlined by the Western Australian Planning 
Commission (WAPC, 2007) 
 
REVIEWER RESPONSE:  APPROPRIATE TO MEET REQUIREMENTS 
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REQUIREMENT 36: 
The VIA should identify and describe the aspects of the proposal which may potentially affect the visual 
landscape units both temporarily and permanently, using agreed (by EPA, in consultation with Parks and 
Wildlife) reference and vantage points of surrounding  areas  including  travel  routes and use areas, viewer 
positions and perceptions. 
 
CONSULTANT RESPONSE TO REQUIREMENT:  
A visual impact assessment was prepared to identify the potential impacts of the proposed expansion on the 
surrounding landscape in accordance with the methodology outlined by the Western Australian Planning 
Commission (WAPC, 2007) 
 
REVIEWER RESPONSE:  While it was unclear that the reference/vantage points had been agreed to by the 
EPA the consultant established a number from key publically accessible locations including travel routes such 
as major roads and user areas/vantage points such as lookouts. Key views within the study area were then 
identified and 8 viewing locations were then assessed to ascertain the overall visual impact of the development 
area on the surrounding landscape and view experience. 
APPROPRIATE TO MEET REQUIREMENTS 
 
 
REQUIREMENT 37: 
A peer review of the VIA information by a suitably qualified individual with appropriate experience and expertise 
is also required. 
 
CONSULTANT RESPONSE TO REQUIREMENT:  
Urbis were engaged by Sinosteel Midwest Corporation to undertake a peer review of the assessment. The Urbis 
reviewers are suitably qualified, Registered Landscape Architects with a range of experience undertaking Visual 
Landscape Evaluation and Visual Impact Assessment. 
 
REVIEWER RESPONSE:  APPROPRIATE TO MEET REQUIREMENTS 
 
 
REQUIREMENT 38.  
Predict the residual impacts from the proposal on the landscape after considering and applying avoidance and 
minimisation measures. Impact predictions are to include, but not be limited to: 

a) The likely extent, severity and duration of the impacts to the visual landscape; and 
b) Simulations of the predicted residual impacts from the proposal, changes to the landscape from the 

agreed reference and vantage points. Include the cumulative impacts on visual amenity from the 
proposal and other currently approved developments. 

 
CONSULTANT RESPONSE TO REQUIREMENT:  
Visual impact criteria are assessed as part of the report to determine the level of visual impact of the 
development area on the landscape. The criteria include the visual elements that are used to describe 
landscape character such as line, form, colour , texture and visibility. The consultant adapted the criteria into an 
assessment table to categorise visual impacts into three levels including not evident, moderate visibility and 
High visibility. Of the key viewing areas only one was identified as having moderately visible potential impacts. 
This location was identified as having low sensitivity due to vegetation screening and distance from the viewing 
area. As such the likely extent, severity and duration of impact is low. Simulations of the predicted impact were 
prepared as part of the assessment showing the proposed outcome of development. 
 
REVIEWER RESPONSE:  APPROPRIATE TO MEET REQUIREMENTS 
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REQUIREMENT 39:  
Demonstrate how the EPA's objective for this factor can be met. 
 
CONSULTANT RESPONSE TO REQUIREMENT:  
The key objective of the Amenity Environmental Factor as defined in the Environmental Scoping Document is to 
ensure that impacts to amenity are reduced as low as reasonably practicable. 
 
The objective for visual amenity identified within the report (9855-3286-14R REV 1) was to ensure that visual 
amenity is considered and measures are adopted to reduce adverse visual impacts on the surrounding 
environment as low as reasonably practicable. The assessment has been prepared in accordance with the 
Western Australian Planning Commission (2007) Visual  Landscape  Planning  in  Western Australia and 
investigations concluded the visual impacts are low and not likely to require mitigation. Mitigation measures 
were recommended for consideration in order to ensure any potential impacts are reduced as low as reasonably 
practicable. 
 
 
REVIEWER RESPONSE:  APPROPRIATE TO MEET REQUIREMENTS 
 
 
REQUIREMENT 40:  
Identify management and mitigation measures for the proposal to ensure residual impacts are not greater than 
predicted. 
 
CONSULTANT RESPONSE TO REQUIREMENT:  
While it is suggested that visual impact mitigation is not required, the assessment provided a number of 
recommendations to help limit the visual intrusion of the development including; 
 

 limit the upper extent of the extraction pit so it does not reach the natural horizon line, retaining the 
natural horizon line will help to maintain the visual prominence of the ridgeline when viewed from a 
distance, 

 locate powerlines, access tracks and haul roads so they follow the contour of the landform as opposed 
to directly traversing up the face of the slope, and 

 maintain vegetation screening along travel routes. 
 
 
REVIEWER RESPONSE:   
By undertaking the recommendations provided and monitoring the quality of the view at identified locations it will 
help to ensure the visual intrusion of the development is limited. 
APPROPRIATE TO MEET REQUIREMENTS 
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3.0 Conclusion 
 
Following review of the VLE and VIA for the Sinosteel Blue Hills Mungada East Expansion, Urbis can confirm 
that it was prepared in accordance with the methodology outlined by the Western Australian Planning 
Commission (WAPC, 2007) and can confirm that the report accurately responds to the requirements of the 
amenity factor as identified in the environmental scoping document. 
 
The development area will be visible from two identified locations within the study area. These locations are 
large distances from the development with some topographical and vegetation cover. The assessment revealed 
that the mine development area contrasts in appearance with the dark green textured landscape of its 
surrounds; however its line and form are similar to the contour of the surrounding landscape. As a result when 
viewed from a distance this contrast is less defined and as the form and line are similar the impact of the 
development is minimal. 
 
The level of visual impact from the development is described for the viewing locations. The two locations where 
a view is present or likely are defined with a low level of visual impact. This determination is appropriate due to 
vegetation and landform screening along at viewing locations in close proximity and the large distance of the 
development area to publically accessible viewing locations. 
 

As the potential height limit of the development area is not defined within the assessment it is important to 

ensure that the upper extent of the extraction pit does not reach the natural horizon line. If this was to occur it 

would likely increase the impact of the development from viewing locations and additional mitigation measures 

may be required.  

 

It could not be confirmed from the assessment that the EPA provided support for the the chosen viewing 

locations prior to undertaking the visual Impact assessment. This should be confirmed in order to ensure that 

there is no bias in the selection of viewing locations. 

 

Additionally information regarding the activity at the mine and related disturbances due to construction and 

operation were not identified. Disturbances such as machinery exhaust and dust plooms that may disturb the 

view from a distance should be further clarified. 

 

Recommendations to help limit potential visual impacts were identified within the assessment including; 
 limit the upper extent of the extraction pit so it does not reach the natural horizon line, retaining the 

natural horizon line will help to maintain the visual prominence of the ridgeline when viewed from a 
distance 

 locate powerlines, access tracks and haul roads so they follow the contour of the landform as opposed 
to directly traversing up the face of the slope, and 

 maintain vegetation screening along travel routes. 
 

While it is suggested that visual impact mitigation is not required undertaking these recommendations will help 

to ensure any visual impacts are limited. 

 


