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Offensive Noise Test 
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The Protection of the Environment Operations Act 1997 defines Offensive Noise as noise:
That, by reason of its level, nature, character or quality, or the time at which it is made, or any other circumstances:a.         is harmful to (or is likely to be harmful to) a person who is outside the premises from which it is emitted, orb.         interferes unreasonably with (or is likely to interfere unreasonably with) the comfort or repose of a person         who is outside the premises from which it is emitted, or That is of a level, nature, character or quality prescribed by the regulations or that is made at a time, or in other circumstances, prescribed by the regulations.
Property being investigated
Part A Subjective Assessment
Indicate Yes or No and add comment for each question.
Question 1: Is the noise loud in an absolute sense? Is it loud relative to other noise in the area?
Question 2: Does the noise include characteristics that make it particularly irritating?
Question 3: Does the noise occur at times when people expect to enjoy peace and quiet?
Question 4: Is the noise atypical for the area?
Question 5: Does the noise occur often?
Question 6: Are a number of people affected by the noise?
Complainant's response - are they prepared to give evidence in court if required?
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The checklist above is a guide to making a systematic judgement about whether a particular noise is offensive. It is important to conduct any tests at the location where the complainant is affected by the noise. The checklist is not exhaustive and it is not intended that all questions are answered `yes' before a noise can be deemed offensive.
 
 
Question 1
This establishes that the noise is likely to be heard by neighbours. Its volume alone may be annoying. An example would be noise played at a very high volume in a residence so it can be heard over a very noisy activity outside, such as construction work. The noise may also be loud relative to the background noise. An example would be loud fireworks set off late at night. Noise measurements using a sound level meter would help determine how loud the noise is relative to the background noise level in the area.
 
Question 2
The presence of tones, impulses or fluctuations in volume can make people more likely to react to the noise. These can be judged subjectively but noise measurements will help to quantify the extent of these characteristics. Examples might be screeching sounds from poorly maintained equipment or a `beeper' alarm that uses a pulsed sound made up of one or two alternating frequency tones, usually higher pitched, that are louder than the background noise in the area.
 
Question 3 
People usually expect their surroundings to be quieter during the evening and at night. Talk to the complainants about how the noise affects them to see if it is interfering unreasonably with their comfort at home. Is it regularly disturbing their sleep, making it difficult to have a conversation, study, read or hear the TV? Noise that regularly disturbs sleep is likely to be considered offensive by complainants and this should be taken into account in your assessment.
 
Question 4
When noise from an activity that is causing nuisance is new or unusual for an area, people are more likely to react. Look at the typical uses of the area and determine whether the activity is consistent with the local environmental plan. An example might be a community event with amplified music affecting a residential area that has not traditionally been affected by such events.
 
Question 5
Noise can be annoying when it occurs frequently. Examples might be a leaf blower used every morning or a band that practices frequently without regard to the impact on neighbours.
 
Question 6
Only one person needs to be affected by the noise for it to be deemed offensive. However, talking to other neighbours likely to be exposed to the same noise about how it affects them may assist in deciding what action to take. 
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Notes
Part B Objective Assessment
Battery check ok?
dB
dB
(must be less than 1dB difference in calibration readings for a valid recording)
Background Assessment
 
Attach a sketch plan of the site (include boundaries, buildings, noise source, measuring locations and reflective surfaces)
Are measuring conditions satisfactory?
(must be less than 5m/s which equals km/h)
Background recording measured in the absence of the subject noise source.
dB
dB
(take as many 15 minute readings as necessary)
Is the measured background noise representative of the expected background at the time the noise occurs?
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Is another background measurement necessary to obtain a more representative reading? 
(must be less than 1dB difference in calibration readings for a valid recording)
dB
dB
Locate the noise meter at the most affected point on or within the property or if this is more than 30 metres from the residence, at the most affected point within 30 metres of the residence.
Measurement of Subject Noise
Are weather conditions still suitable as above?
Record noise (fast response usually Laeq but other descriptors may be appropriate in some situations).
take as many 15min readings as necessary
dB (A)
dB (A)
Was it necessary to pause the meter for extraneous noise sources? 
Does the reading include tonal or impulsive components that could be considered offensive and may require a correction factor to be applied (see note below)? 
Is this noise reading representative of the noise emitted by the source, ie does it cycle louder at another time or has it been artificially adjusted for the purpose of the measurement? (check with the complainant if possible)
Is this an initial reading?
or a reading to verify compliance?
Based on reading taken is there need to take (further) regulatory action under the POEO? 
Attach a copy of all noise measurement collected.
What is tonality?
Tonal noise has a prominent frequency and is characterised by a definite pitch. These characteristic can make the noise more annoying than its noise level alone would suggest. Examples would be a vehicle horn, a whining noise from a leaf blower or an electrical transformer, which may emit a tone at a specific frequency such as 50Hz., that is, 50 cycles per second. The Interim Construction Noise Guideline (DECC 2009) and the NSW Industrial Noise Policy (EPA 2000) suggest that an extra 5 dB can be added to the noise level to account for the increased annoyance of tonal noise. When measuring noise levels, noise tones can be defined quantitatively. This process is described in Part 4 of the NSW Industrial Noise Policy (EPA 2000).
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