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Abstract and Keywords

Australia has a distinctive environment, with rich remnant biodiversity, mega-diversity 
(Kirkpatrick 1994), and World Heritage listings, but it persists with Eurocentric settler 
practices, exploiting its natural resources, and rolling back its ecological frontiers. Valu
ing nature and transitioning to sustainability are advocated by experts, academics, green 
political parties, environmental NGOs, and, increasingly, by civil society. However, atten
tion to environmental policy waxes and wanes according to national circumstances, with 
the major parties typically more accommodating of pressures to develop than protect the 
environment. Ecology and climate change are therefore persistent challenges that are 
routinely subject to political contestation and polarization. While recurrent developmen
talism, environmental impacts and policy failures are central to Australian politics today, 
they are not prominent in political or policy-based analysis. This chapter presents an 
overview of the key issues.

Keywords: Australian environment, environmental exploitation, environmental protection, environmental policy, 
statist developmentalism

Australia is roughly equivalent in size to the United States and roughly double the size of 
Europe, stretching from the tropics to the sub-Antarctic and from the Pacific Ocean to the 
Indian Ocean. However, this vastness belies the continent’s ecological fragility. The interi
or is desert, surrounded by semi-desert, leaving 90 per cent of the country barely inhabit
ed and the population of twenty-five million living predominantly near the coast. Some
what incongruously, this vast nation has ‘one of the most urbanised and coast-dwelling 
populations’ (Australian Government 2018) in the world, which impacts on its cities and 
regional environments. Arable land is scarce, and Australia suffers from record rates of 
land clearing (Preece and Oosterzee 2017); indeed, since European settlement it has had 
the highest rates of ecosystem destruction in the world (Lines 1991). There are neverthe
less more than two dozen iconic natural areas protected as World Heritage Sites, includ
ing Kakadu National Park, the Great Barrier Reef, and much of the Tasmanian wilderness.
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Australia fares poorly on most environmental scorecards. It recently ranked third last for 
environmental policy performance out of the twenty-seven most developed countries, 
most notably for its policy failure on climate change (Hunter 2018). It is consistently 
among the highest per capita greenhouse gas emitters and has been identified as the 
worst-performing country in the world on climate action.1 Of the 188 countries with popu
lations of more than one million, Australia consistently ranks among the world’s highest 
in terms of ecological footprint per capita. Consistent with its record rates of land clear
ing, and as the only developed country listed in the top ten land-clearing nations in the 
world, over the last fifty years Australia’s biocapacity (the capacity of natural ecosystems 
to regenerate) has halved (GFN 2018). These poor assessments are routine, and yet at
tract little scholarly attention.

It is not surprising, then, that Australia has a robust environmental politics. For example, 
the 1972 damming of Lake Pedder in Tasmania’s pristine South West Wilderness spawned 
the world’s first Greens party (Rainbow 1993a, 1993b). Neither the Labor nor Liberal par
ties prevented the Hydro-Electric Commission from damming the lake, despite vigorous 
campaigning by conservationists. Pedder’s loss illustrated that both liberal and conserva
tive governments would sponsor economic development without regard for the ecological 
cost, betraying an anthropocentric, Lockean view that nature’s only value is in its ex
ploitation by humans (Walker 2011). Australia’s environmental problems stem from this 
attitude, and from ‘statist developmentalism’ in which the state itself is involved in spon
soring development (Walker 1999, 2011). The loss of Lake Pedder, and a resulting ‘never 
again’ mentality from conservationists, inspired the development of contemporary envi
ronmental politics in Australia.

This chapter explores the settler, frontierist underpinnings of statist developmentalism, 
the enduring consequences for the state of the Australian environment, the politics of en
vironmental protection, and lessons from environmental policy rollback and failure.

Still Settling the Frontier
From the beginnings of European settlement, the early colonists were dedicated to rolling 
back the natural frontier and were assisted in doing so by their home country, the colo
nial governments, and, from Federation in 1901, the Australian state. This settler society 
mindset—that the environment is a resource to be exploited—has been referred to as 
‘quarry Australia’ (Birrell, Hill, and Stanley 1982) and is recognizable today (Dovers 

2000). Although not widely appreciated, the settler society mindset has also had a ‘tam
ing nature’ aspect to it, which reflects a fear of terra nullius—the so-called ‘empty conti
nent’ that Australia had been declared to be in order to justify European occupation 
(Lines 1991). Of course, it was not empty; for at least 60,000 years, Australia’s Indige
nous peoples had employed an active ‘stewardship’ approach to the environment with lit
tle discernible ecological impact. European arrival brought industrialized agricultural and 
environmental practices with a propensity for ecological damage. The environment was 
‘improved’ by clearing the bush, cropping became ‘more efficient’ with irrigation, and na
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tive species were substituted with ‘more productive’ species from home (Walker 2011: 
12). Although Aboriginal peoples were already employing less invasive, more sustainable 
ecological and land management techniques, these were not considered by the burgeon
ing colonies (Gammage 2012).

In order to underpin the economies of these colonies, their governments focused on in
vestment and nation-building infrastructure development, in a process Noel Butlin (1983) 
refers to as ‘colonial socialism’. However, political ecologist Ken Walker (1999) has cri
tiqued this notion, claiming that there was nothing socialist in the advance of private in
terests by government that caused enormous ecological damage, often to promote 
schemes that would otherwise fail. With the rise of environmentalism, the ‘quarry Aus
tralia’ and ‘colonial socialism’ mindsets began to be challenged by a series of increasingly 
ecocentric counter-paradigms. The first of these, resource conservation, had its origins in 
1960s. It evolved into a paradigm of environmental protection, which was prominent from 
the 1980s, and which informs approaches to environmental sustainability today (Webb, 
Whitelock, and Brereton 1969; Powell 1978; Bolton 1992; Smith 1994; Yencken and 
Wilkinson 2000; Lowe 2005).

Nevertheless, ‘quarry Australia’ and statist developmentalism are deeply ingrained in the 
Australian psyche. Most Australians recognize that governments subsidize economic ac
tivity to promote development, with industrial and governmental interests at times 
‘interlocked’ (Walker 2011: 13). Government support for the Adani project, the world’s 
largest proposed coal mine, is a classic example of government prioritizing development 
through infrastructure and political support (Cox 2019; Quiggin 2017; Sengupta, 
Williams, and Chandrasekhar 2019). Close state–developer relations have had implica
tions for the treatment of environmental issues and the development of environmental 
policy that are recognizable today, not least of which is the danger of political capture of 
the state by private interests.

In Environmental Policy Failure: The Australian Story, Crowley and Walker (2012) sum
marize instances of political capture and of the undermining of environmental steward
ship and loss of impartial policy judgement that can result. For example, they cite econo
mist Ross Garnaut, who credits corporate interests with derailing Australia’s climate poli
cy and stymieing renewable energy advances (see also Pearse 2007; Readfearn 2018). 
Crowley and Walker (2012) also examine how developers and agriculturalists have been 
credited as the major cause of the failure of Murray-Darling Basin water reforms, and of 
failed attempts more generally to achieve sustainable natural resource management. Fur
thermore, they look at the failure of coastal and marine policy where it has favoured the 
oil, gas, and fishing industries and interests to the neglect of scientific and conservation 
concerns.

Despite the persistent ‘quarry Australia’ mindset (Mercer and Marden 2006), attitudes to
wards the environment have evolved from the ‘exploitative pioneering’ era (1788–1900), 
during which the Australian colonies were established. Frawley (1994) argues that a ‘na
tional development and wise resource use’ era (1900–1960s) followed Federation, but 
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that the environmental costs of nation-building were questioned in a ‘challenge to devel
opment’ era (1960s–1990s). This led to a significant period of environmental policy devel
opment in the 1970s and 1980s, only to be followed by environmental policy rollback be
ginning in the 1990s. In this era, efforts to prioritize the environment were matched by 
efforts to deprioritize it, and to devolve responsibility back to the states (Walker and 
Crowley 1999). Discernible stages of environmental policy development, implementation, 
and contestation were then followed, as they have been in the United States and Canada, 
by policy dismantling and decline (discussed later in this chapter).

Today, Australia is still effectively settling its frontier society, pushing back the natural 
boundaries and exploiting its resources in order to generate growth and export earnings, 
and clearing its remnant native vegetation at an accelerating rate (Hepburn 2018). It is 
far from achieving the ‘political and cultural change’ that would see a more benign 
Indigenous environmental stewardship and land management ethos adopted (Morton et 
al. 1995). It is not transitioning to a more sustainable, less carbon-intensive, future-orient
ed society, and, with no discernible population policy, its cities are suffering from a lack of 
basic planning and public transportation. Nevertheless, a new generation of sustainability 
theorists, practitioners, and activists is challenging this environmental neglect, pursuing 
change, and embarking on environmental justice campaigning and research.2

The State of the Environment
Enduring unease regarding the deteriorating state of the Australian environment, 
whether expressed by civil society, scientists, farmers, politicians, or analysts, indicates 
that there is clearly a problem (Mercer and Marden 2006; Lindenmayer 2007; SEAC 

2016). Experts are concerned about water health and supply, the failure to reduce green
house gas emissions, the failure to transition to renewable energy, reliance on coal for fu
el and export revenue, the biodiversity crisis, intensifying drought and bushfire seasons, 
and the pollution and overfishing of the oceans. They are also concerned about urban 
population pressures, the lack of smarter sustainable city development and infrastruc
ture, the lack of investment in public transport, and the failure of political leadership 
(White 2009). These issues are long-standing, and their championing has inspired some 
improvements, but state-of-the-environment reporting consistently identifies that ade
quate prioritization and resourcing is lacking, and that policies and programmes are fail
ing (SEAC 1996, 2006, 2016).

It is crucial for scholarly political research to track both the state of the Australian envi
ronment and the unfinished politics of environmental protection, while learning lessons 
from evidence-based research and policy successes and failures. The basis for such 
lessons can be found in more than twenty years of comprehensive environmental report
ing, such as the Australian Environmental-Economic Accounts compiled by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2018), which began in 1992; in the State of the Environment 
Advisory Council’s reporting, which began in 1996 (SEAC 1996, 2006, 2016); and, exter
nally, in the OECD’s Environmental Performance Review: Australia (OECD 1998, 2008, 
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2019). Such reporting produces a range of data and comparative data by which to mea
sure environmental policy progress and effectiveness. However, there are limitations to 
this data. The research from which it is gathered is undertaken with varying levels of ex
pertise and is impacted by varying levels of political influence. Moreover, it isn’t a substi
tute for issue-based data or research (see, for example, Hoegh-Guldberg 2016; Merlin et 
al. 2015; Reside et al. 2017), nor for data documented discursively by public reviews and 
inquiries.

For example, the Australian Senate Standing Committee on Environment and Communi
cations facilitates expert overviews, albeit within politicized environments, which capture 
the Senate’s efforts to scrutinize the environmental policy efforts of federal governments. 
Since 1988, it has undertaken more than 240 predominantly environment-oriented in
quiries that identify a host of specific environmental policy problems and proffer solu
tions (SSCEC 2018). In addition, since 1995, the Australian National Audit Office has re
leased more than seventy environment-specific reports that provide detailed feedback on 
the rationale for, and the cost, implementation, and success of, a broad range of environ
mental policy initiatives (ANAO 2018). Such inquiries offer a wealth of research data but 
are not the focus of political or policy analysis.

Both the OECD (2019) Environmental Performance Review of Australia and the most re
cent State of the Environment (SOE) report (SEAC 2016) point to some of the basic policy 
and procedural reasons for policy failure, albeit without tackling the political drivers. The 
consequences of environmental decline across a range of aspects and indicators are iden
tified in the 2016 SOE report, which demonstrates concern about the ongoing failure to 
implement sustainable management and about the synergistic or cumulative impacts that 
are becoming more prominent and more threatening. It identifies the key drivers of envi
ronmental degradation as population growth and economic activity, and the key pres
sures on the environment as land clearing, land-use change, habitat fragmentation and 
degradation, and invasive species. Additional pressures include climate change, altered 
fire regimes, overuse of species and habitats, ocean acidification, pollution in coastal and 
marine environments, and the impacts of energy production, mining, and agriculture 
(SEAC 2016).

Despite these concerns and the wealth of information informing them, effective policy re
sponses have not been forthcoming. It is worth reflecting, as political and policy analysts, 
on why this may be so, and indeed on why Australian political researchers have thus far 
paid such scant attention to the details of environmental policy analysis.

The Politics of Protection
Frontierist attitudes, the settler mindset, and statist developmentalist practices may ex
plain natural resource exploitation, but they do not reflect the major advances in, or the 
public acceptance of, more protective practices. Conservation and environmental ac
tivism have a long history in Australia, particularly in the campaigning for the establish
ment of national parks and the protection of endemic flora and fauna that began in the 
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1890s. Foresters, ecologists, conservationists, philosophical societies, naturalists, and 
bushwalkers have advocated a protective approach to the environment since the pre-Fed
eration years (Boardman 1990; Bonyhady 1993; Hall 1992). The 1960s were key aware
ness-raising, agenda-setting years for the environment; this prompted environmental in
stitution-building in the 1970s, which was followed by iconic environmental battles in the 
1980s, with some notable wins. Many areas to achieve protection, such as the Franklin 
River, Tasmania’s South West Wilderness, the Great Barrier Reef, and the Wet Tropics of 
Queensland, were subsequently listed as World Heritage Areas (UNESCO 2018).

Australia has a rich and diverse set of environmental non-government organizations that 
range from very local groups (with focuses such as land care and restoration) to highly 
political national bodies, independent research organizations, and think tanks. Activist or
ganizations such as the World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF), the Australian Conserva
tion Foundation, the Wilderness Society, Friends of the Earth, and the national, state, and 
territory-based Greens parties have been campaigning in Australia for decades. They 
have dedicated significant attention to issues such as land clearing, coal seam gas min
ing, the promotion of renewable energy, and action on climate change. Furthermore, new 
generations of urban activists are campaigning for investment in sustainable cities, public 
transport and cycling infrastructure, waste reduction, reuse and recycling, economic jus
tice, and a transition to nuclear-free and coal-free futures (see FOE 2018).

There may be an exploitative attitude towards nature in Australia, but there is also a will
ingness to fight for the environment, even if some of the protections achieved are short- 
lived or inadequate (Bonyhady 1993). Some of the classic environmental battles fought 
over forests, water, endangered species, and reef protection are being fought all over 
again by new generations of activists. The battle to protect the Great Barrier Reef, promi
nent in the 1960s (Wright 1977) and resulting in World Heritage listing in 1981, contin
ues today against the damage from climate change, pollution, mining, and tourism 
(McLeish 2017). The battle to save Tasmania’s forests, which is decades old (Krien 2012) 
and has seen major wins and losses, continues with conservative government attempts to 
strip 74,000 hectares of forest of its World Heritage status (Mathieson 2014). The Mur
ray-Darling Basin occupies one-seventh of Australia’s land mass and generates 40 per 
cent of its agricultural production, but has been mismanaged for more than a hundred 
years (Grafton et al. 2018; Guest 2017). In 2019, a combination of drought, climate 
change, mismanagement, and politics caused one million fish in the region’s river system 
to die simultaneously in the largest such event in Australia’s history (Kilvert 2019).

Australians are overwhelmingly supportive of environmental protection. They feel a 
strong sense of ownership of their ‘big environmental backyard’ and have rising concerns 
about it (WWF 2018). When asked about the natural environment, 82 per cent of all re
spondents said it is ‘declining’ or ‘getting worse’, despite believing it is currently in rela
tively good health, with 81.3 per cent agreeing that ‘if we don’t act now we will never 
control our problems’. While only 51 per cent of respondents between eighteen and twen
ty four agreed that ‘at heart I’m an environmentalist’ (compared to 69 per cent of those 
over sixty-five), 95 per cent of them believe climate change is happening, 49 per cent be
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lieve we should have more national parks, and 77 per cent recycle or compost as much 
household waste as possible. Eighty-nine per cent of respondents support protecting the 
Great Barrier Reef; however fewer support the protection of Queensland’s Daintree Rain
forest (39 per cent); Tasmania’s forests (38 per cent), and Kakadu National Park in the 
Northern Territory (32 per cent).

Australian elections are rarely dominated by environmental concerns; if they were, the 
Australian Greens would poll significantly higher than 10 per cent. And the major parties 

—Labor and the Liberal–National Coalition—would suffer electorally in unprecedented 
fashion for the flaws and inconsistencies in their environmental policies and practices 
when in government. However, even with the clamouring for action on climate change 
during the 2019 election campaign, a climate denialist government was returned (Cave 

2019). At the time, the environment and climate change concerned only 26 per cent of 
voters (and only 50 per cent of Greens voters), and were less important than healthcare, 
security, the economy, jobs, education, and taxation rates (EMC 2019). Less than a year 
later, however, the devastating 2019–2020 bushfire season saw thirty-three lives, seven
teen million hectares, 3,094 homes, and over a billion native animals lost in frightening 
circumstances across the country. In the wake of this disaster, indeed as it was still un
folding, ‘the environment’ leapfrogged ‘cost of living’, ‘healthcare’ and ‘the economy’, 
jumping ten points in a month to rate as Australians’ top concern (Irvine 2020).

This recent heightened concern is yet to translate into bone fide climate change and envi
ronmental action from their current conservative government. Indeed, the enthusiasm of 
the major parties for statist developmentalism and economic rationalism means policy is 
rarely informed by the public’s environmental concerns. Furthermore, neither party has 
been consistent in their environmental positioning or policies. At times they are comple
mentary, such as when federal Labor established environmental protection legislation in 
the early 1970s and the conservative Liberal governments did the same in Victoria and 
Tasmania. At other times, somewhat counter-intuitively, the conservatives have acted as 
conservation champions, such as when a Tasmanian Labor government tried to flood the 
Franklin River while the federal Coalition was recommending it for World Heritage listing 
(a process that was finalized by federal Labor) (Green 1984). And although the Howard 
Coalition government (1996–2007) refused for over a decade to act on climate change 
(Crowley 2010), it still introduced the world’s first mandatory renewable energy target in 
2001, and, in 2007, under intense public pressure, at least proposed a national emissions 
trading scheme (ETS). Labor governments have been more forthright in pursuing climate 
action than the conservative Coalition (which is torn between representing its urban and 
regional constituents), and achieved a short-lived carbon-pricing scheme in 2012 (dis
cussed later in this chapter). However, Labor environmental policy is under consistent 
pressure due to the party’s concern with jobs and appeasing the union movement. In late 
2019, for example, as Australia’s worst bushfire season was unfolding and residents in his 
hometown of Sydney were choking on smoke, Labor leader Anthony Albanese toured re
gional towns in Queensland advocating the jobs and economic benefits of more coal min
ing (Brown 2019).
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The divide between environment and economy in Australian politics remains clear today, 
despite some integration of the environment into mainstream concerns (Galvin 2006). 
Much of the lighter-green environmental agenda, such as recycling and pollution reduc
tion, has been accepted by mainstream society, but deeper battles over natural resources 
such as water, coal, forests, and uranium remain fierce. At the time of writing, there are 
proposals to drill for oil and gas in the Great Australian Bight, to prolong ageing coal 
mines with taxpayer support, to clear huge tracts of native woodland, and to open 
Queensland up to significantly more coal mining. There is hope that the ‘quarry Australia’ 
mindset will lose traction as increasing political activism makes its impacts more appar
ent. However, the politics of protection has been massively impacted by the efforts of con
servative governments in particular to roll back and dismantle environmental policy, and 
to silence environmentalist dissent within civil society (Hamilton and Maddison 2007; Tay
lor 2015).

Environmental Policy Rollback and Failure
The major parties in Australia are relatively united in their pursuit of market-based priori
ties, their prioritization of growth, and their practice of statist developmentalism. Howev
er, tensions exist within the parties over the issue of ‘protection or development’. This 
partially explains the nation’s environmental policy inconsistency, rollback, and failure, 
which can be illustrated in its decades-old history of climate policy and emissions reduc
tion recalcitrance. These tensions were apparent within the Hawke Labor government 
(1983–1991), which prioritized economically rationalist policy reforms while embarking 
on environmental protection and environmental institution-building. It established the Re
source Assessment Commission (RAC) to inquire into mining, forestry, and coastal issues 
using a participatory process and evidence-based analysis (Stewart and McColl 1994). 
However, Hawke’s successor, Labor Prime Minister Paul Keating, deprioritized the envi
ronment, dismantling the RAC, reversing efforts to reduce emissions, sidelining an eco
logically sustainable development process, and devolving environmental responsibility 
back to the states and territories (Walker and Crowley 1999).

It was these actions of the Keating government that inspired the Howard-led Opposition 
to woo environmental voters in 1996 by promising the largest environmental policy spend 
in Australia’s history, a Natural Heritage Trust to administer it, and legislation to clarify 
the environmental powers of the federal government (Crowley 2001). Despite this, and as 
a further illustration of policy inconsistency, after winning government the Coalition fur
ther dismantled environmental policy, withdrew funding from the environmental move
ment, and refused to ratify the 1997 United Nations Kyoto Protocol to reduce emissions. 
Such actions affirm Toyne’s (1994) view that Australian governments are not only reluc
tant to protect the environment, but that they will also resist and even roll back protec
tion. This backwards and forwards policy momentum has left environmental politics un
settled in Australia, unnecessarily prolonging the tensions between protection and devel
opment (Mercer and Marden 2006).
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The contemporary failure of Australian climate policy has its origins in the inaction of the 
Hawke and Keating Labor governments, whose willingness to act was readily dampened 
by vested interests (Hamilton 2001; Pearse 2007; Talberg, Hui, and Loynes 2016). Indeed, 
Taylor (2014) establishes that industry groups, free market advocates, and climate con
trarians reframed early climate change debates in the 1980s from a matter of public in
terest to one of corporate interest and thwarted action before it was ever taken. Pearse’s 
(2007) interviews with insiders from the Howard Coalition government show how close 
relations between the government and the fossil fuel industry stifled climate policy action 
from 1996 until 2007. During the 2007 election campaign, concern peaked over enduring 
drought, what had then been Australia’s worst bushfire season, and a lack of action on 
climate change (Warhurst 2007). Polling showed that 82 per cent of adults were con
cerned about the environment, 90 per cent about water shortages, and 73 per cent about 
climate change (ABS 2009).

Labor Opposition leader Kevin Rudd set the climate policy reform agenda in the lead-up 
to the 2007 election with promises of substantive action to deal with the ‘great moral 
challenge’ of climate change (Rootes 2008). Labor won the election, and ratified the Ky
oto Protocol as its first act in office. The Rudd government also proposed an innovative 
carbon pollution reduction scheme (CPRS), though this was abandoned after political 
machinations, leadership manoeuvring, and holdout tactics by the Australian Greens re
sulted in a lack of support in the Senate. The Coalition Opposition was torn between then- 
leader Malcolm Turnbull’s embrace of the CPRS and the scepticism of arch-conservative 
Tony Abbott, who subsequently deposed Turnbull over the issue. The CPRS had not been 
green enough for the Greens, who wanted a more abrupt policy change without the level 
of proposed industry subsidization, exemptions, and transition allowances. As Rudd pre
varicated over how to proceed, he was himself deposed by his deputy, Julia Gillard (Crow
ley 2010).

In 2010, when Labor was returned as a minority government under Gillard, the Greens, 
who now shared the balance of power in the House of Representatives with a number of 
independents, made carbon-pricing a condition of their support (Crowley 2013). The 
Gillard government negotiated the introduction of the Clean Energy Act 2011 and a car
bon-pricing initiative that was abolished by the Abbott Coalition government after it won 
the 2013 election (Crowley 2017). The Abbott government also embarked on widespread 
environmental policy rollback. It abolished climate change bodies, cut environmental 
funding and staff, terminated marine parks planning, and permitted the culling of protect
ed great white sharks (Milman 2014). At the time, while the Abbott government was also 
threatening the protected status of the Great Barrier Reef and World Heritage forests, 91 
per cent of Australians rated the protection of the reef as important (including 89 per 
cent of Coalition voters), and 86 per cent rated the protection of native forests as impor
tant (including 83 per cent of Coalition voters) (EMC 2014).

Such environmental policy dismantling has had significant implications, pulling policy 
consensus to the right and making it hard to restore programmes and funding, and virtu
ally impossible to achieve the pricing of carbon emissions. Australia has been condemned 
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by the international community for its failure to instigate effective climate change poli
cies that achieve emissions reductions in line with global aspirations. When Malcolm 
Turnbull replaced Tony Abbott in a party-room leadership coup in September 2015, there 
were high hopes for a return to the sensible policy approach of the Gillard government. 
However, these hopes were misplaced; conservatives within both the Liberal and National 
parties constrained their new leader’s climate policy actions, and eventually deposed 
Turnbull for attempting to introduce energy policy. Under its new leader, Scott Morrison, 
the Coalition is persisting with an updated version of the Abbott government’s much-criti
cized voluntary Direct Action climate policy (Readfearn 2018).

Learning from Failure
Environmental protection and sustainability are unfinished business in Australia. Deep 
changes are required in attitudes, and governments need to embrace deliberative 
processes that incorporate public concerns. Much can be learned from Australia’s well- 
documented environmental decline and the advances that have been made in addressing 
it. Farming practices have taught us much about ecological vulnerability and limits in 
terms of the arid nature of the continent, the fragility of its soil, the scarcity of water, and 
the historical drought–flood patterns (Mercer and Marden 2006). We know that land 
clearing can be catastrophic, as can siphoning off water from the Murray-Darling Basin 
and other watersheds for irrigation. We need such lessons to be learned in order to justify 
clearing controls, smarter agriculture, alternative crops, riparian reconstruction, and off- 
the-grid sustainability for remote farms. Australia could be a world leader in ecological 
restoration, and in identifying the social, political, and biophysical components needed to 
generate ecologically resilient communities, if it were to attend to environmental decline 
in a manner informed by evidence. But such research lacks profile, impetus, and the polit
ical acceptance needed for attracting significant support and lasting institutionalization.

Equally, there are lessons to be learned from the process of colonization (Frawley 1994). 
The ‘exploitative pioneering’ period (1788–1900), during which the colonies were being 
established, saw nature dominated in the national interest, with pastoralism inducing eco
logical decline and at times collapse (Rolls 1981). The environmental impacts of this peri
od were apparent in what Frawley calls the ‘national development and wise use’ era 
(1900–1960s). This was a contradictory time, in which resource exploitation was linked to 
nation-building but the adverse impacts of Eurocentric development practices had be
come apparent, prompting both wise use and preservation actions. The former was an 
early version of science-based sustainable development, aimed at ensuring the longevity 
of resources such as water, forests, and soils, as well as protecting human health. Preser
vation was a more romantic realization that saw the founding of national parks and the 
bushwalking conservation movement, which inspired later environmentalists and the 
founding of Greens politics (Rainbow 1993a, 1993b).

The ‘modern environmentalism’ period (1960s–1990s) demonstrated that protection was 
as worthy a state objective as exploitation. It was not a given, however, but hard won af
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ter political struggle (Frawley 1994). But environmental protection is not forever, as we 
have seen, and even where it should be long lasting it can still be under-resourced, en
dangered, threatened, or revoked. Ironically, the high quality and natural attraction of the 
Australian environment is generating a new problem in terms of tourism, despite some 
research efforts in search of sustainable solutions (Hall 1991; Hardy, Beeton, and Pearson 

2002). The most obvious impacts of tourism include soil impaction, damage and distur
bance to vegetation and plant biodiversity, the intrusion of infrastructure development, 
and visual and experiential damage, especially in more remote wilderness and World Her
itage areas (Pickering and Hill 2007). This is a problem that has intensified with political 
attitudes to environmental protection that are at times equivocal and at others quite hos
tile, as well as with governments approving tourism developments even well inside pro
tected World Heritage areas (Legge 2018).

Such issues are well known, as are the shortcomings of governmental processes for envi
ronmental management and protection (Dovers and Wild River 2003). There are, howev
er, tenuous links at best between research, evidence-based policy design, effective envi
ronmental problem-solving, and political action. There is also much to be learned about 
the role of federalism in environmental protection, politics, and policy. There is no envi
ronmental power in the Australian Constitution, despite the pre-Federation debates about 
forestry and the management of the Murray River, but the federal government has other 
ways of intervening in the environmental affairs of the states. It can use its constitutional 
powers over corporations and exports, for example, or its control over taxation and fiscal 
distribution to the states, or its obligations under international conventions. However, his
tory shows that federal powers to protect the environment are more likely to be deployed 
for political rather than environmental gain, if they are deployed at all, and that state de
cision-making that undermines protection is supported as much as it is opposed.

The environment is not a settled policy domain in Australia. No consistent approaches 
have seen improvement over time. Part of the difficulty, since the 1990s, has been the bi
partisan embrace of neoliberal orthodoxy and the lack of investment in sustainability 
(Hindess 1998; Miller and Orchard 2014). Neoliberal orthodoxy fails to account for envi
ronmental value and the costs of dwindling natural habitat, species loss, population pres
sures, rising temperatures, and increased climate impacts (SEAC 2016). However, neolib
eral orthodoxy can even be set aside in the face of politics, such as when the Abbott 
Coalition government dismantled carbon pricing, which was cost-efficiently reducing 
emissions (O’Gorman and Jotzo 2014). The reluctance of Coalition governments to act on 
climate change (Jericho 2017) and embrace renewable energy is also hurting market 
growth in the renewables sector, as well as Australia’s international standing and its rela
tions in the Asia-Pacific (Crowley and Nakamura 2018). Neoliberalism may run its course 
(Snow 2017), but statist developmentalism is an enduring settler mindset and would take 
generations to displace.
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Conclusion
This chapter points to the struggle by successive generations to manage the Australian 
environment, and the failed policies and increasingly threatening statist developmentalist 
processes that remain to be effectively addressed. It identifies Australia’s ecological dis
tinctiveness in terms of its vast size, overwhelming aridity, fragile soils, declining rem
nant vegetation, and disappearing forests and endemic species. Australia’s history shows 
that the practice of statist developmentalism must be addressed, for its ecological failings 
and for the close relations it fosters between development interests and the state. Reme
dies include more transparency and accountability in state–developer relations, establish
ing a national sustainability programme with long-term targets and resources, and devis
ing deliberative forums and other means of accessing civil society views in policy-making. 
Funding to environmental organizations should be restored on the basis that their cam
paigning efforts and community-based environmental legal advice counterbalance corpo
rate power and insider influence. New national environmental legislation and associated 
institutions are well overdue, as is the establishment of a National Sustainability Commis
sion and a National Environment Protection Agency (PYL 2018; Grattan 2018). It is time 
for more future-oriented political, policy, and institutional approaches to the environment, 
informed by well-resourced research efforts, that have the capacity to learn from and re
dress ecological decline.
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Notes:

(1.) The measure takes into account greenhouse gas emissions within Australia, emis
sions embodied in the goods Australians consume, climate change vulnerability, and ex
ported emissions from fossil fuel shipments to other countries (Thwaites and Kestin 

2018).

(2.) See, for example, the work of Environmental Justice Australia (https:// 
www.envirojustice.org.au/) and of David Schlosberg (https://www.youtube.com/watch? 
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