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L ________________________________________________________________ _ 

The key global issue is to achieve a degree of sustainability for the world system. 

It is doubtful whether any nation now functions in a manner that is sustainable. Whilst technology is 

increasing the efficiency with which resources are used, it is also bringing within reach of the majority 

of the world's popUlation a higher standard of living which, in tum, creates an increased demand for 

resources. This higher standard of living is also enabling most populations to increase through improved 

health, higher survival rates at birth and greater longevity. World population now seems certain to 

increase to at least some 10 billion and, on current estimates, peak around 2070. 

The key issue is whether technology and the world's resources can sustain continued population 

growth at current levels of consumption. Are there sufficient resources available to sustain continued 

population growth. Energy is the key resource, fossil fuels are being steadily depleted although their 

utilisation is becoming progressively more efficient; nuclear fuels are potentially a significant source of 

energy providing that the disposal of waste can be effected in a politically acceptable manner; new 

technologies harnessing alternative energy sources, such as hydrogen, may be developed; and the 

harnessing of sustainable energy sources such as the sun and the winds may become more efficient. 
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Renewable energy sources, such as forests, are being rapidly depleted across the world, 

A second issue is land. More land, and increasingly marginal land, is being converted to agricultural 

production with consequential soil erosion, salinisation, acidity and reduced organic matter content. In 

many countries agricultural practices are not sustainable. The application of new technologies, such as 

improved higher-yielding plant varieties through gene-modified technologies, improved irrigation 

techniques, environmental management techniques, fertilisers and pesticides which lead to higher yields, 

may in the short term mask any longer term degradation of agricultural soils. 

The processing, packaging and storage offoodstuffs is also increasingly energy intensive. 

Energy sustains the modem economy through its application to almost all activities and principally to 

transport. Transport is an inefficient user of energy. Most governments have focused policies on 

reducing private car usage Technological innovation is largely directed to improving the energy 

efficiency of trucks and private cars. There is an unresolved tension between the demand for mobility 

and curtailment of car usage. 

Urban systems also consume increasing amounts of energy for production purposes, for urban 

transport and communication, and as embodied energy in the materials used to sustain the modern urban 

economy. Urban systems are generally inefficient. They generate considerable amounts of waste which 

impacts on urban air-sheds, water sheds and urban lands. 

Whether the capacity of the biosphere - the air, the land and the water and the eco-systems within it -

is able to sustain increasing populations is increasingly an issue. Ozone depletion and the increase in 

greenhouse gases are having measurable adverse effects on the biosphere. Desertification is occurring at 

a high rate. Fish stocks in the worlds oceans are being depleted. Air and water quality are declining with 

profound effects on eco-systems and indirectly on the health of human populations. Bio-diversity is 

diminishing as both flora and fauna species become extinct or e'ndangered. For each headline species 

there are hundreds of others being threatened or lost forever. 

If this brief overview sounds alarmist it is intended to be. Most of the world systems that exist are not 

ecologically sustainable. Most can only be sustainable in their present form for a limited period -

perhaps 50 years. Already most systems are being modified to extend sustainability. Most current 

actions are remedial. Few current actions are directed to achieving long-run sustainability. 

Why is this so? No government has yet fully embraced policies that place sustainability ahead of 

economic growth. Populations have demonstrated a willingness to pay eco-taxes, to conserve energy, to 

recycle waste and to adopt 'green' policies provided they are consistent with their expectations of 

improved 'well-being' - usually measured as a higher standard of living. Both governments and 

populations appear to believe technological innovation will overcome the overt expressions of 
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unsustainability. This has proved to be so with the most serious threat - ozone depletion - such that the 

rate of ozone depletion has now stabilised but has not yet been reversed. 

The second most serious threat - global warming due to increased greenhouse gas emissions -

continues to occur with measurable effects on air and sea temperatures and weather patterns. There are a 

range of other issues that impact differentially on differl1nt countries. These include eutrophication, 

acidification, loss of bio-diversity, soil degradation, toxic contamination, waste and decline in air and 

water quality. All are indicative of an unsustainable global ecology. Some impacts are global whilst 

others are confined to particular geographic regions. Not all issues are critical in all locations. Issues 

relevant to Australia may not be significant in Korea, and vice-Vera. 

I. The Australian Situation 

In some senses Australia may be described as having a substantially pristine ecology. Prior to 

European settlement in 1788 the indigenous Koori people lived in comparative harmony with the 

ecology. As far as is known they did little to change the environment for a period of some 50,000 years, 

only altering the ecology by using controlled fire to drive out animals that were hunted for food. The 

total Koori population was never large, estimated to be about 750,000 in an island continent of 

8,000,000 square kilometres; that is equivalent to 1 person per 10 square kilometres which is a very low 

population density. 

Since European settlement the population has increased to 20 million. The ecology has been 

transformed over much of the continent. The major land use is grazing which occurs in most of the low 

rainfall zone, much of which may be classed as open forest land. This activity relies substantially on 

water drawn from the Great Artesian Basin. Clearing, that is removal of forest and scrub vegetation, to 

enable arable agriculture to be practiced is confined to the better rainfall areas in the south-west and the 

south-east/eastern seaboard of the continent. Some 6% of the total land is used for arable purposes, 

much of this being within the Murray-Darling river catchment. 

Since European settlement the area of dense native forest, has declined from 8% to 2% of the land 

area. Logging has now virtually ceased in what are termed 'old growth' native forests - that is that have 

only, if ever, been lightly logged. There are 'new growth' forests which are logged on a sustainable yield 

basis. The remaining old growth forest is located mainly along the Great Dividing Range or in the 

coastal zones. 

Population is concentrated in five major cities - Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth and Adelaide 

which together account for some 75% of the total population. All are located on the coast. The coastal 
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zone, and particularly the east coast, accounts for practically all population growth. Inland towns and 

cities are tending to decline with services concentrating in fewer and generally the larger centres. 

II. Signitican Ecological Issues 

The six key issues in Australia are: 

• greenhouse gas emissions 

• land degradation 

• eutrophication of river systems 

• degradation of marinellittoral ecologies 

• loss of bio-diversity 

• urban settlement 

Before considering these issues in detail it is necessary to point out that Australia is a Federation in 

which the Australian government has responsibility for foreign affairs (which includes consideration of 

any international agreements) and that the constituent States of the Federation, such as New South 

Wales, have responsibility for environmental management in their respective territories. Good 

environmental management frequently requires the Federal (Australian) Government and the six states 

plus two territory governments to agree to act in unison by passing parallel legislation. The interests of 

each government rarely coincide with the consequence that getting agreement on common action is 

invariably difficult and often confined to very simple and easily achievable objectives. 

III. Greenhouse Gases 

Australia is a net exporter of energy, primarily coal and natural gas, and is 80% self-reliant in oil. 

Australia .uses fossil fuels to produce energy, and for many of its large scale industrial processes, such as 

steel making, copper smelting and converting alumina to aluminium. These industries require large 

amounts of energy. Most electricity generation uses coal and most power stations are located on or close 

to coal fields. Power plants and major industries are key sources of greenhouse gases, accounting for 

some 50% of emissions. 

Australia has very high level of car ownership; Australian urban densities are low and distances 

between settlements are great. Private car usage is extensive and accounts for some 90% of all trips. 

Most freight moves by road. Transport accounts for some 20% of greenhouse gas emissions. 

Agriculture and the waste sector accounts for a further 20% of greenhouse gas emissions, mainly 
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methane. 

Forestry sequesters greenhouse gases, reducing the net output in Australia by about 5%.The 

consequence of this is that greenhouse gas emissions per capita are very high. 

The Response 

In 1992 Australia ratified the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change at Rio de 

Janeiro. This commits Australia to reporting greenhouse gas emissions. The Government has not gone 

beyond this because of the high reliance on coal burning electricity generating plants; .to do so, 

government claims, would put the investment in these industries at risk. This is particularly the case 

with those States that produce an energy surplus which is exported to other States. For the time being 

coal is likely to remain as the major energy source for generating electricity. There is some scope for 

improving the efficiency of power plants in terms of emissions but this sector is likely to remain the 

major source of greenhouse gases in Australia. 

Motor vehicles are the second major source of greenhouse gas emissions. Urban air pollution is a 

major political issue; there are different scientific views about its significance for public health. Serious 

pollution episodes occur a few times each year, usually only lasting 3 - 4 days and arising as a 

consequence of local air movement patterns. Nevertheless air pollution is within World Health 

standards. 

Governments have been slow to adopt worlds best practice for the control of vehicle emissions. If 

world best practice was adopted ambient air conditions in metropolitan regions would be much 

improved and the overall generation of greenhouse gases in Australia would be significantly reduced. It 

is estimated that vehicle emissions could be reduced to 10% of their currentlevels if best practice were 

adopted. This is likely to occur over the next two decades. 

The Australian government has been promoting the concept of new forests to act as zones of carbon 

sequestration which would be used to off-set the excess greenhouse gas production in Australia. This 

might also enable other countries with excess greenhouse gas emissions, such as Japan, to purchase 

carbon credits. A number of proposals aimed at increasing the area of forest to off-set the production of 

greenhouse gases elsewhere have been proposed. None has yet been implemented. There is not yet 

international agreement on the trading of carbon credits; countries with efficient power generation plants 

and low greenhouse gas emissions, mainly in Europe, do not agree that exchange of credits is good 

policy because it perpetuates the production of greenhouse gases. 

On the international scale Australia's performance in regards to greenhouse gas emissions per capita 

related to total land mass is good On this measure Australia is not a major generator of greenhouse gases 
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in world terms, accounting for less than 2% of total world output. However this measure is not accepted 

by many. Actual per capita production of greenhouse gases in Australia is, in world terms, high. 

IV. Land Degradation 

Two inter-related issues - land degradation and water degradation - are the most critical ecological 

issues in Australia. These issues apply to the major part of the agricultural regions of Australia and to 

the extensive cattle grazing areas on marginal lands. 

The early settlers of Australia had little knowledge of the ecology of the country. There was 

seemingly vast amounts of land available for grazing cattle and sheep and for growing wheat. Land was 

liberally allocated to new immigrants and new farmers up to very recently. When land was allocated the 

new settlers were required to clear the land, that is to remove all native vegetation and plant grasslands 

for cattle and sheep or sow grain. Wool, wheat and beef were the primary exports from the inland 

regions. Sugar was an important crop in coastal regions. For one and a half centuries Australia lived off 

the export of these agricultural products and they remain important to the national economy. Initially 

land in the areas of better rainfall was settled but as the demand for land continued areas of lower 

rainfall were allocated to new settlers who promptly cleared the land. It is now recognised that much of 

the marginal land should never have been allocated and cleared. Settlement of marginal land has led to 

desertification, erosion and salination as water tables have risen as a consequence of clearance. In 

addition, much of this land is only sustained economically through hidden subsidies (for infrastructure 

services and fertilizers) and the occasional good year when the rains come. Overall marginal lands are 

declining in productivity and are gradually being exhausted. 

The better quality lands also suffer from erosion and salination due to clearance, tilling and over

grazing: Exposed soils suffer both wind and water erosion. 

Forestry practices, particularly clear felling for woodchips also exposes soils to erosion. 

Introduced species that have become feral pests, particularly rabbits, buffalo, camel, donkey and goat 

also contributed to overgrazing and desertification. Introduced plant species invade cleared areas with 

significant consequences for native flora and fauna. 

The Response 

These problems are internal to Australia. Whilst knowledge of these issues is widespread there has 

been little effective action. Government has been slow to respond to an issue that informed opinion 

considers to be of great importance to Australia. Subsidies for land clearing have been reduced and a 
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Landcare program has been in place for over a decade. Landcare, a joint Federal-State Government 

initiative, has the objective of promoting improved land management practices on Australian farms. It is 

a voluntary program and around 40% of farmers participate in it. It is concerned to achieve a number of 

objectives including new tree planting, conservation and rehabilitation of existing vegetation and 

waterways, better farm management (weed eradication, pest control, crop rotation etc), catchment 

planning and the monitoring of land and water quality (salinity, acidity and eutrophication). The 

incidence of farm problems is greatest in the south west and south east of Australia. Although the 

Landcare program is directed primarily at farmers, it also harnesses community groups who undertake 

conservation and management of areas of native vegetation and rehabilitation of degraded lands and 

waterways. 

The management of forests has also improved over the last decade. The importance of forests in 

maintaining bio-diversity and for sequestering greenhouse gases is now well understood. Governments 

have given a high priority to forest conservation, particularly 'old growth' native forests most of which 

are now protected. The aim is to achieve an increased area of native forest equivalent to 15% of the pre-

1788 forest cover in what is termed a 'comprehensive, adequate and representative' system of reserves -

mostly to be in the form of national parks. Considerable progress has been made on this front with 

greater emphasis being given to new plantation woodlands to provide substitute sources of timber for 

construction and industrial purposes. 

v. Water Degradation 

Australia is the driest of the world's continents. It has the lowest percentage of rainfall as run-off, the 

lowest amount of run-off, the least amount of water in rivers and the smallest area of permanent 

wetlands. It has an arid centre and moist fringes. Much of central Australia relies on the Great Artesian 

Basin for water; recent evidence suggests that this basin is becoming less reliable as a source of water 

for agriculture. Ground water sources are used extensively for urban, industrial and irrigation purposes 

in inland Australia. 

Water storage per capita is very high for both urban and rural uses because rainfall is extremely 

variable. Sydney's storage is 932 kl per capita (compared with 250 for New York and 182 for London) 

and storage for irrigation in New South Wales is 1580ml per square kilometre (compared with 700 ml 

for the USA and 380 ml for Egypt). 

Land clearance has led to higher water tables and increased salination with erosion occurring with 

increasing intensity, particularly in the south-west and the south-east. The widespread application of 
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fertilizers, particularly nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium and sulphur, together with various trace 

elements and pesticides, has led to run-off into water courses causing eutrophication and more extreme 

outbreaks of blue-green algae in most inland river systems, and particularly the Murray-Darling 

catchment. River systems are naturally low-flowing; most headwaters are dammed so that flows are 

even lower with some rivers down to as little as 15% of their natural flow. Land clearance increases 

erosion causing sedimentation and increased turbidity; water tables rise causing salination of soils 

leading to increased salinity of river systems. Irrigation compounds the problem. Fertlisation of pasture, 

arable land and irrigated areas increases eutrophication causing algae blooms, loss of fresh water fish 

and degradation of riverine ecologies. 

The worst case, by far, is the Murray-Darling basin which contains 42% of all Australian farms and 

which can be described as the nations 'food basket'. Besides providing water for agriculture and the 

many small towns and cities in the region, the Murray River is the main water supply for the major city 

of Adelaide and for other cities in South Australia. The Murray-Darling Basin suffers from salinisation, 

(exceeding acceptable limits), eutrophication (over 50 algae blooms per year), siltation, loss of wetlands, 

overall degradation and loss of bio-diversity in the riverine ecology, with many fresh water fish now 

being endangered. 

The Response 

Remedial action on the Murray-Darling basin is not a very high priority. Better farm management 

practices as outlined above are improving run-off. The balance between conserving water in dams for 

irrigation and maintaining higher quality water flows in rivers is shifting in favour of river flows. The 

availability of water for irrigation is being reduced and its allocation redistributed through pricing. This 

is bringing about a restructuring of agriculture. Landcare projects are aimed at stabilising/reducing soil 

salinity by lowering the water table; this is achieved by planting deep rooted native species, many of 

which have reached near extinction due to extensive salinity. This is assisting in the reduction of salinity 

of the inland rivers. 

VI. Marine Ecology 

The Government has established the Murray-Darling Commission with the objective of arresting 

further degradation of the catchment and promoting the enhancement of the ecology to achieve a more 

sustainable agricultural sector. The commission has limited powers and is only making slow progress. 

The catchment covers four states. The Commission is a Federal Government initiative but each of the 
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States has very different interests. All want the water and access to the limited water resources is central 

to getting agreement. 

The marine ecology is subject to a range of international treaties and protocols to which Australia is a 

signatory. Most of these are concerned with conserving the quality of sea water and with maintaining 

fish stocks where species are under threat, such as whales, bluefin tuna and the dugong. 

The estuarine ecologies, mainly mangroves, have been extensively cleared in response to settlement. 

Salt marshes, mangroves and sea grasses combine to form a very important component of the eco

system, being habitat to key elements in the marine food chain. all are subject to pressure from 

settlement. Mangroves have been extensively cleared or adopted, salt marshes have been drained and sea 

grass meadows have been lost due to dredging, pollution and sedimentation. There is now wider 

recognition that the estuarine and littoral ecologies and belated action is being taken to protect remaining 

examples, particularly in the south-east where the most intensive settlement is occurring. 

The Great Barrier Reef is also under threat from a number of sources, all causing die-back of the coral 

reef and loss of valuable marine habitat. Chief causes are global warming which is causing sea 

temperatures to rise; nutrient enrichment caused by mainland settlement; sedimentation caused by 

increased run-off from cleared mainland areas and increased acid-sulphates in estuarine locations which 

are toxic to important micro-organisms in the reef ecology. 

All fish stocks are under threat from over-fishing. Commercial fishing, within Australian waters is 

now being managed to achieve sustainable yields. This means reducing catches in some fishery regions. 

Foreign fishing vessels, mainly from Indonesia, Japan and Taiwan encroach into Australian waters and 

are occasionally caught. However the extent of the Exclusive Economic Zone is greater than can be 

effectively patrolled by the military and civil agencies. 

Mammals, whales, seals and dugong, are all protected but,all are threatened by loss of habitat and 

pollution. Now confined to Australian waters the dugong is not considered endangered but its habitat 

(sea grass meadows) is'diminishing. Whales and seals are now increasing in numbers having been in the 

endangered category in the 1960's. Whale watching along the coast of east and west Australia now 

attracts international tourists. Whilst the marine ecology is at risk the position is not as serious as that of 

the inland rivers, particularly the Murray-Darling basin. 

The Response 

The response to pressures on the marine ecology has been reasonably good. Stocks of most fish 

species are now based on sustainable yields and catches are adjusted regularly on the basis of known 

stocks. 
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Regrettably foreign fishing vessels are not party to the concept of sustainable yields and their 

incursions into Australian waters leads to stock depletion. This can'have very adverse effects on local 

fishing fleets. 

Several marine national parks have been established including the Great Barrier Reef national Park. 

This is initially leading to much improved knowledge of marine ecologies. In the case of the Barrier 

Reef, which is under threat from excessive tourism, it has led to controlled access. however more 

significant threats to the Barrier Reef are from global warming (the reef ecology is very sensitive to 

changes in light and water temperature) and from the effects of coastal settlement which are causing 

erosion, turbidity and acidification and nitrogen enrichment. 

Governments are now giving more attention to better managing the coastal littoral. There is great 

competition for coastal land and most settlement pressures are occurring along the coastal belt. it is also 

a favoured location for tourist and leisure activities. Balancing the competing pressures for use of coastal 

land with the impacts on the adjoining marine ecologies is a difficult task for governments. However 

coast settlements are being contained, coastal dune systems preserved and estuarine mangrove systems 

are progressively becoming better protected. 

In general the marinellittoral eco-system is being reasonably well managed. 

VII. Bio-Diversity 

Australia is a signatory to the 1992 (Rio de Janeiro) Convention on Biological Diversity 

Australia has a heritage of unique ecosystems that have high degrees of bio-diversity. The level of 

bio-diversity is under threat from settlement, from the clearing of land, from pollution and from 

introduced species. This situation is now widely recognised and all Governments are taking action to 

protect both flora and fauna. The State of New South Wales has passed the Threatened Species Act 

which sets bio-diversity considerations ahead of all others in relation to the use of land. Huge resources 

have been allocated to surveys of the flora and fauna of all regions of Australia. This has led to the 

discovery of new species in all regions, including in 1994, the Wollemi Pine which is a distinctive tree 

growing to 35m with up to 1m in diameter. This discovery underlines the fact that much of Australia's 

extensive bio-diversity is not yet recorded. For example, it is estimated that only 55% of moths and 

butterflies, 5% of fungi, 10% of molluscs, 50% of algae and 90% of plants are recorded. 

Fortunately, as outlined earlier, much of Australia is in a comparatively pristine, that is pre-settlement, 

state and Governments have made considerable progress in establishing national parks or areas of 

scientific significance to ensure that representative regions of all ecosystem types are conserved. It is 
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also generally true to say that land management techniques, principally through Urban and Regional 

Planning Legislation, are now directed to ensuring that changes in land use protect and enhance the bio

diversity of all areas, whether or not they are identified as critical to the protection of bio-diversity. 

VIII. Urban Settlement 

Australia is dominated by some I 0 m~or urban concentrations or zones of urbanisation, almost all of 

which are concentrated on the coast. The one significant inland zone of urbanisation is the Sydney

Melbourne corridor which includes Canberra and which is located astride the headwaters of a series of 

rivers that form part of the Murray-Darling basin. 

These settlements are generally low density, about 20 persons per ha. overall which is similar to US 

settlements. Densities are lower than European settlements which are about 30 -50 persons per ha and 

much lower than Asian settlements which are about 100-200 persons per ha. Density is a function of 

land availability. Land is relatively abundant in Australia. Density is also a function of accessibility. 

Most settlements in Australia rely on the private car to provide access to work, to services and recreation 

facilities. 

The key policy issue is whether the larger urban settlements are sustainable in their present form with 

their high reliance on private transport. Current policy settings are based on the view that the private car 

must be supplanted by other forms of transit - mass transit, walking or bicycling - if cities are to become 

more sustainable. Consequently heavy rail and dedicated bus lanes are given priority over private 

vehicles; higher residential densities are promoted in the belief that compact cities are more sustainable 

than spread cities. However lower density cities are more compatible with the maintenance of eco

systems and, with good management, can utilise new technology water waste recycling systems. 

A dispersed city - if indeed it be a city - could overcome the need for big system infrastructure such as 

water impounding and reticulation, sewage treatment plants and sewerage reticulation and heavily 

engineered mass-transit systems, all of which are associated with high concentrations of economic 

activity and populations. Further, the convergence of TV, telephone and computer systems and the 

emergence of cyber space as the medium of commercial and individual communication render the need 

for proximity in geographic space increasingly obsolete. This does not mean that man in his social 

setting has no need for contact with others; rather it means that the social gatherings will arise in 

response to the need to socialise rather than being a bi-product of a concentration of population which 

arises in response to economic activity. 
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The response 

The primary policy response is to promote higher density cities with the object of shifting modal split 

in favour of public transport, reducing energy consumption on urban transportation and minimising the 

spread of urbanisation. However the continuing increase in population and the promotion of the major 

cities, particularly Sydney, as a 'global city' which attracts more immigration of people and economic 

activities is inevitably leading to a greater spread of urbanisation. Control of immigration is a function of 

the Federal Government which tends to emphasise the economic advantages of population growth. The 

spatial and ecological consequences of growth fall within the jurisdiction of State governments; States 

are seeking to slow down immigration to what they consider to be more ecologically sustainable levels. 

Current approaches to the ecological analysis of urban centres is tending to focus on urban 

metabolism - that is the energy inputs into an urban system, the outputs and the addition to the 'stock' of 

the city which could be measured as materials or the value of its contents. These models tend to 

exemplify the current system of servicing large cities - that is large scale infrastructure systems which 

tend to maximise the impact of settlement on the ecosystem. Research into the inputs and outputs of 

more dispersed settlements using small scale energy/water/waste integrated and sustainable technologies 

would be of considerable interest. 

In the end the debate about cities is really a debate about the level and technology of private transport 

that can be sustained. The private motor vehicle is seen by many as a menace for a range of reasons. It is 

'inefficient' in its use of fuel although resource economists would deny this pointing to the price of fuel 

and its affordability; others would say, correctly, that there is insufficient fuel available to enable all the 

worlds population to enjoy the level of mobility achieved through the private car by affluent societies; 

and others would point to the contribution to greenhouse gases and urban pollution by private transport 

as being unsustainable. Others point to the improved technologies that virtually eliminate emissions and 

are much more fuel efficient than current vehicles. There is no definitive answer to this issue at present. 

As noted earlier, Australian settlement is dominantly on the coast. The impact of settlement on the 

marine and estuarine ecologies of the coastal regions is significant. Treatment of sewage, urban run-off, 

land conversion to urban uses, land reclamation and destruction of coastal habitat are all consequences 

of coastal urbanisation. Whilst the impacts are significant the overall effect on the marine environment is 

manageable and improving. 

The inland cities, particularly those in the Murray-Darling basin, have not changed greatly. However 

these settlements are contributing to the overall degradation of the Murray-Darling basin. There is scope 

here to explore the application of ecologically sustainable forms of urban development by use of a range 
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of advanced technologies. Canberra, the Federal capital, is 'the largest settlement in the catchment and is 

the most obvious candidate for ecological experimentation. 

IX. Future Policy Issues 

The most critical issues confronting Australia are: (I) continued reliance on coal-fired power stations 

with high levels of greenhouse gas emissions; (2) reversal of degradation of land and water systems in 

inland Australia, particularly the Murray-Darling basin; and (3) whether continued population growth 

should be encouraged. 

X.Energy 

Australia's reliance on coal needs to be modified by ensuring that the most advanced technologies are 

adopted; policies supporting more effective solar energy technologies need to be given more emphasis 

so that reliance on fossil-fuel sources is diminished. 

XI. Degradation Reversal 

This issue requires a systematic reduction in the areas allocated to agriculture by withdrawal of 

infrastructure support for agricultural areas that are unsustainable. This will be politically painful and 

cannot simply be left to economic factors. It will need to be a planned process as land that is evacuated 

will need to be restored to enable it to perform in an ecologically sustainable manner. There is also a 

need to transform the landscape of inland Australia to reverse the degrading processes of salination, 

erosion, sedimentation and eutrophication of inland rivers. This issue requires that a set of mutually 

reinforcing policy areas be pursued with some urgency. There is little sign that this is happening. 

XII. Population Growth 

This has proved an intractable issue. Whilst the population of Australia is still increasing the rate of 

growth has declined and natural increase has fallen below replacement levels. Future growth is 

dependent upon higher levels of immigration. 

Immigration is controlled through Government policy. Government has no long term policy relating 

to immigration and intakes are adjusted annually in the light of economic and political considerations. 
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The intake tends to fluctuate and is currently on an upward trend. The majority of immigrants settle in 

the larger metropolitan cities, particularly Sydney and Melbourne. Some argue that these metropolitan 

areas are becoming increasingly unsustainable and that immigration should be curtailed in recognition of 

this. Economists generally argue that Australia needs a larger population to achieve a market size that 

will confer on Australia the economies of scale necessary for economic efficiency. Such national debate 

as occurs, and there is very little, tends to focus on the economic arguments with the ecological capacity 

of Australia being a relatively inconsequential issue. This reflects the fact that most people still see 

Australia as having the capacity to absorb an increased population without creating an ecological 

disaster. Other than the inland rivers problem, there is no significant sign of ecological breakdown. The 

sheer size of the country and the low popUlation density tends to mask many aspects of poor 

performance in terms of sustainability goals. 

XIII. Conclusion 

Without doubt Australia will have to transform much of its infrastructure and much of its land and 

water management techniques over the next few decades. It is relevant to observe that those areas where 

some progress is being made are areas affected by international accords and protocols which require 

Australia to take action. It is the global imperatives that are putting pressure on countries such as 

Australia. We should all be grateful for the initiatives of the United Nations Organisation because only it 

has the necessary global perspective. 

Progress may be slow, but there is real progress in Australia as it shifts towards a more conscious 

sustainability. 
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