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Maintaining Australia’s 
Natural Wealth: Priorities for 
Terrestrial Conservation
Our vision: That the ecological, social and economic values of Australia’s 
unique natural environments are recognised, treasured and conserved. 
That community and governments renew enduring commitments to 
maintain and restore these environments for the profound inherent values 
of nature and for the many benefits natural systems and species provide 
to human life and wellbeing, now and in the future.

Photo: Australia’s spectacular Blue Mountains World Heritage Area, New South Wales © K Zischka

KEY DIRECTIONS STATEMENT
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The Australian continent evolved in isolation for some 45 million 
years and consequently contains outstanding, unique and 
biologically diverse terrestrial and marine environments. From the 
mountains, rivers, forests, wetlands and deserts to our extensive 
coastlines and ocean ecosystems, these vital national assets 
represent Australia‘s natural wealth and its unique heritage.

The Australian National Outlook 2015 report by the 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
(CSIRO) states that “Australia has globally distinctive levels  
of biodiversity (the number of different native species),  
with significantly more unique species than any other country  
and the equal greatest number of major habitat types, reflecting 
our diversity of ecosystems and landscapes.” 

In 1994, Dr Thomas Lovejoy, then Chief Biodiversity Adviser  
to the President of the World Bank, addressed the Australian 
Academy of Science with the words “I think this country is in  
a very special situation. You are one of the 12 countries with 
major repositories of biological diversity. You are a highly 
sophisticated, industrialised nation, which the other 11 are not. 
The potential leadership role is very large indeed…I think there  
is a very special role in history for Australia with respect to the 
biological diversity crisis’i. 

Yet, there are many signs of deterioration in Australian species 
and ecosystems. In 2016, three major climate change related 
events across Australia powerfully underscored the urgent need 
for a national response to climate change (see p.6). In the same 
year, hundreds of scientists demonstrated their concern for the 
restoration of effective laws to prevent habitat destruction,ii 
especially in Eastern Australia which is at present experiencing 
the highest rate of deforestation in the developed world iii. 

The Australian Government report, State of The Environment 
2016 showed that pressures such as habitat loss and 
fragmentation have increased while an effective national 
response remains hampered by “poor collaboration and 
coordination of policies, decisions and management 
arrangements” iv. Indeed, many recent reports make it clear that 
the future of our natural heritage is fundamentally challenged by 
climate change, urbanization, land clearing and habitat change, 
pollution, feral animals, invasive plant species, pathogens and 
inappropriate fire regimes, to name a few.

Australia has illustrated its capacity to develop world-class 
environmental policy with multi-partisan support in the past. 
Programmes and initiatives such as the National Reserve 
System, Landcare and the National Water Initiative received 
support from all major parties and across a broad spectrum of 
the community.

“Achieving the strongest environmental  
outcomes involves specific choices and actions 
including policy coordination, attention to triple 
bottom line outcomes, and a willingness to lead 
rather than follow.” - Dr Steve Hatfield-Dodds, CSIRO

Australia also has important obligations as a signatory to 
international agreements such as the 2015 Paris Agreement of 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), the World Heritage Convention, the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG) and the 2020 Aichi Biodiversity 
Targets of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 
amongst others.

However, policy innovation and political commitment to nature 
conservation have diminished or disappeared in recent years. 
Landmark approaches have been abandoned and engagement 
with the large numbers of Australians prepared to give their time, 
energy and resources to conservation actions has declined.

Our outstanding and irreplaceable natural areas are a core part of 
Australia’s national assets. As Australians, we have the privilege 
of living in a wealthy, functioning democracy with strong scientific 
and institutional capacities. As Dr Lovejoy noted, Australia is the 
only country of the twelve that hold major repositories of 
biological diversity to also have developed economy status. 

Australia therefore has an excellent opportunity, the capacity and 
also an obligation to show world class leadership in conserving 
its natural wealth as a vital national asset.

Australia’s outstanding 
environment - the urgency, 
challenges and obligation to 
conserve our natural capital

INTRODUCTION
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Photo: The spectacular Dampier Peninsula at Cape Leveque, West 
Kimberley © Department of the Environment and Energy

The Statement’s purpose
This Key Directions Statement was developed by over 130 
individuals with diverse conservation interests and knowledge from 
universities, research institutions, government agencies and 
non-government organisations who attended the Maintaining 
Australia’s Natural Wealth: Priorities for Terrestrial Conservation 
Symposium in July 2016, the sixth in the ACIUCN Science 
Informing Policy Symposium Series. The Statement complements 
the key policy directions of the 2012 Australia's Marine 
Environment: Progress, Challenges and Opportunities 
Symposium which addressed priorities for Australia’s marine 
environment.v

Participants embraced a vision for the restoration of Australia’s 
investment in its natural wealth through an enduring and 
multi-partisan commitment to activate long-term partnerships 
connecting people and country for conservation and sustainable 
management across land and seascapes. The Symposium 
acknowledged the recent demonstration in the Australian 
National Outlook 2015 report, that it is possible with careful 
planning to restore the environment without undermining 
economic prosperity. A healthy, diverse and functional natural 
environment is not an alternative to a thriving economy but a 
prerequisite for a sustainable nation.vi

The intentions of this Statement are to:

• Inspire and revitalise broad and multi-partisan support for the 
protection of Australia’s environment across all policy and 
decision makers, planners and civil society.

• Recognise that Australia’s leadership in environmental policy 
has delivered many environmental, social and economic 
benefits and that this leadership must be maintained.

• Promote healthy ecosystems as Australia’s natural capital, 
which must be secured as an essential prerequisite for a 
sustainable Australian economy.

• Promote legal reform to strengthen Australia’s environmental 
laws to address inadequacies and ensure the maintenance of 
Australia’s biodiversity and a healthy environment.

• Recognise the contribution of Indigenous peoples in the 
conservation and management of Australia’s environment, 
particularly through Working on Country Rangers and 
Indigenous Protected Areas, and promote long term support 
for Indigenous land and sea management.

• Ensure that Australia truly meets all of our commitments under 
the Convention on Biological Diversity’s 2020 Aichi Biodiversity 
Targets, particularly Target 11, and engages in new target 
discussions beyond 2020.

• Revitalise political commitment to, and restore funding for, the 
National Reserve System to ensure Australia has a 
comprehensive, adequate and representative national system 
of protected areas.

• Encourage Australia to adopt ‘whole of landscape’ approaches, 
defined by IUCN as Areas of Connectivity Conservation, as an 
essential strategy for effective and inclusive conservation.

• Promote policy and incentives frameworks that will support 
diverse components of our community to contribute to the 
health and productivity of our natural environments, including 
natural resource management and private land partnerships.

• Highlight the importance of, and encourage long-term 
investment in, science, research and traditional knowledge for 
best-practice conservation.

• Encourage recognition that healthy ecosystems are vital 
natural solutions in Australia’s strategies to address climate 
change mitigation and adaptation.

• Encourage all sectors to break down jurisdictional silos and 
boundaries and create new models and partnerships for 
innovative conservation management and financing.

Method of development
This Statement was developed from the output of the 
Maintaining Australia’s Natural Wealth: Priorities for Terrestrial 
Conservation Symposium organised by the Australian Committee 
of the International Union for Conservation of Nature in 
partnership with the IUCN World Commission on Protected 
Areas; the Fenner School of Environment & Society, Australian 
National University; the Australian Conservation Foundation and 
the Commonwealth Department of the Environment and Energy. 
The event was generously supported by funding from The 
Thomas Foundation.

The Symposium presentations and discussion outputs have 
been incorporated into this Statement by the Organising 
Committee. The Statement is therefore an overview of the 
opinions of delegates to the Symposium: however, individuals 
and organisations have not been asked for formal endorsement 
and none of the content can be ascribed to any single delegate 
or organisation.
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Discussions around Australia’s environment usually focus  
on the state of particular places or resources – rivers, forests,  
the Great Barrier Reef, endangered species – or on what should  
be done about them. On the first the news is mixed: for example 
fewer reports of improvement than evidence of continued 
environmental decline are observed in both Australia's Environment 
Explorer vii and the State of the Environment Report 2016 viii.  

Opinions differ on what should be done. The answers vary 
depending on the resource or the place, and the rest of this Key 
Directions Statement discusses various specific policy options.

There is another question less often aired: what is Australia’s 
capacity to lead the world in conservation and natural resource 
management? If we, as a society, wish to improve our 
environment, to be real leaders, then what is our track record in 
assembling the information and collaboration required, 
formulating the policies and creating the institutions needed? 
Given the will, can we do it?

“Australia has shown world leadership in 
environmental policy development and has both 
the capacity and obligation to ensure that it 
continues.” – Emeritus Professor Stephen Dovers, 
Former Director, Fenner School of Environment & 
Society, Australian National University

A broad review of the last few decades shows that Australia 
indeed has well-proven capacity to lead the world in conservation 
and natural resource management (NRM).ix Consider some  
of the things we have created and done in Australia, that were,  
at the time, world leading or at least internationally remarked 
upon, and which attracted wide stakeholder if not bipartisan 
political support. 

Australia’s response to the 1980 World Conservation Strategy 
(WCS)x was timely, world leading and developed through 
consensus: the 1983 National Conservation Strategy for Australia 
(NCSA). Like the WCS, the NCSA was a comprehensive vision 
without precedent, developed through consensus among 
multiple interests. The 1980s also saw the creation of the 
internationally regarded Landcare program. But Landcare had 

deeper roots in collaborative land conservation programs in the 
states, in the world’s best mapping of land degradation issues 
developed in the 1975-77 Collaborative Commonwealth-State 
Soil Conservation Study, and through sensible agreement 
between farming and conservation groups. Over those years, the 
seeds of Australia’s now impressive but still fragile Working on 
Country programs in the Indigenous domain were trialled and 
culminated in the internationally remarkable Indigenous Protected 
Area estate. Australian models of Indigenous co-management of 
reserves instruct the world and the benefits of Indigenous ranger 
programs are well established. When we have combined 
traditional ecological knowledge with modern science, much 
better land management and improved social outcomes have 
been the result. 

Those years also saw the beginnings of a more integrated 
approach to land, water and biodiversity management through 
various mechanisms for ‘integrated’ or ‘total’ catchment 
management. Three decades later there is the legacy of a 
well-established but unguaranteed system of regional NRM 
organisations that assemble information, drive collaboration, 
empower local and regional people, prioritise and implement 
actions through regional planning, and, importantly, have served 
as a program delivery mechanism for successive state and 
national governments. Australia led the world with the 
development and introduction of conservation tillage techniques 
to preserve soils and water and lift productivity. 

In our most important catchment, efforts over thirty years saw 
the initial moves to integrated management of the Murray-Darling 
Basin develop to where now our institutional arrangements and 
use of water markets and water information are closely watched 
the world over. They are not perfect but they are internationally 
remarkable. The scope and intent of the 2004-14 National Water 
Initiative amazed other countries, and the depth and rigour of the 
(now defunct) National Water Commission’s biennial assessment 
drew gasps of admiration from international colleagues. Other 
federal systems in particular watch Australia closely, and our 
international standing in environmental research is evidence of 
the bold and interesting experiment in environmental policy that 
Australia is and has been.

Australia as a global leader  
in conservation: is, was,  
or could be?
Emeritus Professor Stephen Dovers 
Former Director, Fenner School of Environment & Society, Australian National University

Foreword
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Photo: Outstanding Aboriginal art work on public display 
at the Anbangbang gallery, Kakadu National Park, a natural 
and cultural World Heritage Property © GL Worboys

Along the way, the Resource Assessment Commission (RAC) 
was short-lived but seen as a global model for taking a national, 
evidence-based, long-term approach to NRM. The Commission 
for the Future was similarly proactive and remarkable. Some 
policy achievements were as aspirational as pragmatic: Australia 
once pledged to plant One Billion Trees.

The decision to include broader public good research and 
development agencies for energy, land and water alongside the 
standard commodity agencies under the Primary Industries and 
Energy Research and Development Act 1989 was well ahead of 
its time. Australian experience in the application of innovative 
approaches to complex policy formulation has many times been 
well ahead of the curve: witness non-market valuation by the 
RAC and integrated social, economic and environmental 
assessments in the Regional Forest Agreement (RFA) process. 
Consultative mechanisms have been trialled and implemented in 
a number of world-leading processes: regional forest forums, the 
RAC’s public consultations, the deep engagement of 
stakeholders that informed Australia’s early and comprehensive 
response to the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, and the 1992 National 
Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development. 

Australia has been particularly strong in nature conservation, 
matching its strength in ecology and conservation biology and 
the underpinning of information through scientifically based 
mapping systems such as the Interim Biogeographical 
Regionalisation of Australia (IBRA). The National Reserve System 
is admired by other federal systems and the 2012 National 
Wildlife Corridors Plan was a world first. Many problems aside, 
the creation of a state-Commonwealth management 
arrangement for the Great Barrier Reef was a world first and 
remains a more comprehensive marine reserve management 
regime than examples in most other countries. We have achieved 
other admirable advances in marine conservation planning and 
reservation too. Internationally, we led progress in keeping 
Antarctica a realm of peace, science and conservation.

One of the most persistent challenges globally has been to 
assemble the information to support policy that can incorporate 
environmental, economic and social dimensions of sustainability 
issues. Australia has been a leader with the Measuring Australia’s 
Progress indicators and also a leader internationally in the 
development of the now formalised UN System of 
Environmental-Economic Accounts that are aimed to 
complement the all-powerful System of National Accounts. In 
late 2016, Australian Governments agreed to work together to 
develop a common national approach to environmental accounts 
in 2017  thus promising Australia may again take the lead. 
Recent years have seen resurgence in policy and investment in 
green technology development, especially renewable energy, 
showing Australia’s potential capacity to not just manage the 
environment but to also manage the root causes of degradation.

This is a selective and incomplete list, but an encouraging one. 
The sting is of course that so much that was then, and in many 
cases would still now be world-class, has gone or been 
diminished. However, the needs and issues remain. The RAC, 
Land and Water Australia, the Energy Research and 

Development Corporation and the National Water Commission 
are gone. Landcare’s future is up in the air, as is the ongoing 
capacity of the regional NRM organisations and the invaluable 
social and informational capital they command. Comprehensive 
and supposedly long-term initiatives like the National Land and 
Water Resources Audit and the National Environmental 
Information System have come with fanfare and then gone. The 
National Wildlife Corridors Plan disappeared. Now, 20 Million 
Trees is apparently enough.

Australia should be good at developing world-class national 
environmental policy, as a wealthy, well-educated society with 
strong technical and scientific capacities and institutional 
settings, a landscape with astounding biodiversity and natural 
resource, and relatively light population pressures. 

Why then do we have such a mixed record of achievement and 
failed promise? Changes of government, lack of coordination 
between governments, active undermining by powerful interest 
groups have all played a part. Sometimes we seem to just forget, 
or to place far greater emphasis on short-term economic 
imperatives. We have shown over and over again that it can be 
done. Persisting with it is the problem.

Australia has shown world leadership in environmental policy 
development and has both the capacity and obligation to ensure 
that it continues.

Recommendation: Prioritise the conservation of 
Australia’s environment as a major national interest with 
broad multi-partisan support.
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Key Directions

Australia continues to experience the broad and significant 
impacts of a changing climate. In 2016, three major climate 
change-related events powerfully underscored the urgent need 
for a national response. The iconic World Heritage listed Great 
Barrier Reef was afflicted by the most severe coral bleaching 
event ever recorded, ten thousand hectares of mangroves died 
along Australia’s northern coastline and magnificent kelp forests 
were lost in Western Australia. In 2017, the Great Barrier Reef 
experienced further devastating bleaching and, as this 
publication was going to press, the GBR Reef 2050 Independent 
Expert Panel called for emissions reduction to be made a key 
action under the Reef 2050 Plan.xii

In 2015, world leaders took important and unprecedented action 
to address climate change by adopting the Paris Agreement 
under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). The following year, Australia ratified the Paris 
Agreement as one of 197 parties to the Convention committed 
to strong action on climate change. In 2016, the new United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) also prioritised 
the critical need to “take urgent action to combat climate change 
and its impacts” via SDG 13xiii.

As the Commonwealth government undertakes its review of 
Australia’s climate change policies in 2017, xiv this is a critical time 
for Australians across the country to show leadership in 
addressing our changing climate and its impacts on our 
biodiversity and people. Australia needs strong climate change 

1. Australia as a world leader on climate policy
policies around energy production and consumption, a shift from 
non-renewable to renewable energy solutions and innovative and 
progressive approaches to sustainability. 

Policies should recognise the central role of nature conservation 
as a ‘natural solution’ xv and an essential component in the 
response to climate change mitigation and adaptation. Natural 
areas play an important role in carbon sequestration: for 
example, forests and woodlands store carbon in vegetation and 
soils, and ecosystems like peat bogs and salt marsh sequester 
carbon from the atmosphere. Healthy ecosystems play a key role 
in adaptation, reducing the risks and impacts of flooding, storms, 
droughts and sea level rise. Natural areas maintain a strong suite 
of benefits for water supply and the productivity of fisheries and 
agriculture, all of which face climate challenges.

Recommendation: Ensure strong climate policies for 
Australia that recognise the central role of nature based 
conservation measures in the mitigation of climate 
impacts, assisting adaptation and maintaining vital 
ecological services.

“Managing the transformation of ecosystem  
change to minimise biodiversity loss will require 
increasingly interventionist and controversial 
approaches – a challenge to us all” 
 - Professor Lesley Hughes, Climate Council

Photo: The spectacular Shark Bay World Heritage Area, Western Australia © Department of the Environment and Energy
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2.1  Restore multi-partisan political support  
for building the National Reserve System

For two decades after the establishment of the National 
Reserve System (NRS) in 1992, Australia saw a 
bipartisan commitment to building its national system 
of protected areas. This national project was built upon 
two pillars: the cooperation of Commonwealth, state and 
territory governments, and the application of the world 
recognised IBRA scientific framework for the planning 
of protected areas. The NRS is the cornerstone of 
Australia's effort to protect its terrestrial biodiversity.

The development of the system has also been driven by 
Australia’s obligation as a party to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity. In 2010, the party members committed to the 2020 
Aichi Biodiversity Targets, of which Target 11 has particular 
relevance to national reserve systems: By 2020, at least 17 per 
cent of terrestrial and inland water, and 10 per cent of coastal 
and marine areas, especially areas of particular importance for 
biodiversity and ecosystem services, are conserved through 
effectively and equitably managed, ecologically representative 
and well connected systems of protected areas and other 
effective area-based conservation measures, and integrated into 
the wider landscapes and seascapes.

While Australia has made significant progress to the 
representativeness of the protected area system before 
Commonwealth funding for the NRS ceased in 2013, only  
42 per cent (36) of Australia’s 85 mainland bioregions meet  
the 2020 target xvi and the system remains substantially 
inadequate and non-comprehensive. Significant gaps need to be 
addressed if Australia is to build a truly representative system and 
meet its international obligations in 2020. The Aichi targets 
represent an immediate goal in the long-term conservation of the 
natural world and it is important that Australia actively engages in 
post-2020 discussions to ensure that new global conservation 
targets for biodiversity conservation are informed by best 
available science. xvii

It is critically important to fulfil all aspects of Target 11, including 
the improvement of quality, equity and effectiveness in the 
management of designated protected areas. Particular attention 
should be devoted to the management of the areas of highest 
importance to biodiversity.

Recommendation: Revive the non-partisan commitment  
of Australian governments to build a comprehensive, 
adequate and representative National Reserve System  
to protect Australia’s biodiversity and achieve international 
commitments under the Conventionon Biological 
Diversity.

2.2  Restore the Australian Government investment in 
land purchase to leverage partnerships with other 
government and non-government partners

The development of the NRS is the result of longstanding 
partnerships between all levels of government and with NGOs, 
Indigenous groups and private landowners.

Australia's Strategy for the National Reserve System 2009–2030 xviii 
is a multi-lateral strategy based on the continuation of such 
partnerships. The Strategy remains relevant but requires renewed 
investment at both Commonwealth and state levels. In 2013, 
Commonwealth funding for the NRS ceased and state funding 
has correspondingly weakened in the absence of Commonwealth 
leadership. State, territory and non-government partners are 
prepared to recommence investment in the NRS if the 
Commonwealth renews its leadership and investment.

In considering a more positive future, the philanthropic sector 
remains a willing partner. The previous NRS 2:1 dollar funding 
program for land purchase was innovative, attractive and largely 
responsible for the growth of the land trust sector to its current 
position as a major contributor to Australian conservation. 
However, it is difficult to attract private donors or investors to 
contribute to the NRS while there is no current government 

2. Building Australia’s national system of 
protected areas

Photo: Pullen Pullen Reserve Nature Refuge in Queensland is a 
Bush Heritage Property established to protect the first rediscovered 
population of the Night Parrot © P Johnson, Department of 
Environment and Heritage Protection, Queensland
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Photo: The Cobourg Peninsula Aboriginal Land & Wildlife Sanctuary is 
a Ramsar listed wetland jointly managed by the Traditional Owners, the 
Arrarrkbi people, and the Parks and Wildlife Commission of the Northern 
Territory. This was the first formal joint management arrangement 
in Australia © Department of the Environment and Energy.

stimulus for leverage. National, state and local incentives for 
landholders to undertake conservation covenants on their lands 
are also crucial to produce the significant ongoing management 
investment and effort from individual landholders and farmers 
who protect some of the nation’s most threatened ecosystems 
and species.

The NRS will only continue to grow and produce effective results 
if robust partnerships are maintained between governments, 
Indigenous communities, private land trusts, private land owners 
and other land managers. These partnerships require the 
government sector to maintain its investment and incentives.

Recommendation: Restore Commonwealth government 
investment into land purchase to leverage partnerships 
between governments, Indigenous communities, private 
land trusts, private land owners and other land managers.

2.3  Build and invest in the Indigenous  
Protected Areas network

The Indigenous Protected Areas (IPA) system is an outstanding 
example of Australian innovation in conservation governance. It 
harnesses and gives voice to the very strong cultural connection of 
Indigenous peoples to their country. The system generates 
biodiversity benefits as well as significant cultural, social and health 
benefits to Indigenous communities. IPAs now constitute a large 
proportion of the 17% terrestrial commitment Australia has made to 
meeting the Aichi Targets of the Convention on Biological Diversity.

The model deserves significant long-term commitment and 
investment. In 2016, $15 million was allocated to IPAs within a 
$100 million package of funding provided to Landcare. Further 
funding was announced in the 2017 federal budget, with renewed 
commitments at Commonwealth, state and territory levels. There 
is also strong potential for IPAs to attract new philanthropic and 
corporate funding as the model attracts new partners.

It is essential that the IPA system is prioritised as a fundamental 
component of Australia’s long-term conservation agenda, in 
which sporadic funding is avoided and on-going long-term 
funding is committed by core government and non-government 
partner investment.

Recommendation: The Commonwealth, working with 
states and territories, should continue to build Indigenous 
Protected Areas and commit to long term funding to 
continue multiple benefits and leverage partnerships.

“IPAs provide a real opportunity for Indigenous 
communities to demonstrate their pride in and 
commitment to the management of their land and 
sea which also contributes to the National 
Reserve System” – Chrissy Grant, Principal Director, 
CTG Services and previous Chair, IPA Steering 
Committee 2007-2014

“The National Reserve System is the cornerstone of  
our national efforts to protect terrestrial biodiversity. 
It stands as Australia’s commitment to future 
generations that land vital to the survival of our 
unique native species, ecosystems and associated 
cultural values will be protected in perpetuity” 
- Australia's Strategy for the National Reserve System  
2009 - 2030
Photo: The spectacular Western Arthur Ranges in the Tasmanian 
Wilderness World Heritage Area © K Zischka
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3.1 Embrace internationally recognised  
connectivity conservation standards  
as a national strategic direction.

It is widely understood that species and habitats do not live in 
isolation but are fundamentally connected to the ecosystems of 
which they are a part. Aichi Target 11 covers a vision of future 
conservation that sees vital protected areas complemented by 
other lands and seas managed for conservation. It states that 
“effective conservation requires ecologically representative and 
well connected systems of protected areas and other effective 
area-based conservation measures, integrated into the wider 
landscapes and seascapes.” xix

These terms are intrinsic to what IUCN calls ‘Areas of 
Connectivity Conservation’ (ACCs), that is, large and 
interconnected areas of protected land and other areas  
managed for conservation. This landscape scale approach has 
been embraced by international science to address the 
destruction and fragmentation of natural habitats by mobilising 
community conservation efforts across all land tenures.  
It enhances the integrity of protected areas by providing buffers 
and linkages, makes a critical contribution to the reduction of 
climate change impacts on important ecosystem services and 
allows species to move and adapt as conditions change. xx 

Ecological connectivity is also central to Australia’s Biodiversity 
Conservation Strategy 2010-2030. xxi

Connectivity conservation is closely related to the ‘equitable 
management’ component of Target 11 because it requires an 
inclusive approach where conservation and natural resource 
management is achieved by many actors under a diversity of 
governance models. Connectivity conservation will also be 
essential to the achievement of the Target goals to conserve 
areas ‘of particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem 
services’.

Recommendation: Australian governments should adopt 
the ‘whole of landscape’ Areas of Connectivity 
Conservation approach as an inclusive and science based 
national strategy for achieving biodiversity, sustainable 
land management and climate change goals.

 3. Ensuring integrated landscape conservation
3.2  Support existing national connectivity initiatives  

and ensure these are inclusive, socially beneficial and 
ecologically crucial.

Australia has achieved a substantial number of non-government 
and government initiated ACC initiatives over the last 10-15 
years. They have mobilised large numbers of land managers and 
individuals across sectors, generating substantial personal and 
community investment - irreplaceable social capital. While 
significant progress has been made in some areas, it has stalled 
in others. Government support and funding has diminished or 
ceased in many parts of Australia in recent years, despite 
continuing strong support from landholders and managers. 
These efforts, which often take many decades to be established 
on a permanent basis, urgently need to be embraced and 
supported by policy and incentive programs. 

Recommendation: The Commonwealth, working with the 
states and territories, should recognise and direct funding, 
research and capacity to ACC landscape initiatives for 
their importance to biodiversity, ecosystem health and 
climate change resilience and their capacity to mobilise 
many Australians from diverse backgrounds.

3.3  Work in collaborative partnerships to identify long-
term high conservation initiatives 

The future achievement of a national ACC strategy will require 
new initiatives. It should be founded upon scientific principle with 
a clear recognition that its success will lie in the social capital of 
willing participants. The identification of large landscapes of 
crucial ecological connectivity should also embrace concepts 
such as climate ‘refugia’ and ‘key biodiversity areas’. In this 
respect, work under the National Wildlife Corridors Plan to 
identify areas crucial to climate change resilience and biodiversity 
should be adopted.  

Recommendation: In developing new ACC initiatives, 
governments and civil society should collaborate to 
identify areas of high importance for conservation and 
climate resilience, together with community engagement 
to implement projects in the long term.
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4. Strengthening the role of Australia’s Indigenous 
knowledge and practices in policy

Over tens of thousands of years Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people have developed profound knowledge of the 
plants and animals of the lands and waters of Australia. In recent 
decades, Indigenous Ranger programs have drawn upon this 
knowledge and connection to country to help protect and 
manage land and sea country in Australia. These programs often 
operate in remote areas of Australia, which need active 
management but have limited resources. The Working on 
Country program has supported over 700 Indigenous Rangers 
across a wide range of Indigenous communities. In addition to 
contributing biodiversity benefits and maintaining cultural 
knowledge, Indigenous rangers can play an important role in 
safe-guarding Australia’s biosecurity across its northern borders.

In 2017, the Australian Government allocated $30 million funding 
for Ranger training. xxii It remains essential that Indigenous land 
and sea management is supported by a core long-term funding 
commitment, avoiding sporadic allocation of funds. Further 
elements on Indigenous conservation engagement include 
strengthening IPAs (p.8), law reform (p.14) and traditional 
knowledge of biodiversity in science (p.16).

Recommendation: The Commonwealth, working with 
states, territories and other partners should continue to 
fund the work of Indigenous Rangers and support training 
of rangers in modern science to be used with traditional 
knowledge and practices.

Photo: Rock formations on the shoreline of the Blue Lake in Kosciuszko National Park © Department of the Environment and Energy.
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5.1  Acknowledge the historical significance of the 
integrated regional natural resource management 
model for engaging communities in conservation and 
for integrating community needs and knowledge into 
conservation action and planning for Australia.

Regional NRM organisations and Landcare have fundamentally 
changed how Australians participate in practical on ground 
activities to reverse the decline of our natural resources. Land 
managers, farmers, families and communities from urban and 
rural Australia engage in conservation actions that are important 
to them and their regions or catchments. It is “bottom up” work 
guided by the regional NRM plans that integrates national and 
local priorities.

NRM brings together action across landscapes, stakeholders, 
and issues; operates across scales, paddock to national; and 
links national, state/territory, regional and local needs and goals. 
It works across conservation and production systems and seeks 
to generate environmental, economic and social benefits. 
Community and stakeholder participation and ownership is 
fundamental. 

Integrated NRM needs to be as diverse as the Australian 
landscape and the Australians who participate in it. Identification 
and participation in connectivity initiatives is an important role for 
NRM at local, regional and national levels. NRM is an essential 
component of the whole of landscape conservation approach.

5. Strengthening the role of integrated regional 
natural resource management

Recommendations:  

•	 Establish long-term multi-partisan commitment to and 
support for integrated regional NRM.

•	 Develop an overarching national NRM framework and 
policy that includes whole of government and 
intergovernmental mechanisms.

•	 Harness the potential of integrated regional NRM plans 
for regional scale conservation planning that addresses 
national priorities.

•	 Build understanding of and value for the multiple 
benefits of NRM and conservation, including the links 
between landscape health and human well-being.

•	 Fund relevant public good R&D with embedded links 
between research, policy and practice.

Photo: The Bush Heritage Scottsdale Reserve, NSW - River restoration work on the Upper Murrumbidgee River carried out in collaboration with community groups 
and 27 landholders © A Ruzicka
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Photo: Grampians National Park, Victoria © Parks Victoria

6. Building the community of support for 
conservation

6.1  Encourage community support and engagement in 
conservation through the adoption of inclusive 
governance and institutional arrangements at local 
and regional levels.

Building stronger community support and engagement in 
conservation planning and action requires inclusive governance 
and institutional arrangements at the appropriate scales. The 
integration of conservation across the landscape, including a 
variety of land uses and tenures, requires stable resourcing and 
longevity of arrangements and relationships. The elements vital 
for long term achievements are: regional planning and delivery, 
local community groups supported by facilitators, a national 
framework and mechanisms for intergovernmental cooperation.

Recommendation: Ensure inclusive governance and 
decision-making at appropriate scales and strengthen 
cross-sectoral engagement and partnerships to build a 
community of support for conservation.

6.2  Communicate the values of Australia’s environment 
in more diverse and effective ways to inspire and 
build understanding and recognition of human 
society’s dependence on a healthy environment

Australia’s natural environment and species have intrinsic values. 
However, natural systems that are healthy, diverse and resilient 
also provide many indispensable benefits to Australia’s economy, 

culture and society. Such benefits are often poorly recognised by 
the community or governments. Unless the diverse values of 
natural environments are acknowledged, they tend to be 
marginalised and given lower priority than other issues. As a 
consequence, benefits may be lost or diminished as natural 
systems are pushed beyond limits of sustainability.

It is vital that there is national leadership in the communication of 
these crucially important values so that they are understood and 
shared by all Australians. A national narrative explaining the 
significance of our environment and our shared responsibility for 
its health can mobilise further community support and generate 
new initiatives to allow ordinary Australians to contribute to 
conservation efforts.

Recommendation: Governments and non-government 
organisations should actively seek to communicate 
knowledge on the environment and its values to inspire 
and build understanding across the broad community 
about the wonder and benefit of nature, including greater 
recognition of our society’s dependence upon healthy, 
intact, productive and diverse natural environments.
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7. Reforming Australia’s legal framework to 
strengthen laws for conservation

7.1  Reform Australia’s environmental laws to establish 
clear goals, purpose and scope.

Law plays a vital role in the conservation of Australia’s terrestrial 
environment. Amongst other things, it underpins the tenure and 
management of our NRS, identifies species and communities 
under threat and provides for their protection, regulates harmful 
activities and requires environmental impact assessment for 
relevant actions and projects.

While Australia has had an overarching goal of ecologically 
sustainable development (ESD) since 1992, application of ESD 
principles has been variable and inconsistent. A national 
consultative review of our goals and principles could canvas 
diverse and fundamental considerations including: whether 
fundamental rights of nature and of species to flourish should be 
legally recognised; how to guarantee intergenerational equity; 
how to address the indirect and cumulative impacts of 
development; how to effectively apply the precautionary principle; 
and how to ensure that our laws facilitate adaptation to a 
changing climate.

Our laws need to be clear in their scope and purpose to ensure 
they are appropriate to meet the challenges ahead, and to 
ensure they effectively implement Australia’s obligations under 
international environmental agreements.

Recommendation: Assisted by a national consultative 
review, Australian governments should reform 
environmental laws to incorporate the principles 
necessary for the achievement of ecologically sustainable 
development through consistent application of effective 
mechanisms that ensure long-term conservation 
outcomes for future generations.

7.2  Reform Australia’s environmental laws to ensure  
they are transparent and accountable.

Access to information, access to justice and public participation 
are internationally recognised pillars of best practice 
environmental law. Many Australian laws currently include 
provisions for community involvement - for example, in certain 
environmental decision-making processes or to comment on 
proposed policy reforms. To ensure the integrity of Australia’s 
laws, it is essential that effective accountability checks and 
balances are in place.

Notification and consultation requirements can be clearly set out 
in legislation. Multiple benefits can flow from early and iterative 
engagement with communities. This includes the rights of third 
parties (for example, individuals, community groups or 
environmental organisations) to bring legal proceedings in the 
public interest to protect the environment. The role of 

independent expert assessment panels, accredited experts  
and objective peer review is also important to ensure integrity  
of processes for assessing environmental impacts of a proposed 
project or plan.

Transparent and accountable decision-making can be assisted 
by objective, non-discretionary criteria set out in law; by 
legislative requirements for monitoring and reporting progress 
against specified objectives and desired outcomes; and by the 
establishment of an independent environmental auditing agency 
to monitor the integrity of the regulatory system. Further benefits 
would follow from the establishment of cross-agency 
environmental information portals and the improvement of public 
access to information. 

Recommendation: Reform Australia’s environmental laws 
so they establish clear and transparent decision-making 
processes, require monitoring and reporting on progress 
towards specified outcomes, and include mechanisms for 
independent review and accountability.

7.3  Improve coordination between levels of  
government, clarity of responsibilities and new 
institutions as part of law reform.

Our federal system of government means that terrestrial 
conservation responsibilities are shared between the three tiers of 
Commonwealth, state and local government. At each level, 
environmental issues may be managed by a variety of agencies, 
departments or sections – often resulting, for example, in 
environmental protection being separate from natural resource 
management and from planning. The difficulty of coordinating 
environmental management across jurisdictions and sectors is 
therefore significant.

A more effective regulatory regime for conservation requires a 
more integrated and coordinated policy framework. Improvement 
would depend, for instance, upon enhanced national leadership 
on matters of national environmental significance and better 
integration of local government into natural resource 
management. A new intergovernmental agreement apportioning 
responsibilities for environmental governance and a new 
independent national agency such as an Environment 
Commission to oversee environmental management across 
Australia are amongst the options available to establish a 
better-integrated national regime for environmental regulation.

Recommendation: Improve cooperation between levels of 
government to assist in the implementation of national 
environmental laws and principles.
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7.4  Australia’s environmental laws need  
to be implemented and enforced.

Australia’s environmental laws contain many best practice 
provisions and mechanisms including, for instance, provisions for 
species and emergency listing, recovery plans, threat abatement, 
critical habitat, strategic assessment and bioregional planning. 
However, well-drafted laws are not always fully implemented and 
enforced. Some conservation protection mechanisms are rarely 
used in practice, plans can be delayed or under-resourced, and 
penalty provisions may not be utilised to their full extent. 

Greatly increased use of robust strategic bioregional planning 
mechanisms could provide a more comprehensive approach  
to conservation across landscapes, able to take cumulative  
and indirect impacts into account, and to identify no-go areas  
for high impact land uses. The establishment of broad strategic 
agreement can reduce later time-consuming conflict. 

An important role of law is to set clear boundaries. For example, 
laws can clearly preclude extractive activities in protected areas; 
impose enforceable conditions for outcomes, monitoring and 
compliance; and establish legislative standards such as ‘no net 
loss’ that must be met. Compliance and enforcement is essential 
to ensure environmental protections are upheld and that desired 
outcomes are achieved. Improved implementation requires 
sufficient resourcing (discussed below).

Recommendation: Assisted by improved accountability 
and monitoring regimes, by the use of comprehensive 
measures such as strategic bioregional planning and by 
the establishment of clear legislative standards, Australian 
governments should commit to the full implementation 
and enforcement of conservation provisions in law.

“A more effective regulatory regime for 
conservation requires a more integrated and 
coordinated policy framework including  
enhanced national leadership on matters of 
national environmental significance and better 
integration of local government into natural 
resource management.” – Rachel Walmsley, Director 
Policy and Law Reform, EDO NSW

7.5  Laws should support innovative funding  
mechanisms for conservation.

Effective implementation of environmental law requires  
adequate resourcing. There is also a role for law in the promotion 
of innovative funding mechanisms to support ongoing 
conservation measures. 

Funding is not only needed for core regulatory and administrative 
functions, but also to provide incentives for conservation action by 
private individuals, particularly on private land. Ideas for funding 
discussed at the ACIUCN Symposium included: establishing an 
independent Environmental Futures Fund; funding models linking 
private stewardship with carbon sequestration payments; 

ecosystems resource rents (where revenue is redistributed to 
funding ecosystem and productivity sustainability); a levy to 
establish a future fund for ecological restoration and 
rehabilitation; further tax breaks to facilitate private land 
conservation and to encourage philanthropy; and improved 
implementation of the “polluter pays” principle. Innovative funding 
is further discussed below (see p.17).

Recommendation: Reform law to facilitate the 
development and implementation of innovative funding 
models to provide incentives for private stewardship 
action and ensure environmental management and 
conservation needs are fully resourced. 

7.6  Australia’s environmental laws need to better 
recognise the role of Indigenous people in 
environmental protection, management and 
conservation.

In addition to providing processes for individuals and 
communities to be involved in environmental decision-making, 
the law could have a strengthened role in recognising the role of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in environmental 
management, as custodians of country. Expansion and funding 
of the existing IPA network would provide ongoing environmental 
and social benefits (p.13). The law could also provide equitable 
processes for negotiating NRM agreements for Aboriginal 
communities and giving legal force to agreements (p.16). 

Recommendation: Reform environmental laws to formally 
recognise the role of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples in environmental management, including 
protection and conservation as custodians of country.

7.7  Environmental and sustainability considerations 
should be integrated into other relevant areas of law 
such as corporation, tax and property law.

Conservation objectives may be clearly set out in environmental 
legislation, but there are a range of other laws that are also 
relevant to the achievement of conservation goals. Areas that 
could be reformed to embed environmental objectives include: 
corporations and business law (for example, director’s duties and 
mandatory triple bottom line reporting requirements); tax laws 
(including rebates to provide incentives for private land 
conservation); property law (for example, pastoral lease reform 
and in- perpetuity covenants); and energy laws (for example, to 
maximise biodiversity co-benefits from carbon credits).

Recommendation: Incorporate environmental 
considerations into all legislation that regulates activities 
or entities that may impact the environment or may be 
used to encourage conservation actions.



Maintaining Australia’s Natural Wealth | Priorities for Terrestrial Conservation   15

Photo: Blue tailed skink © Parks Australia

8. Strengthening the science and knowledge  
of Australia’s natural capital

8.1  Implement a long-term national biodiversity 
monitoring programme under Australia's Biodiversity 
Conservation Strategy 2010-2030 

Information about trends in Australia’s natural environments and 
biodiversity - its natural capital - is critical for prioritising 
investment in conservation effort, for measuring return on 
investment and as a counterpoint to other indicators (social, 
economic, sporting) of the nation’s progress. This includes having 
a multi-scale system of environmental accounts as part of our 
national accounting system (see p.17).

A national biodiversity monitoring program was recognised as a 
priority in Australia’s Biodiversity Conservation Strategy 2010-
2030, however it is yet to be achieved. There are some notable 
examples of monitoring projects for Australian species and 
environments, such as ongoing assessments of the status of the 
Great Barrier Reef, volunteer-based censuses of Australian birds, 
and the Terrestrial Ecosystems Research Network xxiii. In general, 
population trends are monitored for only a few species and the 
health and integrity of many ecosystems is not monitored. There 
is little long-term funding for monitoring programs and little 
national coordination of monitoring data, which are typically also 
largely unavailable to the public.

Nevertheless, monitoring is a vital component of efforts to 
conserve and recover species and environments. It can 
demonstrate which species should be classified as threatened 
and where conservation effort needs to be prioritised. Monitoring 
information can measure return on conservation investment and 
help allow for ongoing refinements in management. Monitoring 
information is also required to report on international and national 
commitments to the conservation and recovery of threatened 
species and other components of biodiversity.

Because few Australian species and environments are 
monitored, and there is little coordination of monitoring projects 
and data, information about the state of the Australian 
environment is limited and transitory, reported infrequently and 
given little weight relative to other measures of Australia’s 
progress.

Recommendation: Realise the commitment in Australia’s 
Biodiversity Conservation Strategy to establish a national 
biodiversity monitoring program, with an enduring funding 
base and effective mechanisms for the long-term storage, 
integration, interpretation and display of, and community 
access to, monitoring data. 

8.2 Ensure that Australia’s management, policy and 
legislation are based on environmental evidence with 
adaptive review processes.

The effectiveness of environmental law, policy and management 
depends upon the extent to which they are based on evidence, 
and they should be subject to iterative improvement based on 
measurement of performance.

The availability and application of knowledge is critical for the 
achievement of conservation success. Environmental law, and 
conservation policy and management, will be most effective 
when founded on a robust evidence base. The pathway to better 
conservation outcomes, and hence a more resilient and 
functional nation, requires a substantial and enduring change 
from the current situation. Too often relevant decisions that affect 
nature are not substantially informed by environmental evidence, 
and are implemented without ongoing assessment of their 
impacts. An improved and enduring commitment to, and 
achievement of, the conservation of Australia’s nature will need to 
better recognise the value of knowledge and to more effectively 
apply that knowledge to prioritise and inform environmental 
management and policy. For example, Parks Canada has 
adopted an ‘Ecological Integrity’ approach, which provides 
evidence based understanding of the condition, and trend in 
condition, of protected areas to guide adaptive management. xxiv

Recommendation: Ensure that Australia’s management, 
policy and legislation are better based on environmental 
evidence and implemented in an adaptive manner with 
effectiveness reviews.
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8.3  Revitalise environmental research and knowledge  
of Australia’s biodiversity.

Australia has very rich biodiversity and an excellent record in 
biodiversity research. However, many species are yet to be 
discovered and there are major shortcomings in knowledge of 
the ecology and conservation requirements for those recorded. xxv  
Threats affecting many species and ecosystems are poorly 
known and there is limited knowledge of the most effective 
mechanism to control such threats.

Without more knowledge, opportunities to conserve species may 
be lost and conservation management investments may be 
poorly targeted. Environmental research is sometimes seen as a 
boutique discipline of lesser relevance than more pressing social 
issues. To overcome such marginalisation, environmental 
research must more effectively work across disciplinary 
boundaries, and knowledge about the environment and its values 
become more central to the community, governments and the 
research context of other disciplines. Australia’s biodiversity will 
be more effectively conserved, and our country’s sustainability 
more likely to be realised, with an enhanced biodiversity 
knowledge base.

Recommendation: Revitalise commitments to funding for 
research, the development of innovative funding schemes, 
and more engagement and involvement of the community 
in gathering and using knowledge about biodiversity.

8.4  Strengthen the respect for and use of  
Indigenous environmental knowledge.

Indigenous knowledge of Australia’s species and environments 
provides an important perspective and foundation for the 
management of Australia’s natural environment, complementary 
to scientific perspectives.

In many parts of Australia, the intricate environmental knowledge 
garnered over countless generations by Indigenous people 
continues to be valued and applied as the central basis of land 
management. However, in other regions, this knowledge has 
eroded along with a more general disruption of culture, or if 
available is not used to enrich management.

Many non-Indigenous Australians are little aware of Indigenous 
environmental knowledge, and hence it is not fully appreciated by 
the broader community or decision makers. Substantial 
opportunity exists for all Australians to better appreciate, 
understand and apply this venerable knowledge base, and also 
to complement and combine traditional knowledge with scientific 
approaches to develop distinctive Australian management 
approaches to Australian environments.

Recommendation: Strengthen the application and 
maintenance of Indigenous environmental knowledge, 
and where appropriate disseminate it more broadly such 
that it is more widely respected and used in the 
conservation of Australian biodiversity.

Photo: Yourka Reserve Nature Refuge is a Bush Heritage Reserve 
and the first Queensland protected area, established and funded 
because of its predicted resilience to climate change © B Ellis, 
Department of Environment and Heritage Protection Queensland.

Photo: Cliffs of the Ettrema Gorge wilderness area in Morton 
National Park, New South Wales © K Thommes
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“If you don’t measure it, you can’t manage it.” 
- Peter Cosier, Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists

National Environmental-Economic Accounts provide a means to 
document and understand trends in our environment and 
establish direct linkages to our societal and economic indicators. 
In 2016, Vardon and Burnett noted that, “…we do not know if 
the budget funding will deliver the desired results across the 
environment, to maintain the functions that support our economy 
and lifestyle. Compare this [to] the comprehensive information 
and accounting systems in place to measure the performance 
and contribution of different industries (agriculture, manufacturing, 
retail trade and education) in the economy.” xxix

A fully resourced system of National Environmental-Economic 
Accounts is a critical step to improving government policy 
making as well as building the case for more investment in the 
environment from across sectors. In November 2016, Australia’s 
Environment Ministers recognised the importance of national 
accounts and agreed to work together to develop a common 
national approach to environmental accounts in 2017. xxx Australia 
should harness this momentum and move quickly into 
implementation.

Recommendation: Implement a system of National 
Environmental-Economic Accounts as part of Australia’s 
national accounting system, to measure the value of the 
environment to a strong economy, social health and 
wellbeing.

9.3 Protect and enhance Australia’s natural capital  
as a national priority through increased public  
and private investment, improved governance,  
and innovative funding partnerships to deliver 
environmental and economic benefits.

The conservation and management of Australia’s natural capital 
has traditionally been funded through a proportion of government 
funding allocated to environmental programs. Notable examples 
include the $1 billion Natural Heritage Trust, the $1 billion 
Biodiversity Fund, the $15 billion program to restore over 
allocated rivers in the Murray Darling Basin and the $2 billion 
Emissions Reduction Fund, to name a few.

However, Australia’s environment is declining as a national priority 
and funding for its management and conservation continues to 
decline. The Australian Conservation Foundation’s analysis of the 
federal 2017-2018 Budget discloses a 30 per cent decrease in 
expenditure of the Department of Environment and Energy from 
$1.4 billion in 2013-14 to $980 million in the current year. The 
Budget projections confirm that funding will drop further to $825 

9.1 Secure strong economic growth for  
Australia through investment in a healthy  
natural environment as a national priority

In policy, business and political forums nature is predominantly 
viewed as separate from our economic and social systems. 
However, a growing body of knowledge has highlighted the value 
that nature provides to our society and economy in the form of 
ecosystem services and natural capital.

In the 2015 CSIRO Australian National Outlook Report xxvi and the 
Australian National Outlook – Nature paper xxvii , leading experts 
demonstrate how Australia can enjoy strong economic growth 
while reducing pressures on natural resources and ecosystems 
through targeted political and economic choices. In addressing 
climate, water, food, energy and biodiversity, the Report noted 
that investments in energy technology will require informed and 
integrated environmental, social and economic governance and 
decision making. Carbon mitigation measures can transform our 
landscapes and the comparative advantage of our economy. If 
transitions are managed well, new carbon and biodiversity 
markets could see substantial land use changes. Carbon 
payments can be harnessed to restore habitat and biodiversity 
without large government outlays.

Australia can secure economic growth and strong environmental 
performance through coordinated policies and near term action 
to address climate change, food security and sustainability 
nationally and internationally with attention to triple bottom line 
outcomes. Failure to act would threaten both economic growth 
and Australia’s national security. The 2015 ACIUCN publication 
Valuing Nature: Protected Areas and Ecosystem Services 
includes case studies demonstrating the value of ecosystem 
services across Australia and beyond. xxviii 

Recommendation: Ensure that economic planning for 
Australia’s future is based on a clear understanding that 
healthy ecosystems are part of Australia’s natural wealth 
and critical to a sustainable economy.

9.2 Implement the system of National  
Environmental-Economic Accounts

The way in which we measure change occurring in our 
environment and account for its relationship with our economy 
will have significant bearing on the sustainability of the economy. 
Unless Australia’s environment is measured and accounted for 
through a system of national accounts, the value it provides to 
Australia’s economy, social health and wellbeing cannot be 
assessed. Put simply, if we do not measure it, we cannot 
manage it and, in turn, no one will fund it.

9. Investing in Australia’s Natural Capital: national 
environmental accounts, innovative financing 
and growing a strong economy for Australia
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million by 2020-21, an overall decline of 41 per cent from 
2013-14. Administered funds on biodiversity programs are 
projected to decline by 50 per cent to 2021 based on 2013 
levels, and by 2021 spending on biodiversity will represent 4 
cents in every hundred dollars – or 0.04 per cent of government 
spending xxxi. There is an urgent need to reprioritise Australia’s 
natural capital as a national priority, with increased investment at 
multiple levels of government.

“Public investment in the environment is critical to 
protecting and restoring ecosystems and wildlife 
and leveraging investments from other sectors.” 
– James Tresize, Australian Conservation Foundation

Professor Paul Martin, Australian Centre for Agriculture and Law, 
University of New England emphasises that, “Though estimates 
will vary widely depending on assumptions about the desired 
state of the environment and how it might be reached, it seems 
that Australia needs to invest about 2 per cent of GDP 
(approximately the amount needed for defence) in order to 
protect and gradually restore the environment. We currently 
spend far less than half of this (it is not possible to get a more 
accurate idea of what is actually spent). This is a load that will 
have to be shared across the community, including by 
government, industry and the general community on a sustained 
basis. It is possible that innovations in taxation, philanthropy, legal 
responsibilities and other institutions could bridge what is 
currently a very large funding gap, but this will require significant 
change and a real commitment. As with most things in society, 
the key to turning the rhetoric of sustainability into reality lies in 
genuine plans backed by the commitment of tangible resources. 
Without this, environmental policies can be dismissed as mostly 
rhetoric”. xxxii, xxxiii, xxxiv, xxxv

“Australia needs to invest about 2% of GDP 
(approximately the amount needed for defence) in 
order to protect and gradually restore the 
environment. We currently spend far less than half 
of this.” – Professor Paul Martin, Australian Centre for 
Agriculture and Law, University of New England

There are significant structural challenges for the future resourcing 
of nature protection and restoration in Australia. The decline in 
investment by governments has highlighted the prominent historic 
role they have played in resourcing conservation and also the 
present lack of adequate alternative mechanisms for the 
generation of suitable investments at scale. There is wide scope 
for fiscal measures such as changes to taxation policy, emerging 
environmental markets and public policy initiatives to better 
leverage investment in conservation from both private and public 
sources. However, initiatives of this kind will require, and depend 
upon, government leadership and action.

For example, the ‘catchment care principle’ advocated by the 
Wentworth Group, proposes that resource managers have an 
obligation to avoid land or natural resource management 
practices that harm the long-term interests of resource users as 
a whole. The principle illustrates the “strength and potential of 
ecological economics to identify new and effective policy options 
for promoting sustainable development through the integration of 
the best available social, economic and ecological analysis”. xxxvi

Australian governments have the opportunity to develop 
structural mechanisms to stabilise and increase public and 
private funding for conservation alongside the implementation of 
a system of National Environmental-Economic Accounts. 
Importantly, long term base funding rather than disconnected 
short term programs is needed to support collaborations into the 
future. Legal reform and incentives for public private partnerships 
(p.14) have the opportunity to facilitate a stronger future for 
Australia’s environment and economy through innovative 
financing mechanisms.

Recommendations:

•	 Protect and enhance Australia’s natural capital as a 
national priority through increased public and private 
investment, improved governance, and innovative 
funding partnerships to deliver environmental and 
economic benefits

•	 Facilitate the development of innovative funding 
mechanisms for Australia’s environment by developing 
structural mechanisms to stabilise and increase public 
and private funding for conservation in Australia 
alongside implementation of a system of National 
Environmental-Economic Accounts.
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“Sustainability needs to be built into the fabric of 
our economic and institutional structures, so that a 
healthy environment becomes a natural by-product 
of a growing economy.” – Peter Cosier, Wentworth 
Group of Concerned Scientists
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