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TOO PRECIOUS TO LOSE
Principles to Protect Australia’s Environment - Summary
Australia's natural environment is unique and priceless: from the Great Barrier Reef to the Kimberley, to
Lake Eyre and the life-giving Murray Darling basin, to Tasmania’s ancient forests and our vast array of
plants and animals that call Australia home.
The world recognises Australia’s universal value through our many world heritage sites, and as
Australians we know that our country is special.
Around the world, it has long been recognised that, apart from its innate value, protecting our natural
environment is critical for sustaining human societies and economies. We only need to witness the
devastating impact on fishing communities around the North Sea after the crash in fisheries, for
example, to see that environment, economy and society go hand-in-hand. We have to learn how to
improve the health, well-being and prosperity of our communities without polluting the world.
Australia's environment is under greater threat today than ever before. Climate change, habitat
destruction, pollution, invasive species and disease, as well as a rapidly expanding resources sector are
all putting at risk our valuable natural environment.
As the world meets in Rio to re-affirm a commitment to conserve, protect and restore the health and
integrity of the Earth's ecosystem, the Greens believe Australia must play our part in ensuring an
economically, socially and environmentally sustainable future for our planet and for present and future
generations.
Yet our primary national environment law, the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act
is failing us – and rather than stepping up to save our environment, the Australian Government is
intending to weaken these laws even further driven on by Tony Abbott, Liberal state premiers and mining
executives.
What is needed to protect Australia’s environment?
The Australian Greens have legislation before the Senate to better protect threatened species and to
include water within our current national environmental laws, but what is really needed is a whole new
legislative framework.
The Australian Greens want new national environmental laws that actually protect our natural heritage:
laws that will see our biodiversity flourish and halt any further extinction of our unique wildlife and save
our ancient landscapes for generations to come.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The buck should stop with the federal Minister. Decisions on development which could significantly
impact on Australia’s environment should not be palmed off to the states.
No more silos that restrict which environmental impacts can be considered, and ignore climate,
water and forestry impacts. The significant impacts of development on all aspects of Australia’s
environment should be considered.
Cumulative impacts should be considered, rather than projects in isolation.
Transparent decision-making processes with independent scientific evidence, greater opportunities
for community consultation and reasons provided for all decisions.
Limits on the Minister’s discretion to approve destructive development, and a genuine application of
the precautionary principle.
The merits of decisions able to be challenged in court by the community, with protection from court
costs for public interest cases.
Ongoing monitoring, enforcement and evaluation of the impacts of decisions.
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TOO PRECIOUS TO LOSE
Principles for national laws that will protect Australia’s environment
The buck stops with the Federal Environment Minister
Australia’s environment needs strong national protection. Throughout history the great
environmental wins have been when the federal government stepped in - without strong
national leadership Australia would have seen:
•
•
•
•

Oil rigs throughout the Great Barrier Reef
The Franklin River dammed
The Daintree tropical rainforest destroyed
Cattle grazing in the fragile ecosystems of the Snowy Mountains

Our national treasures – both our wild places and species – are fighting for survival. Nothing
but strong national protection is good enough.
The Australian Greens believe the federal Environment Minister should have the final say on
destructive projects when our national heritage is at stake.
Now is not the time to be handing responsibility for our most threatened species and
precious places to the states, as the Government and the Opposition propose. We have
recently seen the dangers of the federal government giving up their role to the states with
the Queensland Liberal National Government rush to approve massive coal mines using
inadequate environmental assessments, the NSW Liberal Government’s decision to allow
hunting in National Parks, and the Victorian Liberal Government’s decision to allow grazing
in alpine parks and attempt to build a brown coal export industry.

The full impacts of development proposals should be considered
Our current national environment laws are like silos, protecting only eight listed things - such
as threatened species and World Heritage Areas - and ignoring all the other environmental
impacts of a proposal. Our current laws don’t allow the Minister to consider the impacts of a
proposal on the climate, on water resources or on the environment generally, and entire
activities like forestry are exempt from the laws.
This leads to the ridiculous situation where the Minister cannot consider the impacts of Coal
Seam Gas on groundwater – a key environmental concern with this dangerous new industry
- unless there is an internationally significant wetland or a threatened species that depends
on that water.
The federal Environment Minister should be able to consider all the environmental impacts of
a proposal. Our Constitution is broad enough to permit that, and the environmental crisis
demands a comprehensive national response.
So as not to require every single development to get federal approval, only “significant
impacts” on the environment should require the Minister’s consideration.
And rather than considering each project in isolation, the Minister should be obliged to
consider cumulative impacts – the combined effect of all existing and proposed development
on an area, to avoid the straw breaking the camel’s back.
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Transparent decision-making with communities having a genuine say
Australia’s environmental laws should require genuine community involvement and best
practice decision-making. The community should have reasonable time to comment, and
their involvement actively supported. Ministerial decisions must be far more transparent and
open to review.
All too many communities around Australia are mourning the loss of their precious places, or
fearing looming threats. From the fishing spot you went to with your grandparents becoming
a coal port, to the rapidly disappearing wildlife near our cities to massive mines where once
beautiful landscapes existed, we must allow communities to have a say in what is important
to them.
While proponents often take literally years to prepare voluminous environmental impact
statements, local communities have unreasonably short windows to comment. And all too
often their extraordinary efforts to comment on highly technical material comes to nothing
with projects steaming ahead all the same.
The refusal of environmentally destructive projects in Australia is a rarity. Despite massive
community opposition the previous environment Minister approved the Gunns Pulp Mill in
the Tamar Valley. The current Environment Minister has not yet knocked back one
application for a Coal Seam Gas project despite community opposition and the unknown
consequences for our land and water from such projects.
For fair and effective decision-making our environment laws must require:
• the Minister to provide adequate time frames for community consultation
• reasons for all decisions to be published and
• the merits of Minister’s decisions be challengeable in court by the community, with
protection from huge court costs for cases which defend the public interest.

Decisions based on unbiased information
Currently most of the information relied on by Government when deciding whether to
approve major projects comes from the project proponent – those with the most to gain from
securing a green light for their project.
Government regulators rarely “ground truth” the accuracy of the environmental impact
assessments (EIA) prepared by private consultants for their clients.
Our current system fails to ensure that our decision-makers really know the trade-offs they
are making when they agree to the destruction of our natural heritage in return for the vast
economic benefit claimed by proponents. This system fails to ensure our decision makers
have an accurate picture not only of the environmental costs of projects, but also the true
social and economic costs of the projects they are approving.
The claimed “check” in the current system is community consultation, but it is wholly
inappropriate to expect unpaid community effort to match the might of profit-driven project
proponents.
The stakes are too high. Our environment and our communities deserve far better.
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The Australian Greens want to bring balance to the system:
•
•
•
•

All decisions must be underpinned by independent quality information about the
true costs and benefits of projects.
Consultants must be accredited and subject to independent oversight.
Independent expert advice to be provided to Government and the community by
a new Sustainability Commission.
Greater transparency in decision-making by publishing the reasons for decisions,
all additional analysis undertaken by the Department (or required of proponents),
and input from other Ministers and Departments in decisions.

Laws that deliver clear environmental protection, not a process of sanctioned
destruction
At a time when our environment is in crisis, our national environment laws need to clearly
oblige decision-makers to protect and restore our environment. Proper processes are
important – and when talking about billion dollar resource projects that will have permanent
and devastating effects on the natural environment, all aspects of such projects must be
appropriately evaluated. A bit of extra time in the service of the environment is worth it for
future generations.
When it comes to our most vulnerable species and wild places, our obligations to future
generations mean we need to take far more cautious approach – we need to make decisions
today for tomorrow. The precautionary principle is too easily forgotten in the face of short
term private profits. For example, industries like Coal Seam Gas that involve significant risks
to our groundwater that we don’t even fully understand have to be reined in until the science
is complete.
Our current laws allow the federal Minister to approve development which would send
species to extinction or destroy areas through the death of a thousand cuts. That wide
discretion to approve environmental destruction needs to be fettered, and some limits placed
on what can be destroyed. With our environment in crisis, the onus must be on the
proponents to satisfy the federal govt and the community for an approval.
There is no point in trying to protect species and ecosystems for future generations when
their natural habitats are without protection. Our national environmental laws need to actually
protect habitat, and proactively manage species and areas to avoid them becoming
threatened with extinction – and to help build their resilience in the face of climate change.
Lastly, our national environmental laws have to be supported by solid compliance and
monitoring, and well resourced enforcement, so that we know our commitments are being
delivered on - and big business knows it can’t get away with breaking the rules.
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WHY THE CURRENT LAWS FALL SHORT
While introduction in 1999 of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act
was an improvement in the laws at the time, the Act’s track record has revealed its
shortcomings and highlighted the need for laws that actually work.
In the Act’s 12 years of operation we’ve seen the federal Minister approve risky Coal Seam
Gas projects across prime agricultural regions and in our bushlands, massive dredging
operations within the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area, huge coal mines, the Gunns
pulp mill, and ongoing logging in old growth forests. We’ve seen continued decline of our
threatened species and wild places, growing threats from invasive species and ongoing
habitat clearing.
The Australian Greens have highlighted the flaws of the EPBC Act for many years now. The
Greens-initiated Senate Inquiry into the Act in 2009 and our Additional Comments outlined
our concerns about the federal government palming off responsibility to the states, and the
need for transparency, monitoring and evaluation of decisions, greater community
consultation, merits review, inclusion of water, climate, land clearing and fish in the Act, and
consideration of cumulative impacts. These things still have not been fixed.
It is time for new law that works.

WHY THE GOVERNMENT’S REFORMS FAIL THE ENVIRONMENT & THE
COMMUNITY
Rather than strengthening our national environmental laws as is so desperately needed, the
Government is in cahoots with the Opposition and big business to ram through reforms that
will weaken them.
In the name of supporting business, by March 2013 the Australian government will be
stepping back from its environmental responsibilities by handing these powers to the states.
For anyone involved in the great environmental campaigns that launched Australia’s
conservation movement – saving the Franklin, or the Wet Tropics of Northern Queensland the removal of the federal Government’s oversight is a terrifying prospect.
While the ALP needs to lift its game, don’t for a moment be fooled that Abbott and the
Opposition are going to be better. In the recent swing to conservative state governments
we’ve seen a return of cowboy practices – shooting and tourism developments in national
parks, fast tracking of approvals process for destructive developments, slashing of
environment departments and axing funding for critical environment programs.

It’s 2012. It’s time for a change for the better for Australia’s environment.
We welcome your input on the Greens new deal for the environment – please email
senator.waters@aph.gov.au to share your ideas or ask us to keep you updated.
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