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A B S T R A C T

The closest the Australian Government has come to a national land use policy was for multiple and sequential
use that was proposed in 1992 as one pathway to sustainable development of land in Australia over space and
time. Under this national strategy governments in Australia’s federalist system would undertake several actions
but it was never resourced. In 2013 the Multiple Land Use Framework (MLUF) was developed but still has little
promotion by governments and has not noticeably reduced disputes on land use developments. Trial programs
that support multiple uses, especially nature conservation, on privately operated land have been moderately
successful but limited in scope. Sequential land use, largely applicable to post-mining recovery, appears limited
so far, but may succeed in facilitating alternative land uses as the mining industry moves to life-of-mine plan-
ning. Some possible reasons for this lack of government response are discussed.

1. Introduction

Australia, being a continent that is managed by a single nation,
should be able to plan its land use policies so as to adequately manage
the needs of conservation, indigenous peoples and industries. This is not
always so, with land use policy and planning in Australia recently de-
scribed as in disarray, lacking focus, determination, coordination and
leadership (Thackway, 2018a). Disagreements and conflicts over pre-
sent or proposed uses for a piece of land are not unusual in Australia
(Cocks, 1992) and more recently evidenced by the issue of a proposed
coal mine in the Galilee Basin in Queensland during the election of May
2019. A recent publication honouring the career of a former colleague
(Thackway, 2018c) highlights some progress and issues relating to land
use in Australia and stimulated this opinion essay.

The many unique flora and fauna assemblages in Australia applies a
special responsibility upon Australian citizens, represented by its var-
ious governments, to manage and conserve its natural resources (White,
1994). Aboriginals, who began arriving about 60, 000 years ago, were
the first to use the land, modifying the land cover of Australia and ar-
rive at uses that were sustainable albeit for a low population density
(Barr and Cary, 1992; Gammage, 2011). Since the arrival of largely
European settlers from 1788 there have been much greater changes to
land use over the continent (Attwood and Burns, 2012) through in-
tensification. I refer the reader to some brief descriptions of Australia’s
unique position given in other articles (Hobday and McDonald, 2014;
Williams and Walcott, 1998) to avoid repeating them here.

Land use issues often arise from three broader concerns of “who gets
the land, how they manage it and what they do to others in the process”

(Manning, 1986). Following the publication of Our common future in
1987 (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987)
sustainable development has provided a broad conceptual basis for
national land use policies to deal with these issues. The latest iteration,
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which was adopted by
all UN member states in 2015 (United Nations, 2015), indicates its
continuing relevance to land use policies (Scoones, 2016). Its sustain-
able development goal 15 is to “protect, restore and promote sustain-
able use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat
desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodi-
versity loss”.

Multiple land use delivers multiple goods or services from a piece of
land but has a broad application depending on its source (in forestry,
agriculture and nature management) and applies at different spatial and
temporal scales (Havel, 1989; Londo et al., 2004; Nair, 1983). This
opinion article presents my thoughts on a little studied aspect of using
multiple and/or sequential land use as the basis for policies in Aus-
tralia’s federalist system.

2. A national land use policy?

Like other similar federalist nations with an extensive area and
dependence on natural resources, such as Canada and the United States
of America (USA), the responsibility in Australia for land use policy and
planning primarily resides at the sub-national level (Bray, 1979;
Hueglin and Fenna, 2006) except for national controlled lands (such as
military bases). But unlike Canada (Government of Canada, 1981),
whose land use policy is primarily about the effective use of federal
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policies and programs, Australia does not have a national policy on land
use.

There were at least 16 inquiries that called for an national land-use
policy between 1972 and 1992 (Cocks, 1992). The most important was
the Senate Standing Committee on Science, Technology and the En-
vironment (SSCSTE, 1984) which identified many reasons for a national
policy, the major ones being:

• Addressing issues and problems of national significance, such as soil,
water and vegetation resources, salinity, Aboriginal lands and for-
eign ownership;

• Issues that cross State borders, such as the Murray-Darling Basin;

• Reduce uncertainty for miners, foresters, developers and land-
holders; and

• To complement and assist State and Territory governments in their
land use problems through consistent data, research and negotiating
national targets for various land uses.

The closest Australian governments have come to an overarching
national land use policy was as part of the National Strategy for
Ecologically Sustainable Development (ESD) (Council of Australian
Governments, 1992) under objective 13.1 as Multiple and Sequential
Land Use. This objective arose from the sector reports of agriculture,
forestry and mining in the ESD process. Specifically, it was “to en-
courage environmental and economic land use decision making which
takes full account of all relevant and resource values (including
downstream aquatic resources) and to establish and operate systems of
land use decision making and dispute resolution. Governments will
[inter alia]:

• continue efforts to clarify, rationalise and publicise policies and
legislation for access to land, including the nation’s conservation
and heritage estate and

• promote multiple and sequential land use.

• continue efforts to improve levels of understanding of Australia’s
natural resource base, and work towards land use planning and
decision making processes which take those resource values into
account.”

Multiple and sequential land use embodies the notion that a given
area of land can accommodate several uses at the same time and/or can
first be used for one purpose and then later used for another purpose
(BRS, 1997). I consider the two as covering land use in space (multiple)
and time (sequential).

Although compiled under a moderately liberal Labor government,
multiple and sequential land use was endorsed by the incoming more
conservative Coalition government in 1996. However, this was a
strategy with only the lightest of touches – it had no legislative teeth,
was given no resources, provided with little definition or explanation
and did not assign roles and responsibilities.

After some twenty years a government panel produced a Multiple
Land Use Framework (MLUF), primarily for mining industries but with
applicability to others (Standing Council on Energy and Resources,
2013). It is intended to influence the way in which land use planning
and policy are imposed by governments but it still provides mostly
aspirational policy ideas (Taylor, 2017). It still has little promotion or
resources from government to implement it although it does encompass
some principles desirable in a land use policy.

In practice, Australian governments have almost universally chosen
to address these issues singly (Thackway, 2018a), subject to changes in
emphases between policies over time depending on the priority of issue
and political persuasion (Burns et al., 2016). The national government,
if it has the political will to do so, has several avenues to influence the
management of an issue through the national environmental legislation
(often tied to international agreements) similar to other federalist
countries (OECD, 2006, 2012, 2017, 2019). It also often influences

large development proposals through the use of environmental assess-
ments (Silva and Acheampong, 2015) and through direct tied grants to
sub-national governments. For instance programs such as National
Heritage Trust (1999–2008), National Action Plan for Salinity and
Water Quality (2000–2008), Landcare (1990 – continuing) and Caring
for our Country (2008–2013) as noted by Salt et al. (2016).

Changes in land-use and land-cover have many biophysical impacts
– on the processes that influence climate, carbon storage, biodiversity,
and ecosystem services (Attwood and Burns, 2012; Lambin et al., 2003)
including by the soil (Nielsen et al., 2015). These unintended con-
sequences develop over time and require attention to alleviate their
impacts. Hamblin (2009) asked for a general policy rationale to con-
sider whether an intervention will provide environmental sustainability
under any intended land use. Indeed, a robust and comprehensive as-
sessments of major land use projects should explicitly acknowledge and
assess uncertainty (Pannell et al., 2012). One of the guiding principles
in the MLUF asks for decision making to take a “risk-based approach in
the assessment of land use capability, including the benefits and con-
sequences”.

3. Multiple land use

Multiple use of agricultural lands, though deemed important, has
had little impetus (Hamblin, 2009) from governments so far. In part, it
depends upon how to deliver a desired range of ecosystem services,
such as the provisioning, regulating, cultural, and supportive functions
(van Noordwijk et al., 2012). In Australia, environmental services are
commonly considered using a land-sparing attitude that allows for
trade-offs between production uses and the quantity of services the land
may otherwise provide (van Noordwijk et al., 2012). This implies in-
tensification for more production from an area of land specialisation of
the existing or potential land uses thus allowing for multiple uses over
space.

Alternatively, environmental services can be considered as adopt a
land sharing attitude (often called multifunctional) while trying to
optimise the total land productivity. This implies reducing or diversi-
fying land uses (Stafford Smith, 2000). While this can be supported in
European countries when cross-subsidised through tourism, it has much
less scope in Australia (Hamblin, 2009). However, Renwick and
Schellhorn (2016) argue that land sharing/land sparing concepts could
be considered as finding the most efficient allocation of land while
improving productivity and stemming further biodiversity losses and
impacts. This is a pragmatic approach given the challenges posed by the
continuing intensification of agriculture and mining driven by industry
needs for increased efficiencies and productivity.

Pastoral leases in the rangelands are moving to multiple uses to
encompass a wider range of interests including Aboriginal land rights,
sustainable management, biodiversity preservation, and tourism espe-
cially in South Australia and Western Australia (Holmes, 2014; Stafford
Smith, 2000; van Etten, 2013). Nevertheless, despite nearly 40 years of
Landcare (an Australian Government program with farmer groups)
underpinning the restoration of degraded land, the actions are frag-
mented and often not sustained (Campbell et al., 2017). Some multiple
uses contributing to the conservation of native biodiversity have per-
sisted without formal recognition, for instance, in road corridors, tra-
velling stock reserves (Forman and Alexander, 1998; Lentini et al.,
2011; O’Loughlin et al., 2017) and railway verges - although this is little
studied (Popp and Boyle, 2017).

The Australian government has given AU$6.5 billion in funding
since 1990 to 2013 for a range of natural resource management stra-
tegies (Salt et al., 2016). This sounds a lot of money but not compared
to the approximately AU$10b given in drought assistance to farmers by
the Australian government between 2002-03 and 2007-08 (Productivity
Commission, 2009). The funding has been delivered in various ways
including direct grants, competitive tenders and market based instru-
ments. There have been criticisms because of cost-shifting between and
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within governments and government agencies, and a push from recent
governments to shift responsibilities from governments to communities
and individuals (Salt et al., 2016). The Australian Government has
undertaken two programs using market based instruments to enhance
conservation of biodiversity on private land (Zammit, 2013). They are
the Forest Conservation Fund operated in Tasmania to conserve high
value forests, and the Environmental Stewardship Program to conserve
nationally endangered ecological communities. Zammit assessed them
as providing reasonable ecological and social benefits in a relatively
efficient and cost-effective manner. Despite this success and planned
improvements and extended range the government did not undertake
further funding rounds or support of these longer term projects from
2012 and will wind it up in 2026/27 (Burns, et al., 2016).

4. Sequential land use

Sequential land use is a much less common approach and mainly
sponsored by the mining industry in Australia. Despite mining occu-
pying a very small proportion of Australia’s land, there is potential for
serious offsite damage such as from acid and metalliferous drainage
remaining after mine closure (McCullough et al., 2018). For instance,
there are estimated to be some 1800 abandoned pits left after open-cut
mining in Western Australia (McCullough and Lund, 2006) while some
shaft mines enter an indefinite ‘care and maintenance’ phase (Ashby
et al., 2016). Moreover, there is general concern about the quality of
mine restoration (Lamb et al., 2015) both for numbers and for quality
(Cristescu et al., 2012). Hopefully, moves by the industry and govern-
ment to promote life-of-mine planning that includes other potential
land uses after mine closure (McCullough, et al., 2018) and is consistent
with the MLUF will improve matters.

These disagreements are at least partly due to the variations be-
tween individual States in their land use regulation and planning. In
Australia, mineral resources are the property of the state, who issue
permits to miners for a temporary right to exploit them (Mant and
Nielson, 1975; McCullough, et al., 2018). But such permits may easily
impinge upon existing land use rights. So mining in ever larger open-cut
systems and if new proposals encroach further on aboriginal cultural
heritage sites could make it harder to recover and deliver sequential
land change.

However, land uses that are highly path dependent could also be
considered as sequential. For instance the possible recovery of some
areas to the wilderness level on the protected area spectrum and
whether mining, grazing, tourism and cultural activities should be al-
lowed or managed (Irving, 2018). For some land use changes, such as
urbanisation, a one-way single-use conversion is often appropriate but
will have significant impacts on the natural landscape and present
policy problems for conservation (Liu and Robinson, 2016).

5. Improve understanding of Australia’s natural resources

Most inquiries into land use have recommended that up to date data
and information were needed for improved decision making and to
inform the public of developments in the quality of their environment
and use of their taxes. For instance the eighth of the guiding principles
of the recent MLUF is to ‘have easy access to accurate information re-
garding land capabilities, and examples of multiple and sequential land
uses”.

Fortunately, there has been considerable progress in the underlying
knowledge of natural resources of Australia since 1992 (Thackway,
2018c). A very comprehensive data collection, analysis and review on
Australia’s land and water resources was conducted at the turn of the
millennium (NLWRA, 2005), which provided an impetus for the Aus-
tralian Collaborative Land Use and Management Program (Hicks, 2018;
Lesslie et al., 2006; McKenzie, 2018). There are also four yearly State of
Environment reports on land, and the latest notes some overall but
inconsistent improvements (Metcalfe and Bui, 2017).

As a consequence of improved information, there has been more
success dealing with individual issues such as wilderness in South
Australia (Irving, 2018), biodiversity conservation (Neldner, 2018), and
general conservation programs (Howling and Pulsford, 2018). Less
successful have been efforts to deal with larger complex issues like
climate change despite an abundance of information and analyses
(Mackey, 2018).

The ability to use data and information to aid decisions has ad-
vanced recently with the development of decision analysis tools such as
LUPIS (Cocks, 1992), MCASS (Hill et al., 2006), INFERR (Pannell, et al.,
2012) and a scientific workflow approach (Clancy et al., 2018). It is
likely that more information is an easy task to adopt – it is relatively
cheap, non controversial and can be used as an excuse to defer difficult
decisions. Even so, the use of scientific information to help resolve
environmental conflict requires careful use to support dialogue rather
than deepening divisions (Schirmer, 2018) and incorporating into
wider contexts. This could fall under the guiding principle of MLUF for
“open and constructive debate and analysis of different multiple land
use options”.

6. Discussion

In theory, developing a national policy on land use should aid ef-
fective and efficient decisions to balance the delivery of public goods
and services with those of private sector. But until such a policy is
developed and enacted it is hard to tell if it will improve matters. As
argued elsewhere (Thackway, 2018b; Williams and Walcott, 1998),
under the principle of subsidiarity (whereby responsibility should not
be assumed by a larger entity than necessary), ideally the roles and
responsibility for land use management should be appropriately re-
cognised, accepted and resourced. Multiple and sequential land use
offers good principles for such a policy and often appear to have been
adopted in part even if not acknowledged.

However, in practice the national government in Australia of all
political persuasions has favoured addressing single issues over any
comprehensive land use policy. Yet many efforts are piecemeal, un-
coordinated or left unfinished (Campbell, et al., 2017). It may be overly
optimistic to consider that better allocating roles and responsibilities
could be adopted here.

There are implicit differences between policy development and its
implementation through programs and projects that sometimes lead to
considerable differences between original expectations of a policy and
its delivery. It can become contested at policy implementation between
differing interpretations such as neoliberalism (focus on natural re-
source), ecological modernization (focus on pollution and ecosystem
services) and transformative change (focus on interconnected ecosys-
tems) (Coffey and Marston, 2013). Also with the time lapses between
policy development and its implementation conditions can change; in
budget, the economy and prolonged rainfall deficiencies impeding
community participation and recovery of natural systems. Hence, there
is a need for risk management to be incorporated into the policies and
their implementation.

So why not develop such a policy? It is possible that governments
deem it to be unnecessary, but the plethora of ongoing serious en-
vironmental issues in Australia associated with land use (Hobday and
McDonald, 2014) and the many inquiries (Cocks, 1992) indicates that it
should be required (Mackey, 2018). The reluctance to attempt any
formal national land use policy may have many underlying reasons. It is
apparent that ministers, politicians and senior bureaucrats want to put
their own stamp on their roles and to be recognised for it. It may also be
due to either a concern about government controls, a means of main-
taining some flexibility for decisions and freedom to undertake certain
work, or reluctance on the part of the states to cede any further power
to the national government. Since 1996 Australian politics has been
largely dominated by neoliberal philosophies that emphasise capitalism
and property rights. This may reinforce existing extractive, exploitative
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relations and fail to deliver sustainability (Scoones, 2016). Yet, the
practice and politics are far from rational and often not well informed
(Dovers et al., 1995, Dovers, 2018) even from a strict neoliberal
viewpoint.

Looking forwards, it could be helpful to undertake a comparative
study looking at the adoption of multiple and sequence land use issues
in similar countries such as Canada, USA, and Argentina similar to that
conducted by Han and Go (2019) to help identify robust approaches. I
also think it is about time to undertake another National Land and
Water Resources Audit to review progress in last 20+ years and to
identify major neglected areas and issues. But this time, unlike the first
that concentrated on using existing datasets, it should also include
developing a capacity to initiate longer-term monitoring sites.

The author, scientist, bureaucrat and politician C.P Snow observed
(Snow, 1969) that “it is in the nature of politics that the short-term
duties come first” and consequently “the duty of the rest of us, and
perhaps most of all the generations which are going to live in what is
now the future, to keep before the world its long-term fate”. Progress
will involve unruly political alliances, diverse knowledge, and collec-
tive organization (Scoones, 2016).

7. Conclusions

While there has been no formal national land use policy despite
many calls for one, the strategy involving multiple and sequential land
use has come closest. However, in practice the national government in
Australia of all political persuasions has favoured addressing single is-
sues over any comprehensive policy. The major influence of multiple
and sequential land use is likely to have been through its informal,
cohesive overview that has led to arrangements that work in a fashion.
With current indifference at the national level, policies and actions take
place at state (Hicks, 2018), industry (MLUF), community and in-
dividual levels (Thackway, Brown et al., 2018). On balance, I think
applying the concept of multiple and sequential land use is better than
muddle-through, laissez-faire, single issue approaches particularly as
land use pressures increase as population expands and as climate
change impacts worsen. But it will need considerably more coordina-
tion, resources and promotion from governments to make a difference.
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