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Protecting and 
restoring nature
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Humans – like all species on this planet – are 
dependent on functional natural systems. These 
systems have been degraded, and are rapidly 
deteriorating further as climate change and other 
pressures accelerate. Global modelling suggests it 
is possible to produce affordable, nutritious food 
for the world, while setting aside hundreds of 
millions of hectares of land for forest and ecosystem 
restoration. The latter would ensure clean water and 
air, fertile soils, a stable climate and other essential 
conditions that underpin human health, livelihoods, 
food security and wellbeing1. However, significant 
uncertainty exists about how to achieve this balance.

Three key elements are needed to ensure ecosystems 
are both rehabilitated and resilient to rapid future 
environmental change:

•	 AVOID CONVERSION  
Correct market and governance failures that  
lead to the ongoing conversation of natural 
systems, predominantly for agriculture.

•	 PROTECT HIGH PRIORITY AREAS  
Full protection for the most carbon rich and 
geographically restricted ecosystems, such as 
mangroves and old-growth forest.

•	 SCALE RESTORATION  
Large-scale restoration of savannahs, wetlands, 
forests and other ecosystems.

 

The benefits would include:

•	 ENVIRONMENTAL  
Reductions in emissions and halting and reversal 
of biodiversity decline, avoidance of high 
consequence events such as ecosystem collapse.

•	 HEALTH  
Provision of a stable climate, clean air and water 
needed for human life and food production, 
improving access to natural spaces to reduce 
stress and poor health, preserving the 
pharmaceutical potential of biodiversity and 
reducing air pollution health costs.

•	 ECONOMIC  
Underpinning regional livelihoods by preserving 
the natural capital and ecosystem services on 
which regional industries depend and in the 
future can enable scaling of nature-based 
income streams.

•	 INCLUSION  
Enabling the cultural heritage of Indigenous 
communities, and preserving the well-being 
effects of healthy natural systems on both 
regional and urban communities.
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AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT

Australia’s ecosystems are unique and megadiversei2

•	 Up to 10 per cent of all Earth’s plant and animal 
species are found in Australia, and the vast 
majority of these aren’t found anywhere else in 
the world3.

•	 Australia’s eastern forests and south-western 
Australia are among only 36 globally-recognised 
biodiversity hotspotsii4.

Extinction rates are amongst the highest in  
the world

•	 Over 50 Australian animals5 and 30 plants6 are 
known to have been driven to extinction, putting 
Australia among the top five countries in the 
world for species loss7. Many more species, 
particularly invertebrates and plants, are likely to 
become extinct without being officially recorded8. 

•	 A further 404 animal species are either critically 
endangered, endangered or vulnerable9, and over 
1300 plant species10. 

•	 An estimated one third of ‘intact forest 
landscape’ was lost between 2000 and 201311. 
These trends improved post-2013, with ongoing 
land clearing offset by regrowth12.

•	 In the 2019-20 bushfires, an estimated 65 
threatened species had over half of their habitat 
impacted. A further 49 species had more than  
80 per cent of their habitat damaged by  
the fires13.

•	 Protection of important sitesiii for biodiversity 
has improved marginally but remains low (35 per 
cent for freshwater biodiversity, 53 per cent for 
terrestrial biodiversity)14.

Climate change will compound other pressures on 
nature, creating a dire outlook

•	 The major environmental pressures are climate 
change, land-use change (e.g. due to agricultural 
expansion and residential development), 
habitat fragmentation and degradation, and 
invasive species and disease. Other pressures are 
increasing, including coal and coal-seam gas 
mining and coastal/marine litter15.

i	 Megadiverse countries are those that are home to very high numbers of species, many of which may be endemic.
ii	 ‘Biodiversity hotspots’ refer to areas that are identified as being ecologically rich, and deeply threatened.
iii	 This is calculated as the mean percentage of Key Biodiversity Areas (as defined by the World Database of Key Biodiversity 

Areas) that are covered by protected areas.

 
 
 
 

•	 Catastrophic events such as the 2019-20 fires 
have already increased in frequency. In this event 
alone, more than a billion animals are estimated 
to have died16. In the last two decades there have 
been three such ‘mega-fires’ in Victoria - on 
average one every six years - whereas there were 
none at all over the previous 63 years17.

•	 These events are pushing ecosystems past 
tipping points to collapse, even in protected 
or relatively undisturbed areas. Examples in 
addition to mega-fires include: A single marine 
heatwave in 2011 resulted in the disappearance 
of highly diverse temperate kelp forests off 
southwestern Australia. A weak monsoon in 
2015-16 resulted in the die-back of 1,000 km 
of mangroves across the Gulf of Carpentaria18. 
In 2018 and 2019, large-scale fish deaths were 
reported in the Darling River in three events, 
a result of low- and no-flows, extremely hot 
temperatures, drought and ‘excess upstream 
diversion of water for irrigation’19.

•	 These trends are expected to accelerate. For 
example, even if warming is limited to 2 degrees, 
more frequent heat waves and other pressures 
are predicted to double the frequency of coral 
bleaching events20.
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•	 EXTEND ENVIRONMENTAL MARKETS

•	 USE NEW TECHNOLOGY TOOLS AND 
NETWORKS TO DRIVE TRANSPARENCY 
AND ACCOUNTABILITY

•	 DEVELOP AND SCALE REGENERATIVE 
BUSINESS MODELS

The table below outlines the current state-of-play 
for each action area, including major current and 
proposed initiatives.

KEY ACTION AREA PROGRESS TO DATE

E S TA B L I S H 
A N D  E N F O R C E 
P R O T E C T I O N  A N D 
R E S T O R AT I O N 
O F  F O R E S T S  A N D 
O T H E R  N AT U R A L 
E C O S Y S T E M S

•	 National Strategy for Nature provides overarching framework but has  
been criticised for lack of measurable targets21, adequate funding and  
supporting legislation22.

•	 Key national legislation – the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act – is under review, with the interim report criticising the act 
as ‘ineffective’23. It has been criticised on multiple grounds including lack of 
independent governance, inadequate treatment of cumulative impacts of 
activities across whole bioregions and in context of future climate change, 
underfunding leading to inefficiency and delays in administration, poor 
transparency24, and ultimately a failure to prevent biodiversity decline or 
protect threatened species25 and critical habitats26.

•	 Management of water, the water market and water allocations, especially in 
periods of drought and especially in the Murray-Darling Basin via the Murray-
Darling Basin Plan, is highly contested and has been the subject of multiple 
and ongoing reviews of effectiveness and outcomes for communities, 
agriculture and the environmentv.

•	 States have responsibility for land use planning and protected areas 
including productive forests, and levels of protection vary across jurisdictions. 
Some states shifting away from native timber (e.g. Victorian Government 
commitment to phase out by 203027), complemented by support for 
plantation forestry (e.g. National Forest Industries Plan28) and new models 
for on-farm forestry29.

•	 Concerns have been raised about poor collaboration and coordination of 
policies, resourcing, decisions and management arrangements across sectors 
and between public and private land managers30 – the current implementation 
of a Common Assessment Methodology for threatened species listings across 
jurisdictions may lay the foundations for improved coordination.

v	 2020 Inquiry into the management of Murray-Darling Basin water resources (complete), 2020 ACCC Murray-Darling Basin 
water markets inquiry (ongoing, due for final release on 30 Nov 2020), 2019 Productivity Commission Murray-Darling 
Basin Plan: Five-year assessment (complete), 2018 South Australian Murray-Darling Basin Royal Commission (complete), 
2017 New South Wales Independent Commission Against Corruption into the integrity of the water market in the Murray 
Darling-Basin (complete)

CONT.

CURRENT STATE OF PLAY

Key action areasiv for protecting and restoring  
nature include:

•	 ESTABLISH AND ENFORCE PROTECTION  
and restoration of forests and other  
natural ecosystems.

•	 REDESIGN PUBLIC FINANCE  
to promote ecosystem protection and avoid 
perverse incentives for conversion, for  
example, reforming agricultural subsidies,  
public procurement, tax regimes and  
transfer mechanisms.

iv	 Based on the Growing Better report.
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CONT.

KEY ACTION AREA PROGRESS TO DATE

R E D E S I G N 
P U B L I C  F I N A N C E 
T O  P R O M O T E 
E C O S Y S T E M 
P R O T E C T I O N  A N D 
AV O I D  P E R V E R S E 
I N C E N T I V E S  F O R 
C O N V E R S I O N . 

•	 Conservation activity in Australia estimated to be underfunded by around 
 $10 billion per year31.

•	 Largest national program is the National Landcare Program, with $1 billion 
funding over five years32, however significant criticisms of recent changes to 
the program and merging with other programs resulting in an estimated  
26 per cent overall reduction in funding for Landcare and regional Natural 
Resource Management (NRM) organisations33.

•	 Taxation at all three levels of government generally favours agricultural 
production & provides disincentives for landholders to invest in  
managing conservation34.

•	 2010 Henry Tax Review proposed land tax reform, which has been highlighted 
as an opportunity to provide funds for conservation activity by land 
managers35 – not yet implemented.

•	 Range of ‘environmental trust funds’ in place, e.g. Reef Trust,  
NSW Biodiversity Conservation Trust36.

E X T E N D 
E N V I R O N M E N TA L 
M A R K E T S

•	 Carbon market provides the architecture for creation of verified carbon 
credits (ACCUs) which can be traded on the voluntary market or purchased 
by the Climate Solutions Fund.

•	 Broader environmental ‘co-benefits’ not recognised in carbon credits  
but may flow from carbon projects. Expansion to include co-benefits has 
been proposed37. 

•	 Queensland Land Restoration Fund provides additional incentives for carbon 
projects that deliver broader environmental, social or economic benefits38.

•	 Range of biodiversity offsets schemes exist at state level e.g. NSW 
Biodiversity Offsets Scheme and may provide the basis for additional 
biodiversity incentive schemes.

•	 National Agriculture Stewardship Program trialling a biodiversity certification 
and payment scheme for farmers39.

•	 Non-profit schemes emerging to establish credits that can be traded  
e.g. Reef Credits40, EcoAustralia Credit41.

U S E  N E W 
T E C H N O L O G Y 
T O O L S  A N D 
N E T W O R K S 
T O  D R I V E 
T R A N S PA R E N C Y 
A N D 
A C C O U N TA B I L I T Y

•	 Extensive data on land use over time available for free from ABARES42. 
However inadequate data and long-term monitoring of biodiversity and 
ecosystem condition is a major barrier to conservation43.

•	 Environmental accounting frameworks and initiatives, e.g. Accounting  
for Nature44.

•	 Large-scale environmental condition data collection identifies the biggest 
drivers of environmental degradation and priorities for restoration and 
protect efforts, e.g. the five-yearly national State of the Environment 
report45, CSIRO modelling of land systems, and state-specific State of the 
Environment reporting.

•	 Other tools that track and publicly report on species trends can help inform 
decision-making, such as the Threatened Species Index46.

•	 Technology developments are improving scientists’ abilities to collect 
information about species numbers and environmental condition, such 
as using ‘Environmental DNA’ (eDNA)47 and improved remote sensing 
techniques e.g. via drones and thermal imaging48.
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KEY ACTION AREA PROGRESS TO DATE

D E V E L O P 
A N D  S C A L E 
R E G E N E R AT I V E 
B U S I N E S S 
M O D E L S

•	 Regenerative agricultural models that allow integrated production and 
biodiversity are emerging (see the Scaling Productive and Regenerative 
Agriculture paper).

•	 There is currently limited financial support for these models (e.g. payments 
or discounted loans for investment in natural capital improvements) and 
some disincentives (e.g. natural capital is not valued in key financial 
decisions, especially lending, property valuation and insurance)49.

•	 Federal, state and local incentives for the establishment of conservation 
covenants on private land are variable and inconsistent, but could incentivise 
private land conservation50.

https://www.climateworksaustralia.org/resource/scaling-productive-and-regenerative-agriculture/
https://www.climateworksaustralia.org/resource/scaling-productive-and-regenerative-agriculture/
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