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A b o u t  t h e  C l i m a t e ,  e n e r g y  &  s e c u r i t y  p r o g r a m  ( I R I S )
The  IR IS ’s  C l i m a t e ,  E n e r g y ,  S e c u r i t y  P r o g r a m m e  ana lyses  the  geopol i t ica l  and

secur i ty  i ssues  of  c l imate  change  and  energy  t rans i t ion .  This  programme  i s

s t ructured  around  the  Observatory  of  Cl imate  Change  Impacts  on  Defense  and

Secur i ty ,  the  Observatory  fo r  the  Secur i ty  of  Energy  Flows  and  Mater ia l s ,  cont racts

led  on  behal f  of  the  DGRIS  of  the  Minis t ry  of  the  Armed  Forces ,  and  the  GENERATE

Pro ject  (Renewable  Energ ies  Geopol i t ics  and  Future  Studies  on  Energy  Trans i t ion ) ,

jo in t ly  managed  with  the  I fpen ,  and  suppor ted  by  the  French  Nat iona l  Research

Agency .

F o r  m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  c l i c k  h e r e .

F O R E W O R D

T h i s  a r t i c l e  i s  p u b l i s h e d  a s  p a r t  o f  a  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  C l i m a t e
S e c u r i t y  &  P e a c e  P r o j e c t  ( C S 2 P )  o f  t h e  N G O  C l i M a t e s ,  a n d  t h e  C l i m a t e ,  e n e r g y  &
s e c u r i t y  p r o g r a m  o f  t h e  F r e n c h  i n s t i t u t e  o f  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  a n d  s t r a t e g i c  a f f a i r s
( I R I S ) .  T h i s  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  a i m s  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  e n g a g e m e n t  a n d  v i s i b i l i t y  o f
y o u n g  r e s e a r c h  f e l l o w s  w o r k i n g  o n  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  c l i m a t e  c h a n g e ,  a n d  o t h e r
f o r m s  o f  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  d e g r a d a t i o n  o n  h u m a n  s e c u r i t y ,  b y  o f f e r i n g  a
s u p e r v i s i o n  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e i r  c o m p e t e n c i e s .

A b o u t  t h e  C l i m a t e  S e c u r i t y  &  P e a c e  P r o j e c t  ( C S 2 P )
Composed  of  a  team  of  researchers ,  s tudents  and  profess iona ls  f rom  diverse  f ie lds  

and  backgrounds ,  the  C l i m a t e  S e c u r i t y  a n d  P e a c e  P r o j e c t  ( C S 2 P )  a ims  to  ra i se

awareness  and  deve lop  knowledge  on  how  env i ronmenta l  degradat ion  and  c l imate

change  cont r ibute  to  the  emergence  and  dynamics  of  r i sks  and  th reats  to  human

secur i ty ,  peace ,  and  in te rnat iona l  s tab i l i ty .

F o r  m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  c l i c k  h e r e .

D I S C L A I M E R :  T h e  s t a t e m e n t s  m a d e  i n  t h i s  a r t i c l e  d o  n o t  e n g a g e  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y
o f  t h e  F r e n c h  i n s t i t u t e  o f  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  a n d  s t r a t e g i c  a f f a i r s  ( I R I S )  n o r  C l i M a t e s ,  a n d
d o  n o t  t h e y  r e f l e c t  a n  o f f i c i a l  p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  C l i m a t e  S e c u r i t y  &  P e a c e  P r o j e c t
( C S 2 P ) .

https://www.iris-france.org/programmes/climat-energie-et-securite/
https://24965b3d-a59a-457c-ae75-5b3105f75c36.filesusr.com/ugd/41cfa6_aa23889705774abab6dc43fefdfa8112.pdf


A b s t r a c t
This  art ic le  explores  the  factors  driving  Austral ia ’s  continued  cl imate  inact ion  and  i ts  result ing

reputat ion  as  an  internat ional  cl imate  ‘ laggard ’  despite  major  vulnerabi l i t ies  to  cl imate

change.  Increased  f requency  and  intensity  of  severe  weather  events  such  as  bushf i res,  f loods

and  drought,  and  environmental  degradat ion,  such  as  biodiversi ty  loss  and  coral  bleaching,

are  already  vis ible.  Regardless,  coal  is  Austral ia ’s  main  source  of  domestic  energy  production,

i t  is  one  of  the  world ’s  largest  coal  exporters ,  the  Federal  Government  has  no  clear  plan  for

even  a  long - term  phase  out  of  fossi l  fuels ,  and  carbon  emission  reduction  targets  remain  both

unambit ious  and  unrevised.  This  art ic le  f inds  that  c u r r e n t  p o l i c i e s  a r e  i n c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e

c o n c e r n s  o f  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  p o p u l a t i o n ,  i n d u s t r i e s ,  t h e  p r i v a t e  s e c t o r ,  a n d  l o c a l

g o v e r n m e n t s ,  who  are  leading  cl imate  act ion  in  the  country.  With  domestic  and  internat ional

pressures  mounting,  i t  concludes  that  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  c h a n g e  i n  c l i m a t e  s t a n c e

i s  n o t  ‘ i f ’ ,  b u t  ‘ w h e n ’ ,  a n d  w h a t  t h e  f u t u r e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  i n a c t i o n  u p  u n t i l  t h i s  p o i n t  w i l l

b e .

K E Y  W O R D S :  Climate  change,  cl imate  act ion,  Austral ia .
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
Austral ia  has  long  been  cal led  a  land  of  f i re

and  f looding  rains,  meaning  that  cl imate

change  poses  a  var iety  of  securi ty  r isks  to

the  vast  is land  country.  S e v e r e  b u s h f i r e s ,

e x t r e m e  h e a t ,  d r o u g h t s ,  c o a s t a l  e r o s i o n

e x a c e r b a t e d  b y  s e a  l e v e l  r i s e ,  e x t r e m e

f l o o d i n g ,  a n d  l o s s  o f  b i o d i v e r s i t y  are  just

some  of  the  symptoms  already  vis ible.

Despite  this ,  Austral ia  remains  a  cl imate

laggard  in  the  internat ional  community ,

fa i l ing  to  adopt  adequate  -  let  alone

signif icant  -  cl imate  and  environmental

pol ic ies.  The  country  t ra i ls  behind  i ts

European  and  American  counterparts  in  both

acknowledgement  and  ambit ion.  H o w  i s  i t

t h a t  t h i s  d e m o c r a t i c  c o u n t r y  r e m a i n s

s u s p e n d e d  i n  c l i m a t e  i n a c t i o n  d e s p i t e  i t s

m a j o r  v u l n e r a b i l i t i e s ,  c o n s i d e r a b l e  w e a l t h

a n d  r e s o u r c e s ,  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  p r e s s u r e  t o

m o b i l i s e ,  a n d  g r o w i n g  v o t e r  c o n c e r n s

a b o u t  t h e  i s s u e ?  

This  art ic le  wil l  brief ly  outl ine  main  elements

of  the  Austral ian  context ,  discussing  major

factors  sustaining  cl imate  inact ion  as  well  as

those  pushing  for  change.  I t  f i rst  locates  the

country  within  internat ional  cl imate  pol i t ics

before  discussing  unique  environmental  and

securi ty  chal lenges  posed  by  changing

cl imate.  Next ,  i t  considers  past  and  current

domest ic  pol icies,  domestic  pressures  in  the

form  of  increasing  publ ic  concern,  and  the

l imit ing  effects  of  the  media.  Final ly ,  i t

highl ights  the  squeeze  of  non -Federal

government  and  industry  domestic  pressures

alongside  those  f rom  internat ional  sources.

Austral ian  national  cl imate  pol icy  is

entangled  in  a  web  woven  by  lobbies  with

vested  interests ,  the  media,  and

opportunist ic  pol i t ical  actors .  These  forces

have  been  highly  successful  in  spreading

misinformation  and  uncertainty,  encouraging  

.  

cl imate  denial ism  through  the  minimisat ion

or  erasure  of  language  related  to  cl imate

change,  and  exacerbat ing  a  civi l  pol i t ical

divide  through  the  othering  of  dif ferent

demographics.  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n

F e d e r a l  G o v e r n m e n t  f a c e s  r a p i d l y

i n c r e a s i n g  d o m e s t i c  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l

p r e s s u r e  t o  t a k e  m a j o r ,  m e a n i n g f u l  a c t i o n .

The  desperately  needed  shif t  in  governance

towards  a  del iberate,  ambit ious  cl imate

pol icy  appears  inevitable.  G i v e n  t h e

i n c r e a s i n g  u r g e n c y  o f  t h e  c l i m a t e  c r i s i s ,

t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  ‘ w h e n ’  h a s  b e c o m e  m o r e

r e l e v a n t  t h a n  ‘ i f ’  f o r  b o t h  A u s t r a l i a n  a n d

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  a u d i e n c e s .  

 

Austral ia ’s  internat ional  reputat ion  as  a

cl imate  laggard  was  constructed  over  past

years  through  a  l a c k  o f  d o m e s t i c  a c t i o n ,

f e e b l e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o m m i t m e n t s ,  a n d

q u e s t i o n a b l e  c a r b o n  a c c o u n t i n g  m e t h o d s .

Under  the  Paris  Agreement,  Austral ia  set  a

target  of  reducing  national  emissions  f rom

26 -28  percent  below  2005  levels  by  2030,  a

goal  which  remained  unchanged  in  the

Austral ian  Government ’s  2020  update  on  i ts

Nat ional ly  Determined  Contr ibut ion  (NDC )

[1 ] ,  [2 ] .  This  lack  of  ambit ion  is  made  even

starker  when  compared  to  revised  targets  of

other  wealthy  nations,  such  as  the  United

States '  (US )  goal  under  President  Joe  Biden

to  reduce  net  greenhouse  gas  (GHG )

emissions  by  50 -52  percent  below  2005

levels  in  2030  [3 ] ,  [4,  p.  1 ] .  Austral ia ’s

continued  refusal  to  col laborate  was  vis ible

throughout  the  much -anticipated  COP26

held  in  Glasgow  this  month.  Not  only  did  the

country  refuse  to  jo in  over  100  others  in

signing  a  pledge  to  cut  methane  emissions

by  30  percent  by  2030,  but  they  also  used

the  event  to  act ively  promote  new  oi l  and

gas  projects ,  and  to  oppose  the  inclusion  of

the  phasing  out  of  fossi l  fuels  in  the

conference ’s  f inal  report  [5 ] - [7 ] .  Austral ian

Prime  Minister  Scott  Morrison  has  previously

just i f ied  f rugal  emissions  targets  by  placing

emphasis  on  ‘doing ’  rather  than  ‘promising ’ ,  
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a  symbolic  declarat ion  carrying  l i t t le  weight

in  context  of  the  country ’s  current  t ra jectory

[8 ] ,  [9 ] .  

A u s t r a l i a  h a s  t h e  h i g h e s t  p e r  c a p i t a  c a r b o n

e m i s s i o n s  o f  a l l  O E C D  c o u n t r i e s ,  i s  t h e

w o r l d ’ s  b i g g e s t  e x p o r t e r  o f  c o a l ,  a n d

c o n t i n u e s  t o  r e l y  h e a v i l y  o n  f o s s i l  f u e l

e l e c t r i c i t y  g e n e r a t i o n  w i t h o u t  a  c l e a r  p l a n

f o r  t r a n s i t i o n  t o  r e n e w a b l e s  [10,  p.  18 ] .  In

2019,  7 9  p e r c e n t  of  electr ic i ty  produced  in

Austral ia  was  generated  f rom  fossi l  fuels

[11 ] .  The  Austral ian  Federal  Government  has

repeatedly  insisted  that  Austral ia  is  well

posit ioned  to  chal lenge  cl imate  change  and

is  a  global  leader  on  cl imate  change  act ion.

Insist ing  that  the  country  is  on  t rack  to  meet

its  meagre  targets ,  they  previously  rel ied  on

the  ‘carryover ’  of  emission  credits  f rom  the

1997  Kyoto  Protocol ,  an  accounting  method

which  is  neither  relevant  nor  used  by  other

members  of  the  internat ional  community  [12,

p.  5 ] ,  [13 ] .  While  Austral ia  has  ceased  using

such  arguments,  t h e  F e d e r a l  G o v e r n m e n t

w a s  r e l u c t a n t  t o  a d o p t  a  n e t  z e r o  b y  2 0 5 0

t a r g e t  u n t i l  r e c e n t l y ,  despite  examples  set

by  close  al l ies  such  as  the  US  [3 ] .

Furthermore,  government  project ions  of  GHG

emissions  for  the  coming  decades  e x c l u d e

a g r i c u l t u r e  a n d  f o r e s t r y ,  a s  w e l l  a s

e x p o r t e d  A u s t r a l i a n  c o a l  [14 ] .  Given

Austral ia ’s  staggering  role  in  exacerbat ing

the  cl imate  cris is  through  carbon  emissions,

alongside  i ts  signif icant  wealth  which

provides  the  faci l i ty  to  take  drast ic  cl imate

act ion,  Austral ian  cl imate  pol icy  is

disproport ionately  complacent .  This  is  even

more  absurd  when  consider ing  Austral ia ’s

acute  vulnerabi l i t ies  in  t radit ional  and  human

securi ty  terms.

T h e  l a n d  o f  f i r e  a n d

f l o o d i n g  r a i n s :  A u s t r a l i a ’ s

v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  c l i m a t e

c h a n g e
Austral ia ’s  vulnerabi l i ty  to  cl imate  change

was  la id  dramatical ly  vis ible  for  the  world

during  events  such  as  the  2019 -20  Black

Summer  bushf i res,  the  2021  Eastern

Austral ian  Floods,  and  ongoing  mass -

bleachings  of  the  Great  Barr ier  Reef .  The  cost

of  these  events  is  substant ial :  biodiversi ty ,

environmental  resi l ience,  community

resi l ience,  infrastructure,  l ivel ihoods,  human

li fe ,  and  economics  have  al l  suffered

immensely  as  a  direct  consequence  [10,  p.

28 ] .  The  release  of  the  Royal  Commission ’s

f inal  report  into  the  Black  Summer  Bushf i res

conf i rmed  two  t ruths  that  cl imate  change

act iv ists  have  been  assert ing  for  decades,

that  1 )  t h i s  ‘ o n c e  i n  a  l i f e t i m e ’  e v e n t  w a s

b u t  a  ‘ g l i m p s e ’  o f  m o r e  f r e q u e n t ,  e x t r e m e

b u s h f i r e s  a n d  w e a t h e r  e v e n t s  t o  c o m e  [15 ] ,

a n d  2 )  t h a t  t h e  i n c r e a s e  o f  f r e q u e n c y  a n d

i n t e n s i t y  o f  t h e s e  w e a t h e r  e v e n t s  i s

i r r e v o c a b l y  l i n k e d  t o  c l i m a t e  c h a n g e  [16,  p.

22 ] .  The  Royal  Commission ’s  f indings  echoed

those  of  countless  reports  and  warnings,

including  the  CSIRO  and  Bureau  of

Meteorology ’s  biannual  State  of  the  Climate

Reports  [17 ] ,  [18 ] .  They  highl ighted  the

direct  and  indirect  costs  of  natural  disasters ,

l ist ing  “signif icant ,  and  often  long - term,

social  impacts ,  including  death  and  in jury

and  impacts  on  employment,  education,

community  networks,  health  and  wellbeing”

[16,  pp.  68–69 ] .  The  CSIRO  stressed  the

importance  of  investment  into  cl imate

adaptat ion  and  disaster  r isk  reduction,

predict ing  that  e v e r y  A U $ 1  i n v e s t e d

d i r e c t l y  r e s u l t s  i n  s a v i n g s  o f  A U $ 2  t o

A U $ 1 1  i n  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  p o s t - d i s a s t e r

r e c o v e r y  c o s t s  [16,  p.  406 ] .  
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C o r a l  b l e a c h i n g

a n d  f o l l o w i n g

d e g r a d a t i o n  a t
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Credit :  The

Ocean  Agency

Image  Bank

Furthermore,  i t  is  projected  that  many

Austral ian  natural  systems,  such  as  the  Great

Barr ier  Reef  and  Kakadu  National  Park,  wil l

exceed  cri t ical  temperature  thresholds  as

global  warming  reaches  1.5 °C  above  pre -

industr ia l  levels  [19 ] .  As  of  today,  warming

has  already  reached  approximately  1 °C  and

continues  to  r ise  at  an  increasing  rate  [20 ] .

T h e  o f t e n  c i t e d  ‘ w o r s t  c a s e ’  o f  a  3 ° C

i n c r e a s e  w o u l d  s e e  m o s t  e c o l o g i c a l

s y s t e m s  c h a n g e d  u n r e c o g n i s a b l y  w i t h

c a t a s t r o p h i c  l o s s  o f  h a b i t a t  a n d

b i o d i v e r s i t y  [19,  p.  9 ] .   These  dire  images  of

the  future  carry  an  impl ied  threat  against  al l

manner  of  l i fe ,  stretching  far  beyond  the

pol i t ical ly  and  geographical ly  drawn  borders

of  Austral ia .  The  gravity  of  this  is  not

ref lected  in  national  pol icy.

Threats  posed  by  cl imate  change  to  Austral ia

are  not  l imited  to  i ts  geographical  borders,

as  they  also  take  the  form  of  regional  and

internat ional  securi ty  issues.  Shortages  of

food  and  potable  water ,  depleted  f ish  stocks,

and  natural  disasters  have  devastat ing

effects  including  regional

destabi l isat ion, increased  r isk  of  confl ict ,  and

mass  displacement.   

A l r e a d y ,  t h e  e s t i m a t e d  a v e r a g e  o f  p e o p l e

d i s p l a c e d  f r o m  c l i m a t e - r e l a t e d  d i s a s t e r s  o n

a n  a n n u a l  b a s i s  s i n c e  2 0 0 8  i s  e s t i m a t e d  t o

b e  2 2 . 5  m i l l i o n  t o  2 4  m i l l i o n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y

[13 ] .  Neighbouring  Pacif ic  Is land  countr ies

are  part icular ly  affected  by  the  cris is ,  seeing

increased  coastal  erosion,  coastal  f looding

and  sea  level  r ise,  and  t ropical  cyclones [21,

p.  39 ] .  In  2018,  Pacif ic  Is land  Leaders

def ined  cl imate  change  “…as  the  single

greatest  threat  to  the  l ivel ihoods,  securi ty

and  wellbeing  of  the  peoples  of  the  Pacif ic…”

within  the  Pacif ic  Is lands  Forum ’s  Boe

Declarat ion  [22 ] .  G i v e n  A u s t r a l i a ’ s

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  a s  a  r e g i o n a l  p o w e r ,

w e a l t h y  c o u n t r y ,  a n d  m a j o r  c o n t r i b u t o r  t o

g l o b a l  c a r b o n  e m i s s i o n s ,  s u p p o r t i n g

P a c i f i c  n a t i o n s  a n d  o t h e r  p a r t i c u l a r l y

a f f e c t e d  n a t i o n s  w o u l d  b e  t o  a c t  i n  i t s  o w n

s e c u r i t y  i n t e r e s t s  a s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  d e f i n e d .

However ,  the  Federal  Government ’s  response

to  Pacif ic  Is land  nation  leaders  in  the  form  of

i ts  Pacif ic  Step -up  program  has  been  widely

cr i t ic ised  for  both  erasing  and  minimising

language  related  to  cl imate  change  and  for

fai l ing  to  take  adequate  direct  act ion  [23 ] .  
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T h e  A u s t r a l i a n  D e f e n c e  F o r c e  h a s  t a k e n  a

c o n t r a s t i n g  s t a n c e  to  the  Federal

Government ’s  tendency  to  erase  concerns

over  cl imate  change,  instead  f raming  i t  as  a

ser ious  issue.  For  years ,  it  h a s  r e c o g n i s e d

t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  r i s k s  o f  c l i m a t e

c h a n g e ,  noting  increased  demand  for

humanitar ian  aid  missions,  increased

confl icts ,  changing  internat ional  geopol i t ics

and  global  securi ty  environments  such  as  in

the  Arct ic  and  Antarct ica,  and  an  increase  in

i l l ic i t  t rade [24,  p.  16 ] .   These  r isks  were

identi f ied  in  Austral ia ’s  2016  Defence  White

Paper ,  2017  Foreign  Pol icy  White  Paper,  and

again  echoed  in  2019  by  Austral ia ’s  Defence

Force  chief  during  a  private  address [24 ]–

[26 ] .  T h e  D e f e n c e  F o r c e  p l a c e s  a  c l e a r

e m p h a s i s  o n  t h e  n e e d  f o r  a d a p t a t i o n  a n d

m i t i g a t i o n  w i t h i n  i t s  d i v e r s e  f u n c t i o n s ,

n o t i n g  t h e  s t r a i n  t h a t  t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f

c h a n g i n g  c l i m a t e  w i l l  i n c r e a s i n g l y  p l a c e  o n

r e s o u r c e s  a n d  m i s s i o n s  [24 ] .  Despite  the

clar i ty  of  these  threats  to  Austral ia ,  the

pressure  of  regional  neighbour  states,  and

growing  lucidity  f rom  the  Austral ian  Defence

Force,  their  urgency  has  not  t ranslated  into

responsible  domestic  cl imate  governance.

"This means that every
minute,  AU$19,686 of
Government funding and
taxpayer money was
received by the fossil  fuel
industry."  

A u s t r a l i a ’ s  d o m e s t i c

c l i m a t e  p o l i t i c s
A  democrat ic  country,  Austral ian  pol i t ics  is

locked  in  bi -part isan  governance  between

two  r ight -wing  part ies ,  the  Liberal  National

Party  (LNP )  and  Austral ian  Labor  Party  (ALP ) ,

of  which  the  former  is  more  conservat ive

than  the  lat ter .  The  LNP  currently  holds

government  under  the  leadership  of  Prime

Minister  Scott  Morrison,  a  man  who  once

brought  a  lump  of  coal  into  Parl iament  to

underl ine  his  support  for  the  fossi l  fuel

industry  [27 ] .  Indeed,  A u s t r a l i a  r e m a i n s

h e a v i l y  r e l i a n t  o n  f o s s i l  f u e l s  f o r  e l e c t r i c i t y

g e n e r a t i o n ,  w i t h  c o a l  a c c o u n t i n g  f o r

a p p r o x i m a t e l y  7 5  p e r c e n t  a n d  g a s

a p p r o x i m a t e l y  1 6  p e r c e n t  [28 ] .  While

Europe  has  largely  rel ied  upon  nuclear

generat ion  as  i ts  preferred  source  for  the

transit ion  to  renewable  energies,  discussion

of  nuclear  sourcing  is  strongly  taboo  in

Austral ian  pol i t ics  and  society  despite  the

country ’s  signif icant  uranium  reserves  [29 ] .

Instead,  the  Morrison  Government  has

pushed  to  extend  the  closure  dates  of  coal -

powered  electr ic i ty  generat ion  plants  set  by

their  owners  and  e n d o r s e d  ‘ n a t u r a l ’  g a s  a n d

‘ c l e a n  c o a l ’  a s  i t s  p r e f e r r e d  m e t h o d  o f

e c o n o m i c  r e c o v e r y  f r o m  t h e  C O V I D - 1 9

p a n d e m i c  [32,  pp.  14–18 ] ,  [33 ] .  I n  2 0 2 0 - 2 1 ,

t h e  M o r r i s o n  G o v e r n m e n t  s p e n t  A U $ 1 0 . 3

b i l l i o n  o n  s u b s i d i s i n g  f o s s i l  f u e l s .  T h i s

m e a n s  t h a t  e v e r y  m i n u t e ,  A U $ 1 9 , 6 8 6  o f

G o v e r n m e n t  f u n d i n g  a n d  t a x p a y e r  m o n e y

w a s  r e c e i v e d  b y  t h e  f o s s i l  f u e l  i n d u s t r y .

This  colossal  sum  amounts  to  more  than  was

spent  on  the  Austral ian  Army  in  the  same

year  [34 ] ,  [35 ] .  National  cl imate  pol icy  wasn ’ t

always  so  complacent .  In  2011,  the  ALP

introduced  a  carbon  taxing  mechanism

within  the  Clean  Energy  Act  and  was

considered  to  be  an  example  in  cl imate

pol icy  internat ional ly  [36 ] .  The  pol icy  was

short - l ived  due  to  an  intensive  LNP  campaign

against  the  ‘Carbon  Tax ’  which  branded  i t  as  
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an  “…attack  on  [ the  publ ic ’s ]  cost  of  l iv ing…”

[37 ] .  I t  was  repealed  in  2012  by  the  elected

Liberal  Government  and  PM  Tony  Abbott

[38 ] .  Any  possibi l i ty  of  a  future  carbon

pricing  mechanism  has  been  heavi ly

hindered  by  the  success  of  the  LNP ’s  ruthless

pol i t ical  campaign  which  lef t  the  Austral ian

p u b l i c  l a r g e l y  h o s t i l e  at  the  t ime  and

p o l i t i c i a n s  w a r y  t o  t h i s  d a y  of  broaching  the

subject .  S i m i l a r  a r g u m e n t s  o f  u n a f f o r d a b l e

e n e r g y  p r i c e s ,  u n e m p l o y m e n t ,  a n d

c o n s u m e r  a n d  r e g i o n a l  e c o n o m i c  l o s s e s

h a v e  b e e n  u s e d  r e p e a t e d l y  i n  d o m e s t i c

p o l i t i c s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w h e n  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e

t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  f o s s i l  f u e l s  t o  r e n e w a b l e s

[39,  p.  7 ] .  While  the  ALP  suggests  a  more

progressive  cl imate  stance  i f  they  were  to  be

elected  in  the  upcoming  Federal  elect ion,

which  is  to  be  cal led  before  or  in  2022,  the

standard  for  act ion  has  been  set  shockingly

low.  This  inact ion  has  not  gone  unnoticed  by

Austral ian  voters .

The  lack  of  cl imate  governance  in  Austral ia

contrasts  with  the  increasing  concern  of

voters  as  they  learn  more  about  the  cl imate

cr is is ,  as  well  as  those  who  have  experienced

fi rst -hand  cl imate - intensi f ied  events  such  as

the  2019 /2020  Black  Summer  f i res .  The

Austral ia  Inst i tute ’s  2020  and  2021  Climate

of  the  Nation  reports  revealed  that

A u s t r a l i a n s  a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  i n  f a v o u r  o f

s t r o n g  c l i m a t e  a c t i o n  a n d  t h e  p h a s e - o u t  o f

o l d  c o a l  p l a n t s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  a  record  7 5

p e r c e n t  of  Austral ians  were  found  to  be

‘concerned ’  about  cl imate  change [10 ] ,  [32,

p.  36 ] .   

" A  r e c o r d  7 5  p e r c e n t  o f

A u s t r a l i a n s  w e r e  f o u n d  t o  b e

‘ c o n c e r n e d ’  a b o u t  c l i m a t e

c h a n g e . "

This  t rend  was  confi rmed  in  countless  other

surveys  including  a  2021  Lowy  Inst i tute  poll

which  found  that  7 4  p e r c e n t  o f  A u s t r a l i a n s

a g r e e  t h a t  ‘ t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  t a k i n g  f u r t h e r

a c t i o n  o n  c l i m a t e  c h a n g e  w i l l  o u t w e i g h  t h e

c o s t s ’  [40 ] .  Even  studies  conducted  by  the

mining  industry  show  a  clear  and  recent

decl ine  in  publ ic  goodwil l  towards  the  fossi l

fuel  industry  [41,  p.  8 ] .  Of  al l  Austral ians,

younger  part ic ipants  and  those  who  have

been  affected  direct ly  by  natural  disasters

are  consistent ly  more  l ikely  to  support

increased  act ion.  Youth  led  movements  and

groups,  such  as  the  Austral ian  branch  of

Fr idays  for  Future,  School  Str ike  4  Climate,

and  the  Austral ian  Youth  Climate  Coal i t ion

(AYCC )  have  been  part icular ly  act ive  in  the

space.  In  May  2021,  a  Federal  Court  case

brought  by  a  group  of  schoolchi ldren

formal ly  declared  that  the  A u s t r a l i a n

G o v e r n m e n t  h a s  a  ‘ d u t y  t o  t a k e  r e a s o n a b l e

c a r e ’  t h a t  y o u t h  w i l l  n o t  b e  h a r m e d  o r

k i l l e d  d u e  t o  i n c r e a s e d  c a r b o n  e m i s s i o n s

f rom  future  approvals  of  coal  mine  projects

[42 ] .  Although  this  shif t  in  opinion  and

increasing  concern  is  encouraging,  i t  has  so

far  fa i led  to  el ic i t  a  proport ionate  response

from  the  Federal  Morrison  Government.  In

October  2021,  the  Federal  Environmental

Minister  approved  another  coal  mine

extension,  the  third  new  coal  project  within

the  span  of  a  single  month  [43 ] .  The  Federal

Government  continues  to  avoid  and  censor

language  related  to  cl imate  change,

therefore  minimising  and  t r iv ial is ing  related

threats .  This  lack  of  response  has  the

potential  to  threaten  votes  for  the  LNP  in  the

upcoming  elect ion,  conversely  providing  an

opportunity  for  the  opposing  Labor  Party

(ALP ) .  The  ALP  is  pushed  into  this  space  not

only  by  the  current  vacuum  created  by  the

absence  of  pol icy  on  the  subject ,  but  also  by

publ ic  interest  and  histor ical  partnerships

with  the  more  progressive,  lef t -wing  Greens

Party  [44 ] .  However ,  t h e  A L P  h a s  s o  f a r

f a i l e d  t o  p r o v i d e  a n y  e n c o u r a g i n g  e v i d e n c e

o r  p r o m i s e  t h a t  t h e i r  c a m p a i g n  w i l l  i n c l u d e

p r o g r e s s i v e  c l i m a t e  p o l i c y  [45 ] .
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There  is  no  guarantee  that  the  shif t  in  publ ic

opinion  indicated  by  surveys  wil l  propel  a

swift  or  effect ive  change  in  pol icy,  especial ly

consider ing  the  absence  of  act ion  despite

sustained  publ ic  concern  over  the  past

several  years .  However ,  a  rapidly  growing

major i ty  of  voter  concern  and  their  higher

reprior i t isat ion  of  cl imate  pol icy  sparked  by

extreme  weather  events  and  local  and

internat ional  movements  places  renewed

pressure  on  al l  pol i t ical  part ies .

Inact ion  by  the  Austral ian  Federal

Government,  despite  publ ic  support  for

cl imate  pol icy,  is  encouraged  by

monopol ised,  r ight -wing  media  and  lobbying

by  the  fossi l  fuel  industry  [39,  p.  9 ] ,  [41,  p.  5 ] .

The  result  of  these  efforts  is  p u b l i c

c o n f u s i o n ,  p o l a r i s a t i o n ,  a n d  w i d e s p r e a d

m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  b o t h  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e

o f  c o a l  t o  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  e c o n o m y  a s  w e l l

a s  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t r a n s i t i o n i n g  t o  r e n e w a b l e

e n e r g y  s o u r c e s .  A  popular  technique  used

by  pol i t ical  leaders,  media,  and  lobbies  al ike

has  been  t h e  o t h e r i n g  o f  d i f f e r e n t

d e m o g r a p h i c s  a n d  t h e  d e l i b e r a t e

e x a c e r b a t i o n  o f  a  r u r a l - m e t r o p o l i t a n

p o l i t i c a l  d i v i d e .  Rural  and  regional

communit ies  are  targeted  by  advert is ing

campaigns  promoting  fossi l  fuels  and  ‘clean

coal ’  while  warning  about  job  loss  caused  by

renewable  energy  projects .  They  are

part icular ly  present  within  communit ies  close

to  mines [41,  p.  6 ] .  

"A popular technique used
by political  leaders,  media,
and lobbies alike has been
the othering of different
demographics and the
deliberate exacerbation of a
rural-metropolitan political
divide."

Through  analysis  of  var ious  Austral ian  media

publ icat ions,  academics  have  ident i f ied  three

key  arguments  that  are  used  against  the

renewable  energy  t ransit ion:  1 )  c o n c e r n

a b o u t  d o m e s t i c  e n e r g y  s e c u r i t y ,  2 )  t h e  l o s s

o f  r u r a l  j o b s ,  a n d  3 )  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  e n e r g y

p o v e r t y  a r i s i n g  f r o m  t h e  r e d u c t i o n  o r

r e m o v a l  o f  A u s t r a l i a n  c o a l  f r o m  t r a d e  [39,

p.  4 ] .  The  Austral ia  Inst i tute  found  that

Austral ians  bel ieved  that  the  Austral ian  coal

industry  was  23  t imes  larger  than  i t  actual ly

is ,  overest imating  that  i t  made  up  12.3  per

cent  of  the  GDP  as  opposed  to  i ts  actual

contr ibut ion  of  2.3  per  cent  in  2019 -2020

[10,  p.  21 ] .  This  is  l ikely  to  be  an  intent ional

outcome  given  the  large  presence  and  stakes

of  fossi l  fuel  lobbyists .  Alongside  these

campaigns,  metropol i tan  populat ions  have

been  repeatedly  label led  as  disconnected,

‘woke  city -sl ickers ’  or  ‘greenies ’ ,  by  the

media  and  pol i t ic ians.  When  elected  in  2019,

Pr ime  Minister  Scott  Morrison  credited  the

‘quiet  Austral ians ’  -  these  being  the  impl ied

true  Austral ians  -  who  “…know  that  t radit ional

sources  of  energy  l ike  coal  and  gas  wil l  be

around  for  quite  a  while  yet…” .  He  promised

that  his  government  was  not  going  to  “…

destroy  our  economy  because  of  the  extreme

views  of  some”[46 ] .  These  highly  successful

pol i t ical  messages  claim  consistent ly  and

above  al l  that  fossi l  fuels  are  essential  to  the

Austral ian  economy,  and  that  the  t ransit ion

to  renewable  energy  sources  is  an  unreal ist ic

goal  that  only  ‘ lat te -sippers ’  can  afford  to

prior i t ise.  U s i n g  p o l a r i s i n g ,  f e a r m o n g e r i n g ,

a n d  d e l i b e r a t e l y  m i s l e a d i n g  c a m p a i g n s ,

t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  m e d i a ,  f o s s i l  f u e l  l o b b i e s ,

a n d  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s  h a v e  o v e n  a  f a l s e

n a r r a t i v e  w i t h  v e r y  r e a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  f o r

p u b l i c  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  T h i s  w o r k s  t o

u n d e r m i n e  d e m o c r a t i c  p o l i c y  m a k i n g  a n d

l i m i t  c l i m a t e  a c t i o n .

GOVERNANCE
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I n c r e a s i n g  p r e s s u r e  f o r

c h a n g e
Domestic  pressure  is  mounting  on  the

Austral ian  Government  to  announce  more

decis ive  cl imate  pol icy  not  only  f rom  voters ,

but  also  f rom  s t a t e s ,  t e r r i t o r i e s  a n d

r e g i o n a l  g o v e r n m e n t s ,  i n d u s t r y ,  a n d  t h e

p r i v a t e  s e c t o r .  The  Federal  Government  only

adopted  a  target  of  net -zero  by  2050  in  the

week  before  COP26,  being  one  of  the  last

developed  countr ies  to  do  so  [47 ] - [49 ] .

However ,  the  adoption  of  this  target  is

operat ional ly  insignif icant  as  i t  s i m p l y

p l a c e s  n a t i o n a l  t a r g e t s  i n  l i n e  w i t h  t h o s e

t h a t  h a d  a l r e a d y  b e e n  s e t  b y  a l l  A u s t r a l i a n

s t a t e  a n d  t e r r i t o r y  g o v e r n m e n t s  [48 ] .

P o l i c y m a k e r s  a r e  b e i n g  l e f t  b e h i n d  b y  t h e

m a r k e t ,  w i t h  e n e r g y  g i a n t s  h a v i n g  p l e d g e d

t o  m e e t  a  2 0 5 0  n e t  z e r o  t a r g e t  b e f o r e  t h e

F e d e r a l  G o v e r n m e n t ,  a n d  i n v e s t i n g  h e a v i l y

i n  r e n e w a b l e s  [39,  p.  13 ] .  These  changes  are

often  hindered  rather  than  encouraged  by

the  Austral ian  Government.  For  example,

major  Austral ian  energy  company  AGL  had

scheduled  the  closure  of  i ts  coal - f i red  Liddel l

Power  Stat ion  in  2022  but  extended  this  date

after  the  Federal  Government  a p p l i e d

p r e s s u r e  t o  d e l a y  c l o s u r e  o r  s e l l  t o  a n o t h e r

c o m p a n y .  The  cited  reason  for  this  delay  was

the  need  for  affordable  electr ic i ty  pricing

and  energy  stabi l i ty  [50 ] .  This  clear ly  clashes

with  the  stances  of  industry  and  business.

The  Business  Counci l  of  Austral ia  recently

cal led  for  an  a c c e l e r a t i o n  o f

d e c a r b o n i s a t i o n ,  s u p p o r t i n g  a  t a r g e t  o f  4 6 -

5 0  p e r c e n t  e m i s s i o n s  r e d u c t i o n s  b y  2 0 3 0

[51 ] ,  [52 ] .  Similar ly ,  the  agricultural  sector ,

including  high -prof i le  industr ies  t radit ional ly

important  to  Austral ia  such  as  l ivestock,  is

pushing  for  an  increase  in  cl imate  act ion.

The  National  Farmers  Federat ion,  a

representat ive  body  of  over  80,000  farmers,

has  cal led  for  a  2050  net  zero  emissions

target  [10 ] .  

Even  more  ambit iously ,  the  Austral ian  red

meat  sector  set  a  2030  carbon  neutral  target

in  2017,  going  on  to  release  a  Carbon  Neutral

by  2030  ‘ roadmap ’  in  2020 [53 ] ,  [54 ] .  These

act ions  do  not  guarantee  that  the  Austral ian

Federal  Government  wil l  step  up  i ts  cl imate

pol icy,  especial ly  as  past  domestic  pressures

and  t rends  have  fa i led  to  do  so  even  when

coming  f rom  Government  inst i tut ions  such  as

the  Austral ian  Defence  Force.  However ,  t h e y

d o  s i g n i f y  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  n e e d  t o

c h a n g e  p r a c t i c e s  i n  a l l  s e c t o r s ,  a s  w e l l  a s

t h e  m a i n s t r e a m i n g  o f  c l i m a t e  a c t i o n  i n

d i v e r s e  a r e a s  o f  s o c i e t y .  The  sustained

presence  of  fossi l  fuel  lobbies,  conservat ive

bipart isan  government,  and  rareness  of

opportunit ies  to  vote  for  an  alternat ive

pol i t ical  party,  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  l i m i t  t h e

s w i f t n e s s  a n d  a m b i t i o u s n e s s  o f  c h a n g e

p u s h e d  b y  d o m e s t i c  f o r c e s .

Austral ia ’s  cl imate  inact ion  hasn ’ t  gone

unnoticed  by  the  internat ional  community

either .  Other  world  leaders  are  proposing

pol ic ies  to  pressure  less  ambit ious  countr ies

into  act ion,  and  A u s t r a l i a  i s  a  c l e a r  t a r g e t .

Before  COP26,  US,  European,  and  UK

diplomats  met  in  Canberra  mult iple  t imes  to

discuss  how  to  convince  Austral ia  to  l i f t  i ts

ambit ion  [55 ] .  This  fol lowed  the  European

Parl iament ’s  vote  to  endorse  the  European

Commission ’s  proposal  of  CBAM,  a  Carbon

Border  Adjustment  Mechanism.  CBAM  would

see  foreign  imports  of  cement,  i ron  and  steel ,

a luminium,  fert i l isers ,  and  electr ic i ty  f rom

countr ies  with  unpriced  carbon,  such  as

Austral ia ,  subject  to  increased  taxes  [56 ] .  For

Austral ia ,  this  is  l ikely  to  concern  i ts  primary

metal  manufactur ing  of  alumina  and

aluminium  which  are  highly  rel iant  on  coal

and  gas  for  production  and  make -up  AU$12

bi l l ion  in  internat ional  exports  [57 ] .  

"Australia’s climate inaction
hasn’t  gone unnoticed by the
international community
either."
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Further  highl ight ing  Austral ia ’s  inact ion,

internat ional  organisat ions  have  expressed

major  concern  about  the  degraded  state  of

essential  ecosystems  in  a  symbolic  cal l  to

act ion  and  a  shaming  of  unfulf i l led

responsibi l i ty .  In  2021,  UNESCO ’s  scient i f ic

advisors  recommended  the  r e - c l a s s i f i c a t i o n

o f  T h e  G r e a t  B a r r i e r  R e e f  a s  a n  e n d a n g e r e d

W o r l d  H e r i t a g e  s i t e .  The  major  reef  system

has  been  extensively  damaged  by  warming

waters ,  storms,  and  pollut ion  over  the  last

several  years  [58 ] .  T h e  A u s t r a l i a n

G o v e r n m e n t  r e a c t e d  d e f e n s i v e l y ,

r e t a l i a t i n g  w i t h  a n  i n t e n s e  l o b b y i n g

c a m p a i g n  involving  sending  the  current

Environment  Minister  to  more  than  a  dozen

countr ies  in  order  to  gain  their  support .  The

campaign  was  successful ,  and  the  vote  of  re -

classi f icat ion  deferred  to  2022  [59 ] .

UNESCO ’s  decis ion  includes  the  condit ion  of

ongoing  monitor ing  of  the  reef ’s  condit ion,

implementat ion  of  preventat ive  measures

against  further  degradat ion,  and  an  updated

report  f rom  Austral ia  to  be  provided  before

the  vote  [60 ] .  A s  k e y  a l l i e s  t a k e  i n c r e a s i n g l y

s t r o n g e r  a c t i o n  t o  a d d r e s s  c l i m a t e  c h a n g e ,

A u s t r a l i a ’ s  c o n t r a s t i n g  i n a c t i o n  i s

b e c o m i n g  i n c r e a s i n g l y  o b v i o u s  a n d

u n a c c e p t a b l e .  With  heat  being  appl ied  to

the  Austral ian  Federal  Government  f rom  both

domestic  and  internat ional  sides,  they  may

end  up  with  no  choice  but  to  fol low  the

example  of  al l ies  such  as  the  European  Union

and  the  US.

C o n c l u s i o n

Austral ia ’s  current  national  cl imate  pol icy

occupies  a  unique  space  in  the  world  for  al l

the  wrong  reasons.  I t  is  a  country  facing

part icular ly  severe  direct  threats  f rom  cl imate

change  in  terms  of  both  domestic  and

internat ional  securi ty .  The  cl imate  cris is  has

already  stepped  over  Austral ia ’s

metaphorical  doorstep  in  the  form  of  natural

disasters ,  changed  weather  patterns,  and

degradat ion  of  essential  ecosystems.

P r e d i c t e d  l o s s e s  f r o m  f u r t h e r  g l o b a l

t e m p e r a t u r e  r i s e ,  e v e n  w i t h i n  t h e  n o w

h i g h l y  o p t i m i s t i c  1 . 5  d e g r e e s  C e l s i u s

s c e n a r i o ,  w o u l d  b e  d e v a s t a t i n g .  Despite

this ,  the  complacent  pol icy  and  goals

released  by  Austral ia ’s  Federal  Government

are  l inked  to  projected  temperatures  at  well

above  the  worst -case  scenario  of  3  degrees.

A  persistent  denial  of  the  need  for  act ion,

and  even  of  the  existence  of  cl imate  change,

is  deeply  ingrained  within  the  pol icy  of  the

LNP  Government.  I t  appears,  on  the  other

hand,  that  m o s t  A u s t r a l i a n  v o t e r s  ( 7 4

p e r c e n t )  a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t

c l i m a t e  c h a n g e  a n d  w a n t  t o  s e e  m o r e

c o m m i t t e d  a c t i o n  d e s p i t e  k n o w n  c o s t s ,  a

phenomenon  accelerated  by  l ived

experiences  of  bushf i res,  f looding,  and

environmental  change [40 ] .  The  t ranslat ion  of

these  concerns  into  pol i t ics  through

democrat ic  processes  is  hindered  by

powerful  fossi l  fuel  lobbies,  monopol ised

right -wing  media  sources,  and  pol i t ical

opportunism.  The  result ing  c i v i l  d i v i d e ,

s p r e a d  o f  m i s i n f o r m a t i o n ,  a n d  u n c e r t a i n t y

i s  a  h u g e  b l o w  t o  m o r e  a m b i t i o u s  c l i m a t e

a c t i o n .  Although  previous  domestic  and

internat ional  pressures,  in  addit ion  to

avai labi l i ty  of  scient i f ic  knowledge,  have

been  so  far  unsuccessful  in  pushing  the

government  to  adopt  more  ambit ious  cl imate

pol icy,  they  continue  to  mount  at  a

signif icant  rate.  

GOVERNANCE
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Regardless  of  the  outcome  of  the  next  federal

elect ion,  a  shif t  in  future  Austral ian  cl imate

pol i t ics  is  inevitable.  The  t iming  and

magnitude  of  this  shif t  is  disconcert ingly

uncertain  in  a  world  where  even  the  promises

of  the  most  ambit ious  fa l l  short  of  the  mark.

Furthermore,  the  now -unchangeable  future

impacts  of  past  and  continued  inact ion  are

both  ambiguous  and  ominous.  

O n e  t h i n g  i s  c e r t a i n :  u n l e s s  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n

G o v e r n m e n t  a d o p t s  a n  i m m e d i a t e  a n d

d r a s t i c  r e f o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  c u r r e n t l y

a b s e n t  c l i m a t e  p o l i c y ,  A u s t r a l i a  w i l l

c o n t i n u e  t o  f a l l  f u r t h e r  a n d  f u r t h e r  b e h i n d

t h e  p a c k  o f  w o r l d  l e a d e r s  t h a t  i t  c l a i m s  t o

b e l o n g  t o ,  w i t h  i n c r e a s i n g l y  s e r i o u s

d o m e s t i c  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s .
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