
ix

Foreword
Henry Nix AO

The untimely death of Dr Robert ‘Rob’ Lesslie was the catalyst for the 
enormous effort that went into the planning and development of this 
symposium. Rob was a key contributor to both the science and practical 
application of land use policy and planning, and natural resource 
management and conservation. While the states and territories have 
the primary responsibility for sustaining our natural endowment—
land, water and life—most of our serious problems transcend these 
artificial boundaries. A national continental-scale overview then becomes 
a necessity; here, the Australian Government has a key role in building 
geographic information systems that inform and support natural resource 
management. Securing nationwide agreement among all three levels of 
government was never going to be easy. Rob was not only a good scientist, 
but also a key member of the negotiating teams that overcame initial 
interagency suspicion, disagreement, reluctance and opposition. Always 
enthusiastic, his calm, friendly and professional approach yielded results 
that were evident in many of the papers presented at the symposium, and 
in the reports of the panel discussions and plenary conclusions.

Australia is a world leader in the development and application of 
geographic information systems that provide a foundation for land use 
policy and planning; however, the take-up in all levels of governance has 
been erratic and variable. Why is this so? This question provoked a number 
of responses from contributors and a number of possible explanations 
and solutions. Inevitably, there are time delays in any organisation in the 
development and understanding of new technology and its application. 
Thus, senior management will have to contend with e-infrastructure, 
high-performance computing, mass-data storage and modelling analysis 
if we are to move forward.
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Land use planning has never been widely popular in democracies, as  it 
is seen to impinge on the rights of the individual. However, a shift from 
rights to responsibilities is long overdue. There is evidence of some 
progress at all levels of resource management, ranging from the three 
levels of governance and corporations to the individual landholder. We do 
have some exemplars that provide a guide to the new world beyond 
‘business as usual’, but time is short and the need is urgent. Our ability to 
cope with climate disruption will depend on accurate knowledge of the 
state and condition of our natural resource base. The papers presented 
at the symposium made it clear that we have the tools; however, these 
sometimes yield ‘inconvenient truths’ that can become political liabilities. 
Our  political systems must find a way to address these issues and not 
drown them in obfuscation.

The symposium highlighted a wide range of tools and talents and 
ended on a positive note for the future. However, in March 2016, the 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) 
announced a whole-scale demolition of climate, land and water research 
teams, demonstrating a lack of understanding of the need to monitor 
the state and condition of our natural resource endowment to achieve 
sustainable resource management.



This text is taken from Land Use in Australia: Past, Present and Future, 
edited by Richard Thackway, published 2018 by ANU eView, 
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