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Introduction
Richard Thackway

Australia’s landscapes support a wide range of land use activities, including 
intensive agriculture, pastoralism, nature and heritage conservation, 
and forestry and defence training. In addition, Australia’s landscapes 
have been under Indigenous land management for at least 50,000 
years. These land use activities occur across a mix of public, private, 
leasehold and Indigenous land tenures, utilising native vegetation that 
ranges in condition from variously unmodified to modified and replaced 
(Thackway & Lesslie, 2008). In 2012, production from natural resources 
earned over $38 billion in exports from agriculture, fisheries and forestry 
(see Chapter 3). The total economic value of Australia’s land use activities, 
inclusive of ecosystem services and non-consumptive uses, remains to be 
estimated.

The way in which land is used has a profound effect on Australia’s unique 
climate, soil, water, vegetation and biodiversity resources (Thackway & 
Freudenberger, 2016). There is a strong link between spatial and temporal 
patterns of land use and prevailing environmental, economic and social 
conditions. Therefore, information on land use and management is 
fundamental to the development and implementation of land use policy 
and planning.

Planned land use choices have a major effect on our natural environment, 
our communities and the capacity of regions to produce food and 
maintain and protect biodiversity and ecosystem services. Land use 
policies and planning are central to debates in Australia around coal and 
gas extraction, urban expansion, water security, climate change adaptation, 
population and food security. Under the influence of a rapidly changing 
climate, informed land use policies and planning are critical to developing 
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effective responses to natural resource management imperatives, including 
biodiversity protection, water quality, water and food security, as well as 
sustainable production from agricultural areas, forests and rangelands.

This book presents critical insights into successes, failings and solutions 
from land use policy and planning case studies. It seeks to address four 
critical issues facing Australia:

1. discontinuities between providers of national biophysical information 
about the environment, agriculture and forestry, among other land 
use activities

2. poor awareness of tools and information to improve national land use 
decision-making outcomes

3. limited awareness of the long history of poor decision-making on land 
use planning and management across different levels of government

4. limited understanding of the benefit of land use practitioners 
engaging in mutual inquiry and collective learning by working with 
key decision-makers from a range of fields, including environment, 
agriculture, health, nutrition, planning, Indigenous interests, 
management, design, education and research.

Much more can be achieved. The findings presented in this book 
strategically highlight the benefits of tracking changes and trends in the 
extent of land use types at different spatial scales over time; opportunities 
for improving monitoring and evaluation of social, environmental and 
economic outcomes arising from land use decisions made at multiple 
scales; prospects for utilising cutting-edge tools and information, 
including imagery archives and research to support decision-makers; and 
the benefits of using continual social learning to establish and develop 
land use policies, and evaluate the outcomes of implementing land use 
policies and plans.

Barriers to the Adoption of New Ideas
Successive governments have invented and reinvented ‘fad’-based land 
use policies and plans, reflecting short-term thinking and partisan ideals 
and solutions to the long-running, recurring and pressing land use policy 
and planning issues that face communities at regional, state and national 
levels (see Chapter 4). Recognising the weakness of this short-term 
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populist approach to policy and planning, some leading Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) member governments 
have expressed a desire for ‘fact’ or evidence-based approaches (Morton 
& Tinney, 2012). Where land planning and management agencies are 
committed to practising evidence-based approaches to developing and 
resolving national policy and program issues, they can develop robust and 
enduring systems with standards for the collection, analysis and provision 
of (and access to) high-quality natural resources and social and economic 
information. Valuing collective community ideals and supporting access 
to relevant information is vital if we are to overcome the current malaise 
in land use policy and planning. Not addressing (and overcoming) 
the ongoing reluctance to engage communities of interest perpetuates 
adversarial approaches to establishing, developing and implementing land 
use policy and planning. This book presents case studies that demonstrate 
the shortcomings of top-down government-led approaches to developing 
sustainable futures (see Chapters 4 and 5), including the challenges of 
anthropogenic climate change (see Chapter 15).

One of the principles for improved social, cultural and environmental 
outcomes is the provision of opportunities to establish and develop 
coordinated approaches to enable continuous participation of interested 
communities in the policy and planning processes; another principle is 
to develop institutional arrangements to effectively use relevant and up-
to-date information, including tools to aid in decision-making. Neither 
of these principles are being effectively enabled by government. Instead, 
as shown across several of the case studies presented here, they are either 
being actively diminished as not relevant, filled by non-government 
agencies and industry bodies, or divested to the states and territories in 
ways that do not enable the necessary cross-jurisdictional harmonisation 
and national-level coordination (see Chapters 11, 12 and 17).

Arguably, solutions to our land use problems do not lie only in accessing 
better data and information. We are experiencing a data explosion as 
access to near real-time environmental information improves, motivating 
the development of new land management techniques. A key problem 
lies in our democratic and governance structures, which do not seek the 
collective participation of decision-makers who aim to develop common 
property resources, or interested communities that will be affected by 
short-term and populist approaches to policy and planning processes 
(Brown & Harris, 2014). This process is exacerbated when the emphasis 
of policy and planning is weighted in favour of short-term, narrowly 
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defined economic development, rather than environmental, social and 
economic indicators. Unless these major barriers towards adopting 
balanced and sustainable solutions are addressed, we will continue to see 
limited improvement in land use policy and planning initiatives.

The development and implementation of efficient and effective national 
land use policy and planning are hindered by a range of social, cultural 
and environmental barriers. These barriers are neither new, nor restricted 
to land use policy and planning. In a review of the processes for the 
investment in (and management and use of ) environmental information 
as part of the initiative for a National Plan for Environmental Information, 
Morton and Tinney (2012) identified opportunities for improving the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the Australian Government’s environmental 
information. Given the enormity of the barriers facing land use policy 
and planning in Australia, new governance arrangements should be 
established to ensure that policy priorities and strategic directions are set 
at the whole-of-government level. Several of the case studies presented 
here highlight that land use policy and planning are in disarray, and lack 
focus, determination, coordination and leadership (see Chapters 5, 9, 10 
and 15).

The monitoring and evaluation of land use policy and planning outcomes 
are implemented neither consistently nor comprehensively across all 
jurisdictions. Where national monitoring is undertaken, it tends to focus 
narrowly on a specific theme—for example, carbon, biodiversity or water. 
Such monitoring initiatives show what is technically possible when there 
is a strong link between policy and political imperatives. However, the 
lack of comprehensive monitoring hinders the ability of regional, state 
and national public–private agencies to review and adjust land use policy 
settings and program outcomes (Sbrocchi et al., 2015). Consequently, the 
capacity to develop balanced outcomes for Australian landscapes across the 
spectrum of natural resource management issues—biodiversity, carbon, 
agricultural productivity, biosecurity, water security and food security—is 
diminished (see Chapter 3). Several theme-based examples of monitoring 
are presented here (see Chapters 8 and 13). However, as useful as these 
are, broad-based national environmental accounts are needed to inform 
decision-makers of changes and trends in the natural resource base. When 
these accounts are integrated with economic and social information, key 
insights begin to emerge to inform land use policymakers and planners 
(see Chapter 14).
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Drivers of Land Use Change
Some land use change can involve major social, environmental and 
economic turmoil, resulting in the need for adjustment—for example, 
water reforms in the Murray–Darling Basin, moratoriums on tree clearing, 
the cessation of logging in native rainforests, coal gas extraction in prime 
agricultural land and urban development in ecologically sensitive areas. 
The drivers of land use change are complex and subject to change over 
various spatial and temporal scales. They include:

• government policy and program interventions, such as access to 
resources, regulatory and legislative opportunities and constraints, 
governance arrangements, various instruments, and incentives and 
disincentives (e.g. infrastructure, subsidies and taxes)

• new commodities and land use activities
• market access, transport costs, new technologies, infrastructure and 

production costs
• changing societal needs for access to land for different purposes, and 

the skill and knowledge levels required to manage land with varying 
degrees of suitability and capability (while maintaining or transitioning 
its resource condition)

• the social resilience of regional communities to learn and adapt to 
complex interactions amid cultural and biophysical changes, and 
the capacity to handle the natural variability of climate and climate 
change, managing enterprises in the face of various natural hazards 
and disasters

• anthropogenic climate change.

Over the last 50 years, Australia’s population in rural areas and the 
proportion of Australia’s land area used for agriculture have slowly 
declined—a trend that can be described as ‘extensification’. Set against 
this trend is ‘intensification’, which is the movement of people towards 
the coastal hinterlands and major cities located in southern and eastern 
Australia. The increasing use of mechanisation in broadacre agriculture 
and forestry production and the conversion of prime agriculture land 
for rural–residential and residential development are associated with 
intensification.
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Opportunities to enable greater and more regular community 
engagement, and influence these land use policy and planning drivers at 
regional, state and national levels, are currently limited because of the 
reliance on top-down government-led and controlled initiatives (Brown 
& Lambert, 2013).

Book Structure
This book aims to fill a gap in current understandings of the barriers to 
good land use policy and planning in Australia by showing the contribution 
that information systems and decision support tools can make to the 
sustainable management of our unique landscapes. The authors, all highly 
regarded land use researchers, policymakers and practitioners, draw on 
their experiences to present short and accessible case studies on previous 
and current work relating to land use policy and planning. As well as 
providing deep insight into Australian land use issues, these case studies 
demonstrate the information and tools currently available to improve 
policy and decision-making at regional, state and national levels.

Part 1 examines the past and current situation. Comprising four chapters, 
it sets out the status of land use and management, as well as the 
challenges facing land use policy and planning in Australia. The role of 
Rob Lesslie—a  highly influential land use planner, landscape scientist, 
geographer and wilderness specialist—highlights the contribution that 
key individuals can make in initiating and leading change in land use 
policy and planning in Australia. This section acknowledges that public 
policy is driven by social, political and economic factors other than data 
and information relevant to land use, and poses the rhetorical question: 
does public policy obey data, information and maps?

Part 2 presents a series of case studies under the heading ad hoc or strategic 
responses. Across four chapters, it examines relationships and issues that 
have arisen between land use planning initiatives and environmental 
(landscape) resource mapping initiatives, processes for identifying 
and responding to land use pressures at the state and territory level, 
approaches for balancing land use trade-offs, the role of wilderness in 
nature conservation in South Australia and the effects of land use change 
on biodiversity in Australia.
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Part 3 presents two chapters that address the theme working to achieve 
national coordination. Given that land use policy and planning are 
state and territory responsibilities (under the Australian Constitution), 
and that national land use policy and planning can only be achieved 
through national leadership to achieve national coordination with state 
and territory agencies, these two chapters focus on the need for national 
coordination of vegetation and soil matters.

The social and natural drivers of change are explored in Part 4. Five chapters 
present case studies covering a wide range of issues: environmental conflict, 
engaging with scientific information and community activism, landscape 
connectivity initiatives, approaches to monitoring and reporting land 
use change and its effects on the environment, the role that national 
environmental accounts can play in shaping land use policy and planning, 
and the challenge of a rapidly changing climate in national land use policy 
and planning.

Two chapters offering visions for the future are presented in Part 5. Two key 
integration issues are discussed: the need for better national e-infrastructure, 
modelling analytics and synthesis, and securing institutional capacity for 
land use policy and planning and opportunities; and the benefits of the 
‘collective learning spiral’ in the case of regenerative landscape policy and 
practice. Both chapters offer possible pathways to better inform national 
land use policy and planning.
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