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Abstract 
For decades the idea of sustainable development (or sustainability as it has recently become known) 

is something that world leaders say they are committed to but find difficult to put into practice. The 

Australian government, for example, has had a National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 

Development (NSESD) since 1992, yet the country is less sustainable today than when the strategy 

was adopted because of declining environmental quality. This is despite the fact that the principles 

of ecologically sustainable development have now been enshrined in numerous pieces of legislation, 

policies, and plans at all levels of government for more than a generation of Australians. The reasons 

for this policy implementation failure are numerous, but key amongst them are a lack of consistent 

leadership, clashing policy priorities, the absence of much needed institutional restructuring, and 

inadequate resourcing. Australia is not alone in this failure, however, with similar experiences 

documented around the world. This chapter reviews the Australian experience and draws from it 

lessons that could be useful in many other countries. The takeaway message is that national 

governments need to ‘walk the walk’, not just ‘talk the talk’. 
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Introduction 
The first thing to say about terms like ‘sustainable development’ or ‘sustainability’ is that although 

they have only been part of the international lexicon for a few decades, the social, economic, and 

environmental issues that they address have been developing over a much longer period. Some of 

the first environmental laws and older conservation groups, for example, emerged in the nineteenth 

century, (Macinstosh 2015; Howes 2005). The second point is that the idea of sustainable 

development that emerged in the 1980s was a product of its time. It was taken up by political 

leaders around the world as a way to manage three disputes: business versus the environment 

movement; developed countries versus developing countries; and, capitalism versus socialism 

(which became redundant after the fall of the Soviet Union) (Chatterjee & Finger 1994). The third 

thing to note is that while there is a strong consensus that everyone wants sustainability (with 

governments, businesses, environmentalists, and community groups all signing up) they often mean 

quite different things by the term. The most accepted definition refers to meeting the needs of 

present and future generations (WCED 1987), but this gives a lot of lee-way in terms of 

interpretation (Howes 2005). In spite, or perhaps because, of these factors, the idea of sustainability 
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has proved to be a great consensus builder across different stakeholders, but it has proved difficult 

to implement.  

This chapter examines the way the idea of sustainability has been developed into a national plan 

using Australia’s National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development (NSESD) as a case study. 

The next section gives an overview of the international context that set in motion the series of 

events that created the strategy. Following this is an analysis of how the NSESD was developed and a 

summary of what it contained.  After that, there is an explanation of attempts to implement some of 

the strategy’s principles through various policies and plans. This is followed by an assessment of how 

well the NSESD has done in improving sustainability in Australia. Overall, while the strategy was 

created with a great deal of hope and goodwill, its implementation was not successful (Curran & 

Hollander 2015). There were some successes in improving social and economic indicators, however, 

the state of the environment has generally continued to decline. Australia is not alone, however, and 

similar policy implementation failures have occurred around the world (Howes, et al. 2017). 

 

The rise of the idea  
In the second half of the twentieth century concerns about the environmental impacts of industrial 

development encouraged the rise of the modern environmental movement and the creation of a 

range of green political groups. In 1970 the United Nations (UN) International Development Strategy 

made the link between environmental and economic issues. The theme was developed further by 

the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment, which led to the creation of the UN 

Environment Program (UNEP) (Howes 2005). In 1980 UNEP, together with the International Union 

for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the then World Wildlife Fund (WWF) (now the World-

Wide Fund for Nature), released the World Conservation Strategy which introduced the idea of 

sustainable development (IUCN, WWF and UNEP 1980). The concept was an appealing one for 

political leaders as it seemed to offer a way to have the benefits of industrial development without 

the environmental costs. 

In 1983 the UN created the World Commission on Environment and Development led by Gro Harlem 

Brundtland. It spent four years analysing economic, social, and environmental issues around the 

world. Its final report gave a summary of interlinked global issues (such as poverty, inequality, and 

pollution), defined sustainable development as the solution, and outlined a framework for action 

(WCED 1987). The Brundtland report (as it became known) has become the touchstone for 

subsequent policy development and its definition is the most widely cited: 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it 
two key concepts: 
— the concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which 
overriding priority should be given; and 
— the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organisation on the 
environment’s ability to meet present and future needs. 
Thus the goals of economic and social development must be defined in terms of 
sustainability in all countries—developed or developing, market-oriented or centrally 
planned. Interpretations will vary, but must share certain general features and must flow 
from a consensus on the basic concept of sustainable development and on a broad strategic 
framework for achieving it” (WCED 1987, p. 263). 
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The report proposed a meeting of national government leaders, and this led to the 1992 UN 

Conference on Environment and Development, also known as the Rio Earth Summit. At this summit 

national governments signed up to Agenda 21, the Biodiversity Convention, the Framework 

Convention on Climate Change, the Rio Declaration, and a set of Forest Principles (Boer 1995). All of 

these were supposed to guide the transition to a sustainable world, but follow-up UN conferences in 

1997, 2002 and 2012 found that the state of the global environment was still deteriorating (Howes 

et al. 2017; Howes 2005). There had been some success with the Millennium Development Goals in 

reducing poverty, so the UN created the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015, which national 

governments agreed to pursue (Howes et al. 2017).  

 

The emergence of the strategy 
A parallel series of policy changes occurred in Australia in response to these international 

developments, but the process took its own unique path because of specific political, economic, 

social, and environmental circumstances (Buhrs & Christoff 2006). Australia has a three tiered 

federal government structure that is a mixture of the US and UK systems (Howes 2005). At the 

national (Commonwealth) level is a bicameral parliament with government consisting of a Prime 

Minister and cabinet drawn from the party that has the majority in the House of Representatives. 

The powers of the national government are specified by the constitution that is interpreted and 

defended by the High Court of Australia.  A second tier of government is formed by the parliaments 

of the six states and two territories.1 They hold all the residual powers that are not granted to the 

national government by the constitution. The third tier of government consist of local councils 

(currently numbering 537) whose powers are determined by state and territory legislation. This 

arrangement can be somewhat cumbersome when developing a nationally consistent approach to 

environmental issues (Howes & Dedekorkut-Howes 2012). 

In the early 1980s both the national and state governments had created their own conservation 

strategies in response to the International Conservation Strategy, although they remained largely 

unimplemented (Dovers 1999; Boer 1995). By the end of the 1980s, green candidates had starting 

winning seats in parliaments, and the Labor party was increasingly relying on green voting 

preferences to be returned to national government (Toyne 1994; McEachern 1993). This spurred the 

Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, to release a statement entitled ‘Our Country, Our Future’, that sought 

to adapt the Brundtland report to  the Australian context and introduced the idea of Ecologically 

Sustainable Development (ESD) (Howes 2005; Dovers 1999; McEachern 1991): 

“Ecologically sustainable development means economic growth that does not jeopardise the 

future productive base. Renewable resources are managed so that they are not permanently 

depleted. In some cases the use of particular technologies or processes may be so damaging 

that they should be banned. 

Only rarely will it be necessary to take such pre-emptive action. In most cases it will be 

sufficient to temper the way in which projects proceed or technologies are applied to ensure 

that our future productive base is not impaired” (Hawke 1989, 4). 

In 1990 a discussion paper was released and nine working groups were established to determine 

how to apply the idea of ESD to different sectors of the Australian economy: agriculture, forestry, 

fishing, mining, energy production, energy use, manufacturing, tourism and transport. An 

 
1 The six states are New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, Western Australia, South Australia, and Tasmania. 
The two territories are the Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory. 
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Intersectoral Issues and a Greenhouse working group were later added (Howes 2001; Department of 

Prime Minister and Cabinet 1990). An Australian edition of the Brundtland report was released in the 

same year with a chapter added to the front of the volume by the Commission for the Future (WCED 

1990). The ESD working groups had 144 members in total from the national and state public sectors, 

business, green groups, unions, and other community groups. They ran a series of public meetings 

around the country, took submissions, released draft reports for public comment, then released 

their final reports in 1991 (ESD Working Groups 1991; McEachern 1993). The results were used in 

Australia’s submission to the Rio Earth Summit and were incorporated into the NSESD in 1992 

(Howes 2005; Department of Arts, Sport, the Environment, Tourism and Territories 1991).  

 

The content of the strategy 
The first part of the national strategy outlined an overall set of goals, objectives and principles that 

had been derived from the ESD working group process: 

“THE GOAL IS:  
Development that improves the total quality of life, both now and in the future, in a way that 
maintains the ecological processes on which life depends. 
  
THE CORE OBJECTIVES ARE:  
- to enhance individual and community well-being and welfare by following a path of 
economic development that safeguards the welfare of future generations;  
- to provide for equity within and between generations;  
- to protect biological diversity and maintain essential ecological processes and life support 
systems.  
 
THE GUIDING PRINCIPLES ARE:  
- decision making processes should effectively integrate both long and short-term economic, 
environmental, social and equity considerations;  
- where there are threats of serious or irreversible environmental damage, lack of full 
scientific certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing measures to prevent 
environmental degradation;  
- the global dimension of environmental impacts of actions and policies should be recognised 
and considered;  
- the need to develop a strong, growing and diversified economy which can enhance the 
capacity for environmental protection should be recognised;  
- the need to maintain and enhance international competitiveness in an environmentally 
sound manner should be recognised;  
- cost effective and flexible policy instruments should be adopted, such as improved 
valuation, pricing and incentive mechanisms;  
- decisions and actions should provide for broad community involvement on issues which 
affect them” (ESD Steering Committee 1992, 8). 

Part 2 then set out objectives and actions for specific sectors: agriculture, fisheries, forest use, 

manufacturing, mining, transport, tourism, and energy production and use. A series of twenty 

one intersectoral issues were then listed in Part 3 dealing with topics relating to conservation, 

environmental protection, resource management, health, indigenous people, gender issues, 

population, etc.  
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Each of the issues dealt with in Parts 2 and 3 followed the same format: a general statement of 

the challenge; the overall strategic approach; one or more objectives were set; and, a list of 

what governments are doing was provided. Part 3, chapter 12, for example, dealt with 

environmental protection as an intersectoral issue. The challenge was simply to improve 

environmental protection and the strategic approach was to implement a set of incremental 

policy reforms. Its objective was:  

“to establish, across the nation, measures for the protection of the environment which 
are consistent with the guiding principles of ESD, including measures which adopt a 
preventative approach to pollution and waste generation”(ESD Steering Committee 
1992, Objective 21.1). 

Eleven government tasks were then listed that were either actions already initiated or were 

more vague commitments to support research, training and cooperation across sectors. The 

actions already initiated were: the establishment of a new authority under the 

Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment to create national environment protection 

measures to reduce pollution; continued support for the National Landcare program that 

revegetates degraded land; and, to have regard for initiatives like the National Waste 

Minimisation and Recycling Strategy (ESD Steering Committee 1992).  

Part 4 of the strategy concluded with some points for future development, such as conflict 

management, community engagement, and monitoring progress (ESD Steering Committee 

1992). Overall, the government’s role was portrayed as a facilitator that would encourage the 

adoption of the more sustainable use of nature by the private sector and the community. These 

changes were supposed to result in better environmental, economic, and social outcomes. With 

regards to the environment, the strategy promoted better resource management, less pollution, 

lower greenhouse gas emissions, a reduction in waste, and the conservation of biodiversity 

(Howes 2005; ESD Steering Committee 1992). 

 

Implementation  
The strategy was endorsed by the Council of Australian Governments2 in 1992 and was accompanied 

by a new Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment that was struck between the national, 

state and territory governments (Samnakay 2016; Curran & Hollander 2015). A series of national 

committees were given the responsibility to coordinate efforts to implement the NSESD, but by the 

change of national government to the Liberal-National Party coalition in 1996, they had been 

disbanded. A new National Environmental Protection Council, made up of the state, territory and 

national environment ministers, was formed in 1994 to improve cooperation between the different 

levels of government survived, but it focussed on specific environment protection measures such as 

pollution and waste, rather than the broader notion of ESD (Howes 2005). 

 
2 The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) consisted of the Prime Minister, the Premiers of all six states, 
the Chief Ministers of the two territories, and the president of the Local Government Association of Australia. 
It was formed in 1992 from the annual meeting between the state, territory and federal leaders (known as the 
Premiers’ Conference. In 2020 COAG was replaced by the National Cabinet  made up of the Prime Minister, the 
six state Premiers, and the two territory Chief Ministers.  
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By 2002 the principles of ESD had been included in over 120 statutes at various levels of government 

(Dovers 2002). The key piece of national legislation was the Commonwealth Environment Protection 

and Biodiversity Act 1999, which incorporated five principles drawn from the NSESD: 

“(a) decision-making processes should effectively integrate both long-term and short-term 

economic, environmental, social and equitable considerations; 

(b) if there are threats of serious or irreversible environmental damage, lack of full scientific 

certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing measures to prevent environmental 

degradation; 

(c) the principle of inter-generational equity—that the present generation should ensure that 

the health, diversity and productivity of the environment is maintained or enhanced for the 

benefit of future generations; 

(d) the conservation of biological diversity and ecological integrity should be a fundamental 

consideration in decision-making; 

(e) improved valuation, pricing and incentive mechanisms should be promoted” (Australian 

Government 1999, s.3A). 

Interestingly, section 516A.6(a) of the act required all Commonwealth government agencies and 

departments to report annually on how they had contributed to ESD.  

At the state and territory level ESD appeared in various laws, such as the Queensland Environment 

Protection Act 1994. It was also present at the regional level (i.e. between the state and local tiers of 

government) with inclusion in planning instruments such as the South East Queensland Regional 

Plan 2004 (Summerville et al. 2008). By the end of the 1990s many local councils had signed up to 

Local Agenda21 and/or were part of the International Councils for Local Environmental Initiatives, 

Councils for Sustainability network (Boer 1995). In support of this move, the Australian government 

published a guide to adopting Local Agenda21 (Howes 2001). 

Australia continued to support international initiatives, such as the Millennium Development Goals 

in 2000 and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015. Under its international 

obligations the national State of the Environment reports were produced every five years starting in 

1996. Each of the state and territory governments also produce a report for their respective 

jurisdictions, the latest for Queensland being 2017.  

 

Effectiveness 
There has been a series of national and international attempts to measure the progress of Australia 

towards ESD over the last three decades. In 1996 the Intergovernmental Committee for ESD 

published a report on implementation by all three levels of government, but it was basically a 

statement of existing environmental policies and laws, rather than an assessment of progress (ICESD 

1996; Howes 2000). In 2000 the Productivity Commission found that while the rhetoric was being 

widely used, there was a lack of on-the-ground implementation (Productivity Commission 2000; 

Dovers 2002; Howes 2005). 

In 2013 the Australian parliament commissioned a report by the National Sustainability Council  

(NSC) into how the country was faring with regards to sustainability. While tracing the concept back 

to the Brundtland report, the council used the term ‘sustainability’ rather than ESD and looked at 

trends in selected economic, social, and environmental indicators. It found that since the early 1990s 

Australia had improved in many of the economic and social indicators, but that most measures of 

environmental quality and biodiversity had declined. It was noted that these negative changes were 
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starting to have an impact people, economic production, and the availability of natural resources 

(NSC 2013).  

The most recent Australian State of the Environment report, released in 2016, found, as its 

predecessors had, that many aspects of environmental quality had continued to decline and 

discussed key issues such as climate change, loss or fragmentation of habitat for native species, land 

use change, and invasive pests. There were, however, some improvements in air quality, agriculture, 

and fishing (Jackson, et al. 2016). 

In 2020, the international Sustainable Development Report, which measure the progress of 

countries against the UN SDGS, found that Australia ranked 37th out of 166 countries with an overall 

score of 74.9 (compared to the average of 77.3 for countries the region) (Sachs et al. 2020). It 

generally scored well against the social and economic goals, but did poorly in relation to climate 

change, responsible consumption and production, life below water, and life on land. This ranking has 

deteriorated over several years with Australia falling from 20th since 2016 (Thwaites 2016; Thwaites 

& Kestin 2018; Malekpor 2018).  

The central national law that enshrined the NSESD principles, the Commonwealth Environment 

Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999, was subjected to a twenty year review in 2019. 

The final report of this review found that the act has been ineffective in arresting the decline in the 

state of the environment, had failed to halt the loss of biodiversity, and had not worked well with 

state and territory laws (Samuel 2020). 

 

What went wrong? 
It should be noted that the lack of progress on sustainability is not limited to Australia. Around the 

world policies have been failing, whether they operate at the local, state, or national levels. This is 

often due to conflicting policy objectives, a lack of economic incentives, and communication failures 

with key stakeholders (Howes et al. 2017). There are, however, some specific factors that have 

emerged in the Australian context (Buhrs & Christoff 2006).  

Over three decades, a range of research has suggested several reasons for the failure of the NSESD. 

Even in the early days of the strategy, it was recognised that comprehensive legal and institutional 

change was required (Boer 1995). While ESD principles were inserted into many Australian laws, the 

institutional changes required to implement them did not eventuate (Dovers 1999). Further, 

sustainability issues are deep rooted and difficult to address, so ad hoc or modest responses are not 

effective (Dovers 2002). It is, however, hard to break through the prevailing mentality of 

government that favours incremental change and limits the ability to respond (Summerville 2008). 

Economic factors are also important, with Australia’s reliance on primary industries making 

governments reluctant to implement bold changes that may discourage resource extraction 

developments (Howes 2005; Buhrs & Christoff 2006).  

In 2015, twenty five years after the original government discussion paper, a special edition of the 

Australian Journal of Environmental Management published a group of articles from researchers 

analysing what happened to ESD. All of them came to the conclusion that the NSESD had not been 

well implemented in Australia. While each article focussed on different aspects of the problem, they 

shared the view that a lack of leadership was a key determinant in the failure (Curran & Hollander 

2015). By comparison to other, more successful national polices, the NSESD lacked the necessary 

support, there was no sense of urgency about the issues being addressed, no clear benefits to key 

stakeholders had been articulated, the legislative reforms were minor and unsystematic, and 
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substantial funding was not provided (Pittock, et al. 2015). There was also an inconsistency with 

regards to implementation, with major policy reversals at both state and federal levels of 

government (Curran 2015) and a lack of the institutional restructuring needed to support the 

necessary changes (Macintosh 2015). 

Later research supported these findings and identified the lack of a clear implementation pathway, 

poorly allocated responsibilities, and inadequate monitoring (Samnakay 2016). Added to this is the 

progressive watering down of the concept of ESD in subsequent legislation (Williams & Williams 

2016). The lack of collaboration between different levels of government, the piecemeal approach to 

development decisions, and the absence of consistent national environmental standards were also 

contributing factors (Samuel 2020). 

 

Summary 
The idea of sustainable development, and its later manifestations in ESD and sustainability more 

broadly, was a good one. It offered a systematic and comprehensive way to address serious social, 

economic, and environmental issues. The problem, however, has been how to meet the goals and 

objectives set by putting into practice the principles that the policy-making processes produced. 

While the Australian example discussed in this chapter clearly illustrates the point, this is a challenge 

faced by governments at all levels, in all countries. The policy process that created the NSESD had a 

promising start, with a great deal of stakeholder engagement and public consultation. This 

generated a consensus between normally antagonistic policy players (business, unions, 

environmentalists, and governments) and produced a strategy that initially gained broad support. 

The problem came down to the lack of implementation due to the factors discussed above. It is not 

enough to synthesise a statement that everyone agrees upon and amend a few laws. There needs to 

be a clear vision, strong leadership, a consistent long-term follow-up, substantial institutional 

restructuring, constructive engagement with stakeholders, and the commitment of significant 

resources. The goal should be to mainstream the principles of sustainability so that they become 

core to the decision-making and normal operation of organisations across the public, private and 

community sectors. This did not happen in Australia, so the state of the environment has continued 

to deteriorate despite three decades of commitments to sustainability. The lessons learnt here can 

be applied to initiatives in other countries and international forums. 
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