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We live in an era where the dominant goal of most nations is to pursue economic growth as a 

means of increasing the material wellbeing of people.   

If you accept the proposition that this goal will continue to be pursued into the future, then 

the question as to whether economic growth is good or bad is actually quite irrelevant.   

The challenge is to devise tools which allow society to manage growth in a way that does not 

degrade the world’s natural capital. 

 

Environmental degradation is driven by the ability of humans to harness the power of the 

machines of the industrial revolution to convert nature into products for human consumption, 

at scales never before experienced in human history. 

The three key messages I want to leave you with are: 

1. The conservation of natural capital is, or at least should be, a universal human value that 

underpins all political philosophy, because it is possible to grow the economy, create jobs 

and conserve natural capital for current and future generations. 

To emphasise this point, let me quote the great US Republican President Theodore 

Roosevelt who once said: “Of all the questions which can come before this nation, short of 

the actual preservation of its existence in a great war, there is none which compares in 

importance with the great central task of leaving this land even a better land for our 

descendants than it is for us.”  
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2. The link between climate change mitigation and the economic opportunities it presents to 

finance the restoration of environmental assets we have degraded in the past – land, 

water, biodiversity, and  

3. The need for environmental accounts to underpin a sustainable economy. 

The background to my talk is based on the papers the Wentworth Group released late last 

year, titled “Blueprint for a Healthy Environment and a Productive Economy”, and another 

more recent publication “Using Markets to Conserve Natural Capital”.  

These papers are available on our web site. 

 

These papers remind us that Australia is facing very significant, systemic, long term 

environmental challenges, … 

 

They also show that by taking a long term view, we can grow the economy, create jobs and 

maintain the nation’s natural capital, for the benefit of people today and for future 

generations.   

This graph shows the economy is already decoupling.  But the real test is not simply how much 

of a resource we use, it’s whether our use degrades these assets. 

This vision of a healthy environment and a productive economy stands in stark contrast to the 

anti-environment negativity of recent years that has divided our community – where, despite 

the overwhelming support for high environmental standards, many people have been led to 

believe that we must sacrifice one to have the other. 

Toxicity of climate change debate has had a secondary impact where long term land, water 

and biodiversity conservation reform has been pushed to the sidelines – Landcare has been cut 

in half, the National Reserve System program has been abolished, and we have witnessed 

massive cuts to Australia’s great institutions, such as CSIRO. 

This strategy has been successful because a generation of Australians have not had the 

conversation that if long tern sustainability is built into the nation’s institutional and economic 

reforms, we can grow the economy, create jobs and have a healthy environment.  

We now have a new Prime Minister who has expressed his great optimism for this country.   

We have every reason to be optimistic.   

Projected (best es mate) 
changes in rainfall across 

Australia in 2050

Condi on of river systems 
across the  

Murray-Darling Basin

Soil degrada on due to land 
clearing & salinity

Popula on and economic growth                           
create pressures and opportuni es
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Australia’s remarkable 24 years of uninterrupted economic growth, coupled with the 

opportunities created by Asia’s extraordinary economic rise means we are entering a 

transformative period in our history. 

Three weeks ago we heard what I hope will be a fundamental shift in language from the 

Turnbull government on environment and economy.   

Nicole Hasham reported Minister Hunt’s speech to a recent conference in Shanghai where he 

is quoted as saying: "Underpinning our climate change and broader environment policy is the 

notion that a clean and healthy environment and a strong economy are equally important. 

They are not mutually exclusive – we do not have to choose one over the other.  We can have 

both."  

In reality, the only way we will get long term economic reform to address long term 

environmental challenges is if: 

 such reforms are built into broader public policy reforms; 

 we show this can be achieved without a significant call on the budget; and 

 we can encourage the majority of people in the Australian community to make this a 

priority for them. 

 

In our Blueprint we set out the 5 major long term institutional and economic reforms that are 

necessary to produce a healthy environment and a productive economy.  

Let me focus on two: 

 Using markets to conserve natural capital; and 

 Creating environmental accounts. 

 

Let’s start with Using markets to conserve natural capital, because it is here where the link 

between climate change mitigation and the economic opportunities it presents to finance the 

restoration of environmental assets have been degraded in the past. 

Central to such market reforms is that we are able to show: 

1. How a price on carbon can drive continental scale investments in landscape 

conservation that will change the way we farm in Australia and manage the Australian 

landscape; and  



 4 

2. That by eliminating existing fossil fuel subsidies that cause climate change, and using 

part of those savings to create incentives to restore degraded environmental assets, it 

is possible to create a healthy and productive Australia, without any impact on the 

budget or economic growth. 

Every Australian benefits from a healthy environment, and we have to stop kidding ourselves 

that the small handful of people who are responsible for managing Australia’s vast land and 

water resources – our farmers, indigenous land managers, and managers of our local and 

national conservation estate, have anything like the resources to do it without financial 

support from the rest of the community. 

We need to make it profitable for Australian farmers and other land managers to provide 

these services on behalf of the rest of Australia.  

Let’s focus on the proposition that healthy landscapes store more carbon, because …  

 

… the scale of opportunity is simply enormous.   

If Australia were to capture 15% of the biophysical potential of our landscape to store carbon, 

it would offset the equivalent of 25% of Australia’s current greenhouse gas emissions, every 

year for the next 40 years.  

That’s over 150 Megatonnes of carbon sequestered into our landscapes every year for 40 

years.  

CSIRO modeling suggests a price of $30 tonne is required to leverage landscape scale 

investments.  The first round of the government’s Emission Reduction Fund auction set a price 

of $14 tonne. 

However, if Australia were to adopt emissions targets consistent with a commitment to limit 

global warming to 2 degrees, the price on carbon is likely to range between $30 and $100 per 

tonne within 10 years.  

Once a price exceeds $30 per tonne, the gross investment potential for landscape 

conservation could be in the order of $4 billion per annum in Australia.   

This scale of investment would not only make a significant contribution to Australia’s 

greenhouse emission reductions, it could transform the way we manage the Australian 

landscape. 
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Finally, my third point – the role of environmental accounts in underpinning a sustainable 

economy. 

At its most fundamental level, our problem is we measure the benefits of economic growth 

but it’s only half the ledger, because we are not accounting for the depletion of natural capital 

that some of these economic activities are causing. 

In a world dominated by economic policy, if you don’t measure it, policy makers won’t value it.  

 

If ever you need proof, just look at the Intergenerational Report that was released earlier this 

year by the former Treasurer.   

Putting aside the politicisation of what was supposed to be a 5 yearly ‘State of the Nation’ 

report Peter Costello originally intended, you will see the extraordinary sophistication in our 

understanding of the economy, and social and demographic trends, but under the heading 

‘environment’ the best the Abbott government could do was repeat pre-election press 

releases. 

If we are to integrate the management of our environment into everyday economic decisions 

we need a consistent, comparable, practical and affordable way of measuring the condition of 

environmental assets, at all scales at which economic and policy decisions are being made:  

 whether it is Commonwealth investments in ecosystem services,  

 setting targets for regional NRM investments, or 

 acquiring and managing environmental flows in the Murray Darling Basin, … 

 down to managing our national parks, IPA’s and private conservation reserves, 

 even farm scale monitoring. 

There could not be a more important role for science. 

And yet, in this most fundamental of issues, we have failed.  We present science in a manner 

that confuses even the most qualified experts and then complain that nobody listens.  

Na onal Environmental Accounts 


IN	ASSOCIATION	WITH	NRM	REGIONS	AUSTRALIA	

Measures	of	Australia’s	Progress	

Treasury’s	mission	is	‘to	improve	the	
wellbeing	of	the	Australian	people	…’	

Wellbeing	relates	to	‘the	desire	for	op mal	
health,	for	be er	living	condi ons	and	

improved	quality	of	life’.		
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Many attempts have been made over the past 30 years through State of the Environment 

reporting, which have all failed to produce environmental information in a form that can link 

to economic decisions.  

Despite decades of science, all we have been able to do is this – pretty colours, arrows and 

smiley faces. 

 

Over the past 4 years the Wentworth Group has been working with Australia’s 56 regional 

natural resource management bodies, CSIRO, the Australian Bureau of Statistics, state 

agencies and other experts, to conduct a continental scale trial of what we are calling the 

Accounting for Nature model. 

 

It was developed in 2008 and provides a framework for measuring and tracking the change in 

condition of environmental assets, using a common unit of measure based on reference 

condition – a common non-monetary environmental currency.  

 

It is highly sophisticated, … 

Australian Regional Environmental 
Accounts Trial

Accoun ng for Nature
Physical	measures	of	the	condi on	of	environmental	assets,	

at	scales	relevant	for	decision-making.	

Three	important	concepts:	

• Landscape	Scale:		Environmental	assets	
measured	at	scales	where	biophysical	
processes	operate,	and	where	policy	and	
investment	decisions	should	be	made.		

• Common	Environmental	Currency:						
A	common	(non-monetary)	unit	of	
measure	based	on	reference	condi on	to	
to	describe	the	rela ve	condi on	of	
different	assets	in	different	places,	at	
different	scales,	at	any	 me,	and	where	
appropriate,	using	different	indicators.	

• Annual	Repor ng:		To	link	with	
economic	accounts	and	to	inform	policy	
and	investment	decisions.	

Environmental Account: Summary Table
SEQ Catchments Region, Queensland
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… but at the same time incredibly simple.    

 

It can use where appropriate, different indicators to describe the same asset in different 

landscapes, … and it uses reference condition to provide the common currency for describing 

the relative condition of different assets in the same landscape. 

And it can be applied at any scale – national, regional, over a park, or a property, or paddock. 

We have now published a series of reports on this trial which are available on our web site. 

 

They shine light on what I believe will be one of the most important policy advances of the 21st 

century, … because it means finally, we can use science to address one of the great failures of 

public policy of the twentieth century:  our inability systematically measure the condition of 

environmental assets at scales that can inform policy and investment decisions. 

When in place these environmental accounts will do for environmental policy, what economic 

accounts do for the economy. 

The trials have been hard work. The key finding is not necessarily the lack of information, 

rather the lack of an organising framework and ready access to that information. 

Let me show you some examples from this continental scale trial. 

SLIDES 17 - 27 

Where this trial adds great value, is that it has produced a practical and affordable method for 

assembling scientific information in an accounting framework…  

0 

10 

20 

30 

40 

50 

60 

70 

80 

90 

100 

Dugongs Native 
vegetation 

Wetlands Estuaries Moreton Bay Rivers 

E
c
o

n
d

 

An Environmental Account for
SEQ Catchments Region, Queensland
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Condi on of Na ve Vegeta on Assets 
Across Six Australian Regions

Presen ng Complex Informa on

This	has	produced:			

• Guidelines	for	Construc ng	
Regional	Environmental	Asset	
Condi on	Accounts	(16	pages);		

• An	Evalua on	of	the	trial,	which	
provides	a	summary	of	the	
findings	of	the	trial	(40	pages);	
and	

• A	Technical	Analysis	of	the	trial,	
which	is	a	suppor ng	document	
that	presents	a	detailed	analysis	

of	the	accounts	(240	pages).	

• Working	Papers,	including	a	
dra 	na onal	standard	for	
na ve	vegeta on	assets.	

Australian	Regional	
Environmental	Accounts	Trial	

	

These	can	be	accessed	at:	
www.wentworthgroup.org/programs/environmental-accounts/		
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… so that non-experts can understand what’s happening across our landscapes, and use this 

same knowledge to change the way we manage our natural capital.  

And this is where you come in. 

Please look carefully at these results, see whether you can use this simple idea in your 

business, and join with us to change the way Australians see our landscape. 

In conclusion …  we now have a new Prime Minister, and we share his optimism for this 

country.  We also hope that we share with him a vision that a truly sustainable society is one 

that creates wealth without degrading its natural capital.   

This cannot happen if science does not provide the information that is required for this to 

happen. 

If we do, and if he does, our generation can leave “this land even a better land for our 

descendants than it is for us”. 

 

 

Guidelines	
Construc ng	Regional	Scale	Environmental	Asset	Condi on	Accounts	
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