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Submission to Inquiry into ecosystem decline
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the critically important topic of ecosystem
decline in Victoria. This submission is informed by a 20 year program of research into
Victoria’s approach to environmental governance, its effectiveness, and what might be done
better (Attachment 1. for details). The overarching message is that Victoria needs a coherent
and concerted approach to transforming environmental governance if ecosystem decline is
to be addressed.

The environment is in serious decline and transformative change is required
There is compelling evidence that ecosystems are in serious decline, with profound social,
economic and ecological consequences. Importantly, this evidence comes from the most
authoritative assessments available: it is not mere speculation by uninformed interests.
The Intergovernmental Science-policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems Services
(IPBES), released their first major report in 2019. Their case for action is compelling:
Nature is declining globally at rates unprecedented in human history – and the rate of
species extinction is accelerating, with grave impacts on people around the world. …
The health of ecosystems on which we and all other species depend is deteriorating
more rapidly than ever1.
Furthermore, when the report was released in May 2019, the chair of the IPBES, Sir Robert
Watson said:
We are eroding the very foundations of our economies, livelihoods, food security,
health and quality of life worldwide2.
To address this decline, the IPBES conclude that ‘transformative change’ is required, which
they understand as a:
Fundamental system-wide, reorganisation across technological, economic, and social
factors including paradigms, goals and values3.

1

IPBES (2019). Summary for Policymakers of the Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services of the IPBES, accessed via https://ipbes.net/
2
Watson quoted in Metherill L. (2019) One million species at risk of extinction, UN report warns, and we are
mostly to blame, 6 May, www.abc.net.au.
3
IPBES (2019). Op cit p5.
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Put simply, business as usual, incremental change, or even modest reform is not sufficient to
arrest and reverse ecosystem decline: transformative change is required.
The scientific case for action on climate change is equally compelling, with the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) concluding that:
Human influence on the climate system is clear, and recent anthropogenic emissions
of green-house gases are the highest in history. Recent climate changes have had
widespread impacts on human and natural systems4.
Furthermore, the IPCC state that:
Continued emission of greenhouse gases will cause further warming and long-lasting
changes in all components of the climate system, increasing the likelihood of severe,
pervasive and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems5.
Credible evidence also demonstrates that Victoria’s environment is in serious decline, and
this has been known for a considerable time. For example, as early as 2002, the Victorian
Catchment Management Council (an independent statutory body which advises the
Victorian government on catchment management) concluded, in their catchment condition
report, that:
Our natural resources are under pressure and, in many cases, will not be not be
passed on to the next generation in good condition. … Under current resourcing and
management paradigms our efforts to protect and sustainably manage natural
capital are not keeping pace with the breadth of degradation symptoms depreciating
the natural capital base6.
More recently, the 2018 State of Environment (SOE) Victoria report, prepared by the
Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability (an independent statutory body with
responsibility for SOE reporting in Victoria) concluded that:
Victoria’s biodiversity - the number of animal and plant species our environment
supports - has seriously decreased over the past two centuries. The loss has come
from land clearing, fire, pest plants and animals, land development, river regulation,

4

IPCC (2014). Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working Groups I, II and III to the
Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Core Writing Team, R.K. Pachauri
and L.A. Meyer (eds.)]. IPCC, Geneva, Switzerland, p2.
5
ibid, p8
6
VCMC (2002) The health of our catchments: a Victorian report card, VCMC Melbourne, p vi.
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water pollution, and more recently, reduced resilience under climate change. Many of
our native species are now threatened, and native vegetation continues to be lost7.
Furthermore, the Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability found that “Most
biodiversity indicators are poor and trending downwards”8.

Current approaches to governance are not fit for purpose
If the profound economic, social and ecological consequences of ecosystem decline are to be
avoided or mitigated, Victoria’s governance systems must be designed to maintain (and
enhance) the integrity of ecosystems. While the complexities and dynamism of ecological
systems can make their governance challenging9, it is nonetheless necessary to consider the
adequacy of Victoria’s approach to environmental governance.
Victoria has a long history of environmental initiatives dating back to the creation of early
national parks in the late 1800s. Today it has a mature system of environment governance
with some capacity to identify and respond to many environmental challenges.
Environmental governance in Victoria has also benefited from the willingness, at various
times and to varying degrees, of governments of different political persuasions to introduce
reforms which have substantially enhanced Victoria’s system of environmental governance.
However, Victoria’s system of environmental governance has evolved in a relatively arbitrary
way, with little overarching sense of direction or purpose. Victoria’s approach can therefore
be characterised as suffering from, in the words of Professor Stephen Dovers, ‘ad hocery’
and ‘amnesia’10. This is not intended to disparage efforts to date: it is simply to emphasize
that a better approach is needed if the environmental challenges Victoria faces are to be
addressed.
Identified weaknesses of Victoria’s approach include that11:
•

The mindsets/ paradigms informing environmental governance are dated or narrow:

7

Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability, 2020, https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/state-environment2018/biodiversity-plants-animals
8
ibid
9
Carter, N. (2018). The politics of the environment: ideas, activism, policy, Cambridge UK, Cambridge
University Press. Dovers, S. (1996). Sustainability: demands on policy, Journal of Public Policy. 16(3), 303-318.
10
Dovers S. (2003) ‘Processes and Institutions for resource and environmental management: Why and how to
analyse?’ in S. Dovers & S. Wild River (eds) Managing Australia’s Environment, Sydney, Federation Press, p. 3.
11
These themes are adapted from those identified in MacGregor A., Coffey B., Deutsch C., Wescott G., and
Robinson J. (2008) Ecological processes in Victoria: Policy priorities for sustaining biodiversity, prepared for
Victoria Naturally Alliance, VNPA, Melbourne.
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o While it is common place to think of nature as a ‘resource’ or ‘asset’, such
understandings overlook that nature makes life possible. Human life, and
material wellbeing, is not possible in the absence of healthy ecosystems.
o Understandings about the role of government and approaches to governing are
underpinned by often overlooked assumptions, which view environmental issues
as incidental and amenable to responses from a standalone environment
department.
•

State level policy frameworks are lacking and or not fit for purpose: While Victoria has a
wide range of environmental policies and processes in place, there is no coherent
overarching sense of direction and urgency, and the scope of some policies too narrow
to make a real difference.

•

Resourcing and implementation are inadequate: Victoria has suite of policies that ‘look
good on paper’, but which are not being implemented in any purposeful manner – the
implementation of Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act is particularly inadequate.

•

Community awareness and understanding is limited: community awareness and
understanding of the importance of healthy ecosystems is uneven, and there is a paucity
of concerted effort to ensure that people are connected to nature.

•

Knowledge is not translating into action: there is extensive knowledge about Victoria’s
environment, the threats to it, and what can be done, however to little of this knowledge
is used to inform policy, planning and decision making.

•

Decision makers are not fully accountable for their decisions and monitoring and
evaluation is piecemeal: There needs to be a much more systemic approach to the
strategic auditing of the state’s environmental performance.

Clearly, despite considerable effort and reform Victoria’s approach to environmental
governance is not ‘fit-for-purpose’, and in the absence of transformative change, ecosystem
decline will continue.

Key themes and potential options
This section outlines some key themes and some potential options for promoting a more
coherent and concerted approach to environmental governance. Its focus on institutional
reform is consistent with the need for transformative change discussed above.
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Ecosystem and environmental decline are fundamentally systemic problems
At a fundamental level, the web of life makes human life possible and everything that
humans do (as individuals, employees of companies, consumers of goods and services,
members of a community, citizens of a state or country, members of parliament, and
inhabitants of planet earth) directly or indirectly has environmental implications – we are
part of nature and rely on it to survive. Therefore, while it is common place to think of
nature as a ‘resource’ or ‘asset’, such understandings fail to appreciate that nature makes
life possible. Human life, and material wellbeing, is not possible in the absence of healthy
ecosystems.
If human societies are to flourish into the future, our social and economic systems, and
associated systems of governance need to be grounded in a foundation, which appreciates
the deep connections between humans and the non-human environment in which we exist.
For example, Dutch Professor of environmental knowledge, Esther Turnhout, and colleagues,
consider the possibilities of rethinking biodiversity in terms of ‘living with’ rather than
merely being the provider of ‘ecosystems services’12.
Relatedly, the way in which environmental problems are conceptualised in public policy, has
profound implications for the way in which they are governed. This is illustrated by US
political scientist Lynton Caldwell’s analysis of the way in which environment problems can
be understood as a policy issue (Table 1. below)13. Caldwell’s analysis shows that solutions
must match the nature of the problem. Put simply, while some issues can legitimately be
viewed as incidental or operational, issues such as climate change, waste, and ecosystem
decline are clearly systemic, and need to be treated as such.

12

Turnhout, E., Waterton, C., Neves, K., & Buizer, M. (2013). Rethinking biodiversity: from goods and services
to "living with", Conservation Letters. 6(3), 154-161.
13
Table adapted from Caldwell L. (1993) Environmental policy as a political problem, Policy Studies Review,
12, 104-117.
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Table 1. Views about environmental problems and associated responses required
Interpretation of the cause of environmental issues
Environmental problems viewed as incidental: seen as
accidents or miscalculations and thus amenable to
admonition, education, indoctrination and a few legal
sanctions such as anti-litter laws
Environmental problems viewed as operational failures:
seen as largely inadvertent, but caused by inadequate
or inappropriate organisation and management of
economic/ public affairs
Environmental problems are systemic: environmental
problems are a consequence of current economic and
social systems, and technological choice

Associated response required
Incremental – business as usual

Operational – moderate reform

Systemic – transformational change

The drivers of decline need to be identified and addressed
Given that ecosystem decline is a systemic issue, it is imperative that the drivers of
ecosystem decline be addressed, as well as managing effects/ symptoms. Table 2., adapted
from a 2008 report prepared for the Victoria Naturally Alliance14, provides a summary of
some direct and indirect drivers of environmental decline.
Table 2. Summary of direct and indirect drivers of environmental decline
Direct drivers
• Changes in land use and cover
• Species introduction or removal
• Technology adaptation and use
• External inputs (e.g. fertilizer, pest control,
irrigation)
• Harvesting and resource consumption
• Climate change
• Natural, physical and biological drivers (e.g.
evolution, volcanic activity)

Indirect drivers
• Demographic factors: human fertility,
mortality and migration
• Economic drivers: production, distribution,
consumption, and disposal
• Sociopolitical factors
• Cultural and religious drivers
• Scientific and technological drivers

One way in which the drivers of decline could begin to be addressed would be for the
Victorian Government to invite the Victorian Environment Assessment Council to conduct a
statewide investigation into the major drivers of ecosystem decline in Victoria, in order that
the major drivers of decline are identified priority actions to reduce them suggested.

14

MacGregor et al. 2008 op cit.
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Transformative change is required
Effective environmental governance is not simply a matter of business as usual, incremental
change, or even modest reform: transformative change is required, as the IPBES
recommended.
An approach to analysing policy change developed by UK academic Peter Hall provides a
useful framework for exploring what transformative change entails. Hall’s approach focuses
on three distinct kinds of policy change, namely:
1. First order change – policy instrument settings are changed in light of experience and
new knowledge, while overall policy goals and instruments of policy remain the same.
2. Second order change – the instruments of policy as well as their settings are altered in
responses to experience although the overall goals of policy remain the same.
3. Third order change {paradigmatic/ transformative change]– a simultaneous change in:
policy instrument settings, the policy instruments themselves, and the hierarchy of goals
behind policy15.
Drawing on this typology, while incremental changes in environmental policy are possible
within a traditional paradigm [i.e. current approaches to policy and governance], an
accumulation of first and second order changes will not automatically lead to third order/
transformative change, because such change requires a new policy paradigm16.
The implications of this insight for Environment and Planning Committee’s investigation into
ecosystem decline are profound: it highlights the importance of the Committee fully
considering how its recommendations can help to transform Victoria’s approach to
environmental governance. Put simply, the State of Victoria is responsible for the long-term
prosperity of its citizens and sustainability of its environment: no other entity can fulfil this
responsibility.
Potential options for improving the way in which environmental issues are considered in
Victoria, which may be worthy of further investigation, include:
•

The Government of Victoria committing to the UN sustainable development goals as an
overarching mission for the state (details on how this might be implemented are
discussed in the next section);

15
16

Hall, P. (1993). Policy paradigms, social learning and the state, Comparative Politics. 25(3), 275-296.
Carter (2018) op cit.
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•

Broadening the charter of Department of Treasury and Finance to encompass a broader
notion of prosperity (beyond financial prosperity). The UN sustainable development
goals some indication of this broader notion of prosperity; and,

•

Broadening the charter of the Victorian Auditor General Office (VAGO) to encompass the
‘environment’. VAGO could be responsible for auditing the effectiveness, efficiency,
economy and environmental effects of government agencies, programs and services. In
Canada, there is a statutory position of Commissioner for Environment and Sustainable
Development, that sits within the office of the Auditor General. A similar approach could
be adopted in Victoria by transferring the office of the Commissioner for Environmental
Sustainability from the environment portfolio to the VAGO.

Integrated responses are required
Integration (embedding the consideration of environmental objectives in non-environmental
areas/ sectors) is a key defining feature of sustainable development, and a critical element
required if ecosystems decline is to be addressed. Put simply, integration means that the
environment becomes visible, and relevant to, all areas of policy, planning and governance.
In terms of ‘how to integrate’, the OECD’s work on sustainable development and Sweden’s
experience with environmental objectives17 provide useful examples of more vertically and
horizontally integrated approaches to decision making. For the OECD, effective
implementation of sustainable development goals requires:
▪

A clear, widely accepted and operational definition and goal structure for sustainable
development;

▪

A clear commitment within government at the highest level [with this commitment
communicated] throughout the government machinery to support the development of a
clear strategy;

17

. Two dimensions of integration which provide a focus for action are: (1) Horizontal (or inter-sectoral)
integration, which involves a coherent and coordinated strategy being pursued across different sectors (e.g.
whole of government approaches); and (2) Vertical (or intra-sectoral) integration, which involves a coherent and
coordinated strategy being pursued across all levels within a sector or organisation (e.g. alignment of policy,
budgeting and investment, and delivery). For further explanation, see, W. Lafferty & E. Hovden (2003)
‘Environmental policy integration: Towards an analytical framework’, Environmental Politics, 12(3), pp. 1-22; and,
Carter (2018) op cit. p. 303.
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▪

This strategy should be enforced by a ‘focal point’ at the centre of government, and nonenvironmental policy sectors should be mandated to develop their own sectoral strategies
in conformity with the overarching goals defined; and,

▪

Citizens should be encouraged to engage in decision making18.

Embracing the OECD approach would represent a useful starting point for the development
of an approach to environmental governance that provides the State of Victoria with a
better chance of arresting ecosystem decline.
Sweden’s experience in establishing environmental objectives and pursuing their
achievement, as summarised in Attachment 2. provides a potentially useful model that could
be drawn on in Victoria. In broad terms, Sweden’s approach involves establishing: an
overarching goal – to hand over to the next generation a society in which the major
environmental problems have been solved, without increasing environmental and health
problems outside Sweden’s border – and pursuing this goal through a clear governance
process.
Learning from the experiences of the OECD and Sweden would be a useful way for ensuring
that Victoria’s approach to environmental governance is more integrated, which will enhance
its potential for addressing ecosystem decline. A thoroughly integrated approach would
ensure that ecosystem health is at the conceptual and practical heart of governance in the
State of Victoria: not merely an add-on to issues of economy, efficiency, or effectiveness, but
instead a thorough reimagining of development and governance.

The public sector needs to be ecologically literate
The concept of ecological literacy, defined as ‘a basic functional education for all people
which provides them with the necessary knowledge, skills, and motives to cope with
environmental needs and contribute to sustainable development’19 is important, if
ecosystem decline is to be halted and reversed. This is much more than simply knowing the
names of various plants and animals, it entails the fostering of a deep connection between
people and the other species with which we share the Earth.

18

OECD (2002b) Working Towards Sustainable Development: The OECD Experience, Policy Brief, Paris, OECD. pp.
31-33.
19
UNESCO (1989). Environmental literacy for all, Connect: Environmental Education Newsletter 14. UNSECO,
Paris.
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In a public sector context, ecological literacy matters because public servants advise on and
implement decisions which can have major implications for the environment, and so they
need to be ecologically literate if they are to be capable of advising and acting in ecologically
responsible ways. However, it is far from clear that Victoria’s public service have such
knowledge and skills. Consider, for example, the disciplinary expertise of staff in the
Victorian Treasury. Many of them will have graduated with degrees in neoclassical
economics20. Given that mainstream economics text books devote little, or no, attention to
ecological literacy, the staff in this important central agency cannot be expected to be
ecologically literate. Put simply, a background in neoclassical economics, or other businessoriented disciplines, does not provide public sector officials with the necessary conceptual
understanding needed to adequately advise government on how to protect and enhance
ecosystem integrity. Improving the ecological literacy of the public sector is therefore critical
if public servants are to have the knowledge and know how required to provide meaningful
advice to government. Tailored training may be needed for public sector leaders, managers
and professionals.
Potential ways to enhance ecological literacy include:
•

Inserting a clause in Public Sector Codes of Conduct, that give effect to an environmental
charter/ environmental duty of care/ commitment to environmental stewardship; and,

•

Establish (potentially compulsory) training short courses for public sector leaders,
managers, and officials that cover the foundations of ecological literacy.

The state’s capacity for environmental governance needs to be enhanced
The implications of a lack of ecological literacy flow through to organisational capacity. The
organisational principles and models which inform public sector organisations are not fit for
purpose. Focussing on environmental capacity is one way for addressing this, with Australian
academic Peter Christoff proposing four criteria by which government capacity for
environmental governance can be assessed, namely:

20

e.g. Pusey M. (1991) Economic Rationalism in Canberra: A Nation Building State Changes its Mind,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
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▪

Consensus-building capacity: the existence of styles and forums for agenda setting and
policy development, which enable open deliberation of options and encourage widely
accepted, enduring and ecologically sound outcomes in both public and private sectors;

▪

Strategic capacity: the state’s ability to recognise environmental problems and develop
rational policy responses that would lead to ecologically sustainable outcomes in
implemented effectively;

▪

Implementation capacity: staffing levels and a skill base which can react to new challenges
and learn from previous experiences, and budgets appropriate for effective
implementation of policy initiatives. This includes capacity for research, monitoring, public
reporting and review; and,

▪

Integrative capacity: the existence of agencies, laws and decision-making processes which
enable the state to integrate ecological principles, practices and goals into (whole-ofgovernment) public and private sector activity21.

One strategy for improving the environmental capacity could involve the State Public Sector
Commission being requested to conduct a detailed assessment of the Victorian public
sector’s capacity for environmental governance.

Dr Brian Coffey
Vice-Chancellor’s Research Fellow
Centre for Urban Research, RMIT University
About the author
The author has a PhD in policy studies. His research centres on public policy and governance (as they
relate to questions of sustainability and the environment) and science-policy relations. He is
particularly interested in exploring how issues are conceptualised in policy processes, and the
implications this has for how they are addressed, including the organisational arrangements that are
put in place. Prior to completing his PhD, he worked within the Victorian public sector for 17 years in
a variety of policy, planning, and management roles, in both Melbourne and regional Victoria.
He investigated Victoria’s approach to environmental governance as part of a Victorian
Parliamentary Library Fellowship.

21

Christoff P. (1998) Degreening government in the garden state: environmental policy under the Kennett
Government 1992-1997, Environmental and Planning Law Journal, 15(1), 10-32.
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Coffey B. & Marston G. (2013) How neoliberalism and ecological modernisation shaped
environmental policy making in Australia, Journal of Environmental Policy and Planning.
13(2), 179-199.
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Australia, Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy. 4(1), 56-74.
Coffey B. (2012) Beyond ‘types’ in environmental agencies, Public Administration Today, 31 (July –
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Biodiversity policy and governance
Damiens F., Mumaw L., Backstrom A., Bekessy S., Coffey B., et al. (2017) Why politics and context
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in Victoria, Ecological Management and Restoration. 12(3), 194-199.
Coffey B., Fitzsimons J., & Gormly R. (2011) Strategic public land use assessment and planning in
Victoria, Australia, Land Use Policy. 28, 306-313.
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biodiversity white paper, Australasian Journal of Environment Management. 17(4), 204-214.
McGregor A., Coffey B., Deutsch C., Wescott G. &.Robinson J. (2009) Policy priorities for sustaining
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Coffey B. (2001) National park management and the commercialisation of nature: The Victorian
experience, Australian Journal of Environmental Management. 8(2), 70-78.
Catchment and natural resource management
Bosomworth K., Cooke B., & Coffey B. (2017) Living in uncertain landscapes: An NRM lens on regional
futures, Australasian Journal of Regional Studies, 23(3), 344-357.
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Attachment 2. Sweden’s system of environmental objectives
Sweden, which is frequently recognised as a forerunner in environmental policy has established,
through an Act of Parliament, a system of environmental objectives to guide action on
environmental matters. Sweden’s approach involves three different types of environmental
objectives, namely:
A generational goal that is intended to guide environmental action at every level in society:
“The overall goal of environmental policy is to hand over to the next generation a society in
which the major environmental problems have been solved, without increasing environmental
and health problems outside Sweden’s borders.”
16 environmental quality objectives, which describe the quality of the environment desired:
▪ Reduced climate impact
▪ Clean air
▪ Natural acidification only
▪ A non-toxic environment
▪ A protective ozone layer
▪ A safe radiation environment
▪ Zero eutrophication
▪ Flourishing lakes and streams
▪ Good quality groundwater
▪ A balanced marine environment, flourishing coastal areas, and archipelagos
▪ Thriving wetlands
▪ Sustainable forests
▪ A varied agricultural landscape
▪ A magnificent mountain landscape
▪ A good built environment
▪ A rich diversity of plant and animal life
Milestone targets for priority areas, which are designed to set out the changes in society needed
to meet the environmental quality objectives and generational goal.
Sweden’s progress towards meeting the objectives is tracked through a structured system of
monitoring and evaluation, which involves multiple participants:
▪ Government and the Parliament establish policies and decide on laws and taxes to progress
the achievement of the objectives.
▪ Government agencies have varying, but specified, responsibilities for achieving the
environmental objectives, in terms of their operations, and/or following up on particular
objectives. Overall support is provided by the Swedish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA)
while an Environmental Objectives Council provides a platform for cooperation between the
heads of government agencies.
▪ All Party Committee submits proposals to government, with an aim to secure a broad political
consensus on issues requiring long-term discussion.
▪ Local and regional bodies undertake actions and use the objectives to guide their actions.
▪ Business, community and stakeholder organisations also contribute to fostering an
understanding of the need for change, and undertaking appropriate action.
Source: Coffey 2019, drawing on material Swedish Environment Protection Agency (2018) ‘Sweden’s
Environmental Objectives: An Introduction’, SEPA Website.
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