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State of the Environment (SoE) reporting has 
been in a state of flux around Australia for at 
least the past 15 years. During this time, four 
national SoE reports and numerous state and 
territory reports have been published, all 
experimenting with different formats and 
different sets of indicators to improve the 
relevance of SoE reporting for governments, 
the public and other stakeholders.  

The 2011 national SoE report was written by 
an independent committee (Box 1) and 
supported by a secretariat from the 
Department of Sustainability, Environment, 
Water, Population and Communities 
(DSEWPaC).  

Approach 
The 2011 SoE report is structured around 8 
core thematic chapters (Atmosphere; Inland 
water; Land; Marine environment; Antarctic 
environment; Biodiversity; Heritage; and Built 

environment) a cross-cutting chapter (Coasts) 
and a chapter on drivers of change. Each 
thematic chapter details connections to the 
drivers of change and included assessments 
of: condition; pressures resulting from the 
drivers; the state of environmental assets and 
trends in that state; effectiveness of 
management responses; future risks; and 
outlooks. The report gives greater 
prominence to management effectiveness, 
future risks and outlooks than has been the 
case in previous reports, and also includes a 
qualitative consideration of the resilience of 
Australia’s coupled ecological and social 
systems. Another distinguishing feature of 
the 2011 national SoE report is a “report 
card” approach to summarizing main 
conclusions, an approach prompted by the 

2009 Great Barrier Reef Outlook report.
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The heart of the report:  
          The Assessment Summaries 
The assessment summaries in SoE 2011 
provide snapshots of key information, and 
focus on identifying areas for continued or 
more concentrated attention on 
strengthening environmental systems to cope 
with pressures in the future. Assessment 
summaries are provided for state and trend, 
pressures and management responses in 
each of the themes (Figure 1). A “grade” is 
given for each assessment component, with 
an explanation for that grade and how it was 

derived, and the authors’ assessment of 
the strength of the evidence and their 
confidence in that assessment.  
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Box 1: The 2011 SoE independent committee 
Chair: Tom Hatton (Director, CSIRO Water for a Healthy Country) 
Steven Cork (research ecologist and futurist, EcoInsights, Australia21 and the Crawford 
School, ANU))  
Peter Harper (Deputy Australian Statistician)  
Rob Joy (School of Global Studies, Social Science & Planning, RMIT)  
Peter Kanowski (Fenner School of Environment & Society, ANU)  
Richard Mackay (heritage specialist, Godden Mackay Logan)  
Neil McKenzie (Chief, CSIRO Land and Water)   
Trevor Ward (independent marine and fisheries ecologist, and University of Western Aus-
tralia) 
Barbara Wienecke – ex officio (Australian Antarctic Division, DSEWPAC) 
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The authors of the report recognise that 
confidence is often low due to lack, or 
inconsistency, of information, and that the 
authors’ own assessments are open to 
challenge. The assignment of grades, 
however, is seen as a powerful way to focus 
dialogue about the issues, among scientists 
and the many levels of decision makers who 
should consider these issues. The assessment 
summaries have become a focus for 
discussion about research priorities, both 
within and outside government. 

Main conclusions:  
                    State and pressures 

The SoE 2011 report contains summaries and 
headlines at various levels, within the main 
report and in a summary report, as well as a 
range of other products (http://
www.environment.gov.au/soe/2011/
index.html).  

The main drivers of change with respect to 
Australia’s environments, over the next 
decade and probably well beyond, are 
considered to be: climate change; population 
growth and distribution; and economic 
growth. Key conclusions about pressures 
(arising from these and other drivers) and the 
state of the environment include: 

 Much of Australia is in good condition or 
improving. Other parts are in poor 
condition or deteriorating 

 Many urban air pollutants are on the 
decline  

 Wind erosion has decreased in response to 
better farming practices, regrowth and less 
grazing pressures 

 Other major threats to vegetation cover 
are lessening 

 The nation’s water consumption has fallen 

considerably in recent years 

 Past decisions and practices have left 
ongoing impacts on our environment, 
including: unsustainable water resource 
management; introduction of feral animals 
and weeds; land clearing; pollution; 
intense harvest of fish stocks; lack of 
integrated management and investment in 
long-term conservation of natural and 
cultural heritage 

 Our changing climate, and growing 
population and economy, are now 
confronting us with new challenges 

Assessing effectiveness  
           of management responses 
Management effectiveness was considered 
by adapting a framework that was originally 
developed for the World Commission on 
Protected Areas (Table 1). 2 3 

Consistently across chapters, it was 
concluded that issues are well identified and 
understood but that in some areas inputs are 
inadequate for achieving stated aims and, 
therefore, desired outcomes are often not 
being achieved. In relation to biodiversity, for 

example, concern about invasive species, 
degradation of habitat, inappropriate fires 
regimes and other pressures has been 
expressed for over a decade in both state/ 
territory and national SoE reports and yet 
these pressures appear to be continuing or 
getting worse. This raises serious questions 
about whether objectives and concerns in 
relation to these pressures are realistic and, if 
they are, why sufficient resources are not 
being allocated to reduce the pressures. SoE 
2011 is not the first report to ask whether 
Australia is taking a truly strategic approach 
to environmental management (i.e., one that 
not only plans strategically but also invests 
enough to achieve strategic objectives).  

Assessing resilience 
A widely accepted definition of resilience is: 
‘the capacity of a system to experience 
shocks while retaining essentially the same 
function, structure and feedbacks, and 
therefore identity’.4 Based on recent 
research, an approach to making a first-cut, 
qualitative judgment about resilience was 
developed for SoE 2011.5   It is hoped that this 
start will be built on in future SoE reports.  
The main components of social-ecological 
resilience that were considered were: 

 Diversity (e.g., species, skills, ideas, 
approaches to governance, resources) 

 Vulnerability of connections (modularity) 

 Tightness of feedbacks (how well 
information on how the system is 
performing is transferred throughout the 
system) 

 Openness (transparency, sharing of 
information) 

 Reserves 

 Leadership and social capital 
Although this was only a first attempt at a 
resilience assessment on a national scale, 
several broad conclusions appeared to be 
justified. The good news was that lands 
managed for minimal use appear to be 
generally resilient, and floodplains appear to 
have been more resilient during the last 
decade of drought than previously thought. 
Many regional governance processes appear 
to have the potential to build resilience of 
social–ecological systems but they still do not 

Figure 1: An example of the assessment summaries (for state in this case) used in SoE 2011 (criteria 
for grades were given in the report but are not shown here) 

 Components High-level conclusions 
Management context 
(understanding and 
planning) 

Issues are reasonably well understood 
Most jurisdictions have detailed plans 
Lack of evidence is hindering planning 
Consultation appears inadequate in some cases 

Management capacity 
(inputs and processes) 

Investment in water quality is small relative to the challenge 
Substantial but inadequate levels of investment in management, skills, and 
knowledge 
Heritage identification and development consent processes are erratic and 
inconsistent (there is no national picture for Indigenous heritage) 

Achievements (outputs 
and outcomes) 

Significant improvements in environmental flows and water quality 
Land clearing has been reduced (but its legacy continues) 
Little progress is being made to address grazing pressures, invasive species 
and pathogens, altered fire regimes and changed hydrology 
Does Australia have an effective national strategy for collecting and using 
environmental information? 

Table 1: Report-wide conclusions about aspects of management effectiveness 



effectively engage the full range of people 
with contributions to make to environmental 
management.  

Of concern, however, resilience of Australia’s 
ancient soils is lower than the younger 
landscapes of parts of Europe and North 
America, and, unless agricultural 
management practices change, thresholds 
may soon be exceeded for soil acidity and 
organic carbon. Thresholds for salinity have 
already been exceeded in significant areas 
from Western Australia to Queensland. 
Resilience of native vegetation is probably 
low in much of the intensive land-use zone, 
and many aspects of cultural heritage have 
low resilience. 

Outlooks 
In relation to inland waters, there is potential 
to meet projected growth in population and 
maintain prosperity, but that is reliant on full 
realisation of National Water Initiative 
principles and urban water strategies with a 
mix of demand management, water recycling 
and desalination. The consequences of a 
changing climate and the resilience of inland 
water environments to drought/floods 
remain uncertainties. 

There is likely to be increasing competition 
for land use, and future land environments 
are likely to be shaped by a different climate 
from that experienced in Australia’s human 
history. 

Much has been learned about the 
opportunities for appropriate devolution of 
environmental governance over the past two 
decades, but whether Australia continues to 
move in this direction is currently unclear. 
Government and non-government 
organisations are exploring how to improve 
collection and sharing of environmental 
information, but whether support for this 
trend remains strong is still uncertain. It is 
clear, however, that ongoing pressures on the 
environment, the legacies of past pressures, 
and emerging challenges like climate change, 
will take decades to address.  

Key issues 
Dealing with both expected and unexpected 
pressures and shocks in the future requires 
Australia and Australians to be resilient. 
Research on resilient social and ecological 
systems highlights, above all else, the 
importance of governance regimes that allow 
for innovation, self organization and the 
sharing of responsibilities, authority and 

resources across levels of decision-making in 
ways that allow those who are best 
positioned to deal with different issues at 
different scales of space and time to do so 
(this is called ‘subsidiarity).6   This sounds 
good in theory, but the ‘right’ distribution of 
responsibility and authority is far from being 
clear or agreed in the Australian context. 
Various aspects of environmental policy and 
management in Australia appear to be on the 
verge of recognising and addressing issues of 
subsidiarity (e.g., the review of the EPBC Act, 
the National Plan for Environmental 
Information, the development of national 
environmental accounts, and the 
empowerment of some catchment 
management authorities in Victoria and NSW 
to develop new approaches to catchment 
management based on the principles of 
resilience). So far, however, there has been 
little consideration of the environment in the 
population debate. How these developments 
proceed will influence whether, and how, 
Australia deals with the pressures that its 
environments currently face. By and large, 
these pressures have not been addressed to 
date and their importance for not only 
survival of other species but also the 
wellbeing of humans has not been adequately 
recognized. 

 

 

 
View the State of the Environment 2011  
report online or order your own copy 
(for delivery to an Australian address) 

http://www.environment.gov.au/
soe/2011/index.html  
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Seminar Room B (Arndt Room), Coombs 
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