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A review of Queensland Labor Government environmental policies 1998 – 2008
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The Queensland Labor Government celebrated 
ten years in power on the 13th of June 2008. 

During their ten years in Government the protection and 
ecologically sustainable development of Queensland’s 
superlative natural environment has become a mainstream 
issue. It now occupies a central place in the consciousness 
of the community, Government and Industry. 

Climate change, water management and the protection 
of biodiversity are now frequently front page news issues. 
Government policy and action in response to these 
themes are consequently under increasing scrutiny.

So it is now timely to review the Labor Government’s 
environmental performance from 1998 to 2008. This is 
the objective of this report, compiled by The Wilderness 
Society, WWF-Australia and Queensland Conservation. 

As a benchmark, we assess and compare the ýndings of Queenslandôs 
State of the Environment reports from 1999 and 2007. This 
allows us to track the decline or improvement of environmental 
quality over much of the period of Labor in Government. 

Across the central themes of Climate, Water and Biodiversity, key 
policy areas have been selected to highlight Labor Government 
promises and actions. These are the areas that are critical to 
protecting our environment and those watched most closely by The 
Wilderness Society, WWF-Australia and Queensland Conservation. 

The analysis is presented in a table format and has been scored using 
a ñtrafýc lightò colour system: green indicates policy success which 
has improved environmental conditions; amber represents areas 
where progress has stalled; and red denotes policy failure, where the 
environment is in decline as a result of Government action or inaction.

To end the report we have also included a timeline of the key 
‘Successes’ and ‘Failures’ of Queensland environmental policy over the 
past 10 years, completing the picture of Labor’s record in Government.

introduction
Summary of ýndings
When Labor came to power in Queensland in 1998 it was 
confronted with a raft of important environmental issues requiring 
immediate action. These included out of control land clearing 
operations, proposals to woodchip native forests, escalating public 
concern about climate change and antiquated laws and policies in 
respect to water management and river conservation.

Queenslandôs ýrst State of the Environment report was released by 
the Queensland Government in 1999. It found that the Queensland 
environment was in a state of deterioration: “inappropriate land 
use practices have caused the degradation of land, vegetation and 
biodiversity and appear to be unsustainableò and ñmost of the 
Stateôs river systems and aquifers have been adversely affected to 
some degreeò.

Tens years on, despite some notable successes in the ýrst ýve to six 
years of government, including the decision to phase out broadscale 
land clearing, the general health of Queensland’s environment 
continues to deteriorate. The timeline highlights a deterioration in 
performance since 2005.

Despite some progress with water reform and wild river 
protection, Queensland’s water assets are under serious 
pressure. Most (80%) of our major rivers þowing to the 
Great Barrier Reef breach water quality guidelines. We 
are losing wetlands at a rate of about 7000 hectares per 
year and intensive development on the east coast of the 
state threatens our rivers and marine environment. Dam 
building is now out of control, with thirteen major water 
infrastructure projects slated for Queensland. No other 
Australian state is pursuing such a massive dam building 
agenda. This is a major backwards step for the Government.

Water

Climate change is the most signiýcant threat facing 
the planet today. Queensland will be hard hit by rising 
temperatures and rainfall reduction. Moreover, our 
ecomony will need to respond and innovate to the 
realities of a carbon restrained future. The decision to 
end remnant broadscale land clearing in 2004 reduced 
Queenslandôs carbon footprint signiýcantly. However, this 
has now been offset more recently by the dramatic rise in 
emissions from the energy and transport sectors, and the 
Government’s inability to provide meaningful support for 
renewable energies. Queensland’s per capita greenhouse 
gas emissions are now among the highest in the world.

Climate

Of the twenty-two key policy areas assessed, only two are considered to be an overwhelming policy success,  
nine policy areas indicate some progress has been made and a further eleven are assessed as policy failures. 

On this basis, we conclude that the Government is pursuing a policy agenda which takes us towards an increasingly impoverished 
environment for future generations. The alternative Government for Queensland – the Liberal-National Coalition – whilst showing hints 
of improvement in their approach to the environment, has an extensive record of advocating for clearly unsustainable and retrograde 
environmental policies. 

Queensland is in desperate need of leadership and renewed action to protect our irreplaceable environment. We need a Government that is 
willing to generate innovative, immediate and long-term solutions to our environmental predicament. 2008 will either be the turning point 
where our political leaders take up the challenge to create a brighter future for Queensland, or where they fail future generations by choosing 
to do much of the same. 

ñIn 2007, water security, drought and cleaner 
energy have become dominant issues of community 
concern and public policy debate, the consequence of 
increasingly compelling evidence of climate changeò 
State of the Environment Queensland 2007

The Labor Government’s decision to end broadscale 
land clearing of remnant vegetation was of great 
environmental signiýcance. But the State of the 
Environment Queensland 2007 concludes that the health 
of biodiversity in the state continues to be in decline. 
There is still no biodiversity conservation plan for 
Queensland and regrowth vegetation is largely unprotected. 
Furthermore, ambitious efforts to protect native forests, 
Cape York Peninsula and to expand the National Parks 
and Protected Areas system remain outstanding and 
suffer from either a lack of funding or political will.

Biodiversity

ñThe average Queensland resident has an ecological 
footprint of 7.19 global hectares (gha), nearly three 
and a half times higher than the global averageò
State of the Environment Queensland 2007
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Key Policy Area Key Promises Key Actions Commentary

Statewide 
Greenhouse 
Gas emission 
reduction target

2007: promise that Queensland 
“would play its part” in meeting 
national target of 60% below 
2000 levels by 2050.

There is currently no state-based 
2020 or 2050 target. Queensland 
has instead publicly supported the 
national target of 60% reduction 
of 2000 levels by 2050. 

Queensland’s emissions continue 
to increase. The current national 
target is not high enough to prevent 
the Great Barrier Reef from wide 
scale bleaching and destruction.

Renewable 
energy 

2007: target set at 10% of energy 
to be produced renewable and 
low emission sources by 2020, 
pledge to create $50 million 
Renewable Energy Fund and 
$300 Climate Change Fund.

2008: promise to create Solar 
Bonus Scheme (feed-in tariff).

The renewable energy target has 
not been legislated, but the feed-
in-tariff for solar panels has though 
this is based on a net rather than 
gross scheme (therefore with 
little impact on investment). 

Despite the commitments, 
Queensland is well behind other 
states in investment and support 
for renewable energy, with one of 
the lowest rates of renewable use in 
Australia. The renewable energy fund 
is worth $50 million while the clean 
coal fund is worth $900 million.

Protecting 
vegetation

1999: commitment within the 
Vegetation Management Act to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Action has been taken to protect 
remnant vegetation, but there 
evi wmkrmĂgerx øi|iqtxmsrwù jsv 
some activities and no protection 
for regrowth vegetation.

There are about 14 million 
hectares of vegetation (primarily 
regrowth) in Queensland not 
protected from land clearing. 

Controlling fossil 
fuel industry and 
shifting to low 
emission fuels

2000: promise to mandate 
for 13% Gas scheme.

2006: $300 million dedicated to 
fund the development of clean coal 
technologies, with $600 million 
levy from coal industry to add. 

Gas scheme increased to 18% in 
2007. In 2007, the Government 
passed retrospective laws to protect 
Xstrata Coal after Queensland 
Conservation took legal action. The 
$600 million levy is offset in 2008 
Budget by a reduction in royalties 
,witevexi xs ri{ i|tsvx vs}epx}-2

In 2006 coal production greatly 
accelerated with 28 new coal 
qmriw Ăvqp} sr xli gevhw0 {mxl 
little consideration of polluter pays 
tvmrgmtpi2 E wmkrmĂgerx tivgirxeki 
of coal royalties should be set aside 
for climate change mitigation and 
adaptation. Clean coal technology is 
unlikely to play a role before 2020. 

Climate friendly 
transport

1998 - now: ongoing promises 
to implement TravelSmart 
projects (based on voluntary 
action) across the state, as 
well as some public transport 
infrastructure and a Regional 
Cycling network plan (2005-2026).

TravelSmart projects have been 
rolled out in some communities in 
Queensland, but no meaningful 
action has been taken to ensure 
the emission reductions necessary. 
The Labor Government has instead 
said they will follow the national lead 
on a national trading scheme.

Funding for roads and petrol 
subsidies far outweighs funding 
for public transport. There is 
no strategy to shift freight from 
roads to rail despite freight being 
one of the Queensland’s major 
GHG emitters. A shift to rail could 
reduce transport greenhouse 
gas emissions by up to 75%.

Irivk} ijĂgmirg} 
standards

2006: promise to implement 
sustainable housing code and 

2007: $55 million Energy 
Saving Fund for businesses.

2008: promise to implement 
“ClimateSmart Home Service”.

The Sustainable Housing Code is 
operational and includes phase 
out of electric hot water systems, 
xlsykl hsiwrùx gsziv i|mwxmrk 
dwellings. Home rebates accessible 
to minority of Queensland homes.

The Sustainable Housing code 
does not include a minimum 
thermal standard. Queensland 
has not implemented the national 
5 star thermal building code 
and is well behind NSW and 
Zmgxsvmeùw 9 wxev Fewm| w}wxiq2

Long-term plan 
for action on 
Climate Change

2007: promise to implement 
“ClimateSmart 2050” plan.

The ClimateSmart 2050 plan 
replaced the “Queensland 
Greenhouse Strategy”.

ClimateSmart 2050 is being 
reviewed. An issues paper is 
due for release in July 2008.

Controlling 
broad scale 
land clearing 
of remnant 
vegetation

2004: promise to phase out 
broadscale clearing of remnant native 
vegetation by December 2006.

In December 2006, broadscale 
remnant land clearing of remnant 
native vegetation ended.

The decision to end broadscale 
land clearing of remnant vegetation 
is largely responsible for Australia 
meeting its Kyoto targets.

The State of our climate
The world is quickly awakening to the human impacts on “The 
Great Aerial Oceanò, arising from our addiction to fossil fuels and 
the release of other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. Our 
climate is now heating up fast. 

Queensland is certainly not immune to this global problem. We 
have already seen a mean annual temperature increase in this state 
of 1.0°C from 1910 to 2006 [1]. Mean annual temperatures are 
projected to increase by a further to 1.0°C – 6.0°C by 2070, with 
rainfall likely to decrease as a result by 15% over the next 20 years 
and 40% by 2070 [2]. Under certain scenarios, the average number 
of days over 35°C in Brisbane will double by 2030 and will increase 
six fold by 2070. In Townsville and Cairns, the increase will be from 
2-3 days presently to as many as 76 days per year by 2070 [3]. 

The climate change threat to Queensland’s natural environment  
and way of life is severe. Icons such as the Great Barrier Reef are 
already showing signs of stress. A 2°C rise in sea temperatures will 
cause widespread coral bleaching and will jeopardise the survival  
of the Reef [4].

climate 

Climate change is the most signiýcant threat facing 
the planet today. As carbon dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases continue to be rapidly released  
into the atmosphere, the problem is escalating out  
of control. 

ñThe Great Aerial Oceanò is the name the famous biologist Alfred 
Wallace gave to our atmosphere. It eloquently describes the global 
connectedness of the system that has regulated the temperatures on 
the planet for billions of years and has given rise to the development 
and maintenance of life. It plays a lead role in dictating our seasons, 
our rainfall patterns and the very nature of our environment.

Queensland is fondly known as the ñSunshine Stateò due to its 
agreeable weather. It is the global patterns and nuances of the 
atmosphere that greatly inþuence our abundant sunshine and 
particular weather patterns. The El Nino/La Nina events for 
instance – representing changes in atmospheric and oceanic 
conditions in the Paciýc Ocean ï are well know global patterns that 

greatly affects weather conditions in Queensland.    

Footnotes
[1] State of the Environment Queensland 2007. p.48.
[2] Preston B.L and Jones R.N. 2006. Climate Change Impacts on Australia  

erh xli FiriĂxw sj Ievp} Egxmsr xs Vihygi Kviirlsywi Kew Iqmwwmsrw2 
CSIRO, Victoria.

[3] Queensland Government. 2005. Gpmqexi Wqevx Ehetxexmsr Hmwgywwmsr Tetiv2 
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ñQueenslandôs greenhouse gas emissions have increased by 5% from 1999 levels and are 
among the highest in the world on a per capita basis. In 2004, the stateôs greenhouse gas 
emissions represented about 28% of Australiaôs net emissionsò  
State of the Environment Queensland 2007

[4] IPCC. 2007. Climate Change 2007. Cambridge Press, Cambridge.
[5] State of the Environment Queensland 1999. Chapter 2.3.
[6] State of the Environment Queensland 2007. p.58
_;a Wxexi sj xli Irzmvsrqirx Uyiirwperh 644;2 t2m|

The State of the Environment Queensland 1999 said that 
ñQueenslandôs emissions in 1995 were é approximately 21 percent 
of the national total; emissions have increased by 19 percent  
since 1990ò [5].

Since then, the historic decision by the Labor Government to 
end broad scale land clearing in 2004 has led to greenhouse gas 
emission reductions of about 26%. However, this reduction has 
been offset by a dramatic rise in energy (+26%) and transport 
emissions (+19%) [6].

According to the State of the Environment Queensland 2007, 
ñQueenslandôs greenhouse gas emissions have increased by 5% 
from 1999 levels and are among the highest in the world on a 
per capita basis. In 2004, the stateôs greenhouse gas emissions 
represented about 28% of Australiaôs net emissionsò [7]. The  
report attributes high per capita emissions to a ñreliance on fossil 
fuels for transport of freight over large distances and the use 
of coal for electricity generation to support its energy intensive 
industry sectorò [7].

What has the Labor Government done to stop the 
threat of climate change?

Assessment of 10 years of policy on climate change
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Successful policy Progress stalled Failed policy




