Talking Points on Key Environmental Issues

Environmental Legislation:

Labor will oppose all aspects of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Bill 1998, which would seek to wind back the Commonwealth’s role and powers in the management and protection of our environment.

Labor believes the national government must play a leadership role on environmental matters unlike the Coalition, whose Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Bill 1998, is aimed at devolving power to the States, who have traditionally had a weaker record on environmental management.

Environmental Ombudsman and State of the Environment Reporting:

Labor is committed to ensuring that community, industry and government decision makers are fully informed of their actions.

Labor is therefore committed to the establishment of an environmental information base – through state of the environment reporting, comprehensive, open and accountable environmental impact studies, environmental audits, and initiatives such as the National Pollutant Inventory – which will provide a benchmark to assess the effectiveness of previous programs, and highlight the sections of our environment facing greatest pressures from human activity.

Labor’s new initiative “Green Budget” also ties in well with this area.

· Labor will establish a Green Budget initiative which would see Labor setting a target for the progressive introduction of environmental accounting into all budgetary processes. As well as requiring environmental assessment to be part of all future Budget submissions, the Green Budget would require all Federal Government departments and agencies to report on direct environmental costs and expenditure on environmental programs, including the cost of the environmental impacts of ongoing activities.

Environment Funding:

Labor in Government has had a strong commitment to the environment, and this is demonstrated through its provision of adequate and secure funding for Government Departments and agencies, as well as community groups and environmental organisations.

Kenneth Davidson, in his article titled ‘Howard’s con job on the environment’ 14/9/98, discusses the Coalitions abuse of the Natural Heritage Trust, and the cuts (equalling well over $88 million in their first term of office).

“ The Howard Government’s forward estimates show that if it had kept spending on the environment at the same level of GDP as the Labor Government in 1995-96, its expenditure over the period to 2001-02 would be $115 million higher than present even adding in the $1.2 billion form the Trust.

Native Title:

Native Title is a property right recognised by the common law of Australia. Native Title holders are entitled to the full protection of the law in exercising their rights.

Wherever possible, land use issues will be resolved through negotiations directed towards achieving workable, lasting, co-existence.

Labor will ensure that mineral development on Indigenous land proceeds consistently with Labor’s land rights and native title policy, and maximises Indigenous employment opportunities.

Taxation:

Labor in government will bring an end to unregulated land clearing in Australia. This will be achieved through making grants to the states conditional on them implementing strict land clearing controls, and also through a review of the current system of tax incentives which exist for land clearing on properties.

Studies will be undertaken to determine the appropriate mix of taxation, command-and-control measures enforced by government, and the introduction of a ‘duty of care’ principle for resource users, to ensure a fair and accountable system of natural resource management regulation.

Sustainable economic growth requires practices which minimise waste and maximise efficiency. Labor will promote the reduce, reuse and recycle approach through the adoption of economic, fiscal and regulatory measures which promote cleaner production practices, recycled products and renewable energy.

Sustainable Cities:

An integrated approach to human settlement is central to Labor’s environment policy. Patterns of human settlement and the size and rate of growth of the populations of those settlements are crucial determinants of our ongoing impact on our ancient and fragile environment.

Labor believes that there is a place for the national government in long-term strategic planning for demographic change and local government priority setting, and is committed to providing information, incentives and practical solutions to ensure our cities are environmentally attractive and sustainable.

Jabiluka:

There is a stark contrast on this issue between the Howard/Fischer Coalition Government and Kim Beazley’s Opposition. The Coalition believes in open-slather uranium mining. Labor does not.

In fact at our National Conference earlier this year, Labor gave a commitment to a “no new mines’ policy. Basically this policy means that upon Labor entering government, uranium mining and export will only be permitted from existing mines, and no new mines will be permitted.

Labor has consistently made it clear since our National Conference, that unless all relevant Commonwealth and Territory approvals were already in place which would require the proposed Jabiluka mine to be regarded as an existing mine, mining at Jabiluka will not be allowed to occur on Labor’s return to Government.

At the commencement of this election campaign, Labor has made it clear that on the basis of publicly available information, that all relevant approvals in respect of Jabiluka are not in place nor finalised in any way which would require it to be regarded as an existing mine.

NOTE: If they ask for a categorical “We’ll stop Jabiluka” you should say that the ALP has maintained its position on Jabiluka to ensure that ERA has no legal argument that we have changed our position in any way. Labor offers the only real chance to stop Jabiluka from proceeding, the Coalition has another 26 uranium mines which may commence mining operations if the Howard Government is given another term. Kim Beazley has shown Labor’s commitment to the people of Australia on this issue when he said, “Wrong mine, wrong place, wrong product”.

Kimberley:

The WA and Federal Labor Praties announced on 16/6/98 that we will oppose as a matter of principle any plans to dam the Fitzroy River, one of Australia’s last remaining wild rivers. The dam proposal can not be supported by the ALP on environmental, cultural, social or economic grounds.

Any development which may occur on the Fitzroy or in the Kimberley region, will be subject to a strict environmental assessment process to ensure that the regions cultural and environmental integrity is preserved.

Hinchinbrook:

Senator Hill stood by and allowed work at Hinchinbrook to proceed uncontrolled. This development has led to massive environmental problems including mangrove destruction, acid sulphate soil exposure, and damage to the habitats of the endangered Mahogany Glider and Dugong. These are some of the reasons which Labor had stopped the development for before we lost office.

The election of the Beattie Labor Government in Queensland means that any future works at Hinchinbrook will be subject to strict environmental controls, to ensure that no further damage to Port Hinchinbrook or the Oyster Point area will occur. The election of a federal Labor government will further strengthen the protection of the natural heritage values of the area.

Lake Eyre Basin:

Labor supports the world heritage listing of sites identified as suitable based on their natural and/or cultural heritage values. Labor opposes any measures which may seek to wind back this protection. Labor is opposed to the construction of any development, which may have an adverse effect on the environment, proceeding in such an environmentally sensitive area without the imposition of a thorough and comprehensive EIA process, and strict environmental conditions.

Cape York Peninsula:

Labor will take a leadership role to rebuild consensus in the Cape York Peninsula management process. Labor’s approach will be guided by the Cape York Peninsula Land Use Strategy (CYPLUS) and the Heads of Agreement, and will aim to reverse the damage to the communal process caused by the Howard Government’s meddling in the mix of representation.

Labor believes that indigenous and non-indigenous cultural heritage, and the pastoral, mining and tourism development values can only be adequately addressed with a completely representative input to decision making.

Daintree Rainforest:

Labor will provide $10 million over three years to be matched by the Queensland Labor government to complete the Daintree ‘buy-back’ program. 

The Daintree initiative will enable the completion of the rescue package which Labor funded while in government, and which is crucial to the sound management of one of Australia’s most loved World Heritage Areas.

Forests:

Labor is committed to the establishment of a comprehensive, adequate and representative reserve system that protects at least 60 per cent of existing old growth (increasing up to 100 per cent for rare old growth), the protection of 90 per cent or more of high quality wilderness, and a broad benchmark of 15 per cent of pre-1750 distribution of each forest community. 

This goal will be achieved with the cooperation of State and Territory governments and accelerate the completion of Regional Forest Agreements (RFA’s). Labor will monitor the compliance with agreed RFA outcomes.

Wetlands:

Australia’s wetlands are crucial to the ongoing health of Australia’s rivers, estuaries and coastal waters. These vital environments are under threat from human settlement, jeopardising the habitat and survival of many species of fish and crustaceans that use wetlands as a nursery ground, and migratory birds that depend on wetlands as feeding and resting areas.

Labor is committed to ensuring proper management and protection of our wetlands and will promote and honour Australia’s obligations under the Ramsar Convention.

Rivers:

Labor is committed to supporting programs, including community education, to reduce the input of pollutants into our aquatic environment. Labor encourages the adoption of technologies and urban planning that improve the quality of urban drainage and adoption of whole of catchment approaches.

Labor will not increase the Murray water allocation cap. Whilst there is some scope for renegotiation of water allocations within the cap, total allocations will not be altered. Any additional water savings which are made as a result of users shifting from flood irrigation to drip irrigation systems will be shared equally among agricultural users and increased base flow to the Murray to improve river health.

Labor announced a $19 million Urban Rivers Program on 6/9/98. These funds are additional to any departmental or Natural Heritage Trust funding for our waterways. The funds will be used to rehabilitate the following rivers: 

· Tamar River (Tasmania)

· Brisbane River (QLD)

· River Torrens (SA)

· Yarra River (Victoria)

· Georges River (NSW)

· Swan River (WA)

Marine and Oceans:

Labor is committed to promoting the conservation and sustainable use of our marine and coastal environment. Labor will work with state, territory and local authorities and agencies to ensure Australia’s biologically diverse and fragile marine environment is monitored and sustainably managed. 

Labor will reduce the serious threat of declining water quality from sewage and stormwater disposal and thermal pollution, nutrient sedimentation, and introduction of exotic pests and diseases via ship ballast water.

Planning imperatives include the need to address unsuitable coastal development, agricultural practices and pollution of estuary and coastal water.

Labor will promote the efficient and sustainable use of Australia’s marine resources and in particular address unsustainable fishing practices.

Labor supports the creation of marine parks and marine sanctuaries.

National Reserves System and National Parks:

Labor is committed to protecting our biodiversity through a coordinated and scientifically informed approach that promotes the ecologically sustainable use of all our natural resources and establishes a national system of comprehensive and adequately sized national parks and reserves, including a representative range of terrestrial and marine ecosystems.

Labor is opposed to mining in national parks.

Rangelands:

Significant proportions of Australia’s arid and rangeland ecosystems are suffering from serious degradation and are in need of urgent government attention to ensure their conservation values are restored and maintained.

Labor is committed to conservation and regeneration of our native plant communities outside our nature reserve system.

Greenhouse:

Labor believes Australia should act as a responsible member of the world community by committing itself to reductions in greenhouse gas emissions commensurate with reduction goals established by other developed economies. We endorse the notion of internationally applicable compulsory targets.

Labor believes that adequate funding of research into climate change and technological means of reducing greenhouse gas emission is vital if Australia is to meet the challenge of global warming.

Labor will implement strategies that lead to overall reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, aiming for efficiencies in each sector of the economy, including strategies to:

· Promote demand management and end-use efficiency throughout the national electricity and gas systems, with appropriate programs targeting domestic and industrial usage

· Establish national energy efficiency design and performance standards for domestic appliances, industrial equipment, buildings and motor vehicles

· Increase the contribution of ‘clean’ renewable energy technology such as wind, solar and tidal power into the national energy market and promote efficient use of natural gas and power cogeneration

· Better manage Australia’s vegetation cover and cooperate with the States, Territories and landholders to promote revegetation programs to achieve net expansion of cover.

Habitat Destruction/ Landclearing:

Labor in government will bring an end to unregulated land clearing in Australia. 

This will be achieved in cooperation with the states and will involve measures such as making grants to the states conditional on them having appropriate land clearing controls in place.

The keys to Labor’s approach to preventing habitat destruction are halting the loss of vegetation, reducing soil erosion and rehabilitating degraded land, particularly lands affected by soil salinity, and the adoption of integrated catchment management plans, property management plans, voluntary conservation agreements, community based revegetation programs and appropriate regulatory and fiscal policies to promote the conservation ethic.

Air Pollution:

Labor will implement policies and programs that will enable communities and individuals to improve air quality and avert the serious health risks that air pollution presents. 

A comprehensive system of monitoring and reporting of air pollution will be an integral part of Labor’s air quality initiatives, as will national air quality standards.

Labor will seek to strengthen vehicle emission regulations and pursue strategies to encourage alternative modes of transport, greater fuel efficiency and lower average vehicle age.

Nuclear Expansion:

The Labor party has a ‘no new mines’ policy which prevents the construction, mining or export of uranium from any mines which must not be regarded as existing mines upon our return to government, this includes the Jabiluka mine in Kakadu National Park.

In regard to Lucas heights, the ALP does not support the construction of a new facility at the current location due to its close proximity to residential areas, and the threats that this poses to environmental health in the area. 

The location of any nuclear facilities in Australia will only be permitted after extensive research and environmental assessment has been conducted.

