The Land-use System: Description and

Present Status

A land-use system consists of many stages (or pro-
cesses), which can be divided into two nominal
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Abstract

Broad-vision land-use planning by government is a societal need, little known, little understood
and little appreciated by society, even though it is essential to good decision making by govern-
ments across a wide range of functions. The need to gain the greatest long-term societal good
from politically limited public funding and objectively limited biophysical resources is greater
now than ever before. Yet, in Queensland and nationally, the capacity and even the desire of the
public service to deliver that long-term societal good is in decline. The working philosophy behind
this planning needs to be that of the sustainable management of the nation’s natural resources.
However, increasingly, state government planning units now regard the promotion and approval
of economic developments project by project as their primary function, with strategic and sustain-
ability considerations regarded as secondary.

The situation is made worse by other worrying trends. Commitment to the task of supplying
information to decision-making procedures is faltering. National units responsible for supplement-
ing and coordinating the work of state and territory governments in this field have been disbanded.
Scientific advice is increasingly discounted or ignored by planners. There is a lack of transparency
in the mechanisms of the planning process. The regional organisations created to carry out the
functions of natural resource management now struggle to do so with ever-decreasing funding.

If governments in Australia are to make consistently good decisions about the development
and use of land and natural resources, the systems behind those decisions need to be substantially
improved.
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phases. The first phase is information assembly. It
provides the information needed for good decision
making in a format that is designed for decision
making. There is a sequence of stages within this
phase — strategic data capture, goal setting, land/
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resource assessment and land/resource evaluation.
The latter three stages constitute the process of
land-use planning. Ideally, all of this would have
been done across the study area, before any need to
make a land-use decision arises. The second phase
is that of decision making. If land-use decisions
are to consistently serve the societal good, the two
phases need to be in place and working well.

In Australia, in the new century, the informa-
tion assembly phase has lost coordination, is increas-
ingly underfunded, and its value is under-recognised
by governments. The decision-making phase has
always been problematical, with imperfect mecha-
nisms, often misplaced philosophies and often
limited worldviews. Over the decades, overall, the
mechanisms improved as analysis of the proced-
ures behind bad decisions proposed progressive
improvements in legislation governing the system.
However, since the 1990s, the dominance of the
neoliberal (economic rationalist) worldview in
policy circles has caused decision making about the
use of land and natural resources to increasingly
emphasise economic development at the expense of
environmental and social considerations.

Note: In this paper, ‘government’ is defined as
‘the political entities of direction and control exer-
cised over the actions of the members of a nation,
state or local community’, while ‘public service’
is defined as ‘the departments and agencies re-
sponsible for the administration of the affairs of a
government’.

Competing Planning Philosophies

Ecologically sustainable development (ESD) is de-
fined as “using, conserving and enhancing the com-
munity’s resources so that ecological processes, on
which life depends, are maintained, and the total
quality of life, now and in the future, can be in-
creased” (Australian Government, 1992a.). Natural
resource management (NRM) is defined as “a regime
for the allocation, regulation and direct management
(including planning, development and use) of natu-
ral resources” (Henry, 2006). ‘Natural resources’ re-
fers to the “natural assets which underpin our quality
of life — soil and water, climate and landscapes and
our precious native plants and animals” (NRMRQ
[Natural Resource Management Regions Queens-
land], 2025). For NRM to be sustainable requires the
application of complex and sophisticated concepts

— quality-of-life ideals, economic modelling based
on the ‘world as it really is’ and not on narrow arti-
ficial constructs, soft infrastructure (research, edu-
cation, libraries, governance, human capital), social
and environmental accounting and the provision of
green infrastructure (the network of green spaces
and water systems) that provides a wide range of
ecosystem services (the nature-based goods and ser-
vices that sustain the wellbeing of people).

However, ESD is not the only planning phil-
osophy under which land-use decisions are con-
ducted. In the language of economics, Queensland’s
land-use system can be defined as ‘neoliberal’ in its
underlying worldview. Neoliberalism can be de-
fined as the “belief in sustained economic growth
mediated by free markets as the most efficient means
to achieve human progress. In a neoliberal planning
system, the emphasis is placed on economic acti-
vity, growth and employment, and other values are
regarded as secondary considerations” (McFarland,
2011).

These competing lenses are not easily reconciled.
Given the supremacy of the neoliberal mindset since
the Hawke/Keating governments of the 1980s, the
incompatibility of a policy agenda grounded in ESD
and ecosystem protection with one grounded in eco-
nomics has been navigated by compromising the
application of ESD, such as by adopting oxymoronic
policies like ‘sustainable growth’ (Edwards, 2011).

This tension is discernible in the difference
between earlier and recent official reports and
statements by the Queensland Government. ‘Sus-
tainability’ infuses a range of Resource Planning
Guidelines published by the Department of Lands
and its successors from the mid-1990s (https://
scienceqld.org/2025/05/29/resource-planning-
guidelines), with these now reading as quaintly idea-
listic in the light of pronouncements by ministers
and the Coordinator-General dating from 2012 after
the election of the conservative Campbell Newman
government. One of that government’s actions was
the declaration that the purpose of statutory plan-
ning was economic development. The proclaimed
purpose of the Planning and Development Act 2014
demonstrates the point: “The purpose of this Act
is to facilitate Queensland’s prosperity, including
through ecologically sustainable development that
balances economic growth, environmental protec-
tion and community wellbeing.”
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The Land-use System

Land-use information assembly and decision making
are conceptualised and conducted quite differently in
different public authorities, including different levels
of government, and under different statutes (or none),
so there is hardly a single Queensland-wide, let alone
national ‘land-use system’. However, at any given
locality at any given date, the intersecting statutes,
policies and conventions can legitimately be de-
scribed as ‘a land-use system’ within which particu-
lar development applications are considered. The fol-
lowing analysis takes Queensland as the study area.
This is legitimate because the oversight of the use of
land and natural resources is constitutionally the role
of the states; and even local governments’ statutory
planning regimes are creatures of state legislation.
The following descriptions of elements of Queens-
land’s land-use system borrow heavily from various
Resource Planning Guidelines published by the De-
partment of Natural Resources (and Mines), mostly
written by the corresponding author. Several have
been republished on the Queensland Science Net-
work’s website (https://scienceqld.org/2025/05/29/
resource-planning-guidelines).

Strategic Data Capture
Key natural resource datasets (also known
as foundation datasets) are required again and
again for evaluating the effects of the use of natu-
ral resources, and this multiple usefulness justi-
fies public expenditure on them. Together, these
datasets produce a data representation of the land-
scape and its processes to underpin the model-
ling, mapping and monitoring necessary for most
NRM work. A benchmark paper by the Queens-
land Department of Natural Resources, Mines and
Energy in 2004 identified 14 foundation data-
sets, required at an appropriate scale, level of cur-
rency and coverage. They are aerial photography
and satellite imagery, airborne geophysics, digital
elevation models, geology and geomorphology,
landscape and soil/regolith attributes, vegetation and
regional ecosystems, stream flow records with as-
sociated water quality, groundwater depth records
and water quality, land cover and condition, river-
ine and wetland condition, land use and man-
agement practices, climate, biodiversity and pests
(Sanders, 2004).

Once these datasets were identified and defined,

plans were made to capture the data, on a priority
basis. For instance, in Queensland, the Great Barrier
Reef was identified as a priority area. A data capture
plan for natural resources datasets was seen as fun-
damental to the underpinning of land and water
resource management decisions required to support
the implementation of the Reef Water Quality Pro-
tection Plan (Webb, 2004).

However, the strategic data capture program in
Queensland and elsewhere stalled. Brough (2015)
could find no evidence of a declared program of
strategic data capture later than the 2004 plan. The
Queensland State of the Environment 2015 report
observed that there was a lack of information about
the condition of terrestrial and freshwater ecosys-
tems (Queensland Government, 2015); the same
statement remained for terrestrial ecosystems in the
2020 iteration.

Goal Setting

This is the activity by which strategic objectives
are established, and the aspirations of the com-
munity and its elected governments are articu-
lated. This is essentially an exercise in articulating
values, desired outcomes and directions. Goal setting
might include surveys of the opinions and values of
the community, policy analysis, consultative work-
shops, and inquiry of elected governments and other
public bodies.

Land Resource Assessment

Land resource assessment is the means by which
land resource information is produced. It is the
terrestrial subset of natural resource assessment.
Land resource information incorporates biophysi-
cal data on one or more attributes of natural land
resources (see above) and any interpretation of this
information for the assessment of land suitability,
land constraints, and land management needs for
various uses. The process incorporates a range of
activities and technologies — information collection,
integration, storage and analysis, and information
delivery (Sanders & Binney, 2005).

Wise use of this information can and does
avoid costly developmental mistakes. Other bene-
fits include facilitated investment and develop-
ment, more sustainable land management, better
catchment management, more efficient use of nat-
ural resources and an improved understanding of
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sustainability and landscape processes. Land re-
source assessment can greatly increase the effi-
ciency with which land is used (giving maximum
community benefit for the least economic, social
and environmental costs) at a relatively low cost.
Sanders & Binney (2005) analysed a 1982 land re-
source assessment of the Leichhardt Downs section
of the Burdekin River Irrigation Project in Queens-
land. They determined the benefit—cost ratio of the
assessment to range from 45:1 to 149:1 (depending
on various assumptions of how much construction
work would have taken place, had the assessment
not been done).

However, land resource assessment in Queens-
land and elsewhere stalled. Brough (2015), in his
analysis of existing land information in the Burnett
catchment in South East Queensland, stated: “Most
current natural resource management issues can be
answered by the detailed land resource informa-
tion, but the lack of appropriate information for
most of the catchment is causing decisions to be
based on information that is inadequate at best and
unreliable at worst. The issue of poor data quality
and scale identified by the National Land and
Water Resources Audit (NLWRA) is evident across
most of the catchment.” Nowadays the Queensland
Department of Environment, Tourism, Science and
Innovation (DETSI) is carrying out land assessments
on a catchment basis, starting with the Reef areas of
Queensland. The program is as well run as can be
expected, given the funding (and consequently the
staff) available.

Land-use Evaluation

This is the activity by which determinations are
reached on the most appropriate use of the area
or resource, through weighing, in a systematic
way, the assessment of the subject in the light of
technical information, established goals, govern-
mental and departmental policy, and submissions
from stakeholders. This is essentially an exercise
of judgement in which information and values
are balanced and synthesised. Evaluation might
include survey of legislation and government
policies, analysis of regional trends and predic-
tion of future trends, synthesis of all available
information and submissions, determination of the
suitability of the area for various alternative uses,
integration of economic, environmental and social

considerations, and application of contemporary
professional expertise. This task is both a techni-
cal one requiring multidisciplinary knowledge of
resource planning; and an ethical one. In all evalu-
ations, the condition of the natural resources and
the public interest must be the prime considera-
tions (Edwards, 1998, 2005).

Section 16 of Queensland’s Land Act 1994 speci-
fies that an evaluation of the most appropriate use of
a parcel of land (land-use planning, at the property
scale) must be carried out by the Department prior
to the allocation of any tenure. It would be bene-
ficial if the departmental planners were required
to take advantage of any scientific information
such as environmental constraints on development
that could be provided by a state-wide informa-
tion system. It would also be beneficial if the find-
ings of every such evaluation were to be injected
back as input to a state-wide information system
and so increase society’s knowledge base. Perhaps
this already occurs, but since the system is quite
opaque to the public, there is no way for an external
observer to know.

Land-use Decision Making

Decisions are made on the new land use of indi-
vidual properties or property clusters and condi-
tions of approval set, partly based on the relevant
land resource assessments. This is the contro-
versial stage, prone to private sector and com-
munity lobbying, community divisions, protests,
political involvement, ideological battles, claims
and counterclaims, court cases and appeals. This
stage is often messy, lengthy, expensive and bitter.
Bad decisions here can be very expensive to
society, divide communities and lead to irrever-
sible consequences for the natural environment
and for amenity.

There cannot be a standardised, impartial scien-
tific process. This is a highly contested arena, in
need of extensive improvement, the most diffi-
cult arena to improve, with no consensus on what
these improvements might be or on how they might
be implemented. Developers complain that the
system is too time consuming, too complicated,
too expensive, too problematical. Conservation
groups complain that the system has an inbuilt pro-
development bias with little regard for the environ-
mental consequences of decisions.
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Political Involvement in the Process

In 2014, one of us (Marlow, 2014) chronicled a dam-
aging litany of ‘weathervane’ legislative changes in
Queensland, where the conservation efforts of one
administration would be legislatively eliminated by
the following administration, the inevitable result
being a deteriorating natural environment. These
destructive swings continue. The Bligh Labor Gov-
ernment (2007-2012) required local governments
to plan for a 0.8 m sea level rise by 2100 in erosion-
prone areas along the state’s coastline. The follow-
ing Newman Liberal National Party government
(2012-2015) rescinded the requirement in 2014.
However, many coastal local authorities, fearing
that they could face huge liabilities for failing to
take climate change into consideration in local plan-
ning, retained the planning limitation in their local
planning schemes. The Deputy Premier at the time,
acting in his role as Minister for State Development
of Queensland and Minister for Infrastructure and
Planning, then directed the Moreton Bay Regional
Council, for example, to “amend its draft planning
scheme to remove any assumption about a theoreti-
cal projected sea level rise from all and any pro-
vision of the scheme”. The following Palaszczuk
Labor Government (2015-2023) then reinstated the
requirement in 2015 (Solomons & Willacy, 2014;
Engineers Australia, 2015).

Good Information, Bad Decisions: The East
Point Case Study
Good land-use decisions are based on compre-
hensive land information — relevant, current, high-
quality, at the appropriate scale. When important
relevant information is not made available to
decision makers, either because it doesn’t exist
or because the relevant data custodian refuses to
provide it, a high-quality decision-making process
would make that lack (and the importance of that
lack) known to the decision makers. The lack of
that information would then become a factor in the
decision. As a result, a decision may be made to
defer a decision until the information is provided.
The provision of good information is, however,
a necessary but not sufficient condition for good
decision making. Australia in general and Queens-
land in particular have witnessed a distressing num-
ber of bad, even appalling land-use determinations

— blatantly bad or appalling because publicly
available information made it abundantly clear to
the impartial observer that the decision breached
environmental limits and/or was not in the long-term
public interest. Bad determinations are made for
many reasons — flawed legislation or process, biased
decision makers, flawed planning philosophy, politi-
cal interference, power imbalances, corruption. The
East Point Development case study is instructive.

The East Point development was proposed as an
“integrated” tourism and residential development
on a large beachfront site on state land at the mouth
of Pioneer River in North Queensland. The site is a
sand spit, bounded by Harbour Beach, the Pioneer
River and the Bassett Creek Basin — a significant
wetland area and important fish habitat. The low-
lying nature of the site and its isolated location is
illustrated in Figure 1.

The tender was awarded in 1994, just prior
to the promulgation of the new Land Act with a
clause (s. 16) that required a study by the Queens-
land Department of Lands of the most appropriate
use of any parcel of public land before that land
could be released for development. In 2005, an
appeal was made to the Planning and Environ-
ment Court against the preliminary approval of the
development. Several state government agencies
raised significant concerns over the potential risk
to human life and infrastructure, because of the risk
of storm surges. In such a surge, the access roads
which would be required for evacuation would be
inundated long before the site would. The judge,
while cognisant of the hazards posed by the site,
opined that “It seems to be human nature, even
when there is a choice, to live or holiday in places
which are under threat from disasters of one kind
or another ... if the benefits by way of a pleasant
environment, economic activity, adherence to some
tradition or other, et cetera, are judged to make the
risk worth taking.” The appeal was rejected (Plan-
ning and Environment Court of Queensland, 2005).
The Queensland Government later required local
authority planning schemes to incorporate addi-
tional restrictions on coastal developments subject
to natural hazard risks.

As of August 2025, the project is well advanced,
with houses already constructed on one estate and
earthworks under way on others (Urbex, 2025).
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FIGURE 1. East Point Mackay, now termed Dunes Harbour Beach (Imagery © 2025 Airbus, CNES/Airbus, Maxar

Technologies; map data © 2025 Google).

Funding Uncertainty and Cutbacks
In Queensland, there are 12 regions (based more
or less on the boundaries of water catchments)
established to deliver NRM programs on behalf of
the Queensland and national governments. There
used to be 14, but three in South West Queensland
were amalgamated, largely because funding was
inadequate to support the remote offices. When this
network was established, it drew on the Integrated
Catchment Management (ICM) committees estab-
lished by the Department of Primary Industries in
the mid-1990s for the purpose of guiding land-
holders, businesses and public authorities as to the
best methods of improving sustainable produc-
tivity and conservation on rural properties. It also
encompassed the prior work of the South West
Strategy based on the Mulga Lands, which exam-
ined poor economic viability associated with small
property size.

Strategic planning was central to the purpose
of ICM, and it was central to the purpose of the

new bodies that were funded under the National
Heritage Trust Mark I in 1996. By federal diktat,
the new bodies were obliged to compile a regional
plan conforming to a new template before any
moneys would be handed out, even though some
had had serviceable catchment plans on the books
for years (Edwards, 2009a).

Regional strategic plans were intended primarily
to guide investment within the region, but ideally
also to guide the policies, works programs and
budgets of the state and federal authorities. There is
not much evidence that they had much influence on
state or federal budgets.

By 2007, the neoliberal purchaser-provider phil-
osophy, whereby central government delivers funds
on a tight leash to competitive service providers, had
taken deep root. Strategic plans were not required
for the disbursement of cash grants to regional
bodies and other supplicants. Trust was replaced
with contract, adding burdensome administrative
overheads.
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Now, Natural Resource Management Regions
Queensland (NRMRQ) operates as the peak body
for the 12 Queensland regional NRM organisa-
tions and acts as a representative body for NRM in
Queensland. It believes that the future management
of Queensland’s natural resources is increasingly
under threat from a range of biophysical drivers
accentuated by a lack of resources to respond at
scale, as well as a reduced appreciation of the gravity
of these issues as a result of the ongoing centralisa-
tion of state government agencies. It maintains that
this has seen a loss of corporate memory, a reduc-
tion in efficiencies of scale, a loss of expertise in the
regions, and a reduced ability to complete essential
NRM work (NRMRQ, 2017, confirmed by email
correspondence in 2025). This is a problem shared
with most other regional NRM organisations across
Australia.

During the early 2000s, NRM planning by the
regional bodies for the purpose of guiding prop-
erty management ran in parallel with regional
strategic planning by the state government for the
purpose of guiding infrastructure, local govern-
ments’ planning schemes and development assess-
ment. By 2007, NRM planning had withered. Later
in this article, we will examine the fate of regional
strategic planning.

The National Scene

The End of National Participation in the Data
Assembly Phase

The National Land and Water Resources Audit
(NLWRA) was established in 1997 by the Howard
Coalition Government and was designed to co-
ordinate the collation and assessment of natural
resource information across Australia. The Audit
worked with the Australian Government and all
states and territories to develop systems to monitor
resource condition. It provided information on (and
nationwide assessments of) Australia’s land, water
and biological resources in forms suitable for deci-
sion makers. The intent was to support ecologically
sustainable development. In 2006, the Minister
for the Environment and Heritage said: “If we
are to maintain Australia’s productive capacity,
and protect our unique landscapes, we need to
build an enduring system of resource condition
reporting and feeding the information into natu-
ral resource management decisions. This requires

long-term commitments from governments” (US
Federal News Service, 2006). In 2008, the Rudd
Labor government closed down the NLWRA.

Land & Water Australia (LWA) was established
in 1990 by the Hawke Labor government as a
statutory research and development corporation
to focus on public-good research into sustaina-
bility. It created partnerships with the wool, meat,
cotton, dairy and other industries to build the
biggest applied environmental research portfolio
in Australia. A conservative independent study
in 2006 by consultants Agtrans found that LWA
had delivered $4.80 in direct economic benefits
for each government dollar invested, equating to
an internal rate of return (IRR) exceeding 24%.
LWA was closed down by the Rudd Labor govern-
ment on 30 June 2009, causing the cancellation
of a large number of contracts with university-
based and other researchers across Australia and
closing down many partly completed research
projects (Land & Water Australia, 2009a,b). The
2009 budget terminated almost all research within
the Rural Research and Development Corporation
system that was not matched by industry levy
contributions. LWA was the peak body supporting
non-commercial research designed to inform and
strengthen the regional NRM model through
programs such as the Knowledge for Regional
NRM. This program investigated improving ways
of adopting and sharing knowledge by regional
NRM bodies and improving knowledge connec-
tions between regional NRM bodies and research
and information providers (Alexandra, 2020; Land
& Water Australia, n.d.). All these programs were
shut down (Robins & Kanowski, 2011).

The abrupt closure of these critically important
national initiatives devastated the dedicated profes-
sionals involved. Paul Sattler, awarded the OAM
for services to biodiversity conservation, wrote of
his experience:

I reconvened the original Audit team, includ-
ing Commonwealth officers, to see how we
could build on the first report for a second re-
view, Audit II. We were keen to further quantify
assessments where possible, add other compo-
nents such as soil biota, and to start a process
to assess trend more empirically, but there was
no Commonwealth support for a comprehensive
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follow up. This burnt considerable jurisdictional
goodwill across the States and Territories. Simi-
larly, Col Creighton’s push for a separate national
resource monitoring and assessment body to be
permanently established was never acted upon.
The National Land and Water Resources Audit
program, and then Land and Water Australia, a
successful body providing natural resource man-
agement advice to rural Australia, were closed
down by the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries
and Forests. Subsequently, the Australian Natio-
nal Reserve System Program was closed down.
The waste in setting up and then closing these
successful Commonwealth programs was stag-
gering (Sattler, 2014; Sattler, 2018).

In a recent communication, Sattler sadly muses on
how the successes were wasted and opportunities
were squandered:

The NLWRA Terrestrial Biodiversity Assess-
ment (TBA) was a very successful exercise in
describing the condition and trend of a num-
ber of biodiversity elements across species and
ecosystems for each bioregion, in identifying
threatening processes, and biodiversity conser-
vation opportunities and priorities for manage-
ment. Fourteen case studies were also completed
across the range of ‘Landscape Health’ scenarios
to provide detailed insight into the specific mix
of management responses required.

This experience informed the Humane Society
International (I) submission for a new approach
in regional planning. Despite significant goodwill
by all States and Territories at the time to further
expand on the Audit’s work, (it is estimated that
the States and Territories contributed an addi-
tional $2m on top of the $1m allocated by the
Federal government for the TBA), the Federal
government of the day did not show leadership
in this regard or accept I's submissions for a new
cost effective approach to regional planning upon
which to further roll out the Natural Heritage
Trust program and its subsequent incarnations.
Today little legacy exists of what was one of Aus-
tralia’s most expensive environment initiatives at
that time (Sattler, 2018).

Additionally, Col Creighton, awarded the OAM for
“significant service to environmental and natural

resource management” (Governor-General, 2018),
was the manager of NLWRA and remembers the
highs and bitter lows of the period:

In Audit 1 we rigorously made sure that data
management was to the Australian standard.
Much of it via ANZLIC (Australia New Zea-
land Land Information Council) ended up with
nominated custodians, but as to whether these
custodians have had the resources to keep data
management going ...? The proof [of the suc-
cess of Audit 1] was in the follow-on investment.
The National Action Plan for Salinity and Water
Quality plus much of the follow-on NHT (Natu-
ral Heritage Trust) investment, were all based on
Audit findings. There was of course an ANAO
[Australian National Audit Office] review. The
Audit came through according to ANAO as the
best single investment of that NHT phase. [ used
to visit ANAO offices about every three months
and we always made sure we were 100% com-
pliant with their standards. As for the demise of
Audit 1 — well the agencies that were supposed
to build policy off our evidence felt we had too
much control. The latest State of Environment
Reporting is also still using Audit 1 data — an
indictment of the current state of NRM — but
then there is NO SENIOR NRM AGENCY.
This should be Australia-wide, possibly ABS
[Australian Bureau of Statistics], but more use-
fully perhaps Geoscience Australia. It [NRM]
requires a national approach (Creighton, 2018).

However, if Geoscience Australia is to ever be trusted
with responsibility for the national coordination of
NRM initiatives and for any direct national involve-
ment in NRM field work, its worldview would need
to be considerably broadened. In 2016, the Aus-
tralian Government provided $100 million over
four years to Geoscience Australia to carry out the
Exploring for the Future program. The aim of the
program is to produce new precompetitive geo-
sciences information (to assist industry to better
target areas likely to contain the next major oil, gas
and mineral deposits), assess groundwater resources
and analyse the salinity risk for potential agricul-
tural areas in northern Australia and South Aus-
tralia (Australian Government, n.d.). This program
has a single focus — economic development. The
agency’s published materials show no indication
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that thought has been given to the value-adding
provided by collaboration with other agencies (such
as the CSIRO and the National Centre for Ground-
water Research and Training) involved in the wider
study of groundwater. Seemingly, this program
has no interest in the identification of stygofauna
(groundwater fauna) or whether groundwater ex-
traction will render them extinct. Yet, adding such
extra functionality to existing investigations would
cost little, create a much fuller understanding of
aquifers and potentially significantly reduce future
damage to groundwater ecosystems.

Many of these groundwater ecosystems are both
unique and highly localised and run the continuing
risk of being destroyed by groundwater extraction
or contamination, without ever being identified.
A truly national NRM body would not have the
constrained view of Geoscience Australia, which
believes that its role in this program is to provide an
“integrated resource prospectus” (Geoscience Aus-
tralia, 2016).

The NRM Spatial Hub

The NRM Spatial Hub is (or was) a computerised
spatial information system that gives rangeland
managers the capability to map, plan, analyse
and monitor their properties’ infrastructure, land
resources and ground cover to improve pastoral
and natural resource management. It is seen as
a national asset that allows individual property
managers, NRM bodies, industry, environmental
and indigenous organisations, government and the
broader community to make better informed deci-
sions (CRC for Spatial Information and Rangelands
NRM Alliance, 2016).

This is a genuine land information system that
could be scaled up and could be scaled across from
the rural to the urban or at least urban fringe areas,
and from landholder property planning to agency
land-use decision making. Yet, as funding has dried
up, the NRM Spatial Hub has moved to a user-pays or
user-contributes model. (The narrative is recounted
on the Queensland Science Network website https://
scienceqld.org/2025/04/21/nrm-spatial-hub/.)
Those landholders who will not be able to afford the
fees to access the system, because of, for example,
extended droughts and straitened financial circum-
stances, may well also be the landholders who most
need to access the service, just to survive.

Competing Philosophies in the Queensland
Government and Public Service
The Rise and Fall of ESD
In the 1950s to 1970s, the purpose of most land-
use decisions was seen as being to facilitate eco-
nomic developments. These developments were
usually on a project-by-project basis covering a
limited spatial area. The cumulative effects of mul-
tiple such decisions were not taken into account,
because the environmental limits to development
were less apparent. Indeed, the first such decision
often created a domino effect, because it acted as
a precedent and justification for a multiplicity of
following development applications. Additionally,
some land-use decisions opened the way for the
widespread clearing of entire ecosystems, such as
the Brigalow Country in Central Queensland. The
ecological consequences of these decisions were at
best a very secondary consideration, and at worst
not considered at all. However, the ideal of an
impartial public service assembling and curating
the knowledge base needed to competently serve
the public interest and providing fearless advice
to governments remained intact, despite some in-
stances of ‘regulatory capture’ in departments and
political interference in public service decisions.
In the 1980s and 1990s, a new paradigm
emerged in Australia — ESD (ecologically sustain-
able development). Sustainable NRM, a subset of
ESD, demanded an integrated approach over large
study areas and involved sophisticated analysis of
the complex interactions of a multiplicity of land-
scape processes and a paramount consideration of
the long-term societal good. Under this paradigm,
planning decisions would no longer be piecemeal,
uncoordinated and inconsistent — they would be
strategic and broad-visioned. For example, the
societal value of open space was recognised as a
major planning consideration in new initiatives such
as the Regional Open Space System (ROSS), which
in 1994 was proposed to eventually cover about
21% of South East Queensland: about 12% current
public land, 2% acquisition by agreement and about
7% covenants and management agreements with
landholders (Edwards, 2020). However, at the time,
much of the natural resource information needed for
the new paradigm to be effective was either spotty
or non-existent. Plans were made to progressively
collect the data required. Edwards (1997) noted:
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“The government allocated $4.5m over five years
for this foundation work ... Solid progress was
made before the incoming government abandoned
the project half-way through [in 1996].”

Meanwhile, other forces were also at work. During
the 1990s, the strategic land-use planning function of
the office of the Coordinator-General withered as the
role of the office became one of project facilitation.
Later, the Newman government (2012-2015) abol-
ished the unit responsible for much of the land-use
planning in the non-urban Regional Landscape and
Rural Production Area (Edwards, 2017). New pro-
development economic theories were emerging and
being enthusiastically promulgated. These theories
would have a dramatic influence on land-use plan-
ning. McFarland (2011) concluded that “land-use
planning systems in Australia are currently domi-
nated by a neoliberal approach in which the focus is
primarily on administrative efficiency and economic
growth”. Beer et al. (2005) contended that neoliber-
alism had discouraged large-scale direct intervention
in the wellbeing of regions and the neoliberal belief
in privatisation and competition had made it difficult
for regional development organisations to control
and coordinate the range of services needed for
effective regional development. They concluded that
“the neoliberal belief in the virtues of competitive,
short-term and project-specific funding severely
limits the ability of regional development organisa-
tions to implement long-term strategies geared to
regional needs and potential”.

Edwards (2009b) has argued that the concept of
ESD as articulated in the 1992 statement was flawed
from the beginning, by inclusion of a clause referring
to “balance” between the economic, environmental
and social limbs. Environment can never prevail
over economic development if balance is sought, as
there is no end to successive intensification.

The increasing bias in favour of immediate eco-
nomic development over long-term sustainability
is amply illustrated by a comparison of succeeding
regional plans for the populous South East Queens-
land region. In 2009, the Department of Infrastruc-
ture and Planning released South East Queensland
Regional Plan 2009-2031 (Queensland Govern-
ment, 2009). In 2017, the Department of Infrastruc-
ture, Local Government and Planning released
Shaping SEQ: South East Queensland Regional
Plan 2017 (Queensland Government, 2017). Even

the titles of the two plans tell a story. In 2009, the
title intimated long-term planning. In the current
plan, the title is all flashy badging and a focus on the
immediate. In the 2009 plan, there was a chapter on
‘Natural Resources’, which consisted of a balanced,
broad-vision introduction, followed by sections on
‘Natural resource management’, ‘Land, extractive
resources, minerals, forestry and fisheries” and ‘Eco-
system services’. In the current plan, the chapter on
‘Natural Resources’ has been replaced by ‘Resource
Activity’ (italics added) which is entirely devoted to
mining and agricultural development.

A comparison of the two plans revealed a
dramatic decline in the regard given to NRM
in Queensland. It became apparent that natural
resource management is no longer a strategic plan-
ning consideration in Queensland. In the 2009
plan, there were 60 references to ‘natural resource
management’; in the present plan, there are five.
In the 2009 plan, the natural resource manage-
ment section listed the principle and policies of
NRM and discussed aspects of the SEQ Natural
Resource Management Plan. The 2017 plan has no
such section and has downgraded the SEQ Natural
Resource Management Plan to an entry in a table
of 29 implementation actions. It was equally appar-
ent that ecosystem services are no longer a strategic
planning consideration in Queensland. In the 2009
plan, there were 30 references to ‘ecosystem ser-
vices’; in the 2017 plan, there are five. In the 2009
plan, the ecosystem services section listed the
principle and policies of ecosystem services and
discussed aspects of the SEQ Ecosystem Services
Framework. The 2017 plan has no such section and
doesn’t even mention the SEQ Ecosystem Services
Framework.

For those in the Queensland Public Service who
were involved in nurturing a broad-vision, future-
orientated philosophy in strategic planning, the re-
version to regarding economic development as the
only major objective of strategic planning came as a
bitter shock. The planning process is now so opaque
(or secretive) that even those public servants inti-
mately involved in providing the scientific advice to
the policy planning process have no participation in
(or even awareness of) planning deliberations.

Stephen MacDonald, a former manager and
land planner in the Queensland Public Service, has
listed multiple regressions:
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The Shaping SEQ Regional Plan (2017) has
abandoned critical aspects of regional planning
that were key to the previous iterations (2005
and 2009). The matters of most concern to me
are the [abandonment of the] Ecosystem Ser-
vices Framework (Chapter 4.3), NRM Coordi-
nation arrangements (linking the NRM plan and
institutional arrangements), State of the Region
reporting (one of the few truly whole of Govern-
ment process built into the previous plans), the
Outdoor Recreation Strategy, Traditional Owner
engagement (DRO 7), and Ecologically Sustain-
able Development (in DRO 1). The State Plan-
ning Policy has disappeared, but it had to have
had some authority.

These components were built on consulta-
tion and involvement of key stakeholders within
Government, local government and NGOS (e.g.
SEQ Catchments, Queensland Outdoor Recre-
ation Federation, Parks and Leisure Australia,
Landscape Architects, Planning Institute of Aus-
tralia, Environment Institute of Australia and
New Zealand, Queensland Conservation Coun-
cil, Urban Development Institute of Australia,
Property Council and many more). The Shaping
SEQ approach has abandoned the products of hun-
dreds of hours of consultation and liaison, with no
regard to the efforts of the organisations or these
individuals who toiled to build consensus and an
agreed way forward. In my view, consultation pro-
cesses would cost many hundreds of thousands of
dollars to replicate on a commercial basis. Sadly,
the Shaping SEQ model reverts to a ‘planner
knows best” approach which will not work across
the diverse interests, expertise or issues confront-
ing the SEQ community or the region.

All this was executed without explanation
or reason and at a huge write down (write off)
of social capital, expertise and knowledge!
(MacDonald, S., 2018).

[Note: Desired Regional Outcomes (DROs) es-
tablish the principles and policies that must be
followed for a regional plan to achieve its vision.]

Neoliberalism and the Public Service

Across both major political parties in Queens-
land, there now appears to be a resurgence of a
neoliberal focus on economic development as not
only the major planning consideration, but even

the purpose of planning. In 2017, in a restructure
of the Public Service, the Palaszczuk Labor Gov-
ernment converted the former pro-development
Department of State Development into the massive
pro-development Department of State Develop-
ment, Manufacturing, Infrastructure and Planning
(DSDMIP), which stated on its website (DSDMIP,
2018a) that “The department exists to deliver
Queensland’s economic prosperity by championing
the interests of business and industry.” Subsuming
the state planning function into a ‘State Develop-
ment’ department with that philosophy has had its
inevitable (and one assumes its intended) conse-
quences. The terms ‘planning’ and ‘development
facilitation’ are now synonymous.

Like government websites anywhere, the
DSDMIP website was replete with non-specific,
reassuring motherhood statements. However, it is
what wasn’t on the website that is disturbing. There
was nothing about the internal processes, nothing
about any scientific input into these processes, noth-
ing about studies done or being done, nothing about
whatever planning philosophy and vision drives
the department, nothing about any links formed
with academia and the science community or even
with other government departments, nothing about
optimising the value of government expenditures
across portfolios, nothing about a vision for a sus-
tainable, high-quality-of-life future — nothing.

Some of DSDMIP’s tools are potentially con-
troversial in their application, given DSDMIP’s
narrow strategic direction. The Priority Develop-
ment Area (PDA) is one. A PDA is defined as a
parcel of land within Queensland, identified for
specific accelerated development, with a focus on
economic growth (DSDMIP, 2018b). One con-
troversial PDA is Toondah Harbour. Obviously,
this mechanism can attract opposition from citi-
zens who don’t want the development (and scien-
tists concerned about its consequences), especially
when the government has already openly chosen to
back the developers. It also creates a neoliberal pro-
ject-by-project-promotion-and-approval mindset in
government planners. Brisbin (2024) has explained
how this project was contrary to a range of planning
instruments, even including international treaties to
which Australia is a party, yet gained government
endorsement through a long series of procedural
steps before the applicant decided to withdraw.



68 DAVID MARLOW AND GEOFF EDWARDS

Another such tool is the Prescribed Project,
used to facilitate the planning and delivery of
infrastructure. A prescribed project is one which
is of significance, particularly economically and
socially, to Queensland or a region. The Minister
may, by gazette notice, declare a project to be a
‘prescribed project’ (DSDMIP, 2018c).

One recent controversial prescribed project is the
Hummock Hill Island Development at Rodds Bay,
30 km south of Gladstone. The Gladstone Regional
Council rejected the project on 17 grounds, amid
concerns the resort was too big, not needed, would
disturb the local coastline and could take tourist
trade away from the Town of 1770 and Agnes Water
further down the coast. Also, the developer did not
have finance in hand. However, the Queensland
Planning Minister then overruled the decision, be-
cause “the proposed development has the poten-
tial to transform the central Queensland region”.
The request to grant development approval was
submitted to the Queensland Coordinator-General.
The Queensland Planning Minister said: “He [the
Coordinator-General] can make the same decision
[as Council]. He can make a different decision. He
can make a decision with conditions on it. His de-
cision is final and cannot be appealed” (Terzon,
2018a). What he didn’t say was that the Coordinator-
General (one of whose tasks is to facilitate the plan-
ning and delivery of infrastructure) is part of the
same DSDMIP that declared the development a pre-
scribed project in the first place. In November 2018,
the Coordinator-General made the expected decision
to approve (Terzon, 2018b).

The Minister’s enthusiastic published support
prior to consideration by the Coordinator-General
utterly compromised the Coordinator-General’s in-
dependence. The question arises, what’s the point
of a planning scheme, public submissions, scien-
tific evidence and even the need for a developer
applicant to prove competence?

Jan Arens, President of the Gladstone Conserva-
tion Council (GCC), has furnished an update, for
the purpose of this paper (Arens, 2025):

There have been very good reasons to oppose
development. Initially the Gladstone Regional
Council rejected the $1.2 billion development
proposal for credible reasons — concerns about
its size, necessity, and infrastructure challenges

— including the lack of water, sewerage,
roads, and bridges. The Queensland Government
stepped in to override the Council’s rejection
because it saw the project as strategically signifi-
cant for regional Queensland. The State Gov-
ernment exercised its “call-in” powers through
the Coordinator-General, arguing that the pro-
ject had the potential to boost tourism, create
jobs, and stimulate the local economy. The
government also required the developer, Eaton
Place, to fund essential services on the island for
17 years.

The Commonwealth Minister for the Environ-
ment granted approval for the development as a
“controlled action” under the Environment Pro-
tection and Biodiversity Conservation Act. This
means the project was subject to so-called “strict”
environmental conditions to ensure it did not
negatively impact World Heritage values, threat-
ened species, or migratory species in the area.

A Google Maps image dated 2025 reveals no sign
of development, indirectly confirming the validity
of the GCC’s and the Regional Council’s critiques.
As the ABC reported, the proposal has been on foot
since 2005. The long delay cannot he blamed on
an overbearing assessment process, but more on
the inherent limitations imposed by the natural fea-
tures of the site — remoteness from infrastructure,
vulnerability to the elements, cost of installing ser-
vices — and the sandflies! It is not surprising that a
local conservation group, familiar as it is with the
locality, with expert knowledge of the natural envi-
ronment, has a more clear-sighted understanding of
the limitations of the site than remote departments.
A letter dated 24 August 2025 posted to the regis-
tered address of the developer Pacificus had not
elicited a response by the date this manuscript was
finalised (15 October 2025).

The Department came into being on 12 Decem-
ber 2017 but did not retain its name for long. State
development soon reappeared as the Department
of State Development, Infrastructure and Planning
from 12 November 2020. However, a quick peru-
sal of the Department’s website’s lauding its role
in fostering economic development presents no
evidence that economic development is any more
subservient to strategic, science-driven, environ-
mentally cautious land-use planning.
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Starting on the Long Road Back to a
Sustainable Future
The first steps in reform of the land-use system in
Queensland would be to disseminate knowledge of
how the component subsystems operate and what is
hindering their success, comprehend the untapped
potential of the systems, and then generate a debate
in society on how best to increase their contribu-
tions to the societal good.
A wish list of improvements should include:

1. Restore an integrated, multidisciplinary, broad-
scale, broad-vision, long-view planning capa-
bility to public services — state and national.

2. Foster greater scientific input into — and sci-
entific participation in — the decision-making
process.

3. Institute governmental ‘Open Policy’ poli-
cies to match present ‘Open Data’ policies,
so that the operations of the land-use system
are transparent to the public, with increased
public participation in the system.

4. Significantly increase secure long-term fund-
ing for state public authorities to perform their
appointed roles of strategic data gathering,
land resource assessment and land-use evalua-
tion — the high benefit—cost ratios of this work
make this one of the most beneficial invest-
ments that a state can make in its future.

5. Establish a national NRM agency or national
resource monitoring and assessment body to
re-establish national coordination of NRM
data gathering and resource assessment, with
particular benefit to cross-border ecosystems.
This should drive increased efficiency of
expenditure. This body would also have other
functions such as Land & Water Australia
fulfilled.

6. Restore the NRM Spatial Hub as a publicly
funded public good. Develop its capabilities
and extend its coverage to urban (or at least
urban fringe) areas so that it can be a land
planning tool for all sectors of society — min-
ing, agriculture, land developers, the public
service, non-governmental organisations. It
should be free for use — or attract only a rela-
tively modest charge — for this service would
serve the common good.

The future awaits.

Conclusion
A number of themes emerge from the observations
chronicled in this article.

First, the Western cultural belief in ‘progress’,
dating from the European Enlightenment and spe-
cifically the foundation of the Royal Society in
London in 1660, is alive and well when applied to
economic development. Conversion of natural areas
to built constructions has widely been deemed to
be ‘progress’, by Queensland governments of both
major partisan persuasions. But ‘progress’ in terms
of accumulating knowledge about how humans
can live in harmony with their natural habitat now
seems to be confined to scientists and conservation-
ists and is not shared by those exercising political
and economic power. In particular, the precau-
tionary principle embodied in the 1992 National
Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development
seems to have entirely lost its salience. The policy
momentum triggered in the 1970s, leading to a body
of environmental regulation aimed at ensuring that
economic development served and did not override
the public interest, seems to have dissipated.

Second, the scientific fraternity and the conser-
vation movement are entitled to deep despair at
the lack of influence of their labours over land-use
decisions. The Coordinator-General in Queensland
has powers to declare “Prescribed Projects”, “State
Development Areas” and “Private Infrastructure
Facilities”, which allow the officer to set aside a
wide range of public-interest planning and envi-
ronmental regulation, even to compulsorily acquire
private land on behalf of a private developer. Bodies
such as Land & Water Australia and the National
Land and Water Resources Audit — which might
have developed a comprehensive compendium of
translated knowledge that might have given even
committed advocates of economic development
pause — have been abolished.

Third, from the late 1990s, specifically fol-
lowing the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA),
there has been a shift away from setting limits to
development through strategic planning to project-
by-project assessment of individual applications.
Under the IPA, applications inconsistent with the
regional plan and even the local planning scheme
could be entertained. Project-by-project assessment
highly disadvantages local communities and local
municipal and state planning officers who have
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multiple applications demanding response, whereas
applicants have one or a small number as well as
the commercial incentive to invest in promoting
their project, especially in the costly information-
gathering stage. Project-by-project assessment also
suffocates the willingness of planning officers and
local governments to reject unsatisfactory applica-
tions because of the risk that applicants will simply
appeal to the appeals court, which has traditionally
focused on the legal status of an application and
not the multifunctional land-use implications, for
which the courts have no specific expertise, are not
resourced and have no mandate.

The IPA introduced performance-based plan-
ning in place of prescriptive planning which en-
abled planning authorities to specify precise limits
to development. Notionally, performance-based
planning requires applicants to prove their case
by marshalling evidence. This might work if the
authorities have comprehensive information on tap

against which to evaluate applications promptly.
But natural resource information has been under-
funded, so in practice the system requires the
authorities to disprove whatever claims applicants
might make, reversing the onus of proof that was
supposed to be a feature of the legislation and plac-
ing public authorities at a severe disadvantage to
well-resourced applicants.

It is difficult for an assessing authority to appor-
tion the costs of district-wide infrastructure to
specific applications, especially when they are
lodged out of sequence. Developer applicants can
escape responsibility for a wide range of cumula-
tive impacts on the natural environment.

From a 2025 perspective, and in the shadow of
accelerating climate change against which the land-
use system is not yet adequately armoured, it is
difficult to be optimistic about the prospect of achiev-
ing truly sustainable management of Queenslanders’
land and natural resource inheritance.
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