THE NEED FOR REAL SECURITY

Australia is suffering a paucity of national leadership that is troubling, but perhaps not surprising. 

Akin to the way some males remain in denial about the state of their health, our national leaders appear to be in perpetual denial about the health of our environment.  We are not only acting unsustainably, we are damaging our environment to an extent that puts our security at risk.

If climate change results in the disruption of stable weather patterns, if soil degradation reduces our capacity to feed a rapidly expanding population, if fresh water becomes even less available, the threat to our social stability has the potential to be greater than any terrorist could ever produce.

You would think that if our survival depended on a healthy planet that we might be more careful about protecting it. With mixed benefit, we have enjoyed a period in the modern history where our confidence led us to believe that our ability to work with our environment constituted control over it.  The magnitude of the current environmental challenges we now face suggest otherwise.  

These debates rouse conservative voices that focus on uncertainty and insufficient knowledge about the impacts of our activities being a justification for continuing business as usual.  Wouldn’t a precautionary approach be more sensible?  

Might it not also be reasonable to expect that the richest countries, whose journey to wealth has had the greatest impact on the planet, would play the largest part in making that assessment and taking action? 

Australia can’t afford its political tradition of treating environment issues as something that involves putting on green spots when elections approach, and shedding them as they flow past.

Australia is a highly capable nation that should be contributing to solutions, not exacerbating them.  Being first or second in the world in per capita for waste production and per capita for greenhouse gas emissions, being very high water consumers on the driest inhabited continent and being fifth highest in land clearing is both disgraceful and unnecessary.

Disgraceful because it risks so much. Unnecessary because with some long-sighted political leadership, Australia could be amongst the world leaders in sustainability, and in doing so, build the foundations of real security.

Australian local government gives testament to the potential to innovate, which when backed federally can make real progress.  

The local government focussed Cities for Climate Protection (CCP) Program run by the International Council for Local Environment Initiatives (ICLEI) covers more than 75% of Australia’s population.  CCP Councils aim for 20% or greater reductions in greenhouse gas emissions at the same time that the Australian Government appears unwilling to commit to an 8% increase in the Kyoto Protocol.

The ICLEI Water campaign is another example of what is possible. With over 51 Australian councils setting water targets, we can begin to value water and allow its use where it is most needed. The City Of Melbourne’s 40% per capita 2020 targets have already led to a 17% reduction in water use in Melbourne, winning it the 2004 Savewater Local Government Award.

As a Green politician I am biased. I am convinced it is time to stop treating our environment as a public relations or electoral issue.  Maintaining a healthy environment is central to the maintenance of our social system.  To our agriculture, our cities, our personal lives and those who may follow. With national leadership, solving these issues will provide more security than armies can ever provide.

Margaret Mead identified a long time ago that all it takes for unusual behaviour to go unnoticed is for it to be normal. The fact that many of us continue to act unsustainably does not make our actions OK. 

Australia is still a lucky country.  Lucky enough to pass our good fortune onto those who follow.  We live on a good continent on the most habitable planet in the galaxy.  You would think we might be capable of realising it is in everyone’s interest to secure a healthy environment and to look after the planet as if it matters.  As indeed our survival does.
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