Governing Norfolk Island sustainably requires knowing what that means

“Sustainability” is widely accepted as an objective of public policy these days, but Australia’s
(and the world’s) progress towards sustainable living is achingly slow and sometimes the
term seems to be just an empty slogan.

“Sustainable”, in the dictionary, means able to continue indefinitely. In this column, I will
contrast two different policies promulgated by the Australian and Norfolk Island
governments, as to how closely they conform to this ideal.

In doing so, I'll briefly sketch out why the concept needs to be defined clearly if it is to be
implemented. Some of these bureaucratic expressions actually matter. They are only words,
but after all, policy is composed of words.

Sustainability in Australia

The best intentions of the advocates for sustainability in Australia were hobbled from the
start. In 1992, at the conference which produced the National Strategy for Ecologically
Sustainable Development (NSESD), the advocates who knew what it meant (mainly scientists
and environmentalists) were blindsided when the Commonwealth Government in the final
session insisted on including text emphasising “balance” between the three limbs of
economic, social and environmental.

But in any competition between the economy, society and environment, the economy always
wins. Proponents of development projects or mines, no matter how obnoxious, can always
claim that the economic limb is satisfied because the project will create jobs; the social limb is
satisfied because the project will create jobs; and environmental limb can be satisfied by
painting the structure green. Hence, they claim that “balance” is satisfied.

Innumerable development projects have been approved against pleas from local communities,
scientists or environmentalists, so the environment - the ultimate source of all economic
activity - has continued to steadily retreat. The NSESD strategy was adopted by the
Commonwealth and all states and is still in force. But governments have struggled to
implement the policy, because “balance” is never achieved. In Australia, there is always a
proposal for a new development project or mine waiting to be advanced.

Sustainability on Norfolk Island

Norfolk Island Regional Council has a policy called “Transition to Sustainability” which as a
strategy is somewhat nebulous. The recent news that Council has adopted the “circular
economy” as the objective when designing Council services is excellent news, because it
emphasises the importance of minimising waste, maximising re-cycling and minimising
imports from the rest of the world. As an organising principle, it is far superior to “balance”.

Three or four dimensions?

The three dimensions of sustainability are usually labelled as economic, social and
environmental. I used to write that the environmental limb was the foundation. Humans are
utterly dependent on the natural environment for fresh air, fresh water, food, shelter and
energy. There is no stable society without a well-functioning environment that supplies these
natural products. And of course the economy is constructed by the society in which it
operates. Depicted as three concentric circles, the economy is a subset of society which is a
subset of the environment.

In recent years, a fourth dimension, governance, has appeared in the writings of people who
exercise their minds about these matters. With good reason. Good governance, in other
words, good public administration, is as fundamental as the environment because a society



cannot manage the environment - or anything else - well unless it has effective and non-
corrupt governing institutions.

How is Norfolk Island travelling?
How is Norfolk Island travelling on these four dimensions? It has considerable prospects for
improvement; and every Island person has a role to play.

There is space today to deal with just one indicator of environmental sustainability: presence
or absence of soil erosion. Soil erosion is a threat to sustainability, because soil is created from
bedrock by natural processes extremely slowly. Every shovel-full of soil washed out to sea
carries mineral nutrients, replaceable only by importing fertiliser, which is eminently un-
sustainable and draws down finite deposits of minerals somewhere in the world. Phosphate
fertiliser, for example, is derived largely from ancient deposits of guano from seabirds, and
there are credible estimates that the rate of production will start falling in less than 20 years as
deposits are exhausted.

The recent continuous rain has brought “colour” to many of the creeks and roadside table
drains and offers a good opportunity for landholders - owners or lessees - to identify sources
of erosion on their properties or their roadsides. Erosion is not always easy to avoid, and my
own acreage has not been immune from damage. But every landholder has a responsibility to
keep soil, with its life-support potential, on the Island, to the best of their ability.

In future articles. I will consider measures of the other three dimensions: society, the economy
and governance.
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