Why Australians need a national environment protection agency to safeguard their health

Written by David Shearman, Emeritus Professor of Medicine, University of Adelaide

Australia needs an independent national agency charged with safeguarding the environment
and delivering effective climate policy, according to a new campaign launched today by a
coalition of environmental, legal and medical NGOs.

Most Western democracies have established national regulatory action, such as the US
Environmental Protection Agency
— yet Australia is a notable exception.

Today in Canberra, the Australian Panel of Experts on Environmental Law ( APEEL ) will hold a
symposium on the reform of environmental laws in Australia

. If enacted, these proposals would offer protection to Australia’s declining biodiversity and
environment, as well as helping to safeguard Australians’ health.

Read more: Climate policy is a fiendish problem for governments &ndash: time
for an independent authority with real powers

The proposal would involve establishing a a high-level Commonwealth Environment
Commission (CEC) that would be responsible for Commonwealth strategic environmental
instruments, in much the same way that the Reserve Bank is in charge of economic levers such
as interest rates.

The new CEC would manage a nationally coordinated system of environmental data collection,
monitoring, auditing and reporting, the conduct of environmental inquiries of a strategic nature,
and the provision of strategic advice to the Commonwealth government on environmental
matters, either upon request or at its own initiative. The necessary outcomes would then be
delivered by government and ministers via a newly created National Environmental Protection
Authority (NEPA).



https://www.epa.gov/
https://www.epa.gov/
http://apeel.org.au/papers
https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/better-laws-for-a-better-planet-symposium-tickets-42854571176
http://theconversation.com/climate-policy-is-a-fiendish-problem-for-governments-time-for-an-independent-authority-with-real-powers-93853
http://theconversation.com/climate-policy-is-a-fiendish-problem-for-governments-time-for-an-independent-authority-with-real-powers-93853
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Tomorrow, this call will be echoed by a major alliance of leading environmental groups,
including Doctors for the Environment Australia. Similar to the CEC/NEPA proposal, this group
has called for an independent “National Sustainability Commission” that would develop
conservation plans, monitor invasive species, and set nationally binding air pollution standards
and climate adaptation plans.

The new body would replace the EPBC Act, which has failed to deliver the protections it
promised in key areas such as land clearing and species protection, and has no role in limiting
climate change which is a major factor in species loss.

The new agencies would be in a position to provide authoritative and understandable
consensus reports, similar to those produced by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change but with a stronger legal basis on
which the government should act on its advice.

Why change the system?

The rationale for reform is clear. Only last week the International Energy Agency reported that
Earth’s greenhouse emissions have increased yet again . Meanwhile, extreme weather events
have increased , while wildlife
diversity is on the decline

Having failed so far to arrest these trends, the governments of countries with high standards of
living and high greenhouse emissions should be held particularly accountable. Clearing land
and burning forest for firewood are understandable survival strategies for the poor, but
unacceptable in rich nations.

Australia’s national laws would be strengthened to address the challenge of climate change and
ensure we can mitigate, adapt to and be resilient in the face of a warming world.

Action on climate change, essential to protect biodiversity, is also vital to protect human health
as a quarter of world disease has its root causes in environmental change, degradation and

pollution
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http://www.placesyoulove.org/australiawelove/naturelaws/
http://www.environment.gov.au/epbc
http://ipcc.ch/
http://ipcc.ch/
http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/GECO2017.pdf
https://easac.eu/press-releases/details/new-data-confirm-increased-frequency-of-extreme-weather-events-european-national-science-academies/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/03/1005112
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/03/1005112
http://www.canberra.edu.au/researchrepository/file/67130a67-4143-4df3-8d10-aa2e53814e66/1/full_text_published.pdf
http://www.canberra.edu.au/researchrepository/file/67130a67-4143-4df3-8d10-aa2e53814e66/1/full_text_published.pdf
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The World Health Organisation regards climate change as the greatest health threat of the
21st century, a view recognised by the statements of the

Australian Medical Association

and Doctors for the Environment Australia.

Already, it is responsible for thousands of deaths worldwide, and that figure is projected to rise
to 250,000 by 2030

. In Australia, air quality reform could prevent

an estimated 3,000 air pollution deaths per year

Causes of current inaction

There are fundamentally two causes of inaction. First, in this increasingly complex world,
governments now more than ever need impartial advice based on the best available evidence.
Yet all too often, such advice is politicised, ignored, or both .

Second, in leading democracies — particularly in Australia with its relatively short election cycles
— the pressure to focus on re-election prospects dictates that governments emphasise jobs,
growth, and living standards. It takes strong leadership to promote the interests of future
generations as well as current ones.

It seems counterintuitive to suggest that for its survival, a government might need to delegate
decisions for human survival to systems beyond its immediate political control. Yet it already

does delegate crucial decisions, such as the monthly interest rate calls made by the Reserve
Bank.

A newly created CEC and NEPA would be charged with safeguarding the climate, wildlife, fresh
water and clean air. It would be in a position to improve air quality to standards recommended
by the World Health Organization, protect water quality, and deliver effective climate change
mitigation and adaptation policy uniformly in all states.
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http://www.who.int/globalchange/global-campaign/cop21/en/
https://ama.com.au/ausmed/tracking-impact-climate-change-health
http://www.dw.com/en/a-quarter-of-deaths-caused-by-environmental-degradation-says-un/a-19277576
http://www.dw.com/en/a-quarter-of-deaths-caused-by-environmental-degradation-says-un/a-19277576
https://soe.environment.gov.au/theme/ambient-air-quality/topic/2016/health-impacts-air-pollution
https://theconversation.com/ignored-by-the-government-shrunk-by-resignations-where-now-for-australias-climate-change-authority-47366
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Read more: Around the world, environmental laws are under attack in all sorts of
ways

The success of such a national system would manifest itself in a growing number of decisions
similar to the recent rejection of the expansion of Stage 3 of the Acland coal mine . The judge in
that case turned it down on the basis of a range of health and environmental transgressions, yet
it is currently more common for states to

approve this type of developments

rather than reject them.

Nationally enforceable standards for resource developments are likely to bring effective
preventative health benefits, as well as certainty of process. These reforms present an overdue
opportunity for Australia to offer leadership and catch up on lost time, to ameliorate the
progression of climate change and biodiversity loss, and thus lessen their future impacts.

David Shearman is the Honorary Secretary of Doctors for the Environment Australia that receive
funding from the Melbourne Lord Mayor's Charitable Foundation.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/why-australians-need-a-national-environment-protectio
n-agency-to-safequard-their-health-93861
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http://theconversation.com/around-the-world-environmental-laws-are-under-attack-in-all-sorts-of-ways-77590
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https://www.dea.org.au/images/general/DEA_-_The_Health_Factor_05-13.pdf
http://theconversation.com/why-australians-need-a-national-environment-protection-agency-to-safeguard-their-health-93861
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