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FOREWORD 
FROM PENELOPE 

FIGGIS AO 

It is a critical time for conservation, 
and WWF’s detailed analysis of 
Australia’s key biodiversity tool 
—protected areas — has come at 
the right time.
The overall picture for Australia’s wonderful, ancient, 
and unique plants and wildlife remains stark. They 
face a range of threats — especially land conversion 
and loss of habitat, too frequent and severe fires, 

and weed and feral animal invasions. Almost all current threatening processes will 
be exacerbated by climate change, which, in turn, is predicted to bring additional 
pressures including coral bleaching, salt water intrusion into freshwater systems, 
severe droughts, floods, and storm events.

However, Australia has real strength to face these formidable challenges. The 
National Reserve System and Marine Planning System have a strong policy and 
science base for building Australia’s core systems of protected areas. Australia has 
a consensus strategy for the National Reserve System. Marine bioregional planning 
is moving ahead and is expected to deliver a new system of Commonwealth marine 
reserves by 2012. We also have park management agencies and other land and marine 
management agencies, which, while often under-resourced, are professional and 
committed to effective management. Australian governments have been innovative 
in supporting the crucial, voluntary Indigenous Protected Areas, and also in strongly 
supporting the emergence of a complementary private land conservation sector.

WWF’s key directions are being universally embraced. The Australian government has 
just committed to a new strategic plan under the Convention on Biological Diversity 
that aims, at both the global and national level, to achieve protected area status, by 
2020, in 

 “at least 17 per cent of terrestrial and inland water[s], and 10 per cent of coastal 
and marine areas[. Areas] of particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem 
services are conserved through effectively and equitably managed, ecologically 
representative and well connected systems of protected areas and other effective 
area-based conservation measures, [which can be] integrated into the wider 
landscape and seascapes.”

This goal embraces many of the key elements needed for future success. Firstly, 
we must continue to build our protected area systems on land and in the marine 
environment. Secondly, we must augment and support these systems with other forms 
of conservation and sustainable management to inspire greater land and seascape 
initiatives. These two priorities should be the guiding principles used when important 
decisions are being made about the future of the Caring for Our Country program, the 
premier Australian government investment in nature conservation.

WWF’s new Building Nature’s Safety Net report vehemently supports these goals. 
The report makes a strong case for much greater investment in expanding protected 
areas as a fundamental conservation necessity, guaranteeing the success of land- or 
seascape-scale conservation.
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This report presents, for the first time, some of the success stories to come out 
of the historic 2008 commitment by the Australian government (i.e. increasing 
the National Reserve System budget from 2 per cent of the then Natural Heritage 
Trust budget to 10 per cent earmarked for the Caring for Our Country program). 
This report also illustrates how cost effective this program has been. On average, 
the cost to purchase a wildlife habitat and ensure its enduring protection is $47 
per hectare.

The Indigenous Protected Areas program has, likewise, delivered impressive and 
cost-effective gains, with Traditional Owners voluntarily devoting an additional 
three million hectares of their lands to conservation since 2008.

In this report, we see the first comprehensive picture of the gaps that remain in 
conserving Australian ecosystems and threatened species. It is also the first time 
the ecosystem analysis extends to Australia’s marine environment.

The real issue is the scale of the investment compared with the scale of risk and 
potential loss. While, as a nation, we seldom question spending billions on national 
defence, we continue to begrudge comparatively small budgets for our ‘natural 
defence’, despite the immense potential losses of healthy ecosystems. WWF 
estimates that $240 million a year will be needed to acquire new protected areas 
to reach the 2020 international target. While several times larger than current 
investment levels, it still represents less than 0.1 per cent of the national budget. 

The return on this investment would be enormous, but cannot easily be put into 
dollar amounts. Protected areas provide sanctuary for our wonderful animals 
and plants and protect our most beautiful and valued land and seascapes. These 
are surely their most important tasks. They also protect genetic resources for 
pharmaceuticals and agriculture; they ensure agriculture has beneficial species, 
such as pollinators; they soak up carbon and lock it away; they help control floods, 
protect coastlines and improve water quality; all while attracting over $20 billion a 
year in spending by overseas tourists.

Our National Reserve System is a great national achievement — a remarkable 
collaboration from all levels of government, from non-government organisations, 
Traditional Owners, and individual landholders committed to conservation. It 
deserves the highest priority attention to ensure Australia’s unique wildlife and 
wild places, and all their benefits, have a future.

Penelope Figgis AO 
Vice-Chair Oceania, IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas 
Director, Australian Committee of the IUCN.
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FIGuRE 1 20
All marine and terrestrial protected areas by IUCN protected area management category 
(as of 2008 for terrestrial, and as of 2009 for marine). External territories are omitted. 
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areas (IUCN Category III–VI), and completely unprotected (i.e. gap). These statistics 
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hand graph shows total areas (ha) of gaps for highly protected areas. Note: Existing IUCN 
Category III–VI areas could be used to fill these gaps to the total area if they could be shown 
to be highly protected in practice.

FIGuRE 3 27 
Breakdown of the 15 per cent minimum standard for terrestrial proxy 
ecosystems into area already protected, highly (IUCN Category I–II) or otherwise, and 
gap areas broken into those still with original vegetation, and those previously cleared 
but considered recoverable. See endnote 42.

FIGuRE 4 28 
Proportions of 1449 nationally threatened species with 30 per cent or more of their 
distribution included in highly protected areas; less than 30 per cent in highly protected 
areas but with 30 per cent or more in all protected areas; less than 30 per cent protected in 
any protected area; and those with no representation in highly protected areas. Jurisdictions 
appear in descending order of proportions meeting the standard. Numbers of species appear 
in brackets. *ACT was included in NSW figures for this analysis.

FIGuRE 5 34 
New priorities for bioregions based on indicative combined gap for ecosystems 
and EPBCA species. See Table 3.

FIGuRE 6 35 
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Terrestrial Biodiversity Assessment. See Table 3 for more detail.

FIGuRE 7 45
Annual Australian government investments up to 2007/8 and subsequent commitments 
to three programs significant to the development of the National Reserve System. 

FIGuRE 8 62 
Map of major marine regions used in the analysis in Fig. 9. Note: These are not the same as 
the Australian government marine planning units. Heard and McDonald Islands not shown.

FIGuRE 9 62 
Percentages by area of attainment of the minimum standard of 30 per cent of benthic 
ecosystems in marine sanctuaries (IUCN Category I–II), other zones of marine parks 
(nominally IUCN Category III–VI), and completely unprotected (i.e. gap) as of 2009. These 
statistics are divided into marine regions shown in Fig. 8. Right hand graph shows total 
areas (ha) of gaps for marine sanctuaries. 
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Executive Summary

ExECuTIvE 
SuMMARy

TERRESTRIAL NATIONAL 
RESERvE SySTEM
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Protected areas are critical to 
conserving biodiversity. New 
evidence shows that, of alternate 
conservation measures, only 
strictly protected areas and land 
clearing laws correlate with 
stabilized threatened species 
trends in Australia. 

The northern hairy-nosed wombat (Lasiorhinus krefftii), the world’s largest burrowing herbivore, 
is endangered due to habitat destruction and competition with livestock and rabbits. The last 
remaining (approximately 150) animals survive in Epping Forest National Park in the high priority 
Brigalow Belt North bioregion. A second, translocated colony was started in 2009 in the Richard 
Underwood Nature Refuge, Brigalow Belt South.

Protected areas are also critical to economic and social wellbeing, delivering 
ecosystem services that cannot be reliably valued in dollar terms. One benefit that 
is understood in dollar terms is nature-based tourism, which attracts approximately 
$20 billion annually in foreign exchange to Australia.

New National Reserve System (NRS) targets have been adopted by the Australian 
government to protect ecosystem and species diversity by 2030, and to expand the 
system, including Indigenous Protected Areas, from 13 to 16.25 per cent of Australia 
by 2013.

Australia has also adopted the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) Strategy 
2011–2020, which has a target of bringing at least 17 per cent of terrestrial and 
inland waters into effectively and equitably managed, ecologically representative and 
well connected systems of protected areas by 2020.
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Executive Summary

Governments have yet to commit to minimum standards for adequate inclusion of 
ecosystem or species diversity in terrestrial protected areas. Scientifically credible 
interim standards are needed until more species- or ecosystem-specific guidelines 
become available.

In this report, we adopt an interim minimum standard of 15 per cent of each 
regional ecosystem and 30 per cent of distributions for threatened species in 
highly protected areas, with some modifications for small or very large areas. In 
our analysis, we estimate ecosystem and species protection gaps, which are areas 
needing to move from the current reserve system to one which meets the minimum 
standard of protection for ecosystems and species.

As of 2008, the cumulative shortfall, or gap, from an interim 15 per cent standard 
for including proxy ecosystems in highly protected areas was 70 million hectares, 
or 9 per cent of Australia’s land area. As of 2006, 14 per cent of 1449 species, listed 
as threatened under national legislation, had no portion of their distribution in a 
protected area; 52 per cent had some portion protected, while only 28 per cent met 
a minimum standard of 30 per cent of their distribution highly protected. 

Seventeen top priority bioregions with the largest gaps for ecosystems and 
threatened species are identified, mostly in arid to semi-arid rangelands and 
inland waters. Ten of these bioregions have remained top priority since the 2002 
Terrestrial Biodiversity Assessment, underlining the importance of focusing 
investment in these areas. 

Nonetheless, significant gaps for protection of both ecosystem and species diversity 
occur in every bioregion.

Queensland was the state with the largest gap for inclusion of poorly protected 
ecosystems, and remains the top priority state for strategic growth of 
Australia’s NRS.

Tasmania ranked highly for protection of ecosystems, but had the largest relative 
gap for the protection of distributions of nationally threatened species.

The Australian government funding commitment to the NRS, including Indigenous 
Protected Areas, increased 4.5 times over the five-year period beginning 2008, 
which was relative to the preceding five years. The government committed 
$180 million to the NRS program and $50 million to the Indigenous Protected 
Areas (IPA) program.

The NRS program has delivered excellent value for money, costing the Australian 
government, on average, about $47 per hectare purchased, and bringing 1.25 
million hectares under protection from mid-2008 to mid-2010. Moreover, 
every acquisition dollar from the NRS program leverages, on average, $4.55 
in state or territory government contributions to acquisition and in-perpetuity 
management. The IPA program is even more cost effective, costing less than $5 per 
hectare added. 

The NRS and IPA programs are, arguably, the Australian government’s biggest 
conservation success stories.

The NRS funding levels remain low, however, at about 10 per cent of the overall 
Australian government’s Caring for Our Country program budget, which 
represents a small portion of the total federal budget. We estimate a sevenfold 
increase in the budget is required to fill the gaps identified in this report.

NATuRE-BASED 
TOuRISM ATTRACTS 
$20 BILLION 

ANNuALLy
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Whole-of-landscape planning is essential for effective protection of biodiversity. This 
requires delineation of high conservation-value areas prioritized for inclusion in the 
NRS, as well as buffer and linkage areas surrounding the backbone of the present and 
future reserve system. They are the focal areas for complementary natural resource 
management (NRM) investments, farm management agreements, and land-use planning 
and regulations.

Private land protected areas, secured by covenants, continue to be promoted by many 
agencies, programs, and investment streams with very little coordination, transparency, 
or nationally consistent standards.

The rapid growth of nominally IUCN Category III–VI protected areas remains a 
concern in the absence of an objective, transparent national system for confirming the 
compatibility of extractive uses with the primary conservation purpose. 

All protected areas on land and sea should be subject to a nationally consistent system for 
assigning IUCN management categories, for confirming the compatibility of uses with the 
primary conservation purpose, and for auditing management effectiveness.

Aerial photo of Epping Forest National Park, the last natural refuge of the northern hairy-nosed 
wombat, showing surrounding landscape cleared for livestock pasture right up to boundary.
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A flatback turtle hatchling: 
(Natator depressus) 

the only marine turtle 
native to Australia’s 

continental shelf, and 
highly threatened by 

entanglement in fishing 
gear and plastic bags, 

collision with boats, and 
coastal development. 
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1. 30 per cent, or at least 1000 hectares and 100 per cent of ecosystems smaller than 1000 hectares, of each  
 benthic marine ecosystem is highly protected.

NATIONAL REPRESENTATIvE 
SySTEM OF MARINE 

PROTECTED AREAS

OvER 26%
OF AuSTRALIAN 

WATERS NEED 
PROTECTION

Executive Summary

The Australian government adopted the 
Convention on Biological Diversity 2011–2020 
Strategy with a target to list at least 10 per cent of 
coastal and marine areas under protected areas 
by 2020. Prevailing scientific opinion, however, 
supports a higher minimum level of protection.

In 2010, the Australian government committed to establish a representative 
network of marine parks by 2012 and to allocate appropriate funding for fisheries 
assistance, management, and enforcement. The government also re-confirmed their 
commitment to a national network of whale and dolphin sanctuaries.

The Australian government declared a conservation zone over the Coral Sea in 
2008 and a proposed marine reserve network for the southwest marine planning 
region in 2011.

New state marine parks and marine national parks were announced in Queensland 
(Great Sandy with 6 per cent ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ zones, and Moreton Bay with 
16 per cent ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ zones), South Australia, and Western Australia.

Governments have yet to adopt minimum standards and minimum percentage areas 
for inclusion of ecosystem- or species-diversity in ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ marine 
sanctuaries or reserves. 

As of 2009, the cumulative shortfall, or gap, from an interim minimum standard of 
30 per cent1 by area of each benthic marine ecosystem in marine sanctuaries was 
253 million hectares, or 26 per cent of Australian waters.

Nominally, IUCN Category IV–VI zones dominate the marine parks that are 
considered to form the basis of the National Representative System of Marine 
Protected Areas (NRSMPA). But, generally, these zones are open to a range of uses, 
including commercial and recreational fishing. This is a significant concern for 
terrestrial protected areas and highlights the need for an objective, transparent 
national system for assigning IUCN management categories, for confirming the 
compatibility of extractive uses with the primary conservation purpose, and for 
auditing management effectiveness.



 RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1:  
The Australian government should increase the National Reserve 
System purchase grants program commitment to $240 million 
per annum for the decade 2011–2020, allowing grants for up to 75 
per cent of total cost of acquisition of new highly protected areas.

54

Recommendation 2:  
The Australian government should further boost the level of 
funding for the Indigenous Protected Areas program and offer 
longer-term contracts for protected area management.

54

Recommendation 3:  
Australian governments should establish a nationally 
consistent and transparent process and set of standards for 
IUCN categorization, management effectiveness auditing, and 
compatibility of uses assessments for all protected areas.

54

Recommendation 4: 
In line with scientific guidance, all jurisdictions should commit 
to bringing at least 30 per cent of each marine ecosystem and 
threatened species distribution and 100 per cent of critical 
habitats for threatened species into marine sanctuaries by 2020. 
Jurisdictions should develop budgets appropriate to the need for 
ongoing management and implement a displaced activities policy.

66

Photo: whistling Kite, fogg Dam, northern territory.
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Woldendorp, Western Australia.
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ABOuT ThIS 
REPORT

Building Nature’s Safety Net 
is an independent audit of 
protected area establishment 
and funding. The reports 
are based on questionnaires 
and requests for data sent 

to all jurisdictions as well as published data on 
protected areas — in particular the Australian 
government’s Collaborative Australian Protected 
Areas Database’s most recent release for 2008. 
This report is the third in a series with the two previous reports published 
in 2006 and 2008.1

This report details major conservation initiatives that have occurred 
since the last report, in which data was current to 2006, and highlights 
emerging issues. 

A major enhancement on previous reports is the inclusion of ecosystem and 
threatened species gap analyses, and the reporting on Australia’s protected 
area systems on both land and sea.

We define a minimum standard for an adequate, representative, and 
comprehensive reserve system by sampling ecosystem and species 
level diversity. 

Using the latest protected area and national species and ecosystem spatial 
data, we quantify the gaps: those areas needing to move from the current 
reserve system to one which meets the minimum standard.

We also use data provided by various parks agencies, from responses to a 
questionnaire (Appendix) or as published by the agencies, to detail financial 
investments in protected areas, and estimate the investment levels needed to 
fill the documented gaps.

We also identify critical policy changes needed to more effectively fill the 
identified gaps.
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Terrestrial National Reserve System

There are a number of 
compelling reasons why 
protected areas are essential, 
not just for biodiversity, 
but, to our economy and 
way of life. People enjoy 
enormous economic 
and social benefits from 
protected areas, including:2

TERRESTRIAL 
NATIONAL RESERvE 

SySTEM
INTRODuCTION

— Climate control — Protected areas store 47 billion tonnes of 
carbon worldwide and are actively soaking up more from the air

— Disaster mitigation — Protected mangroves, reefs, forests, and floodplains 
buffer human communities against storms, flood, mudslides, and tsunamis

— Clean water — A third of the world’s largest cities obtain a significant portion of 
their clean drinking water from protected areas

— Food security — Protected areas harbour wild plant and animal genetic 
resources worth many billions of dollars every year to pharmaceutical and 
agricultural industries

— Poverty reduction — Protected areas prevent over-exploitation of wild-
harvested plants and animals, especially fish stocks that poor communities 
depend on. They also provide cash revenue from tourism, valued at hundreds of 
billions of dollars worldwide. In Thailand and Costa Rica, researchers measured a 
net positive impact of protected areas on alleviation of poverty3

— Cultural heritage — Protected areas also protect many natural or semi-natural 
religious and cultural sites of great importance to human communities

— Tourism revenue — Nature-based tourism brings in $19.5 billion a year in 
foreign exchange, which is nearly 7 per cent of our total exports. Most of this 
comes from visits to national parks and other public-access protected areas.4 
World Heritage listing is a premium attraction for tourists.5 The Great Barrier Reef 
alone attracts more than $6 billion a year in tourist-spending and supports 63,000 
jobs.6 In Queensland, the priority state identified in this report, development of 
a comprehensive parks system could add another $400–$600 million a year in 
tourism revenue to the State economy.7

The principal role for protected areas is saving biodiversity from extinction. The 
first National Strategy for the Conservation of Australia’s Biodiversity, in 1996,8 
recognised that the establishment of a comprehensive, adequate, and representative 
(CAR) system of protected areas was essential for effective conservation of 
Australia’s biodiversity, along with complementary reforms of land management, 
production, and development practices in the wider landscape. 

The National Reserve System (NRS) was established in 1992, and was designed 
to bring together Australia’s state-, territory-, and Commonwealth-run national 
parks and reserves, private protected areas, and Indigenous protected areas into a 
dedicated, single system to conserve Australia’s unique biodiversity.9

Crucial to this pioneering system was the development of an agreement between the 
Australian, state, and territory governments to cooperate on strategic growth of the 
NRS. The Australian government established the National Reserve System Program 
to provide incentives including funds for land acquisition.
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Terrestrial National Reserve System

WWF-Australia played an important role in the development of these commitments, 
launching a national protected areas campaign. WWF produced strategies for, and 
report cards on, the performance of governments’ development of the NRS. 

In 2006 and 2008, WWF embarked on a renewed campaign to reinvigorate 
the commitment of governments to the NRS, through the Building Nature’s 
Safety Net reports.10

The commitment to a comprehensive, representative, and adequate NRS has continued. 
It was most recently reaffirmed in the release of Australia’s Strategy for the National 
Reserve System 2009–2030.11

Through adoption of the Strategy at the Natural Resource Management Ministerial 
Council meeting in May 2009, Australian, state, and territory governments committed 
to the following targets, to bring into protected areas:

— examples of at least 80 per cent of all regional ecosystems in each bioregion by 
2015 (comprehensiveness)

— examples of at least 80 per cent of all regional ecosystems in each subregion by 
2025 (representativeness)

— core areas for the long-term survival of threatened species by 2030

— critical areas for climate change resilience, such as refugia by 2030.

There are as yet no national minimum standards set for ‘adequacy’ in terms of the area, 
quality, or configuration of a sample or ‘example’ of an ecosystem or species habitat; 
standards that, if protected, would ensure long term persistence, low risk of extinction, 
and maintenance of normal ecological processes. Also, the scale and definition of a 
regional ecosystem varies between jurisdictions. Queensland follows a robust approach 
to delineating regional ecosystems as the intersection of bioregions, land zones, and 
vegetation types.12

To complicate matters, governments have also adopted various targets for total 
area protected.

In 2008, the Australian government adopted a Caring for Our Country program, with 
the aim of adding 25 million hectares. By 2013, the total area of the NRS, including 
Indigenous Protected Areas, would increase to 125 million hectares, from a baseline of 
13 per cent growing to 16.25 per cent of Australia. 

In 2010, The Australian government adopted the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) Strategy for 2011–2020, which included a new target to bring at least 17 per 
cent of terrestrial and inland waters under an ecologically representative system of 
protected areas by 2020.

If the Caring for Our Country target is achieved, and is strategically oriented to fill the 
gaps for priority ecosystems and species, it is likely Australia will also meet the 2020 
CBD target. 

In 2010, the Australian government released Australia’s Biodiversity Conservation 
Strategy, with ten interim targets — including that, by 2015, it would “achieve a 
national increase of 600,000 square kilometres of native habitat managed primarily for 
biodiversity conservation across terrestrial, aquatic, and marine environments.”13

This target needs to be more clearly separated into terrestrial and marine components. 
The terrestrial component should complement existing protected area targets under the 
NRS strategy, Caring for Our Country, and CBD targets discussed above. The marine 
component should apply to marine conservation areas outside of marine sanctuaries, 
which should have their own explicit target.

47 BILLION 
TONNES OF 

CARBON 
STORED IN 

PROTECTED 
AREAS
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A MINIMuM STANDARD FOR  
ThE NATIONAL RESERvE SySTEM

Terrestrial National Reserve System

In the absence of nationally agreed criteria 
for ‘adequacy’ of the NRS, this report will 
use interim targets, based on the Nationally 
Agreed Criteria for the Establishment of a 
Comprehensive, Adequate and Representative 
Reserve System for Forests in Australia (the 
JANIS criteria),14 as follows.

– Terrestrial ecosystem diversity — On land, 15 per cent by area of the 
original total area of each regional ecosystem in highly protected areas. If 15 
per cent of the original total area is less than 1000 hectares, a minimum of 1000 
hectares should be highly protected. If the original total area is less than 1000 
hectares, all of the original total area should be highly protected. 

– Terrestrial species diversity — 30 per cent by area of threatened species 
current distributions and 100 per cent by area of their critical habitats in highly 
protected areas. If 30 per cent of the current distribution is less than 1000 
hectares, a minimum of 1000 hectares should be highly protected. If the current 
distribution is less than 1000 hectares, all of the current distribution should 
be highly protected. Finally, if 30 per cent of the current distribution is larger 
than 10 million hectares, the highly protected area should be, at most, 10 million 
hectares.15

These standards are not permanent, but interim minimum standards, until actual 
ecological data is available to identify specific requirements for ensuring long-term 
preservation of particular ecosystems, communities, or species. 

Importantly, the standards do not include other important aspects of ‘adequacy’, 
such as connectivity, configuration, habitat quality, or complementary management 
of surrounding land.

The threatened species’ 30 per cent standard proposed here is based on the 
current ‘known’ or ‘likely to occur’ distribution, not the original distribution. For 
some threatened species and ecosystems, such as those that have suffered a major 
contraction in distribution, 30 per cent of current distribution may not be an 
adequate level for long-term recovery. For this reason the standard also includes 
100 per cent of critical habitats,16 where ‘critical habitats’ are defined as those 
critical to the recovery and long-term preservation of a species. The NRS strategy 
aims to include critical habitats in the NRS by 2030, although further clarification 
of the term ‘critical habitat’ is needed.17

What are highly protected areas?

To analyse gaps with regard to the proposed ‘adequacy’ standard above, we must 
distinguish ‘highly protected’ areas from those not highly protected.

In previous Building Nature’s Safety Net reports,18 we included IUCN Categories III 
and IV as highly protected areas; however, a review of the categories by the IUCN19 
prompted us to re-examine their application in Australia. We found there are also 
nominally IUCN Category III or IV areas that, as applied in some parts of Australia, 
can allow grazing of livestock for commercial purposes in some instances. These 
include heritage agreements in South Australia (nominally IUCN Category III),20 
conservation parks in Queensland (nominally IUCN Category III)21 and natural 
features reserves in Victoria (nominally IUCN Category IV).22
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Apart from some (hopefully temporary) aberrations involving mining and livestock 
grazing,23 IUCN Categories I and II protected areas can be accurately referred to 
as highly protected because they are largely closed to all major extractive uses of 
natural resources in Australia.

Recognizing the ambiguity of the term, for the purposes of gap analysis that 
follows, we will define ‘highly protected’ as IUCN Categories I and II areas.

Box 1: Mining in private protected areas.

The Steve Irwin Wildlife Reserve is a pastoral lease purchased with assistance 
from the Australian government for addition to the National Reserve System 
as a private protected area in 2007, in tribute to the late wildlife champion, 
Steve Irwin. A bauxite exploration permit was issued by the Queensland Mines 
Department over a significant portion of the property. This was opposed in court 
and via a major international campaign by Australia Zoo. 

The Bimblebox Nature Refuge in central Queensland was purchased with 
assistance from the Australian government in 2000 to become a private 
protected area (IUCN Category IV). It was subsequently gazetted by the 
Queensland government as a class VI Nature Refuge under state legislation. The 
Queensland government issued exploration permits for a coal mine. 

Although these examples are based in Queensland, the issues can apply 
Australia-wide and extend beyond mining to other uses, in particularly farming 
livestock. These examples suggest the need for a type of protected area on private 
land with the same level of security as a National Park in addition to the existing 
types of private protected areas.

In 2000, the World Conservation Congress resolved that mining should not 
take place in IUCN Category I–IV protected areas. After initial opposition, the 
International Council of Mining and Metals, in 2003, adopted a new position to 
not mine World Heritage areas and is now exploring ‘no go’ criteria with IUCN.24

The Julia Creek Dunnart (Sminthopsis douglasi) is an endangered small marsupial carnivore, 
endemic to the high priority Mitchell Grass Downs bioregion. Habitat protection is low in reserves. 
The healthiest known population survives in Bladensberg National Park. 

Terrestrial National Reserve System
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ChANGES IN TOTAL AREA 

Protected Areas 2008-9
IUCN management category

I-II

III-IV

V-VI

PROTECTED AREAS 
2008–9: IuCN 

MANAGEMENT CATEGORy

KEy
 I–II

 III–IV

 V–VI

Terrestrial National Reserve System

The Collaborative Australian Protected Areas 
Database latest release (2008) includes 
information on 100 million hectares of 9648 
discrete terrestrial protected areas.25

This report uses these data, but excludes several categories from analysis. They are:

— external territories (10,906 hectares)

— areas not accepted in the NRS because they are for cultural, not biodiversity, 
protection (279,451 hectares)

— overlapping protected areas designations, which would be otherwise double 
counted (1,230,486 hectares).

This leaves 9314 discrete protected areas, covering 98.5 million hectares or 12.8 per 
cent of Australia (Fig. 1, Table 1).

Highly protected areas (IUCN Category I–II) cover 8.6 per cent of Australia’s land 
surface in 2008, while IUCN Category III–IV cover 0.7 per cent (Table 1).

Jurisdictions differed greatly in the relative proportions of highly and other 
protected areas (Table 1).

In 2008, as in 2006, Queensland remained the jurisdiction with the lowest relative 
total area of all protected areas, while the Northern Territory had the lowest relative 
total area for highly protected areas. New South Wales was also below the national 
average in total area (Table 1).

Indigenous or jointly managed protected areas were most common in the Northern 
Territory, Western Australia, and South Australia, yet negligible elsewhere, 
reflecting the distribution of Indigenous land ownership.26 Significant Indigenous 
ownership is growing in Queensland, on Cape York Peninsula, through the 
Queensland government’s Cape York Tenure Resolution process.

FIGuRE 1
All marine and terrestrial 

protected areas by IUCN 
protected area management 

category (as of 2008 for 
terrestrial, and as of 2009 

for marine). External 
territories are omitted.27
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Table 1.  Total areas of terrestrial protected areas as of 2008 by jurisdiction, percentage of jurisdiction area in 
IUCN management category, and percentage of protected areas in three governance categories.1

 

IUCN Management 
category

IUCN Governance  
category

Jurisdiction Area (ha) ALL I–II III–IV V–VI Government Indigenous/ 
Joint

Other non-
government

ACT 238,813 54.2% 54.2% – – 54.2% 0.0% 0.0%

Tas 6,840,133 41.0% 24.1% 3.8% 13.1% 40.0% 0.3% 0.7%

SA 98,422,137 26.1% 16.7% 3.7% 5.7% 18.3% 6.4% 1.4%

Vic 22,754,364 17.1% 15.5% 0.7% 0.9% 17.0% 0.0% 0.1%

WA 252,700,808 14.5% 9.0% 0.3% 5.2% 9.4% 4.8% 0.3%

NT2 134,778,762 9.0% 4.7% 0.3% 4.0% 1.4% 7.1% 0.5%

NSW2 80,121,268 8.7% 8.2% 0.4% 0.1% 6.3% 2.3% 0.1%

Qld 172,973,671 6.0% 4.9% 0.1% 1.0% 5.0% 0.2% 0.8%

National  
average 

768,826,956 12.8% 8.6% 0.7% 3.5% 8.3% 3.9% 0.5% 

1 Australian government Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities (2010) Collaborative 
Australian Protected Areas Database (CAPAD 2008–external), Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, ACT.

 Jurisdictions ordered from highest to lowest. Dark green cells are above, and light green below, the national average.

2 Protected areas under Commonwealth management: Kakadu and Uluru National Parks are included in the NT figures, while 
Booderee National Park is included in NSW figures. Protected areas in Australia’s external territories are not included. 
Jurisdictions are ordered from highest to lowest total area of protected areas. 
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Red-finned blue-eye (Scaturiginichthys vermeilipinnis) is endemic to a handful of artesian springs on Edgbaston Reserve in 
central Queensland, threatened by invasive exotic fish (Gambusia holbrooki), diversion of spring water for agriculture and 
direct impacts by livestock and feral animals. The springs were acquired and fully protected by Bush Heritage Australia in 
September 2008 with funding from the Australian government’s NRS program. By protecting these springs, and managing 
threats like Gambusia and feral pigs, this Bush Heritage reserve is also conserving nationally threatened spring communities. 

Terrestrial National Reserve System
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The night parrot (Pezoporus 
occidentalis) is a ground-
dwelling, seed-eating species 
endemic to the arid interior of 
Australia. It is endangered by 
livestock production, feral cats, 
and foxes. The night parrot is 
very rare and elusive. Less than 
four per cent of its distribution 
is protected according to the 
threatened species gap analysis 
in this report.29 © William 
Thomas Cooper watercolour.

Growth in area 2000–2008

Between 2000 and 2008, Australian protected areas grew by nearly 5 per 
cent of national land area; however, less than half of this growth was in highly 
protected areas (IUCN Category I–II) (Table 2).

Most jurisdictions, except the Northern Territory and Western Australia, grew 
at a rate below the national average. South Australian highly protected areas 
showed the most rapid increase over the decade.

Western Australia showed the greatest increase for all protected areas and 
second for highly protected areas.

All protected areas in the Northern Territory grew at above-average rates, but 
had the lowest rate of growth of highly protected areas.

Queensland’s highly protected areas grew at half the national rate in terms of 
percentage area increase per decade.

Over the last decade, New South Wales showed the lowest growth rate for all 
protected areas, but slightly exceeded Queensland and the Northern Territory 
for highly protected areas (Table 2). New South Wales has, however, made 
considerable investment in securing strategic acquisitions in high priority 
rangeland bioregions.

Required growth for 2020 CBD target

For Australia to reach the 17 per cent 2020 target under the Convention on 
Biological Diversity28 per decade growth rate of terrestrial protected areas must 
be maintained at 5 per cent, assuming that growth is achieved in an ecologically 
representative way. Growth rates must be considerably higher in those 
jurisdictions, Queensland in particular, where there is currently a relatively low 
total area and many unrepresented ecosystems. This means there must be even 
stronger biodiversity focus guiding the allocation of protected area funding.

The Booroolong frog (Litoria booroolongensis) is endemic to the open woodlands of 
inland NSW and Victoria. It is endangered by land clearing, direct damage of streams 
by livestock, and invasive weeds and fish. Only 17 per cent of its habitat was located in 
highly protected areas in 2006.30
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Table 2. Areas of all terrestrial protected areas and highly protected areas in 2000, 2006, and 2008,  
 and inferred growth rate per decade by jurisdiction.1 

Growth rate  
(% per decade)

2000 2006 2008

Jurisdiction All IUCN I–II All IUCN I–II All IUCN I–II All IUCN I–II

WA 9.7% 2.9% 6.7% 6.6% 13.3% 8.8% 14.5% 9.0%

NT 5.2% 0.1% 4.8% 4.6% 5.9% 4.8% 9.0% 4.7%

Tas 4.7% 2.3% 37.2% 22.3% 39.8% 23.1% 41.0% 24.1%

Vic 2.6% 1.8% 15.0% 14.1% 16.8% 15.0% 17.1% 15.5%

Qld 2.3% 1.3% 4.1% 3.9% 5.6% 4.7% 6.0% 4.9%

SA 2.1% 7.0% 24.4% 11.1% 25.5% 11.9% 26.1% 16.7%

ACT 1.8% 1.7% 52.8% 52.8% 54.0% 54.0% 54.2% 54.2%

NSW 1.8% 1.3% 7.3% 7.2% 8.4% 7.3% 8.7% 8.2%

National 
average

5.2% 2.4% 8.7% 6.7% 11.6% 7.7% 12.8% 8.6%

1 By jurisdiction ordered from highest to lowest relative to the national average for overall growth.  
Light green cells are below, and dark green cells above, the national average.

National Reserve System program additions since 2008

There has been a major increase in the total area of the NRS since 2008. A funding 
boost resulted in the addition of 4.2 million hectares under protection, an area 
equivalent to nearly 70 per cent of Tasmania. This area is dominated by new 
Indigenous Protected Areas. A more complete picture of this recent growth will 
not be available until the next Collaborative Australian Protected Area Database 
(CAPAD) is released.

ECOSySTEM GAP ANALySIS 

Terrestrial National Reserve System

To independently assess the total area to which the 
NRS comprehensively, adequately, and representatively 
includes ecosystem diversity, we created a national scale 
proxy for regional ecosystems.

This was achieved through the intersection of Major Vegetation Subgroups (MVSG) of 
the National Vegetation Information System (NVIS v4) and subregions of the Interim 
Bioregionalisation of Australia (IBRA v6.1).31

In this report, we refer to these proxies for regional ecosystems as simply 
‘proxy ecosystems’. 

To quantify the gaps, where the NRS fell short of the 15 per cent interim adequacy 
standard defined above, we intersected the spatial data for proxy ecosystems with 
spatial data for the National Reserve System as of 2008.

For comparison with comprehensiveness and representativeness measures, reported 
in the 2008 Terrestrial Biodiversity Assessment, we used a less restrictive definition 
of ‘an example’32 as an area of at least 1000 hectares combined across all protected 
areas (or 100 per cent if the original total area was less than 1000 hectares).

Methods are detailed in endnote 33.
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Results and discussion

A gap area of approximately 70 million hectares is considered to be in need of a 
high level protection on land to reach the minimum 15 per cent standard for each 
proxy ecosystem (Fig. 2).

Existing protected areas in IUCN Category III–VI protected areas could contribute to 
meeting the standard and thereby reduce this gap if there were a process to determine 
that they are conferring a high level of protection in practice.

Australia is nearly halfway toward representation of proxy ecosystem diversity to a 15 
per cent target (Figures 2 and 3). Of the total area needed to meet the standard for each 
proxy ecosystem, 36 per cent is already in highly protected areas and a further 11 per cent 
in other protected areas, which, upon further analysis, could count towards the target. 
Some 51 per cent of the area required to meet the target is largely intact or remnant proxy 
ecosystems. To meet the minimum standard, an additional 2 per cent of previously cleared 
proxy ecosystems would also need to be protected and recovered to remnant status. 
This process could be financed by carbon offsets, if available, or from other restoration-
oriented funding streams (Fig. 3).

Under-represented broad vegetation types on land are primarily rangelands, inland 
wetlands, and to a lesser extent, the forests (Fig. 2). 

In the past, creation of new protected areas in pastoral regions has tended to arouse little 
interest from governments, compared with protecting icons or scenic attractions. Their 
creation has often been met with local opposition despite resulting growth in the local 
tourism industry. 34

The two global priority areas for WWF, South West Australia Ecoregion (SWAE) and the 
Great Barrier Reef catchments (GBR), showed large and significant gaps for protection of 
ecosystems (Fig. 2). 

The Australian Capital Territory and Tasmania recorded the lowest gap areas of all the 
jurisdictions, relative to total state area. This result was to be expected as these two 
jurisdictions have the greatest percentage areas protected (Table 1).

Queensland recorded the lowest percentage area protected (Table 1) and the lowest 
attainment of the 15 per cent target among the states and territories (20 per cent highly 
protected, 23 per cent for all protected areas) (Fig. 2). The gap area of 20 million hectares 
required to meet the standard is, coincidentally, the same as the total area of all protected 
areas the Queensland government has committed to achieve by 2020. 35 Therefore, the 
Queensland government’s target is insufficient to fill the large gap. Nonetheless, the 
Queensland government’s 2008 commitment remains an important milestone toward a 
CAR reserve system. Queensland has mapped regional ecosystems for 79 per cent of the 
State’s area (current to 2005). 36 The proxy ecosystem maps developed for our report cover 
the entire state. This prompted a comparison between our gap analysis, based on proxy 
ecosystems, and a gap analysis based on the State’s own regional ecosystem mapping. 

Using data tables provided by the Queensland government, 37 we separately estimated 
that the total attainment of the 15 per cent standard in 2005 was 19.3 per cent of the area 
of Queensland’s regional ecosystems. This was very close to the 23 per cent found in our 
proxy ecosystem gap analysis for 2008 (Fig. 2), including all categories of protected areas. 
This level of broad agreement between two estimates derived from different ecosystem 
data sets validates our proxy ecosystem analysis for Queensland.

quEENSLAND 
RECORDED ThE 
LOWEST  
PERCENTAGE 

OF AREA 
PROTECTED

Terrestrial National Reserve System
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New South Wales and the Northern Territory were also below the national average for 
attainment of the 15 per cent standard (Fig. 2, Table 1).

The Tasmanian government reported that, of 50 native forest communities, 35 (70 per 
cent) have at least 15 per cent of their estimated pre-European total area protected 
in government reserves. 38 This roughly matches the 65 per cent by area of proxy 
ecosystems protected to the 15 per cent target in this analysis, in highly protected 
areas (Fig. 2).

The Western Australian government published a detailed CAR analysis in 2009, 
which lists a total of 815 vegetation associations in the state reserve system. 39 This 
figure is comparable to the 680 delineated in our analysis for Western Australia. 
Using data tables provided by the WA government, we estimated the total attainment 
of the 15 per cent standard in 2009 was 46.6 per cent by area in nominally highly 
protected areas (in this case, IUCN Category I–IV). This is close to the estimate of 
45 per cent attainment of the standard for proxy ecosystems in IUCN Category I–
II reserves in 2008 (Fig. 2). This level of broad agreement between two estimates 
derived from different ecosystem data sets validates our proxy ecosystem analysis for 
Western Australia.

Comparisons with 2008 Terrestrial Biodiversity Assessment 

The 2008 Biodiversity Assessment identified a gap area of 27 million hectares, 
whereas our analysis identified it as 70 million hectares. 40 We are unable to account 
for this large discrepancy because the methods used to estimate gap areas in the 
Biodiversity Assessment were not transparent. 

The Biodiversity Assessment also concluded that the greatest gaps are located in 
the rangelands. 

In Table 3, we provide estimates of the proportion of proxy ecosystems — with at least 
1000 hectares in a protected area of some kind — for each Australian bioregion. Only 
five of the 85 bioregions attained a minimum standard, where there were ‘examples’ of 
least 1000 hectares for at least 80 per cent of proxy ecosystems in the National Reserve 
System. By comparison, 11 bioregions were reported to have met the target, with 
examples of at least 80 per cent of proxy ecosystems, in the Biodiversity Assessment. 

The differences in results are likely due to methodological differences. The Biodiversity 
Assessment does not give a definition of an ‘example’, so it is likely that the examples 
were smaller in area than those in our analysis. Furthermore, state and territory 
ecosystem or vegetation mapping used in the Assessment was on a different scale from 
that used in our analysis.

Only 20 of the 403 subregions attained a minimum standard, where there were 
‘examples’ of 1000 hectares for at least 80 per cent of proxy ecosystems. By comparison, 
52 subregions were reported to have met the Biodiversity Assessment’s target in the 
2008, which illustrates further the differences in methodology from our analysis.

Swamp stringybark 
(Eucalyptus conglomerata) 

is an endangered tree 
endemic to coastal wetlands 

of southeast Queensland. 
It is endangered by urban 

development, and clearing 
for agriculture, drainage, 

and road construction. Only 
1100 individuals remain, and 

less than 20 per cent of its 
distribution is protected.52
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 Attainment strict PAs 

 Attainment other PAs

 Gap all PAs (%)

FIGuRE 2
Percentages by area of attainment 

of the minimum standard of 
15 per cent of original total area 

of proxy ecosystems in highly 
protected areas (Category IUCN 

I–II), other protected areas 
(IUCN Category III–VI), and 

completely unprotected (i.e. gap). 
These statistics are divided into 

jurisdictions, broad vegetation 
types, and WWF priority regions. 

Right hand graph shows total 
areas (ha) of gaps for highly 

protected areas. Note: Existing 
IUCN Category III–VI areas could 

be used to fill these gaps to the 
total area if they could be shown 

to be highly protected in practice.
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ThREATENED SPECIES 
GAP ANALySIS 

Terrestrial National Reserve System

FIGuRE 3
Breakdown of the 15 per 

cent minimum standard for 
terrestrial proxy ecosystems 
into area already protected, 

highly (IUCN Category I–II) 
or otherwise , and gap areas 

broken into those still with 
original vegetation, and 
those previously cleared 

but considered recoverable. 
See endnote 42.

GAP: ORIGINAL  
vEGETATION (51%)

GAP: CLEARED AND  
RECOvERABLE (2%)

ALREADy PROTECTED  
hIGhLy PAS (36%)

ALREADy PROTECTED 
OThER PAS (11%)

In this report, we identify species gaps using the 
Australian government’s compilation of distributional 
data for 1,447 species listed as threatened under 
the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBCA species).43

We considered a species protected to a minimum standard if 30 per cent of its 
distribution is located within highly protected areas, with modifications for small 
and large areas detailed above.

Most EPBCA species were found to have some part of their distribution captured in 
the reserve system; however, only 28 per cent were found to be included in highly 
protected areas to the minimum standard of at least 30 per cent of their ‘known’ 
or ‘likely to occur’ distributions (Fig. 4). An analysis by Watson et al. (2011) found 
similar results from the same data.44

By comparison, a recent Australian government assessment found that 23 per 
cent of a total of 13,463 not exclusively threatened species were considered ‘well-
represented’ in the NRS, meaning that more than 45 per cent of point location 
records fell inside the NRS; while 65 per cent were considered ‘adequately 
represented’, meaning that between 10 and 45 per cent of point location records 
fell in the NRS.45 Using such statistics as indicators of performance in species 
diversity protection is problematic: 10 to 45 per cent is a low proportion for adequate 
representation of threatened species; and, the assessment did not distinguish 
threatened species from non-threatened species.46

Queensland’s and New South Wales’ highly protected areas included a greater 
proportion of EPBCA species habitats than that of proxy ecosystems (Figures 2 and 4). 
In a separate report, the Queensland government states 25.3 per cent of non-EPBCA 
state-threatened species have below 10 per cent of their habitats protected compared 
with 42 per cent of EPBCA species found in our analysis. The Queensland government 
also reported that 19.7 per cent of state-threatened species have less than 5 per cent of 
distribution protected, compared with 32 per cent of EPBCA species in our analysis. 
The Queensland government’s report further states that 9 per cent of state threatened 
species have over 95 per cent of their critical habitats in the reserve system. These 
discrepancies are likely to stem from the use of point records, rather than the 
modelled distributions used here, and also because the states reported on their own 
threatened species, whereas we are reporting on EPBCA species.47
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The Northern Territory reported that 30 per cent of their listed animal species, and 
34.3 per cent of 35 of their listed plant species, have negligible populations inside 
protected areas. This result is consistent with the 33 per cent of EPBCA species with no 
habitat in highly protected areas found in our analysis.48

Tasmania showed high levels of ecosystem inclusion and the second most extensive 
reserve system of all jurisdictions (Fig. 2, Table 1), but displayed a low level of inclusion 
of EPBCA species (Fig. 4). Most EPBCA species are found in the poorly protected regions, 
such as Tasmanian midlands. The 2008 Biodiversity Assessment reports that from 2002 
to 2007, nine state threatened species of plants, and nine threatened species of animals, 
moved to a more endangered status due to genuine population decline in Tasmania.49

Victoria reported that 93 per cent of native plant and 86 per cent of native animal species 
had been recorded in parks.50 Our analysis shows that only 30 per cent of EPBCA species 
in Victoria meet the standard for protection (Fig. 4).

NSW* 
(336)

WA
(375)

VIC 
(134)

Australia 
(1449)

QLD
(345)

NT 
(58)

SA 
(96)

TAS 
(105)

Proportion of nationally threatened species

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

26%

22%

12%

30%

28%

28%

34%

30%

33%

10%

19%

5%

14%

18%

11%

14%

On or over target for highly protected areas 
Below for highly PAs, but on or over for all PAs 
Below target for highly PAs 
None in highly PAs 

Terrestrial National Reserve System

FIGuRE 4
 Proportions of 1449 nationally 

threatened species with 30 per cent 
or more of their distribution included 

in highly protected areas; less than 
30 per cent in highly protected areas 

but with 30 per cent or more in all 
protected areas; less than 30 per cent 

protected in any protected area; and 
those with no representation in highly 
protected areas. Jurisdictions appear 

in descending order of proportions 
meeting the standard. Numbers of 

species appear in brackets. 
* ACT was included in NSW figures for 

this analysis.

KEy

 On or over target for 
 highly PAs
 
 Below for highly PAs,  
 but on or over for all PAs

 Below target for  
 highly PAs

 None in highly PAs
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Silky Eremophila 
(Eremophila nivea) is an 
endangered plant species 

endemic to south-western 
Western Australia. There 

are only six populations 
remaining in narrow road 

reserves in a largely cleared 
landscape. Less than one per 

cent of its known/predicted 
distribution is found in a 

protected area. 51

Carnaby’s black-cockatoo 
chick (Calyptorhynchus 

latirostris), pictured here 
with WWF-Australia 

President Dr Denis Saunders, 
is endangered by clearance 

of banksia heathlands for 
urban development and 

agriculture in the Southwest 
Australia Global Biodiversity 
Hotspot. In 2006, only 11 per 

cent of its distribution was 
highly protected.53

NATIONAL RESERvE SySTEM 
BIOREGIONAL PRIORITIES 

BASED ON GAPS

Terrestrial National Reserve System

Over the past three decades, the ecosystem approach 
to NRS design has been a very successful strategy 
in building a CAR reserve system for Australia. 
However, NRS growth guided solely by the inclusion 
of ecosystems does not account for other biodiversity 
values, such as threatened species and habitats, which 
is required under the NRS strategy. Conversely, NRS 
prioritisation based solely on species, or criteria such as 

connectivity, can lead to sub-optimal allocation of effort. Using only EPBCA species 
as a guide, Tasmania would be considered the top priority state requiring effort, 
despite it having the second most extensive reserve system of all jurisdictions.

We re-evaluated bioregional priorities using an index that combined ecosystem 
and EPBCA gaps, expressed as a percentage of the bioregion area. We stress that 
our findings are an indicator of priority only, not an accurate estimate of the total 
gap. This is because we were unable to completely remove double-counting of areas 
with overlapping gaps (Table 3, Fig. 5). There were some surprises, such as the 
Tiwi-Coburg bioregion being identified as a top priority. Nonetheless, this approach 
compares well with the earlier bioregional prioritisation in the 2002 Terrestrial 
Biodiversity Assessment, which was based on bioregional comprehensiveness, 
ecosystem representation, and threat (Fig. 6). 

Many of the same bioregions remain top priorities, including Brigalow Belt North 
(BBN), Mitchell Grass Downs (MGD), and much of western New South Wales and 
the Northern Territory.

The arid and semi-arid rangelands and woodlands, and inland wetlands remain the 
top priority gap bioregions for both ecosystems and threatened species.

The reprioritization suggested here (Fig. 5) should be regarded as a coarse-scale 
guide only for comparison among bioregions. It should not be substituted for more 
comprehensive finer-scaled analysis using dynamic optimisation tools like Marxan, 
which can simultaneously accounts for ecosystem and species diversity, other 
targeted biodiversity, ecological ‘assets’, and cost of protection.54 The use of such 
tools, and their predecessors, has made Australia a leader in reserve design since 
the 1980s. 55 The re-zoning of the Great Barrier Reef marine park followed such a 
systematic approach. 56

The systematic conservation planning work currently being led by WWF-Australia 
in the southwest Australia biodiversity hotspot is the latest example of Australia’s 
leadership in this domain.57
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FIGuRE 5
New priorities for 

bioregions based on 
indicative combined gap 

for ecosystems and EPBCA 
species. See Table 3 for 
detailed index values.58
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FIGuRE 6
Bioregional rank priorities 

for expansion of the 
National Reserve System 

from the 2002 Terrestrial 
Biodiversity Assessment. 

See Table 3 for more detail.
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FINANCING STREAMS

Terrestrial National Reserve System

To obtain a comprehensive picture of 
investments in protected areas, we sent 
questionnaires (Appendix) to state and 

territory agencies, as well as to other non-government and local government 
partners who might also make investments.

Our sources included Annual Reports from government agencies, and information 
made available from Australian Senate Estimates hearings.

National Reserve System Program

In 2008, the Australian government committed $180 million to the NRS program 
budget for 2008–2013, which is a fivefold increase compared with the previous five-
year period. In addition, $50 million was committed to Indigenous Protected Areas, 
and $90 million to employ Indigenous rangers under the Working on Country 
program, many of whom work on Indigenous Protected Areas (Fig. 7).59

This commitment was a welcome response to the recommendation of the 2008 
Building Nature’s Safety Net report, which recommended an increase in funding 
to at least $250 million over five years, if Australia was to make sufficient progress 
toward its long-stated goal of long-term recovery and preservation of Australia’s 
biodiversity. However, as we will detail below, this level of funding is insufficient to 
fill the gaps found in this analysis.

The NRS program funds a number of streams, including the Protected Areas on 
Private Land conservation covenanting programs, which are now extended to 
every state, and fosters liaison with local government protected area programs and 
with agricultural and natural resource management bodies. The main investment 
stream, however, is in land purchase grants.

The delivery of this new funding started slowly in 2008, due to the administrative 
reorganisation attending the new Caring for Our Country program.60

By June 2010, 44 new properties had been purchased, covering nearly 1.3 million 
hectares — an area larger than metropolitan Sydney (Table 4).

NRS purchase grants have been very cost effective for the Australian government, 
averaging less than $47 per hectare added during the two years from July 2008 to 
June 2010 (Table 4). 

This applies to only Australian government-funded additions and does not include 
additions made by states, territories, and private and Indigenous partners without 
Australian government assistance. The jurisdictions have their own investment 
streams in acquisition (Table 6) and in management (Table 7), as well as assistance 
to private land protected areas (Table 8).

Every NRS program dollar invested is estimated to leverage, on average, $4.55 
in contributions by state and territory government partners as co-payments for 
acquisition and capitalised in-perpetuity management (Tables 4–7).
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Based on the information available on ‘per hectare’ investment levels, we estimate 
the amount of federal NRS program funds needed to fill the 70 million hectare 
proxy ecosystem gap can be filled in a number of ways. We assume:

— 60 per cent of the gap (42 million hectares) would be filled by purchases with the 
NRS program paying up to 75 per cent of the purchase price. This would require 
approximately $2.4 billion over 10 years 61

— the remainder of the gap would be filled by re-assessing existing protected 
areas in IUCN Categories III–VI to confirm that they are highly protected, 
and by using private and Indigenous protected area approaches that do not 
require purchase

— the threatened species gaps would be filled simultaneously by selecting areas for 
inclusion in protected areas, where ecosystem and species gaps overlap.

A 75 per cent contribution to acquisitions, compared with the current 66 per cent 
by Australian government, is justified by the four-to-five times greater contribution 
by partners in terms of acquisition, establishment costs, and in-perpetuity 
management (Table 4). Grants of more than two-for-one are not unprecedented. 
The Steve Irwin Wildlife Reserve was purchased with a 100 per cent Australian 
government grant in 2007. 62

The total cost of the NRS purchase program, including purchase and in-perpetuity 
capitalized management by the NRS partners, was estimated to average $260 
per hectare (adding lines 2–4 in Table 4) where, on average, $47 comes from the 
Australian government. 

The Australian government has a strong interest in expanding the NRS as the most 
important and most enduring legacy in the landscape. The NRS program should be 
the principal biodiversity conservation stream in the environment budget. 

©
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Gouldian Finches 
(Erythrura gouldiae).

Terrestrial National Reserve System
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Box 2: Bowra Sanctuary, a significant recent 
National Reserve System program purchase.

In 2010, the Australian Wildlife Conservancy purchased Bowra Sanctuary near 
Cunnamulla, with $1.2 million assistance from the Australian government’s 
National Reserve System (NRS) program, and matching support from Birds 
Australia, Birds Queensland, Bird Observation and Conservation Australia 
(BOCA), and generous private donors. Bowra lies on the Warrego River plains in 
the Mulga Lands, one of the highest priority bioregions for the NRS (Table 3). 

Bowra Sanctuary is internationally renowned as one of Australia’s most 
rewarding birdwatching destinations. The 14,000 hectare sanctuary is home to 
more than 200 bird species, including many threatened and declining species. 
The stunning pink Major Mitchell’s cockatoo, painted honeyeater, brown 
treecreeper, squatter pigeon, crested bellbird, and diamond firetail are all found 
here. Around 50 species of waterbirds, including the threatened Australian 
Painted Snipe, have been spotted in the numerous wetlands and waterholes now 
protected at Bowra.

Bowra also provides refuge for a large number of mammals. It is home to the 
threatened Kultarr, the narrow-nosed planigale, and more than 80 species of 
frogs and reptiles, including the vulnerable yakka skink.
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Indigenous Protected Areas Program

Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs) have cost the Australian government less than 
$5 per hectare (Fig. 7, Table 4). IPAs also require ongoing management support 
from the Australian government in the form of Indigenous Ranger employment 
and threat abatement programs.

The Indigenous ranger Working on Country program has received funding well 
above the original $90 million, for 300 ranger jobs, promised in the 2007 federal 
election, through additional ‘Closing the Gap’ funding. There are now 630 new 
ranger positions.63 However, it is unknown what proportion of these rangers are 
working in Indigenous Protected Areas.

OvER 50 
SPECIES 

WATERBIRDS 
ARE NOW 

PROTECTED 
AT BOWRA

Terrestrial National Reserve System

Bowra Sanctuary woodlands.
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Warru, or black-footed rock-
wallaby (Petrogale lateralis), 

recently received a major boost 
in habitat protection in the 

Kalka-Pipalyatjara Indigenous 
Protected Area in the northwest 

corner of South Australia 
(declared in April 2010).

630 
NEW 

INDIGENOuS 
RANGER 

POSITIONS

At present, IPA and Working on Country project contracts are short-term, for less 
than five years. Longer-term IPA contracts would provide the enduring security 
needed to deliver the in-perpetuity conservation management commitment 
required of a protected area. This funding security would greatly assist in ‘Closing 
the Gap’ on Indigenous disadvantage, giving Traditional Owners, who wish to, the 
means to live and work in remote areas looking after their traditional country. 64

There are precedents for long-term protected area or conservation contracts. The 
Australian government already make lease payments on 99-year leases to the 
Indigenous owners and co-managers of Booderee, Kakadu, and Uluru-Kata Tjuta 
National Parks. The Australian government also engages landholders in 15-year 
Environmental Stewardship Program contracts.65

Private land protected areas

Investments in protected area covenants over private lands should, theoretically, 
be more cost effective than purchase. All that is needed is a program of incentives 
to encourage landholders to enter into covenant agreements and ongoing 
management to achieve the conservation purpose. The Australian government has 
published figures on investments in two major private land covenanting programs 
(Tables 4 and 5). 

The long-standing NRS Protected Areas on Private Land project in Tasmania 
has averaged $421 per hectare investment from 1999 to 2010, or, on average, 
$39 per hectare per annum over this 11-year period (Table 4). However, we must 
calculate the average over the length of the program, since the area was smaller 
at the commencement of this period and the annual investment levels would have 
been higher. This average figure doesn’t account for changes in the value of the 
dollar. We can correct annual investments by jurisdictions in acquisition and 
management of public reserves to the same real dollar values (Table 4). 

Outside of the NRS program, in the wider Caring for Our Country program, the 
Australian government reports that it has invested approximately $7.6 million on 
8,247 hectares of private land covenants (Table 5). This produces an inordinate 
figure of $927 per hectare. The accuracy and reliability of this figure is highly 
questionable, based on the uncertainties raised in the footnotes to the table,66 and 
the lack of methodological details that underpin the data. 

Terrestrial National Reserve System
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Table 4. Major Australian government investment in terrestrial protected areas, and leveraged investments  
 for the National Reserve System program purchase grants stream.

Program $ invested Area added 
(ha)

$/ha average

1. Combined NRS program acquisitions or IPA additions  
    (CFOC July 2008–June 2010)

$74,069,025 4,250,025 $17.43

2. NRS program acquisition grants  
    (CFOC July 2008–June 2010)

$60,185,008 1,285,960 $46.80

3. Leveraged contributions by partners: acquisitions  
    (CFOC 2008–2010)

$35,250,500 As above $27.41

4. Leveraged contributions by partners:  
     capitalised management in perpetuity

$238,479,215 As above $185.45

5. Indigenous Protected Area Program (CFOC 2008–2010) $13,884,017 2,964,065 $4.68

6. Covenants: NRS program, PAPL  
    (Tasmania only 1999–2010)

$2,636,723 6,263 $421.00

7. Covenants: non-NRSP CFOC programs  
    (see table 5, exclude NT, 2008–2010) 

$7,645,826 8,247 $927.10

1 Data courtesy Parks Australia Annual Reports. Note: covenanting components for NRS protected areas on private land sub 
program not included since no reliable dollar and hectare figures are available nation-wide.

2 Not including $11.36m in water buyback contribution by the Australian government for the purchase of Toorale Station in 
2008. Average spend per ha was $31.44 in 2009–10. Data courtesy Parks Australia Annual Reports and Senate Estimates 
Hansard 21/10/2008.

3 Only includes co-contributions for successful NRS program grant applications. Also not including additional investments by 
other partners that do not involve co-funding by Australia government. Partners are primarily state governments, receiving 
67% of all CFOC grants issued, with minor contributions of local government (13%), Indigenous (15%) and NGO partners 
(5%). Data courtesy Parks Australia Annual Reports.

4 $10.96/ha is the total annual management funding of all parks agencies (excluding ACT) divided by the total area managed 
from July 2007–June 2009 according to annual reports and responses to surveys in Table 7. Quantum shown is the 
endowment needed to generate this annuity in perpetuity for a nominal interest rate of 5.91% the Reserve Bank average 
target where Endowment=Annuity/Interest rate. Analysis assumes management costs for other non-government partners are 
of the same order.

5 Of a total $50m commitment for period 2008–2013. 

6 Protected Areas on Private Land in Tasmania. Breakdown into pre- and post-CFOC not provided. Data courtesy Parks 
Australia Annual Reports.

7 See Table 5. Excludes NT where figures were incomplete. 

Terrestrial National Reserve System
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Table 5. Investments from the Australian government Caring for Our Country program toward private land  
 covenanted protected areas, apart from the NRS program, by jurisdiction.1

State/Territory Amount of non-NRS, 
non-IPA Caring for our 
Country funding spent 

on covenanting ($)2

Area under covenants  
using non-NRS, non-IPA 

Caring for our Country 
funds (ha)

Proportion of this  
area considered part  

of NRS (ha) 

ACT 0 0 n/a

New South Wales $169,000 50 To be determined

Northern Territory3 $319,335 To be determined To be determined

Queensland 0 0 n/a

South Australia 0 0 n/a

Tasmania $117,000 347 300 (86%)

Victoria4 $5,840,326 6,440 3260 (61%)

Western Australia5 $649,500 750 To be determined

National project6 $870,000 660 To be determined

Total $7,965,161 8,247

1 Source: Answer to Question on Notice 9, Senate Standing Committee on Environment, Communications and the Arts; Legislation 
Committee, Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts portfolio, Additional Estimates, February 2010: webpage http://www.aph.gov.
au/Senate/committee/eca_ctte/estimates/add_0910/ewha/program_1-1.pdf accessed 7 April 2011.

2 “May compare funding across different years in different jurisdictions”. For source, see footnote 1.

3 “The Northern Territory project design did not establish a target area (ha) for anticipated covenants – sites needing protection will be 
identified, followed by the area of land to be covered by a covenant.” For source, see footnote 1.

4 “Victorian figures include Caring for our Country funding provided to regional NRM organisations for developing management plans 
for new acquisitions, and funding approved for regional NRM organisations to provide to the Trust for Nature to seek new covenants 
on behalf of regional NRM organisations in Victoria.” For source, see footnote 1.

5 “Western Australia figures are for a three year Caring for our Country project; the funding details provided above are only 
approximate and relate to establishing at least 250ha of new covenants, plus improving management of existing covenants on 
approximately 500ha of private land. The three year funding breakdown for this component is approximated as follows: 

 • Yr 1 2009–10: $129,900; 

 • Yr 2 2010–11: $324,750 

 • Yr 3 2011–12: $194,850”

   For source, see footnote 1.

6 “National project figures are for a Caring for our Country project which operates in NSW, Victoria and Tasmania.”  
 For source, see footnote 1.
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Therefore, we caution against direct comparisons of these figures with other  
per-hectare figures presented in Table 4. 

Based on the figures provided by the Australian government, it may seem that 
covenants are more expensive than simply buying land for a national park. This may 
be the case, on average; however, it does not seem so when comparing covenanting 
by the existing landholder with the option of purchase and in-perpetuity 
management by a state agency or conservancy of the exact same property.

Although we welcome this early attempt at introducing some financial accountability 
into the Caring for Our Country covenant programs, important details are lacking 
with which to better interpret the data. For example, it is not clear whether the 
figures provided by the Australian government include stewardship payments of 
up to 15 years. If they did, this could mean that investment in covenants was only 
$62 per hectare per annum if all of the funds were directed to 15-year stewardship 
contracts, and if the total figures were reliable and accurate. 

Also, other items appear to be included in Table 5 that should not be there. The 
figure for Victoria includes Caring for our Country funding provided to regional 
NRM organisations for developing management plans for new acquisitions. Funding 
related to acquisitions should not be included in reports on covenant expenditure. 

In addition to Australian government funding, state, territory, and local 
governments and non-government agencies, such as the Trust for Nature 
organisations and regional NRM and catchment management bodies, all have their 
own investments into private land protected areas under covenants. We attempted 
to obtain information via questionnaire from all of the bodies known to be involved 
in private land protected areas, but the response rate was too low to justify reporting 
the results here. At most, we are able to provide such information as was provided by 
state and territory agencies in Table 8.

New South Wales government investments in the management of private protected 
areas were quite high, indeed much higher on a per-hectare basis than the 
government’s investments in managing its own estate (Tables 7 and 8). Investments 
by the Queensland government were highly variable — likely resulting from different 
Nature Refuges being awarded the competitive NatureAssist grants in any given 
year. Investments by the South Australian government were the lowest of those that 
responded (Table 8).

There are other government contributions to private land protected areas that are 
largely hidden and unaccounted for. Some jurisdictions offer tax and land rates 
rebates for conservation covenants. Some landholders with covenants67 may also 
qualify for income tax and capital gains tax relief from the Australian government; 
however, this is not reliably beneficial and may, in some cases, produce a net loss 
after paying for the valuation.68

This discussion highlights a need for greater financial accountability and 
transparency around the respective levels of public and private investment into 
private protected areas, and the need for much closer administrative coordination 
of acquisition, covenanting, and other conservation programs through integrated 
bioregional planning. In most agencies, these programs are run independently of 
one another. 

The fundamental principle that should apply in all cases, with all protected area 
decisions of any type, is whether or not the decision made offers the best biodiversity 
return on investment relative to other available options.

Terrestrial National Reserve System
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Box 3: Bringing covenants in the Western Australian 
wheatbelt into the NRS.

The Southwest Australia biodiversity hotspot is a critical place for private 
protected area investment. The area is highly cleared and fragmented. Recent 
analysis shows high degrees of irreplaceable habitats in the intensive agricultural 
zone.69 Threatened remnant vegetation persists as tens of thousands of fragments 
on mostly cleared wheat-/sheep-producing properties. Wholesale purchase 
for creation of new reserves is expensive and impractical compared with the 
alternative of negotiating protected area covenants over high value areas.

A key opportunity is presented by the more than 2000 thirty-year Agreements 
to Reserve (ATR) created under the State government’s Remnant Vegetation 
Protection Scheme during the 1990s (see map, below). 

Many of these agreements, which also involved provision of stock exclusion 
fencing, are due to expire within the next 10–12 years. Much of this remnant 
vegetation is high priority for protection in the National Reserve System (NRS) 

Gimlet (Eucalyptus salubris).
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and only requires a revision 
of the management plan and 
negotiation of a new perpetual 
conservation agreement 
meeting NRS standards in 
collaboration with conservation 
covenant service providers. This 
process has been tested and 
shown to be legally feasible. 

Since 2000, WWF has been 
working with a mixture of 
federal environment funding 
toward greater inclusion 
of private land manager 
participation in the NRS. WWF 
and Wheatbelt NRM, with NRS 
program funding, is negotiating 
new covenants and upgrading 
ATRs over high priority 
ecosystems and habitats to bring 
them into the NRS.
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Regional Natural Resource Management organisations

Regional NRM and catchment management bodies are playing an greater role in 
delivering NRS outcomes under the Caring for Our Country program, investing 
$207,300 of base-level funding in 2008–9, and over $1 million in 2009–10. 70

We regard this as an extremely valuable and welcome initiative by the 
NRM organisations.

NRM organisations could greatly enhance the delivery of NRS and Caring for Our 
Country outcomes by closer coordination of NRS strategies, playing a greater role in 
promoting covenant investments, and ensuring the land uses in buffer and linkage 
areas complement the reserve system.

Terrestrial National Reserve System

Daly River, Northern Territory, Australia.
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FIGuRE 7
Annual Australian 

government investments up 
to 2007/8 and subsequent 
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development of the National 
Reserve System.
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Table 6. Jurisdictional investments in expansion of terrestrial protected areas 2007–2009.

2007/8 2008/9

$ Acquisition Area (ha) $/ha $ Acquisition Area (ha) $/ha

NSW1 $36,072,000 26,927 $1,339.62 $37,584,000 42,644 $881.34

NT none none none none

QLD $24,000,000 64,248 $373.55 $7,900,000 574,141 $13.76

SA $1,996,552 219,063 $9.11 $1,785,000 1,426 $1,251.75

Tas No data provided No data provided

Vic2 No data provided No data provided

WA3 $2,264,000 149,450 $15.15 $3,700,000 115,707 $31.98

1 Includes a significant component of establishment costs $21.6m in 2007–8 and $23.6m in 2008–9 compared with $14.472m 
and $13.984m for acquisition respectively.

2 Victoria did not provide any data. Victoria has had a consistent conservation land purchase budget of $1 million for a number 
of years and another $1 million for the purchase of the Summerlands estate (to add to Phillip Island Nature Park). This latter 
buyback is now finished.

3 WA did not provide data. These data are taken from Annual Reports of the Department of Environment and Conservation. 
Actual increase in the DEC managed estate in 2007–8 was 42,729ha. This is a smaller area than that acquired since areas 
acquired take time to be gazetted. In 2008–9 the actual increase in area was 63,430ha. 
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Salmon Gum (Eucalyptus salmonophloia), Yerecoin in Western Australia. 
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Table 8. Jurisdictional investments in management of private land protected areas in 2007–2009.

2007–8 2008–9

$ invested 1 Area (ha) 2 $/ha $ invested Area (ha) $/ha

NSW $121,920,000 534,626 $228.05 $102,362,000 541,104 $189.17

NT none none

Qld $234,000 2,480 $94.35 $1,873,000 114,404 $16.37

SA $734,000 102,887 $7.13 $571,340 100,728 $5.67

Tas No data provided No data provided

Vic No data provided No data provided

WA No data provided No data provided

1 “Questionnaire 1.1(C) Total assistance ($1000s) provided by the government for management of, or threat abatement on non-
government protected areas including private land covenants” Uncorrected figures are shown, not corrected to 2009 dollars.
For source, see Appendix.

2 “Questionnaire 1.1(D) Total area (ha) of non-government protected areas where these management investments were applied 
(NB. This is the total area of all non-government protected areas in which government incentives or grants were invested, not 
the combined footprint of the management projects themselves)” For source, see Appendix.

WhOLE OF LANDSCAPE 
CONSERvATION

$10 MILLION 
TOWARDS 

ThE WILDLIFE 
CORRIDORS 

PLAN

Terrestrial National Reserve System

At present, conservation investment allocations 
are made by many organisations, agencies, 
departments and sections. While these 
diverse groups are broadly working towards 
the principles of developing a comprehensive, 

adequate and representative reserve system, within the context of a functioning 
landscape, differing sets of internal criteria influence the selection of new additions to 
the NRS. Increased coordination of all of these stakeholders is essential to optimise 
investments and lead to more efficient and coordinated conservation outcomes. 
Optimal allocation of alternative conservation options, based on biodiversity benefit 
for cost, for whole landscapes, is feasible provided data are adequate. 73

A major issue for future reserve design is climate change. Protected area designs 
that include likely future distributions of species under climate change have been 
performed elsewhere, but have yet to happen in Australia on a national scale.74 We see 
this as a high priority. 

The current approach of defining national, state, or regional systems of wildlife 
corridors should be based on rigorous analysis of this kind.

National Wildlife Corridors Plan

The Australian government recently committed $10 million towards development of 
a national Wildlife Corridors plan.75 A national plan across all 56 natural resource 
management regions will be developed to identify corridors linking national parks 
and reserves. This would allow migration of native animal and plant species in 
response to climate change, while also retaining or enhancing natural carbon stores in 
native ecosystems. 
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Terrestrial National Reserve System

We welcome the Wildlife Corridors commitment although we caution against over-
emphasis on connectivity as the most critical, adaptive response to climate change. 
In some cases, connectivity may not be achievable even by fully intact natural 
ecosystems. For example, mountaintop endemics may be little-served by linkages 
to other mountaintops if the linkages pass through inhospitable lowland areas. 
Measures such as identifying and protecting refugia may be more critical for building 
ecological resilience.76

The proposal has potential to define priority areas for delivering incentives — such 
as by regional Natural Resource Management project grants, stewardship payments, 
or incentives for retention/recovery of natural ecosystems via the Carbon Farming 
Initiative (Box 4) — to landholders who retain natural vegetation.

These initiatives complement, by buffering and linking, the NRS; however, they 
do not address the need for strategic growth of the NRS as the top national 
conservation priority. 

Moreover, it is crucial for all the initiatives to be developed using sound information 
about actual species’ needs in a changing climate.

Box 4: Carbon Farming Initiative.

In 2010, the Australian government proposed a Carbon Farming Initiative, 
to develop a standard for voluntary biocarbon offsets in the rural landscape, 
covering a wide range of activities including reforestation and fire, soil, and 
livestock management.71

This new initiative should give prominence to retention and recovery of native 
vegetation to restore landscape connectivity, provided that it does not delay the 
much-needed transition to a renewable energy economy and does meet rigorous 
carbon accounting rules.

In some parts of Australia, particularly in Queensland, substantial natural 
regrowth potential exists for many vegetation types, offering a cost-effective 
alternative to plantings. The Queensland government’s Carbon Accumulation 
Through Ecosystem Recovery (CATER) project will inform landholders and 
offset purchasers of the stocks carbon present in native vegetation. Such a 
project has the advantage of greatly reducing verification costs of offsets and 
allowing biodiversity conservation co-benefits to be assessed. 72

We estimate that 2 per cent of the 70 million hectare gap for proxy ecosystem 
protection described below would require revegetation or recovery of previously 
cleared ecosystems (Fig. 3).

Protection of intact systems is the highest priority and likely to have the lowest 
cost. Carbon farming payments could provide a means to offset the higher cost of 
recovery of such ecosystems provided other key criteria can be satisfied. 

More typically, however, carbon farming projects could complement core National 
Reserve System areas, by protecting valuable buffer and linkage habitats of 
lower value.

CARBON 
FARMING 
ShOuLD GIvE 
PROMINENCE 

TO RECOvERy 
OF NATIvE 

vEGETATION
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NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR 
uSE OF IuCN CATEGORIES

hIGhLy 
PROTECTED 

AREAS 
CONTRIBuTE 

SIGNIFICANTLy TO 
ThE RECOvERy 

OF ThREATENED 
SPECIES

Terrestrial National Reserve System

The critical importance of the NRS as the 
backbone of the national effort to recover 
threatened species and communities is 
demonstrated by recent analysis showing 
high correlation between overlap with highly 

protected areas and stabilisation of trends of threatened species. 77

Three major policy gaps undermine confidence in the extent to which protected areas 
are genuinely protected. They are:

— lack of transparency and consistency in applying IUCN management categories

— lack of a process to confirm that protected areas open to extractive uses and 
nominated as protected areas meet IUCN protected area definitions and guidelines

— lack of adoption by governments of nationally consistent standards and 
processes for auditing management effectiveness.

Nominally protected areas on land and sea may, at present, be broadly open to 
extractive uses. Often on a commercial scale, these include mining, oil and gas 
developments, fishing, logging, and livestock production. Even private protected 
areas purchased with Australian government assistance are at risk of mining (Box 1).

A protected area, under the IUCN guidelines, must be dedicated specifically to 
conservation. This means conservation must be recognised as the primary land or 
sea use, as “many protected areas will have other values of equal importance, at 
least to some stakeholders (e.g. spiritual values), but that in the event of conflicting 
interpretations, nature conservation must take precedence.” 78

Under IUCN Category guidelines any extractive uses permitted in a category VI 
protected area must:

— actually further or advance the primary conservation purpose

— leave the area in a largely natural condition (with the exact 
proportion to be decided by national governments)

— be low-level and non-industrial. 79

In the absence of a resolution of these major policy gaps, we have taken a cautious 
approach and only refer to areas as highly protected as those that were likely to be 
entirely free of extractive natural resource uses.

We stress, however, that this does not mean we rule out other IUCN Categories as, 
by their nature, insufficiently protected to count toward minimum standards.

An objective, transparent process for assigning IUCN Categories is needed. 
This would confirm compatibility of extractive uses and enable auditing of 
management effectiveness.

Such a process should be developed and implemented as a high priority. If this 
process existed, many of the protected areas in IUCN Category III–VI might 
legitimately be regarded as highly protected, significantly reducing the gaps 
estimated in the foregoing analyses.
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Terrestrial National Reserve System

MANAGEMENT 
EFFECTIvENESS

Do protected areas work?

Recently, there has been much criticism of protected areas 
as the chief tool for arresting biodiversity loss. Protected 
area gap analyses are often negatively presented as 
protected areas being “in the wrong places”. 80

Increasing investment emphasis has been placed on ‘tenure-blind’ conservation, 
natural resource management, or stewardship contracts that do not change the 
primary land use from extractive use to conservation (only the way existing 
extractive land-uses are conducted). Although there was a recent boost in 
funding, the Australian government currently devotes only approximately 10 per 
cent of its total conservation budget to expansion of protected areas.

These criticisms have been aired in a vacuum of empirical evidence about which 
conservation approaches are most effective in arresting biodiversity loss.

In a recent analysis for 841 nationally threatened terrestrial species in Australia, 
it was found that species with greater distributional overlap of highly protected 
areas had proportionately more populations that were increasing or stabilizing. 
This correlation was robust to geographic range size, data quality differences, 
and total area of protection. Measures other than highly protected areas, such 
as IUCN Categories V and VI protected areas and numbers of recovery actions 
and natural resource conservation actions, showed no significant positive 
associations with stabilizing or increasing trends in this study.81 A similar result 
was found for birds in South African protected areas. 82

Empirical evidence suggests that highly protected areas contribute significantly 
to the stabilization or recovery of threatened species, but it provides little 
support for other conservation approaches at a national scale. Other 
conservation approaches may, in time — or in local case studies — be shown to 
have significant benefits if data are collected appropriately.

Investments in management

Very significant differences exist among jurisdictions regarding the level of 
investment in management on a per-unit-area basis. Whether the differing levels 
of investment translate into differences in management effectiveness remains 
unclear (Table 7).
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State and territory parks agencies, on average, spend 4.5 times more on acquisitions, 
management, and operations per hectare than the Commonwealth invests in 
expansion of the reserve system (see capitalized management budgets in Table 1). 
However, state and territory park management budgets have generally declined in 
real dollars spent per hectare (Table 7). In Western Australia and South Australia 
spending per hectare has declined sharply since 2004–5, with the total budgets 
significantly lowering in real terms and the area to be managed significantly 
increasing (Table 7). 

In general, we expect such downturns in spending per hectare to have negative 
impacts on management effectiveness.

Nevertheless, dollars per hectare must be treated with caution as an indicator of 
effectiveness. Financial needs for management can be highly variable depending on 
the values, threats, size, and location of particular protected areas. In particular, 
visitor pressure is a major cost driver. Improved efficiency of operations from 
consolidating protected area boundaries and improving management of buffer and 
linkage areas should, in theory, reduce per hectare management costs. Subsequently, 
a decrease in dollars per hectare could indicate more effective management results 
depending on what underpins the decline.
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Terrestrial National Reserve System
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Standard of management

A recent global analysis of management effectiveness included results from State 
of the Parks reports from Victoria and New South Wales. The analysis found that 
better nature conservation outcomes were significantly associated with better 
law enforcement, better research and monitoring, political/civil society support, 
achievement of work plans, and higher manager skill levels. These are the elements 
to which greater attention is required to ensure protected areas achieve their 
conservation purpose. 83

In the questionnaire (Appendix), jurisdictions were asked to self-assess the 
standard of protected areas management in both marine and terrestrial 
bioregions. Only Queensland and New South Wales governments responded, 
and both suggested they had made a significant improvement in standard of 
management relative to the 2002 Biodiversity Assessment. The Queensland 
government’s reported improvement differs so dramatically from that reported 
earlier, that there is some doubt that the same assessment basis was used. 

In summary, the data are unreliable, incomplete, and inconsistent. No clear picture 
of improvement in management standards could be formed. The responses to 
questionnaires were poor. There is an urgent need for a standardised management 
effectiveness reporting framework for all protected areas, with an emphasis on 
conservation outcomes measures.

ThE NRS 
PROGRAM

AuSTRALIAN 
GOvERNMENT’S 
CONSERvATION 

SuCCESS STORy

Terrestrial National Reserve System

CONCLuSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Recent commitments of additional funding to the 
NRS and Indigenous Protected Area programs have 
been very welcome and extremely cost effective.

The decision to invest more in highly protected areas 
was validated by the joint WWF and University of 

Queensland analysis showing that, of alternate conservation options, only highly 
protected areas have delivered on threatened species recovery.

The NRS is arguably the Australian government’s biggest conservation success 
story and the easiest for the public to understand and appreciate.

Nonetheless, the large scale of the identified gap (70 million hectares) clearly 
shows that the levels of investment are still much too low — by about seven times. 
At least $2.4 billion needs to be invested, by the Australian government, over 
this decade to arrive at minimum standards for ecosystem protection, and meet 
Australia’s obligations under the Convention on Biological Diversity.

The gap could be reduced considerably by adopting a more rigorous national 
process for assigning IUCN Categories, for confirming compatibility of uses and 
auditing management effectiveness. Many protected areas not yet regarded as 
highly protected on the basis of their IUCN management may be identified as such 
by following such a process.

Other key contributions could come through longer-term contracts for Indigenous 
Protected Areas and from a more rigorous and nationally coordinated approach 
to investments in protected areas on private land — with the potential for 
significantly enhanced delivery through regional natural resource management 
and catchment management bodies.



 RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1:  
The Australian government should increase the National Reserve 
System purchase grants program commitment to $240 million per 
annum for the decade 2011–2020, allowing grants for up to 75 per 
cent of total cost of acquisition of new highly protected areas.

Recommendation 2:  
The Australian government should further boost the level of 
funding for the Indigenous Protected Areas program and offer 
longer-term contracts for protected area management.

Recommendation 3: 
Australian governments should establish a nationally 
consistent and transparent process and set of standards for 
IUCN categorization, management effectiveness auditing, and 
compatibility of uses assessments for all protected areas.

Photo: Daly river wetlands, northern territory.
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Snubfin dolphins (Orcaella heinsohni). 
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NATIONAL 
REPRESENTATIvE 

SySTEM OF MARINE 
PROTECTED AREAS

INTRODuCTION

Australia has an 
enormous marine 
jurisdiction of 963 
million hectares, 
larger than its land 
area. Australia’s 
marine environment 
is highly diverse 
and biologically 
rich, spanning from 
tropical to Antarctic 
waters, with globally 
recognised places of 

high biodiversity value, such as Ningaloo Reef on the west 
coast and the Great Barrier Reef on the east coast.
The UNEP Blue Carbon report revealed a massive and previously unexpected potential for salt 
marshes and coastal environments to become carbon sinks, which strengthens the argument 
for protecting coastlines for both biodiversity and ecological services. 84

There is evidence for multiple benefits of ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ marine reserves and 
sanctuaries for marine ecosystem resilience as well as the health of exploited stocks of fish. 
A recent review of literature for the Great Barrier Reef found “major, rapid benefits of ‘no-
fishing’ or ‘no-take’ areas for targeted fish and sharks, in both reef and non-reef habitats, with 
potential benefits for fisheries as well as biodiversity conservation.” 85

The Australian government has agreed to the CBD Strategy 2011–2020, in which the target 
is to reserve at least 10 per cent of coastal and marine areas (96.3 million hectares) within 
ecologically representative protected areas by 2020. However, we find two major issues with 
this target.

Firstly, recent scientific consensus suggests that at least 30 per cent of each marine ecosystem 
should be highly protected in ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ sanctuaries. 86, 87, 89

Secondly, Australian governments interpret marine protected areas to include areas 
open to commercial or recreational fishing. In the absence of a clear and rigorous 
process for assignment of IUCN Categories, assessments of the compatibility of uses and 
management effectiveness, we regard only IUCN Categories I and II as highly protected 
(see Recommendation 3).
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National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas

A MINIMuM STANDARD FOR  
ThE MARINE RESERvE SySTEM

3.8%
TOTAL AREA 

OF MARINE 
SANCTuARIES 

IN 2009

Governments have yet to commit to CAR 
standards for marine protected area 
networks, such as minimum percentages or 
areas of ecosystem or species habitats to be 
included in ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ marine 

sanctuaries or reserves. These principles, guiding development of the NRSMPA, 
remain vague and unquantified. 88

— Comprehensiveness: The NRSMPA will include the full range of ecosystems 
recognised at an appropriate scale within and across each bioregion. 

— Adequacy: The NRSMPA will have the required level of reservation to ensure 
the ecological viability and integrity of populations, species and communities. 

— Representativeness: Those marine areas that are selected for inclusion in 
MPAs should reasonably reflect the biotic diversity of the marine ecosystems 
from which they derive. 

— Highly protected areas: The NRSMPA will aim to include some highly 
protected areas (IUCN Categories I and II) in each bioregion.

A recent scientific consensus statement concludes that: 89

 while the NRSMPA is intended to be underpinned by the principles of 
Comprehensiveness, Adequacy and Representativeness (CAR: http://
www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/nrsmpa/index.html), the level of 
understanding and implementation of the CAR principles varies across the 
different Australian marine jurisdictions and there is considerable concern 
about a lack of attention to CAR principles in elements of the NRSMPA 
(Scientific Peer Review Panel for NRSMPA 2006). The development of clear 
guidelines for the application of the CAR principles within an operational 
framework is needed to inform the prioritisation and selection of areas and to 
implement an effective and efficient NRSMPA for the conservation of Australia’s 
marine biodiversity. 

For the purposes of our gap analysis, we set a minimum standard for a CAR 
marine reserve system. Due to the nature of available data, we could assess only 
comprehensiveness and adequacy.

In the absence of nationally agreed quantitative criteria for a CAR marine reserve 
system, the following interim standard was used in our analysis:

 Marine ecosystem diversity — 30 per cent by area of the original total area 
of each benthic ecosystem in highly protected areas. If 30 per cent of the original 
total area is less than 1000 hectares, a minimum of 1000 hectares should be 
highly protected. If the original total area is less than 1000 hectares, all of the 
original total area should be highly protected.

No species diversity standard was used, as the data available were insufficient 
to estimate gaps.

This standard is an interim minimum standard, until actual ecological data is 
available to identify specific requirements for ensuring long-term persistence of 
particular ecosystems, communities, or species. Importantly, the standards do 
not include other aspects such as representativeness, connectivity, configuration, 
habitat quality, and complementary management of the wider seascape and in 
catchments feeding into the marine ecosystems.
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National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas

TOTAL AREAS PROTECTED

Table 9. Combined areas of marine parks and sanctuaries in 2009, by jurisdiction,  
 ordered from lowest to highest.

Jurisdiction Area  
(million ha)

All marine 
parks  

(million ha)

All marine 
parks (%) 1

Sanctuaries 
(IUCN I–II)

Other Marine 
Park zones

GBRMPA 2 34.7 34.7 100.0% 33.2% 66.8%

NSW 0.9 0.3 38.5% 7.3% 31.2%

TAS 2.2 0.1 5.9% 4.9% 1.1%

VIC 1.0 0.2 16.0% 4.3% 11.7%

Commonwealth 3 895.6 49.8 5.6% 2.7% 2.9%

QLD 4.2 0.9 22.6% 2.4% 20.2%

WA 11.6 1.5 13.3% 2.4% 10.9%

SA 6.0 2.7 45.2% 1.3% 43.9%

NT 7.2 0.3 3.7% 0.1% 3.5%

All jurisdictions 963.4 90.5 9.4% 3.8% 5.6%

1 For most jurisdictions ‘marine parks’ is taken to mean a large section of jurisdictional waters subject to a zoning process for 
regulation of uses. However, the use of the term is inconsistent. For example, in some jurisdictions, such as Victoria, marine 
parks are synonymous with marine national parks or sanctuaries. Dark blue cells depict jurisdictions above, and light blue cells 
those below, the national average of total area for sanctuaries.

2 Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority.

3 Calculation of these figures is the sum of all marine areas — including coastal waters, territorial sea, and EEZ — less the state 
and GBRMP waters. Geoscience Australia. 2006. Australian Marine Boundaries 6th Edition. Commonwealth of Australia.

WWF has compiled a spatial database for marine 
protected areas from 2009 onwards, using Australian 
government and jurisdictional spatial data. For some 

marine parks, no spatial data was provided by jurisdictions and published maps 
were digitized. IUCN management categories were as assigned by the Australian 
government, state agencies, or the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. This 
map is shown together with the CAPAD 2008 data for terrestrial protected areas90 
in Figure 1. 

The overall total area of marine sanctuaries (IUCN Category I or II) was 
3.8 per cent in 2009, less than half of that on land (8.5 per cent in 2008) (Table 9). 

The Great Barrier Reef had the highest total area of marine sanctuaries (Table 9). 
Total areas for marine sanctuaries in New South Wales, Tasmania and Victoria 
were all above the national average. 

Although Queensland, Western Australia, and South Australia ranked well above 
the national average for marine park areas in 2009, they ranked well below for 
highly protected marine sanctuaries (Table 9). Both Western Australia and South 
Australia are only part-way through a marine parks planning process, so these 
rankings can be expected to change.

The relatively extensive nature of marine parks, compared with sanctuaries, 
underlines our earlier point on the importance of validating the application of 
IUCN Categories and the quality of protection afforded by IUCN Category III–VI 
(Recommendation 3). 
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BENThIC ECOSySTEMS 
GAP ANALySIS 
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White patch nautilus (Nautilus stenomphalus).

National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas

In this report, we use a benthic ecosystems 
spatial data layer previously developed by 
WWF based on physical and oceanographic 
characteristics as a proxy ecosystems 
dataset for measurement of gaps in assessing 

attainment of the 30 per cent standard. This layer maps 5268 benthic ecosystems 
covering the entire Australian Exclusive Economic Zone, with individual 
ecosystems ranging from 12 to 20 million hectares in size. 90

We quantified gaps as shortfalls from the 30 per cent standard outlined above, 
and did not consider other important features of adequacy, such as context 
and connectivity.

We estimate that a total gap area of 253 million hectares of ocean needs to be 
protected in marine sanctuaries to attain the 30 per cent minimum standard for 
each marine benthic ecosystem (Figures 8 and 9). To put it in context, this gap 
area is roughly equivalent to the land area of Western Australia.

Marine ecosystem gaps were highly and unevenly distributed, with four major 
regions having no ecosystems included at all in highly protected areas (Fig. 9). 
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ThREATENED SPECIES GAPS

Snubfin dolphin (Orcaella heinsohni).
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OvER 50%  
OF ThE WORLD’S 

WhALES, DOLPhINS 
AND PORPOISES ARE 

FOuND hERE

National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas

We were unable to acquire sufficient data on marine 
threatened species to effectively analyse the gaps. 
WWF has produced indicative maps of critical habitats 

for 19 selected species of the largest marine mammals, turtles, and sharks,91 
but these data only accounted for points of initial species location, and were too 
imprecise to enable a comprehensive gap analysis. 

The Australian, state, and territory governments have, on several occasions, 
committed to creation of a national network of whale and dolphin sanctuaries. 
The present Australian government committed to finalising the network in this 
term of government. 92 More than half of the world’s 86 known species of whales, 
dolphins, and porpoises are found in Australian waters. Healthy whale and 
dolphin populations are vital for functioning of marine food chains and provide 
a significant tourism resource. Although whaling is no longer a threat to whales 
and dolphins in Australian waters, there are numerous ongoing threats. These 
include those from bycatch and entanglement in fishing gear, coastal development, 
offshore petroleum development and seismic exploration, shipping traffic, marine 
debris, and climate-change-induced shifts in abundances and distributions of prey. 

Many of these threats could be significantly abated by declaration of marine 
sanctuaries over critical habitats for whales and dolphins under the proposed 
national network. This would also protect many other species and ecosystems with 
which whales and dolphins associate. 
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FIGuRE 9
Percentages by area of attainment 

of the minimum standard of 30 
per cent of benthic ecosystems in 

marine sanctuaries (IUCN Category  
I–II), other zones of marine parks 

(nominally IUCN Category III–VI), 
and completely unprotected (i.e. 
gap) as of 2009. These statistics 
are divided into marine regions 

shown in Fig. 8. Right hand graph 
shows total areas (ha) of gaps for 

marine sanctuaries. 
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FIGuRE 8
 Map of major marine regions 
used in the analysis in Fig. 9.  
Note: These are not the same 

as the Australian government 
marine planning units. 

Heard and McDonald Islands 
not shown.94
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POLICy ChANGES NEEDED

National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas

The low levels of benthic ecosystem representation in 
marine sanctuaries results, in part, from the incomplete 
nature of marine bioregional planning processes to 
establish new marine parks and marine sanctuaries. 

Clearly, this process needs to be advanced as a matter of urgency. 

The south-west, north-west, north and east bioregional marine planning processes 
are currently underway and are expected to be completed in 2011–2012. 

In 2009–2010, the Australian government announced a Coral Sea Conservation 
Zone as an extension of the marine bioregional planning process. The government 
also released a list of Areas for Further Assessment in the East Region and a draft 
marine reserve design for the South-west Marine Region. 94 In 2010, the Australian 
government also recommitted to developing a national network of whale and 
dolphin sanctuaries. 95

Although terrestrial reserve system planning has pursued comprehensiveness, 
adequacy and representativeness (CAR) criteria over a much longer period, the 
opportunity for major rapid increases in marine sanctuaries is greater. This is 
because the seas remain entirely under government ownership and management, with 
only overlapping Native Title interests and mining or petroleum exploration permits 
in some areas. Accordingly, it is feasible to significantly increase marine protection 
through rezoning as was achieved, in 2004, with the rezoning of the Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park from 5 per cent to 33 per cent in marine sanctuaries.96

State governments also need to progress in their commitments to establish adequate 
and representative systems of marine sanctuaries. 

We caution, however, that simply creating large multi-use marine parks without high 
protection zones will not fulfil the criteria of a CAR marine protected area network. 
As mentioned above many multi-use marine parks may be broadly open to extractive 
uses, principally recreational and commercial fishing, outside of sanctuary zones. For 
this reason, and unlike the terrestrial analysis, we only count IUCN Categories I and 
II sanctuaries toward the minimum standard for marine ecosystems. We also indicate 
the high potential for rezoning of marine parks to fill current gaps for ecosystem 
protection (moving from light green to dark green in Fig. 9).

FINANCING NEEDED At the 2010 election the Australian 
government also committed to:

 “provide an appropriate program budget to support the marine  
  bioregional planning program nationally, including:

— Assistance for displaced activities — a Federal policy to provide fair and 
reasonable assistance to those industries affected by greater marine protection 
will be released within the first three months of the next term of government. 

— Funding for management, enforcement and education — the necessary 
resources for the effective management of marine protected areas and shore 
based community programs.” 97

There was no announcement, at the time of writing this report, as to what 
funding would be considered appropriate, or to what total area fishing operations 
affected by closures should be offered assistance to alleviate genuine hardship 
(or ‘displaced effort’).



64WWF Building Nature’s Safety Net 2011 page

Although there have been past rounds of fisheries adjustment packages such as 
Securing our Fishing Future, 98 fishing operations are excluded from the exit grants 
and exceptional circumstances funding available to primary producers on land. These 
programs should be opened to fishing operations.

Jurisdictional investments in expansion and management of marine protected 
areas have been at a generally lower, more uneven level than those on land (compare 
Tables 6, 7, and 10). 

Table 10. Jurisdictional investments in management, or threat abatement, on marine protected areas 2007–2009.

2007–8 2008–9

Investment 
(2009$) 1

Area(ha) $/ha Investment 
(2009$)

Area(ha) $/ha

Commonwealth $4,600,200 49,844,075 $0.09 $4,550,000 49,844,075 $0.09

NSW $5,406,000 347,000 $15.27 $5,900,000 347,000 $17.00

NT $233,580 223,661 $1.02 $243,000 223,661 $1.09

Qld $25,500,000 7,206,486 $3.47 $27,000,000 7,206,486 $3.75

SA $84,660 168,319 $0.49 $83,000 168,319 $0.49

Tas No data provided No data provided

Vic No data provided No data provided

WA No data provided No data provided

1 Using Reserve Bank official inflation rates, $1 in 2008 was worth $1.02 in 2009.

Management spending is low for Commonwealth marine reserves at only $0.09 per 
hectare. It is greatest in New South Wales marine parks, where it is comparable to 
some terrestrial protected area management budgets (compare Tables 7 and 10). 
Management spending rose slightly in real terms in New South Wales, Queensland, 
and the Northern Territory from 2008 to 2009, in contrast to a pervasive pattern of 
decline in real dollar spending per hectare for terrestrial reserves (compare Tables 
7 and 10).

In addition to ongoing management investments, the jurisdictions also have 
significant investment in planning processes and funding provisions for marine 
parks establishment. 

Queensland spent $13 million in 2008–9 to expand, from 0.5 to 16 per cent, the 
highly protected zones of the Moreton Bay Marine Park by 52,000 hectares.

South Australia spent $6.95 million over the period 2007–2009 to develop a system 
of 2.6 million hectares of state marine parks. However, the proportion of sanctuary 
or highly protected areas has not yet been decided. 99

As part of the Kimberley Wilderness Parks initiative, the Western Australian 
government announced an initial investment of $12.7 million for terrestrial and 
marine initiatives. Four new marine parks were announced — Camden Sound, North 
Kimberley, Roebuck Bay, and Eighty Mile Beach — of which only draft zoning for 
Camden Sound had been released in early 2011.

National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas
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Standard of management

Little information on marine protected area effectiveness or standard of 
management is available.

Apart from the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, not all Commonwealth marine 
reserves have management plans. They do, however, have detailed, frequent 
assessment and reporting on management issues through the annual Director of 
National Parks reports. 

A recent audit of the management of marine protected area estate in Victoria found 
a lack of accountability for management and effectiveness measures funding. 100

Importance of terrestrial protected areas for marine protected areas

A major difficulty for management of some marine reserves is the harm caused 
by pollutants from degradation and land uses in the catchments that flow into 
the marine reserves. This threat is made all the more difficult to manage because 
pollution regulation may fall outside the jurisdiction of the reserve management 
agency. Nowhere is this impact more dramatic than on the Great Barrier Reef, 
which has been severely impacted by water pollution from land-based agriculture 
(as explained in Priority areas for protection below).

Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia mydas).
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National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas

CONCLuSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

A large gap remains to be filled before the NRSMPA 
can be considered at minimum standard for 
protecting our vast and complex marine biodiversity, 
even at the ecosystem level. If we extend our analysis 
to consider species diversity in marine protected 

areas, the gap may increase beyond that estimated in this report.

Compared with terrestrial reserves, however, the investment levels required to 
fill the gap are relatively small — and the potential for major and rapid increases 
in levels of protection very high — considering that the marine environment is 
entirely under government ownership and control.



 RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 4:  
In line with scientific guidance, all jurisdictions should commit 
to bringing at least 30 per cent of each marine ecosystem and 
threatened species distribution and 100 per cent of critical 
habitats for threatened species into marine sanctuaries by 2020. 
Jurisdictions should develop budgets appropriate to the need for 
ongoing management and implement a displaced activities policy. 

Photo: the great Barrier reef.
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The critically endangered western swamp tortoise (Pseudemydura umbrina) is now present only 
in four small protected areas in the Swan Valley around Perth, WA, of which almost all have now 
been cleared and developed. 104 Although 100 per cent of its distribution is now protected it may 
still not be sufficient to allow the tortoise to recover to the point it is safe.



Southwest Australia is 
one of the oldest and 
most diverse landscapes 
on the planet. The soils 
are geologically ancient 
and nutrient-deficient, 
resulting in a flora 
adapted to these harsh 
conditions. There are an 
estimated 6,759 plant 

PRIORITy AREAS 
FOR PROTECTION

SOuThWEST AuSTRALIA  
BIODIvERSITy hOTSPOT

species and more than a further 1000 more unnamed. Two-
thirds of plant species are endemic. This treasure trove of 
unique species could suffer range contractions of as much 
as 89 per cent under climate change. Much of the natural 
environment in southwest Australia has been modified, 
primarily for agriculture and urban development. As a 
result, resilience to climate change is considered low.101

Throughout this ecoregion, large gaps remain just to reach the minimum standards 
proposed in this report. This is even before we consider other key components of adequacy, 
especially connectivity. In order to meet the standard of 15 per cent of each ecosystem 
protected, the sampling gap is 1.6 million hectares (Fig. 2).

In particular, the Avon Wheatbelt is identified as a high priority bioregion for further 
growth of protected areas with a large number of threatened species (75), particularly 
endemic plants, in need of protection and an average gap area of over 2000 hectares for 
each species (Table 3). We note that the bioregional prioritisation in Table 3 is a coarse-
scaled guide only, to be followed in the absence of more detailed analysis.

A new systematic conservation planning process — led by WWF, funded by the Australian 
government, and in partnership with the Western Australian government and key 
stakeholders — is identifying large areas with high levels of endemism and rarity 
representing priorities for inclusion in the NRS. 102

WWF also has an on-ground NRS program-funded project to bring private lands with 
important biodiversity values in the Avon Wheatbelt into the NRS through the upgrading 
of existing covenants and the negotiating of new ones (Box 3). 103

The large area of landscape modification — through clearing, cropping, and salinization — 
poses particular challenges. The Carbon Farming Initiative presents a new opportunity to 
promote landscape restoration (Box 4).



70WWF Building Nature’s Safety Net 2011 page

Priority Areas for Protection

GREAT BARRIER REEF

Plume of sediment leaving the mouth of the Burdekin River, and flowing into 
the Great Barrier Reef lagoon, during the January 2011 floods. 
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In 2004, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 
was rezoned from 5 to 33 per cent in marine 
sanctuaries or national parks (or green zones). 

Despite this, two of the major challenges that remain for protection of the Great 
Barrier Reef are:105

1. Reducing the levels and impact of global warming and ocean acidification

2. Reducing sediment, pesticide, and nutrient pollution from the catchments.

Timely global action on climate change will be critical to the future of the 
Great Barrier Reef.106 The Australian government’s carbon pricing commitment 
should be seen as a decision about the future of the Reef.107 Protected areas 
play a critical role in capturing biological carbon in living and dead tissues. 
Therefore, protection of the Reef and marine and coastal environments helps 
slow global warming.
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Priority Areas for Protection

The recent Great Barrier Reef Outlook Report shows that the most critical threat 
that undermines the resilience of the Reef to climate change is pollution, primarily 
from cane farming and beef production, in the catchments. This is currently being 
tackled by the Reef Rescue collaboration between the Australian and Queensland 
governments and non-government farming and conservation sectors. 108 

The Great Barrier Reef catchments are a high priority for expansion of protected 
areas, with only 32 per cent by area of ecosystems protected to the 15 per cent 
target (Fig. 2). Compared with forests and national parks, areas under livestock 
production contribute three times more sediment pollution, and account for 95 per 
cent of all erosion and 85 per cent of sediment pollution in the Burdekin River —
the largest catchment flowing into the Great Barrier Reef. 109

Meeting the 15 per cent target in the reef catchments for highly protected areas 
would have a significant side-benefit in reducing pollution harming the Great 
Barrier Reef.

Despite the extensive increase in marine sanctuaries over the Great Barrier Reef in 
2004, there are still gaps in protection of benthic ecosystems, climate refugia, blue 
corridors, and other critical habitats for threatened marine species (Fig. 9). 110

ThE MOST CRITICAL 
ThREAT ThAT 
uNDERMINES 

ThE RESILIENCE 
OF ThE REEF TO 

CLIMATE ChANGE: 
POLLuTION

ThE RANGELANDS High priority, poorly reserved bioregions (Table 3, 
Fig. 2) tend to be those where the dominant land-use 
is range livestock production on native pasture. In the 
rangelands, some clearing may have taken place, but 

there has not yet been large-scale conversion to exotic pastures or crops, industrial 
or urban development.

Livestock production on native pastures dominates 56 per cent of Australia’s 
landscapes. 111 Because of this pervasiveness, even small biodiversity impacts 
(per unit area) are compounded. Livestock production is the dominant driver of 
deforestation and soil erosion. 112 Suppression of top predators to protect stock 
is thought to have been a major driver of extinctions of “critical weight-range” 
mammals, primarily in the grazing lands of Australia.113

Many parts of the grazing lands are already economically marginal and now 
face increased aridity and climatic variability under climate change.114

Globally, and in Australia, WWF is spearheading a transformation in beef 
production practices to move what is traditionally a high environmental impact 
business onto a more sustainable trajectory. 115

However, movement to more sustainable practices may be constrained in many 
areas, and land prices are typically low, presenting an ideal case for conversion 
to a conservation and eco-tourism use. 

Expansion of nature reserves in the rangelands would help to broaden the rural 
and Indigenous economic base beyond prevailing dependence on pastoralism or 
mining, with new opportunities in eco-tourism, conservation ranger jobs, and 
carbon pollution abatement. 116



Spotted Tail Quoll (Dasyurus maculatus).
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JuRISDICTIONAL 
PROFILES

quEENSLAND: PRIORITy STATE  
FOR RESERvE SySTEM GROWTh 

Highlights

• In 2007, agreement was struck to 
systematically assess term pastoral 
leases on state land (covering more 
than half the State’s land area) for 
potential conversion to national 
parks where appropriate, and to 
award lease extensions to lessees 
who volunteer for a nature refuge 
over their leased land.

• For the 2008 Centennial of National 
Parks, the Queensland Premier Anna 
Bligh promised to expand National 

Parks by 50 per cent to 12.9 million hectares, and other protected areas 
to 7.1 million hectares for a total target of 20 million hectares by 2020, 
which would cover 11.6 per cent of the State’s land area.117

• In 2009, Queensland also adopted the targets of the NRS  
2009–2030 Strategy. 

• In 2010, Queensland announced new funding for national park 
acquisitions of $56 million over four years, derived in part from 
a new levy on industrial land-fill waste. In addition, $28 million 
was announced for koala habitat protection and $8.4 million for 
NatureAssist, the nature refuges support program for protected areas 
on private land.

• In 2010, a new plan was announced to turn 80 per cent of North 
Stradbroke Island into national park by 2027. 118

• The transfer of state forests to national park estate has progressed with 
82 per cent of the areas of Wet Tropics forest transfers now gazetted 
as protected areas, and 90 per cent of southeast Queensland forest 
reserves transferred to protected area status. 119

• In 2010, the Queensland government also released a new consultation 
draft of the state Biodiversity Strategy and the historic Protected Areas 
for the Future discussion paper, which treats systematic development 
of a CAR reserve system as the premier conservation action of 
the Strategy. 120

• In 2009–10, new regulations restricted the clearing of regrowing native 
vegetation along watercourses as well as the farming and pastoral 
practices in Great Barrier Reef catchments.
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Jurisdictional Profiles

Binya National Park 

In 2009, the 13,710-hectare 
Binya National Park was 
purchased with Australian 
government NRS Program 
grant support.

Binya National Park sits in the 
previously unreserved Warrego 
Plains subregion of the Mulga 
Lands bioregion. It protects 
eight regional ecosystems 
which had low representation 
in protected areas and one 
regional ecosystem which had 
no previous representation. 

Binya contains extensive 
riparian habitats and 
plant biodiversity.

Moreton Bay Marine 
National Park expansion

In 2009, the 346,354-hectare 
Moreton Bay Marine Park 
zoning plan was amended to 
increase ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ 
green zones (Marine National 
Parks) from 0.5 to 16 per cent 
— a very significant increase in 
protection. It was underpinned 
by a commercial fishing licence 
surrender program which cost 
$15.1 million. Moreton Bay 
contains the most southerly 
population of dugongs on the 
east coast. 121

Emus on Binya National Park. 

Dugong (Dugong dugon).
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Jurisdictional Profiles

Issues

Queensland remains the highest priority for expansion of the NRS throughout 
Australia, with a high number of high priority bioregions where the total area of 
reserves is poor (Table 3) and the largest proxy ecosystem gaps occur (Fig. 2). 

Major areas for further attention include

— Alignment to NRS priorities — The Queensland government has, in the 
past, emphasised new national parks on Cape York Peninsula and in southeast 
Queensland bioregions, while growth in the national priority bioregions has 
been relatively slow. The Queensland Biodiversity Strategy and the associated 
Protected Areas for the Future plan present an historic opportunity to realign 
state government priorities to national priorities — primarily the inland and 
Gulf of Carpentaria grazing lands and savannas, reef catchments, and wetlands 
(Fig. 2). WWF’s earlier analyses Treasures for Humanity and 20 million 
hectares by 2020 remain largely applicable. 122 However, every bioregion has 
substantial gaps for protection of threatened ecosystems and species, and work 
is still required in every bioregion.

— Leasehold land — The reform of state leasehold land management through 
the Delbessie Agreement has enormous potential for low-cost expansion of 
protected areas in priority areas over the long-term. The systematic, scientific 
identification of leases to be prioritised for eventual conversion to national 
parks, or for negotiation of a nature refuge agreement in the generally poorly 
reserved rangeland bioregions, is a high priority.

— Reform nature refuge legislation — Nature refuges are not necessarily 
closed to broad scale extractive uses in Queensland (particularly mining, see 
Box 1) and livestock production. In cases where the biodiversity values are 
highly irreplaceable, properties should be prioritised for acquisition into the 
national parks system. Or a provision should be made in legislation for a new 
type of private protected area closed to extractive uses, in addition to the 
existing lower security type of nature refuges.

— Moreton Bay Rescue — Moreton Bay scored a B-minus in the 2009 Healthy 
Waterways Report Card with five of the southern catchments flowing into the 
Bay given a failing grade for water quality.123 As for the Great Barrier Reef, the 
effectiveness of the recent expansion of marine sanctuaries in Moreton Bay 
will be undercut unless controls are placed to reduce pollution flowing into the 
Bay. 124 ‘Go slow’ zones for dugongs and turtles in southern bay also need to 
be expanded.

— Gulf of Carpentaria marine parks — With the east coast now having an 
extensive marine parks network, Queensland must now consider appropriate 
protection mechanisms and management arrangements for the waters of the Gulf 
of Carpentaria. Border to border marine parks is a longstanding commitment 
of the Queensland government and a target in the draft Biodiversity Strategy. 125 
The recent recognition of Native Title rights over Gulf waters highlights the need 
to be pro-active in engaging Traditional Owners in the marine protected area 
planning process, including the consideration of saltwater Indigenous Protected 
Areas (Northern region in Figures 8 and 9). 126

MORETON BAy 
CONTAINS ThE 

MOST SOuThERLy 
POPuLATION OF 
DuGONGS 
ON AuSTRALIA’S 

EAST COAST 
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AuSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORy

NEW SOuTh WALES

Jurisdictional Profiles

The Australian Capital Territory has a reserve 
system which can be regarded as very close to 
adequate, with the chief remaining priority 
being the protection of Yellow Box-Red Gum 
grassy woodlands.

Highlights

New South Wales outranks all other jurisdictions 
with the highest attainment of the 30 per cent 
standard for EPBCA species (Fig. 3). 

Over the past decade, the New South Wales government has consistently focussed 
on acquiring properties in the high priority western New South Wales bioregions 
and is the second biggest spender (of all the jurisdictions) on parks acquisition 
and management. 

Darling Riverine Plains

New South Wales has secured major additions in the high priority bioregion, the 
Darling Riverine Plains (see Table 3). Five new reserves and significant additions to 
two existing parks have been acquired. 

This included the 90,000-hectare Toorale Station, which included major contributions 
from the NRS program and the National Water Initiative for purchase of water 
rights (Table 4). Toorale now protects extensive floodplains along the Darling River 
and connects to Gundabooka National Park. This major acquisition overlaps three 
poorly protected bioregions: the Darling Riverine Plains, Cobar Peneplain and the 
Mulga Lands. These advances in the New South Wales section of the Darling Riverine 
Plain bioregion are also significant in light of lost opportunities due to agricultural 
development in the Queensland portion of the bioregion.

River Red Gum Forests

In March 2010, the New South Wales government announced that 107,210 hectares of 
River Red Gum forests would be protected in 69,413 hectares of new national parks, 
16,308 hectares of regional parks, and 21,489 hectares of Indigenous Protected Areas. 
Up to $80 million was announced for spending on adjustment for rural communities 
potentially affected by the decision. 127 This followed the declaration of a reserve 
network in the Red Gum Forests of Victoria a year earlier (see below). 

Yanga National Park

The acquisition of Yanga station, in 2007, nearly doubled the protected area of 
the poorly reserved Riverina Bioregion from 0.85 to 1.9 per cent and brought 
the associated protected area complex to 67,000 hectares of national park, state 
conservation area, and nature reserve. Yanga has 150 kilometres of Murrumbidgee 
River frontage and protects many threatened ecosystems including Red Gum forests 
and Black Box-Nitre Goosefoot swamps. Yanga protects critical habitats for the 
Australasian Bittern, the Fishing Bat, the Southern Bell Frog and many waterbirds. 
Yanga is an important roosting site for the Great Egret.
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Batemans’ Bay and Port Stephens Marine Parks

These new marine parks were declared to conserve a large diversity of near shore 
habitats: coastal lakes and estuaries, mangroves, sandy and rocky intertidal 
habitats, kelp beds, coralline algae, and sponge gardens. These parks provide an 
important link in the developing national whale and dolphin sanctuary network. 128

Issues

New South Wales will need to continue the concerted and focussed effort of the 
past to fill significant remaining gaps. Attainment of the proxy ecosystem standard 
is third lowest after Queensland. 

Flooded red gum forest, 
Yanga National Park. 

Great egret (Ardea alba) 
in Yanga National Park. 
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Bateman’s Bay Marine Park. 
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NORThERN TERRITORy 

Jurisdictional Profiles

Highlights

There has been significant expansion of the 
Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) estate in 

the Northern Territory including in 2009 the Wardekken (1,394,951 hectares) 
and adjoining Djelk (673,200 hectares) IPAs, which together protect a significant 
portion of the ecologically intact Arnhem Land. 

In 2009, the Northern Territory government unveiled a proposal to focus effort 
into linking existing protected areas — stretching from Arnhem Land to Uluru-
Kata Tjuta National Park running down the western side of the Territory — with 
the South Australian Nature Links program to form a Trans-Australia Ecolink. 129 
The Territory Eco-link project does encompass some of the high priority bioregions 
(Central Arnhem, Daly Basin, Burt Plain, Finke) but misses others, such as Sturt 
Plateau and Davenport Murchison bioregions (Fig. 2, Table 3). 

The current level of investment proposed for the project of $1.8 million is well 
below that needed for reserve expansion in the Northern Territory and instead 
relies on a mix of low cost conservation options, including conservation covenants, 
IPAs, and land purchase.

In 2007, one of the largest IPAs was declared in the northern Tanami, providing a 
major building block in the Northern Territory Eco-link project.
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Issues

The Northern Territory had the second lowest proportion of land area under 
protected areas after Queensland, and had eight of the top 17 priority bioregions 
for the NRS in 2008 (Table 3).

Mammal population declines

Recent evidence of dramatic declines in the population of small- to medium-sized 
mammals in Northern Territory parks, including the Commonwealth-managed 
Kakadu National Park, is of concern and demonstrates the critical importance of 
this ongoing ground research.130 Inappropriate fire regimes, grazing by non-native 
herbivores and feral cats are considered to be the chief causes of this decline, 
revealing the need for management practices and strategies to be informed by local 
research on parks.

Parks tourism revenues exceed parks investment

In the latest survey commissioned by Northern Territory Tourism, 78 per cent of 
holiday visitors arriving in Darwin said that they “prefer to holiday where [they] 
can see nature or be in a natural setting”. 131 Tourists, whose primary reason for 
visiting the Northern Territory was to visit parks and nature reserves, spent 
approximately $866 million in 2009–10 — generating about $87 million of GST, 
which would eventually flow back to the Northern Territory government. 132

By comparison, the Territory has had no parks acquisition budget since at least 
2003 and a modest management budget of $28.3 million in 2008–9. 133 The income 
the Territory government receives from GST on park tourists’ spending is well 
above what it spends on expanding and maintaining its chief tourism asset — the 
parks system. 

This high priority jurisdiction urgently needs a capital budget to take advantage of 
the expanded NRS grants program. 

Kimberley to Cape corridor

The Territory Eco-link concept is oriented north–south and traverses biomes with 
very different plant and animal communities. There may, however, be significant 
biodiversity benefits in connecting protected areas east to west across the entire 
savanna biome. A Kimberley to Cape corridor has been suggested as another 
cross-jurisdictional national-scale green corridor that should be developed 
for its benefits in buffering the impacts of climate change on the rich northern 
savanna biota. 134

Marine Parks Plans

The northern marine region has the largest gap of all the regions (Figures 8 and 9). 
Action on marine parks appears to be stalled, making it unlikely that longstanding 
commitments to a CAR network of marine reserves will be met by 2012. MPA 
guidelines have yet to be approved and only one small marine park proposal is 
progressing. 135 There are significant opportunities for working with Indigenous 
communities on potential ‘saltwater’ IPAs, particularly where they adjoin 
terrestrial IPAs.

ThE NORThERN 
MARINE 

REGION hAS 
ThE LARGEST 

GAP OF ALL 
ThE REGIONS

Jurisdictional Profiles
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SOuTh AuSTRALIA 

Jurisdictional Profiles

Southern Brown Bandicoot (Isoodon obesulus).
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Highlights

South Australia is one of the top-ranking states 
for growth of the NRS, showing the highest 

growth rate among the jurisdictions of overall total area of highly protected areas 
over the past decade (Table 2). 

The government is drafting a protected area strategy to guide the future growth of 
the reserve system.

The outstanding acquisition in South Australia (for the period 2006–2008) that best 
advanced NRS priorities was Burra Creek Conservation Park. This new park sampled 
a previously poorly reserved bioregion, the Flinders Lofty Block, and previously 
unreserved ecosystems and habitat for the nationally threatened pygmy blue-tongue 
lizard. The new protected area also secures valuable riparian corridor linkages to the 
wider landscape.

Issues

Despite strong recent growth, and an extensive protected area system, South 
Australia has surprisingly below-average attainment of ecosystem and threatened 
species targets for highly protected areas on land (Figures 2 and 4).

South Australia ranked above the national average for all marine protected area 
types, but ranked well below for highly marine protected areas (Table 9). Although 
a state system of marine parks has been planned, no commitment has been made 
to what proportion of state waters will be in ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ sanctuaries. A 
scientifically credible commitment to at least 30 per cent of state marine ecosystems 
in sanctuaries is needed.
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TASMANIA

King Billy Pine subalpine scrub in Lake Johnston Nature Reserve, western Tasmania. 
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CONSERvATION 

DOMINATES   
GROWTh OF 
TASMANIA’S 
PROTECTED 

AREAS

Jurisdictional Profiles

Highlights

Tasmania has maintained modest levels of growth 
both for highly and other protected areas. Based on 

past performance, adding 320,000 hectares (4.7%) of new protected areas per 
decade should be able to fill the 330,000-hectare ecosystem gap identified in this 
report over the next decade (Table 2, Fig. 2).

Private land conservation now dominates growth in the area of Tasmania’s protected 
areas. The high priority bioregion, the Tasmanian Northern Midlands (Rank 2 in 
Table 3), has large gaps with only 5.2 per cent protected in 2008; however, this has 
since risen to 6.1 per cent in 2010.

The NRS program-funded Protected Areas on Private Land program (see Table 4) 
has developed a state-wide map identifying focal landscapes for targeted effort for 
future additions to the NRS. 

A significant new initiative is the New Leaf project started by the Tasmanian Land 
Conservancy. The Conservancy purchased 27,390 hectares of land, previously 
owned by a timber and paper company, in 2010 representing 1 per cent of Tasmania’s 
private freehold land area. The purchase price was over $23 million — made possible 
by philanthropist Jan Cameron, who provided an initial gift of $4.7 million and a 
loan of $13 million toward this project. 136

Issues

Significant gaps remain, particularly for threatened species. Despite having the 
second most extensive reserve system (Table 3) and the second lowest ecosystem 
gaps of all the jurisdictions (Fig. 2), Tasmania had the lowest attainment of the 30 
per cent standard for EPBC species habitats (Fig. 4) — with just 12 per cent meeting 
the standard.

The growth of protected areas on private lands indicates a need for national 
standards for monitoring and auditing to ensure all protected areas are effectively 
meeting their conservation objectives. The recent formation of an alliance of non-
government covenanting agencies promises progress towards addressing this need.



82WWF Building Nature’s Safety Net 2011 page

vICTORIA

Jurisdictional Profiles

Highlights

Victoria is the highest spender per hectare 
on protected area management among the 

jurisdictions (Tables 4 and 7). No data were provided on recent acquisition 
investments, though it is likely to remain significantly less than in some other 
states based on past information (Table 3). 137 Attainment of proxy ecosystem 
representation standard is modest (58 per cent in Fig. 2), while attainment of the 
species diversity standard is close to national average (30 per cent in Fig. 6). 

The influential work of the long-running Victorian Environmental Assessment 
Council continued with the Victorian government accepting most of its 2008 
recommendations to establish a comprehensive reserve network in the River Red 
Gum forests and woodlands along the Murray River and its tributaries. Four new 
national parks were established in 2009, and important additions were made to 
several others, placing approximately 160,000 hectares in conservation reserves 
along Victoria’s Murray River corridor 138 and Northern Plains. Four under-
represented subregions benefited (Murray Fans, Victorian Riverina, Robinvale 
Plains, Murray Scroll Belt).

Also in 2009, the Victorian government added a further 45,000 hectares of 
old-growth forest in East Gippsland to the parks estate, including linking 
Snowy River National Park with Errinundra National Park and protecting the 
controversial Goolengook forest. 139

Another important recent addition was the gazettal of the 18,510 hectares 
Cobboboonee National Park in 2008. The new national park protects habitats for 
a range of threatened species and including the Powerful Owl, Spot-tailed Quoll, 
Long-nosed Potoroo, Common Bent-wing Bat (southern sub-species), Masked 
Owl, Swamp Antechinus, and Swamp Skink. 140 The new park also includes under-
represented ecosystems in the high priority Victorian Volcanic Plain bioregion.

Issues

Significant gaps remain at sea and on land, and filling them will require a creative 
approach in light of the total area of freehold land, legacy of extensive land 
clearing, and the high cost of land (Figures 4 and 9).

Victoria has two moderate to high priority terrestrial bioregions: Victorian 
Volcanic Plains (VVP) and the Riverina (Table 3). The high level of modification 
of the VVP puts constraints on filling gaps with intact vegetation and restoration 
of lost ecosystems, yet should be encouraged. The recently completed Melbourne 
Strategic Assessment, completed under the EPBC Act, has proposed the 
reservation of some 15,000 hectares of grasslands and grassy woodlands 
in the VVP, as an offset for clearing grasslands as Melbourne’s growth area 
boundary expands.141

The Victorian government has dismayed scientists and conservationists by 
recently deciding to open Alpine National Park to “scientific grazing” by livestock, 
despite abundant evidence from earlier inquiries showing that livestock 
grazing is an inappropriate and damaging activity and provides no benefits in 
terms of bushfire mitigation. Livestock were recently ordered off the Park by 
federal Environment Minister Tony Burke — overruling the state by using his 
powers under the Commonwealth Environmental Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act. 142



83WWF Building Nature’s Safety Net 2011 page

WESTERN AuSTRALIA

WESTERN 
AuSTRALIA 

hAS ShOWN 
ThE MOST 

IMPROvEMENT 
OF ALL ThE 

JuRISDICTIONS

Jurisdictional Profiles

Highlights

Western Australia has shown the most improvement of 
all the jurisdictions. Protected areas are above national 

average on land (Table 1), and the State shows the fastest growth in overall total 
area as a percentage of area for both highly protected areas and other protected 
areas on land (Table 2). Proxy ecosystem attainment is above national average 
(Fig. 2) and EPBCA species attainment second highest after New South Wales 
(Fig. 4). Western Australia now has only three bioregions in the top 17 priority 
terrestrial bioregions, down from four in 2002 (Table 3). 

Although spending levels have been modest, the Western Australian government 
has been taking advantage of the Australian government’s funding program to 
grow its reserve system. In 2007 and 2008, the Western Australian government 
made major acquisitions with NRS program funding: Dalgaranga and Noongal, 
Kadathinni, Nerren Nerren, Point Melbourne, and Thundelarra Station all 
totalling 435,000 hectares. A number of new reserves have since been added with 
NRS program funding. 143

A new marine park is proposed in Camden Sound, as part of a major initiative 
for protection of sea and land in the remote and spectacular Kimberley region of 
Western Australia. 144

Issues

Significant gaps remain to be filled on land with at least 18 million hectares for 
proxy ecosystems alone (not including threatened species) (Fig. 2). This is the 
second largest absolute gap after Queensland and is to be expected, considering 
Western Australia is the largest jurisdiction.

The global biodiversity hotspot of South-west Australia continues to be the top 
priority for strategic growth of the protected area system within the State. There 
are large ecosystem protection gaps, a legacy of fragmentation and habitat loss 
due to development and ongoing serious threats of climate change, loss and 
degradation of native vegetation, altered fire regimes, invasive pests and weeds, 
and salinization.145

The overall total area of marine protection is low for sanctuaries (Table 9), with 
low attainment of the marine ecosystem target in the two bioregions mostly in 
state waters — Northwest Inner and Southwest Inner (Figures 8 and 9). The 
proposed Camden Sound Marine Park could be a major step forward if it is 
based on a wider science-driven analysis, focused on achieving a CAR marine 
reserve system and protection for critical dolphin and dugong habitat, and by 
reserving more than the 13 per cent currently proposed in ‘no-fishing’ or ‘no-take’ 
sanctuaries. Similar science-based zoning will be required for other proposed 
Kimberley marine protected areas.



 WETLANDS
The least protected of the most biologically rich habitats 
of Australia. 33 million hectares of wetland ecosystems are 
lacking protection to the minimum 15% standard.

Photo: water lilies (nymphaea), Daly river, northern territory.
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Appendix

APPENDIx:  
BuILDING NATuRE’S SAFETy NET 2011 
SAMPLE PROTECTED AREAS SuRvEy
Queensland Survey

Respondent(s)

What is your email? (NOTE: to be held in confidence)

Which department and division/section/branch do you represent?

SECT 1. TERRESTRIAL PROTECTED AREAS 
MANAGEMENT INvESTMENTS AND STANDARDS
1.1: INVESTMENTS IN MANAGEMENT OF TERRESTRIAL PROTECTED AREAS 

Please tabulate total contribution by the state government to management of both 
government and non-government terrestrial protected areas in each of the financial years 
2007-8 and 2008-9.

IMPORTANT NOTE: Protected area for the purpose of this survey, means a specific area of land or 
sea dedicated to the protection and maintenance of biological diversity, and of natural and associated 
cultural resources, secured for at least 99 years through legal or other effective means.  This definition 
is drawn from both the IUCN definition and the National Reserve System inclusion criteria.

2007-8 2008-9

A) Total investments ($1000s) in management of, 
or threat abatement on government terrestrial 
protected areas

B) Total area (ha) of all government terrestrial 
protected areas (ha)

C)Total assistance ($1000s) provided by the 
government for management of, or threat 
abatement on non-government protected areas 
including private land covenants

D) Total area (ha) of non-government protected 
areas where these management investments 
were applied (NOTE: this is the total area of 
all non-government protected areas in which 
government incentives or grants were invested, 
NOT the combined footprint of the management 
projects themselves)
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1.2: STANDARD OF MANAGEMENT OF TERRESTRIAL 
PROTECTED AREAS – OVERALL RANK

For each terrestrial IBRA bioregion, the 2002 Terrestrial Biodiversity Assessment 
(“TBA”) reported Standard of Management on a simple four level rank scale. 

These ranks and the associated comments are shown after the bioregion names in the 
table below. Please reevaluate that rank for 2008 in the table below. NOTE: A choice 
is required for each bioregion.

The four Standard of Management levels are:

– VERY GOOD: High proportion of reserves in bioregion have management plans, 
ecological monitoring programs in place and key biodiversity issues are being 
addressed

– GOOD: All major biodiversity issues effectively managed across high proportion of 
reserves in bioregion

– FAIR: Biodiversity values and or management issues are poorly identified and 
resource degradation is occurring though still retrievable in significant portion of 
reserves in the bioregion

– POOR: Threatening processes are not managed and leading to permanent resource 
degradation in significant portion of reserves in the bioregion.

Bioregion VERY 
GOOD

GOOD FAIR POOR NO 
DATA

BBN - Brigalow Belt North  
(2002 RANK- FAIR, COMMENT- none)

BBS - Brigalow Belt South (FAIR, no comment)

CHC - Channel Country (FAIR, no comment)

CMC - Central Mackay Coast (GOOD, no comment)

CYP - Cape York Peninsula (POOR, no comment)

DEU - Desert Uplands (FAIR, no comment)

DRP - Darling Riverine Plains (POOR, no comment)

EIU - Einasleigh Uplands (FAIR, no comment)

GUP - Gulf Plains (FAIR, no comment)

MGD - Mitchell Grass Downs (FAIR, no comment)

MII - Mount Isa Inlier (FAIR, no comment)

ML - Mulga Lands (FAIR, no comment)

NAN - Nandewar (FAIR, no comment)

NET - New England Tableland  
(POOR, Fragmentation, off reserve impacts)

NNC - NSW North Coast (FAIR, no comment)

SEQ - South Eastern Queensland (FAIR, no comment)

WT - Wet Tropics (POOR, no comment)
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1.3: STANDARD OF RESERVE MANAGEMENT – SPECIFIC THREATS

For each terrestrial IBRA bioregion, please indicate which of the following threats require 
significantly more effort to manage effectively.

Bio-
region

Visitor 
impacts

Neighbour 
impacts

Exotic 
animals

Live-
stock

Weeds Inapprop. 
fire

Altered 
hydrology

Fragment-
ation

Climate 
change

Other 
(see 1.4)

BBN

BBS

CHC

CMC

CYP

DEU

DRP

EIU

GUP

MGD

MII

ML

NAN

NET

NNC

SEQ

WT

1.4: STANDARD OF TERRESTRIAL PROTECTED AREA  
MANAGEMENT – COMMENTS

Please provide any additional information on: 
– other threats requiring significantly more effort to manage effectively 
– any other comments to explain the new rank for standard of management in Q 1.2.
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Bioregion Comments

BBN

BBS

CHC

CMC

CYP

DEU

DRP

EIU

GUP

MGD

MII

ML

NAN

NET

NNC

SEQ

WT

SECT 2. MARINE PROTECTED AREAS 
MANAGEMENT INvESTMENTS AND STANDARDS

2.1: INVESTMENTS IN MANAGEMENT OF MARINE PROTECTED AREAS 

Please tabulate total contribution by the state government to management of marine 
protected areas in each of the financial years 2007-8 and 2008-9.

2007–8 2008–9

A) Total investments ($1000s) 
in management of or threat 
abatement in marine 
protected areas

B) Total area (ha) of all marine 
protected areas
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2.2: STANDARD OF MARINE PROTECTED AREA  
MANAGEMENT – OVERALL RANK

Please tabulate for each marine IMCRA4 meso-scale bioregion the overall rank standard of 
management in 2008. The four levels are:

– VERY GOOD: High proportion of reserves in bioregion have management plans, 
ecological monitoring programs in place and key biodiversity issues are being addressed

– GOOD: All major biodiversity issues effectively managed across high proportion of 
reserves in bioregion

– FAIR: Biodiversity values and or management issues are poorly identified and resource 
degradation is occurring though still retrievable in significant portion of reserves in the 
bioregion

– POOR: Threatening processes are not managed and leading to permanent resource 
degradation in significant portion of reserves in the bioregion.

Bioregion VERY 
GOOD

GOOD FAIR POOR NO 
DATA

Central Reef

East Cape York

Karumba-Nassau

Lucinda-Mackay Coast

Mackay-Capricorn

Pompey-Swains

Ribbons

Shoalwater Coast

Torres Strait

Tweed-Moreton

Wellesley

West Cape York

Wet Tropic Coast
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2.3: STANDARD OF MARINE PROTECTED AREA MANAGEMENT –  
SPECIFIC THREATS

For each IMCRA4 bioregion, please also indicate which of the specific threats 
require significantly more effort to manage effectively.

Bioregion Visitors Boating Non-comm-
ercial take

Comm-
ercial 

take

Sediment 
inflow

Other 
pollution

Exotic 
species

Climate 
change

Other 
(see 
2.4)

Central Reef

East Cape 
York

Karumba-
Nassau

Lucinda-
Mackay 
Coast

Mackay-
Capricorn

Pompey-
Swains

Ribbons

Shoalwater 
Coast

Torres Strait

Tweed-
Moreton

Wellesley

West Cape 
York

Wet Tropic 
Coast
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2.4: STANDARD OF MARINE PROTECTED AREA MANAGEMENT – COMMENTS

Please provide any additional information on: 
– other threats requiring significantly more effort to manage effectively 
–  any other comments to explain the rank for standard of management in Q 2.2.

Bioregion Comments

Central Reef

East Cape York

Karumba-Nassau

Lucinda-Mackay Coast

Mackay-Capricorn

Pompey-Swains

Ribbons

Shoalwater Coast

Torres Strait

Tweed-Moreton

Wellesley

West Cape York

Wet Tropic Coast

SECT 3. TERRESTRIAL PROTECTED AREAS 
ACquISITION AND PLANNING 
3.1: CRITICAL HABITATS INCLUDED IN RESERVES

The terrestrial NRS Strategy 2009-2030 has a new target for threatened/priority species:

Include critical habitats and core areas important for the long-term survival of rare, 
migratory, threatened or other priority species and ecological communities, including 
those listed under Commonwealth, state or territory legislation in each IBRA bioregion (All 
jurisdictions by 2030)

What numbers and proportions of animals and plant species listed as 
threatened under state law, but EXCLUDING those species listed under the 
Commonwealth Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
(EPBCA, for which we have done a separate analysis), have zero or negligible 
areas of critical habitats inside a terrestrial Queensland protected area? 

NOTE: Critical habitat is taken to mean any areas critical to the long-term persistence of the 
species, and without protection of which the species will remain endangered or vulnerable 
to extinction.
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Number of species on state 
threatened species list 
EXCLUDING species also 
on the national EPBCA list

Percent of these species 
with zero/ negligible 
critical habitat in 
protected areas

animal species

plant species

3.2: INVESTMENTS IN TERRESTRIAL RESERVE ACQUISITIONS

Please tabulate total expenditures in each of the financial years 2007-8 and 2008-
9 on acquisition and management establishment of all NEW state government 
terrestrial protected areas, whether for purchases of title or other rights, 
infrastructure or other establishment costs other than for ongoing management.

2007-8 2008-9

Total investment ($1000s) in acquisition

Total investment ($1000s) in management 
establishment

Total area (ha) added to the protected 
area estate

3.3: TOP RESERVE NOMINATION 

Please nominate a new Queensland protected area that was added to the National 
Reserve System in the period 2006–2008 which best exemplifies NRS priorities, and 
a description of how it best exemplifies NRS priorities.
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SECT 4. MARINE PROTECTED AREAS 
PLANNING AND ESTABLIShMENT
4.1: INVESTMENTS IN MARINE PROTECTED AREA ESTABLISHMENT

Please tabulate total expenditures in each of the financial years 2007-8 and 2008-9 on 
establishment of all NEW state government marine protected areas, whether for retirement 
of rights, infrastructure or other establishment costs other than for ongoing management; as 
well as the areas added to the marine protected area system.

2007-8 2008-9

Total investment ($1000s) in MPA establishment

Total area (ha) added to the marine protected 
area estate

4.2: TOP MPA NOMINATION 

Please nominate a new marine protected area that was added to the National 
Representative System of Marine Protected Areas (NRSMPA) in the period 2006-2008 
which best exemplifies NRSMPA priorities, and a description of how it best exemplifies 
NRSMPA priorities.
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