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ustralia is a highly urbanised nacion, with abour

85% of irs population |:'\'ini.; in towns and cities

af 10 000 or more |1t'n|ﬂtf. .-".[t|1uugh these
settlements occupy less than 1% of the country’s land
area, they have a significant influence on the natural
environment

In Chapter 3 of Australia: Stare of the Envivenment
1996, an "extended metabolism’ model is used o assess
the ecological sustainability of Auscralia’s serdements
(see diagram). The model promores a reduction in
resource inputs and waste ourputs, while maximising a
settlement’s “livability’ (a measure of social amenity,
health and wellbeing).

The report found that Ausiralian seulements have
higher membolic flows (thac is, they use more resources
and produce more wastes) than those in other
industrial nations. These flow levels have been

increasing, both in total and per person, during the
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past few decades. The report has also found that while

livability is generally high, it is not shared equally.
Porenrial gherros are emerging and new coastal
‘JR'Vl'I”p"H'lu\ .1]11!1.'<II 1o 1“.' F'IH"!'-'HIP. Arin '||n\||‘1[.ll|'|.|h|L‘
rate. Some inland rtowns, by contrast, are in sharp
decline and indigenous settlements have the poorest
living standards,

Resource inputs: how do we rate?
W

we have one of the highest total water consumpion

ater: Australia is the driest inhabited continent, ver

levels per head by internarional standards, Afrer
irrigation, the next biggest warer use occurs in the
urban areas of large cirties. Sydney’s total warer
consumprion per head (domestic and induserial) rose
25% berween 1970 and 1990, from 144 to 180 ronnes.

Energy: Australia’s primary energy consumption per
head increased by 37% between 1970 and 1990, and
energy consumprion per unit of GDP has fallen only
marginally since 1970, while some other counties have
reduced theirs by more than 30%. Our energy
consumprion per head is a lictle higher than the average
for OECD nations. In 199192 the residential secror
accounted for 12% of rotal energy production in
Australin. Domestic energy use is dominated by warter
.Il1l{ \]!iih [ |1|'-IIII!1.: L‘II:‘I‘F,}' SETVICLS |'iu- TEpoOrt wiarns
thar lower prices for electricity, gas and water will
probably lead to increased consumption of these
TCSOUrCes.

Land: Berween 1961 and 1971, Auscralian cities
consumed 1042 square metres per person for each unit
of population increase. The loss increased to 1207
squarc metres berween 1971 and 1981, This is high by
world srandards and has led o substantial loss of
biodiversity. In coastal arcas, the loss is serious as the
land's nearness 1o the warer’s edge makes it generally
more ecologically sensitive, CSIRO estimates thar 60%
of Queensland’s rare, threatened or endangered plants
lie in the urban growth areas of the state's south east

Food: Food consumption per head (measured by
CRergy conrent) ing reased by more than 70% berween
1967 and 1992, not because we ate more, but probably
because of more energy-intensive !in||||.|i||||:1 and

wistage in processing.



Waste outputs

Solid waste; Australia has a much higher production of
municipal solid waste per head than the OECD average
(GE1 L'i'ill!p.llq.'d with 513 k-:', per year), and is second
only to the LS in its per capita production of domestic
solid waste. Initiatives such as kerbside recycling have
been adopted o achieve the national target of a 50%
r:_':1:|u1:u11 In wastc [_'nl:‘!_u o E.il‘ldlil[ ln 1{3“”, [JL[[
achieving this rarger will require the idennfication of
more materials for waste reduction, and a greater
emphasis on reducing the source. Waste in landfill
emits greenhouse gases and leachate which can
contaminate groundwarer and damage warerways,
Sewage: Sewage outllows are a major

pollution. All urban centres Australia with
populations of more than 500000 people are locared
near the coast and discharge most of their effluent o

the ocean or tidal estuaries, Each vear, abour 10000

also alter groundwater hydrolog

source of

tonnes ol |1|m.-.]1h-.rrn'- and 100 OO0 wnnes of nitrogen
ire discharged to the near-ocean environment. Small
inland towns contribute 1w the eutrophication of rivers

and need ro adopr higher levels of sewage treatment.
Many small coastal sectlements dis harge untreated
sewage into the ocean. The cumulative impact of this
in fast-growing areas is considerable.

Stormwarer: Human settlements dramarically
increase stormwarer run-ofl from land. Drains and
engineering works cause downstream flooding, erosion,
wurbidity and contamination of warerways. They can
v, depleting fresh-warter
resources. Cities are recognising the need for warer-
sensitive design techniques such as stormwarer swales,
holding basins, artficial wetlands and the rerention of
porous surfaces, A number of pilot projects avtempting
to turn stormwarter from a pollution problem to a water

resource have been esrablished.

Governments resist training
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t also suppest

come Irom stronger r'ct‘ulsf_mn, on ll‘jtl
vehicles, plus a greater effort to reduce the
need for travel, or to increase the use of
other transport modes.
Commonwealth Government
le in encouraging pubhc transport

e than

v public emment policy has enc
rastructure, the report says the use of unleaded fuel, but |
vehicles are the dominant has been made on vehicle size and
in most Australian efficiency. With petrol less expensiv
accounted for one- alrr t in bulk,
ha's energy consumption chanpe s unlikely to be achieved by

current approach, There is little sign of any
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