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Course Title: Environmental Policy & Ethics in Australia 
Course Code: SYDI EPEA 293 
Subject: Environmental Studies, Environmental Policy 
Credits: 4 
Semester/Term: ☒ Semester                                 

☐ J-Term                                              
☐ Summer                                         

  
Course Description: This course introduces students to Australia’s environment from a number of 

disciplinary perspectives, primarily history and geography, to consider Australia’s 
geological basis, its history over 50,000 years of human transformation and 
adaptation, and its more recent history of rapid exploitation, so as to evaluate 
current trajectories and to gauge responses to current and future environmental 
challenges. The course will also take advantage of the field opportunities in the 
Sydney Basin to examine evidence of both environmental degradation as well as 
restoration. 

Course 
Requirements: 

Readings and Resources 
Digital access and/or copies will be provided at no cost to students. Readings are 
assigned for each session and include: 
 
1. Ancient environments 
Attiwill, P. (2006). Chapter 2: The Evolution of Australia's Living Biota.  Ecology: An 
Australian perspective. Oxford University Press: Sth Melbourne.  
 
Johnson, M. (2014). Colonisation of Sahul - the archaeological and skeletal evidence 
Australia's ancient.  Aboriginal past: a global perspective. Australian Scholarly 
Publishing: North Melbourne.  
 
2. Land becomes landscape: The first Australians  
Gammage. B. (2011). Chapter 10: Farms without fences. The biggest estate on 
earth: how Aborigines made Australia. Allen & Unwin: Crows Nest.  
 
Taylor, K. (2000). New World Democratic Ideals of Open Space. Australasian Journal 
of American Studies. 19(2). 36-47.   
 
3. New landscapes: Colonial Australia 
Broome, R. (2016). Environmental history and the Port Phillip. Agora. 51(2) Jun. 9-
17.  
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Gray, A. (2011). Art and the Environment: New Visions from Old. In Australia's 
Empire, Oxford University Press.  
 
4. Conservation history  
Bradfield, J. J. C. (1942). Restoring Australia's Parched Lands. The Australian 
Quarterly. 14(1). 27-39 
  
Sauter, S. (2015). Australia's Dust Bowl: Transnational Influences in Soil 
Conservation and the Spread of Ecological Thought. Australian Journal of Politics & 
History. 61(3). 352-365. 
 
5. 20th Century environmental issues 
McGregor, R. (2016). Chapter 6: Redeeming the Desolation. Environment, Race, and 
Nationhood in Australia: Revisiting the Empty North. Palgrave Macmillan: New York.  
 
Buckman, G. (2008). Chapter 3: The Franklin and Beyond. Tasmania's wilderness 
battles: a history. Allen & Unwin: Crows Nest.  
 
6. Environmental Sustainability: 21st century policy context 
Baer, H. (2014). Australian Coal: Should it be left in the ground? Monthly Review. 
66(1). 38-49. 
 
Arndt, N. (2011) Green deceit over coal seam gas. Quadrant. 55(9). 12-13 
 
7. Economics and the environment  
Burton, M., Marsh, S. & Patterson, J. “(2007). Community attitudes towards water 
management in the Moore Catchment Western Australia. Agricultural Systems. Jan 
92(1-3).157-178.  
 
Kiem, A. (2013). Drought and water policy in Australia: Challenges for the future 
illustrated by the issues associated with water trading and climate change 
adaptation in the Murray–Darling Basin. Global Environmental Change. 23(6). 1615 
 
Crowley, K. & Walker, K.J. (2011). Chapter 1. Environmental policy failure: The 
Australian story. The University Press: Prahan.  
   
8. Issue: Climate Change   
Christoff, P. (2008). The Bali roadmap and beyond: The highs and lows of the Bali 
Climate Change Convention. Censure for the United States, lessons for Australia. 
Arena Magazine. 93(Feb-Mar). 32-36. 
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Hughes, L., Rickards, L., Steffen, W., Stock, P. & Rice, M. (2016). On the Frontline: 
Climate Change & Rural Communities. Climate Council of Australia. Retrieved from: 
http://www.climatecouncil.org.au/ruralreport 
  
Climate Change Authority. (2012). Chapter 5: Australia’s policies on climate change. 
Australian Government. Retrieved from 
http://climatechangeauthority.gov.au/reviews/targets-and-progress-review/part-b  

Australian Academy of Science. (2015). The science of climate change. Retrieved 
from https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-booklets-
0/science-climate-change  

9. Issue: The Great Barrier Reef 
O’Brien, J. (2012). Coral Bleaching Taskforce: More than 1000 kms of reef has 
bleached. The Conversation. Retrieved from:  
https://theconversation.com/coral-bleaching-taskforce-more-than-1-000-km-of-
the-great-barrier-reef-has-bleached-57282 
 
Grech, A., Pressey, R.L. &  Day, J.C (2016). Coal, Cumulative Impacts and the Great 
Barrier Reef. Conservation Letters. 9(3). 200-207. 
 
Sciara, G. eta l. (2016). Place-based approaches to marine mammal conservation.  
Aquatic Conservation, Supplement 2, Vol. 26. 85-100.  
  
10. Issue: Threatened Species and biodiversity  
Spies, T.A. et al. (2012). Challenges and a checklist for biodiversity conservation in 
fire-prone forests: Perspectives from the Pacific Northwest of USA and 
Southeastern Australia. Biological Conservation. 145(1). 5-14.   
 

Morrison, T.H., Lane M. & Hibbard, M. (2015).  Planning, governance and rural 
futures in Australia and the USA: revisiting the case for rural regional planning. 
Journal of Environmental Planning and Management. 58(9-10).1601-1616.   

11. Sustainability and the future                                                                             
Lowe, I. (2012). Chapter 2: What a larger population will do to our resources and 
environment. Bigger or better?: Australia's population debate. University of 
Queensland Press: St Lucia.  

Palmer, G. (2013). Energy in Australia: Peak oil, solar power, and Asia's economic 
growth. Australian Government. Retrieved from:  

http://www.climatecouncil.org.au/ruralreport
http://climatechangeauthority.gov.au/reviews/targets-and-progress-review/part-b
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-booklets-0/science-climate-change
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-booklets-0/science-climate-change
https://theconversation.com/coral-bleaching-taskforce-more-than-1-000-km-of-the-great-barrier-reef-has-bleached-57282
https://theconversation.com/coral-bleaching-taskforce-more-than-1-000-km-of-the-great-barrier-reef-has-bleached-57282
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http://www.environment.gov.au/sustainability/publications/sustainable-australia-
report-2013-conversations-future  
 
Assignments 

Course Requirements Percentages 

1. Source Analysis Task (1,500 words) 20% 

2. Fieldwork Report (1,500 words)  20%   
3. Research Essay (2,000 words) 40%  
4. Participation & Class Discussion 20% 

Total  100% 
 
1. Source Analysis Task (1500 words) 
The purpose of this task is to compare historical perspectives and to consolidate 
understanding of the material covered in the first part of the course. The artworks 
could be selected through a visit to the Gallery of NSW, or through online research 
related to any part of Australia.  

● How did Aboriginal epistemologies or relationships to Country compare to 
colonial relationships to land or ideologies of landscape? Discuss with 
reference to examples of Aboriginal and European art.  

 
2. Fieldwork Report (1500 words) 
The purpose of this task is to analyze contemporary responses and tensions within 
the relations between the economy and the environment.  

● Independently visit a site that relates to conservation, sustainability or 
ecotourism. Develop a report that analyzes the economic and 
environmental challenges faced in the selected context. Include a 
comparison with a similar setting in the USA. Settings could include 
National Parks, zoos (i.e. focus on a particular program), wildlife 
sanctuaries, marine parks, sustainability and environment centers (there 
are a number of these around Sydney), or ecotourism settings.  

 
3. Research Essay (2000 words) 
The purpose of this task is to research and analyze the political context, or policy 
response to a particular environmental challenge Australia faces.  

● Australia trades on its clean, green image. To what extent is this an accurate 
representation? 

● Analyze one of Australia’s significant environmental policy successes or 
failures.   

● At Kyoto, Australia was seeking meaningful action on climate change, yet at 

http://www.environment.gov.au/sustainability/publications/sustainable-australia-report-2013-conversations-future
http://www.environment.gov.au/sustainability/publications/sustainable-australia-report-2013-conversations-future
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Copenhagen it was resisting any real action. Analyze how Australia’s policy 
priorities in responses to climate change have shifted.  

● Why do Australians seem so unable to come to terms with the reality of 
Australia’s environment? 

● Australia should have a population of 50 million by the year 2050. Do you 
agree? 

● Select a recently introduced piece of environmental legislation and analyze 
its political context.  

● To what extent does Australia need to learn to ‘care for country’? 
● Identify an issue where environmental and cultural imperatives appear in 

direct conflict and analyze the competing perspectives (i.e. cattle in the 
high country in Victoria, dugong hunting in Far North Queensland, mining 
and fracking). 

● Choose a global environmental challenge and compare Australia’s response 
to that of the USA.  

● To what extent is it possible and desirable to retro-fit Australian cities for a 
clean, green future? 

● Develop a research question in consultation with your lecturer.  
 

4. Participation & Class Discussion 
Participation & class discussion are not just about talking, giving opinions or 
exercising critical capacities. They should also involve giving evidence of reading 
either the material assigned or other sources relevant to the subject matter.  

 
Learning Outcomes 
and/or Expected 
Student 
Competencies and 
Assessment 
Measures: 

On completion of the course, students should be able to: 
 

Learning Outcomes 
Course Requirement that will be used 
to assess the student’s achievement 
of this outcome 

Identify and describe an 
understanding of the physical, 
climatic, geographic and ecological 
features of Australian environments.  

● Participation & Class 
Discussion 

● Source Analysis Task 

Describe Indigenous epistemologies 
concerning caring for country and 
compare them to colonial worldviews 
and ideologies concerning landscape.  

● Participation & Class 
Discussion  

● Source Analysis Task 

Critique the concepts Country and 
landscape with regard to a piece of 
artwork.  

● Participation & Class 
Discussion  

● Source Analysis Task 
Assess how historical impacts on the ● Participation & Class 
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environment and the development of 
conservation movements, shape 
contemporary perspectives and 
environmental issues. 

Discussion  
● Source Analysis Task 
● Fieldwork Report 
● Research Essay 

Analyze the tensions and competing 
interests that characterize particular 
environmental challenges, including 
relations between economic and 
environmental imperatives.  

● Participation & Class 
Discussion  

● Fieldwork Report 
 

Analyze both the economic, political, 
and sociocultural contexts of 
particular environmental challenges 
and the policy responses to those 
challenges. 

● Participation & Class 
Discussion  

● Fieldwork Report 
● Research Essay 

Compare and contrast developments 
and responses to those of the USA. 

● Participation & Class 
Discussion  

● Research Essay 
Utilize critical thinking skills through 
analysis and evaluation of complex 
issues and consider issues through a 
range of perspectives (i.e. postcolonial 
perspectives, critical policy analysis 
and examining the notion of 
‘wilderness’ as a construction)  

● Participation & Class 
Discussion  

● Source Analysis Task 
● Fieldwork Report 
● Research Essay 

Apply knowledge to situated contexts 
through a fieldwork investigation.  

● Fieldwork Report 
 

 

Course Outline:  
Session Topic 
Session 1  Ancient environments 

● Sahul: Australia’s ancient geology, ecology and 
climate  

● Australian soils, weather, water, sea currents, winds  
● Flora, fauna and specialization  
● Fire and change over geological time  
● Eucalypt forest, energy and ecology   
● The inherent fragility of Australian environment 
● Australian and American geologies compared   

Session 2 Land becomes landscape: The first Australians  
● Deep Time: Australia’s ancient history  
● Human interactions with environment, mutual 
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transformations and adaptations   
● Continent of fire: The history of Aboriginal landscape 

modification  
● Indigenous epistemologies and caring for Country 
● Australian and American myths of wilderness 

compared  
Session 3 New landscapes: Colonial Australia 

● Conflicting worldviews and environmental impacts at 
the arrival of British Australia  

● Colonization: ideologies of dominance, policies and 
practices of land use (terra nullius) 

● Colonial corollaries: agricultural expansion, 
deforestation, resource depletion, species 
decimation, exoticization of Australian ecology 

● Gold, urbanization and the landscape ideologies of 
Australian modernity   

● Aboriginal dispossession and survival amid the 
cosmological and ecological ruins  

● Art and environment: envisioning 19th century 
landscape  

● Australian and American myths and ideologies of 
colonial expansion compared  

Session 4 Conservation history  
● Nature conservation movements in Australia 
● Early attempts to raise public awareness of the 

fragility of nature  
● The creation of national parks and marine parks  
● Indigenous perspectives 
● The myth of ‘wilderness’  
● Mid-century modernism and environmental impacts 

in Australia and USA compared                                                                                                                                                                        
Session 5 20th Century environmental issues 

● Politicizing human and environmental health  
● Activism and policy reform from the 1970s  
● Case studies:  atmospheric pollution controls; public 

awareness of lead poisoning, introduction of 
unleaded petrol, Franklin dam campaign, ozone layer 
depletion, uranium mining, land rights  

● ‘Green rednecks’: agricultural reform in response to 
soil erosion, salinity, acidification, leaching and 
bleaching  
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● Australia, USA and the Rio Earth Summit 1992  

Session 6 Environmental Sustainability: 21st century policy context 
● 21st century issues and responses  
● Who has responsibility for environmental policy in 

Australia? Federal government and its powers; State 
control over resources.  

● When primary industries collide: farming and mining   
● Public policy and science: the political cycle and 

leadership.  
● Environmental protection agencies: policy failures, 

policy successes and policy futures 
● The Green movement in Australia and USA   

Session 7 Economics and the environment  
● ‘Good for humanity’?: The economic importance of 

exploitative industries   
● Cheap energy and the way Australians live 
● Pricing carbon: emissions trading or direct action?   
● Public policy and science: the political cycle and 

leadership: Australia and USA compared  
● Old energy and new energy  
● The Centre for Energy Policy (CEP) at UTS 
● Water  
● The lifeblood of Australia: From Cubby to Koorong 

Session 8 Issue: Climate Change   
● Anthropogenic global warming: are Australian 

politicians and the public convinced by the science?  
● The future of energy   
● Food production  
● Emissions trading schemes 
● Planning, transport and the built environment  
● Australian and USA responses to climate change 

compared   
Session 9 Issue: The Great Barrier Reef 

● Farming, fishing, forestry and functioning ecosystems     
● Oil, gas and marine parks  
● The Great Barrier Reef and the failure of public policy 
● Marine parks and the politics of the Arctic: Australia 

and USA compared 
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Session 10 Issue: Threatened Species and Biodiversity  
● The rise and fall of Australian biodiversity 
● The forests of eastern Australia and the savannah 

lands of the north   
● Australians in their ecological milieu: organisms, 

ecosystems, ecological processes and human societies   
● Biodiversity and climate change to 2100  
● Australians and Americans transcending nature: 

misplaced techno-optimism?  
Session 11 Sustainability and the future  

● Balancing growth, progress and sustainability  
● Population  
● Living standards, economics and environment     
● Regional issues 
● Postcolonial perspectives 
● Ecotourism 
● Australian environmental futures?   
● Global cooperation or isolationism?: Australia and 

USA compared   
Session 12 Course review 

 

 
Other Policies: 

 
Expectations 
Professional behavior is expected of all students. This includes preparation for 
classes, on-time attendance at classes, attendance at all group sessions and 
appropriate participation in the form of attentiveness and contributions to the 
course.  Respect for the academic process is the major guiding principle for 
professional behavior and extends to all communications, including e-mail.  
 
Attendance/Participation 
Prompt attendance, full preparation, and active participation in class discussions 
are expected from every student in every class session. 
 
Course Policies 
For e-mail communications, students must use their Arcadia University e-mail 
account. Students are responsible for any information provided by e-mail or 
through Intranet postings. 
 
Plagiarism 
Representation of another’s work or ideas as one’s own in academic submissions is 
plagiarism, and is cause for disciplinary action. Cheating is actual or attempted use 
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of resources not authorized by the instructor(s) for academic submissions. Students 
caught cheating in this course will receive a failing grade. Fabrication is the 
falsification or creation of data, research or resources to support academic 
submissions, and cause for disciplinary action. 
 
Late or Missed Assignments  
Will not be accepted for grading. 
 
Students with Disabilities 
Persons with documented disabilities requiring accommodations to meet the 
expectations of this course should disclose this information while enrolling into the 
program, and before leaving the United States so that appropriate arrangements 
can be made.  
 

Prerequisites: None. 
  

 
 
 


