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Introduction
As the COP 26 events unfold, it is becoming increasingly evident 

that Australia is being regarded as having taken a recalcitrant 
approach to climate change challenges. The nation’s current and 
overall highly insufficient position on climate targets and policies 
is predicated on a ‘plan’ to reduce emissions by 2050, that relies on 
yet to be commercialised or existing technologies, with the nation’s 
leaders making promises with no new policy or commitments to 
firm reductions, nor the release of the modelling that underpins 
their claims for emission reductions. Australia’s failure to support 
any meaningful climate change policy may be best explained 
through both cultural and historical lenses, as governing political 
parties over time have sought to address this issue from different 
ideological perspectives and, not surprisingly, with divergent 
results.

Australia’s cultural traits include both highly individualistic 
tendencies and a short-term orientation (Hofstede [1]), and both 
aspects present challenges in dealing with a collective and long-
term problem such as climate change. A characteristic feature of 
individual cultural traits is the inclination to look for solutions that 
are dissimilar to those proposed by others, in order  to demonstrate 
distinctiveness; and the short-term cultural orientation tends to 
result in actions that seek immediate results – a clear conflict/
tension from the perspective of climate change, as this is a 
phenomena that is commonly accepted to have occurred over 
time (particularly since the onset of the industrial revolution), 
and as such, cannot simply be quickly reversed. These issues will 
be revisited later in this opinion piece in the context of the current 
government’s plan of action to address climate change.

Australia has vast amounts of mineral deposits and historically, 
these have been harnessed into lucrative exports income to the  

 
benefit of the overall economy, as evidenced by the mining sector’s 
contribution to the Australian economy at 10.4% in 2019-20 
(Zakharia [2]) – the largest of any sector. Additionally, the livestock 
sector has grown to be another significant driver of economic 
activity, both domestically and internationally. Australia was 
estimated to have “4% of global beef production and 7% of global 
sheepmeat production in 2018 (Meat and Livestock Australia [3]). 
Both sectors are however responsible for significant emissions that 
directly contribute to climate change. In 2020, coal was responsible 
for “52 percent of all fugitive emissions” (Department of Industry, 
Science, Energy and Resources [4]), and “the red meat and livestock 
industry contributed 10% of Australia’s GHG [green house gas] 
emissions” (Meat and Livestock Australia [2]). In global terms, 
Australia contributes about 1.2percent of total emissions, but “a 
quarter of exports that make up the world’s coal trade and just 
became the biggest [methane] gas exporter” (Hannan [5]). These 
comments highlight the fact that whilst nations around the globe 
are governed and defended on sovereign claims, climate change 
is a global issue that transcends domestic boundaries. Regardless 
of who the contributor is, in the long run, it is the planet and 
humankind that is placed at risk, not merely individual nations – 
in other words, the catastrophic impact of climate change is truly 
a collective problem - one that runs counter to cultural traits of 
individualism with a short-term orientation.

It is extraordinary, and alarming that Australia does not have 
a national energy policy. Indeed, the federal government could not 
even agree on a ‘plan’ to take to the COP 26 until just a few days 
prior to that meeting. The reasons for this was fraught negotiations 
between the two political parties in government – comprising a 
coalition between the major centre-right wing Liberal Party, and 
the National party who represent the interests of the agricultural 
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and mining sectors across rural Australia. Under threat of leaving 
the coalition, the Nationals were able to successfully extract several 
concessions. As an example, the ‘plan’ for emission reduction taken 
to COP 26 excludes methane, now regarded as probably an even 
bigger concern than CO2. This parlous state of play reflects a short-
term cultural orientation that, when viewed within the current 
political climate of a looming election within the next six months, 
highlights an unacceptable level of recalcitrance and inaction that 
appears more motivated by political ambition, at the expense of 
addressing climate change targets seriously.

Another demonstration of short-term orientation has been 
the lack of a national energy policy for a decade. This has led 
to individual states filling the policy gap by offering their own 
incentives to households and businesses alike, with the installation 
of solar panels and wind generation and, more recently, battery 
storage. These incentives have significantly reduced electricity 
consumption, especially for households. This has not only resulted 
in cheaper electricity bills, but has also contributed to a reduction 
in emissions, as most of the current electricity generation is via 
coal fired plants. As the election looms, current federal government 
television advertisements are claiming the take-up of household 
solar panels, but the truth is, these were state-based incentives, not 
federal ones. It sems the federal government is playing catch-up to 
appear to be doing something, so it may have a platform to offer at 
the election. Indeed, increasing public support for stronger action 
on climate change will necessarily inform and influence policy 
makers and political action.

Industry sectors in Australia have had to contend with 
significant emission reduction policy shifts over the past decade. 
In 2012, the Gillard Labor (centre-left) minority government 
introduced a carbon trading scheme that resulted in a 7% reduction 
in emissions. Tony Abbott, then opposition leader of the Liberal 
party vowed to repeal relevant legislation if it won government, 
and upon doing so, the carbon tax was subsequently removed in 
2014, whereupon emissions returned to pre-carbon tax levels, with 
a 90% drop in clean energy investment in the same year. It certainly 
appears that Liberal governments have not been in favour of taxing 
emissions to reducing same.

The lack of leadership in carbon reduction by the Liberals can 
be readily correlated to their neo-liberal ideology, one where the 
market is ‘king’ and government should not interfere in private 
market operations. One of the pervasive and defining characteristics 
of neoliberalism is its emphasis upon deregulation, yet we know 
that markets are not perfect, and do not do a very good job of self-
regulation. The neoliberal focus upon competition and increasing 
profits, with often little regard for the long-term damage that may 
be caused, be it environmental or socio-cultural is evident in many 
business practices across industry sectors. An example of this 
was the recent destruction of the 46,000-year-old Jukaan Gorge, 
in Australia, by a mining company, in order to make a marginal 
increase in profit. The power of the mining sector in Australia 

should not be underestimated as it is “is 86% foreign owned and has 
spent over $541 million in the last ten years on lobbying Australian 
governments through its peak lobby groups, which are dominated 
by foreign interests” (Aulby [6]). Perhaps the power of the mining 
sector can be well illustrated by the actions of the current Prime 
Minister, Scott Morrison, who, in 2017, as Treasurer infamously 
carried a lump of coal into parliament and emphatically declared: 
“This is coal. Don’t be afraid. Don’t be scared. It won’t hurt you”. 

In the global quest to find sustainable solutions to addressing 
climate change, where is Australia heading? Nowhere fast it seems, 
given the lack of strong leadership in this area. Despite the rhetoric 
of policy makers, time is running out and a new approach is needed. 
What has been unveiled so far are not commitments but plans that 
are vaguely predicated on technical solutions that do not currently 
exist, and are viewed sceptically by experts in terms of their viability 
and/or success. The so-called emission reduction projections’ 
modelling has been secretly guarded by the government, seeding 
mistrust about its robustness. The current Labour opposition has 
recently announced it will not return to a carbon trading scheme 
– a declaration that is most likely concerned about public opinion 
and the risk of losing the upcoming election if they attempt to 
reintroduce such a system. The current Morrison government 
has steadfastly held to the ‘right to export’ energy products in an 
almost ‘out of sight - out of mind approach’ to climate change. Yet, 
no matter where the products are used in the world, the damage 
caused by them is to all. It seems that the only hope to keep global 
warming below the required threshold levels will be for other 
nations to become more globally socially responsible and decrease 
their demand for high emission products, such as coal, as after all, 
supply becomes meaningless if there is no demand. Ultimately, the 
legacy of the current government in failing to deal with the long-
term challenges of climate change may well be frowned upon by 
future generations who will bear the brunt of political leadership 
inactivity. The challenge for the government then, is to build a 
cohesive and ambitious national climate change policy, and strong 
plan with clear targets that demonstrate its commitment to taking 
global climate change seriously.
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