Biological Diversity as a
Political Force in Australia

Libby Robin

Biodiversity and crisis management

The 1980s were marked by a sense of crisis in species loss on a planetary
scale. Michael Soulé described conservation biology as ‘a science of
crisis”.’ The rask of conservation biologists, in Soulé’s words, was to
study ‘the dynamics and problems of perturbed species, communities, and
ecosystems’.” Soulé wanted to situate conservation biology as a science
useful to policy makers at a time when he saw the world’s accelerating
extinctions demanding both action and good science. He and other
ecologists were concerned that while not everything could be ‘saved’, there
was a rational basis for making decisions among options. Conservation
biology focused on the long-term viability of whole syster
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suppo?r the moral positions of the en\'lronmentgl mO\ement,vand this
was a source of discomfort for some conservationists whose actions were

grounded in natural history and science.

Experts for the environment

On 14 October 1969, The Honourable J. W. Galbally moved in the
Legislative Council (the Upper House of the Victorian Parliament) that a
Select Committee be appointed to inquire into and report upon the proposal
to open the Little Desert to agricultural settlement. The Committee was
required to have special regard for the suitability of the land, the economics

of the proposed farm units and ‘the value of the area as a sanctuary for
native flora and fauna’.’”®

The Little Desert Settlement Committee (LDSC) was a political exercise,
instigated by left-leaning, opposition politicians who held a useful majority
in the Legislative Council (upper house), but not enough seats in thr
lower house to win government. Although Jack Galbally (the Chair) was:
a %arlnsrer;jfiqd its style was legalistic, the LDSC was ne\;er intended to
a balanced” inquiry. Conservative members I i i
William McDonald, the Minister for Lands, Z:cﬂi:r]:iartr(‘)e?): ::l‘:‘lr:lcds:ls

¢he development scheme. This left the unenviable task of explaining the

Minister’s development scheme to a hostile inquiry to Alan Judge Hol, the
Gecretary of Lands, his most senior public servant.'?

Galbally, who was not himself a nature enthusiast, used the drama of the

- hquiry to discredit on the government and its development scheme. The
fnqu'u—y also set new standards of public accountability and transparency
;r;? agricultural development _in the state. Galbally suggested that the public
craved <solid evidence’. Even in 1969, there was growing ‘trust in numbers’,
(o use Theodore Porter’s phrase, so ecological descriptions of the place
and measures of changes that would bﬁe wrought by the farming scheme
were crucial.® Ecologists were enthusiastic about applying their science
o ‘public’ purposes, although they were not particularly looking for the

olitical outcomes that drove Galbal_ly. In addition, two senior agricultural
economists were pre;_)ared to testify that the scheme was not viable
cconomically. An earh;r Proposal had been a'bandoned by a commercial
gdeveloper, and since this time (1963) commodx.ty prices of wheat and wool
had fallen sharply, and there had been a major drought in all of south-
eastern Australia in 1967-1968, one of the worst in the century. Thus the
‘pumbers’ came not just from ecology, but also economics, and together they
lent extraordinary support to the nature-lovers’ cause.

Two ecologists gave formal evidence: Peter Attiwill, a forest ecologist,
and Malcolm Calder, a pollination ecologist and reproductive biologist.
Both came from the University of Melbourne’s Botany School. This Botany
School participated significantly in public intellectual life and natural
resource management under the leadership of Professor John S.
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Ecology is the study of why plants and animals are where they
are ... Conservation is an appreciation of what we have and want.... You
can’t conserve scientifically unless you know something of the ‘why’ 40

He saw conservation as overlapping vx.:ith science, but involving something
clse, captured in tbe words ‘appreciation” and ‘want’. Conservation was a
matter of negotiation rathelj th.an an gbsglute science. There was, however,
unanimity among conservationists, scientists and natural resource managers
that science, especial.ly_ecologmal science, was and should be a guiding
principle in its negotiation. By 1969, even politicians had noticed ecology.
There was no question of the relevance of ecological testimony to the
Galbally inquiry into the Little Desert.

The evidence

Jack Galbally was a barrister, experienced at presenting evidence before a
court. His opening question to each scientist was about formal qualifications.
He carefully orchestrated it so that each testimony began with a statement
revealing academic qualifications including a PhD and distinguished
international research experience.*! served to suggest to the LDSC that
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activist group Save Our Bushla
Attiwill’s testimony centred on a s
of the biological diversity of the regios
now that this seems unsurprising
explained it carefully. He desc
the probability of finding p
throughout a plant communi
of ‘minimal area quadrats’.
8,16 and 64 sq. m. The'pmih@@%

species in each quadrat is

area, the species per plot
established that many -
examined. This indicate
but also diverse.
Although the plo
spread throughout tl
This diversity meant
statistically speaki
undertaken in onl



TALISM
y OF gNVIRONMEN
OR
A HIST

idence of the agricul;
Jand. On the evide d d'dg tur:
od pushlan! i1l could state that species did not oce
Desert Was At ey Al lwwere found only in certain parts of ¢
Rather, they " had been s0 brief, he was not able

botany &' h[5 . K rvey :
throughout ea, Becauise the st ould be lost in any partlcglar place, o n
Livde DSt which species ¥ e would be lost. This was a @
state care?’i’%{liédca v likely thla‘iation that time-consuming and detz
that it Wih-’[‘j[ carriec i ‘l(, s (land dCVClOpments) b
;1r.‘~’“”wm', m]rd be needed before anl);v | elleribids the. proserea il
rfs,”“.‘h \}C&:;. [n summi ‘:tr[lmle Desert. The basis for his summ,
.Samyi,:zyLunzllienated ! hi : e;i i expertise to what he called “a
:13111‘;111211: moved away from his SP
;mialin”: <o
. of the need for conservation is part of a world-
o sence, appears to be related to the problen
ety ;n iquly i;lcreased mobility. We now recognise .
and g [; finite popularioni)"lfhe goal of ‘the greate
? is i ; not possible—we cannot maxim
for the greatest n'um b;rmls sllrkl)leplliive w[eD e feoe
mn’;bles ’M'Fhelsa'rsnihe de.sire to maximise the quality of life—
A Otvhiie. ialce in which to live—that has brought to our a
thf lvj\or;]:j (;lf proﬂution, of contamination, and of conservation.
g;il:jrrol the quality of our environment i's,‘I_ cgr;sider, part o
morality which is now man’s urgent responsibility.

[The] recogn
movement W
over-population
finite world can suppor’

Malcolm Calder (although he had also supervised the Botany Sc
trip) focused on the aims of the Save Our Bushlgnds Action
who wanted to ‘express their concern over the failure of the
to recognise the social, scientific and even moral responsibility ¢
conserve large areas of our natural environment’.** Calder em
growing awareness that ‘land is a finite resource’, and that it thes
‘a far-sighted policy on land use, taking into consideration the i
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a centre could be financed by the government re
from a ‘high level of investment in doubtful pri
a field centre which would offer the general pu
respect for the environment and would ‘assist
of decentralization’.*” Galbally commented tha
and arresting suggestion’.*

The ecologists showed themselves in 1969 to b
credibility of their science that they felt free to s
expertise. Their arguments for a national park in the Little Desert appealed
to all the conservationist and resource management traditions of their
time, in addition to their ecological recommendations. Attiwill’s ‘quality
control’ had utilitarian overtones, whilst Calder appealed to a more populist
and romantic sense of loss of wild nature felt by the urban population, a
sentiment more often expressed by heritage groups. Both ecologists w;re
conscious that non-scientific arguments would appeal to parliamentarians
and the media. \
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BiulngicalAdiversxty'dld not~create A green movement., Nor was it :
associated with-a particular political party. It was used by scientists and ‘
Jctivists tO change policy, not to change governments. The later Bj \

¢ : oDiversj
movement of 1986 was not dutectly responsible for a political e,-::’?, ‘
in the United States either, but increasingly became part of the gliobayl \

conservation effmjr. Biodiv.ersity has now become part of th
powerful international environmental lobby groups, such as
International and Greenpeace. It is commonly used in green political
arguments at the national and sub-national leye] around national p:rks anad

land and sea managenent el haps particularly by green parties where these
parties are influential.

The fact that biodiversity can be measured j
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Thus, biodiversity has become a major tool of
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across languages and cultures. Biodiversity the
governance of nature. It certainly did not mean ‘nature’ in the 1960s
However, through its history of use in governance, and in political moment;

like the Little Desert dispute and many others, it has emerged as the measure
of nature in the twenty-first century.
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