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H
as the leopard changed its spots? Has Australia slammed the door on negative, 
time-wasting, self-interested, two-party politics? 

Australia is one of the few developed countries that still believe a two-party 
system is the natural order of democracy. Does Australia really believe that our 
democracy is better modelled on the political dumpster fire that is the United 

States’ entrenched two-party system? Or should we be looking to Europe, where multipolar 
coalition governments are the norm?

Framing democracy as a two-horse race has the effect of reducing differentiation between 
parties and thereby reducing the appetite for big ideas. This results in a focus on character 
rather than agendas and reduces accountability because both sides have their fingers in the 
same pie.

Yet we have seen a tremendous swing to teal and Green candidates and a government 
elected with less than a third of the primary vote. Finally an election outcome that reflects 
the bleeding of faith in the status quo! 

Much has been written about the ‘lessons for both sides’, when in fact we should be celebrat-
ing that Australian politics might become a more collaborative, constructive, and shared 
experience.

After almost a decade of obstructionist, frustrating, opaque, and aggressive government, 
Prime Minister Albanese has fed the mood for reform and renewal – and it is a promise that 
he will be punished for should he not deliver…

I’m proud to bring you the 2022 Special Edition of AQ. From across the country we have 
curated some of Australia’s boldest voices for political and social change, and asked them 
to lay out what they believe the critical, intersectional reforms should be for the new 
government.

What could a transparent, inclusive, and forward-looking Australia look like – and what 
could our politicians do to get us there?

The pandemic helped us reset our personal priorities, and the election proved that the per-
sonal is inherently political. This is a unique moment in our history and all great journeys 
start with a first step – the reforms laid out in this edition are a guide to those first steps.

Well done Australia,

Grant Mills
Editor-at-large

AQ
Australian Quarterly

EDITOR:
Grant Mills

ASSISTANT EDITOR:
Stephen Burke

DESIGN AND PRODUCTION:
Art Graphic Design, Canberra

PRINTING:
Newstyle Printing, Adelaide

SUBSCRIPTIONS: 
www.aips.net.au/aq-magazine/
subscribe

ENQUIRIES TO:
Stephen Burke, 
General Manager,
AIPS, 
PO Box M145, 
Missenden Road NSW 2050 Australia
Phone:  +61 (02) 9036 9995
Fax:  +61 (02) 9036 9960
Email:  info@aips.net.au
Website: www.aips.net.au/ 
 aq-magazine/
Facebook: www.facebook.com/ 
 AQAustralianQuarterly

ISSN 1443-3605

AQ (Australian Quarterly) is published 
by the Australian Institute of Policy 
and Science. 

This project is supported by the 
Co m m o nwe a l t h  G ove r n m e n t 
through a grant-in-aid administered 
by the Department of Finance and 
Deregulation.

ACN 000 025 507

The AIPS is an independent body 
which promotes discussion and 
understanding of political, social and 
scientific issues in Australia. It is not 
connected with any political party or 
sectional group. Opinions expressed 
in AQ are those of the authors.

AIPS BOARD OF DIRECTORS: 

Leon R Beswick (co-Chair)
Andrew Goodsall
Maria Kavallaris (co-Chair)
Suresh Mahalingam
Peter M McMahon
Sarah Meachem
Sandra Orgeig
Ronika Power

A WORD



JUL–SEP 2022     AUSTRALIAN QUARTERLY   3

ARTICLE TITLE

Highlighttext1

We’ve come through a transformative 
election, into a new dawn of possibility. 
Australia’s Parliament not only has a new 
government and Prime Minister, but an 
unusual crossbench configuration eager to 
fight for climate, integrity and democracy. 
To make it happen, record numbers of 
people volunteered like never before, ran 
for office like never before, and shifted 
their voting habits like never before. 

ARTICLE BY: DR MILLIE ROONEY  
AND LILY SPENCER

IMAGE: © Jon Tyson-Unsplash

   Pieces of the Same Solution: 

Reimagining the Public Good
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PIECES OF THE SAME SOLUTION: REIMAGINING THE PUBLIC GOOD

For the first time in a long 
time, it feels like our nation 
isn’t trying to stop the 
future. We have, in our lead-
ership, new imagination, 

will and capacity to rise to meet the 
big challenges and embrace the big 
opportunities. 

Certainly, the past few years of fires, 
plagues (human, mouse) and floods 
have rearranged the very furniture 
of our lives – our everyday ways of 
being, working, travelling, connecting 

and caring have been disrupted and 
transformed. 

Too many of us have lost our homes 
and incomes. Too many of us have felt 
the personal costs of privatisation and 
years of underinvestment in health and 
aged care. And though mercifully few 
by global comparisons, too many are 
still dying and leaving behind grieving 
loved ones. 

Yet through the portal of flames, 
floods, smoke and masks we’ve also 
seen glimpses of what is possible – 
what we can accomplish as a nation, 
especially when we choose to work 
together, listen to the experts and put 
people first. We’ve re-learned the value 
of public healthcare, public trust and 
public media. We’ve seen the very real 
ability of government to lift people 
out of poverty with the stroke of a 
pen (hello JobKeeper and doubling of 
JobSeeker).

For the first time in decades, 
Australians have seen that our leaders 
can actually choose what to prioritise. 
That ‘Economy First’ is indeed a choice, 
not a natural law. 

What a moment it could be for us 
now to take these learnings and run 
with them. To recognise underneath the 
calls for stronger integrity, democracy 
and climate action is a call for a country 
built around the public good – built 
around infrastructure that ensures 
that what people need is available, for 
everyone, when and where it is required. 

Through the portal of 
flames, floods, smoke and 

masks we’ve also seen 
glimpses of what is possible

IMAGE: © Bewakoof.com-Unsplash
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What if we could find a way to articulate 
that the individual issues we care about are 

really just pieces of the same solution?

Many decades ago, evangelists for 
neoliberalism gave western leaders 
a new vision for reform: promoting 
‘freedom’ based on the notion of 
unfettered individuals competing 
in a ‘free market’ with minimal state 
interference. They relentlessly promoted 
their vision as the true path to progress 
and happiness, and seized on crises 
to create ‘real change’ (in the words of 
Milton Friedman). 

We are still living their legacy of 
policies, laws, anti-union agendas and 
tax cuts. 

What if we could take this moment 
– in all its peril and possibility – to 

galvanise around a new vision, a new 
‘why’, that spoke to universal needs and 
human motivations? What if we could 
find a way to articulate that the indi-
vidual issues we care about are really 
just pieces of the same solution?  

History teaches us that it’s possible, 
and that it doesn’t take universal 
agreement, but a tipping point of 
people who are ready to stop, in the 
words of Buckminster Fuller, fighting 
the old and instead build the new – 
making the old model obsolete.  

What a moment to seize. 

First, digging into the 
question, “What do 
people really want?”

Australia reMADE formed before 
fires, floods and pandemic as an inde-
pendent, not-for-profit network keen 
to ‘build the new’: both by bringing 
people closer to democracy and by 
uniting our various causes and voices 
around the vision of what we are for, 
not just what we are against. 

From the middle of 2020 through to 
late 2021, we embarked on a qualitative 
research project, asking Australians 
what was sustaining them and what 
they wanted more of – be it better 
roads, more community spaces, or 
different ways of doing democracy. 

We recruited several hundred 
participants, embedded in more than 
45 different organisations and networks, 
from diverse backgrounds, interests and 
political inclinations. Dr Millie Rooney 
and a team of Australia reMADE-trained 
community facilitators led a series of 
qualitative interviews and focus groups 
focused around two key questions, 
“What do you want available to you and 
your communities?” and “Forgetting 
who pays for it, who do you think 
should provide this?”. We gave these 
things a name, calling them forms of 
“public good”. 

For starters, we heard the same half a 
dozen essential things in pretty much 
every conversation: housing, healthcare, 

IMAGE: © Ian Schneider-Unsplash

IMAGE: © Age Barros-Unsplash
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PIECES OF THE SAME SOLUTION: REIMAGINING THE PUBLIC GOOD

Connection, care, contribution – the 3Cs. These are what 
we’ve come to understand as universal human motivations, 
and therefore cornerstones, of the public good itself

education, jobs, access to nature and 
access to the internet. (And certainly, if 
our policy reforms did nothing else but 
address these challenges universally, 
we’d be well on our way to a magnif-
icent country for all.)

But digging deeper, underneath the 
tangible ‘what’ people spoke about, we 
heard a very strong, consistent desire 
for a deeper sense of the public good, 
with profound implications. 

We found that across significant 
participant diversity, including age, 
gender, political persuasion, cultural 
background and location, people 
expressed three foundational, under-
lying needs and drivers:
• the need or drive to connect with 

each other and with place;
• the need or drive to care and be 

cared for; and
• the need or drive to contribute 

locally and nationally to who we are 
as communities and as a nation.
Connection, care, contribution – the 

3Cs. These are what we’ve come to 
understand as universal human motiva-
tions, and therefore cornerstones, of the 
public good itself. 

After all, public goods are only 
truly serving the public good if they 
are available to everyone when and 
where they are needed — to achieve 
connection, care and contribution. 

A road is only a public good if it is 
freely available and connects between 
places we need to go. A hospital and 
its fancy machines are only a public 
good if it is freely available and has the 
staff with the time, space and capacity 
to care for the (physical and mental) 
wellbeing of their patients. 

And our democracy is only a public 
good so long as it is accessible and 
participatory both at election time and 
in between. 

Perhaps promoting the ‘public 
good’ based on connection, care and 
contribution can make the neoliberal 
concept of ‘freedom’ (based on market 

fundamentalism) obsolete? 
Because if we’re going to propose 

reform, let’s be clear about what we are 
reforming for. What are the values and 
beliefs driving us? 

Is the true purpose of the welfare 
system to make people feel cared for, 
or ashamed? Is the true purpose of 
education to lift all of us to our highest 
potential, or to sort and strengthen 
pre-existing categories of advantage 
and disadvantage? Does nature have 
any real value beyond what can be 
monetised, and does passing on a 
healthy natural world to future genera-
tions demand transformative thinking 
and action now?

When we change our ‘why’ we get a 
very different set of answers. 

How to put the public 
good into action 

Instead of asking, “does this reform 
grow the economy” we start by asking, 

If we’re going to propose 
reform, let’s be clear about 
what we are reforming for
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“does this reform promote and protect 
the public good?”. 
• In other words: does this work, policy 

or solution help meet people’s need 
for connection (including the time, 
space and capacity to connect)?

• Does it help meet people’s need to 
care and be cared for (including the 
time, space and capacity to care)?

• Does it help meet people’s need 
to contribute, whether locally or 
nationally (including the time, space 
and capacity to contribute)?
When we do 

that, we not only 
see how solu-
tions fit together, 
but we become 
‘multi-solvers’: 
using one solution 
as a leg up on the 
rest, grounded 
in a ‘why’ that is 
cohesive, moti-
vating and makes 
sense. 

So let’s take an 
example of how 
we might consider 
a proposed policy 
through the lens 
of the public good 
and the 3Cs.

Our new Prime Minister has rightly 
promised to fix our crisis in aged care. 
A case study from The Netherlands 
shows us a way forward, and the many 

ancillary benefits that flow when we get 
the 3Cs right. 

Buurtzorg1 is an organisation 
that provides 
homecare nurses 
(written up as 
a thoughtful 
case study in 
the book New 
Power, by Jeremy 
Heimans and 
Henry Timms). It 
was created with 
a vision to centre 
care (of patients, 
their families, 
and the nurses 
themselves) 
and connection 
(with these 
same people 
and the broader 

community) and to enable greater 
flexibility of care while at the same time 
reducing the paperwork burden and 
staff turnover. 

To achieve this, nurses were 
organised into small teams of about a 
dozen and were given the freedom to 
operate in ways they deem best suited 
to their context and collective learning. 

Today, nurses are actually respon-
sible for a wider range of things than 
they would be under a conventional 
model — from painting and setting 
up the staff tea rooms and offices, to 
managing the budget and testing 
each other’s skills. But this has led to 
both an overall reduction in paperwork 
and bureaucracy, and an increase in 
their sense of meaningful contribution 
and connection to each other and to 
patients.

As a result, Buurtzorg now enjoys 
reduced sick leave, low staff turnover, 
shorter stays for patients (because they 
are healthier and ready to leave sooner) 
and higher patient satisfaction. Nearly 
20 years after it was founded, the model 
is a huge success and expanding. 

Buurtzorg provides a stark 
comparison to the experience of 

We become ‘multi-
solvers’: using one 
solution as a leg 
up on the rest, 

grounded in a ‘why’ 
that is cohesive, 
motivating and 

makes sense

IMAGE: © Getty Images
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PIECES OF THE SAME SOLUTION: REIMAGINING THE PUBLIC GOOD

healthcare workers in Australia who, 
even pre-pandemic, were leaving 
the profession at an alarming rate 
due to poor working conditions and 
patient/staff ratios.2 This has been a 
common experience across much 
of the world, and the Buurtzorg 
model is still expanding to meet the 
increasing demand of desperate nurses 
everywhere! 

Of course, this approach doesn’t 
have to be limited 
to the care sector. 
Indeed, there are 
examples coming 
through in new ways 
of doing democracy 
(citizens’ assemblies, 
participatory budg-
eting, Kitchen Table 
Conversations) as well 
as business (the rise 
of B Corps3 and the 
Business Roundtable 
of CEOs declaring 
corporations must 
serve more than 
shareholder profits 
alone4). 

Or what might it look like to centre 
connection, care and contribution at 
the heart of something potentially seen 
as technocratic and mechanical, such 
as the transition from one power source 
to another? There are brilliant examples 
right here in Australia of this as well, 
including:

• The First Nations Clean Energy 
Network5 ensuring Indigenous 
communities lead the transition 
to renewable energy in ways that 
support community-owned energy 
supply and enable mob to live and 
work on Country;

• Cooperative Power6, a not-for-profit 
cooperative, attempting to shift 
the control of energy and power 
generation and distribution back to 

communities; and 
• The Next Economy7 facilitating 

collaboration and transformation in 
traditionally fossil fuel-dependent 
communities like Gladstone and the 
Hunter Valley — empowering local 
communities to transition in ways 
that leave no one behind.
Connection, care and contribution 

aren’t just touchy-feely nice-to-haves. 
They are a powerful driver of human 
motivation, and key to the ‘how’ of 
public good. 

But there’s one more piece of the 
puzzle to reveal, if we are to make the 
public good succeed. 

What we value: 
expanding our definition 
of ‘infrastructure’

As a society 
we’re pretty good 
at thinking about 
physical infrastructure 
and acknowledging 
its importance. We’re 
happy to invest 
money in bridges, 
roads, hospital beds, 
buildings, even the 
funny cardboard 
polling booths 
at election time, 
as tangible and 
important public 
goods. It’s easily 

measured and fits neatly into funding 
spreadsheets. It’s important in its own 
right, and it’s also made important 
precisely because we are able to 
measure it.

We’re less practiced and skilled at 
thinking about infrastructure that is less 
tangible, but equally vital to the public 
good. What do we mean exactly?

CONNECTION, CARE AND 
CONTRIBUTION AREN’T 

JUST TOUCHY-FEELY NICE-
TO-HAVES. THEY ARE A 

POWERFUL DRIVER OF HUMAN 
MOTIVATION, AND KEY TO 

THE ‘HOW’ OF PUBLIC GOOD

IMAGE: © Daria Shevtsova-Pexels
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When people in our research talked 
about public goods and a quality of 
life for everyone, the conversation very 
quickly turned to the importance of 
time. Time to chat with neighbours over 
the fence, time to sit down for morning 
tea with colleagues during a busy shift, 
time to attend a local council meeting 
and contribute to democracy. Time to 
be with our family and friends, raise our 
children and care for the people and 
places we love. 

It’s well-documented across the 
research that people believe they 
don’t have enough time.8 Partly this is 
psychology: we live in a culture that 
still reveres overwork and equates 
‘busy’ with ‘important’. But for many, the 

structural barriers are real (hello housing 
prices, care-giving, raising a family), 
and yet structural solutions are rarely 
championed beyond tinkering around 
the edges. 

‘Outsource more of your life and 
get back to work!’ seems to be the 
preferred solution of governments, 
because they’re still operating from the 
Economy-First model and the more 
services we citizens pay for (from meals, 
to childcare, to eldercare) the better the 
economy looks on paper. 

But if we are to replace the old model, 
what kind of infrastructure do we need 
to invest in as a society to give people 
time to connect, care and contribute? 

Here are just a few examples of what 

‘Outsource more 
of your life and 
get back to work!’ 
seems to be the 
preferred solution 
of governments

IMAGE: © Alex Blajan-Unsplash
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Get comfortable with the knowledge 
that not all public goods are tangible or 

measurable, and that doesn’t make them 
less worthy of investment or priority

we might consider ‘enabling infrastruc-
tures’ to invest in the public good over 
the long-term:
• Staffing ratios that enable a nurse 

to be rested, alert and able to take 
the time to engage with individual 
patients and their specific needs. (We 
cannot believe we Googled “why 
higher staffing ratios in hospitals 
leads to better care” as if this should 
need some kind of proof, but there 
are ample studies showing this to be 
the case.9) 

• Universal carers’ leave that provides 
support for care work to be done in 
community, by family and neigh-
bours. At the moment in Australia 
personal/carers’ leave only covers 
immediate relations or members of a 
household. We could even consider 
carers’ leave to include environmental 
care and care for Country. 

• Local festivals that provide oppor-
tunities for residents to connect 
with each other and with place via 
formal and informal gatherings. 
Even better might be the proposed 
Universal Basic Income for artists10 
(the Republic of Ireland is currently 
trialling this) – supporting artists to 
create atmosphere and community. 

• A four-day work week11 coupled 
with affordable housing policy or 
other measures to ease cost of living 
pressures – so that all of us, regardless 
of what we do for paid employment, 
have the time to participate in and 

strengthen cultures of connection, 
care and contribution however we 
choose.

• Attractive public spaces — public 
beaches, walking trails, playgrounds, 
community centres, parks — that 
beckon us out of our homes and 
into each other’s company, without 
demanding we open our wallets. 
(Because these physical spaces are 
more tangible we’re already pretty 
good at valuing them, especially in 
wealthy areas, but imagine if these 
kinds of ‘public luxuries’ were seen as 
essential public goods for everyone!) 
We don’t have to reinvent the wheel 

here. Countries all around the world are 
recognising the importance of explicitly 
valuing enabling infrastructure: whether 
it’s the increased focus on a ‘wellbeing 
economy’12, a growing recognition 
of the ‘rights’ of nature, or an explicit 
commitment to decent wages, working 
conditions and rights to organise (espe-
cially in the caring professions).

And while we can and should try to 
measure a wider range of things (as 
they’ve done in New Zealand with the 
Wellbeing Budget), we also need to 
get comfortable with the knowledge 
that not all public goods are tangible 
or measurable, and that doesn’t make 
them less worthy of investment or 
priority. 

We can become as confident in 
valuing the enabling infrastructure of 
time and space to connect, care and 

IMAGE: © Shane Rounce-Unsplash
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contribute as we are in our calls for 
public transport and extra hospital 
beds. 

Conclusion
The public good is a new ‘why’, a 

new paradigm whose time has come. 
A seemingly innocuous term, it comes 
with little public baggage and much 
opportunity.

Public good isn’t just something you 
have, it’s something you do; for the 
benefit of everyone. 

We need to commit, as a nation and 
as local communities, to providing 
the public good by building a society 
based around connection, care and 
contribution. 

That requires us to talk about the 
public good and connect it to the 
many policies and solutions we care 
about – generating a galvanising ‘why‘ 
and cohesive vision. It also requires us 
to truly invest in the infrastructure we 
need to make our vision come alive, 
both the tangible and the intangible 
things that enable connection, care and 
contribution to thrive. 

Part of the power of the neoliberal 
agenda was that it didn’t have to give 
the detail and it wasn’t just a grab 
bag of ideas. The central purpose and 
animating vision it offered gave a 
million policy makers enough to run 
with for decades. 

Can our vision be just as bold, and 
our policies just as prolific and powerful 
to shape the next era?AQ
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Starting Points for the 
Public Good Agenda

• Our new Prime Minister to issue 
a Statement of Purpose for the 
government before the federal 
budget, based around or inclusive 
of the ‘3Cs’.

• Use Budget Night to address 
progress on each front (a la the 
US ‘State of the Union’ address), 
reframing success from debt/deficit 
and ‘winners vs losers’ coverage 
alone.

• Establish a Minister for Open 
Government, charged with 
increasing public trust and 
participation in democracy, 
including a robust federal ICAC.
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ARTICLE BY: DR HANNAH E POWER,  
DR MICHAEL A KINSELA, DR THOMAS P MURRAY,  
DR ANDREW W M POMEROY

It was too dangerous to walk the 
dog and it was no longer a place 
of enjoyment. Then came the rain. 
The storms idled over the coast, 
unleashing deluge after deluge. 

There was nowhere for the water to go but 
over the levees and across the valley plains. 
The flood levels were unprecedented. 
Houses on high stilts were submerged, 

Life on the Edge:
Adapting Coastal Management  
in a Changing Climate

Back-to-back severe storms battered the coast over 
months and months. The dunes eroded and the beaches 

were stripped bare of sand. There was barely enough 
space to lay a towel on the sand - if you could even make 

your way down the cliff at the end of the access path. 
Seawalls and walkways along the coast were damaged by 

the blows of powerful waves, bits of steel reinforcement 
and pipes stuck out here and there. Many of the 

beachfront houses were crumbling into the ocean too, 
their occupants forced out; rubble and pollution littered 

the beach from end to end. We stopped going to the beach. 

IMAGE: © George Desipris-Pexels
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Bribie Island in southeast Queensland…
became so thin in 2022 that storm 
waves split the island into two

entire communities evacuated. And 
when they returned, the clean up! 

Watching the chaos unfold around us 
we thought we were lucky with our lot 
down by the lagoon. Sure, we couldn’t 
get insurance for flooding either, but 
we were sheltered from the large waves 
and river torrents. But we were starting 
to notice that the water was coming 
higher each year, on those really high 
tides and during some of the storms. 
The lawn died last year when it was 
flooded with saltwater for days and we 
had to move the veggie gardens. But 
we were alright for now, and besides, 
there were too many properties 
like ours around the lagoon for the 
government not to fix the problem 
before it got too bad. Right?

Sadly, this vision is not one of the 
year 2150 or even 2100. This is today’s 
reality for many Australian coastal 
communities. It illustrates the growing 
and compounding threats faced by the 
many Australians who live perched on 
the edge of the continent. 

In 2015, we saw water levels rise in Lake 
Macquarie and overflow onto the streets 
of the surrounding suburbs, turning them 
into knee-deep waterways. 

In 2016, we saw infamous images of a pool 
from a beachfront yard lying on Collaroy 
Beach following dramatic storm erosion. 

In 2018, we saw the residents from 18 

beachfront homes evacuated from 
Wamberal as their foundations hung above 
an eroding beach. 

And early in 2022, record rainfall coupled 
with storm surges left coastal communities 
of northern New South Wales submerged 
for days. 

And that is the story from just New 
South Wales. Elsewhere, permanent 
changes to coastal environments have 
exposed previously sheltered settle-
ments to coastal hazards for the first 
time, such as Bribie Island in southeast 
Queensland, which became so thin in 
2022 that storm waves split the island 
into two. Events like these are occurring 
with increasing frequency and impacts 
as climate change and sea level rise 
increase coastal hazards and devel-
opment advances in coastal settings. 

So how did we get to this point? 

The Past
Early development of many coastal 

settlements began over a century ago. 
Dirt tracks leading to small beachside 
shacks were constructed on lots 
arranged along sand dunes or around 
the shores of estuaries. As populations 
grew and the nation fell in love with 
the coastal lifestyle, these shacks were 
replaced with houses that multiplied 
and grew bigger as the decades passed. 

Regions that were once isolated 
coastal settlements became villages 
and, in some cases, towns or 

metropolitan suburbs. At the same time, 
many of these towns and suburbs were 
found to lie within the reach of coastal 
hazards such as erosion and inundation. 
Ocean hazards were usually seen as 
challenges to be managed rather than 
avoided. And the sporadic nature of 
storm events and impacts meant that 
once a problem at hand was resolved, 
little was often done to prepare for 
larger events and impacts in the future. 

From its origins, therefore, coastal 
management has typically been 
piecemeal, reactionary, and remedial. In 
contrast, our improved conceptual and 
scientific understanding, engineering 
techniques, and predictive capabilities 
mean that we are increasingly able 
to effectively model, plan, mitigate, 
and prepare for coastal hazards. Yet 
even so, in the absence of rigorous, 
transparent and actionable approaches 
to risk-based planning, a tendency to 
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underestimate and underappreciate the 
potential impacts of coastal hazards has 
prevailed in many jurisdictions.

The Present
Despite a nationwide love for the 

coast, our coast is neither managed 
nor recognised at the national level. 
There is no national legal framework to 
define the coastal zone, nor is there a 
national coastal management agency 
to lead discussions and coordinate 
adaptation efforts around the country.

Most of the Australian coast is 
managed at the local and/or state 
government levels with the capacity, 

capability, and enthusiasm for coastal 
management varying between 
jurisdictions. In many instances, the 
management of beach and estuary 
systems is split between multiple 
jurisdictions and government agencies, 
which may have conflicting priorities 
and coastal management objectives. 

Adaptation is typically absent until 
problems arise, with the issues of the 
moment bandaged with quick solu-
tions that fit into our budgetary and 
government cycles. 

Current policies and practices 
facilitate communities’ desires to stay 
in precarious locations in perpetuity 
despite the obvious risks and potentially 
prohibitive costs of adaptation. The 
mounting costs of mitigation and 
future adaptation1 demand coordinated 
approaches that are flexible to prepare 
for and respond to the exceedance of 
hazard thresholds.

The timescales over which 
hazards impact our coasts are also 
much longer than those of the 
administrative processes of coastal 
management. For example, extremely 
damaging impacts from severe coastal 
storms may only occur in a given 
location once every several years or 
over a decade apart with calmer phases 
in between. 

These extreme events have a 
relatively low likelihood of occurring 
each year; such as a 1-in-50 or 1-in-70 
chance of occurring in any year (i.e., 

14   AUSTRALIAN QUARTERLY    JUL–SEP 2022

In many instances, 
the management of 
beach and estuary 

systems is split 
between multiple 

jurisdictions 
and government 

agencies, which may 
have conflicting 

priorities
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Budgets are made on timescales of 1-3 years, governments 
are elected and changed every 3-4 years, homes are bought 
and sold every 10 or so years, and community infrastructure 
is designed to last for 10, 20, or maybe 30 years

what scientists refer to as an annual 
recurrence interval). And for creeping 
hazards, such as shoreline recession 
and inundation due to sea-level rise, 
the timescales of advance extend over 
many decades to centuries. 

These timescales, however, are drasti-
cally different to those of the traditional 
levers used to manage coasts. Budgets 
are made on timescales of 1-3 years, 
governments are elected and changed 
every 3-4 years, homes are bought 
and sold every 10 or so years, and 
community infrastructure is designed 
to last for 10, 20, or maybe 30 years. 
These timeframes are therefore shorter 
than the time scales over which we 
need to understand and plan for coastal 
hazards. 

We face psychological challenges 
as well. The coast is a naturally 
dynamic environment that morphs 
and moves over time; more changes 
and movement occur the longer 
we observe the coast. But often the 
position and shape of the coast are 
thought of as being stationary and 
static. We have a general view of the 
coast being like that of a childhood 
memory. 

Indeed, often there is a metaphorical 
line in the sand where on one side 
sits the ocean and on the other is 
immoveable land on which we can live, 
build, and sustain a lifestyle. 

On one side of the line, you can buy 
land that is yours to use and develop 

until you sell it, with property bound-
aries remaining fixed regardless of any 
change to the landscape or movement 
of the coastline. But these embedded 
administrative constructs are incom-
patible with the reality of changing 
coasts as the effects of climate change 
are increasingly realised.

The Future
Optimising our 

use of dynamic 
coastal environ-
ments in a 
changing climate 
means reimagining 
our approaches 
to coastal 
management 
and planning to 
embed within them strategies that 
are adaptive. This is no trivial task, 
as the development and effective 
implementation of adaptive coastal 
management in practice requires a 
policy evolution to overcome inherited 
barriers (legal, administrative, psycho-
logical), which must be supported by 
a legal framework that enables and 
enforces outcomes that address the 
decisions reached through participatory 
approaches.2 

With suitable policy and legal settings 
in place, however, adaptation pathways 
facilitated by hazard threshold moni-
toring and action trigger points can 
be developed to maximise the social, 

environmental, and economic benefits 
from the coastal zone amidst ongoing 
uncertainty in future societal and envi-

ronmental change.3

So what might 
an adaptive 
and sustainable 
approach to coastal 
management in a 
world with a rapidly 
changing climate 
look like? 

Any idealised 
picture of the 
future begins with 

an open and collaborative discussion 
of the challenges of living in the 
dynamic coastal environment with 
diverse coastal communities. We know 
that with climate change, the coastal 
zone is only going to be more affected 
by rising sea levels, increased flood 
risks, and increased frequencies and 
intensities of storm events that will lead 
to erosion and inundation.

And all of this will be imposed on 
communities with increased population 
densities and increasingly complex 
infrastructure. Communities, local 
governments, regional policy makers, 
and technical experts (e.g., scientists, 
engineers, economists) need to engage 

WHAT MIGHT AN ADAPTIVE 
AND SUSTAINABLE APPROACH 

TO COASTAL MANAGEMENT 
IN A WORLD WITH A RAPIDLY 

CHANGING CLIMATE LOOK LIKE?

IMAGE: © Victor-Unsplash
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Tailored adaptation pathways need 
to be developed with mechanisms 
for adaptive decision making

in open and honest dialogue to develop 
and agree on proactive and adaptive 
coastal management pathways to 
ensure that our coastal lifestyles can 
continue to thrive. Ultimately, this will 
require both top-down and bottom-up 
approaches to coastal management, as 
well as clear communication on what 
actions will be required.

First and foremost, a national legal 
framework needs to be enacted to 
navigate the challenges of continued 
growth of coastal communities and the 
increasing pressures of climate change. 
While reactive responses to natural 
disasters are often resourced federally, 
future cost-saving mitigation actions 
continue to be largely the remit of state 
authorities. 

Further, a federal coastal resilience 
and adaptation office could support 
state and local governments across 
Australia through: developing and 

promoting best practices in adaptive 
coastal management; provision of 
national-scale coastal monitoring 
data, analysis, and tools; national 
coordination of goal-setting, decision-
making, evaluation, and enforcement 
in coastal management and planning; 
and, increased funding for proactive 
mitigation and planning measures to 
reduce future coastal risk. 

Steps Toward Future-
Proofing our Coastal 
Communities

Adaptation Pathways
The pressures of both population 

growth and climate change are only 
going to increase. It is therefore critical 
that each community and region 
has an agreed upon adaptation 
pathway that addresses the coastal 
setting, community values, natural 

environment, available resources, and 
regional land-use planning. 

These tailored adaptation pathways 
need to be developed with mecha-
nisms for adaptive decision making 
that recognise local community values 
as well as balance social, economic, 
and environmental factors with 
an obligation to maximise mutual 
benefits. 

A national legal framework would 
encourage and support the devel-
opment of these plans.

Adaptation to living in the dynamic 
coastal zone has traditionally been 
thought of as five separate approaches, 
which can be consolidated into an 
adaptation pathway: 
• Avoid, where risks are reduced by 

not placing infrastructure in a hazard 
zone;

• Nature-based solutions, where 
hazards are minimised through 
natural protection, management, 
restoration, and/or creation of 
ecosystems;

• Accommodate, where occasional 
hazard incursions are tolerated, for 
example, by raising a house on stilts 
or allowing a ground floor to flood 
with minimal impacts;

• Protect, where structures are added 
to the coastal zone to protect existing 
and/or new infrastructure from 
coastal hazards;

• Retreat, where infrastructure and/
or communities are relocated from 

IMAGE: © Dmitry Osipenko-Unsplash
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a region of high risk to a region of 
lower risk.
Yet not all of these options are 

possible or even able to be considered 
due to the absence of data, the coastal 
setting, agreed planning strategies, 
and/or legal mechanisms to activate 
these adaptation approaches.     

The Fundamentals
As a starting point, co-ordinated and 

well-funded research across all three 
levels of government, with data and 
knowledge openly shared, is required 
to inform policy development and 
decision-making in Australia. 

This data collection and dissemi-
nation program needs to address 
decision making at the ‘coastal adap-
tation crisis’ timescale. It will need to 
address immediate (1-2 year) issues but 
also facilitate the development of plans 
for the next 20-30 years and beyond. 

Funding for coastal management, 
monitoring, and adaptation on the 
order of financial years and political 
cycles will simply not be adequate to 
address the longer term (decades to 
inter-generational) timescales of adap-
tation. Hence, implementing top-down 
approaches to address these issues 
will provide a national framework that 
values and protects both the coastal 
environment and coastal living for 
current and future generations.

Bottom-up approaches would seek 
to ensure that implementation of a 

national framework with consistency 
across key aspects, including the data 
that supports that framework, recog-
nises local values and embeds objec-
tives to provide tailored solutions fitting 
for individual communities. 

Critical to this aspect, will be 
increased engagement with local 
communities with the goal to have 
communities participate in the estab-
lishment of a vision for their coast. 
Based on research and ongoing conver-
sations, well-defined locally-specific 
trigger levels and timelines can be iden-
tified to develop adaptive pathways 
tailored to individual communities and 
regions. These will also help to reduce 
the increasing exposure associated 
with uninsurable properties and infra-
structure or unaffordable insurance. 

There will also need to be an 
acceptance that standardised 
approaches will not apply or work 
in all settings and that solutions will 
have to be site and region specific, 
both in terms of the environment and 
community expectations.

Ask The Hard Questions
We must recognise that when the 

pressures of climate change become 
too great, living in some coastal envi-
ronments may not be viable without 
substantial intervention. The simple 
solution (at least conceptually) would 
be to consider managed coastal retreat, 
which would involve the buy-back of 

When the pressures of climate change 
become too great, living in some coastal 
environments may not be viable 
without substantial intervention.

IMAGES: © Courtesy of the authors
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Adaptive pathways mapping

The Adaptive Pathways approach recognises that, over medium to long timeframes, policies and 
decisions may eventually fail to meet coastal management objectives and thus need to be adjusted 
or replaced. The approach involves a network of interlinked pathways which set out: how to meet 
objectives, the conditions where each pathway will result in a failed outcome, and the associated 
decision points. 

When a trigger point is reached (such as when a sea-level rise threshold is exceeded or if the 
frequency of a hazard event surpasses an acceptable threshold), additional or different actions may 
be implemented in order to continue on the planned pathway, or an alternative may need to be 
considered which may ultimately result in a change in pathway. 

Through this approach, an adaptive plan that includes a mix of short-term actions and long-term 
options can be developed that can result in more targeted interventions and expenditure and a more 
strategic and considered approach to managing the coast.

The image above provides an example of an adaptation pathway showing the historic management 
pathway and three future coastal management option pathways with two thresholds for adaptation and 
transfer points that delineate changes from one adaptation pathway to another. The image also shows an 
alternative pathway that reduces future risk by planning to avoid hazard exposure.4,5
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Town planners, architects, scientists, 
and engineers can come together with 

the community to redesign what living 
in this dynamic zone looks like

land and the relocation of communities 
and infrastructure further inland and to 
higher elevations. 

The concept of managed retreat, 
however, is both politically and publicly 
controversial. But managed retreat 
does not have to always involve the 
actual relocation of assets; it can also 
centre around a conservation of what 
is essential and a re-thinking of how we 
utilise and co-exist in these high-risk 
areas without the displacement of 
communities. 

This is the stage where town planners, 
architects, scientists, and engineers can 
come together with the community 
to redesign what living in this dynamic 
zone looks like. While retreat may not 
be a palatable outcome for all commu-
nities, the conversation needs to be 
had about the risks of staying put, and 
whether connection 
to place outweighs 
the potential impacts 
and losses associated 
with the ever-
increasing risks along 
the coastal strip. 

Who Pays?
Ultimately, in 

considering this 
divisive question, 
it must be kept 
front of mind that 
we are already 
paying for the costs of past planning 

decisions and delayed mitigation and 
adaptation through rising insurance 
premiums and taxpayer funded 

natural disaster 
recovery schemes 
that are inflated by a 
rapid increase in unin-
surable tenancies. 

As has been 
evident in recent 
times, the cost of 
limited or absent 
resilience and 
adaptation to natural 
hazards falls largely 
on the taxpayer, who 

may not even be directly affected. 
Levies, insurance premium increases, 

loan programs, government buy-back 
schemes, disaster relief funds, and land 
taxes are all floated as pathways to fund 
future natural disaster recovery efforts, 
but none are without their social and 
political consequences. 

Furthermore, the gross cost of 
repeated recovery is widely appre-
ciated to greatly exceed the upfront 
investment in adaptation. In a world 
of climate change, where commu-
nities are dealing with growing and 
compounding threats along our coast-
lines, addressing these issues now 
will ensure we are prepared and have 
a planned future path to enable our 
coastal communities to continue to 
thrive for decades to come.AQ

THE GROSS COST OF 
REPEATED RECOVERY IS 
WIDELY APPRECIATED 

TO GREATLY EXCEED THE 
UPFRONT INVESTMENT 

IN ADAPTATION

IMAGE: © Rae Allen-Flickr
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Key Reforms

The creation of a Federal Coastal Resilience 
and Adaptation Office. 

This office would be empowered to develop, 
promote, coordinate and fund best practices 
in adaptive coastal management to support 
state and local governments. It would also 
facilitate collaborative coastal management 
across the professional community 
(government, academia, consulting/industry) 
who each have important skills and capability 
that will be required. 

The creation of a National Coastal 
Adaptation Legal Framework. 

This legal framework would ensure the 
development of nationally compatible 
coastal adaptation programs that are 
tailored to individual communities with 
provisions to facilitate managed retreat. It 
would also require engagement with coastal 
communities and stakeholders throughout 
the coastal management process and facilitate 
their involvement and ownership of locally 
specific issues. 

The creation of a National Coastal 
Observatory and Associated Funding. 

This observatory would support and 
coordinate a national level approach to coastal 
science and adaptation research. It would 
have responsibility for the creation of a data 
repository and remain its custodian, initially 
compiling and making available the many 
coastal datasets that have been collected 
around Australia. It would also coordinate and 
fund new national-scale coastal monitoring 
and research efforts towards the most critical 
coastal research priorities as identified by the 
coastal research community.6

IMAGE: © Courtesy of the authors



Reconciliation is a shared 
project. It’s about 
strengthening relation-
ships between the wider 
Australian community 

and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples.

Progress on reconciliation is the 
glue that binds us and sets the foun-
dation for a more just and equitable 
nation - a nation that comes to 
terms with the wrongs of the past, 
addresses racism, and embraces 
equality and unity.

Our research shows community 
aspirations are high when it comes to 
constitutional reform and Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
having a say in matters that affect 
them.

Voice
Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander 

peoples have been fighting for a 
political voice, and structural changes 
like treaty, for more than 100 years.

The Federal Government must 
support the aims in the Uluru 
Statement from the Heart, including 
by introducing legislation setting 
out support, a timeframe, and 
process, for a referendum to achieve 

a constitutionally enshrined Voice to 
Parliament. 

In the eloquent words of the Uluru 
Statement from the Heart, “When 
we have power over our destiny our 
children will flourish. They will walk in 
two worlds and their culture will be a 
gift to their country.”

Anti-racism action
Racism and prejudice are holding 

back greater progress towards 
reconciliation.

Racism damages lives and 
livelihoods, and it hurts the whole 
community. A long term National 
Anti-Racism Framework would 
guide actions on anti-racism and 
would involve governments, the 
Australian Human Rights Commission, 
NGOs, business, educators, health 
professionals, police, other justice 
authorities, civil society, and the 
community.

It is the examples set by organisa-
tions, schools, communities and 
individuals that can move us towards 
a braver reconciliation. But it also 
requires governments to pave a new 
way.  

Setting the agenda

Karen Mundine is from the 
Bundjalung Nation of northern NSW. As 
the CEO at Reconciliation Australia, Ms 
Mundine brings to the role more than 
20 years’ experience leading community 
engagement, public advocacy, 
communications and social marketing 
campaigns. 

Reform and renewal are on the agenda after the 
dramatic shift heralded by the recent election. 

To get a broader sense of the steps we can take to start 
moving the country towards a more prosperous, sustainable, 
and equitable future, AQ challenged some of Australia’s 
key thought leaders to identify their top-priority reforms

JUL–SEP 2022     AUSTRALIAN QUARTERLY   21

BACKGROUND IMAGE: © Shutterstock

IM
A

G
E:

 Jo
se

ph
 M

ay
er

s



22   AUSTRALIAN QUARTERLY    JUL–SEP 2022

In Douglas Adams’ 1982 novel, 
Life, the Universe and Everything, 
the character, Ford Prefect, 
describes how some things 
become invisible in a fictional 

‘SEP field’: “An SEP is something we 
can’t see, or don’t see, or our brain 
doesn’t let us see, because we think 
that it’s somebody else’s problem. 
That’s what SEP means. Somebody 
Else’s Problem. The brain just edits it 
out, it’s like a blind spot.” 

As Australia continues to invest 
heavily in the burgeoning global 
space industry, the challenges 
that arise from that – the increas-
ingly congested, competitive and 
contested nature of space – are 
wicked problems that risk disap-
pearing into a SEP field. 

In fact, they are ‘super wicked 
problems’ as described by Levin, 
Cashore, Auld and Bernstein: 

1. time is running out; 
2. those seeking to end the 

problem are also causing it; 
3. there is no central authority; 
4. irrationally, existing policy 

acknowledges the problems, yet 
fails to address them. 

If only it were Somebody Else’s 
Problem. They are not though – they 
are also Australia’s problems. 

In a headlong scramble for the 
many, great and undeniable benefits 
of a burgeoning space industry, we 
are contributing to the challenges 
and undermining the prospects 
of next and future generations of 
Australians and humanity in the space 
domain. 

In just the last five years, the 
government has made billions of 
dollars of investments in launches, 
space-based Earth observation, 
precise positioning and navigation 
technology, the Artemis Program 
to send humans back to the Moon 
and beyond, in the possibility of 
remote mining of space resources, 
space-enabled internet-of-things, 
military use of space, Space Domain 
Awareness (SDA), downstream supply 
chain and upstream user services. 

Combine the inspirational nature 
of space with the prospect of 
commercial gain, and it’s not hard 
to build and maintain support 
in the Australian public for such 
investments.

Great as those investments are, 
we need more than technology to 
address the congested, competitive 
and contested nature of space. 
We need frameworks that enable 
decision-makers to use existing tech-
nology to address the challenges and 
to promote new technology that is 
better adapted to manage those chal-
lenges. Such frameworks come from 
smart policies, standards, guidance 
and regulation that can be effectively 
implemented in conjunction with 
Australian technology, innovation 
and enterprise, in order to secure our 
future among the stars.

This must be a priority for the new 
government in its first term and 
beyond.

Duncan Blake is a lecturer at the 
University of New South Wales in 
Canberra, convening courses in 
space law and strategy, and also 
in international law and politics. 
Previously, he was a permanent 
forces (RAAF) legal officer for 22 
years, where he initiated and chaired 
inter-governmental and international 
working groups on space law.

Setting the agenda
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Economic bodies like the 
Productivity Commission 
have repeatedly demon-
strated that stimulating 
R&D is the most prom-

ising source of future productivity 
growth.  Growing the knowledge 
economy can lead to significant job 
growth, inform future industries, and 
protect Australia’s sovereign interests 
whilst positioning our nation for 
meaningful global cooperation and 
effective science diplomacy.

Productivity dividends can be 
delivered but they require a long-
term investment plan underpinned 
by a national review of science and 
research. 

The base for Australia’s existing 
research system is thirty years old, 
with piecemeal measures having led 
to a system that is spread over 202 
programs and 13 federal portfolios, 
creating inefficiency and a system 
that is neither fit for purpose nor able 
to support the needs of a modern 
thriving R&D sector.

Reform can commence once the 
entire research system is reviewed 
and redesigned, enabling structural 
changes that address fragmentation 
and that adopt mechanisms to incen-
tivise both knowledge creation and 
its application. 

Imperative is nurturing a love for 
science from early education such 
that it fuels the development of 
a highly-skilled workforce able to 
harness the opportunities emerging 
from our research and its application. 
Not everyone needs to be a scientist, 
but everyone should finish school 
understanding the implications of 
science in their lives and future. A 
coherent policy would link all stages 
of the education and skill devel-
opment pipeline.

Such reforms would see science 
valued and strategically positioned 
to drive our economy, and inform 
decision-making in and between 
government, in parliaments, in our 
courts, our classrooms, in boardrooms 
and in the public square. 

The primary votes for the 
major parties continue 
to shrink, signaling that 
the voting public will 
vote for candidates 

heralding real change. We have 
new levels of female independents 
and Greens and a greater diversity 
of winners, with the ALP only just 
scraping together enough votes and 
support to govern. 

The two key calls for reform that 
underpinned the votes and united 
most voters were: environmental 
actions and integrity measures. The 
pattern of winners clearly suggested 
that the style of democracy advo-
cated by the major parties suffers 
from major distrust. To build a 
democracy that works for everyone 
we need to increase the trustwor-
thiness of parties and also open up, 
and action, broader social concerns. 

So let‘s be audacious up front with 
what needs to change. 

We have more independent 
women who will support issues like 
closing the gender wage gap - Albo 
has this on his agenda but it is limited 
to the current model adjustments. 
More women in parliament should 
support needed changes to what 
should constitute paid labour. 
Currently ‘work’ is assessed on male-
defined skill valuing, and should 
be expanded to include previously 
unpaid and underpaid social skills and 
care. 

Therefore reform #1 should be 
to set up a major inquiry/review of 
the value of ‘feminised’ skills and 
contributions to social wellbeing and 
competence. This should raise the 
rates of pay of these jobs substantially 
and fix health and care component’s 
staff shortages.

Add to this action on the Uluru 
statement to fix another major 
inequity and trust should return! 

Anna-Maria Arabia is the Chief 
Executive of the Australian Academy of 
Science.

Eva Cox AO is a feminist with 50 
years activities for creating Truly Civil 
Societies. In 1995 she warned us in 
her ABC Boyer Lectures how to achieve 
these, so is still advocating.

SETTING THE AGENDA
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Australia’s public sector isn’t big enough to meet the 

challenges of the twenty-first century, good enough to meet 

the expectations of the Australian public, or well governed 

enough to cope with the inevitable expansion heading its 

way. It was entirely incapable of protecting Australians from 

the cronyism and the contemptuous use of public money 

for political gain that became apparent in recent years.

ARTICLE BY: DR RICHARD DENNISS

It took decades of neoliberalism 
to destroy both Australia’s 
institutions of governance and 
the public’s expectations of 
those institutions. And it will take 

more than one term of office to repair 
the rot that has set in. But if that repair 
doesn’t begin soon, and the public do 
not begin to see rapid returns from 
that repair, then it’s not inevitable that 
Australia’s Westminster democracy will 
last as long as the building it is named 
after.

You Get What You Pay For: 

   Tackling The Tax Taboo
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A majority Albanese Government, a record number 
of Greens and independents in the lower house, 
and what is likely to be the most progressive Senate 
crossbench in our history, creates a unique moment

The simultaneous election of a 
majority Albanese Government, a 
record number of Greens and inde-
pendents in the lower house, and what 
is likely to be the most progressive 
Senate crossbench in our history, 
creates a unique moment in Australian 
politics. How this moment is used, or 
stymied, will likely shape Australia for 
decades to come.

While people and 
policies come and go, 
institutions created by 
parliament last a lot 
longer for the simple 
reason that what both 
Houses of Parliament 
create, only both Houses 
of Parliament can 
dissolve. 

Which is why decades 
after John Howard lost 
office, his 1990s-era 
policy thinking lives on 
through institutions like the Productivity 
Commission – which have overseen the 
steady decline in Australia’s productivity. 
It’s also why decades after the Hawke 
Government created Medicare it still 
survives, albeit in increasingly shabby 
shape.

Anthony Albanese has already 
committed to creating Australia’s 
first Federal Integrity Commission 
by the end of this year. And while 
the Commonwealth will be the last 
jurisdiction in Australia to create such 

a dedicated corruption watchdog, the 
consequences for the way that policy 
is made, public funds are awarded, and 
key personnel appointed, will likely be 
seismic for Australia.

After a decade of Commonwealth 
Ministers, and public servants, ignoring 
FOI requests, questions on notice 
and the obligations of the Archive 

Act, ministers, their staffers and the 
public service will soon work in an 
environment where the possibility that 
their phone calls may be recorded, 
their deleted emails retrieved, and their 
truthful answers to simple questions 
demanded by a body with the power to 
compel their appearance. 

No wonder Scott Morrison reneged 
on his promise to create such an 
agency.

But while the long lasting conse-
quences of creating a federal corruption 

watchdog are hard to overstate, the 
creation by this parliament of such a 
body will hopefully mark the beginning 
of the renovation of our democratic 
architecture, not its end. 

Imagine, for example, if the 
Productivity Commission was replaced 
with a National Interest Commission 
to provide both the parliament and 

the public with broad advice on the 
range of options available to help 
us meet the challenges that face us 
today, rather than the narrow advice 
currently provided by an advisory body 
conceived a decade before the first 
smart phone was released.

Most ministers, industry groups and 
NGOs argue that their own preferred 
policies are in the national interest, but 
what is the national interest? Not only 
is there no widely accepted definition 
of the national interest, not even all the 

Imagine, for example, 
if the Productivity 
Commission was 

replaced with a National 
Interest Commission



26   AUSTRALIAN QUARTERLY    JUL–SEP 2022

YOU GET WHAT YOU PAY FOR: TACKLING THE TAX TABOO

The machinery of government responsible 
for the efficient delivery of public programs 
needs to be expanded and refreshed

Commonwealth Departments share a 
common definition of what the term 
might mean. 

While it is beyond the scope of the 
social sciences to accurately define and 
accurately measure what the ‘national 
interest’ is, it is not beyond the wit of 
our parliament to debate and define 
what factors contribute to the national 
interest. In turn, it is not beyond our wit 
to redeploy the substantial resources 

of the ageing Productivity Commission 
to create a freshly constituted body 
to investigate the consequences of 
both emerging issues and new policy 
ideas on the broad components of the 
national interest.

Likewise, the machinery of 
government responsible for the 
efficient delivery of public programs 
needs to be expanded and refreshed. 
Bodies such as the Audit Office, the 
Commonwealth Ombudsman, the 
Administrative Appeals Tribunal, the 
Information Commissioner and even 
the ABC all have a crucial role to play 
in evaluating the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of government policies. Sadly, 
all have been side-lined and subjugated 
over the past decade in ways that have 
made the waste, and even abuse, of 
taxpayers’ money all the easier. 

Reforming, restructuring and 
resourcing these institutions is just as 
important as the creation of new bodies 
such as a Federal Integrity Commission.

The funding cuts and political 
contempt for bodies with the ability 
to question the merits of ministerial 
decision making is no accident. On 
the contrary, the practice emerged 
during the same period in which 
Australians were told that as long as the 
government of the day was spending 
less money on something it was 
increasing its efficiency. 

But, to be clear, there is nothing in 
any economics textbook that would 

IMAGE: © Stefan Powell-Flickr
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support the idea that the less money a 
government spends on oversight the 
more efficient it will be. More broadly, 
there is no economic basis at all for 
the widely held view in Australia that 
transferring responsibility for an issue 
from the public sector to the private 
sector will inevitably lead to an increase 
in economic efficiency or enhance the 
national interest (however defined).

But the most significant change that 
needs to occur in Australia is not a new 
policy, but a new mindset. The idea that 
Australia’s public sector is ‘too big’ and 
that cuts to public spending will inevi-
tably lead to an increase in economic 
growth and 
community 
wellbeing 
have become 
so ingrained 
in the 
Australian 
debate that 
the complete 
lack of any 
supporting 
evidence 
for such a 
view is rarely 
discussed.

The coun-
tries with the 
strongest economies, highest produc-
tivity growth, best health and education 
performance and happiest populations 
are the Nordic countries, which also 

happen to be the highest tax 
countries in the world with the 
biggest public sectors. 

Indeed, over the past 30 
years, as Australia embraced the 
need to cut the public sector, 
cut taxes, cut wages and cut 
regulation, the highly taxed 
big government economies 
of Northern Europe have consistently 
delivered higher productivity growth 
than Australia.

But just as it was once impolite to 
talk about the war, it is now considered 
impolite in Australia to talk about the 
economic performance of the Nordic 

countries. Indeed, in a 
recent radio interview 
about my latest book Big: 
The Role of the State in 
the Modern Economy, the 
host asked me if it was 
possible to make a case 
for increasing the size of 
the public sector without 
making reference to the 
Nordic countries! Luckily 
it is.

Most European coun-
tries have bigger public 
sectors than ours and 
provide a wider range of 
free or heavily subsidised 

services to their citizens. While Angela 
Merkel led a centre-right government 
in notoriously fiscally-conservative 
Germany, she provided free university 

Big: The role of the state in the 
modern economy

Who we elect determines 
which problems we solve. 
Democracy thrives on high 
expectations. We can afford 
to do anything we want, 
but we can’t afford to do 
everything we want. The big 
choices are all ours, including 
the choice of whether we can 
be bothered to make them.

For decades Australians 
have been told that the less government 
spends, the better their lives will be. In 
his new book Big: The Role of the State in 
the Modern Economy, Richard Denniss, 
Chief Economist at The Australia Institute, 
shows we must abandon decades of 
denial that the public sector can play a 
bigger and better role in improving our 
lives.

Available now from Monash University 
Publishing: https://publishing.
monash.edu/product/big/ or your local 
independent bookshop.

ANGELA MERKEL 
LED A CENTRE-RIGHT 

GOVERNMENT…[AND] 
PROVIDED FREE UNIVERSITY 

EDUCATION NOT JUST TO 
ALL GERMANS, BUT ALL 

RESIDENTS IN HER COUNTRY 
INCLUDING REFUGEES

The most significant 
change that needs 
to occur in Australia 
is not a new policy, 
but a new mindset
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Many countries that collect far more tax than 
us have economies that are more productive, 

more innovative, and faster growing

education not just to all Germans, but 
all residents in her country including 
refugees. 

Boris Johnson leads a Conservative 
government in the UK whose National 
Health Service relies far less on private 
health insurance and co-payments than 
Australia’s flailing Medicare system. And 
of course the US spends a far larger 
percentage of its national income on 
defence than any other country in the 
world.

How much money a society wants 
to spend on the health, education, 
housing, transport and security of its 

population is an entirely democratic 
question. While such decisions have 
some economic consequences, 
economists are no better equipped to 
determine how much money a society 
should spend on education or health 
than they are to advise on how much 
a family should spend on pizza or 
hamburgers.

This is not to say that the decision to 
increase public spending would not 
have economic consequences, it clearly 
would. But in the absence of any clear 
definition of the national interest, and 
in the absence of any clear evidence 

that private provision of health or 
education services is more efficient or 
effective than public provision, the role 
for economists in such decision making 
should be minor.

The same can be said for the amount 
of tax a country chooses to collect 
from its residents and the firms that 
do business within its borders. As with 
the alleged necessity to cut public 
spending, Australians have been 
told for decades that unless we cut 
income taxes, profit taxes and avoid 
the introduction of taxes on carbon, 
mining profits or wealth, Australia will 
somehow become ‘uncompetitive’. 
Again, there is no strong economic 
evidence to support this preference. 

The simple fact is that many countries 
that collect far more tax than us have 
economies that are more productive, 
more innovative, and faster growing 
than ours.

It is true that there is no need to 
collect enough tax each year to ‘fund’ 
that year’s level of expenditure, and it 
is true that there are no particular sized 
deficits or levels of public debt that are 
‘bad’, but it is also true that if a country 
wants to have a permanently bigger 
public sector than it used to, it will need 
to collect more tax than it used to. 

Put simply, it should come as no 
surprise that the countries that have the 
biggest public sectors collect the most 
tax.

While it is possible to design taxes 

IMAGE: © Simon Doggett-Flickr
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in such a way that they discourage 
people from working and discourage 
firms from investing, it is also possible 
to design them in such a way that they 
improve the efficiency of the economy 
and the equity of society. 

The introduction of a well-designed 
carbon tax, for 
example, would 
not only provide a 
significant source 
of revenue but, 
by design, to 
the extent that 
it created any 
‘distortions’ to the 
economy it would 
be to discourage 
the kind of 
polluting activities 
that the Australian 
people have said 
they would like to discourage. 

Likewise, well-designed wealth taxes, 
resource rent taxes and super profits 
taxes would improve our economy and 
society, not harm it.

Currently gas companies are making 
enormous and unexpected profits 
due to the war in Ukraine. Imagine, 
for example, these companies being 
subject to a windfall profits tax, the 
proceeds of which were used to 
support energy efficiency and insu-
lation in low income households.

The benefits to the economy and 
society would be substantial and the 

‘costs’ to business would only be the 
loss of some of a windfall that they had 
no reason to expect. Put simply, the 
idea that taxes make economies less 
efficient is not based on economics.

Returning to structures, there is a 
structural asymmetry at the heart of the 

Australian budget 
process that makes 
it a lot easier for 
governments to 
cut spending than 
it does to increase 
revenue. 

While the 
Expenditure 
Review Committee 
plays a central 
role in evaluating 
all government 
spendings before 
the government 

of the day seeks annual parliamentary 
approval for its ‘appropriation bills’, there 
is no similarly powerful committee 
focused on finding new sources of 
revenue.

While it is appropriate that the 
Treasurer and Finance Ministers play a 
central role in the Expenditure Review 
Committee, it would also be appro-
priate for ministers who oversee large 
spending programs to play a central 
role in a newly formed Revenue Review 
Committee. Such a committee should 
evaluate, on an annual basis, whether 
the tens of billions of dollars worth of 

WELL-DESIGNED WEALTH 
TAXES, RESOURCE RENT 

TAXES AND SUPER PROFITS 
TAXES WOULD IMPROVE 

OUR ECONOMY AND 
SOCIETY, NOT HARM IT

Revenue Review 
Committee: 
evaluate…
whether the tens 
of billions of 
dollars worth of 
tax concessions 
that have been 
granted to select 
industries and 
communities are 
succeeding in 
their stated goals

YOU GET WHAT YOU PAY FOR: TACKLING THE TAX TABOO
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State premiers desperate for more 
commonwealth funding should work 

together, and with the commonwealth, to 
build the case for new sources of revenue

tax concessions that have been granted 
to select industries and communities 
are succeeding in their stated goals 
and evaluate whether it would be in 
the national interest (there’s that term 
again) to abolish some tax concessions 
and replace them with similarly sized, 
but differently targeted, spending 

programs. 
At present, the Department of 

Treasury has policy responsibility 
for overseeing the vast majority 
of Australia’s enormous annual 
expenditure on so called ‘tax conces-
sions’ but they have shown little interest 
in conducting detailed analysis of the 

effectiveness of those measures.
Australia is one of the lowest taxed 

countries in the OECD and, if we 
wanted to collect more revenue we 
could easily do so by reducing the 
generosity of tax concessions for super-
annuation, private health insurance and 
fossil fuel use. 

IMAGE: © Ehud Neuhaus-Unsplash
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Likewise, the introduction of new 
taxes on either things we would like 
to discourage (like pollution) or on the 
super profits of industries like mining 
and banking will do no harm to the 
economy as a whole but will signifi-
cantly reduce the nature and extent 
of inequality in the 
country. 

State premiers 
desperate for more 
commonwealth 
funding should work 
together, and with 
the commonwealth, 
to build the case 
for new sources of 
revenue which could 
be added to the 
revenues from the GST in the pool of 
funds that are distributed to the states. 

It was John Howard that decided that 
the GST should be hypothecated for the 
states and there is nothing to prevent 
any of our state premiers, or indeed 
Anthony Albanese, from arbitrarily 
deciding that another new tax should 
be added into the mix. As John Howard 
clearly showed, such structural deci-
sions deliver the longest lived change.

Australia is one of the richest counties 
in the world, but decades of neoliberal 
rhetoric have made Australians feel 
poor. Despite decades of economic 
growth many Australians believe that 
we ‘can’t afford’ to have the quality of 
services that we enjoyed decades ago 

and that it is unrealistic for Australians 
to expect the same level of services as 
those provided in Northern Europe. 
Nothing could be further from the truth.

Just as there is no mention of 
the role of the Prime Minister in our 
Constitution, there is also no mention 

of how much tax we 
should collect, what 
kind of services our 
government should 
provide and what 
kinds of oversight 
bodies, if any, we 
should create to 
ensure that our 
elected representa-
tives are spending 
our money on our 

priorities rather than their own.
Democracy thrives on high expecta-

tions and in turn it is no surprise that 
for the last decade our democracy 
has withered on the vine. The election 

of not just a new government, but a 
radically new parliament and a new 
progressive Senate provides a unique 
opportunity to create not just new 
policies, but new institutions and, in 
turn, new expectations. 

Indeed, the new parliament might 
even be progressive enough to shake 
off the view that Australia can’t afford 
to make itself a better country. Building 
a bigger, better public sector is not the 
only way forward for Australia, but after 
decades of cuts and cronyism surely 
it’s time to try what works so well in 
the richest, happiest countries in the 
world.AQ
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Citizens need good data nearly as much as they 

need clean drinking water and stable electricity. 

In order to secure this right for its citizens, 

governments need to lead the way in the organised, 

whole-of-society treatment of data as a utility.

ARTICLE BY: STEPHEN WILSON

The dark side of data is 
obvious. Fraud, coun-
terfeiting, fake news, 
misinformation and imper-
sonation are all booming 

in the digital sphere. Digital now 
dominates how we interact with the 
world. But people are left increasingly 
vulnerable, lacking the customary cues 
they previously used to establish trust. 
All they have to go on is data. 

Bad data is at the heart of all fraud. 
‘Card-Not-Present’ payments fraud, 
for example, uses stolen credit card 

How to Create an Infostructure to 
Protect Data as a Utility 
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The emergence of deep fakes — high fidelity computer-
generated animations that duplicate real persons 
— has kicked off another security arms race

numbers which are replayed against 
unwitting merchants. More elaborate 
impersonations use rich personal data, 
often harvested from social media 
profiles, to fool Knowledge-Based 
Authentication and account-opening 
processes. Multi-million dollar mortgage 
frauds are also perpetrated this way.

Entirely synthetic identities can be 
created by skilful criminals who know 
the blind spots of financial security 
systems. 

The emergence of deep fakes — 
high fidelity computer-generated 
animations that duplicate real persons 
— has kicked off another security arms 

race. In 2019, fraudsters even used a 
synthetic voice generator to imitate an 
energy company’s executive, and called 
a finance officer at the company to 
request a €220,000 cash transfer to the 
fraudster’s account.

The public and lawmakers alike have 
faith in an imagined sci-fi precision of 
biometric security, but these systems 
are becoming increasingly fragile in the 
face of deep fake-based ‘presentation 
attacks’. 

All these frauds take advantage of 
our difficulty detecting digital lies. 

Citizens, businesses and governments 
too all urgently require assurance of the 
accuracy of all data, from credit card 
numbers and correspondence from 
the bank, to news reports and videos of 
celebrities. 

Unsurprisingly, the criticality of data 
as a public utility is high on policy 
agendas worldwide. The World Bank, 
for example, in its World Development 
Report 2021: Data for Better Lives, 
highlighted the tensions between 
value realisation from data on the 
one hand, and political and economic 
imbalance on the other. This imbalance 
is exacerbated by asymmetries in data 

processing capabilities.
The bank calls for “a new social 

contract for data” that, among other 
things “fosters citizens’ trust that they 
will not be harmed by misuse of the 
data they provide”. 

The importance of data is slowly 
dawning on Australian legislators. After 
all, its value has created some of the 
richest, most powerful corporations in 
history.

However, the framing of data infra-
structure remains shallow. It misses 
the opportunity to treat data itself as a 
modern societal resource.

Data protection is more than 

THE FRAMING OF DATA INFRASTRUCTURE REMAINS SHALLOW. IT MISSES THE 
OPPORTUNITY TO TREAT DATA ITSELF AS A MODERN SOCIETAL RESOURCE
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HOW TO CREATE AN INFOSTRUCTURE TO PROTECT DATA AS A UTILITY 

Data itself to be treated as part of the nation’s critical 
infrastructure, over and above the physical data centres and 

telecommunications systems through which it flows

orthodox cybersecurity. It goes beyond 
the classic ‘C.I.A.’ triad of confidentiality, 
integrity and availability.

If data is a resource as important 
as water, power, transportation and 
communications, then we must attend 
to all the properties that make it 
valuable. For instance, provenance has 
become a key concern for ensuring 
digital trust.

How can we verify the source of truth 
for the data we depend on? How can 
we tell where a piece of data originated 
and what it is intended to be used for? 
And when data has been derived from 
other sources through big data and 
artificial intelligence algorithms, what 
do we know about those algorithms 
and the raw data which fed them? 

Australia’s recent digital 
infrastructure moves

The Australian Productivity 
Commission’s 2017 Data Availability 
and Use report recognised data as an 
asset, and noted that there’s plenty of 
datasets which, if degraded or rendered 
unavailable, “would significantly impact 
the social or economic wellbeing” of 
Australia.

In the same year, public consul-
tation on the 
Security of Critical 
Infrastructure Bill 
considered whether 
data centre 
assets should be 
included in critical 
infrastructure, but 
the government 
decided not to. 

Shortly after, 
Anne Lyons, a 
visiting fellow at the 
Australian Strategic 
Policy Institute 
(ASPI), released 
Identity of a Nation, a lucid exploration 
of the strategic importance of national 
identity assets: such as public records 
and registries, citizenship records, 
land titles, the census, law court and 
parliamentary proceedings, and cultural 
collections.

Lyons set out Australia’s vulnerability 
to attacks on, or accidental loss of, these 

identity assets. She issued an appeal for 
data itself to be treated as part of the 
nation’s critical infrastructure, over and 
above the physical data centres and 
telecommunications systems through 
which it flows. 

In 2018 the Department of Home 
Affairs launched a comprehensive 
inquiry into the security and 
management of ‘identity information’. 
The report was delivered to the Minister 
in 2019 but was never released. Only 

recently has the 
report surfaced 
under freedom of 
information.1

A key recommen-
dation was that “All 
Australian citizens 
and residents 
should have a ‘core 
credential’ that is 
biometrically based 
which they can 
use to prove their 
‘identity’”.

The shudder 
quotes are typical 

of a report, which seems to me unsure 
of its subject matter and yet quite clear 
in its drive towards a single national 
biometric credential. 

It is not known if or why the 
government restricted publication. In 
my view, the authors’ enthusiasm for 
a national identification regime could 
have been awkward when such a 

IMAGE: © Denny Muller-Unsplash
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proposal remains taboo — as I’ll explain 
shortly.

The Consumer Data Right (CDR), 
legislated in 2020, creates a regime in 
which businesses that hold data about 
individuals can be directed by those 
individuals to share the data with other 
nominated businesses.

The aim is getting better deals for 
utilities and financial services or, in 
future, obtaining new services directly 
based on analysing that data.

The CDR is Australia’s first concerted 
effort to build general-purpose data-
sharing infrastructure, and to re-balance 
the rights to use and profit from 
data. It’s a strikingly comprehensive 
intervention, setting enforceable cyber-
security standards in a way that our 
governments have long been reluctant 
to set. 

Which brings us to the present day 
and the current program of data policy 
work within the Department of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet.2

This includes a data strategy, a data 
strategy action plan and a data security 
review built around the realisation that 
“data is an important national asset that 
drives innovation and transforms the 
world we live in”.

Dozens of decent case studies 
demonstrate the importance of data, 
yet there is still no decomposition 
of what exactly makes data valuable 
and worthy of protection. And while 
the CDR regime has admirably set 

The [Consumer Data Right (2020)] is 
Australia’s first concerted effort to build 

general-purpose data-sharing infrastructure IMAGE: © Vadim Bogulov-Unsplash
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The government has continued 
to exclude data-as-an-asset from 
infrastructure deliberations

enforceable standards for data security, 
the data strategy action plan is all light-
touch awareness and policy measures.

Introducing Infostructure
Our legislative culture aims to be 

technologically neutral. Australian 
governments therefore tend to foster 
joint development with industry of best 
practices and (eventually) standards, 
and to seek to procure reasonable-
solution systems. These solutions are 
not necessarily state of the art, but are 
responsible, cost-effective and, above 
all, mature enough to pose few risks for 
citizens. 

The recent critical infrastructure 
protection legislation typifies the 
Australian way.

The major onus is on industry 
reporting and information sharing, 
but no technical standards have been 
mandated. Moreover, the government 
has continued to exclude data-as-an-
asset from infrastructure deliberations, 
and has therefore yet to contemplate 
how to systematically safeguard the 
distribution of this critical resource. 

There is a newly-minted term for the 
systematic approach to data safety: 
infostructure. 

The Oxford English Dictionary calls 
it “an organisational structure used 
for the collection and distribution of 
information … comprised of hardware, 
networks, applications, etc., used by a 
society, business, or other group; also as 

a mass noun.”
I would go a little broader and 

explicitly include soft technologies, 
including all-important digital literacy. 

We can regard infostructure as the 
blend of rules, social norms, tech-
nologies, networks, quality processes, 
and public and private services that will 
deliver safe dependable data as a utility.

Move on from the ancient 
bogeymen, Australia

It continues to be inordinately 
difficult in this country to discuss digital 
identity without invoking — acciden-
tally or otherwise — the spectre of the 
ill-fated Australia Card.

Announced by the Howard 
government in 2006 and known 
officially as the Human Services Access 
Card, or just the Access Card, this was an 
overblown effort to ostensibly digitise 
all social security cards into one new 
entitlement mechanism.

However, the need was not 
compelling. Sure, there are more 
than a dozen social security cards at 
federal and state levels, but how many 
Australians really carry more than three 
or four? There was no clear or believable 
design to prevent the government 
linking up every transaction behind our 
backs. It therefore seemed plausible 
that this was the covert point of the 
exercise. 

With public anxiety rising and the 

It continues to be 
inordinately difficult 

in this country to 
discuss digital identity 

without invoking 
the spectre of the ill-

fated Australia Card
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Just think of the problematic digital failures 
of the 2016 Census, My Health Record, 

and the so-called Robodebt scandal

forecasted costs growing to more than 
a billion dollars, in 2007 the incoming 
Labor government cancelled the 
project.

In the wake of this badly mishandled 
identification project, even modest 
proposals to selectively digitise the way 
we exercise government accounts have 
struggled for credibility. 

In 2010, for example, Labor’s Health 
Minister Nicola Roxon proposed that 
the Medicare card be chipped and carry 
the new Individual Health Identifier. This 
would have helped prevent imposters 
using the card, just as chip-and-PIN 

protects modern credit cards, without 
otherwise changing how government 
services operated.

But this project was also abandoned 
after inevitable comparisons were 
made with the Australia Card, and even 
political pushback came from state 
governments. 

Since then, governments from both 
major parties have mishandled IT 
projects and privacy to such an extent 

that too many citizens will automatically 
view any improved handling of digital 
information as another newfangled 

invasion of privacy.
Just think of the 

problematic digital 
failures of the 2016 
Census, My Health 
Record, and the 
so-called Robodebt 
scandal.

Clearly the 
government needs 
more than just jolly 

hand-wave marketing of the benefits 
of digitisation. The projects themselves 
must be better conceived so they’re less 
disruptive to existing trusted processes, 
less risky to privacy, and consequentially 
easier to explain.

Creating a better 
concept of data safety

Government projects must attend to 

the whole range of properties of data 
that make it valuable and make it safe 
to use. Making their thinking trans-
parent will lead to more trusted and 
perhaps more manageable projects.

It’s time to abandon the metaphor of 
‘digital identity’. In most cases we don’t 
need to know who someone is. We 
simply need to know whether they’re 
eligible for a particular government 
service, or more generally whether 
some given fact about them is true.

The classic example is proving you’re 
18 years or older before buying alcohol. 
The bar staff don’t need to know your 
name, address, and date of birth from 
a driver licence. They simply need a 
trustworthy yes or no answer.

The trouble with digital identity is 
that computerisation invariably mixes 
and joins up all the nuanced facets of 
analogue identity that in the physical 
world we instinctively keep separate.  
We should keep identity analogue, and 

IT’S TIME TO ABANDON 
THE METAPHOR OF 
‘DIGITAL IDENTITY’

IMAGE: © Cottonbro-Pexels



While governments seek technology 
neutrality, they should acknowledge that 
some technologies are better than others

carefully digitise all our various personal 
credentials.

Each digital credential should mean 
nothing more and nothing less than the 
fact that the holder has that credential. 
There should be no extraneous disclo-
sures when a credential is presented, 
and no digital breadcrumbs.

New South Wales has started along 
this path with the Service NSW app, 
which now presents a carousel of 
digitised credentials. These already 
include driver and boating licenses and 
photo ID cards, Seniors Card and trade 
certificates, and is being extended to 

working with children checks, birth 
certificates and more.

The trust mechanisms include the 
user having to log into the app with a 
PIN, something only they know, and 
the other party being able to use the 
app on their phone to confirm the 
credential’s validity in real time through 
an ever-changing QR code.

Of particular note is the display of 
COVID-19 vaccination status: a simple 
green tick to show to those who need 
to ask.

The best-known such “data wallet” is 
the Apple Wallet. It’s distinctly easy to 
use, but it is not the only game in town.

Waving a phone is fast becoming 
a uniform user experience, as familiar 
as inserting a plastic card into an ATM 
or an airline check-in kiosk. Moreover, 
behind the scenes there are rigorous 
business processes, checks and 
balances whereby credential issuers 
are given trusted access to the wallet 
hardware and operating systems.

It is difficult for banks and healthcare 
authorities to have their credentials 
approved by Apple, and so it should be.  

The risk of monopoly is ever present, 
but governance does need to be strict. 
If the administration of digital credential 
wallets could evolve into public-private 
partnerships, then the risks of vendor 
lock-in would be manageable, with 
governments and product companies 
such as Apple keeping each other 
honest.

Recommended Reforms:

· Dispel the bogeyman of the Australia Card once and for all, reframe the digital citizen 
experience around what rather than who. Instead of abstract open-ended “identity”, 
concentrate on concrete objective credentials, and the public-private infostructure that will 
enable citizens to prove specific facts and figures about themselves. 

· Enable citizens to prove their bona fides digitally, upgrade from plastic cards to electronic 
verifiable credentials. The technology exists today for government-issued certificates to be 
issued in digital form, and loaded to smart phone wallets. Provide citizens the option of having 
digital versions of their standard Medicare card, driver licence, health identifiers and birth 
certificates, without any change to these credentials’ meaning or rules. 

· Upgrade from QR codes to modern radio frequency “tap and prove” methods. Most government 
mobile credentials today use QR codes as the presentation mode, but this technology is 
vulnerable to illicit copying and counterfeiting.  Radio frequency technology, as used in 
payWave, is faster, far more secure, and increasingly available in mobile phones for non-
payments applications.  U.S. and European governments are working with mobile phone 
companies and telcos to make licences and COVID vaccination certificates available to mobile 
data wallets.  Australia should join this movement, leveraging the new mobile driver licence 
standard ISO 18013-5.

HOW TO CREATE AN INFOSTRUCTURE TO PROTECT DATA AS A UTILITY 
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Any government data wallet infos-
tructure should therefore be open to 
other qualified private sector vendors 
and credential providers who would 
participate subject to new governance 
processes. 

While governments seek technology 
neutrality, they should acknowledge 
that some technologies are better 
than others. They should adopt a 
modern technology family, just as they 
select tamper-resistant driver license 
technology and cryptography from 
endorsed supplier lists.

Specifically, governments should 
pivot as quickly as possible from 
QR codes, which are vulnerable to 
cut-and-paste attacks, to secure radio 
frequency methods, particularly NFC 
(Near Field Communication). This is 
the same technology used in payWave 
and e-passports, and now standardised 

internationally for mobile licenses and 
smart phone wallets.

To govern a private-public infos-
tructure, government needs a metadata 
dictionary of definitive authoritative 
sources. Administration of the 
dictionary would be delegated to the 
many established trusted authorities in 
the professions, healthcare, state regis-
tries, education and business. 

Government can foster (through 
procurement and standardisation) a 
commercial business model of digiti-
sation-as-a-service, mirroring exactly 

the way in which commercial bureaus 
today manufacture trusted plastic 
cards for Medicare, transport operators, 
universities, employers and sports clubs. 

Take the lead on 
comprehensive data safety

Government is the foundation for 
most of the atomic truths we all depend 
on day-to-day. While governments have 
struggled to find their way with digital 
identity, the best thing they can do now 
is refocus on the concrete and make 
all the facts and figures for which they 
are authoritative, available to citizens in 
verifiable digital form.

Only then will true digital citizenship 
follow, when we can move verifiably 
true copies of important data around as 
simply and safely as we move our digital 
money.AQ
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How to Create an Infostructure to 
Protect Data as a Utility 
Citizens need good data nearly as much as they need clean drinking water and stable 
electricity. As we increasingly rely on digital technology for our social, financial and 
political interactions, we need smarter systems for being able to trust the information 
we share and encounter. The Australian government needs to begin building a public, 
transparent, and most of all, trust-worthy ‘infostructure’ to make the most of this rich 
societal resource and secure the right to good data for its citizens.

STEPHEN WILSON

You Get What You Pay For:  
Tackling The Tax Taboo
It took decades of neoliberalism to destroy Australia’s public sector and, subsequently, 
trust in the institutions of governance. Australia’s public sector isn’t big enough to 
meet the challenges of the 21st century, good enough to meet the expectations of 
the Australian public, or well governed enough to cope with the inevitable expansion 
heading its way. If we are to return trust and capability to the system we must be bold, 
ambitious and, most of all, brave enough to tackle the modern tax taboo…

RICHARD DENNISS

Pieces of the Same Solution: 
Reimagining the Public Good
The election mobilised and engaged people like never before. For the first time in a 
long time, it feels like our nation isn’t trying to stop the future – but rather rise to the 
big challenges and embrace the big opportunities. Yet a new paradigm is needed – 
could we create a social and economic system based on the ‘Public Good’? What does 
the modern public good look like? And how is it informed by the topics of Connection, 
Care, and Contribution that many Australians want to see their society embrace? 

MILLIE ROONEY AND LILY SPENCER

Life on the Edge: Adapting Coastal 
Management in a Changing Climate
Australians love the coast – yet with climate change our coasts are becoming 
increasingly dynamic and at odds with our static and siloed perceptions of land 
ownership and coastal management. Disaster response is generally reactive and 
remedial, when our communities need to be developing long term, adaptive plans 
that are tailored to the values of those communities. Much can be done to improve 
coastal management in Australia but it needs to start with an inclusive, frank and 
supported discussion on the future of our coasts.
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