ACT Government Response

Standing Committee on Planning and
Environment’s Report on the Proposed
Nomination of the ACT as a UNESCO

Biosphere Reserve

27/ 09/2003



Introduction
Biosphere Reserves are areas of land and/or sea that have been recognised by the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). They
are significant for biodiversity conservation as well as demonstrating sustainable
development. They have three main functions, namely to:
e foster sustainable economic and human development;
* support demonstration projects, environmental education and training and
scientific research and monitoring; and
* confribute to the conservation of genetic resources, species, ecosystems and
landscapes.

The Report by the ACT Sixth Assembly’s Standing Committee on Planning and
Environment (‘the report’) is an important document in exploring the issues related to
the proposed nomination of the ACT as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve. The ACT
Government welcomes the Report.

Role of the Biosphere in the ACT

Before deciding to nominate the ACT as a Biosphere Reserve, it is important to fully
explore and understand the opportunities and challenges that such a nomination would
engender.

Many earlier nominated Biosphere Reserves around the world are focused on national
parks or other forms of ecosystem conservation. The ACT would be significant in
containing both ecosystem conservation (through Namadgi National Park) and a
strong focus on sustainable development of a city and a national capital. This model is
not fully developed internationally, and there is a lack of community understanding of
how this might work in practice.

The Report identifies a number of potential benefits of a Biosphere Reserve including:

e development of tourism and businesses through a brand linked to the ACT as a
biosphere;

e international recognition of Canberra as a sustainable city and knowledge
centre;

e greater co-ordination and co-operation of sustainability initiatives, policies,
research, monitoring and education; and

e fostering sustainable economic and human development.

The principles of a Biosphere Reserve are already encapsulated in a number of ACT
Government policies - People, Place, Prosperity; Weathering the Change;, the Spatial
Plan and park management plans. ACT Government policy will continue to
encourage economic development that is based on the sustainable and wise use of
regional natural and human resources and to foster a long-term perspective and strive
for sustainability.



Biosphere Reserves require community participation to be eligible for nomination.
Community engagement by the Conservation Council of the ACT and South-East
Region indicated that there is little general community understanding or interest in
Biosphere Reserves. This is echoed in a number of the submissions to the Sixth
Assembly Standing Committee on Planning and Environment’s Inquiry which, while
supportive of the idea of the ACT nomination, suggests that great community
engagement and understanding is needed as well as a greater understanding of the
impacts of a biosphere nomination on the ACT, particularly in relation to land
management and planning, conservation and tourism.

The ACT Government believes that the long-term success of a Biosphere Reserve is
dependent upon strong support from a wide range of the ACT community. It is clear
from the Report that these conditions do not yet exist.

The ACT Government considers the approach to Biosphere Reserves adopted by the
Victorian Government has merit because it is comprehensive and has been accepted
by the Victorian community as a basis for future biosphere reserves in that State. The
Victorian Government approach supports ‘in principle’ the Biosphere concept on the
basis that any new Biosphere Reserve will be community driven, self-funded and
based on voluntary participation by individuals.

Should the conditions for a community driven and self-funded biosphere reserve
develop then a number of issues would need to be considered in order to progress a
formal biosphere nomination. These include:

a)  assessing the potential benefits and costs of establishing a Biosphere
Reserve in the ACT;

b)  undertaking a gap analysis to determine whether the ACT already meets the
UNESCO conditions for nomination and any additional work that may need
to be undertaken;

¢)  determining potential issues and plans for community co-operation and
management;

d) testing the claims of benefits for tourism and business; and

e) outlining implications (if any) of the biosphere on a range of ACT
Government policies, plans and strategies (such as the Canberra Plan and
the Spatial Plan).

The ACT Government’s response to each of the Sixth Assembly Standing Committee
on Planning and Environment’s recommendations is set out in the table below.

The Government thanks the Sixth Assembly Standing Committee on Planning and
Environment for its extensive consultation and work in developing the report.
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