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FOREWORD

The Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) publishes
Position Statements, from time to time, as a means of
informing the public about the EPA’s views on matters of
environmental importance. They also provide a basis for the
development of the associated series of statements entitled
Guidance for the Assessment of Environmental Factors.

This Position Statement provides the public and other key
stakeholders with a summary of the key relevant principles of
environmental protection that the EPA considers to be
important in guiding its decisions and advice to government
on matters of environmental protection.

The principles outlined in this Position Statement include those in the Environmental
Protection Act 1986: others have been compiled from international and national sources.
Some of the principles include environmental, social and economic considerations, the
Precautionary Principle, Intergenerational Equity, Conservation of Biological Diversity
and Ecological Integrity.

Since its inception over thirty years ago, the Environmental Protection Authority has been
guided by such principles and their underlying rationale. In fact, in its first Annual Report
in 1972, the EPA said “We have, of course, the right to develop our resources for the good
of this and future generations. But we also have the duty not to deplete or misuse these
resources to the extent where those who come after us are deprived of adequate resources,
or face a despoiled environment.”

The EPA received a number of useful comments on the preliminary document and
acknowledges with gratitude this assistance.

I commend this Position Statement for your reading.

Yy

Dr Wally Cox
Chairman
Environmental Protection Authority

2 August 2004
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1. INTRODUCTION

The clear articulation of the principles of environmental protection is a relatively recent
international phenomenon in terms of public policy. Some argue that the signing into law of the
US National Environmental Policy Act in 1970 was the defining moment. Others have argued
that the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Stockholm in 1972
represented the first major global attention paid to a broad range of environmental issues.

Within the last 30 years there has been a growing international acceptance of the key principles
of environmental protection. This acceptance has been reflected in their incorporation into
international treaties, laws and regulations involving many nations.

In Australia this acceptance has been reflected in the Intergovernmental Agreement on the
Environment (Commonwealth of Australia 1992), the National Strategy for Ecologically
Sustainable Development (Commonwealth of Australia 1992), the National Strategy for the
Conservation of Australia’s Biological Diversity (Commonwealth of Australia 1996) and other
national agreements, laws and regulations accepted at Commonwealth and State levels. There is
also widespread community acceptance of these general principles of environmental protection.

In 2003 the Environmental Protection Act 1986 was amended to include the following
principles:

“1. The precautionary principle
Where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty
should not be used as a reason for postponing measures to prevent environmental
degradation.
In the application of the precautionary principle, decisions should be guided by —
(@) careful evaluation to avoid, where practicable, serious or irreversible damage to the

environment; and

(b) an assessment of the risk-weighted consequences of various options.

2. The principle of intergenerational equity

The present generation should ensure that the health, diversity and productivity of the
environment is maintained or enhanced for the benefit of future generations.

3. The principle of the conservation of biological diversity and ecological integrity

Conservation of biological diversity and ecological integrity should be a fundamental
consideration.

4.  Principles relating to improved valuation, pricing and incentive mechanisms
(1) Environmental factors should be included in the valuation of assets and services.

(2) The polluter pays principle — those who generate pollution and waste should bear the
cost of containment, avoidance or abatement.



(3) The users of goods and services should pay prices based on the full life cycle costs of
providing goods and services, including the use of natural resources and assets and
the ultimate disposal of any wastes.

(4) Environmental goals, having been established, should be pursued in the most cost
effective way, by establishing incentive structures, including market mechanisms,
which enable those best placed to maximise benefits and/or minimise costs to
develop their own solutions and responses to environmental problems.

5. The principle of waste minimisation

All reasonable and practicable measures should be taken to minimise the generation of
waste and its discharge into the environment.”

It is now the object of the Act to protect the environment of the State having regard to these
principles.

As such, these principles form the core set for the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA).
However, there are a number of supporting principles which also guide the EPA in carrying out
its role and responsibilities.

Purpose

The purpose of this Position Statement is to provide the community and other key stakeholders
with a summary of the key relevant principles of environmental protection that the EPA
considers to be important in guiding its decisions and advice to government on matters of
environmental protection.

Boundaries

The scope of the issues, matters and advice for which the EPA has responsibility is derived from
the definition of ‘environment’, in Section 15 (Objectives), Section 16 (Functions) and Section
17 (Powers) of the Environmental Protection Act 1986. The EPA has normally chosen to
interpret this scope in an operational sense to consider the full suite of physical and biological
factors, social factors (pertaining to humans as individuals and in their social groupings) in so far
as these are directly linked to the biophysical environment, and economic factors which are
relevant to environmental protection and management.

Sources

Many of the principles summarised in this document have their roots in documents prepared for
the United Nations Conference on Human Environment, Stockholm 1972, the World
Conservation Strategy in 1980, the Brundtland Report entitled ‘Our Common Future’ in 1987,
and documents prepared for the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. They are based on sources such as the already referenced
national agreements, operational principles used by the National Environment Protection
Council and those collated and published by the Environment Protection Authority of Victoria
(Environment Protection Authority of Victoria 2000).
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