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Appendix 5C 

Australia's Unique Geography and Climate:  Particular 
Challenges Demanding Supportive Government Structures 

 

 

American geologist Dr Herbert E. Gregory (1916: 473), in a special December 1916 edition of 

the National Geographic Magazine titled 'Lonely Australia: the Unique Continent', described 

Australia as "the most isolated of all inhabited continents" and "remote from the center of all of 

the world's activities".  Geographer Professor Oskar Spate (1968: 19) later wrote that "humanly 

speaking the most essential feature in Australian life is this: with New Zealand, she is the 

remotest outlier of Western, and specifically British, civilisation".  Historian Professor Geoffrey 

Blainey (1982: 341, 342), in a revised edition of The Tyranny of Distance, has since written that 

"distance has been visibly tamed in the last quarter century but it has not been conquered" and 

that "Australia will continue to be seen as isolated".  Australia constantly faces significant 

challenges as a result of its remoteness from global markets, and its unique natural environment 

(Battersby and Ewing 2003; 2005; Ewing and Battersby 2003; 2005; Business Council of 

Australia 2004; Guttmann and Richards 2004; Hurford 2004: 49; see also Spate 1968), and no 

examination of alternative government structures for Australia, and the financial costs, benefits 

and affordability of such structures, could be adequate without a candid assessment of such 

challenges. 

 
This appendix examines Australia's geographic remoteness, and unique geography and climate 

generally, with an emphasis on economic impacts and features of relevance to government 

structure, and draws particular attention to Australia's manifest need for government structures 

and systems which at every point support individuals, communities and businesses, rather than 

hinder them, in their quest to overcome the relentless impacts of distance, and Australia's harsh 

natural environment generally, in an increasingly competitive global economy in which 

comparative advantages and disadvantages are increasingly magnified. 

 
Appendix 5C has seven sections designed to provide a "reality check" to draw attention to the 

serious disadvantages and challenges that Australia faces on account of its global isolation and 

natural environment generally, and, hence, the perils of what might be termed "constitutional 

complacency" or "government system complacency".  The first section looks at Australia's 

exports and primary industries, noting that primary products account for nearly 60% of 

Australia's total exports.  The second examines Australia's wealth relative to other countries.  
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The third specifically examines Australia's geographic remoteness and distance from global 

markets, and associated economic challenges.  The fourth and fifth sections then assess 

Australia's unique geography and climate generally, and associated economic challenges.  The 

sixth section further develops the argument that government structure design should be guided 

by geographic and climatic realities, especially for countries with harsh natural environments 

such as Australia.  The final section concludes that Australia has a particularly great need for 

supportive government structures because of its global remoteness, unique geography and 

climate generally, and associated economic disadvantages and challenges. 

 
 
Australia's Exports and Primary Industries 
 
This section briefly summarises Australia's exports and its major primary sector mining and 

agricultural export components, and shows that Australia's export levels are relatively low as a 

percentage of GDP and relatively very highly dependent on primary resources exports. 

 

Australia's Exports from 2000-01 to 2003-04 
 
According to the Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE 2005a), 

Australia's exports over the four year period from 2000-01 to 2003-04 were made up of 

components as in Table 5C-1 below. 

 
Table 5C-1 shows that primary industries have accounted for approximately 58% of Australia's 

total exports over the period 2000-01 through to 2003-04, or about 74% of total exports in 

merchandise (or goods).  Mineral resources (including oil and gas) alone account for some 37% 

of total exports, or 47% of exports in goods.  Rural or agricultural products account for 21% of 

total exports, or 27% of good exports.  So the Australian export economy remains dominated by 

primary industry contributions. 
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Table 5C-1:  Components of Australia's Exports 

Export Component 2000-01
($b) 

2001-02
($b) 

2002-03 
($b) 

2003-04 
($b) 

4YA 
($b) 

Agricultural = Rural 32.6 34.4 30.0 28.9 31.5 
Mineral Resources excluding Oil, Gas and Related Products 43.5 45.0 44.0 43.6 44.0 

Oil, Gas and Related Products = Petroleum and Related Products 13.5 10.9 11.0 8.8 11.1 
Total Mineral Resources (including Oil and Gas) 57.0 56.0 55.0 52.4 55.1 

Total Commodities Sector = Total Primary Industries Sector 89.7 90.3 85.0 81.3 86.6 
Merchandise Besides Commodities (mainly Manufactured Goods) 30.6 30.6 30.8 28.2 30.1 

Total Merchandise = Total Goods 120.2 121.0 115.8 109.5 116.6 
Total Services 33.5 32.3 32.5 34.0 33.1 

Total = Total Goods + Total Services 153.8 153.2 148.3 143.5 149.7 
Percentages of Total Exports           

Agricultural = Rural 21.2 22.4 20.2 20.2 21.0 
Mineral Resources excluding Oil, Gas and Related Products 28.3 29.4 29.7 30.4 29.4 

Oil, Gas and Related Products = Petroleum and Related Products 8.8 7.1 7.5 6.1 7.4 
Total Mineral Resources (including Oil and Gas) 37.1 36.5 37.1 36.5 36.8 

Total Commodities Sector = Total Primary Industries Sector 58.3 59.0 57.3 56.7 57.8 
Merchandise Besides Commodities (mainly Manufactured Goods) 19.9 20.0 20.8 19.6 20.1 

Total Merchandise = Total Goods 78.2 78.9 78.1 76.3 77.9 
Total Services 21.8 21.1 21.9 23.7 22.1 

Total = Total Goods + Total Services 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Percentages of Total Merchandise Exports           

Agricultural = Rural 27.1 28.4 25.9 26.4 27.0 
Mineral Resources excluding Oil, Gas and Related Products 36.2 37.2 38.0 39.8 37.8 

Oil, Gas and Related Products = Petroleum and Related Products 11.2 9.0 9.5 8.0 9.5 
Total Mineral Resources (including Oil and Gas) 47.4 46.3 47.5 47.8 47.2 

Total Commodities Sector = Total Primary Industries Sector 74.6 74.7 73.4 74.3 74.2 
Merchandise Besides Commodities (mainly Manufactured Goods) 25.4 25.3 26.6 25.7 25.8 

Total Merchandise = Total Goods 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: ABARE 2005a, Australian Commodities: Forecasts and issues, June Quarter 2005, Table 6, p. 412. 
ABARE 2005b, Australian Mineral Statistics, December Quarter 2004, Table 3, page 6. 
Note:  Merchandise is defined for the purpose of international trade statistics in ABS Cat. 5489.0, 2001, International 
Merchandise Trade, Australia, Concepts, Sources and Methods; merchandise generally equates to 'goods'. 

 

Appendix 5D provides further details of Australia's mineral and agricultural exports and 

Australia's primary industries generally, highlights of which include: 

• Australia's exports made up 21.1% of its GDP on average over the period 1999-2003, 
compared to an OECD median of 38% and a 35% median across all countries in the world.  
Australia ranks 28th of the 30 OECD countries in terms of exports as a percentage of GDP, 
ahead of just Japan (10.9%) and the United States (10.5%). 

• Australia's non-petroleum mineral production was the fifth largest in the world in 1998 
(behind only China, the United States, South Africa and Russia), and the largest per capita 
among the top 25 non-petroleum mineral producing countries. 

• Agricultural exports made up 25% of Australia's total exports in 2002, which was the second 
highest agricultural export share among OECD countries behind New Zealand (45%). 

• Australia has approximately 2.5 hectares of arable land per person, which is the highest 
among OECD countries, with Canada ranked second (1.5 hectares per person) and the 
United States third (0.62 hectares per person). 

• Australia has approximately 24 hectares of agricultural land area per person (of which 
11.0% is arable land, 0.1% permanent crop land and 88.9% permanent pasture land) (UN 
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FAO 2004: 179-180), which is by far the highest among OECD countries, with Iceland 
ranked second (8.1 hectares per person) and New Zealand third (4.5 hectares per person).  

• Australia has approximately 32 hectares of agricultural, forest and wood areas in total, which 
is again by far the highest among OECD countries ahead of second ranked Canada with 10 
hectares per person. 

 
 
Australia's Wealth Relative to Other Countries 
 
A 2005 World Bank report ranked Australia below the top 10 countries in terms of overall 

wealth, based largely on per capita GDP, but below only Norway, New Zealand and Canada in 

terms of natural capital per capita, although an earlier 1995 World Bank report assessed 

Australia as the wealthiest of 192 countries in 1990 on a per capita basis, taking into account 

combined totals of produced assets, natural resources and human resources.  Appendix 5E 

displays these two separate wealth assessments conducted by the World Bank in 1995 and 2005, 

and then compares the GDP values of different countries in past decades from 1870 to 2000 

using data presented in the OECD publication 'The World Economy Historical Statistics' 

(Maddison 2003). 

 
The study by Maddison (2003) indicates that Australia was the wealthiest country in the world 

in terms of per capita GDP in 1870, 1880 and 1890, the four wealthiest on this basis in 1900 and 

1950, and the ninth ranked in 2000.  So there is some evidence that Australia's per capita wealth 

has declined relative to other countries over the past 130 or so years, with the main periods of 

decline being from 1870 to 1900 and from 1950 onward. 

 
The comparisons presented in Appendix 5E suggest that Australia remains a wealthy country in 

terms of natural assets.  But they also suggest that in an increasingly competitive world, in 

which industrialised European, North American and Asian countries enjoy significant locational 

advantages, remotely located countries such as Australia and New Zealand will probably 

struggle to avoid a steady ongoing decline in wealth relative to other countries, and will hence 

need to be supported by government structures and regulatory environments which at every 

point help rather than hinder Australia's individuals, communities and businesses. 

 
 
Australia's Geographic Remoteness and its Economic Impacts 
 
Geographical remoteness and distance clearly impose additional transportation costs and other 

costs associated with domestic and international trade, and numerous studies have attempted to 
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analyse and quantify such costs and disadvantages (see, for example, Mundell 1957; Herberg 

1970; Cassing 1978; Favley 1979; Inoue 1985; Rousslang 1991; Leamer 1997; Bougheas, 

Demetriades and Morgenroth 1999; Venables and Limão 1999; Hummels 1999a; 1999b; 2000; 

Cukrowski and Fischer 2000; Limão and Venables 2001; Micco and Perez 2002; Blum and 

Leamer 2002; 2004; Redding and Venables 2002; 2004).  Several studies have specifically 

examined the relationship between transport costs and the levels of tariffs and other forms of 

trade barriers and protection (see, for example, Waters 1969; 1970; 1971; 1974; Fingers and 

Yeats 1976; Sampson and Yeats 1977; Sampson 1978; Clark 1981; Krutilla 1981; Conlon 1982; 

Rousslang and To 1993; Anjadi, Winters and Yeats 1995; Guttmann and Richards 2004), some 

of which have focused on Australia's situation (Sampson and Yeats 1977; Conlon 1982; 

Guttmann and Richards 2004).  Further studies have examined the link between foreign trade 

and GDP (Frankel and Romer 1999; Frankel and Rose 2002). 

 
Several recent studies have shown that New Zealand and Australia are by far the most remotely 

located of the 30 OECD countries and among the most remotely located of all countries in the 

world in terms of distance to world markets, and have also examined the impact of distance and 

remoteness on the trade performance and wealth of Australia, New Zealand and other countries 

(Leamer 1997; Skilling 2001a; 2001b; 2001c; Simmons 2002; Blum and Leamer 2002; 2004; 

Evans and Hughes 2003; Ewing and Battersby 2003; 2005; Battersby and Ewing 2003; 2005). 

 
Appendix 5F presents a detailed comparison of Australia and other countries in terms of their 

geographical remoteness and distance to world markets, and combines results established by 

Leamer (1997), Blum and Leamer (2002; 2004), Ewing and Battersby (2003) and Maddison 

(2003) to estimate the economy-wide costs Australia faces as a result of such remoteness.  It is 

tentatively estimated that (1) the tariff-equivalence of Australia's distance to world markets may 

range between 20% and 120%, depending on the type of good traded, and (2) the compounding 

impacts of geographic remoteness since 1870 or so may have left Australia's per capita GDP 

some 20% to 50% lower now than might have eventuated if Australia's distance to world 

markets approximated the average for all countries.  Further research would need to be carried 

out to improve on this estimate, but if this 20% to 50% range was accurate, then Australia's 

2004-05 GDP of $892 billion would have been between $1,100 billion to $1,800 billion or so 

but for the compounding cost of distance, or between $55,000 to $88,000 in per capita terms, 

noting that Australia's per capita GDP was $44,107 in 2004-05 (ABS Cat. 5204.0 2004-05, 

2005: 15).  The estimates established here hence indicate that geographic remoteness may have 

reduced Australia's per capita GDP by between $11,000 and $44,000 or so in 2004-05 terms.  
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Australia and New Zealand might therefore have remained the wealthiest countries in the world, 

as they were around the turn of the twentieth century, but for the severe and annually 

compounding negative impact of remoteness and distance.  These estimations, whilst far from 

certain in their accuracy, are based on robust research and are hence offer particularly significant 

guidance to any assessment of Australia's government structures.  It is certainly clear that 

Australia is significantly more geographically remote than all OECD countries except New 

Zealand, and will struggle to avoid a steady ongoing decline in wealth relative to other 

countries, in an increasingly competitive world in which industrialised European, North 

American and Asian countries enjoy significant locational advantages.  Australia's future 

economic success is therefore particularly reliant upon competent government structures and 

regulatory environments which support trading and commercial endeavours to the greatest 

extent possible. 

 
 
Australia's Unique Geography Generally 
 
Australia's geography is unique in ways which extend well beyond its geographic remoteness 

from other countries as described above.  Appendix 5G provides detailed comparisons of 37 

selected countries including Australia in terms of several geographic features, and establishes 

that: 

• Australia is the third least densely populated country in the world, and the least densely 
populated of the 30 OECD countries. 

• With a land area of nearly 8,000,000 square kilometres (km2), Australia is the world's fourth 
largest land mass, behind only Africa-Eurasia (approximately 85,000,000 km2), the 
Americas (42,000,000 km2) and Antarctica (13,000,000 km2), and hence the third largest 
inhabited land mass.   

• Australia has the sixth largest land area (7.7 million km2) of all world's countries, behind 
only Russia (17.1 million km2), Canada (10.0 million km2), China (9.6 million km2), the 
United States (9.4 million km2) and Brazil (8.5 million km2).  After Australia, the seventh 
ranked country in terms of land area is India, with a land area of 3.3 million km2 – less than 
half that of Australia.  So Australia is the smallest of the six giant countries with land areas 
exceeding 7.0 million km2.  Significantly, Australia is the only country among these six 
giant countries which is also a borderless island and a continent. 

• Australia is the only country in the world that is both a borderless island country and also a 
continent. 

 

Australia's vast land area and extremely low population density mean that Australia faces very 

high costs for domestic land transport and trade as well as for international transport and trade as 

above.  Australia's unique status as an island country and continent is also extremely significant 

in terms of mutually reinforcing influences of physical geography and political geography.  
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Being an island is especially significant, because an island is an unambiguous land unit.  

Whereas land borders are often artificial and arbitrary and have often proven to be highly 

contestable, sea borders are natural, distinct and unambiguous.  The sub-national political border 

between Tasmania and the Australian mainland is substantively defined by the oceanic divide, 

but the mainland State-Territory borders all host significant arbitrary and artificial elements in 

addition to the Murray and Darling rivers, reflecting historical developments but otherwise 

lacking in geographical substance.  Among the four classic federations, Australia is an 

unambiguous geographic unit in ways that the USA, Canada and Switzerland clearly are not.  

The United States and Canada share a large land border with one another and the United States 

also shares a land border with Mexico, and Switzerland is a landlocked country which shares 

borders with Germany (334 km), Austria (164 km), Liechtenstein (41 km), Italy (740 km) and 

France (573 km) (CIA World Factbook 2005). 

 
 
Australia's Unique Climate and Associated Economic Impacts 
 
Climate exerts substantial environmental, social and economic influence in all parts of the 

world, and is clearly immensely significant in Australia, and hence should be taken into account 

when assessing alternative government structures and their costs, benefits and affordability.  

This section first describes Australia's hot, dry, variable and generally unique climate, and then 

examines potential and actual influences of climate on Australia's economic performance. 

 

Australia's Hot, Dry, Variable and Generally Unique Climate 
 
Appendix 5H provides detailed comparisons of 37 selected countries including Australia and all 

OECD countries in terms of climatic summary statistics developed by Mitchell et al. (2004).  

These comparisons show that Australia stands out in terms of its high temperatures, high daily 

temperature range, low temperature variability on day-to-day, month-to-month and year-to year 

bases, very low levels of precipitation per unit of land area, very high rainfall variability, low 

levels of cloud cover, and absence of absence of frost (see also Gleick 1993; United Nations 

Environment Programme 2004: 46).  It is also found that Australia's precipitation, surface water 

and renewable freshwater resource levels are relatively high on average on a per capita basis, as 

a result of Australia's low population density.  The detailed comparisons in Appendix 5H 

specifically show that: 

• Australia's average precipitation level, measured in mm of rain (effectively a measure of 
rainfall intensity per unit land area), was the lowest of the 30 OECD countries at 535 mm, 



 5C-8

compared with the OECD median level of 801 mm, and second lowest after Russia (460 
mm) among all 37 selected countries. 

• Australia's mean percentage of wet days, at 17.6%, is the 3rd lowest of the 37 selected 
countries, after just India (14.9%) and Mexico (16.2%), and hence the 2nd lowest of the 30 
OECD countries after Mexico, with the OECD median figure being 46.1%. 

• Australia's annual mean cloud cover of 37.9% is the lowest of the 37 selected countries, 
followed by India (39.9%) and Greece (43.2%).  The median OECD figure is 65.6%. 

• Australia's percentage of frost days (3.5%) was the 5th lowest of the 37 countries, but the 
lowest of the 30 OECD countries, with the OECD median figure being 27.7%. 

• Australia's average annual country-wide mean temperature of 21.6 degrees Celsius (°C) is 
the 6th highest of the 37 selected countries but the highest of the 30 OECD countries.  
Greece, at 15.4 °C, has the second highest mean temperature among OECD countries, and 
the median OECD figure is 9.0 °C. 

• Australia's average annual country-wide maximum temperature of 28.4 °C is the 7th 
highest of the 37 selected countries, and 2nd only to Mexico (28.5 °C) among OECD 
countries, with the OECD country median being just 13.0 degrees Celsius. 

• Australia's average annual country-wide minimum temperature of 14.9 °C is the 6th highest 
of the 37 selected countries, and the highest of the OECD countries, with the OECD 
country median being just 5.0 degrees Celsius. 

• Australia's daily temperature range (defined as the difference between the maximum and 
minimum temperatures of each given day), at 13.5 degrees Celsius, is the 2nd highest of 
the 37 selected countries, behind only Mexico (15.0 degrees Celsius). 

• Australia's precipitation levels are highly variable on day-to-day, month-to-month and 
year-to-year bases, as well as being relatively very low per unit of land area, but such 
variability can be explained to some extent at least by the El-Niño Southern Oscillation 
(ENSO) Effect. 

• Australia's temperature variability, whilst high in terms of the daily temperature range, as 
above, is relatively low on a day-to-day, month-to-month and year-to-year basis, so whilst 
rainfall levels are generally unpredictable, relatively hot temperatures are persistent and can 
be relied upon. 

• Australia has the highest combination of dryness and heat among the 37 selected countries, 
or, equivalently, Australia has the lowest combination of wetness and coldness among 
these countries.  

 

Among the 37 selected countries, and especially among the 30 OECD countries, Australia 

stands out in terms of its very low levels of precipitation per unit of land area, low frequency of 

wet days, low levels of cloud cover, absence of frost, high temperatures, high daily temperature 

range but low temperature variability on day-to-day, month-to-month and year-to year bases, 

and very high rainfall variability.  It is clear, furthermore, that Australia's climate hosts 

significant strengths, advantages and opportunities, as well as weaknesses, disadvantages and 

threats, but the persistent heat and low and variable rainfall levels make Australia relatively very 

highly susceptible to natural disasters in the forms of droughts, heat-waves, floods and 

bushfires, and associated human, economic and environmental costs. 
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Water, "or the lack of it", according to Stacey (2004), "is the most important single factor that 

determines where Australians live and how we use the land".  Australia receives less rainfall per 

unit land area than any other continent except for Antarctica, is subject to very high levels of 

evaporation, and is generally by far the driest of the five inhabited continents (Bureau of 

Meteorology 2005; Stacey 2004; Aplin 1998: 422; Smith 1992: 111; Jones et al. 1992: 195).  

Further, according to Stacey (2004), Australia, of the five inhabited continents, has: 

• the lowest and most variable average annual rainfall – 465 mm; 
• the lowest runoff, estimated at 12 per cent of average annual rainfall – the rest is evaporated or 

soaks into the ground; 
• the smallest volume of water in rivers; 
• the smallest area of permanent wetlands; and  
• the most variable stream flow. 

 
According to the Australian Bureau of Meteorology (2005) and others (see for example Aplin 

1998: 41; Stacey 2004; Smith 1992: 111-112), Australia's annual rainfall variability is greater 

than that of any other continent, and this very variability is the most exceptional feature of 

Australia's climate.  And in recent decades, atmospheric scientists have come to understand that 

the El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) effect is the source of such rainfall variability and 

associated events such as droughts, heat-waves, floods, tropical cyclones, bushfires and even 

frosts (Aplin 1998: 41-44; Bureau of Meteorology 2005; Stacey 2004).  Australia's extreme 

susceptibility to bushfires derives from its largely hot and dry continental and Mediterranean 

climates, the ENSO effect described above, associated cycles of flood and drought, and the large 

volumes of resultant vegetation which burn easily and fiercely following extended hot and dry 

periods (Luke and McArthur 1977: 2-17, 64-68; Smith 1992: 111-138; Aplin 1998: 44; 

Australian Bureau of Meteorology 2002: 1).  Smith (1992: 112) observes that "in several ways 

Australia's unique physical environment has evoked a range of plant responses, which 

predispose the vegetation to bushfire". 

 

The Influence of Climate on Australia's Economic Performance  
 
Appendix 5D, as referred to earlier in this appendix, presents comparisons which show that 

Australia's export levels are relatively low as a percentage of GDP and relatively very highly 

dependent on primary resources exports.  Australia's exports made up 21% of its GDP on 

average over the period 1999-2003, according to World Bank (2005) data, and ranked third 

lowest of the 30 OECD countries on this measure, ahead of just Japan (10.9%) and the United 

States (10.5%) with their huge domestic economies, compared to an OECD median of 38% and 

a 35% median across all countries in the world.  Primary industries have accounted for 
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approximately 58% of Australia's total exports over the period 2000-01 through to 2003-04, or 

about 74% of total merchandise (or goods) exports, according to the  Australian Bureau of 

Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE 2005a: 412; 2005b: 6), with mineral resources 

(including oil and gas) accounting for 47% of merchandise exports and rural or agricultural 

products accounting for 27%.  Agricultural exports made up 25% of Australia's total exports in 

2002, which was the second highest agricultural export share among OECD countries behind 

New Zealand at 45% (Food and Agriculture Organization 2004: 108). 

 
Australia's rural sector continues to account for a significant fraction of Australia's total exports, 

but is constantly at the mercy of Australia's hot, dry and variable climate, and is especially 

susceptible to potentially adverse impacts of global warming and climate change, according to 

research by Peter Grace of Queensland University (quoted by Beeby 2006: 2):5

In Australia over the next 30 to 50 years, atmospheric carbon dioxide levels are predicted to 
increase significantly, with temperatures rising up to three degrees and rainfall falling by around 
20 per cent or more in some areas.  Under these conditions and with the wheat varieties and 
agronomic practices currently used in Australia, we would expect to see an average decline in 
wheat yields across the country of 15 per cent which equates to around a billion dollars in lost 
income. 

 

Australia's heat also has the potential to significantly impede Australia's manufacturing sector.  

According to research carried out by Blum and Leamer (2004: 546, 555), "manufacturing 

equipment functions optimally in cold climates where it can be operated without breakdowns at 

high pace for long hours during the day", and "manufacturing, especially the most capital-

intensive segments, cannot be efficiently performed in hot climates".  Blum and Leamer (2004: 

561) also find that "for GDP per capita, the best climate zones are the cold and cool ones (snow 

humid and temperate humid)".  Australia's average annual country-wide mean temperature of 

21.6 degrees Celsius is by far the highest of the 30 OECD countries, followed by Greece in 

second place at 15.4 °C, with the median OECD figure being just 9.0 °C (Mitchell et al. 2004), 

so if Blum and Leamer's findings are accurate, then Australia's heat presents immense 

disadvantages to Australia's manufacturing sector and wealth creation generally, especially 

relative to other industrialised countries. 

 
 
Why Geography and Climate Matter for Government Structure 
 
Australia's geography and climate are emphasised herein for several overlapping reasons which 

follow from Figure 1-3 in Chapter 1, and four additional diagrams shown below. 
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Firstly, government structures which are incompatible with human geography, natural 

geography and climate can penalise a country and its people to an extent reflecting such 

incompatibility. 

 
Secondly, whereas government policies and culture are at least to some extent subject to human 

control, natural geography and climate are generally wholly or largely beyond human control, 

and are relentless in their impact – whether advantageous or disadvantageous or both at different 

times.  So whereas sound government policies and laws, cultural shifts, technological 

developments and so on generally have the potential to compensate for deficiencies in 

government structure, in the pursuit of preferred public and private outcomes, natural geography 

and climate – being largely or wholly beyond human control – can never be relied upon to 

provide similar compensations.  It would never be reasonable for Australians to rely upon 

rainfall levels in excess of historical averages, for example, to address mismanagement of the 

Murray Darling Basin, other rivers, and water resources generally.  And while it is possible that 

the costs associated with foreign trade may fall in the future due to technological advances, 

changes in global economic conditions, or other developments, so as to mitigate the cost 

disadvantages faced by Australia's foreign traders, the distance between Australia and its trading 

partners as a geographical reality will remain constant over time (in the absence of an 

unforeseen geological event of global proportions). 

 
Thirdly, Australia's natural geography and climate are found to be especially unique in ways 

which appear particularly relevant to the design of Australia's government structures and 

systems, as the preceding sections have made clear. 

 
Fourthly, Australia's natural geography and climate significantly influence settlement patterns, 

economic geography and human geography generally, and Australia's economic performance – 

both domestically and internationally – and financial outcomes generally. 

 
And fifthly, especially in terms of domestic industrial performance and international trade, 

Australia's sparse settlement patterns, dry climate, and global isolation from trading partners, all 

typically impose very significant cost disadvantages, many of which are largely or wholly 

beyond human control.  Government structure reform, however, is something which people can 

do something about in order to overcome or at least mitigate the costs associated with the 

natural disadvantages imposed by geography and climate, in the pursuit of improved outcomes 

financially, socially and generally.  Government structures and systems are largely artificial 

human constructs which host features, such as the Australian State and Territory boundaries and 
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the division of functions between Australia's Commonwealth and State-Territory level 

governments, which are clearly somewhat arbitrary and hence relatively easy to change.  So 

whilst it may be impossible to design government structures and systems that are totally absent 

of artificial and arbitrary elements, there is obvious merit, nevertheless, in the pursuit of 

government structures which host minimal artificial and arbitrary elements, and which are in 

harmony, to the greatest extent possible, with natural and substantive realities, such as 

geographical and climatic features. 

 
Conceptual models established by Prescott (1972) and Masters and Sachs (2001) provide further 

insights into connections between government structure, natural environment and public and 

private outcomes. 

 

Models Linking Geographic and Other Factors with Government Structures and Public and 
Private Outcomes 
 
Following below are two diagrams from Prescott (1972: 4-5, 14-15), which describe the link 

between geographical factors and political factors including those associated with national and 

sub-national government structures.  Also shown are two diagrams from Masters and Sachs 

(2001: 4-5) which model geographical influences on economic outcomes.  Figure 1-3 in Chapter 

1 is largely based on the four diagrams that now follow. 

 
Of particular relevance to government structure considerations are the columns in Figures 5C-1 

and 5C-2 for national governments, regional/local governments and sub-national authorities.  

The institutions referred to in Figures 5C-3 and 5C-4 would also include government structures. 

 
Figure 5C-1:  The Influence of Geographic Factors on Politics (Prescott 1972: 5) 
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Figure 5C-2:  The Influence of Political Decisions and Acts on Geography 
According to Prescott (1972: 15) 

 
 
 
Figure 5C-3:  Hypothesized Links from Geography to Per Capita Income 
According to Masters and Sachs (2001: 4) 
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Figure 5C-4:  Model by Masters and Sachs (2001: 5) Employing Four Kinds of Geographic 
Variables to Identify and Test the Four Kinds of Growth Channels 
 

 
 
 
Masters and Sachs (2001: 5) further explain the four kinds of geographical variables illustrated 

above, as follows: 

The particular exogenous variables, and their channels of influence on income, are: 
(1) climate, measured by the prevalence of seasonal frosts along with other variables, as a 
determinant of agricultural output per capita, which might affect income directly or through 
agricultural surpluses that facilitate agglomeration and urbanization; 
(2) disease ecology, measured by the prevalence of holoendemic malaria (in 1966), as a 
determinant of infant mortality which in turn might influence both schooling and institutions; 
(3) location, measured by the proportion of a country's land that is within 100 km of a seacoast or 
navigable river, as a determinant of transport costs to large markets and hence facility of 
agglomeration for specialization and trade; and 
(4) social history, measured by the proportion of a country's population professing particular 
religions that have spread across the world, as a marker of influence on social institutions. 

 

The achievement of preferred public and private outcomes depends upon the soundness of 

government structures and also on geography and climate, as illustrated above.  It is clear, 

furthermore, that geography and climate have particular significance for government structure, 

and are perhaps uniquely significant in the case of Australia because of its unique combination 

of geographic and climatic features, and the costs and constraints they relentlessly impose. 

 
 
Australia's Particular Need for Supportive Government Structures 
 
The empirical evidence presented in this appendix has established that Australia is genuinely 

unique in terms of its global isolation and distance from world markets, and its geographic and 
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climatic features generally, and hence faces unique disadvantages and costs which significantly 

impact upon the viability and profitability of businesses and trade generally, and the 

manufacturing, agricultural and export sectors in particular.  The need to avoid complacency and 

take particular care in the design of competent and supportive government structures and 

regulatory systems is therefore especially great for Australia.  Structures and systems which 

could competently serve locationally advantaged countries in North America, Western Europe 

and parts of Asia may not be enough to reverse the economic decline Australia has experienced 

over the past 130 or so years.  Australia apparently needs especially competent and supportive 

government structures and systems which, to the greatest extent possible, gainfully exploit its 

advantages, and at the same time mitigate against its unique disadvantages. 
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