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Appendix 5G 

Australia's Unique Geography 
 

 

Chapter 14 provides brief descriptions of several of Australia's geographic features which stood 

out as unique compared to other countries.  Appendix 5G provides detailed country comparisons 

which further confirm Australia's unique geography. 

 
This appendix hosts nine sections.  The first section draws attention to Australia's extremely low 

population density.  The second section identifies Australia as the world's third largest inhabited 

land mass.  The third section identifies Australia as one of the six giant countries of the word in 

terms of land area.  The fourth section distinguishes Australia as the only country in the world 

that is both a borderless island country and also a continent.  The fifth and sixth sections identify 

Australia as by far the largest island country in the world in terms of land area, and the third 

most populous borderless island country.  The seventh section shows that among the 30 OECD 

countries, Australia is one of just four which are borderless island countries, whereas OECD 

countries share land borders with three other countries on average (as a median average).  The 

eighth section shows that Australia hosts the seventh largest coastline of all countries.  The ninth 

section then provides selected extracts from literature which powerfully highlight Australia's 

unique geography and climate.  Appendix 5H provides further confirmation of Australia's 

unique climate. 

 
 
Australia's Extremely Low Population Density 
 
According to July 2005 estimates (Wikipedia 2005; CIA World Factbook 2005), Australia's 

population density of 2.6 people per square kilometre exceeds that of only Namibia (2.5 people 

per km2) and Mongolia (1.8 people per km2), making Australia the third least densely populated 

country in the world among the 191 independent countries.  Among the 30 OECD countries, 

Australia has the lowest population density, followed closely by Iceland (2.9 people per km2) 

and Canada (3.3 people per km2). 

 
With an estimated population slightly in excess of 20 million in 2005, Australia ranks 

approximately 52nd on the list of the 191 UN member countries, and 13th among the 30 OECD 

countries.  In July 2005, the median population of the 191 UN member countries was 
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approximately 6.7 million, and the median among the 30 OECD countries was approximately 11 

million (Wikipedia 2005; CIA World Factbook 2005; OECD 2005). 

 
 
Australia the World's Third Largest Inhabited Land Mass 
 
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.  Table 5G-1 below lists the world's 30 largest land masses along with their approximate 

land areas, populations and population densities, and their continent, country or island statuses 

as generally acknowledged. 

 
Table 5G-1 provides significant insights into the relationships between land forms, human 

settlements and the formation of nation-state countries.  Large numbers of countries have 

formed across the vast land areas and populations of the two largest land masses of Africa-

Eurasia and The Americas.  Australia, the third largest inhabited land mass in the world, along 

with Tasmania (ranked 29 in the above list) and thousands of smaller islands surrounding the 

Australian mainland, hosts just the single country.  Perhaps significantly, the average population 

of countries in Africa-Eurasia (approximately 38,350,000) and the Americas (25,300,000) in 

2005 is just slightly greater than Australia's population (20,100,000). 
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Table 5G-1:  The Earth's 30 Largest Land Masses in Order by Land Area 

Land Mass 

Rank 
by 

Land 
Area 

Continent-Country-Island 
Status 

Land Area 
(km2) 

Percentage 
of Earth's 

Total Land 
Area 

Population 
(2005  

approx.) 

Percentage 
of World 

Population 

Population 
Density 
(people 

per km2) 

Africa-Eurasia 1 

Includes the continents of 
Africa, Europe and Asia and 
143 countries (including the 

Vatican City) 

84,582,000 56.90 

5,483,500,000 
(average of  
38,600,000 
per country) 

84.36 64.83 

The Americas 2 
Includes the continents of 

North and South America and 
35 Countries 

42,075,000 28.31 

885,000,000 
(average of 
25,300,000 
per country) 

13.62 21.03 

Antarctica 3 uninhabited continent; can be 
considered an island 13,209,000 8.89 0 0.000000 0.00 

Australia 4 
the world's smallest continent, 
a country, and often considered 

the world's largest island 
7,703,557 5.18 20,100,000 0.31 2.61 

Greenland 5 
self-governing territory of 

Denmark; the world's largest 
island excluding continents 

2,175,600 1.46 56,000 0.00086 0.03 

New Guinea 6 island shared by Papua New 
Guinea and Indonesia 790,000 0.53 6,900,000 0.11 8.73 

Borneo 7 island shared by Brunei, 
Indonesia and Malaysia 737,500 0.50 16,000,000 0.25 21.69 

Madagascar 8 island country 587,041 0.39 17,400,000 0.27 29.64 
Baffin Island 9 Island of Canada 507,451 0.34 11,000 0.00017 0.02 

Sumatra 10 island of Indonesia 425,000 0.29 40,000,000 0.62 94.12 
Honshu 11 island of Japan 227,414 0.15 98,352,000 1.51 432.48 

Great Britain 12 majority of the UK 219,000 0.15 58,000,000 0.89 264.84 
Victoria Island 13 Island of Canada 217,291 0.15 1,700 0.00003 0.01 

Ellesmere Island 14 Island of Canada 196,236 0.13 170 0.000003 0.00 
Sulawesi 15 island of Indonesia 174,600 0.12 14,900,000 0.23 85.34 

South Island 16 island of New Zealand 150,737 0.10 961,500 0.015 6.38 
Java 17 island of Indonesia 126,700 0.085 114,000,000 1.75 899.76 

North Island 18 island of New Zealand 114,050 0.077 2,820,000 0.043 24.73 
Newfoundland 19 island province of Canada 108,860 0.073 485,000 0.0075 4.46 

Cuba 20 island country 105,007 0.071 11,080,000 0.17 105.52 
Luzon 21 island of the Philippines 104,688 0.070 42,800,000 0.66 408.83 
Iceland 22 island country 102,828 0.069 297,000 0.0046 2.89 

Mindanao 23 island of the Philippines 94,630 0.064 17,600,000 0.27 185.99 

Ireland 24 island shared by the Republic 
of Ireland and UK 84,406 0.057 5,600,000 0.086 66.35 

Hokkaido 25 island of Japan 78,073 0.053 5,677,000 0.087 72.71 
Sakhalin 26 Island of Russia 76,400 0.051 673,100 0.010 8.81 

Hispaniola 27 shared by Haiti and 
the Dominican Republic 74,700 0.050 16,000,000 0.25 214.19 

Banks Island 28 Island of Canada 70,028 0.047 110 0.000002 0.00 
Tasmania 29 island of Australia 67,914 0.046 470,000 0.0072 6.92 
Sri Lanka 30 island country 65,268 0.044 20,100,000 0.31 307.96 

World Totals   191 UN member countries 148,647,000 100.00 

6,500,000,000 
(average of 
34,000,000 
per country)  

100.00 43.73 

Sources:  Joshua Calder (online at users.erols.com/jcalder, accessed August 2005); United Nations; CIA World Factbook; ABS; 
World Atlas (online at www.worldatlas.com, accessed August 2005); Wikipedia (online, including at 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_islands_by_area and en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_islands_by_population, accessed 
August 2005). 
 

http://www.nationmaster.com/encyclopedia/1-E10-m%B2
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Following Australia in Table 5G-1 is Greenland, a self-governing part of the Kingdom of 

Denmark and the largest island in the world excluding Australia (and Antarctica, the Americas 

and Africa-Eurasia).  Then, among the 25 land masses ranked 6 through 30 in Table 5G-1: 

• four are island countries – Madagascar, Cuba, Iceland and Sri Lanka; 
 

• three are islands of Indonesia alone and a further two (New Guinea and Borneo) are shared 
between Indonesia and one or two other countries; 

 

• five are islands of Canada – four Arctic islands and the island province of Newfoundland; 
 

• two are the largest islands of Japan; 
 

• two are the main islands of the British Isles;  
 

• two are the South and North islands of New Zealand; 
 

• two are the largest islands of the Philippines; 
 

• one (Sakhalin) is an island off Russia's far eastern coast to the north of Japan; 
 

• one (Hispaniola) is shared between the two Caribbean countries of Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic; and 

 

• one is Tasmania, the largest island off the Australian mainland. 

 
 
Australia the Smallest of the Six Giant Countries 
 
According to the CIA World Factbook (2005; see also Table 6A-1 in Appendix 6A), Australia 

has the sixth largest land area (7.69 million km2) of all the world's countries, behind only Russia 

(17.08 million km2), Canada (9.98 million km2), the United States (9.63 million km2), China 

(9.60 million km2), and Brazil (8.51 million km2).  After Australia, the seventh ranked country 

in terms of land area is India, with a land area of 3.29 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. 

 
Among the 30 OECD countries, Australia ranks third in land area behind only Canada and the 

United States.  Australia's land area is almost four times that of the fourth ranked Mexico (1.97 

million km2), nearly 10 times that of fifth ranked Turkey (0.781 million km2), and 14 times that 

of sixth ranked France (0.547 million km2). 

 
 
Australia the Only Borderless Island Country and Continent 
 
There are currently (in 2005) 191 member states of the United Nations, noting also that the 

Vatican City holds UN observer status and Taiwan is not currently recognised by the UN.  Of 
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these 191 independent countries, 47 are wholly confined to one or more islands, including 

Australia.  And of these 47 independent island countries, eight share land borders with other 

island countries (Brunei, Indonesia, East Timor, Papua New Guinea, Dominican Republic, Haiti, 

United Kingdom and Ireland), leaving 39 island countries which share no land borders with any 

other country and which can hence be described as borderless island countries or simply 

borderless countries (noting that the total absence of any land borders implies an island).  

Australia is again one of these 39 borderless island countries, but is the only country in the 

world that is a borderless island country and a continent.  This fact, alone, makes Australia 

extremely unique in terms of both physical geography and political geography, in ways clearly 

of relevance to the design of government structures and systems at national and sub-national 

levels.  But as the following sections demonstrate, Australia is geographically unique in many 

other ways as well. 

 
 
Australia By Far the Largest Island Country in Land Area 
 
Table 5G-1 above shows that Australia, in terms of land area, is by far the largest of the world's 

47 island countries, and hence also by far the largest of the world's 39 borderless island 

countries.  Table 5G-2 below lists the 13 borderless island countries with land areas exceeding 

10,000 square kilometres, and also shows populations, population densities, geopolitical sizes as 

defined in Chapter 8 (using α = 4), and values of these measures normalised relative to 

Australian (AUS) values set to 100. 

 
Table 5G-2:  Borderless Island Countries With Land Areas Over 10,000 km2

Borderless 
Island 

Country 

Rank 
by 
LA 

Population 
(P) 

Land 
Area 
= LA 
(km2) 

Population 
Density 

= PD 
(people 

per km2) 

SGP 
(α=4) 

Population 
Relative to 
AUS = 100

LA 
Relative 
to AUS 
= 100 

PD 
Relative 
to AUS 
= 100 

SGP 
(α=4) 

Relative 
to AUS
= 100 

Australia 1 20,100,000 7,703,557 2.61 1.1E+09 100 100 100 100 
Madagascar 2 18,000,000 587,041 30.66 5.0E+08 90 7.6 1,175 47 

Japan 3 127,400,000 371,815 342.64 3.1E+09 634 4.8 13,132 297 
Philippines 4 87,900,000 300,000 293.00 2.1E+09 437 3.9 11,230 194 

New Zealand 5 4,040,000 267,844 15.08 9.2E+07 20 3.48 578 8.7 
Cuba 6 11,300,000 105,007 107.61 2.0E+08 56 1.4 4,124 19 

Iceland 7 297,000 102,828 2.89 5.3E+06 1.5 1.3 111 0.50 
Sri Lanka 8 20,100,000 65,268 307.96 3.2E+08 100 0.85 11,803 30 
Solomon 
Islands 9 538,000 28,896 18.62 7.0E+06 2.7 0.38 714 0.66 

Fiji 10 893,000 18,274 48.87 1.0E+07 4.4 0.24 1,873 0.98 
Bahamas 11 302,000 13,940 21.66 3.3E+06 1.5 0.18 830 0.31 
Vanuatu 12 206,000 12,190 16.90 2.2E+06 1.0 0.16 648 0.20 
Jamaica 13 2,740,000 10,991 249.29 2.8E+07 14 0.14 9,555 2.6 
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Sources:  Joshua Calder (online at users.erols.com/jcalder, accessed August 2005); United Nations; CIA World Factbook; ABS; 
World Atlas (online at www.worldatlas.com, accessed August 2005); Wikipedia (online, including at 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_islands_by_area and en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_islands_by_population, accessed 
August 2005). 
 

Table 5G-2 shows that Australia is by far the largest of all borderless island countries in terms 

of land area, being approximately 13 times larger than the second ranked Madagascar. 

 
 
Australia the Third Most Populous Borderless Island Country 
 
Table 5G-3 below lists the 11 borderless island countries with estimated populations exceeding 

one million in 2005.  Tables 5G-2 and 5G-3 include a total of 16 separate countries and show 

that Australia is one of eight island countries that appear in both of Tables 5G-2 and 5G-3 on 

account of their significant populations and land areas, along with Japan, the Philippines, Sri 

Lanka, Madagascar, Cuba, New Zealand and Jamaica. 

 
Table 5G-3:  Borderless Island Countries With 2005 Populations Over One Million 

Borderless 
Island 

Country 

Rank 
by P

Population 
(P) 

Land 
Area 
= LA 
(km2) 

Population 
Density 

= PD 
(people 

per km2) 

SGP 
(α=4) 

Population 
Relative to 
AUS = 100 

LA 
Relative 
to AUS 
= 100 

PD 
Relative 
to AUS
= 100 

SGP 
(α=4) 

Relative 
to AUS
= 100 

Japan 1 127,400,000 371,815 342.64 3.1E+09 634 4.8 13,132 297 
Philippines 2 87,900,000 300,000 293.00 2.1E+09 437 3.9 11,230 194 
Australia 3 20,100,000 7,703,557 2.61 1.1E+09 100 100 100 100 
Sri Lanka 3 20,100,000 65,268 307.96 3.2E+08 100 0.85 11,803 30 

Madagascar 5 18,000,000 587,041 30.66 5.0E+08 90 7.6 1,175 47 
Cuba 6 11,300,000 105,007 107.61 2.0E+08 56 1.4 4,124 19 

Singapore 7 4,430,000 620 7145.16 2.2E+07 22 0.0080 273,847 2.1 
New Zealand 8 4,040,000 267,844 15.08 9.2E+07 20 3.48 578 8.7 

Jamaica 9 2,740,000 10,991 249.29 2.8E+07 14 0.14 9,555 2.6 
Mauritius 10 1,230,000 2,040 602.94 8.3E+06 6.1 0.026 23,108 0.8 

Trinidad and Tobago 11 1,080,000 5,130 210.53 9.1E+06 5.4 0.067 8,069 0.9 
Sources:  Joshua Calder (online at users.erols.com/jcalder, accessed August 2005); United Nations; CIA World Factbook; ABS; World 
Atlas (online at www.worldatlas.com, accessed August 2005); Wikipedia (online, including at 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_islands_by_area and en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_islands_by_population, accessed August 2005). 
 

Table 5G-3 shows that Australia is ranked third among borderless island countries in terms of 

population, one of only four such countries with 2005 populations exceeding 20 million, and 

one of only six with populations exceeding 10 million. 

 
 
Australia one of Four OECD Borderless Island Countries 
 
Table 5G-4 describes 37 selected countries (the 30 OECD countries and the seven other selected 

countries) in terms of the number of other countries they share land borders with.  Australia is 
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one of just five countries, among these 37, which are borderless island countries, and one of just 

four borderless island countries among the 30 OECD countries.  In terms of mean averages, 

these 37 selected countries on average share land borders with 4.2 other countries, and the 30 

OECD countries on average share land borders with 3.5 other countries.  In terms of median 

averages, the 37 selected countries and 30 OECD countries alike on average share land borders 

with three other countries. 

 
Table 5G-4:  Numbers of Countries Sharing Land Borders with 
37 Selected Countries (Classic Federations in bold) 

Number 
of Land 

Bordering 
Countries 

Countries 

Number of Countries 
with Numbers of 
Land Bordering 

Countries as 
Indicated 

0 Australia, Iceland, Japan, New Zealand, Singapore 5 
1 Canada, Denmark, Ireland, Portugal, South Korea, United Kingdom 6 
2 Netherlands, Sweden, United States 3 
3 Finland, Luxembourg, Malaysia, Mexico, Norway 5 
4 Belgium, Czech Republic, Greece, Nigeria 4 
5 Slovak Republic, Spain, Switzerland 3 
6 India, Italy 2 
7 Hungary, Poland 2 
8 Austria, France, Turkey 3 
9 Germany 1 

10 or more Brazil (10), China (14), Russian Federation (14) 3 
 TOTAL 37 
 Mean (Average) Number of Land Borders 4.2 
 Median Number of Land Borders 3.0 
 Mean (Average) Number of Land Borders Among OECD Countries 3.5 
 Median Number of Land Borders Among OECD Countries 3.0 

 
 
Australia's Coastline the Seventh Longest of All Countries 
 
According to GeographyIQ (accessed online in August 2005), employing data from the CIA 

World Factbook, Australia ranks as the country with the seventh longest total coastline (25,760 

km), behind only Canada (202,080 km), Norway (66,012 km, including Greenland), Indonesia 

(54,716 km), Russia (37,653 km), The Philippines (36,289 km) and Japan (29,751 km), and 

ahead of the United States (19,924 km), New Zealand (15,134 km), China (14,500 km), Greece 

(13,676 km) and the United Kingdom (12,429 km). 
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Selected Literature on Australia's Unique Geography and Climate 
 
Table 5G-5 includes extracts from Wheare (1963), Spate (1968), Smith (1992), Elazar (1995), 

Aplin (1998) and others which very powerfully emphasise Australia's unique geography and 

climate.  Wheare (1963) and Elazar (1995) also describe links between geography and 

government structure in Australia and several other federations. 

 
Table 5G-5:  Selected Extracts on Australia's Unique Geography and Climate 

Literature Source Selected Extracts 

Ward, J. M. (1958), 
Earl Grey and the 

Australian Colonies 
1846-1857: A Study of 
Self-Government and 

Self-Interest, 
Melbourne University 

Press 

Ward (1958: 374-375): 
 
[Charles Gavan] Duffy's view of nationalism was a simple one, derived directly from his Irish 
experiences and largely free from continental influences.  He held that people living in a single well-
defined territory (such as Ireland or Australia), who were largely homogeneous in culture and outlook, 
should unite as a nation and form their own state.  Divisions of class and creed were to be avoided as 
much as divisions of government, for all alike blinded men to the benefits of combination and to the 
possession of common interests. 
 
Duffy believed in national unity because his experience in Ireland had convinced him of the tragedy of 
divisions amongst people whose fundamental interests, as he conceived them, were identical.  He 
attacked all forms of separateness, including the religious differences which had been so important in 
Ireland: 'I hate Catholic ascendancy and Protestant ascendancy alike, and while I breathe I shall resist one 
or the other.' [Melbourne Age, 21 August 1856]  He wished to mitigate social distinctions by extending 
education and broadening economic opportunities.  He disliked the racial divisions that he found amongst 
the Australian colonists and blamed his fellow Irish for them in large part.  He was appalled by the 
provincial jealousies of the colonial governments. 

Wheare, K. C. (1963), 
Federal Government, 

(4th edn), Oxford 
University Press, 

Oxford. 

Wheare (1963: 40): 
 
Geographical factors also assisted the desire to be separate. In the United States, Canada and Australia it 
was great distance which was most important. Distance isolated the communities and developed a 
regional consciousness which made them desire to keep to themselves. In Switzerland it was the barrier 
of mountains which divided up the country into isolated communities. 

 

 

(Table 5G-5 continues next page) 
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Table 5G-5:  (Continued) 

Literature Source Selected Extracts 

Spate, O. H. K. 
(1968), 

Australia, 
Ernest Benn Limited, 

London 

Spate (1968: 22): 
The whole life of the continent has also been greatly influenced by the distribution of high relief, or rather 
perhaps by the lack of it.  Humanly speaking, it may be 'the youngest continent'; in geological terms it is the 
oldest.  For aeons Australia, taken as a whole, has been remarkably little affected by the vast mountain-
building processes responsible for the Alps, the Himalaya, and the Andes; the roots of ancient ranges lie 
below the ground, and contain much mineral wealth, but the surface has been planed by the erosion of ages. 
 
No other continent has anything like so small a fraction of its surface lying over 2,000 feet above sea-level – 
180,000 square miles, a mere 6 per cent of the area.  The loftiness of Mount Lofty behind Adelaide reaches 
2,334 feet; only in the south-east corner is there any considerable area over 5,000 feet, and here Mount 
Kosciusko attains 7,314 feet. 
 
Spate (1968: 25): 
There is a striking index to the all-importance of rainfall in Australian life: weather reports give figures not in 
inches nor even in tenths of inches, but in points – hundredths of an inch.  By far the lowest of the continents, 
by that fact Australia is by far the driest. 
 
Latitude and build are responsible for this. ... 
 
Spate (1968: 26): 
The results are summed up on the rainfall map which, when qualified by considerations of variability and 
effectiveness, is perhaps the most significant single document of the Australian environment.  Variability of 
rainfall is of crucial importance: the usual formula holds, that the lower the rainfall, the less reliable it is; and 
to be paradoxical, one might say that in comparison with global conditions, in Australia variability is 
normally abnormally high.  ...  The man on the land can never be sure that there will not be a run of drought 
years.  On the other hand, great intensity of individual rain-storms also goes with low annual rainfall, and 
with the poor vegetation cover – much of it depleted by pastoral occupation – this means that in periods of 
high rainfall run-off is excessive, and floods can be as disastrous as droughts, though much more short-term 
in effect. 
 
There is no moderation about the Australian environment: one aspect of it is summed up by a well-known 
cartoon of a man beating out a bushfire with a flood-warning notice. 
 
Spate (1968: 27): 
High temperatures, and hence evaporation rates, greatly limit the effectiveness of rainfall for agriculture. 
 
Spate (1968: 29-30): 
Finally, there are the restricted areas of true forest.  At its best, this is magnificent; the Victorian mountain 
ash, well-named Eucalyptus regnans is the tallest, though not the bulkiest, tree in the world, reaching heights 
of over 350 feet; some have been claimed to exceed 400 feet.  ...  The karri of the extreme south-west is but 
little inferior, and on the east coast there are still stands of the smaller but very beautiful blue and spotted 
gums. 
 
...  With under 200,000 square miles out of nearly three million under good tree cover, it is by far the least 
forested continent; and of the total, only two-thirds are potentially exploitable, and under 5 per cent are 
softwoods. 
 
Spate (1968: 112-113): 
Australia's endowment in the three really basic resources, water, soil, and minerals, is extremely ill-balanced.  
In relation to area, the continent is really rich only in minerals; even here there are deficiencies, though 
except for oil these are not sufficiently serious to be major inhibiting factors in development.  more important 
is the maldistribution of the power minerals, including water as a source of energy.  Soils, as we saw in 
Chapter 1, are in general rather poor; but soil is amenable to treatment and in itself soil poverty is probably 
the least limiting factor.  A more serious limitation is the paucity and maldistribution of water resources. 
... 
High variability of rainfall usually goes with low amount, and together with the high to extreme evaporation 
rates over some two-thirds of the continent, this leads to extreme variability of run-off. 
... 
Leaving these aside, the rest of the continent has a total annual run-off under three inches per square mile, 
against nine for the entire United States. 
 
Spate (1968: 121): 
The total area of reserved or controlled forest is only 124,000 square miles, 4 per cent of total area – an 
extraordinarily low figure.  On another estimate, which the official Year Book tacitly admits is highly 
unrealistic, the total 'forest' area is about 800,000 square miles; but, like India's 'culturable waste' one has only 
to drive through it to see that this is a bad joke: at least four-fifths of this area is either open woody grassland 
or savannah, or scrub completely useless except to provide ground cover and so limit rapid run-off. 



 5G-10

Table 5G-5:  (Continued) 

Literature Source Selected Extracts 

Austin, C. M., Honey, R. 
and Eagle, T. C. (1987), 

Human Geography, West 
Publishing Company, St. 

Paul 

Austin, Honey and Eagle (1987: 320-322): 
 
The principle of "natural areas" 
 
One frequently cited organizing principle for a jurisdiction is that it should control a natural area, or, in other 
words, a homogeneous physical unit.  …  A distinct and clearly defined physical area can serve as a container 
for national activities.  When a physical barrier inhibits governance on both sides of that barrier, the defense 
of the state and its governance are made easier if the physical barrier becomes the jurisdictional boundary. 
 
The natural area argument is used today in the major dispute over Northern Ireland.  Catholics in both 
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland argue that Ireland is an island, a natural area, and therefore 
should have just one government.  Opponents respond that the island is large enough to justify two 
jurisdictions.  How large must a natural area be in order to justify its division into more than one jurisdiction?  
In the case of Australia, a whole continent is one state, while there are several islands divided into two states 
(Hispaniola, containing both Haiti and the Dominican Republic, and Indonesia, which shares the island of 
New Guinea with Papua New Guinea). 
 
The other problem with "natural" areas is that they are not natural in the sense of being based on the only 
physical boundaries which exist.  Many rivers, mountain chains, forest lines, or other topographical features 
could be used to define what a natural area is.  That the governments tend to claim those boundaries that are 
most advantageous to their own objectives is not a coincidence. 

Smith, J. S. (Ed.) (1992), 
The Unique Continent, 

University of Queensland 
Press, St Lucia; includes 
chapters by J. S. Smith 
and others cited here, as 

follows: 
 

Smith, J. S., 
'Introduction' (pp. 1-3), 

Smith, J. S., 'The 
Burning Bush' (pp. 111-

117), 
Smith, J. S., 'Part Five: 
Exploitation of Water 

and Mineral Resources' 
[introduction] (pp. 193-

194), 
Jones, M., Brock, M. and 

Weir, J., 'Water in 
Australia' (pp. 195-203), 

and 
Flood, P., 'Wealth from 
Rocks' (pp. 214-221), 

and 

Smith (1992: 1): 
A continent with unique problems demands unique solutions.  Australia is perhaps fortunate in that a single 
nation occupies the entire continent, with the ability to make continent-wide decisions and policies.  In the 
environmental area these must be based upon proper information and understanding.  
 
Smith (1992: 1): 
Australia is physically and biologically unique.  It is the smallest, flattest, least fertile and most bushfire-
prone continent.  Apart from frigidly arid Antarctica it is also the driest: its northern analogue in latitudinal 
and climatic terms is Africa without its equatorial and southern regions – in other words the Sahara and its 
fringes. 
... 
It is a land of extremes.  Both flood and drought form part of the common experiences of Australians in most 
parts of the country.  Its landforms are most extremely old, hence the flatness and the infertility of the land. 
 
Smith (1992: 111-112): 
No continent is as fire-prone as Australia.  In no other continent is such a high proportion of its area and 
vegetation burned so easily, and as often, as in Australia.  Why is our continent so uniquely fiery? 
... 
Australia is today the driest of all the inhabited continents.  Increasing aridity has been the hallmark of 
climatic change through the past several million years. 
... 
But Australian climates are not simply dry.  They are also variable. 
... 
So in several ways Australia's unique physical environment has evoked a range of plant responses, which 
predispose the vegetation to bushfire. 
 
Smith (1992: 193): 
Australia is poor in freshwater and rich in minerals ... 
 
Jones, Brock and Weir (1992: 195): 
This is the driest inhabited continent on Earth.  
 
Flood (1992: 219): 
For years Australia rode on the sheep's back.  In 1950 agricultural pursuits produced 25% of Australia's Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) and a staggering 95% of export earnings. 
 
Today we see a different picture.  Farms produce only 4% of the GDP, that is 4% of the value of everything 
produced in Australia.  The bulk of these farm products is consumed locally with little more than a quarter 
going to the export market.  The place of major export earner has been taken by minerals. 
... 
It is hard to escape the conclusion that any successful strategy for improvement of Australia's economic 
future must include improved export earnings from the mineral sector. 

Elazar, D. J. (1995), 
'Federalism', in S. M.  

Lipset (Ed.), 
The Encyclopedia 

of Democracy, 
Congressional Quarterly 

Inc., Washington. 

Elazar (1995: 480): 
Geographic necessity has played a part in promoting and maintaining union within federal systems. The 
Mississippi valley in the United States, the Alps in Switzerland, the island character of the Australian 
continent, and the mountains and jungles surrounding Brazil have all been influences promoting unity; so 
have the pressures for Canadian union arising from that country's situation on the border of the United States 
and the pressures on the German states generated by their neighbors to the east and west. 
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Table 5G-5:  (Continued) 

Literature Source Selected Extracts 

Aplin, G. (1998), 
Australians and their 

Environment: An 
Introduction to 

Environmental Studies, 
University of Queensland 

Press, 
St Lucia. 

Aplin (1998: 17-18): 
The space-time context and questions of scale 
 
Environmental issues are not isolated in either space or time.  Events occurring in the past are affecting us 
now, and things we do or do not do now will affect us or our descendants in the future.  Just as importantly, 
things we do now may well affect other people in many other places, both now and in the future.  
Furthermore, events at one spatial scale have repercussions at other scales ...  For example, local 
environmental issues often have regional, national and even international repercussions.  At the same time, 
national and international events, whether they be economic, political or biophysical, can affect the local 
environment, economy and society.  All scales are thus potentially interconnected, and decisions made at one 
might well have unwanted side effects at others if the interactions between them are not taken into account.  It 
is also important to realise that interactions between scales are more complex than the common representation 
of a hierarchy of scales suggests. 
 
Aplin (1998: 41-44): 
The El Niño-Southern Oscillation effect 
 
Australia has notoriously unreliable rainfall, and in recent years atmospheric scientists have come to explain 
much of the variability through the effects of the El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) effect. 
... 
Australia experiences wide variations in annual rainfall in all regions, but particularly in areas where the mean 
rainfall is low to begin with, thus making sustainable agriculture or even sustainable grazing all the more 
problematic ...  By contrast, these activities are possible on an unirrigated and sustainable basis elsewhere in 
the world in areas that are considerably more arid but have more reliable rainfall.  Rainfall variability also has 
major repercussions for urban and industrial water supplies and for riverine and wetlands ecosystems ... 
 
Drought, flood, storm and fire 
 
Most regions of Australia suffer from both droughts and floods from time to time. 
... 
Severe droughts caused by El Niño are usually very widespread, while more local or less severe dry periods 
may result from smaller-scale changes in weather patterns ...  In 1982-83, for example, southern SA and most 
of Victoria and NSW were affected, whereas in 1994-95 it was virtually all of NSW and southern Queensland.
... 
Two other forms of natural hazards are also important in Australia, though in a rather more localised way.  
Firstly, the expected dry summers of much of southern Australia, and the possibility of drier or hotter than 
average summers there and even on the normally humid NSW coast, mean that large sections of the country 
are high-risk areas for bushfires (wildfires).  Both rural areas, including valuable pasture and forests, and 
fringe areas of towns and even capital cities, have been destroyed by such fires.  Australian vegetation is 
largely adapted to fire conditions ..., but it often burns fiercely.  Secondly, tropical Australia is prone to 
cyclone activity, and all of the country can experience violent thunderstorms, often accompanied by hail and 
strong winds.  Again, capital cities have been affected as well as rural areas. 
 
Aplin (1998: 319): 
In this section, mining is taken to include extraction of both minerals and fossil fuels, as well as building and 
construction materials such as sand, gravel and stone (more commonly referred to as quarrying). 
 
Aplin (1998: 422): 
Australia is the driest continent after Antarctica ...  While the surface flow per capita is higher than in many 
nations, such flows are extremely variable both in seasonal terms and in year-to-year variations about the 
mean annual or monthly flow.  Furthermore, much of the total flow is in the tropical north where human 
populations are low, or in short, fast-flowing coastal rivers.  The only inland river system of note, the Murray-
Darling, is puny compared to the world's great rivers.  Its variability is epitomised by the troubles encountered 
by river-boat captains on the Darling in the late nineteenth century: they could be stranded for months on a dry 
river bed, or find themselves tens of kilometres from the main channel when it became indistinguishable 
during floods. 

Hurford, C. (2004), 
'A Republican Federation 
of Regions: Re-forming a 

Wastefully Governed 
Australia', in Brown, A. J. 

and Hudson, W. (eds), 
Restructuring Australia: 

Regionalism, 
Republicanism and 

Reform of the Nation-
State, The Federation 

Press, Sydney, pp. 47-62. 

Hurford (2004: 49): 
Australians have expected more of government than applies in many other countries, due to our vast distances, 
harshness of terrain, and the pioneering nature of much of our history.  We look to government inter alia to 
help when the market fails, when new business enterprises require stimulus and when resources need to be 
redistributed to seek equality of opportunity. 

 


