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MARK COLVIN: In an echo of the Bjelke-Petersen era in Queensland, bulldozers are 
working overtime to clear thousands of hectares of land in the state and conservationists
are questioning whether they have the legal right to do so.

The Wilderness Society says it has satellite imagery on one of Queensland's biggest land 

clearing projects in recent years.

They say the bulldozers started clearing the 30,000 hectare area before a permit was granted.

Rachel Carbonell reports.

RACHEL CARBONELL: The Gilbert River catchment, inland of Cairns in Queensland, is one of the

areas in northern Australia being touted as a potential location for significant new agricultural 

development.

The Wilderness Society is concerned that the Queensland Government is failing to properly 

regulate clearing of native vegetation to allow for agricultural expansion.

Queensland campaigner, Karen Touchie.

KAREN TOUCHIE: This is, at its heart, a very special catchment in northern Australia that's under 

extreme threat from both this land clearing that we're talking about today but also another 

project. Together those two projects look to clear around about 200,000 hectares of land.

What's worrying is basically it seems to demonstrate that the Queensland Government is entirely

unable to do even basic due diligence either in terms of what land is suitable for agriculture in 

that catchment or indeed what landholders may be doing on their land in terms of clearing.

RACHEL CARBONELL: Last year, the Queensland Government amended its vegetation 

management laws to make it easier for land clearing to occur to facilitate high value agriculture 

projects.
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One of the biggest land clearing permits to be granted under these changes is in the Gilbert 

River catchment and Karen Touchie says there's evidence to suggest clearing might have begun 

before a permit was granted.

KAREN TOUCHIE: We did a flyover of the catchment earlier this year and just visually we're 

slightly concerned at the maturity of the crop given that the approval for clearing had just been 

given.

We then went back and sourced some public satellite imagery. On the basis of that imagery it 

seems to us that there's a high probability that clearing may have occurred prior to the 

Queensland Government approving the clearing.

RACHEL CARBONELL: The permit was given for an agricultural project aimed at expanding an 

existing cattle operation into cropping. The project aims to create more than 100 new jobs in the

area and provide a new market for Indigenous cattle producers in Cape York.

The applicant declined to be interviewed, but told PM he had operated within the state's land 

clearing laws.

The Wilderness Society says the project is also of dubious agricultural and economic value 

according to the Queensland Government's own data.

Karen Touchie says according to a publicly available agricultural land analysis tool the area in 

question isn't suitable for cropping.

KAREN TOUCHIE: That tool confirms what the CSIRO (Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 

Research Organisation) said in its much more detailed study earlier this year on the Gilbert 

catchment in particular. What CSIRO said was that dry-land sorghum would be lucky to have a 

break even yield three years in 10.

Now if this is the Queensland Government's definition of high value agriculture, we would hate 

to see what low value agriculture looks like, particularly when it results in vast tracts of some of 

the last remaining savannah in the world being cleared.

RACHEL CARBONELL: The Queensland Minister for Natural Resources and Mines, Andrew 

Cripps, wasn't available to be interviewed.

In a statement he said his department will investigate concerns that clearing may have occurred 

before the permit was granted.
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But he said the project was subject to rigorous assessment and a land suitability report 

confirmed the area was suitable for cropping.

In an interview earlier this year Minister Cripps told PM he was confident the clearing was above

board.

(Extract from archival interview)

ANDREW CRIPPS: Oh absolutely. I'm very, very confident that the rigorous process has gone 

through the Department of Natural Resources and the Department of State Development, who 

handle the development application, to ensure that there is appropriate regulations in place to 

see that happen on a sustainable basis.

RACHEL CARBONELL: Minister Cripps says The Wilderness Society's objective is to block 

economic development in Queensland, particularly in regional and rural Queensland, even 

when it offers employment opportunities to Indigenous communities.

The Wilderness Society says land clearing in Queensland was one of the country's biggest 

environmental crises until land clearing laws were reformed under the Beattie government. And 

it's concerned the push for greater agricultural development in the north is going to see a 

return to large scale bulldozing of native vegetation.

MARK COLVIN: Rachel Carbonell.
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