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17 July 2006 
 
Committee Secretary 
Standing Committee on Environment and Heritage 
House of Representatives 
PO Box 6021 
Parliament House 
CANBERRA ACT 2600 
 
 
Dear Madam/Sir 

Inquiry into a Sustainability Charter 
 

I am pleased to provide a submission to the current inquiry into a Sustainability Charter for Australia.  
The proposal for a Sustainability Charter, and a Sustainability Commission, for Australia is strongly 
supported.  The Charter should provide a framework to enable Australia to shift onto a pathway to a 
sustainable future.  The Commission should be a policy and regulatory resource tasked with 
facilitating effective governance for sustainability (across all levels of Australian government and the 
private sector.)   
 
This submission comprises 3 elements: 
 
1. The case for ensuring population health is central in the proposed sustainability charter. 
 
2. A proposal for an Australian Sustainability Forum, in association with the proposed Charter and 

Commission.   
 
3. A copy of the Program and Abstracts booklet for the recent Australian Academy of Science, 

Fenner Conference on the Environment on the topic Urbanism, Environment and Health.  
 
I will deal with these elements in turn. 
 
1. “Australian cities cannot be sustainable if they are not healthy for the people who live in them1.”  

More broadly, the Australian environment will not be sustainable unless it is healthy for all 
Australians – urban and rural dwellers.  Our natural, built and social environments are important 
determinants of health.  Key aspects of relevance for health include: 

 
• air and water quality 
• noise and chemical exposures 
• climate (indoor and outdoor) 
• food supply 

                                                 
1 Capon, T.  Cities fit to live in.  About the House December 2003, pp. 20-23. 
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• opportunities for physical activity (incidental and recreational) 
• safety 
• social interaction. 

 
I have attached below a proposed Framework for Sustainability and Population Health.  The 
framework is presented as a matrix.  On the horizontal axis are six domains of our environment 
(not confined to the physical environment).  In aggregate, these domains comprise our environment 
(urban or rural).  The size of our “ecological footprint” is determined by the nature of these 
domains in any given environment.  On the vertical axis, there is a list of up-stream influences on 
our health and wellbeing (so-called “determinants” of health).  Interactions between our 
environment and these determinants of health can be represented in the cells of the matrix.  In each 
of the cells, it is possible to identify policy and planning issues, or potential research questions.  
The matrix could support a more systematic approach to decision making about policy and 
regulation for sustainability, in the interest of the environment and of human health and wellbeing.   

 
I have also attached a table in which are listed selected elements of our urban environment 
(Column 1: Shape of the city) and a number of contemporary health issues for Australia (Column 
3: State of our health).  Column 2 provides a list of mediating factors between the environment and 
our health.  Column 4 (Cost to Australia) indicates that it is possible to quantify the costs to the 
Australian economy of the contemporary epidemics listed in Column 3.  One could argue that if 
Australian governments deliver improved urban environments, through increased investment in 
transport and other infrastructure (the items in Column 1), it should be possible to constrain 
burgeoning health costs, provided health services are effectively managed at the same time.  It 
would then be possible to secure the future health of Australians through a combination of 
investment in healthy environments and appropriate health services.   

 
2. In association with the proposed Australian Sustainability Charter and Commission, there is a need 

for an Australian Sustainability Forum.  The Forum would facilitate informed debate, dialogue and 
decision-making for sustainability, including population health.  In particular, the Forum would 
provide an accessible way of ensuring community and private sector perspectives are carefully 
considered, and accounted for, in proposed policy and regulation.  The future sustainability of 
Australia, including the health of Australians, is of such importance that valuable contributions 
from the private sector and the wider Australian community should inform government decision 
making.   

 
As an alternative to working in traditional “silos” such as built environment, water, energy and 
transport, the Forum (and the Commission) might organise work around common Australian 
habitats.  Examples are: 

 
• Large cities 
• Smaller urban settlements 
• Intensive agriculture 
• Broad-acre agriculture and grazing, etc. 

 
Such an approach would acknowledge that the challenges and opportunities in Australian large 
cities are quite different from the challenges and opportunities in our smaller urban settlements.  
The approach would provide opportunities for integrated thinking and decision-making, cutting 
across traditional environment sectors and silos of thinking.  Certainly, there would remain a need 
for “joined-up” thinking at the sectoral and national levels.   

 
The Australian Sustainability Commission and Forum would not usually fund scientific and social 
science research.  This would remain the responsibility of the ARC, NHMRC, CSIRO and 
Universities.  However, the Commission and Forum could support strategic research, and other 
activities, to assist wise policy formulation.  In particular, the Forum might support activities to 
enable strengthened input from the private sector and the community to policy making.   
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3. The 2006 Fenner Conference on the Environment was held at the Shine Dome on 25-26 May 2006.  

The purpose of the Conference was to bring researchers together with counterparts in policy, 
private sector and community to discuss and debate the important topic of Urbanism, Environment 
and Health.  The Conference was organised by a team led by the National Centre for 
Epidemiology and Population Health at The Australian National University.   

 
The Conference concluded that the relationship between Australian urban environments and 
sustainability, including population health, is of pressing importance given contemporary 
epidemics of obesity and depression, and potential long-term health consequences of ecosystem 
disruption and environmental change.  I have enclosed a copy of the Program and Abstracts 
booklet for the Conference with the hardcopy of this submission.  More information about the 
Conference is available @ http://nceph.anu.edu.au/Fenner2006/index.htm.  In 2007 there will 
be a special issue of the New South Wales Public Health Bulletin on urban sustainability and health 
comprising selected papers from the Conference. 

 
I would be pleased to elaborate on this submission if that would be of assistance to the Committee. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
 
Professor Anthony Capon MBBS PhD FAFPHM 
Visiting Fellow 



   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

  F
ra

m
ew

o
rk

 f
o

r 
Su

st
ai

na
bi

lit
y 

an
d 

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
H

ea
lth

 
     

Ec
o

no
m

y 
an

d 
w

o
rk

 
Tr

an
sp

o
rt

 a
nd

 
ur

ba
n 

fo
rm

 

H
o

us
in

g 
an

d 
bu

ild
in

g 
co

ns
tr

uc
tio

n 

 

N
at

ur
e 

an
d 

la
nd

sc
ap

e 
M

ed
ia

 a
nd

 
co

m
m

un
ic

at
io

n 
C

ul
tu

re
 a

nd
 

sp
ir

itu
al

ity
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

A
ir

, w
at

er
, n

o
ise

, 
in

fe
ct

io
n,

 c
he

m
ic

al
 

ex
po

su
re

s 
an

d 
cl

im
at

e 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Fo

o
d 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
A

ct
iv

ity
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Sa

fe
ty

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Fa
m

ily
 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

So
ci

al
 c

ap
ita

l 

  

Ec
o

lo
gi

ca
l f

o
o

tp
ri

nt
 

 

Human health and wellbeing 



Sh
ap

e 
of

 th
e 

ci
ty

 
M

ed
ia

tin
g 

fa
ct

or
s 

 
St

at
e 

of
 o

ur
 h

ea
lth

 
C

os
t t

o 
A

us
tr

al
ia

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
(p

er
 a

nn
um

) 
  Tr

an
sp

or
t o

pt
io

ns
 

 
ph

ys
ic

al
 a

ct
iv

ity
 

 
 

 
ob

es
ity

 
 S

ho
pp

in
g 

an
d 

bu
si

ne
ss

 
fo

od
 c

ho
ic

es
 

 
 

 
di

ab
et

es
 

 
 

 
 

 Lo
ca

l e
co

no
m

y 
 

 
tra

ve
l t

im
es

  
 

 
 

he
ar

t d
is

ea
se

 
 

 
 

 S
tre

et
 p

at
te

rn
s 

 
 

ai
r q

ua
lit

y 
 

 
 

 
as

th
m

a 
 P

at
hw

ay
s/

cy
cl

ew
ay

s 
 

sa
fe

ty
 

 
 

 
 

in
ju

rie
s 

 C
om

m
un

ity
 s

pa
ce

s 
 

ca
r r

el
ia

nc
e 

 
 

 
m

en
ta

l h
ea

lth
 

 H
ou

si
ng

 o
pt

io
ns

  
 

tim
e 

fo
r f

am
ily

 
 

 
 

su
bs

ta
nc

e 
us

e 
 La

nd
 u

se
 z

on
in

gs
 

 
tim

e 
w

ith
 c

om
m

un
ity

 
 

 
st

re
ss

 
 E

du
ca

tio
na

l o
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s 
tim

e 
to

 re
cr

ea
te

 
 

 
 

vi
ol

en
ce

 
 

 
 

 
H

um
an

 s
er

vi
ce

s 
 

 
co

m
m

un
ity

 c
on

ne
ct

ed
ne

ss
 

 
cr

im
e 


	sub103 - check with Ian.pdf
	sub103a - check with Ian.pdf
	sub103b - check with Ian.pdf

