
December 2022

Daniel Wild, Deputy Executive Director
Dr Kevin You, Research Fellow

QUEENSLAND’S GREEN 
TAPE CRISIS

AN ANALYSIS OF THE GROWTH OF QUEENSLAND’S 
ENVIRONMENTAL BUREAUCRACY AND 

AGRICULTURAL SECTOR





1Institute of Public Affairs www.ipa.org.au

Contents

Introduction 2

The expansion of Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy 4

Conclusion 6

Appendix: Twelve examples of agricultural red tape to remove 7



2 Institute of Public Affairs www.ipa.org.au

Introduction

Agriculture is the backbone of Queensland’s economy. Along with resources and 
tourism, the agricultural sector is critical in supporting the development of the fastest 
growing state in Australia.

Agriculture embodies the values of hard work, risk-taking and entrepreneurship: the 
values which are central to the Australian way of life. Farmers, graziers and stockmen 
are an inextricable part of the Australian – and Queenslander – identity.

The products of Queensland’s $20 billion agricultural industry feed and clothe 
the world. Just last year, regional Queensland exported over $10 billion worth of 
agricultural products including meat, sugar, grain and cotton, the rest being distributed 
domestically to other states as well as the metropolitan Southeast.

Despite the significant and enduring contribution of Queensland’s agricultural sector, 
the burden of red and green tape is immense and continues to grow.

There are numerous ways to quantify the growth of environmental red tape (or green 
tape). A study published by the Institute of Public Affairs, Australia’s Green Tape Army: 
An analysis of the growth of the environmental bureaucracy and agricultural sector, 
analysed and compared the growth of Australia’s agricultural sector against the growth 
of the environmental bureaucracy at the federal level. This report applies the same 
methodology to estimate the size and growth of Queensland’s state environmental 
bureaucracy against those of Queensland’s agricultural sector since the year 2000. 

Specifically, we look at total spending and staffing headcount and compare them 
against the state’s agricultural production and employed workforce respectively.

We find that since the year 2000:

• Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy spending has increased by over 550%, 
while the size of its agricultural sector has only increased by less than 170%.

• This means the growth of Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy was over 
three times the growth of the agricultural sector since 2000.

• The number of people in Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy has 
increased by more than 50%, while employment in agriculture throughout the 
state has halved.

• For every job created in Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy over the last two 
decades, over 40 jobs have been destroyed in Queensland’s agricultural sector.

Root and branch reform is required to provide relief to Queensland farmers affected by 
the volume of unnecessary green and red tape imposed on them by bureaucrats and 
their inner-city consultants.
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Our recommendations are as follows:

• The Queensland government should implement a moratorium on all new 
environmental regulations being imposed on the agricultural sector for the next 
five years.

• The state government must introduce a one-in-two-out approach to introducing 
new regulation, whereby two pieces of regulation are repealed for every new 
one introduced.

• The state and federal government should coordinate and remove all environmental 
regulatory duplications affecting primary producers in Queensland.

In addition to these economy-wide recommendations, we also suggest a number of 
specific reform agendas to cut red tape and enhance the prosperity and output of 
Queensland’s agricultural sector. They are listed in the Appendix.
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The expansion of Queensland’s 
environmental bureaucracy

In the year 2000, Queensland’s Environmental Protection Agency and Parks and 
Wildlife Service had a combined operational spending of $224 million.1 This financed 
activities such as providing licensing, conducting investigations and carrying out 
enforcement mechanisms in addition to conducting research and providing advice to 
private and government bodies.

Based on its latest annual statement, today’s equivalent department, the Department of 
Environment and Science, spent $1.47 billion on its operational activities for the year.2 
This was an increase of 556%.

Meanwhile, the gross value of Queensland’s agricultural production has increased by 167% 
in the same time period, from $6.77 billion in the year 2000 to $18.09 billion in 2022.3

Chart 1: Qld green bureaucracy spending vs agricultural output growth 
since 2000

1 Queensland Government (2000) Annual Report: Environmental Protection Agency; Queensland Parks and Wildlife 
Service, Qld Government: Brisbane

2 Queensland Government (2022) Annual Report: Department of Environment an Science, Qld Government: 
Brisbane

3 Department of Agriculture and Fisheries (2022) Queensland AgTrends, Queensland Government 
(Department of Agriculture and Fisheries), https://www.daf.qld.gov.au/strategic-direction/datafarm/
qld-agtrends; Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Value of Agricultural Commodities Produced, 
Australia, ABS: Canberra https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/industry/agriculture/value-agricultural-
commoditiesproduced-australia/latest-release; Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001) 7113.0 Agriculture, 
Australia (1999-2000), ABS: Canberra, available from https://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.
nsf/0/4CC3169264EA5935CA256ADA00813232/$File/71130_1999-2000.pdf 



5Institute of Public Affairs www.ipa.org.au

In the year 2000, the Environmental Protection Agency and Parks and Wildlife Service 
had a combined 1,940 staff on its payroll.4 In 2022, the Department of Environment 
and Science employs approximately 2,945 staff.5 This represents a 52% increase in 
staffing level.

Conversely, the number of workers employed in agriculture has declined by 48% since 
the year 2000, from 87,971 to 46,105 in 2022.6

Chart 2: Qld green bureaucracy vs agricultural jobs growth since 2000

This means for every job created in Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy over 
the last two decades, over 40 jobs have been destroyed in the state’s agricultural 
sector. Moreover, for every percentage point increase in the staffing of the state’s 
environmental bureaucracy, Queensland has experienced a percentage point 
decrease in agricultural employment.

4 Queensland Government (2000) Annual Report: Environmental Protection Agency; Queensland Parks and Wildlife 
Service, Qld Government: Brisbane

5 Queensland Government (2022) Annual Report: Department of Environment an Science, Qld Government: 
Brisbane

6 The figures are IPA estimates based on the number people in Queensland employed in Agriculture, fishing and 
forestry (per ABS (2022) Labour Force Australia Detailed, ABS, https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/
employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia-detailed/latest-release#industry-occupation-and-sector) 
in the middle of the respective years and the share of AFF workforce engaged in agriculture nationwide based on 
Cth Dept of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (2022) Agricultural commodities and trade data, Australian Govt 
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry ABARES, https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-
and-unemployment/labour-force-australia-detailed/latest-release#industry-occupation-and-sector.
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Conclusion

This report estimates the size and growth of Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy 
since the year 2000 and compares them against the size and growth of Queensland’s 
agricultural sector. Specifically, we analysed the state’s environmental department 
spending, the gross production value of its agricultural sector, as well as employment in 
Queensland’s agricultural sector and environmental departments respectively.

We find that since the year 2000:

• Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy spending has increased by over 550%, 
while the size of its agricultural sector has only increased by less than 170%.

• This means the growth of Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy was over 
three times the growth of the agricultural sector since 2000.

• The number of people in Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy has 
increased by more than 50%, while employment in agriculture throughout the 
state has halved.

• For every job created in Queensland’s environmental bureaucracy over the last two 
decades, over 40 jobs have been destroyed in Queensland’s agricultural sector.

Root and branch reform is required to provide relief to Queensland farmers affected by 
the volume of unnecessary green and red tape imposed on them by bureaucrats and 
their inner-city consultants.

Our recommendations are as follows:

• The Queensland government should implement a moratorium on all new 
environmental regulations being imposed on the agricultural sector for the next 
five years.

• The state government must introduce a one-in-two-out approach to introducing 
new regulation, whereby two pieces of regulation are repealed for every new 
one introduced.

• The state and federal government should coordinate and remove all environmental 
regulatory duplications affecting primary producers in Queensland.

In addition to these economy-wide recommendations, we also suggest a number of 
specific reform agendas to cut red tape and enhance the prosperity and output of 
Queensland’s agricultural sector. They are listed in the Appendix.
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Appendix: Twelve examples of 
agricultural red tape to remove

Native vegetation red tape

Problem: Laws around ‘regrowth vegetation’ are stifling economic growth, and the 
potential to develop high value and privately held agricultural land. 

Solution: The Vegetation Management and Other Legislation Amendment Act 2018 
extended the definition of “high value regrowth vegetation” to land that has not been 
cleared for 15 years. The previous definition applied to land that had not been cleared 
since 31 December 1989. The clearing of high value regrowth vegetation requires 
approval and is subject to several conditions including the setting aside of an exchange 
offset area by the landowner. The Queensland government should re-insert the 
previous definition of “high value regrowth vegetation”. 

Reinsert Division 6, Subdivision 1A and sections 22A(2)(k) and 22A(2)(l) into 
the Vegetation Management Act 1999 as in force prior to 2018. This allowed for the 
clearing of vegetation on “high value agriculture” (HVA) and “irrigated high value 
agricultural” (IVHA) land.  

Bureaucratic enforcement and penalties for farmers  

Problem: Heavy-handed and intrusive enforcement of native vegetation laws by government.

Solution: Repeal “Division 1: Enforcement and Investigations” of the Vegetation 
Management Act 1999 and - in its place - reintroduce “Division 4B”, as in force from 
2013 to 2016, so that farmers can undertake vegetation clearing under self-assessable 
codes of conduct.

Regulation of agricultural and veterinary chemicals 

Problem: Chemicals used by farmers and landowners must be registered in Australia 
and regulated under Australian law, even where those chemicals have been approved 
by an overseas regulator of good repute. 

Solution: Automatically allow the entry of agricultural and veterinary chemicals onto 
the Australian market where they have been approved by an overseas regulator of 
good repute, such as US or EU regulators.

Forced removal of infrastructure  

Problem: Mining companies are forced to remove infrastructure on farmland even where the 
farmer or landowner benefits from that infrastructure, such as dams, fencing and fence posts.  
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Solution: Either repeal Section 318ZB (2) and (4) of the Environmental Protection Act 
or insert a provision into the Act which allows landowners to agree to receive their land 
in a certain condition.  

Government funded green activists targeting farmers 

Problem: Green groups and eco-activist lawyers threatening and taking taxpayer-
funded action against farmers and stopping agricultural development.  

Solution: Stop providing government funding to eco-activist law firms such as the 
$379,000 grant given to the Environmental Defenders Office in the financial year 
ending 2021. If these firms cannot survive without taxpayer support, it means people 
are not willing to pay for their activities. Taxpayers, therefore, should not involuntarily 
be forced to keep them afloat. 

Management of pests and wildlife  

Problem: Regulations limit the ability of private landowners to manage pests and 
wildlife, which can be a threat to livestock, crops, and human health.  

Solution: Remove the requirement for a farmer or landowner to obtain a license to 
manage or eradicate pests and abundant wildlife under the Nature Conservation Act 
1992. And remove “least concern wildlife” from the definition as a “protected animal” 
by removing Section 71 (a)(vii) of the Act  (“Least concern wildlife” is wildlife that is 
abundant and not threatened or endangered).  

Problem: Primary producers who have applied for a Category H (handgun) licence 
have been rejected by the Queensland Police Services’ Weapons Licencing Branch 
in recent years without explanation, which is compromising the ability of farmers to 
manage pest wildlife on their property. 

Solution: Add an exemption into Part 5 of the Weapons Act 1990 relaxing the 
standards for primary producers to obtain a Category H licence. 

Green activist lawfare 

Problem: An individual or their representative can lodge a legal objection regarding 
the same project through multiple separate avenues – e.g., Section 260 of the 
Mineral Resources Act 1989, and Section 160 of the Environment Protection Act 
1994. Separate to this, the same individual could potentially also lodge a legal 
challenge under local government planning laws, depending on what the given local 
laws allow for. 

This allows for frivolous legal challenges to be made multiple times, even where a court 
has recognised those challenges to be frivolous. 

Solution: A provision should be inserted into both Section 260 of the Minerals 
Resources Act 1989 and Section 160 of the Environment Protection Act 1994 which 
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prohibits the same individual making a legal objection under one of the Acts where an 
objection has been made under the other pieces of legislation. 

Red tape on water licences 

Problem: There is no statutory timeframe for decisions for an Associated Water 
Licence under Subdivision 2 of the Water Act 2000. This allows the government to 
prolong the approval timeframe. 

Solution: Amend Section 1250F of the Water Act 2000 by inserting the requirement 
that the Chief Executive or Director General must decide to grant, grant in part, or 
refuse to grant an application within 7 days and, in the event of a refusal, give reasons 
for the refusal in writing. In the absence of any communication of a decision, the 
application should be assumed to have received approval as of the day following the 
7th day from the date of application.

Environmental Impact Statement red tape 

Problem: The Environmental Protection Act 1994 outlines under what circumstances 
the government can require the provision of an Environmental Impact Statement to be 
prepared by a project proponent. 

Many of the circumstances are subjective, vague, and broad, which provide too much 
discretion and authority to bureaucrats, with the effect of delaying the approval of 
major projects in Queensland. 

Specifically, the Standard Criteria for an EIS under schedule 4 of the EP Act includes 
provisions such as “intergenerational equity”, “the public interest”, and “any other 
matter prescribed under a regulation”.  

Solution: Remove all subjective considerations which could trigger the need for an 
EIS.  This means removing “Appendix A—Standard criteria” from the Guidelines and 
Section 3.1: Cumulative impacts.

Reef Regulations

Problem: The Environmental Protection (Great Barrier Reef Protection Measures) and 
Other Legislation Amendment Act 2019, commonly known as the Reef Regulations, 
imposes considerable material and human costs yet provides no real benefit to the 
environment. The regulations impose extensive record-keeping requirements and red 
tape around agricultural activities, the stated aim of which is to reduce farm chemical 
leakage into the waterways and eventually the ocean, thus harming the Great Barrier 
Reef. But research has found that the level of farm pesticide concentration on the reef was 
negligible before the enforcement of the Act. Moreover, the reef is and has been thriving.

Solution: Repeal the Reef Regulations to safeguard the future of agriculture in 
Queensland’s reef catchment areas. 
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The IPA supports the free market of ideas, the free flow of capital, a limited and 
efficient government, evidence-based public policy, the rule of law, and representative 
democracy. Throughout human history, these ideas have proven themselves to be the 
most dynamic, liberating and exciting. Our researchers apply these ideas to the public 
policy questions which matter today. 
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