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The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) was a great initiative back in 1992. But is it only a façade, providing cover behind which signatory countries can recklessly destroy the very values they have signed up to protect?

As a developed nation, Australia has no excuses. It signed the CBD in 1992 but since then its remarkable diversity of Gondwanic wildlife, plants and ecosystems have become critically endangered or even worse have had their existence on our planet snuffed out. 

Two weeks ago, the Action Plan for Australian Mammals was published. This definitive scientific account finds that Australia has the worst rate of mammal extinctions in the world.    Just five years ago, the Christmas Island Pipistrelle, a tiny bat, was allowed to vanish from the earth, the victim of deliberate government inaction. In south-eastern Australia the amazing Spot-tailed Quoll, a spotted, meat-eating marsupial (a mammal that carries young in a pouch) has been listed as threatened for 12 years. A Recovery Plan should have been implemented soon after it was listed, but instead a draft has been hand-balled back and forward between the state the federal governments endlessly. During that time its numbers have been in freefall.  In south-western Australia, the termite-eating Numbat, another marsupial, is reduced to two populations and fewer than 1000 individuals through habitat loss and predation. 

Even the internationally iconic koala is now listed as vulnerable in several states. 

The government’s five-yearly State of the Environment report summarises a dire situation, pointing to “continuing decreases in population sizes, geographic ranges and genetic diversity, and increasing risks of population collapses in substantial proportions of most groups of plants, animals and other forms of life across much of Australia”.

Under Australia’s federal system the national Australian government is responsible for matters covered by international treaties. The national laws introduced in 1999 to protect our most significant environmental values in accordance with these treaties have clearly failed  – a reflection of the inadequacy of the laws and the government’s unwillingness to enforce them.  Now the Australian government plans to weaken them further by handing decisions on logging, mining and development to state governments.  

State governments cannot and will not meet even the weak standards of the current legislation. Their laws are inadequate, enforcement is deficient, and as decision-makers state governments are conflicted. The evidence for low standards comes from detailed analysis of logging in state-managed native forests (One Stop Chop report), court cases brought by ENGOs against state governments, reviews and audits. A letter signed by 29 legal professionals strongly supports this conclusion. The Australian government’s claims that it will hold the states to account are starkly contradicted by the fate of Leadbeater’s Possum, heading for imminent extinction unless state government-sanctioned logging stops now.

The Australian government's plan to weaken biodiversity protection goes along with other actions against international agreements including the World Heritage Convention (asking for World Heritage listed forests to be de-listed so they can be logged) and the Ramsar Convention (Humane Society International has written to the Convention Secretariat detailing Australia's willful failure to protect wetlands and migratory bird habitat).

Against this backdrop, eight groups of environmentalists, lawyers and scientists representing thousands of people across the country have banded together to petition the CBD Secretariat about Australia's failure to comply with the Convention. In brief, we are requesting the Secretariat to carry out an audit. 

The text of the petition and the supporting documents are here: 
http://envirojustice.org.au/blog/petition-to-the-convention-on-biological-diversity

[bookmark: _GoBack]A short reply, just received, claims that ‘the Secretariat does not have a legal mandate to look into questions or allegations related to the compliance of an individual Party to its obligations under the Convention”. 
 
There is a clear need to strengthen the compliance and enforcement regimes for all multilateral environment agreements. If Australia, as a wealthy nation with a booming economy can thumb its nose at its international environmental duties and commitments, we must wonder how many other countries are also tipping their species into the abyss behind the name of the CBD.  If the Convention has no teeth, it either needs to get some or we need a new plan.
