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SUSTAINABILITY CHARTER 

A COLLABORATIVE NATIONAL RESPONSE TO SEA 

CHANGE GROWTH WHICH SEEKS THE COMMITMENT OF 

ALL SPHERES OF GOVERNMENT TO 
  

 

• develop innovative and best practice strategic planning at 

regional and local levels 

 

• preserve local character and sense of place 

 

• provide for the timely provision of resources to meet the 

needs of high growth communities for infrastructure and 
services 

 

• integrate coastal management and conservation 
objectives with economic development 

 

• support community wellbeing 

 

• ensure community ownership and participation in key 

planning decisions affecting the coast 

 



  

SEA 

 
 
 

CHANGE 

 foreword 
NATIONAL SEA 

CHANGE  
TASKFORCE 

 
The National Sea Change 
Taskforce was established in 
2004 as a national body to 
represent the interests of 
coastal councils and to assist 
them in meeting the challenge 
of rapid population and tourism 
growth. The movement now 
represents more than 60 
participating local government 
authorities in all Australian 
states. 
 
The role of the Taskforce is to 
provide national leadership in 
addressing the impact of the 
‘sea change’ phenomenon 
and to provide support and 
guidance to coastal councils 
attempting to manage the 
impact of rapid growth. 
 

More than five million people live in Australian coastal areas outside the 
capital cities. This represents approximately 75% of Australia’s regional 
population. The rate of growth in these areas is more than 60% higher than 
the national average and is gathering momentum. At latest estimate a further 
one million people are planning to shift to the coast within the next 15 years 
as the ‘baby boomer’ generation reaches retirement age. 

This rate of growth is not sustainable. Councils in high growth coastal areas 
do not have sufficient resources to keep pace with increasing demand for 
infrastructure, such as roads, water and sewerage. They also lack adequate 
services, such as public transport, health care, emergency services and 
education facilities. 
 
Apart from population growth, many coastal communities face the added 
impact of a dramatic increase in the level of tourism. Tourism injects revenue 
into the local commercial economy and helps to generate employment 
opportunities but it does not contribute to the cost of public infrastructure 
needed to meet the needs of visitors. The burden of expanding infrastructure 
capacity to meet the growth in tourism inevitably falls on local ratepayers. 
There is a risk that the current lack of effective measures for planning, 
funding and managing rapid population and tourism growth in coastal areas 
will lead to long-term degradation of the coastal environment. It could also 
lead to the eventual loss of identity, character and lifestyle values of many 
coastal communities.  
 
The ‘sea change’ phenomenon is a national issue that is impacting on 
coastal communities in every state in Australia. The National Sea Change 
Taskforce believes it can only be addressed effectively through the 
commitment of local, State, Territory and Federal governments to work 
collaboratively to ensure that coastal development occurs in a sustainable 
way. The National Sea Change Taskforce has developed the National Sea 
Change Sustainability Charter as a set of guiding principles for more 
effectively managing growth in sea change areas. The Taskforce seeks the 
endorsement of all State, Territory and Federal governments to the Charter 
in the interests of safeguarding the Australian coast and coastal communities 
for the benefit of future generations. 
 
Cr Joe Natoli   
Chair, National Sea Change Taskforce 
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SEA 
CHANGE 

– a national phenomena 

 

In March 2006, data 
released by the 
Australian Bureau of 
Statistics indicated 
the rate of growth in 
coastal local 
governments in the 
year to June 2005 is 
58% higher than the 
national average 
growth rate for 
Australia of 1.2%.  
 
 
Three in every four 
Australians living 
outside of Australia’s 
capital cities are 
living along the 
coast – over five and 
a half million people. 
 

Australia’s coastal areas offer an attractive quality of life and an appealing 
environment. As growing numbers of new residents and visitors are attracted to 
these areas, local councils are struggling to keep pace with growth in demand for 
infrastructure and services.  
 
The movement of population to the coast is occurring in every Australian state and is 
gathering pace. This movement has been referred to as ‘the big shift’ by 
demographer Bernard Salt. It is also known as the ‘sea change’ phenomenon.  

 

The shift to the coast is occurring on such a scale that some coastal areas, such as 
the Gold Coast and the Sunshine Coast in Queensland, are now emerging as major 
population centres. In March 2004 the Gold Coast had become a larger population 
base than Canberra and the Sunshine Coast had replaced Hobart as the tenth 
largest urban centre in Australia.  

 

Many of these coastal areas have not been planned to accommodate high population 
growth. Most coastal councils have been unprepared for the large inflow of new 
residents. They do not have the resources to meet the continuing increase in 
demand for infrastructure, such as roads, mains water supply, sewerage, and power. 
High growth coastal communities also experience a lack of essential services, such 
as public transport, health care, emergency services and education facilities.  

 

The movement to the coast is expected to continue for the next 10 to 15 years, 
driven in part by the retirement of the ‘baby boomer’ generation and by factors such 
as the rapid increase in house prices in capital cities and a desire by many people to 
seek a better lifestyle, away from the congestion of the cities.  

 

Coastal councils believe they have a responsibility to address the issue of growth in 
the interests of safeguarding the welfare of their residents. They seek the support 
and cooperation of State and Federal Governments as a fundamental step in 
identifying effective solutions to meeting the challenge of sea change growth. 
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SEA CHANGE 
 

 
PRINCIPLES 

 
 
Strategies 

 
ACROSS 

GOVERNMENT 
COMMITMENT 

 

Secure the commitment of Local, State, Territory and Federal governments to a collaborative 
national approach to managing sea change growth. 
 
Include a specific reference to communities affected by rapid growth, including sea change 
communities, to be included in relevant State, Territory and Federal Government portfolios and 
in the terms of reference of the Local Government and Planning Ministers’ Council. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

FOCUS ON 
SUSTAINABILITY 

Develop a strategic Charter covering coastal management and protection, environmental 
conservation, land use planning and community well being. 
 
Link regional planning for coastal areas to the timely provision of resources to enable councils 
to meet the current and future needs of high growth communities for infrastructure and 
services. 
 
Promote tourism strategies which are supported by planning controls that only permit 
developments that are consistent with existing settlement scale or the desired future character 
of local communities. 
 
Protect the character of existing communities through a focus on place making and quality 
urban design. 
 
Coordinate strategies to manage the impact of climate change. 
 

 
INCLUSIVE 

GOVERNANCE 
STRUCTURES 

Develop systems of governance for coastal areas that integrate social, environmental and 
economic considerations at local and regional level. 
 
Develop strategies to gain community participation in key planning decisions. 
 
Develop strategies to establish a national strategic infrastructure funding program. 
 

 
COORDINATED 

APPROACH 

Establish a national body to coordinate and integrate coastal research including planning, 
social science, economics, governance and ecosystems research. 
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best practice 

 

IMPLEMENTING THE 
CHARTER 

It is proposed that an 
Australian Coastal 
Council be established 
as an inter-jurisdictional 
advisory group to 
advise on and assist in 
implementation of the 
strategy.  

 

The Council would 
include representatives 
of State, Territory and 
the Australian 
governments, key 
stakeholders including 
the National Sea 
Change Taskforce and 
the Australian Local 
Government 
Association and 
representatives of the 
principal organisations 
involved in research 
related to the coastal 
zone and coastal 
communities.   

 

The Council would 
assist in establishing 
performance standards, 
milestones and 
mechanisms for 
periodic reporting on 
the progress of 
implementing the 
Charter. 
 

GOVERNANCE  
• Integrate social, economic, and 

environmental considerations at 
local and regional levels; 

• Provide for cross agency and cross 
government collaboration; 

• Engage the community and private 
sectors; and, 

• Apply the principle of “subsidiarity” – 
so that higher levels of government 
should not take responsibility for 
matters able to be addressed by 
lower levels of government, but 
rather, should fully support and 
enable lower levels of government, 
particularly local government, to 
adopt these roles.  

 
COMMUNITY WELLBEING  
• Protect and enhance the unique 

character and sense of place of 
coastal and hinterland settlements 
and surrounding landscapes; 

• Build social cohesion; and 
• Maintain social equity and diversity 
 
ECONOMY AND TOURISM  
• Adopt a regional approach to 

development, collaborating with 
other local government areas,  

• Foster economic development 
policies that result in widespread 
benefits for local and regional 
residents and businesses 

• Attempt to address the needs of the 
most disadvantaged groups in the 
community by connecting them to 
meaningful training and employment 
opportunities; 

• Encourage industries that cater to 
external markets or compete for a 
share of local markets that would 
otherwise be targeted by an external 
competitor; 

• Actively protect and enhance the 
quality of life of the region to attract 
educated and skilled workers, 
entrepreneurs and business leaders, 

• Seek industries that offer high wages 
and highly skilled positions, to 
improve the employment 
opportunities of low skilled and 
under employed residents; 

• Develop tourism strategies that build 
explicitly on local assets, character 
and resources,; 

• Adopt tourism strategies and 
ventures that disperse visitor 
spending across the local area  

 

ENVIRONMENT  
• Recognise fundamental ecological 

limits by minimising impacts on 
natural systems; 

• Limit the use of non renewable 
resources and the production of 
waste;  

• Explicitly prevent further urban 
exposure to coastal hazards, 
including potential sea level rise; 

• Reduce existing exposure to coastal 
hazards, or select hazard mitigation 
strategies that limit environmental 
disturbance; 

• Minimize potential landuse conflict 
between conservation, and human 
activity; and; 

• Reflect and promote indigenous 
input to coastal planning and 
management decisions. 

 
INFRASTRUCTURE  
• Determine infrastructure needs 

through appropriate research and 
needs assessment; 

• Prioritise environmental protection, 
rehabilitation, and sustainable 
patterns of resource use and 
management in infrastructure 
investment decisions; 

• Determine infrastructure investment 
decisions in the context of local or 
regional planning Charters, and 
support desired future settlement 
patterns and environmental capacity. 

• All levels of government involved in 
infrastructure provision must 
collaboratively plan for the type, 
location, funding and timing of new 
infrastructure, consistent with local 
or regional planning Charters, and in 
consultation with local communities. 

• Infrastructure charges and 
development levies should recognise 
the real cost of infrastructure 
provision  

• Public-private partnerships in 
infrastructure funding and provision 
are desirable where the 
infrastructure decision remains 
consistent with broader community 
aspirations reflected in the local or 
regional planning Charter.  

• Community facilities should be 
designed for flexibility and multi 
purpose uses and. 

• Community consultation and 
research should inform the 
assessment of infrastructure  
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