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Australia’s harmful fossil fuel approvals
In 2020, an independent review determined that Australia’s
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act was
ineffective (7). Since taking office in 2022, the current administra-
tion has worked on revising the act (2) but has also continued to
approve fossil fuel extraction projects (3). In November 2025, the
government passed the Environment Protection Reform Bill, which
aims to deliver stronger environmental protection and faster
project approvals (4). However, gaps in the bill make it unlikely
to improve outcomes for biodiversity. There is no requirement for
decision-makers to consider the effect of estimated greenhouse
gas emissions of proposed projects on climate change or biodi-
versity, nor does the bill require disclosure of indirect emissions,
such as fossil fuel burning overseas (). To meet its climate and
biodiversity goals, Australia must implement regulations that limit
approvals for projects that will produce substantial emissions.
The continuing approvals of fossil fuel projects contradict
Australia’s environmental obligations (5). National and inter-
national biodiversity targets include a commitment to prevent
extinctions (6), yet each project contributes to warming tempera-
tures (7), and warming temperatures drive extinctions (8). In July
2025, the International Court of Justice declared that nations have
an obligation to prevent climate change and that the production
and consumption of fossil fuels may violate international law (9).
Robust evidence shows that fossils fuels lead to biodiversity
harm (70). In Australia, half of coral cover has been lost from the
Great Barrier Reef (17), and the Bramble Cay melomys (Melomys
rubicola) is likely the first documented mammalian extinction
event attributable to anthropogenic climate change (12). Australia’s
government should swiftly amend the Environment Protection
Reform Bill to explicitly consider the full suite of emissions result-
ing from fossil fuel projects, recognize the subsequent effect on
biodiversity, and make approvals for new projects contingent on
evidence that they will be implemented sustainably.
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Australia’'s Bramble Cay melomys is extinct because of anthropogenic climate change, yet Australia continues to approve projects that contribute to warming.

e : | 5

Hannah Thomas!2, Hugh Possingham?, Carissa KleinZ, James E. M.
WatsonZ, Michelle Ward?-2

1Griffith Institute for Human and Environmental Resilience, School of Environment and

Science, Griffith University, Nathan, QLD, Australia. 2School of the Environment, Centre
for Biodiversity and Conservation Science, The University of Queensland, St Lucia, QLD,
Australia. Email: hannah.thomasl@ug.edu.au

REFERENCES AND NOTES

1. G.Samuel, “Independent Review of the EPBC Act - Final Report” (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2020); https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/epbc-act-
review-final-report-october-2020.pdf.

2. J.Bell-James, M. Maron, P.C.McCormack, J. E.M. Watson, Environ. Plan. Law J. 41,19 (2025).

3. Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water, “EPBC Act Public
Portal” (Australian Government, 2025); https://epbcpublicportal.environment.gov.au/
all-referrals/.

4. Commonwealth of Australia, “Environment Protection Reform Bill 2025" (2025); https://
www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/
Result?bld=r7398.

5. C.Kleinetal., Conserv. Lett. 18,e13147 (2025).

6. Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water, “Australia’s Strategy

for Nature 2024-2030" (2024); https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/docu-

ments/australias-strategy-for-nature-2024-2030.pdf.

N.J.Abrametal., npj Clim. Action 4,92 (2025).

M. C.Urban, Science 386,1123 (2024).

9. International Court of Justice, “Obligations of states in relation to climate change” (2025);
https://www.icj-cij.org/case/187.

10. N.Buttetal., Science 342,425 (2013).

11. ADietzel,M.Bode, S.R.Connolly, T.P Hughes, Proc. Biol. Sci. 287, 20201432 (2020).

2. N.L.Waller,1.C.Gynther,A. B. Freeman, TH. Lavery, L. K.-P. Leung, Wildl. Res. 44,9 (2017).

10.1126/science.aed7274

0 ~

—

Australian rare earth plans imperil biodiversity
Rare earth minerals are indispensable to the manufacture of high-
performance magnets, batteries, and other materials that are vital
to clean energy, communications, aerospace, and defense technol-
ogy (I). The global demand for rare earth minerals is expected
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to double by 2050 (2). China dominates the rare earth mineral
market, but recent Chinese export restrictions have motivated

the countries that rely on China to increase the development of
domestic supplies (3). On 20 October 2025, Australia signed an
agreement with the United States to strengthen the supply chains
for rare earth mineral mining and processing (4). Although the
US-Australia rare earths framework (5) may bolster Australia’s
domestic processing capacity, the economic benefits could come at
a cost to global biodiversity.

Rare earth mineral processing is environmentally intensive and
often results in habitat loss, soil erosion, and waterway contamina-
tion—factors that can substantially threaten biodiversity (6). The
risks are high in Australia, a megadiverse country that harbors
between 600,000 and 700,000 native species, many of which are
not found anywhere else (7). The country’s landscapes and
ecosystems, including extensive marine and Indigenous protected
areas, are home to a disproportionately large share of the world’s
biodiversity (8). Australia also faces one of the highest extinction
rates globally (8).

As the US-Australia rare earth mineral agreement progresses,
Australia should integrate environmental stewardship into its
implementation. The harmful environmental legacy of rare
earth mineral processing underscores the need for comprehen-
sive environmental and biodiversity impact assessments, robust
remediation strategies, and strong protections for Indigenous
lands and threatened habitats from the outset. Australia’s ongo-
ing development of national environmental standards, as part of
recent reforms to the Environment Protection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act, provides an opportunity to move forward
responsibly (9). Balancing development with conservation efforts
is essential to meet Australia’s commitments under the Paris
Agreement (10), the Convention on Biological Diversity (1), and
the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (12).
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Next steps for WTO fisheries agreement
The future of global fisheries—which provide 1in 10 jobs and primary
protein for 3.2 billion people—is at risk (I-3). Each year, US$22 billion
in harmful subsidies incentivize overfishing that depletes fish stocks—a
third of which are now exploited beyond sustainable amounts—
undermining marine ecosystems and the livelihoods of coastal
communities (4-6). After nearly 25 years of negotiations, the World
Trade Organization (WTO) Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies (known
as Fish 1) entered into force in September 2025 (7). It is the first bind-
ing, multilateral treaty on ocean sustainability that prohibits subsidies
to vessels that engage in illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing;
fishing of overfished stocks; and fishing in the unregulated parts of the
high seas (7). The agreement has the potential to protect vulnerable
fisheries, but additional action is required to ensure its effectiveness.

Fish 1 establishes a framework for transparency and accountability,
requiring annual reporting of subsidies and offering governments
a concrete tool to advance global sustainability goals, such as the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (8, 9). However,
challenges remain. The agreement includes a “sunset clause” that
requires a next step in the WTO agreement (Fish 2) by 2029, or the
entire treaty will be terminated. Because the agreement does not
fully apply in areas without regional fisheries management orga-
nizations, such as the Southwest Atlantic—one of the world’s most
productive fishing areas—these waters are still vulnerable to subsi-
dized overfishing (10). Uneven national capacities may create gaps
in compliance, particularly in developing countries and nonratifying
states. Entrenched political and economic interests continue to defend
harmful subsidies.

Overcoming these challenges requires the full implementation
of the agreement, adopting and ratifying the second step by 2029,
aligning national legislation with WTO commitments, closing legal
loopholes, and advancing the progressive phaseout of harmful sub-
sidies, supported by technical assistance and effective monitoring
mechanisms. Although WTO members must implement these steps
and ensure accountability, scientists and civil society play a critical role
in holding governments to account.
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