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Main outcomes
Growth of protected areas has largely stalled due to lack of government interest, 
except for rapid growth of indigenous protected areas, which are largely in 
unforested arid areas[17]. Vegetation laws are governments’ preferred approach to 
reduce deforestation but have had a chequered history and are now universally 
weaker than they were in the mid-2000s. Deforestation-free beef is a major and 
promising innovation in preventing deforestation, but progress is slow and there is 
still no accepted operational methodology or facility to verify or certify products as 
deforestation free[22].

Recommended future actions
 ● Increase investments in protected areas and strengthen forest protection laws.
 ● Promote verifiable progress in deforestation-free supply chains, especially for 

beef. 
 ● Enhance funding to support farmers and graziers to regenerate forests, with 

incentives for those who demonstrate improved forest condition. 
 ● Develop policies and structures to support a transition from native forest 

logging to plantations and independently certified forest management.

EASTERN AUSTRALIA
The forests of Eastern Australia are considered a global biodiversity hotspot[1]. 
Nearly half of the original forested area has been lost, with great variation among 
forest types[2]. The once vast brigalow and grassy box forests of inland eastern 
Australia have been cleared below 10% and are now endangered or critically 
endangered[3]. Over 700 native plant and animal species are threatened by forest 
habitat destruction including the iconic koala[4]. Deforestation primarily for pasture 
development is ongoing at a significant level although highly dispersed in the 
Eastern Australia front[5, 6]. Fires of unprecedented ferocity due to climate change are 
likely also driving forest loss or change, particularly of the unique Gondwanan relict 
rainforests[7].

Drivers of deforestation
Livestock Development of livestock pasture is the chief 

driver of forest loss in Eastern Australia, 
accounting for 75%[8, 9]. There was a spike in 
large-scale clearing for crops in Queensland after 
laws were weakened in 2013, but these crops 
were primarily grain and fodder for livestock[10]. 
This loophole was closed in 2018[11].

Forestry Harvest for timber is a minor driver of loss, 
accounting for 16%, mostly in the state of New 
South Wales (NSW). Intensified logging of 
state forests, in addition to significant private 
native forestry[12], make it the primary driver of 
deforestation and degradation in NSW[13].

Fire and drought Increasing frequency and intensity of fires due 
to anthropogenic climate change, enhanced 
by forest fragmentation and weed invasion, is 
predicted to result in transition of large areas of 
forest to woodland or savannah[1]. The 2019-20 
summer bushfires burned 7.3Mha of the Eastern 
Australia forests, almost all in NSW. For at least 
1Mha of this, the forest canopy burned[2]. Half of 
all Gondwanan rainforests burnt, and may not 
recover[2, 14].

Cropping Conversion of grazing land to cropping land is 
the primary driver of clearing in northwest NSW, 
driven by increased returns and land speculation 
to increase land values.

 Primary cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation
 Secondary cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation
 Less important cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation

Underlying causes
Grazing land capital value is increased greatly with forest clearing; landholders 
are often mortgaged to banks and are under pressure to extract more value by 
clearing[15]. Climate change is a significant and growing cause of deforestation 
because of increasingly severe droughts, fires and low humidity affecting production 
and driving forest loss[16].

Countries, region Australia, Oceania

Forest type Mostly eucalypt or acacia-dominated subhumid 
tropical, subtropical and temperate forests and 
woodlands

Total area 101.5Mha

Forest area in 2018 20.5Mha (20.2% of total deforestation front) based on 
forest estimates from a global assessment; 
~45Mha remains of original 86Mha (52%), with 
~6Mha secondary forest cover based on SLATS[5]

Forest loss 2004-
2017

0.7Mha of forests (3.5% of forest area in 2000) based 
on Terra-I estimates; 0.97Mha (4.6% of forest area 
in 2000) based on WWF-Australia estimates; ~2Mha 
2004-2017, up to 5Mha when secondary forest 
clearing is included based on SLATS[5]

Location of 
deforestation

Inland and coastal areas of the states of Queensland 
and New South Wales

Total forest core 
area in 2018

9.9Mha (48.5% of forests in 2018) based on forest 
area from estimates from a global assessment

Fragmented forests 
2000-2018

1.2Mha (5.7% of forest area in 2000) based on 
estimates from a global assessment

Accumulated 
burned area, 2002-
2019

6.5Mha (30.8% of forest area in 2018) based on 
estimates from a global assessment

Deforestation trend Increasing again after a period of decline as legal 
restrictions weakened[5]

Future trends Uncertain – no immediate prospects of decline
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Key responses
Protected  
areas

Protected areas growth stalled in Australia when the key national 
government grants programme was terminated in 2013; at its height 
the programme resulted in 2.5Mha of high conservation value 
land protected, although not all of this was in Eastern Australia[17]. 
Indigenous protected areas have grown dramatically, but these are 
mostly in arid areas where deforestation was never an issue[18]. 
Private protected areas have grown steadily, but these are not 
generally protected against mining[19]. 

National 
threatened 
species law

The national Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation 
Act, if enforced, could have prevented a great deal of clearing 
including of secondary forests with threatened species habitats. 
A comprehensive failure by agricultural developers to observe the 
law and the regulator to enforce it undermined its effectiveness[20].

State  
vegetation  
laws

State vegetation management laws have played a leading role 
in reducing the loss of primary forests since 2000, but laws have 
since been weakened in every state[15]. Laws in Queensland were 
weakened in 2013 and in NSW in 2017. Although laws were partly 
restored in Queensland in 2018, this has yet to have a significant 
impact on clearing rates, which have been increasing since 2011 
after major declines in the previous decade[5]. 

Deforestation-
free beef

The industry marketing body Meat and Livestock Australia has 
committed to carbon neutrality for the beef industry by 2030[21]. 
The Australian Red Meat Council’s Australian Beef Sustainability 
Framework has begun collecting data on deforestation due to 
beef[22]. Major retailers have made commitments to remove 
deforestation from supply chains, but none of these have been 
operationalized as yet[8].

Land  
restoration, 
carbon 
farming and 
environmental 
stewardship

The Australian, Queensland and NSW governments have a range of 
markets to support carbon offsets and land restoration, particularly 
to financially reward graziers and farmers who allow natural forest 
regeneration. Additional financing and long-term funding security 
is required to expand and improve these schemes, secured with 
covenants on land titles or carbon farming contracts to provide 
permanent protection. These would assist conservation of Australia’s 
globally significant forest carbon stocks, enabling them to be actively 
managed as a carbon sink to deliver increased carbon abatement 
and sequestration to support a safe climate. 

Deployment  
at wider scale

Actively used and 
expanding

Project-specific, 
experimental
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