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7, Place de Fontenoy 
75352 Paris CEDEX 07 
France 
 

By email: a.azoulay@unesco.org; l.eloundou-assomo@unesco.org 

 

Dear Ms Azoulay and Mr Eloundou Assomo 

Australia failing to do to its utmost according to its resources to protect Great Barrier Reef from climate 

change 

1. Environmental Justice Australia (EJA) is a leading public interest environmental legal 

organisation. Our lawyers act on behalf of people and community organisations to safeguard 

environmental health, to protect forests, rivers and wildlife, and to tackle climate change.  

 

2. We submit this communication to the World Heritage Committee of the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (the Committee) on behalf of: 

 

a. Claire Galvin, aged 20, is from Cairns and remembers a childhood snorkeling on the 

Great Barrier Reef (the Reef), and being ‘absolutely stunned at the entirely different 

world that was underneath the water – it’s the most special thing ever.’ Claire became 

mailto:a.azoulay@unesco.org
mailto:l.eloundou-assomo@unesco.org
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increasingly alarmed at widespread coral bleaching, as did her friends, a number of 

whom work in tourism and on dive boats; 

 

b. Brooklyn O’Hearn, aged 18, is from Townsville. Brooklyn became concerned about 

the climate crisis during the February 2019 floods in Townsville. Brooklyn could not 

go to school and her parents could not go to work. When Brooklyn learned of School 

Strike for Climate she says ‘I finally found a way I could take action. I was determined 

to find more ways I could help’; and 

 

c. Ava Shearer, aged 17, is a student from Port Douglas. Ava feels a very deep connection 

to the Reef, first experienced when she was six years old.  Ava has loved being out on 

the Reef ever since. Most of Ava’s family have worked on the Reef, and she herself 

has worked on the Reef for about three years, enjoying every second of it. Ava delights 

in being underwater on the Reef as it is ‘peaceful, comforting and feels like home’. 

Ava says she ‘loves educating people on the Reef as I enjoy sharing my experiences 

with others and giving them an experience of a lifetime’. 

 

3. Given their connection to and reliance on a healthy Reef, Claire, Brooklyn and Ava are deeply 

concerned about the devastating harms climate changing is having, and will continue to have, on 

the Reef and consequently on their communities.  Our clients seek to draw the Committee’s 

attention to the serious existing and future threat presented by climate change to the Reef.  

 

4. Our clients have instructed us to respectfully request the Committee to consider the grievances 

outlined in this communication when considering whether the Reef should be inscribed on the 

List of World Heritage in Danger in accordance with article 11 of the 1972 Convention Concerning 

the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (World Heritage Convention).  

Criteria for the Inscription of the Reef on the List of World Heritage in Danger  

5. The World Heritage Convention’s Operational Guidelines (Guidelines) outline criteria for the 

inscription of properties on the List of World Heritage in Danger.  

 

6. In accordance with paragraph 181 of those Guidelines, a natural property may meet the criteria 

for ascertained danger where it is ‘faced with a specific and proven imminent danger’ such as 

‘severe deterioration of the natural beauty or scientific value of the property’.  
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7. Further, in accordance with paragraph 182, when considering the inclusion of a natural property 

in the List of World Heritage in Danger, the intensity of the effect of the physical deteriorations 

on the property may be contemplated.  

 

8. We submit that the scientific analysis outlined below demonstrates that the threat to the Reef 

resulting from climate change is consistent with a finding that the Reef faces ascertained danger 

as defined by the Guidelines. Further, the evidence demonstrates that the climate change-

induced deterioration of the Reef is and will be of a very high degree of intensity.  

Previous Investigations of the Reef’s ‘In Danger’ Status  

9. We are aware that the Committee has previously considered inscription of the Reef on the List of 

World Heritage in Danger on several occasions. From as early as 2005 the Committee was 

petitioned to inscribe the Reef on the ‘In Danger’ list due to the threat of climate change and 

consequently the Committee urged Australia to ‘take early action’ in response to climate change 

threats to the property.1 The Committee noted continued deterioration in 2015,2 ‘serious 

concerns with coral bleaching and mortality’ in 20173 and subsequently in 2021 expressed 

‘utmost concern and regret … that the long-term outlook for the ecosystem of the property has 

further deteriorated from poor to very poor.4 In June 2021, UNESCO’s World Heritage Centre and 

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) found that the Reef is facing ascertained 

danger according to paragraph 180(a) of the Guidelines and hence recommended that the 

Committee inscribe the Reef on the List of World Heritage in Danger.5 

 

10. We are also aware of communication between the Australian government and the World 

Heritage Centre in 2019 regarding Australia’s approval of the Carmichael Coal Mine and Rail 

Infrastructure Project in the Galilee Basin in Queensland, Australia (the Carmichael Coal Mine).6  

 

 

                                                           
1 WHC/05/29.COM/7B.a.  
2 WHC/15/39.COM/7B.7.  
3 WHC/17/41.COM/7B.24. 
4 WHC/21/44.COM/7B.90.  
5 UNESCO State of Conservation: Great Barrier Reef (Australia) (N 154) 2021 
<https://whc.unesco.org/en/soc/4141/>. 
6 Ibid. Please note that the proponent of the Carmichael Coal Mine was originally Adani Mining Pty Ltd. The 
company changed its name to Bravus Mining and Resources in November 2020. 

https://whc.unesco.org/en/soc/4141/
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Climate Change Presents an Intensifying Threat to the Reef 

11. EJA has petitioned the World Heritage Committee regarding the climate threat to the Reef since 

2015.7 As outlined below, climate change presents a severe and accelerating threat to the Reef.  

 

12. The detrimental impact of climate change on coral reefs world-wide is noted in the 2018 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Report: 

 

Warm-water coral reefs face very high risks from climate change. … In the last three 

years alone (2016–2018), large coral reef systems such as the Great Barrier Reef 

(Australia) have lost as much as 50% of their shallow water corals. … More recently, 

climate change (i.e., heat stress) has emerged as the greatest threat to coral reefs, with 

temperatures of just 1°C above the long-term summer maximum for an area (reference 

period 1985–1993) over 4–6 weeks being enough to cause mass coral bleaching (loss of 

the symbionts) and mortality (very high confidence). …  

 

The predictions of back-to-back bleaching events have become the reality in the summers 

of 2016–2017, as have projections of declining coral abundance (high confidence). 

Models have also become increasingly capable and are currently predicting the large-

scale loss of coral reefs by mid-century under even low-emissions scenarios.8 

 

Coral reefs … are projected to decline by a further 70–90% at 1.5°C (high confidence) 

with larger losses (>99%) at 2°C (very high confidence). The risk of irreversible loss of 

many marine and coastal ecosystems increases with global warming, especially at 2°C or 

more (high confidence).9 

 

                                                           
7 Environmental Justice Australia and Earthjustice, Protecting the Great Barrier Reef (2015), 
<https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/Protecting-the-Great-Barrier-Reef.PDF>; Environmental 
Justice Australia and Earthjustice, World Heritage and Climate Change: The Legal Responsibility of States to 
Reduce their Contributions to Climate Change (2017), <https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/World-
Heritage-Climate-Change_March-2017.pdf>; Environmental Justice Australia and Earthjustice, The Australian 
Climate Crisis and the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area (2020), 
<https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/australian-climate-crisis-great-barrier-reef_june2020.pdf>; 
Environmental Justice Australia and Earthjustice, The Australian Climate Crisis (June 2020) < 
https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/australian-climate-crisis-great-barrier-reef_june2020.pdf>. 
8 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (‘IPCC’), Global Warming of 1.5°C: An IPCC Special Report on the 
Impacts of Global Warming of 1.5°C above Pre-industrial Levels and Related Global Greenhouse Gas Emission 
Pathways, in the Context of Strengthening the Global Response to the Threat of Climate Change, Sustainable 
Development, and Efforts to Eradicate Poverty (World Meteorological Organization, Geneva, 2018) Chapter 3, 
Box 3.4, p229-230. In text references removed.  
9 Ibid B.4.2, p8. 

https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/Protecting-the-Great-Barrier-Reef.PDF
https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/World-Heritage-Climate-Change_March-2017.pdf
https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/World-Heritage-Climate-Change_March-2017.pdf
https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/australian-climate-crisis-great-barrier-reef_june2020.pdf
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13. Analysis by the World Heritage Centre and Coral Reef Watch found that limiting warming to 

1.5°C would prevent severe annual coral bleaching this century on all World Heritage-listed 

coral reefs, as well as twice-per-decade severe bleaching on 86% of those reefs, including the 

Reef.10 

 

14. In 2019 the Australian State Party Report on the State of Conservation of the Great Barrier Reef 

World Heritage Area confirmed the seriousness of climate change as a threat to the Reef, and 

that the overall outlook for the Reef was very poor: 

 

The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority’s Great Barrier Reef Outlook Report 2019 

(2019 Outlook Report) found that the long-term outlook for the Reef’s ecosystem has 

deteriorated from poor to very poor. It states that climate change (especially sea 

temperature rise) remains the most serious and pervasive threat to the Great Barrier 

Reef.11 

 

15. The Reef has subsequently suffered further severe coral bleaching events due to marine heat 

waves. In 2020 the Reef experienced the most widespread coral bleaching event recorded and 

for the first time severe bleaching struck all three regions of the Reef.12 

 

16. The IPCC Sixth Assessment Report, released in August 2021, stated with high confidence that an 

‘increase in marine heatwaves and ocean acidity is observed and projected’ for Australia.13 

 

17. We submit that there is scientific consensus that the Outstanding Universal Value of the Reef is 

threatened with severe deterioration due to climate change harms and that this warrants 

inscription of the property on the List of World Heritage in Danger.14 

 

                                                           
10 S. Heron et al., Impacts of climate change on World Heritage Coral Reefs: update to the first global scientific 
assessment (2018), pp. 3-4, <http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0026/002656/265625e.pdf>. 
11 Australia’s State Party Report on the State of Conservation of the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area, 1 
December 2019, p3.  
12 Terry Hughes et al, ‘Emergent properties in the responses of tropical corals to recurrent climate extremes’ 
Current Biology (6 December 2021) 31(23).    
13 IPCC, Sixth Assessment Report, Regional Fact Sheet – Australasia, 2021, 1. 
14 UNESCO, Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention (July 2019), para. 
49 – 53: Outstanding Universal Value is defined in the Operational Guidelines as ‘cultural and/or natural 
significance which is so exceptional as to transcend national boundaries and to be of common importance for 
present and future generations of all humanity. As such, the permanent protection of this heritage is of the 
highest importance to the international community as a whole.’ 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0026/002656/265625e.pdf
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Australian Government’s International Obligations to Protect the Reef  

18. In August 1974, Australia became one of the first countries to ratify the World Heritage 

Convention.15 As a signatory to the Convention, Australia is obliged to ensure ‘the identification, 

protection, conservation, presentation and transmission to future generations of the cultural 

and natural heritage’ situated on its territory.16 The World Heritage Convention requires State 

Parties to ‘do all [they] can … to the utmost of [their] own resources’ to protect and conserve 

World Heritage properties.17 Parties must also ensure that the Outstanding Universal Value of 

properties in their territories is ‘sustained or enhanced over time’,18 including by addressing 

existing and potential threats, whatever their source.19  

 

19. In 2016, Australia ratified the Paris Agreement further committing to: 

 

…holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-

industrial levels and by pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above 

pre-industrial levels, recognizing that this would significantly reduce the risks and 

impacts of climate change.20  

 

20. In its 2021 Decision on the Great Barrier Reef, the Committee recognised the fundamental and 

inherent interplay between these two agreements, reiterating the importance of State Parties 

undertaking ‘the most ambitious implementation of the Paris Agreement’ while strongly inviting 

State Parties ‘to undertake actions to address climate change under the Paris Agreement that 

are fully consistent with their obligations under the World Heritage Convention’.21 

 

                                                           
15 Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, ‘The World Heritage 
Convention’, <https://www.awe.gov.au/parks-heritage/heritage/about/world/world-heritage-convention>; 
World Heritage Committee, ‘State Parties Ratification Status’, <http://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/>. 
16 UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (‘UNESCO’), Convention Concerning the Protection of the 
World Cultural and Natural Heritage, adopted on 16 November 1972, article 4 (‘World Heritage Convention’).   
17 Ibid, articles 4 and 5. 
18 UNESCO, Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention (July 2019), para. 
96. 
19 The criteria for inscribing a World Heritage property on the List of World Heritage in Danger, which include 
threats from “ascertained” or “potential” danger, support the conclusion that protecting and conserving a 
World Heritage property includes addressing both existing and potential threats. Operational Guidelines for 
the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention, paras. 179-180. Also, the World Heritage Convention 
places no limits or exclusions on the kinds of threats that states must address. As the World Heritage Centre 
has noted, “Where the threat [to a property] comes from is irrelevant.” UNESCO, Policy document on the 
impacts of climate change on world heritage properties, above n. 2, p12. 
20 United Nations Paris Agreement (2015), article 2(1)(a).  
21 WHC/21/44.COM/18, 90.  

https://www.awe.gov.au/parks-heritage/heritage/about/world/world-heritage-convention
http://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/
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Australian Government’s Failure to meet International Obligations and Protect the Reef 

21. In December 2019, in its State Party Report on the State of Conservation of the Great Barrier Reef 

World Heritage Area, the Australian government claimed that it was ‘taking strong action as part 

of global efforts to address the global threat of climate change under the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Paris Agreement’.22 

 

22. Further, in response to the World Heritage Centre’s concerns about the approval of the 

Carmichael Coal Mine, on 6 September 2019 the Australian government sought to reassure the 

Committee that the mine was ‘subject to over 180 regulatory conditions and that compliance 

with these conditions [would] be monitored’ and the mine therefore did not pose a threat to the 

Reef.23 

 

23. Despite these reassurances from the Australian government, we submit that Australia has failed 

to adequately protect the Reef from the threat of climate change and is manifestly in breach of 

its international obligations under the World Heritage Convention and the Paris Agreement.  

 

24. Australia’s current response to the threat posed by climate change to the Reef is both inadequate 

and contradictory. The Australian government continues to facilitate rising greenhouse gas 

emissions by approving fossil fuel projects, and was heavily criticised at the recent 26th 

Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(COP26) for its failure to take serious climate action.24 In October 2021 the Federal Minister for 

the Environment approved the Mangoola Continued Operations Project, a coal mine in New 

South Wales, despite concerns being raised about the climate impacts of the mine,25 while over 

100 other fossil fuel projects are currently in the pipeline for development.26 

                                                           
22 Australia’s State Party Report on the State of Conservation of the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area, 1 
December 2019, p3. 
23 UNESCO State of Conservation: Great Barrier Reef (Australia) (N 154) 2021, 
<https://whc.unesco.org/en/soc/4141>. 
24 See, eg, Nick O’Malley ‘‘Marginalised’: Australia’s frosty reception on global warming at COP26’ The Sydney 
Morning Herald (online) 1 November 2021, <https://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-change/no-clear-
signal-lack-of-deal-in-rome-casts-shadow-over-cop26-talks-20211101-p594sw.html>. 
25 Australian government Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, APPROVAL, 1 October 2021, 
< http://epbcnotices.environment.gov.au/_entity/annotation/28f406f3-5323-ec11-80cc-
00505684c563/a71d58ad-4cba-48b6-8dab-f3091fc31cd5?t=1638952035254>; Lisa Cox, ‘Third new coal project 
approved by Australian environment minister Sussan Ley in just one month’ The Guardian (online) 5 October 
2021, < https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/oct/05/new-coalmine-mangoola-nsw-
muswellbrook-approved-australia-environment-minister-sussan-ley>. 
26 Adam Mortan and Bec Pridham, ‘Australia considering more than 100 fossil fuel projects that could produce 
5% of global industrial emissions’ The Guardian (online) 3 November 2021, 
<https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/03/australia-considering-more-than-100-fossil-fuel-
projects-that-could-produce-5-of-global-industrial-emissions>.   

https://whc.unesco.org/en/soc/4141
https://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-change/no-clear-signal-lack-of-deal-in-rome-casts-shadow-over-cop26-talks-20211101-p594sw.html
https://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-change/no-clear-signal-lack-of-deal-in-rome-casts-shadow-over-cop26-talks-20211101-p594sw.html
http://epbcnotices.environment.gov.au/_entity/annotation/28f406f3-5323-ec11-80cc-00505684c563/a71d58ad-4cba-48b6-8dab-f3091fc31cd5?t=1638952035254
http://epbcnotices.environment.gov.au/_entity/annotation/28f406f3-5323-ec11-80cc-00505684c563/a71d58ad-4cba-48b6-8dab-f3091fc31cd5?t=1638952035254
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/oct/05/new-coalmine-mangoola-nsw-muswellbrook-approved-australia-environment-minister-sussan-ley
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/oct/05/new-coalmine-mangoola-nsw-muswellbrook-approved-australia-environment-minister-sussan-ley
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/03/australia-considering-more-than-100-fossil-fuel-projects-that-could-produce-5-of-global-industrial-emissions
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/03/australia-considering-more-than-100-fossil-fuel-projects-that-could-produce-5-of-global-industrial-emissions
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25. The approval of the Carmichael Coal Mine stands as another example of the Australian 

government’s ongoing promotion of fossil fuel projects, despite significant and ongoing criticism 

and calls for the approval of the project to be revoked. 

 

26. On 21 October 2020 Claire and Brooklyn submitted a letter to the Federal Minister for the 

Environment, Sussan Ley, requesting that she exercise her power under section 145 of the 

Australian Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) to revoke 

approval for the Carmichael Coal Mine. 

 

27. The request was based on concerns outlined in this letter and independent expert evidence which 

clearly demonstrates the environmental harms the Carmichael Coal Mine will have on the Reef 

and provides a clear basis upon which the Minister should revoke her decision.  Both the letter 

and the expert evidence are attached at Annexures A – D.  In summary: 

 

a. Annexure B - According to Mr Tim Buckley, financial analyst and IEEFA Director of 

Energy Finance Studies, Australia and South Asia, the Carmichael Coal Mine and 

associated infrastructure will assist in facilitating the development of coal mines in 

the vicinity of the Carmichael Coal Mine, for example the China Stone and Hyde Park 

Coal Mines.27  Therefore, it is not just the Carmichael Coal Mine in itself that is a 

significant cause for concern but the fact it will facilitate the development of other 

mines in the Galilee Basin ‘to a major extent’.28 

 

b. Annexure C - Associate Professor Paul Burke, economist, concluded that in the case 

of the Carmichael Coal Mine, the ‘market substitution assumption’29 is ‘implausible’ 

and in rebutting that argument the Carmichael Coal Mine would lead to no increase 

in overall greenhouse gas emissions, found that ‘it is much more likely that the 

extraction of coal from the mine would lead to a net increase in emissions’.30 

 

                                                           
27 Annexure B – Tim Buckley, Independent Expert Report: Carmichael Coal and Rail Project, (March 2020). 
28 Ibid 8. 
29 Mr Burke defines the ‘market substitution argument’ as an assumption ‘that a new coal mine would lead to 
no increase in overall greenhouse gas emissions, as coal from the mine would displaces coal from other 
sources, including some lower-quality coal’. Annexure C – Paul Burke, Independent report: Thermal coal 
demand and future emissions from the Carmichael Coal Mine, (24 June 2020), 7. 
30 Annexure C – Paul Burke, Independent report: Thermal coal demand and future emissions from the 
Carmichael Coal Mine, (24 June 2020), 7. 
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c. Annexure D - In his evidence, Adjunct Professor Bill Hare, climate scientist, states 

that the Carmichael Coal Mine and the neighbouring China Stone and Hyde Park 

Coal Mines will have a significant impact on the Outstanding Universal Value of the 

Reef.31  Adjunct Professor Hare states ‘there are multiple lines of evidence that show 

it is highly likely, if not virtually certain, that new coal production is inconsistent with 

limiting global warming to 1.5°C’.32   He goes on to conclude: 

 

Global warming of 1.5°C threatens severe damage to the Outstanding 

Universal Value of the Great Barrier Reef and to the condition of integrity of 

the World Heritage Area … if global warming extends above 1.5°C [for any 

significant period of time] a further 0.5°C of warming to 2°C will [very likely] 

destroy the Outstanding Universal Value of the Great Barrier Reef and the 

condition of integrity of the World Heritage Area. Warming beyond 2°C 

appears likely to result in the extirpation of the Great Barrier Reef. 

 

28. At the date of this letter, the Federal Minister for the Environment has not provided any 

substantive response to our clients’ request. 

 

29. In light of the scientific consensus on the threat posed to the Reef by climate change, the approval 

of the Carmichael Coal Mine is inconsistent with Australia’s obligations under the World Heritage 

Convention and the Paris Agreement. This evidence demonstrates that Australia’s actions in 

prolonging the fossil fuel industry and facilitating rising emissions are contributing to increasing 

harms to the Reef, rather than abating those harms, as the Australian government has claimed.  

 

30. The Australian government’s abdication of its international obligations is even more egregious in 

the context of the Committee’s long standing concerns about the threat to the Reef posed by 

climate change.  The Committee has also made multiple requests to all State Parties, including 

Australia, to undertake the most ambitious implementation of the Paris Agreement to hold the 

increase in global average temperature to well below 2oC and pursuing efforts to limit the global 

average temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels.33 

 

                                                           
31 Annexure D - Bill Hare, Matter concerning whether new information, if considered by the Minister for the 
Environment, would have led to them not granting the approval of the Carmichael Coal Mine under the 
Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999, (3 September 2020). 
32 Annexure D - Bill Hare, Matter concerning whether new information, if considered by the Minister for the 
Environment, would have led to them not granting the approval of the Carmichael Coal Mine under the 
Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999, (3 September 2020) pp 26, 28. 
33 WHC/21/44.COM/7B.Add, 90. 
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31. Australia has long fought an ‘In Danger’ listing of the Reef by claiming that the World Heritage 

Convention and the World Heritage Committee should be limited to reviewing climate mitigation 

actions by property managers alone, and not at other, often far more relevant scales. But that 

has never been the purpose or function of the Convention. Such a claim is refuted by 50 years of 

World Heritage Committee decisions regarding any relevant policies and actions by State Parties. 

Such a claim is also refuted in the Climate Policy of 2007, Decision 41 COM/7 which called on all 

State Parties to take urgent climate action, and most recently, during the 23rd General Assembly 

of State Parties in November 2021.  

 
32. At the 23rd General Assembly, State Parties reviewed the Draft Policy Document for Climate 

Action on World Heritage and decided it required further expert and working group refinement 

before further review by the General Assembly in November 2023. Australia proposed that the 

General Assembly agree in the meantime that properties cannot be added to the List in Danger 

due to climate threats alone. That proposal was roundly rejected by the General Assembly, with 

over 20 countries speaking out against Australia’s proposal.34 The Climate Policy of 2007, which 

allows for properties to be added to the List in Danger for climate threats alone remains the 

guiding document on this issue for the Committee.35 

Our Clients’ Request 

33. The Reef is a World Heritage property of immense natural beauty and scientific value.  

 

34. Our clients seek the Committee’s assistance in preserving the Reef’s Outstanding Universal Value 

by formally acknowledging the extent of the threat posed by climate change and inscribing the 

Reef on the List of World Heritage in Danger.  

 

35. We submit that, not only does the Reef unquestionably meet the criteria for inscription on the 

List of World Heritage in Danger, but the Australian government has proven it is unwilling to take 

the action required to protect the Reef from the effects of climate change.  

 

                                                           
34 See <https://webcast.unesco.org/events/2021-11-23AG-WHC/>. 
35 UNESCO, World Heritage Convention, Policy Document on the Impacts of Climate Change on World Heritage 
Properties (2007), <https://whc.unesco.org/uploads/activities/documents/activity-397-2.pdf>: ‘While the 
enumeration of ‘serious and specific dangers’ under Article 11 (4) of the Convention does not specifically refer 
to climate change (which was not in serious contemplation in the early 1970s), the language is clearly 
sufficiently broad to include its effects. The Operational Guidelines, in Paras 179 and 180, set out the criteria 
for placing cultural and natural properties on the ‘In-Danger’ list for both ascertained and potential dangers. 
Para 181 provides that the ‘factor or factors which are threatening the integrity of the property must be those 
which are amenable to correction by human action’. 

https://webcast.unesco.org/events/2021-11-23AG-WHC/
https://whc.unesco.org/uploads/activities/documents/activity-397-2.pdf


 

11 
 

36. We consider that in this context, listing the Reef as ‘In Danger’ will assist in conveying the 

severity of the risks to the Reef and facilitate the policies and actions required to conserve and 

restore the Reef to the state our clients deserve. 

 

37. On behalf of our clients, and every person in Australia who wishes to see the Reef protected for 

many more generations, we request that the Committee:  

 

1. Reiterate its utmost concern and regret about the very poor and deteriorating outlook 

for the Great Barrier Reef and the immediate and long-term threat that climate change 

poses to the health and survival of the Great Barrier Reef and its Outstanding Universal 

Value. 

 

2. Note that scientific evidence demonstrates that average global temperature increase 

must be limited to well-below 1.5°C above preindustrial levels to protect the Reef’s 

Outstanding Universal Value. 

 

3. Require Australia to revise the Reef 2050 Long-Term Sustainability Plan to include: 

 

a. Concrete and consistent measures to align its actions with a well-below 1.5°C 

pathway, including steps to decarbonize its economy; promote renewable energy 

sources; phase out domestic reliance on, and production and export of, fossil fuels; 

and intensify efforts to meet and strengthen its 2030 emissions reduction target. 

 

b. Details of national policies and investments with implementation timelines to 

deliver the above actions. 

 

c. Identification of the specific impacts of climate change on the Great Barrier Reef 

and its Outstanding Universal Value, and the actions that Australia will take to 

address each of these impacts. 

 

4. Request Australia to implement the new commitments in the Reef 2050 Long-Term 

Sustainability Plan through legislation. 

 

5. Inscribe the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area on the List of World Heritage in 

Danger. 
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6. Urge all State Parties to align themselves with a well-below 1.5°C pathway to assist in 

protecting the Outstanding Universal Value of the Great Barrier Reef and all tropical coral 

reef World Heritage properties. 

 

If you have any queries or would like further information regarding this communication or any issues 

raised therein, please do not hesitate to contact Nicola Rivers or Elizabeth McKinnon, co-CEOs at 

EJA, at CEOs@envirojustice.org.au or on +613 8341 3112. 

 

Yours faithfully 

 
Nicola Rivers and Elizabeth McKinnon | Co-CEOs 
Environmental Justice Australia 
CEOs@envirojustice.org.au 
 
 
 
 
Cc: 
 

Fanny Douvere – Senior Project Officer, World Heritage Centre’s Marine Programme, UNESCO’s 
World Heritage Centre 

Guy Debonnet – Chief Natural Heritage Unit, UNESCO’s World Heritage Centre 
Feng Jing – Chief of the Asia and Pacific Unit, UNESCO’s World Heritage Centre 

Tim Badman - Director of IUCN’s World Heritage Programme 
Elena Osipova – Senior Monitoring Officer – IUCN World Heritage Outlook  
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