
 

Australia: Mining a rich seam of corruption  

 

 

 

A new government tends to provide 

hope for any nation but for Australia, the 

relief may be greater than for most. The 

unpopular coalition government of Scott 

Morrison has been voted out and it is 

hoped that the new Labour 

administration will not only provide 

some much-needed calm and continuity 

(Morrison’s 42-month tenure was the longest by a Prime Minister for fifteen years, and he is the 

first since 2010 not to be deposed mid-term), but to finally tackle some long-standing issues: 

namely, climate change and corruption. 

 

As a nation with a long-standing reliance on resources such as coal, Australia’s fossil fuel lobby is 

inordinately powerful, with deep pockets to match. Leading coal and oil firms are among the most vocal, 

and wealthy, voices and studies have shown that the fifteen most ‘engaged’ firms on the issue of climate 

change are all energy and resource firms opposing large-scale action. This has extended to allegations of 

‘buying power’ in the halls of Australian politics. Indeed, the Human Rights Law Centre has stated that on 

issues of fossil fuels, gambling, and tobacco, financing and lobbying are allowed in manners, and 

quantities, that are illegal in other Commonwealth countries. This corporate influence not only threatens 

the transparency and proper practice of democracy, but in the process of ‘hijacking’ these, opens up key 

sectors to further corruption, given that the fossil fuel industry is among Australia’s most crucial. Collusion 

between politics and business means that underhand deals can be done for contracts and benefices, while 

the sheer value of the sector attracts bad actors to, ironically, exploit the exploitative sector and those firms 

within it. The roll call of Australian extractive firms and individuals in the dock is long, with Rio Tinto being 

the most notorious entrant.  

 

Outside this specific sector, Australia also leaves much to be desired. Multiple bills aimed at combatting 

corruption remain unpassed: the Combatting Corporate Crime Bill concerning foreign bribery and 

dishonesty in professional life, the Cybercrime Bill focusing on a joined-up and proactive response to 

ransomware, to name but two. Moreover there is a sense that Australia is actively avoiding broader 

measures to tackle the problem: for instance, the previous administration refused to create an independent 

anti-corruption commission (perhaps scared of what it would find) and consistently neglected to enforce 

the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), which would force publication of tax and revenue 
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information in a sector already more prone to corruption than most.  

 

It remains to be seen if the new government will reverse course on these issues, but history suggests that 

the systemic problems will remain. 

 

On the other side of the coin, while high-level leadership has been lacking, organized crime has been 

flourishing. This ranges from small-scale ‘biker’ gangs and armed robbers, to far more coherent and 

dangerous drug-smuggling syndicates and criminal conspiracies to interfere with political and economic 

ventures. This is particularly pronounced in New South Wales, with the highest-ranking police investigator 

in the province asserting recently that organized crime is so rampant across his jurisdiction that the police 

response is akin to bringing a stick to a gunfight. In the business sphere (leaving aside the issue of drug-

smuggling) it predominantly manifests itself in money laundering, real estate scams, and corporate fraud, 

and is supported not only by those that facilitate the criminal activity (such as accountants, politicians, and 

inside men) but by the means to do so (the very latest in cyber/encryption techniques and exploiting the 

failure of multiple law enforcement bodies).  

 

It is thus plain that Australia’s reality belies its apparent reputation as a safe, Western nation free from the 

corruption that typically plagues countries of the less developed world. It is in fact just as susceptible to 

serious crime and corruption, with laws unfit for purpose and a political and legal response that has so far 

fallen well short of what is required. Whether this is the result of inadvertent ignorance or deliberate laxity 

is ultimately immaterial. One must be true, but neither is acceptable.  

 

 


