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Australia is the world’s largest island and its smallest continent. It is the only continent
inhabited by one nation. Additionally, Australia includes the much smaller island of
Tasmania, which lies just to the south of the main continent, and some more distant island
territories and dependencies in both the Pacific Ocean ( Norfolk Island) and the Indian Ocean
( Christmas, Cocos and Keeling Islands). Australia is the world’s sixth largest country in land
area. lis area of 7, 686, 848 square kilometers makes it just a little smaller than Russia, the

United States, Canada, China and Brazil.

1.1 Geology

The Australian continent is made up of three major structures:the Western Plateau, the
Central Lowlands and the Eastern Highlands.
1.1.1 Western Plateau

Nearly two-thirds of Australia is a plateau with an average elevation between 300 and 600

GEOSSNIIENISOSOTVOIIBVDYIDS 3 ~
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meters , with smaller plateau and ranges above the level,and basins and troughs below it. The
great plateau is in fact a complex of smaller units,but when regarded as a whole it constitutes
the Pre-Cambrian Shield of the Australian continent. The plateau is fundamentally composed
of abasement complex of Achaean rocks, with some areas covered with younger rocks or
extensive sand deposits. Much of the Western Plateau is relatively flat. There are,however,
numerous more rugged areas near the coastal boundaries of the Plateau, including the

Kimberley region and Hamersley Ranges in Western Australia, as well as a number of

relatively isolated ranges in central Australia,such as the Macdonnell and Musgrave Ranges,

and individual mountains, of which Uluru or Ayers Rock is probably the best known.

1.1.2 Central Lowlands

The Central Lowlands consist mainly of great sedimentary basins lying to the east of the
Western Plateau. This region stretches from the Gulf of Carpentaria through the Great Artesian
Basin to the Murray Darling Plains. Most of this area is flat and low-lying. The main
exception occurs in South Australia, where relatively recent faulting has occurred , and the

area takes the form of a number of blocks which have been raised to form a series of ranges:

| At

two examples of which are the Flinders Ranges and Adelaide Hills. The down-faulted blocks
in between formed plains, some of them submerged, such as Spencer Gulf. Much of the
Central Lowlands is occupied by the Great Artesian Basin,which consists of sedimentary rocks

saturated with water that drains into the wetter Eastern Highlands.
1.1.3 Eastern Highlands

The Eastern Highlands, stretching along most of the length of the east coast, are
characterized by a steep escarpment over much of their length on the coastal side. This
escarpment is a series of high plateaus with more gentle slopes towards the interior. While the
highest elevations over 1, 800 meters are found in the Snowy Mountains and Victorian Alps,
and the Alp’s highest point is the summit of Mount Kosciosko of 2, 228 meters, many of the
plateaus further to the north in New South Wales exceed 1,000 meters elevation. In
Queensland , however, 1, 000 meters is only reached in a few locations and the highlands are
generally less pronounced.

The coastal escarpment is particularly significant along much of the New South Wales and
southern Queensland coast, as well as along the more isolated ranges further north, such as
those around Cairns. Australia’s highest waterfalls occur where rivers flow over this
escarpment. Notably among the waterfalls are Wollombi on the Macleay , Wallaman Falls on a
tributary of the Herbert, Baron Falls near Cairns ,and Wentworth Falls in the Blue Mountains.
In the Victorian part of the highlands,the old plateau has been eroded into separate ranges
and high plains, and is relatively step on both the coastal and interior sides. Between the
escarpment and the coast lies a coastal sirip,which is rarely more than 100 kilometers wide,
sometimes flat but quite hilly in many places.

The Great Dividing Range separates rivers flowing to central Australia or the Murray-
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Darling Basin from those flowing to the Pacific Ocean or Bass Strait. In some places, such as
the northern Snowy Mountains and Brindabella Ranges the highest ranges do not coincide with

the Great Dividing Range which in that area is in the east of Canberra.

1.2 Rivers and Lakes

Rivers in Australia may be divided into two major classes:those of the coastal margins
with moderate drops,and those of the central plains with only as light drop. Australia’s longest
drainage system is the Murray-Darling, which drains part of Queensland, most of New South
Wales and northern Victoria,and a section of South Australia, and finally flows into the arm
of the sea known as Lake Alexandrina, on the South Australian coast. The length of the
Murray is about 2, 520 kilometers, while the longest branch of the combined Murray-Darling
system , with its headwaters in the Culgoa catchment, is about 3, 370 kilometers long.

Most of the east coastal rivers are short, except for those rivers which penetrate the
coastal escarpment,such as the Burdekin and Fitzroy in Queensland and the Hunter in New
South Wales. The southwest of Western Australia also has a number of short coastal rivers.

Australia has few large rivers. Apart from the short, fast-flowing rivers that flow from the
eastern and south-east ranges to the eastern coast, and some of the streams in the Muiray-
Darling Basin in central south-east Australia, most of Australia’s rivers flow erratically. Those
of the central interior lowlands and the western two-thirds of Australia flow only intermittently.
Sometimes for many years in a row, it is just a large salt-covered depression. Then, when
floods occur in north and eastern Australia, water flows down the Georgina Diamantina and
Thompson Rivers for over 2, 000 kilometers to fill Lake Eyre for the next year or two.

In addition to those rivers which form part of the Murray-Darling Basin, Western
Queensland has a number of inland-flowing rivers, such as the Paroo, Bulloo, etc. These
rivers do not reach the sea,but drain into Lake Eyre or dissipate without reaching any other
drainage sysiem.

There are many lake types in Australia. The largest are salt Lakes which are,or were,
drainage sumps of internal rivers. For most of the time these lakes are beds of salt and dry
mud. Lake Eyre is the largest of these lakes. It has an area of 9, 500 square kilometers and
has only filed three times in the last century, while other large salt lakes include Lake Torrens
and Lake Gairdner.

Other natural lakes include coastal lakes formed by the damming of valleys by marine
sediments . Many of these lakes are permanent,but some,such as Lake George ,dry out during
drought periods and all are small compared to the inland salt lakes. Australia has no natural ,
unmodified , permanent fresh water lakes larger than 100 square kilometers. Many artificial
lakes, or lakes expanded by artificial means, exist through out all states and territories. The
combined Lakes Gordon and Pedder in south-western Tasmania are the largest of these , with a

surface area of 513 square kilometers.
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] 1.3 The Climate

In general, the climate of Australia is warm and dry, conducive to outdoor activities.
Winters are mild and summers warm to hot. Seasons are the reverse of those in the Northern
Hemisphere.

The small town of Marble Bar in Western Australia has an average summer temperature

of 41 °C, and set the world record of 160 consecutive days with a temperature of 100 C on
the Fahrenheit scale (37.8°C ). On the other hand, Charlotte Pass near Mt Kosciusko once

recorded temperature as low as —22.2 °C. Tully, near Cairns, is Australia’s wettest place

and has an average annual rainfall of 4, 546 millimetres. However, the interior and western
two-thirds of Australia can go without any rainfall at all for years on end.

The island continent features a wide range of climatic zones, from the tropical regions of
the north, through the arid expanses of the interior, to the temperate regions of the south.
Australia is the world’s second-driest continent after Antarctica, with over 80% of the

continent receiving an average annual rainfall below 600 millimeters per year, and over 50%

IR

below 300 millimeters. In most parts of the country summers are hot, with an average
maximum temperature in January exceeding 30 C. The only exceptions are the southern
coastal fringe between Perth and Brisbane, and areas at high-elevations.

Winters are warm in the north and cooler in the south, with overnight frosts common in
inland areas south of the Tropic of Capricorn. Only at areas of higher elevations do winter
time temperatures approach those found in much of northern Europe or North America.

Seasonal fluctuations in both rainfall and temperature can be large in parts of the
country. Rainfall seasonality is very important. The northern half of Australia receives almost
all of its rainfall in summer, between December and March. This is caused by movement of
the tropical low pressure systems southwards during the northern hemisphere winter. Tropical
cyclones come at this time of the year—generally between five and ten per season spread
around the northern coastline. The southern half of Australia receives most of its rainfall in
winter from moist air and cold frosts from the Southern Ocean. However, averages again can
be deceptive, and the key features of variability and unreliability in rainfall patterns should
always be noted.

Australia’s driest section has an average rainfall of less than 200 millimeters per year.
This is a large area extending from the west coast near Shark Bay across the interior of
Western Australia and northern South Australia, into south-western Queensland and north-
western New South Wales. The driest part of this region is in the vicinity of Lake Eyre in
South Australia, where average annual rainfall is below 150 millimeters. This region is not
frequently exposed to moist air masses and rainfall is irregular. Rainfall occurs roughly around
twenty days per year.

The region with the highest average annual rainfall is the east coast of Queensland

between Cairns and Cardwell, where mountains are very close to the tropical coast. The
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summit of Bellenden Ker has are cord of receiving an average rainfall of 7, 996 milimeters over
32 years,while at lower elevations, Topaz has an average rainfall of 4, 382 millimeters over 25
years,and Babinda 4,231 millimeters over 94 years. The mountainous region of western
Tasmania also has a high annual rainfall, with Lake Margaret receiving an average rainfall of
2,956 millimeters over 59 years,and other parts of the region near 3, 500 millimeters.

The Snowy Mountains area in New South Wales also experiences particularly high
rainfall. While there are no official rain gauges in the wettest areas on the western slopes
above 1, 800 meters elevation, runoff data suggests that the average annual rainfall in parts of
this region exceeds 3, 000 millimeters.

Average annual air temperatures range from 28 degrees Celsius along the Kimberley coast
in the extreme north of Western Australia to 4 degrees Celsius in the alpine areas of south-
eastern Australia. July is the month with the lowest average temperature in all parts of the
continent. In the south, the months with highest average temperatures are January and
February. Due to the increase in cloudiness during the wet season, the month of highest
average temperature in the north of the continent is December or,in the extreme north and
north-west , November.

Temperature differences between winter and summer vary the least in tropical Australia,
while vary the greatest in the southern inland. Seasonal temperatures along the coast are

moderated by the ocean.

1.4 Conclusion

The geographic location of Australia and its patterns of landforms, rivers and climate
from the natural environment upon which the patterns of agriculture, tourism and urban
settlement have developed. Although Australia appears to be a large underpopulated
continent, in fact most of the areas where few people live are deserts or virtually uninhabitable
in the ways in which Western people like to live. Where the climate and environment allow
it, Australia is densely populated. The big cities suffer congestion, pollution and
contamination of waterways, just as they do in many Asian countries.

Thus the patterns of landforms and climate in the natural environment in Australia are
closely related to the pattern of human activities. The early European agricultural and pastoral
activities were in the hospitable south-east corner of the continent. This was where the first
minerals and coal were found, the first towns and cities established and the early
manufacturing industries developed. Indeed, in the 1870s and 1880s, the industries of
Sydney and Melbourne made Australia one of the leading exporters of manufactured goods in
the world. However, this industry was based upon the processing of products from the natural
environment. As settlers moved further north up the Queensland coast and inland for sheep,
beef and mineral production, the huge wealth from these primary industries, which were also
based upon the richness of the natural environment, swamped the early manufacturing

industries, at least in scale and economic importance.
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So while Australia has been a ‘lucky country’ because of the diversity and richness of
its natural environment, it may be this very richness that makes Australia vulnerable in the
modern world economy. Governments and companies did not value manufacturing industries
because they thought the wealth was in the land. For this reason, manufacturing did not keep
up with natural resource industries. Indeed, Australia re-imports its exports of wool, cotton
and steel as clothing, cars and machines. Thus today, when manufacturing is so important for
economic strength, Australia is a net importer of manufactured goods and has a serious
balance of payments problem, even when the Australian economy is performing strongly on
other indictors. The value of the exported natural resources is far less than the cost of
manufactured imports. This is why the inflow of funds with international tourists is so
important to Australia. However, may thoughtful Australians are now wondering whether, in
tourism, the country is yet again relying upon its rich natural environment and still failing to

address other fundamental needs.
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