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a geoscience malady?

he Australian Earth Science community was recently
shocked by the closure of the highly credentialled and

very successful Department of Earth and Environmental
Sciences at Macquarie University.

Several leaders in our community, including the current
President of the GSA, Peter Betts in the last edition of TAG, have
drawn attention to a much bigger picture of decline in
geoscience tertiary education, driven by falling student numbers.
An even louder alarm call was sounded more recently in an
article published in Eos by a group of senior Australian
geoscientists titled 'Australia’s Unfolding Geoscience Malady'
(Boone et al. 2021). They note that in 2020, the Australian
Government reduced funding for Earth and Environmental
Science courses by 29%. Their basic thesis, which | am sure all
readers of TAG would agree with, is that Australia is losing its
geoscience capacity exactly when geoscience is becoming most
important to both the nation and the world. Geoscience is at the
core of the global response to climate change — both to help
us understand and anticipate the changes to our natural
environment, and help us find the metals we need for the clean
energy transition.

The root cause of this problem has been a significant, persistent
decline in Australian undergraduate geoscience enrolment over
the last decade. It is well known that undergraduate geoscience
enrolment in Australia has historically tracked the ‘boom and bust’
cycles in the resources industry, with peak undergraduate
enrolment being close to the peak year of the China-driven
resource boom. However, there are reasons to think that the
current decline may be more structural than cyclical. This is
because we see similar trends in data from the US and UK, where
geoscience is not so strongly linked to the resources sector.
And, despite now being a year or so into another boom period,
we have yet to see a strong cyclic recovery in student numbers.

So, what might the cause of this structural decline be?
| think we can plausibly speculate that geoscience has become
associated in young people's minds with extractive industries
that are perceived as eco-unfriendly. This negative perception
has increased in step with an increasing global awareness of the
challenges of climate change — ironically, despite the key
role that the resource industry has to play in mitigation. Against
this, | also suggest that the broader community has very little
engagement with geoscience in the popular culture outside the
prism of resource extraction. The historical nexus between
mining industry demand for geoscientists and undergraduate
enrolment tells the story here.

A comparison with the legal profession is interesting.
Universities have no difficulty in filling their undergraduate
courses with budding lawyers, despite quite grim employment
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statistics on graduation. A recent survey in WA found that only
about 20% of law graduates found employment in their profession
a year after graduation. It is clear that employment prospects are
much less important in motivating undergraduates to study law
than the prominent image of the profession in the popular culture.
Can geoscience learn anything from this? | think we can.

The Australian Geoscience Council, as the peak body for
Australian geoscience professional organisations (including the
GSA), is committed to increasing the profile of geoscience within
the broader community because we believe it is strategically vital
to the sustainability of Australian geoscience and our member
organisations. We believe in a future where geoscience has
a similar profile to the life sciences in popular culture. This is a
future where the broader community have a much better
understanding of geoscience and how it relates to just about!
every aspect of the world around them. In our vision of this
future, young people are enthusiastic to study geoscience for the
intrinsic attraction of the science, not just for the promise of a
boom-time pay packet.

How can we create this desired future? One major initiative
of the AGC has been the promotion of geotourism, because we
believe that this is the most effective way to put geoscience in
front of the largest number of people in the broader community.
For this reason, the AGC has invested significant effort in the
development of a National Geotourism Strategy, which was
formally released in April this year. This strategy is now being
actively advanced by the enthusiastic efforts of a large number
of individuals, including strong support from the GSA and its
members, and we believe it is a key stepping stone to changing
the relationship that the average Australian has with geoscience.
Geotourism is certainly not all of the solution to the ‘geoscience
malady’, but it is an important proactive initiative. It is a pursuit
that we as a professional community can all get behind and
perhaps most importantly, something we can do ourselves to help
make our own future.
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