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 Sustainability is perhaps the single most complex and contested issue of our time, whether 

explicitly evident in its forms or not. Its intricacies are entangled in topics across the board, 

ranging from energy and food to immigration and the national gross domestic product. Without 

a doubt, the topic of suburbia lies within this span as well. Modern-day Australia is 

unquestionably a suburban society, with nearly 80% of Australians living in its sprawl (Cock 

2010). Some even argue that the spirit of suburbia in Australia is so ingrained that it extends 

beyond being a simple geographic locale—it has become a symbol of Australia’s ‘national 

community’ itself (Carter 2006, p. 227). Regardless, many have come to accept suburbia as a 

perfectly permissible and even an indefinitely preservable way of life. If so many people live in the 

suburbs already, surely there is nothing wrong with it, right? Unfortunately, too many individuals 

fall into this mental trap, a product of the comfort of suburbia and an ignorance of the true effects 

of suburban living. In reality, the converse is true: suburbia, in Australia and everywhere else in 

the world, is entirely unsustainable, both from an economic and an environmental point of view.  

 In order to definitively categorise Australian suburbs as unsustainable, one must first 

tackle the definition of sustainability itself. To be sure, this is no easy task: as the government of 

New South Wales realised, there are ‘as many definitions of sustainability as there are people 

trying to define it’ (Environment 2013). However, there are a few prevailing definitions that merit 

special consideration. Perhaps the most recognised is that of the Brundtland Commission in 

1987: sustainable development ‘meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs’ (World Commission 1987, p. 15). Robert Solow 

echoes this definition in asserting that sustainability is meant to ‘preserve productive capacity for 



the indefinite future’ (Solow 1992). Focusing more on the social side, Long and Markulev (2013, 

p. 2) frame sustainability as ensuring that the ‘wellbeing of society is maintained over time.’ This is 

done by maximising current resources while also investing enough in the future to provide the 

‘highest level of wellbeing’ for both now and later (Long & Markulev 2013, p. 4). Thus, when 

judging the sustainability of suburbs, one must ask, ‘how does suburbia jeopardise the economic 

and environmental wellbeing, productive capacity, and need-securing abilities of the future?’  

 Suburbs require land, and vast amounts of it. The idyllic dream that defines suburbia—

owning a ‘little piece of earth and a garden’—necessitates that each family, and oftentimes each 

individual, possess its own sizeable tract of land (Brett 1992, p. 8). Multiplied by a significant 

population, the result is colossal amount of virgin land imposed with the sole function of 

supporting houses and lawns. In fact, suburbs consume much more land than current population 

growth projections would have predicted (Cieslewicz 2002, p. 25). This generates exponential 

habitat loss, which is, of course, environmentally unsustainable. Trees and native wildlife act as 

carbon sinks, absorbing excess carbon dioxide in the atmosphere; mow-able lawns, on the other 

hand, function only aesthetically (Soule 2006, p. 245). But even when suburbs replace pre-

employed land—say, farmland—the effect is still detrimental. Farming close to cities becomes 

economically unviable, forcing farms to relocate further away and reducing their numbers in 

total. This raises the price of food and requires prolonged transport routes, which is both 

economically and environmentally unsustainable. Worse still, when farmlands are converted to 

front lawns, the ‘ecological damage is permanent’ and it becomes impossible to ever use it for 

farming purposes again (Soule 2006, p. 242). Not all land in suburbia supports houses and lawns, 

though. Some land supports thick layers of gravel and solid petroleum that extend for kilometres 

on end: sealed roads. These impenetrable surfaces cause excess runoff, exacerbating flooding, 

erosion, and water table shortages (Soule 2006, pg. 240). The gasoline and oil residue on parking 

lots and roads also runs off, polluting nearly rivers and lakes (Cieslewicz 2002, p. 24). As a large 



portion of Australian water comes from these underground and surface sources, suburbs thus 

directly affect the amount and quality of drinking water—a clear environmental issue (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics 2010). All of these factors ‘undermine the ability of the land and its resources 

to sustain such dispersed human settlement’, leading some to claim outright that the land use in 

suburban ‘sprawl development is environmentally unsustainable’ (Soule 2006, p. 254). 

 Inextricably tied to land use, suburbs also demand excessive automobile use and exist ‘on 

the notion of automobile dependence’ (Newman & Kenworthy 1999, p. 8). Due to their low-

density, sprawling forms, cars are required to arrive at any destination. Even once-walkable trips 

less than 1 kilometre long are usually driven, as suburban residents come to instinctively grab 

their keys whenever the front door is opened (Oge 1995). Then, of course, there is the issue of the 

commute. Nearly 74% of Australians drive to work, most of whom live in outer suburbs and drive 

into inner suburbs and city centres daily (Gurran 2013). Existing forms of suburbs dislocate jobs 

from residences, requiring extensive daily travel, wasting massive amounts of time and natural 

resources. As suburbs continue to grow, more individuals and cars will populate roads, causing 

congestion and further intensifying the environmental damage. As opposed to high-density, 

urban settings, suburban commutes cannot be supported by more energy-efficient public 

transport due to their sprawling and decentralised natures. Even worse, as suburban residents 

become increasingly over-reliant on cars, new suburban developments incorporate even less 

access to walking paths and public transport, condemning future generations to the same vehicle-

philic lifestyle. This massive dependence on automobiles costs society time, money, and fossil 

fuels; increases carbon expenditures; compounds climate change; releases carbon monoxide; 

spouts post-combustion particulate matter into the air; and directly harms human health (Soule 

2006, p. 244). There is not much in this world that degrades the environmental wellbeing of the 

future as much as suburban automobile dependence.  



 In addition to the irrefutable environmental un-sustainability of suburbia, suburban 

sprawl also costs society economically. Development of the suburbs forces increased 

sophistication of infrastructure (transportation, waste water) and facilities (schools, public 

services), all of which has a direct fiscal impact on local governments (Soule 2006, p. 260). As Jim 

Keenan, the Minster for Planning and Environment, expressed in 1987: 

!
Changes in the location and composition of Melbourne’s population mean that 

numbers in the inner and middle suburbs are falling while numbers on the fringe 

are growing, resulting in under-utilisation of existing infrastructure and demands 

for new infrastructure in outer areas. Melbourne cannot afford to allow these 

trends to continue (cited in Johnson 2003, p. 7). 

!
Even if not at the ‘fringe’, suburban development is markedly more costly than other forms of 

development: the cost of building and maintaining suburban roads alone commands more 

spending than education and health care (Soule 2006, p. 264). The economic effect of suburbs is 

such a heavy burden that cities like Melbourne are currently taking action to reform suburbia, 

attempting to make it denser and more concentrated (Melbourne 2002). In the meantime, 

though, populations continue to grow and suburbia expands evermore, increasing the expenses 

required to develop and maintain suburban services—and this relentless growth is most certainly 

not economically sustainable. 

 Along with posing escalating pressures on public funds, suburbs are also partly to blame 

for the rampant consumerism that plagues modern day society. They function as ‘critical parts’ in 

the consumer economy: for example, suburbs usually surround shopping centres, not cultural 

centres (Boydson et al. 2001). Moreover, as suburbs allow individuals to own and alter their own 

homes, they have paved the way for ‘conspicuous consumption’—consuming high-profile goods 



in order to validate and publicise one’s social position (Bagwell & Bernheim 1996, p. 1). This 

easily degenerates into a competition between neighbours, each wanting increasingly nicer things, 

bigger houses, and greater space. Hamilton and Denniss (2005, p. 48) dub it affluenza: people 

work ‘longer and longer hours to pay for bigger and bigger houses filled with more and more 

things’. This affluenza consequently encourages unbridled growth of economies, mushrooming 

populations, ‘resource depletion, and adverse environmental impacts’ (National Sustainability 

Council 2013). Not to mention, the race for more space drives suburbs even further away from 

city centres, making the ‘urban sprawl’ even more sprawling (Soule 241). Affluenza and 

consumerism (along with their mother, neoliberalism) rely on a tacit belief that growth is 

limitless. In reality, this couldn’t be further from the truth: infinite growth is not viable on a planet 

with finite resources. Infinite growth is, in fact, antithetical to providing welfare for future 

generations, and thus is fundamentally not economically sustainable. In turn, neither is 

consumerism, nor affluenza, nor suburbia.  

 The final unsustainable aspect of suburbs lies in the realm of social conditions, but still has 

sweeping economic and environmental repercussions. Namely, suburbs create socio-economic 

disparities, which leads to a lack of sustainability across the board. From the beginning, the 

creation of suburbs engendered spatial inequalities: the first suburban residents were 

economically successful individuals attempting to create settings of ‘desirable social amenities’ 

and increase the physical distance between them and the ‘real and perceived threats’ of the lower 

classes (Jargowski 2002, p. 59). Still today, suburbs tend to have better ‘public amenities and better 

opportunities’ than do more urban neighbourhoods (Williamson 2010, p. 128). These spatial 

discrepancies then impose tremendous pressures on the lower economic classes. In the words of 

Thad Williamson (2010, pg. 124), there is a clear link ‘between suburban affluence and urban 

poverty.’ Such inequalities are obviously socially unsustainable, but they also affect the other 

domains of sustainability. Haupt and Lawrence (2012) assert that higher income inequalities 



exacerbate environmental degradation, especially in waste production, water and meat 

consumption, and biodiversity loss. Additionally, this discordance undermines the ‘collective 

action’ that public environmental preservation necessitates. Furthermore, inequality instigates 

consumerism: consumption is driven by competition, which is inherently more salient in unequal 

societies (Haupt and Lawrence 2012). Specifically for the lower classes, this inequality also 

prompts individual economic instability. As Davis (2008, p. 109) elucidates, although average 

wages in Australia are increasing, so too are the costs of living. Per his calculations, the average 

wage-earner has little to no income left each month to spend on recreation or new clothing. 

However, these workers still succumb to consumerism like the rest of society, leading to ever-

growing personal debt, which is most certainly economically unsustainable. Thus, the social 

discrepancies created by suburbia harm both the environment and the economy of society in 

numerous ways.  

 Each of these aspects of suburbia threaten the sustainability of Australia in the long term, 

either environmentally or economically; considered in the light of the question posed at the 

beginning—how suburbia compromises the economic and environmental wellbeing, productive 

capacity, and need-securing abilities of the future—this fact becomes especially evident. The 

prescribed land use that suburbia mandates irrevocably affects the environmental productive 

capacity of the land and trashes environmental wellbeing, particularly in regards to water. 

Suburban automobile dependence similarly affects environmental and social wellbeing due to its 

energy- and pollution-intensive nature. The effect of suburban development on public funds 

impairs the economic productive capacity of future generations in the area, leaving them less and 

less capital to use for other needs. Affluenza and consumerism, on the other hand, target 

economic wellbeing, as the seemingly-infinite growth of modern-day suburbs will eventually 

peak, wreaking economic calamities on that generation to come. Lastly, the socio-economic 

disparities affect both the environmental and economic wellbeing of current and future societies. 



Without a doubt, on numerous fronts, suburbs engender conditions that directly challenge the 

ideals of environmental and economic sustainability. If Australia is ever going to have a 

sustainable future, it must begin with ridding itself of the ultimate contradiction: the lie of a 

sustainable suburbia. 
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