	Country profile: Australia 

	
Modern Australia is a little more than two centuries old, but its indigenous history stretches back tens of thousands of years. 

The island continent combines a wide variety of landscapes. These include deserts in the interior, hills and mountains, tropical rainforests, and heavily-populated coastal strips with long beaches and coral reefs off the shoreline. Isolated from other continents, Australia has an abundance of unique plant and animal life. 
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The British founded the first settlement and named it Sydney in 1788. Many of the first settlers were convicts. Free settlers arrived in increasing numbers, particularly after the discovery of gold in the mid-19th century. 
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Sydney Opera House, an icon in Australia's largest city

Australia's original inhabitants, the Aborigines, numbered a few hundred thousand before the European influx. But two centuries of discrimination and expropriation followed, and at one point the number of Aborigines fell as low as 60,000. 

Today 99% of the population are of European or Asian descent, but calls for a formal 
	
	





 HYPERLINK "http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/country_profiles/1250188.stm" 
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Australia's Great Barrier Reef can be seen from space 
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