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Introduction   

The Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) welcomes the opportunity to provide this 

submission. ACF is Australia’s national environment organisation with over 700,000 people 

who speak out for the air we breathe, the water we drink, and the places and wildlife we 

love. We are independent and non-partisan.   

ACF has been pivotal in the formation of climate policy in Australia and has undertaken 

several investigations into the integrity of the Emissions Reduction Fund and ACCUs.  Our 

submission into the review is based around three principles:  

1. Australia faces an unprecedented climate and mass extinction crisis caused first and 

foremost by digging up and burning fossil fuels like coal, oil, and gas and the 

destruction of nature (habitat). Urgent emissions reduction, in line with the Paris 

Agreement, and protection and regeneration of natural habitat is required to address 

this crisis.    

2. A well-regulated, high integrity carbon credit scheme, with additional payments for 

biodiversity benefits, is an important part of Australia’s action to reduce emissions 

and regenerate nature. However, the current scheme is neither well-regulated nor of 

high integrity.   

3. Any carbon or biodiversity market must operate in addition to environment 

protection and emissions reductions laws.  

ACF’s concerns with the existing carbon credits scheme and recommendations for reform  

Fix the poor governance to rebuild the integrity of carbon credits   

The Clean Energy Regulator has many functions flowing across market and method design 

(that creates carbon credits); market promotion; credit purchase; and auditing functions. It is 

a clear conflict to create, promote, buy and regulate credits which undermines confidence in 

the scheme. Further, ACF is concerned that the regulatory culture is skewed by a) the prior 

appointment of people from the fossil fuel sector to key positions,i b) the Regulator’s 

membershipii on the market peak body (the Carbon Markets Institute) and c) the Regulator’s 

co-promotioniii of the ACCUs with CMI.   

ACF has directly experienced this poor culture. In 2019, ACF wrote to the Emissions 

Reduction Assurance Committee (ERAC) raising serious concerns about the integrity of the 

methods. While ERAC conducted a review, it was never publicly released.  In 2021, rather 

than engaging with ACF regarding our concerns, the Regulator publicly rebuffed our 

investigative fundings with no relevant evidence or information.   



Reforms of the scheme’s governance and regulation is essential for the scheme to have 

integrity.  

 

Remove secrecy provisions to make the data transparent  

 

The public, NGOs and academics do not have a line of sight to review carbon abatement 

projects. The fact that it has taken independent investigations and whistle blowers to identify 

problems with ACCUs undermines confidence in the scheme. This is due to the Clean 

Energy Regulator being bound by secrecy and disclosure provisions in the CER Act. This is 

inappropriate when public money is used to purchase credits, or when ACCUs are used by 

businesses to make public claims around carbon neutrality. Transparency of data is crucial.  

Reform or revoke methods and generate new methods that deliver high integrity ACCUs 

(real and additional) and incentivise nature protection and regeneration 

The desire from the previous government to enable abundant, cheap carbon credits has 

resulted in non-additional and the least biodiverse projects generating credits. The methods 

used to generate credits are weak and often do not comply with the offsets integrity 

standards.  

An investigation into the Avoided Deforestation Method undertaken by ACF and the 

Australia Institute found that one in five ACCUs issued did not represent real abatement. 

The investigation found that projects were issued ACCUs under the Avoided Deforestation 

Method for retaining vegetation that was never going to be cleared, based on past clearance 

rates. Our analysis showed that the Avoided Deforestation Method is deeply flawed and 

fails to meet legislated offset integrity standards. We encourage the Expert Panel to read the 

full report here.   

ANU has also raised concernsiv with the Human Induced Regeneration Method. ANU 

identified that ACCUs were given to projects for growing trees that are already there and for 

growing forests in places that will never sustain permanent forests. ANU has further raised 

concerns about the Landfill Gas Method, and those concerns have been echoed by those 

within the industry. We encourage the Expert Panel to speak directly with ANU experts.  

Finally, ACF has identified several projectsv generating ACCUs that would have occurred 

anyway and are not addition.   

If ACCUs are not real and additional, they contribute to making climate change worse 

because they are being used to offset actual emissions from large emitting facilities and 

companies making ‘carbon-neutral’ claims. Existing methods must be reviewed to ensure 



they generate ACCUs that drive additional abatement, as specified by the offsets integrity 

standards.    

 

Encourage emissions reductions not offsets 

If carbon credits are not coupled with deep cuts to emissions, it will only serve to greenwash 

status quo emissions or worse, increase emissions.  The use of ACCUs, including through the 

Safeguard Mechanism, must not be used to defer actual emissions reductions, and methods 

should be constructed to help Australia achieve its legislated emissions reductions targets.   

Australia cannot reach net zero emissions through offsets alone. Offsets should sit within a 

hierarchy that starts with avoiding and mitigating emissions and then use offsets as a last 

resort rather than the primary means of achieving pollution reduction. Where feasible 

technology exists to reduce emissions, the Safeguard Mechanism should incentivise its 

deployment. This last resort would be a stop gap until mitigation technologies and 

operational changes can take effect (i.e., are invested in and built into business 

models). Carbon offsets should be banned for all new or expanded fossil fuel projects or any 

project that seeks to increase carbon emissions. These projects should be carbon neutral, 

through technology, before approval.    

The Climate Active partnership appears to encourage businesses to use ACCUs to become 

carbon neutral rather than reducing emissions. It perversely sets a minimum use of 20% 

ACCUs to receive ‘carbon neutral certification’ and recognises businesses that use ‘100% 

Australian Offsets. Supporting Australian projects’. This is a perverse outcome for people 

and our climate.   

   



 

Incentivise biodiversity co-benefits but avoid the mistakes of the current biodiversity 

offsets programs  

Australia’s domestic carbon market can provide important co-benefits if constructed well, 

such as greater support for biodiversity and environmental outcomes.  An additional 

payment for ACCUs that provide a biodiversity benefit would encourage biodiverse 

plantings and nature regeneration.   

While not the focus of this review, ACF believes it is important to note the considerable 

problems with the existing biodiversity offset schemes operated under the EPBC Act and 

various state legislation, including:   

• high value biodiversity cannot be meaningfully offset. For example, 200-year-old 

hollow bearing trees, million-year-old cracks in soil, unique feeding grounds for 

migratory birds, highly endemic and unique species cannot be replaced or re-

established. The most critical ecosystems must be protected through national and 

state laws.    

• current offset schemes are not preventing biodiversity destruction because they are 

focused on ‘no net loss’ and not ‘net gain’. Biodiversity offsets are overused to enable 

approvals – they should be a last resort, not a default option. They should only be 

considered after all possible measures to avoid and mitigate impacts have been 

taken.   

• current biodiversity credits lack integrity and transparency. A lack of independent 

regulation of the market is leading to biodiversity offsets being destroyed because 

there is no public register of offsets under the EPBC Act. Pressure to decrease prices 

results in the least robust and least meaningful projects earning credits.   

 

Any biodiversity market based around offsetting damage to biodiverse habitat is high risk 

because of our current limited ability to accurately measure biodiversity and to ensure the 

‘like for like’ replacement of habitat (which we note above is essentially impossible to do for 



the most critical habitats).  Therefore, a biodiversity market could be used to incentivise 

regeneration of biodiverse habitat (requiring a much lower level of certainty) rather than as 

an offset. This for example could be achieved through stewardship payments for biodiverse 

plantings, or co-payments to ACCUs that come from biodiverse plantings.   

-- 
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