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Going carbon neutral?
There’s a lot to learn about becoming carbon neutral. Jacinta Cleary looks
at the growing world of carbon offset schemes in Australia

The Australian Government might
still be discussing the merits of a
national emissions trading scheme,

but some people are voluntarily paying
to neutralise their carbon dioxide emis-
sions. With one simple transaction, usu-
ally over the internet, you can pay to
become carbon neutral, or in other words,
reduce your emissions by the same
amount that you create.

With day-to-day activities such as driv-
ing cars and home energy use generating
greenhouse gases, there’s no doubt that
people should take a look at how they
can reduce carbon dioxide emissions.
Usually the first step is to buy Green-
Power or drive less. But now individu-
als, businesses and even government
agencies are signing up to neutralise their
emissions with carbon offset schemes.
Even Tourism Tasmania is offsetting
emissions created by overseas visitors to
the state, buying carbon credits valued at
up to $100 a passenger.

How does it work?
Several carbon offset providers have
made it simple for anyone to work out
how many tonnes of carbon dioxide
they produce each year by using the
emissions calculators on their websites.
Simply key in a few important figures,
such as how often you fly, how far you
drive your car and how high your elec-
tricity and gas bills are, and presto, you
can discover just how heavy your glo-
bal footprint is.

The carbon offset provider will then
give you the choice to offset, or neu-
tralise, these emissions by purchasing
carbon credits or some other green-
house reducing product. In a relatively
new market, it’s important to under-

stand where this money is going.
Some carbon offset suppliers use car-

bon credits as a form of currency, with
one carbon credit offsetting one tonne
of emissions. These carbon credits are
usually made of Renewable Energy
Certificates (RECs), or New South
Wales Greenhouse Abatement Certifi-
cates (NGACs) or alternatively, a cer-
tain amount of trees that will be planted
on your behalf (depending on how
heavy a polluter you are).

The idea is that the trees capture and
store the carbon dioxide already re-
leased into the atmosphere, while re-
newable energy (such as solar and wind
power) doesn’t put the carbon dioxide
there in the first place. You pay the
money, and then the folk at the carbon
offset scheme invest in activities to neu-
tralise your emissions. And in one trans-
action you’re on your way to becoming
carbon neutral.

Regulation
However, some people don’t see emis-
sions reduction as being that straight-
forward. ‘It’s a good idea and something
we should try to encourage, but it needs
a form of regulation and monitoring to
ensure that it does what it claims to do,’
says Tosh Szatow, who has researched
carbon offset schemes as part of his
Masters in Engineering (Sustainable
Energy).

There are two regulated markets in
Australia for the sale of carbon offsets,
one being the Mandatory Renewable
Energy Target (MRET) and the other
being the NSW Greenhouse Gas Abate-
ment Scheme (GGAS). MRET uses
RECs as currency, while GGAS uses
NGACs. One NGAC will offset one
tonne of carbon dioxide emissions
through tree sequestration or other
means, while one REC is equivalent to
one MWh of electricity. Some carbon
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offset retailers will buy either RECs or
NGACs to offset your emissions, while
some create their own forestry or other
projects to do the job. The Federal Gov-
ernment’s Greenhouse Friendly Pro-
gram also accredits offset providers.

 Angela Tillier from offset provider
Carbon Neutral says that, as with paying
for anything, it is sensible to ensure the
company you are thinking of doing busi-
ness with is reputable. Her tips when
buying non-NGAC accredited tree off-
sets is to look for evidence of sites and
trees planted.

She also says to look for environmen-
tal benefits including biodiversity, com-
bating salinity and soil erosion, and that
the provider registers covenants to pro-
tect the trees once they are planted. For
example, if the trees die or are burnt in a
bush fire, is there a guarantee that they
are replanted?

Who is it for?
Carbon offset schemes, although rela-
tively new to the market, have been the
subject of much debate. At a recent dis-
cussion about the topic as part of Mel-
bourne’s Sustainable Living Festival, the
general consensus was that carbon off-
set schemes should generally be used
in conjunction with other practical
emissions reducing strategies such as
driving less or installing energy-effi-
cient light globes. ‘What we can’t re-
duce we can buy in the form of carbon
offsets,’ says the Australian Conserva-
tion Foundation’s Executive Director
Don Henry.

Most carbon offset providers give on-
line advice about how to reduce your
carbon emissions, ideas such as reduc-
ing the amount of flights you take, buy-
ing food locally to reduce transportation
emissions, or riding your bike to work
instead of driving.

‘The first step is looking at where
your emissions come from and make
lifestyle choices to reduce them. There

are a lot of things you can do before you
go out and buy an offset. If you’ve done
everything you can then by all means go
out and join a carbon offset program,’
says Szatow.

What works best?
So what’s the more effective way to
neutralise carbon emissions: is it trees
or renewable energy? Or is it energy
efficiency activities such as the wide-
spread installation of energy-efficient
light globes?

Some say that investment in renewa-
ble energy is paramount, because it
doesn’t pollute in the first place. Tree
plantations can also take a long time to
offset carbon emissions, with Tosh
Szatow saying it can take up to seventy
years.

‘In those seventy years those emis-
sions will affect climate. It doesn’t make
the forest scheme redundant but peo-
ple need to understand the limitations
forest projects have in addressing cli-
mate change,’ says Szatow.

There is also some discussion about

whether carbon offset schemes actual-
ly cut emissions. ‘People need to un-
derstand that some schemes can’t
guarantee a net reduction in current
emissions because they are created by
reducing anticipated future emissions,’
says Szatow. ‘It’s like extortion. If you
pay me $5, I will guarantee not to trash
your car. This is not saving your car, it’s
stopping anticipated future damage to
your car.’

‘To guarantee a net reduction of emis-
sions, you would need to replace exist-
ing dirty energy production with a
clean alternative.’

The offset providers
As shown by the table on the next page,
there are different models for carbon
offset providers, with a number of them
selling tree offsets. Some invest only in
trees or renewable energy, others in a
combination of both, and others reduce
carbon emissions through activities such
as the promotion and installation of
energy-efficient light globes. The price
difference between tree offsets and re-

What’s a REC?
MRET is a market-based mechanism to help increase the amount of Aus-
tralia’s energy coming from renewable sources. The target was set to
generate 9500 gigawatt-hours of extra renewable electricity per year by
2010. Accredited renewable energy generators, which include hydro, wind,
solar and various biomass technologies, create one renewable energy
certificate (REC) for one MWh of energy generation.

Electricity retailers and large users of electricity are obliged to buy a
proportion of their electricity from renewable sources, proven by the pur-
chase of RECs. RECs can be sold or traded between energy generators
and wholesale purchasers and remain valid until they are surrendered to
the Office of the Renewable Energy Regulator.

What’s a NGAC?
New South Wales Greenhouse Gas Abatement Certificates (NGACs) are
a particular kind of carbon credit issued by the NSW Government as part
of its Greenhouse Gas Abatement Scheme (GGAS). Each NGAC abates
one tonne of carbon dioxide for 100 years through renewable energy use
and energy conservation projects. There is a special class of tree seques-
tration NGACs generated by Forests NSW.
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newable energy can probably be attrib-
uted to the increasing price of RECs.

Climate Positive invests their members’
finances in renewable energy. Yet, for eve-
ry tonne that is offset, they invest an extra
30% of a tonne in tree plantations in Vic-
toria’s Strezlecki Ranges, thereby help-
ing members become ‘climate positive’
rather than just carbon neutral.

‘We include an additional biological-
ly diverse reafforestation offset because
there is a lot of carbon dioxide from the
burning of fossil fuels. Any plan has got
to take that into account until there can
be a worldwide reduction in these emis-
sions,’ says Climate Positive’s Nick
Witherow.

‘Our focus is to engage with others
on the climate change issue. We want
people to understand where their emis-
sions come from and how they effect
the environment,’ he says.

Easy Being Green cut emissions
through energy saving projects such as

Bright Kids. Students distribute ener-
gy-efficient globes throughout the com-
munity, reducing emissions and saving
money on power bills. These projects
are funded through the purchase of car-
bon credits by businesses or individu-
als. In New South Wales alone, the
company has distributed three million
light globes. For Easy Being Green it’s
about changing people’s behaviour,
which can be a very difficult task.

‘The uptake of light globes is around
ten times more if people receive them
for free than if they pay five dollars for
them,’ says Rachel Ollivier from Easy
Being Green. ‘You would hope that
more of us had changed our lights on
our own accord, but at the end of 2005,
less than one per cent of the lights in
Australia were energy saving lights.’

So, will carbon offsets lead to the ri-
diculous scenario of people still buy-
ing high-polluting four wheel drives
and claiming to be carbon neutral be-

Note. Pricing is based on the offsetting of 16 tonnes of CO2.

Website
www.bendigobank.com.au

www.carbonneutral.com.au

www.carbonplanet.com

www.climatefriendly.com

www.climatepositive.org

www.easybeinggreen.com.au

www.elementree.com.au

www.greenfleet.com.au

www.neco.com.au

Retailer
Bendigo Bank

Carbon Neutral/

Men of the Trees

Carbon Planet

Climate Friendly

Climate Positive

Easy Being Green

Elementree

Greenfleet

Neco

How
Planting trees

Planting trees

Planting trees

Renewable energy

Renewable energy plus

tree planting (extra 0.3

tonnes in planting for

every tonne offset)

Special projects such as

promotion and installation

of energy-efficient light

globes

Planting trees

Planting trees

Your choice of energy-

efficiency projects,

renewable energy

(wind) or tree planting

Price
$176

$206.40

$368

$369 (Gold Standard)

$448 (plus 4.8 tonnes

reafforestation)

$320

$160

$141

$320 to $400

Ownership
Community bank

Not-for-profit

Privately owned company

Privately owned company

Not-for-profit

Privately owned company

Not-for-profit

Not-for-profit

Privately owned company

cause they buy carbon offsets? Most
offset providers claim their programs
are not intended to be a licence to pol-
lute, but rather, allow people to take
action.

‘People are able to act beyond what
the government does and do something
tangible,’ says Rachel Ollivier. ‘Lots of
people worry that this is a licence to
pollute, but from what I see, the people
who go carbon neutral are generally the
ones who are already doing what they
can. They are the ones who care most
about real change.’

Even if people don’t pay up to be-
come carbon neutral, at least these pro-
grams encourage people to think about
changing habits.

‘There are a lot of really effective ways
to reduce emissions and save money,
especially for low-income households,’
says Tosh Szatow.

And people are quickly learning about
these strategies.     ✲✲✲✲✲




