
Ensuring voluntary climate actions really count
Australians want to lower their greenhouse gas emissions, but their voluntary efforts are 
being undermined by the federal government’s climate change policy.

Under the proposed Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme (CPRS) voluntary actions merely 
count towards the required targets, subsidising the big polluters’ activities and limiting our 
national climate change efforts.

Politicians in Canberra must ensure that voluntary actions that individuals, organisations, 
state and local governments choose to make to reduce carbon emissions are counted as 
additional to government-mandated caps.

An emissions trading scheme can be an important part of Australia’s response to climate 
change, but it cannot be the only response and it must not undermine other action. We all 
have the right to act independently to go beyond Australia’s mandated caps and to play our 
own part in solving climate change.

This briefing paper explains the issues involved in voluntary action to reduce carbon 
emissions as they relate to the CPRS, and is provided as background information to the 
joint statement issued by the Total Environment Centre, CHOICE, WWF Australia, the 
Australian Conservation Foundation, the Alternative Technology Association, the Moreland 
Energy Foundation and Environment Victoria.

Summary of briefing paper
• Voluntary action is any action undertaken by an individual, organisation or government 

in Australia that goes beyond the mandated regulatory requirements of the federal 
government to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

• Australia’s response to climate change must engage the whole community in 
meaningful and equitable participation and not undermine the voluntary efforts of non-
liable parties in reducing emissions. 

• The current design of the CPRS fails to effectively engage and enable the majority of 
the community to participate meaningfully and equitably in emissions reductions by not 
counting their voluntary actions as additional to mandatory requirements of liable 
parties. Rather it simply results in conscious citizens subsiding polluters’ ongoing 
pollution without reducing emissions. 

• Accounting for voluntary action will provide business with more certainty, not less.
• The past five years has seen a significant expansion in the voluntary carbon market as 

Australians set ambitious goals to reduce their own emissions. These important 
emerging industries are under threat by the proposed CPRS, and may result in leakage 
of the voluntary carbon market offshore.

• Voluntary actions can be (and have been) reliably measured to determine how much 
carbon emissions have been saved.

• We propose that a mechanism is created to monitor and certify such measurable 
emissions reductions, and then reduce the number of permits available in the CPRS 
caps and gateways and at the 2020 target in order to ensure that voluntary emissions 
reductions contribute meaningfully to Australia’s emissions reduction efforts.
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How is voluntary action accounted for under the proposed CPRS?

The CPRS is an economic instrument that relies on the power of higher prices to change 
behaviour, but price is not the only reason people choose to do some things. Just as 
individuals may choose to donate to charity or give their time to a community organisation, 
so too many individuals and organisations are motivated by altruism to take voluntary 
actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. There is no economic or equity argument that 
suggests that the beneficiary of such voluntary action should be polluters rather than the 
intended beneficiary of the environment and future generations.

We define voluntary action as any action undertaken by an individual, organisation or 
government in Australia that goes beyond the mandated regulatory requirements of the 
federal government to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

Under the current design of the CPRS, any action taken voluntarily, such as carbon 
offsetting or purchasing GreenPower prior to 1 January 2010, is done so at the expense of 
the non-liable party1, with no additional net emissions reduction. As a result liable parties 
are required to buy fewer permits, driving up supply of permits and thus lowering their cost, 
enabling liable parties to continue to pollute at a cheaper price. 

The federal government has proposed a limited number of ways in which voluntary action 
can be counted. It is possible to:

• purchase and surrender CPRS permits or internationally tradable permits;
• purchase GreenPower over and above the 2009 baseline level (which will only affect 

the CPRS cap five years into the future).

These proposed measures are inadequate because they:
• undermine the actions of Australian households that have already taken action to 

reduce carbon emissions, and are likely to take future action;
• undermine the actions of the nearly one million households that currently purchase 

GreenPower, and threaten the future success of the emerging GreenPower industry as 
it falsifies current and future carbon claims;

• require Australians to pay twice for emissions reductions   - those people paying with an 
objective of reducing emissions through for example offsets, energy efficiency or solar 
PV will have to pay a second time by purchasing and retiring permits to actually have 
their emissions reductions recognised at the aggregate level;

• prevent consumers from supporting their preferred emissions reduction methods; 
• ignore all carbon offsets and other emissions reduction activities undertaken by 

individuals, organisations, and governments that are clearly not motivated by the price 
signals sent by the CPRS;

While the government has agreed to retire permits for limited voluntary activities, they have 
suggested that this will not be accounted for over and above the 2020 end point target, 
rather only within the five year gateway caps2. Our position is that permits must be retired in 
a way that voluntary action leads to higher targets.
1 Liable parties are those top 1000 polluters that are required to participate in the CPRS. Non-liable parties are all other parties including individuals, 
non-government organisations, lower polluting businesses, most state and local government bodies (some local government maybe liable due to their 
high waste collections and its associated methane emissions).
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The proposed CPRS prevents most Australians making a meaningful contribution. There is 
no economic or equity argument to suggest that the beneficiary of voluntary action should 
be polluters rather than the intended beneficiary of the environment.

Why is voluntary action important?

Voluntary action empowers householders, businesses, state and local government to play 
an important role and have an interest in reducing Australia’s carbon emissions. 

Growth in consumer action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions has been significant in 
recent years and many more consumers are looking to take even more action in the near 
future.

• 60% of Australians (significantly more than those in the US or UK) accept that they 
will need to change their lifestyles to address climate change3;

• Four out of five of Australian consumers agree everyone needs to take more 
responsibility for their personal contribution to global warming4; 

• One in eight households now invest in GreenPower5;

• Voluntary offsets in 2007 equalled around 0.5%6 of Australia’s emissions – or one-
tenth of the 5% target the government has proposed.

The current design of the CPRS will undermine this action and send consumers mixed 
messages about the role that they can play in reducing Australia’s carbon emissions.

Many state and local governments have made commitments and are undertaking additional 
voluntary activities not mandated under the CPRS aimed at reducing emissions. For 
example, the ACT government has set a goal of becoming carbon neutral in all its 
operations, while various state governments have established energy efficiency schemes 
and feed-in tariffs.

Australian businesses, both large and small, have also made significant commitments to 
deliver reductions in their carbon emissions. Under the current design of the CPRS, many 
of these organisations are considering taking their investment in carbon offsets off–shore.

These shifts demonstrate that Australians are more willing than ever to do their bit to 
contribute to reducing Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions. Australians want to know that 
they have contributed to change that they value. Australians are doing their bit for the 
environment, and they expect the government and business community to do theirs. But 
they certainly do not expect to be left out of the solution. Voluntary action is essential to 
engaging all sectors in Australia’s response to climate change.

2 Minister Wong response to journalist question on voluntary action contribution to cap: “The target range remains the same—five to 15—that is the 
decision of the Government. People have different views about that but that is the decision that was announced in the context of the White Paper. What 
I have said though is the caps within that range—for the five years and ahead—can take into account the past and likely future voluntary action.  10 
March 2009 http://www.environment.gov.au/minister/wong/2009/pubs/tr20090310.pdf 
3 Accountability and NetBalance (2008) What Assures Consumers on Climate Change?
4 Ibid.
5GreenPower, Feb 2009 - http://www.greenpower.gov.au/admin/file/content13/c6/GreenPower28.pdf
6 Department of Climate Change (2008) National Carbon Offset Standard Discussion Paper
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Giving certainty to business

It has been argued that recognising voluntary action would create uncertainty for business, 
but the opposite is true.

Under the proposed scheme, the price of permits under the CPRS is influenced by the 
number of permits available and the quantity of greenhouse emissions anticipated from 
covered sectors. Over time the number of permits available will be reduced in line with the 
rolling scheme cap. This will lead to an increasing scarcity of permits relative to demand 
and hence an increase in the permit price. As this can be anticipated ahead of time, with 
the 5-year cap gateways set by the Government, this is then factored into projected permit 
prices by liable parties.

However, emissions reduced by voluntary actions will be additional to other anticipated 
reduction measures and will in fact create uncertainty for business because business will 
not be able to anticipate the level of reductions from voluntary action. Changes in the level 
of voluntary action will affect the number of required permits and therefore the price. These 
changes in price cannot be anticipated as the level of voluntary action itself cannot be 
accurately predicted. 

This is particularly so as any future voluntary action will be either constrained or 
encouraged by the proposed legislation itself. Voluntary action if left alone therefore creates 
uncertainty in the price of carbon permits. 

On the other hand, retiring pollution permits in line with voluntary emissions reductions 
effectively quarantines the effect of unpredictable voluntary action, leading to a more easily 
anticipated match between the volume of pollution permits available and anticipated 
greenhouse emissions from the covered sectors, and thus greater certainty in the price of 
permits.

How are specific voluntary actions affected?

GreenPower
GreenPower is the national government accreditation program, which aims to reduce 
Australia’s emissions by increasing the amount of new renewable energy generated in 
Australia. Electricity retailers sell accredited GreenPower products to consumers, usually at 
a premium, with the electricity certified as being produced from post-1997 renewable 
energy sources. The products are also assessed by the independent Green Electricity 
Watch, a project of the Total Environment Centre, the Australian Conservation Foundation 
and WWF Australia.

GreenPower’s is being compromised as GreenPower retailers are no longer able to claim 
that GreenPower purchases result in emissions reductions under the ACCC’s Guidelines 
on Carbon Claims. Any claim of emissions reductions must be over and above business as 
usual, and must be achieved ‘within a reasonable timeframe’. The 2009 baseline, combined 
with the five year accounting timeframe, means that no GreenPower retailer can claim 
emissions reductions – compromising their key message to consumers. The 2009 baseline 
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also creates an issue of dividing GreenPower customers into those that make a difference, 
and those that do not. The CPRS needs to ensure that GreenPower continues to grow and 
that all purchases are counted as additional to the CPRS.

Carbon offsets
Carbon offsets support projects that remove greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere, or stop them getting there in the first place. Many individuals and businesses 
offset the carbon impact of vehicle emissions, air travel and their day-to-day business 
operations by buying carbon offsets. Carbon offset products available in Australia have 
been tested by the independent Carbon Offset Watch, a project of the Total Environment 
Centre, CHOICE and the Institute for Sustainable Futures.

Currently, no Australian carbon offsets reduce Australia’s overall emissions because they 
are not counted as separate to the national cap. The current federal government proposal 
is to certify a very limited amount of offsets that take place outside covered sectors, for 
example, savannah burning and the capture of emissions from legacy waste. This falls 
short of what is needed to ensure the continued growth of what has become a vibrant, 
innovative industry for emissions reductions.

It is essential that, where a scheme has achieved voluntary verifiable emissions reductions, 
these reductions are treated as additional to Australia’s greenhouse emissions cap.

Local and State governments, authorities and programs
State governments have implemented programs to encourage energy efficiency and 
conservation, including the NSW Energy Savings Scheme and the Victorian Energy 
Efficiency Target scheme (VEET). In addition, some jurisdictions have announced their own 
carbon emission reduction targets that go further than the national target.

Many local governments are also implementing programs to reduce their carbon emissions. 
ICLEI’s Cities for Climate Protection Program has seen many local councils across 
Australia set targets to reduce their own emissions, abating over 18 million tones of CO2-e 
in the decade to 20087 .

Under the proposed CPRS, these voluntary actions would have no effect on overall levels 
of Australian greenhouse emissions.

Business action
Large and small Australian businesses have made significant commitments to reduce their 
own emissions. For example, News Corporation and National Australia Bank have both 
made a commitment to being carbon neutral by 2010, while over 38,000 Australian 
businesses purchase GreenPower8. Business commitment to emissions reductions is also 
important in shifting consumer attitudes and consumption patterns towards a low carbon 
economy. These efforts are important and should be supported by ensuring an actual 
reduction in emissions follows these efforts.

Measuring and incorporating voluntary action
7 http://www.iclei.org/index.php?id=ccp_australia_home 
8 http://www.greenpower.gov.au/admin/file/content9/c14/GreenPower%20news.pdf
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Measuring voluntary action is possible with adjustments to existing programs. It already 
occurs within the plethora of existing schemes that provide transparent registries to account 
for the reductions. These include:

 NSW Energy Savings Scheme
 Victorian Energy Efficiency Scheme
 GreenPower
 Voluntary carbon offset programs such as Greenhouse Friendly, Gold Standard 

and the Voluntary Carbon Standard

Regulators such as the NSW Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART), the 
Office of Renewable Energy Regulator (ORER) and GreenPower already have 
sophisticated mechanisms for ensuring the legitimacy of emissions reductions and their 
transparent accounting.

Our proposal

We propose that the federal government amends the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme 
to:

 Establish a voluntary market mechanism within which accredited, verifiable emission 
reduction activities that are additional to the CPRS can be registered;

 Extinguish a carbon pollution permit under the CPRS within 12 months for each 
measurable and verified unit of voluntary action undertaken in covered sectors in 
Australia;

 Extinguish Kyoto Units equivalent to the measurable and verified voluntary action 
undertaken in Australia within 12 months, ensuring that aggregate greenhouse 
emissions in Australia are actually reduced;

 Remove the 2009 baseline and accredit all GreenPower purchases in such a 
voluntary market, as additional to the mandatory CPRS and Kyoto targets; and

 Incorporate other voluntary actions including carbon offsets, installation of small 
scale renewable generation units and energy efficiency programs into this voluntary 
market.

This mechanism should have oversight by an appropriately accountable expert panel that 
can report on other voluntary emission reduction activities, as they can become certified 
over time.

Such amendments would ensure that any voluntary abatement measures that are 
measurable and certifiable are translated into additional emissions reductions through the 
reduced availability of permits in the proceeding and subsequent years such that the overall 
cap is met sooner by an amount equivalent to the voluntary abatement (see appendix for 
more detail).

This proposal would provide Australians with the assurance they need that any voluntary 
action they take to reduce carbon emissions will have a real impact on emissions beyond 
the CPRS target. If we want to see Australians continue to take their own action, and 
encourage business, local and state governments to work independently to reduce carbon 
emissions, it is essential we make this change to the CPRS.
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Appendix 1 – Method to ensure voluntary action contributes to Australia’s emission 
reduction targets.

Under the CPRS, the target will act as both a cap above which emissions cannot rise, and 
a floor below which they cannot fall. In other words, the CPRS will actually prevent 
Australia from taking additional action to reduce emissions. 

According to the white paper the number of permits issued each year is fixed five years in 
advance, an interval known as the ‘certainty period’ and designed explicitly to provide 
certainty to large polluters. The Minister for Climate Change has some discretion in setting 
the five-year target but is heavily constrained by the fact that emissions reductions in the 
year 2020 are mandated at between five and 25 per cent. 

If it can be shown that individuals or communities have made savings that are greater than 
would be expected through the introduction of a price signal alone, the number of pollution 
permits issued the following year could be reduced accordingly.

However, to ensure that voluntary action will contribute to meeting our emission reduction 
target sooner and therefore exceeding the target, it is important that the reduction in 
permits due to voluntary action is on top of the reduction of permits in line with the rolling 
scheme cap, as outlined in the following algorithm:

Permits t = Permits t-1 – CPRS decrement t – VRE t-1

t= time (year)
t-1 = previous year
CPRS decrement = Announced planed decreased in cap
VRE t-1 = voluntary reduction equivalent from previous year
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