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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
Purpose 
 
This paper aims to generate discussion by members of the Uniting Church on climate 

change, offering a social justice and theological perspective and how Australians and their 

government have responded. 

 

Included is an analysis of: 

 - the fundamental aspects of climate change (including recent analyses by 

   climate scientists); 

 - social justice principles relevant to climate change and; 

 - government responses to climate change; 

 - world views and their effects on climate change. 

 

A constructive and positive alternative world view is also offered, with two clear messages 

from the Uniting Church in NSW and the ACT for the Australian community and its 

Government: 

 

i. The church commends to all citizens a constructive and wholesome way of seeing the 

earth and creation that opens up new possibilities for behaviours and actions that meet the 

challenge of climate change head-on and with a confidence that can be an inspiration for 

others in the world. 

 

ii. The church points to a hopeful future where an Australian government, with a renewed 

sense of its role, builds extensively on its current renewable energy target policy. A vision is 

laid out of an Australia working towards becoming a 100% renewable energy nation – a 

sustainable nation that has done all it can to secure the best chance for a happy and safe 

future for current and future generations. 
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2 BRIEF BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
2.1 UNITING CHURCH past Assembly and NSW and ACT  
Synod resolutions 
 
The Uniting Church’s national body, the Assembly has spoken out for many years on 

matters regarding the environment – and more specifically climate change, noting (amongst 

other things) the Church:  

 

i.  Advocates for social and economic policies which dramatically and urgently reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and energy consumption, supports the research, development 
and implementation of clean and renewable energy, and 
 
ii.  Calls on Australian governments to develop economic systems and structures which 
recognise that human and ecological flourishing require much more than the creation of 
wealth, by ensuring that public policy seeks to address first and foremost the well-being of 
all people . . . and the environment, including: the increase and prioritisation of support for 
renewable energy over support for climate polluting industries.[1] 
 

The NSW and ACT Synod of the Uniting Church has a proud history of resolutions relating 

to environmental responsibility. As far back as 1990, the Synod resolved, to: 

 

a) Encourage parishes and church members to study ‘Healing the Earth’ published by the 
Assembly Social Responsibility and Social Justice Committee, and to adopt lifestyles which 
are environmentally sensitive. And . . . 

c) Ask the Board for Social Responsibility (UnitingCare) to keep the environment on its 
agenda of research and action and to set up a task group of persons with interest and 
expertise in this area. 

 1990 Synod Minute 90S/ 250 

 

The first resolution of the Synod specifically on climate change was passed by the Standing 

Committee of Synod in November 2008. It began with a summary of how the Church views 

the threat of climate change generally:  

 
That the Synod Standing Committee, on referral from the Synod, 

(i) note 
(a) the overwhelming scientific consensus that human activity is responsible for rapid 
climate change 
(b) that climate change is already occurring at an accelerating rate 
(c) that climate change is already impacting severely on communities in low lying regions 
across the globe, as well as in drought-prone and storm-prone regions 

                                                 
1  Uniting Church In Australia, Assembly Statement: Economy of Life – reimaging human progress for a 

flourishing world, May 2009, p.13-14. 
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(d) that rapid climate change will have devastating effects on the world’s ecosystems and 
that the world’s poorest people will continue to bear the brunt of those effects 
(e) that any increase of more than 2° above pre-industrial temperatures carries a significant 
risk of catastrophic, runaway climate change that cannot be reversed 
(f) that Australia is the industrialised nation with the highest per-capita greenhouse gas 
emissions and also one of the world’s wealthiest nations, both of which morally require 
Australia to urgently address its disproportionate responsibility for the climate crisis 
(g) previous Synod and Assembly resolutions relating to ecological sustainability and climate 
change 
(h) that a commitment to ecological sustainability is an essential part of the 
 church’s discipleship 

November 2008 Synod Standing Committee Minute, 249/08SC 

 

2.2 Some fundamental understandings about climate 
change 
 

The term climate change refers to large irregularities in weather patterns, such as periods of 

excessive rainfall and abnormally hot temperatures.  It is now widely accepted that climate 

change is occurring with direct evidence from the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change providing overwhelming evidence that “warming of the climate system is 

unequivocal” and “most of the observed increase in global average temperatures since the 

mid-20th century is very likely due to the observed increase in anthropogenic greenhouse 

gas concentrations.”[2]  

 

While the causes of climate change are varied this discussion paper focuses primarily on 

the impact of coal driven industry and the pursuit of technological advances to the 

detriment of the natural environment. 

 
In the last 50 years temperatures in Australia have been on the rise. “Australia is 
experiencing more high temperature extremes, particularly a significant increase in the 
number of warm nights and heat waves”. [3] Atmospheric scientists have almost universally 

concluded that temperature rises and other dimensions of climate change (e.g. low rainfall, 

sea-level rises, acidification of the oceans) are attributed to significantly increased 

concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.  

 

Accordingly, the primary challenge in mitigating climate change is reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions. As Professor Ross Garnaut reported “. . . the majority opinion of Australian and 
international scientific communities is that human activities resulted in substantial global 
warming from the mid 20th century, and that continued growth in greenhouse gas 
concentrations caused by human induced emissions would generate high risks of dangerous 
climate change.” [4] 

 

                                                 
2 United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change; Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report, 

Summary for Policymakers, 2007, p. 2 and p. 5. 

3  Section 2 “Climate Change in Australia, November 2009 Update”, produced by the Australian Bureau 

of Meteorology and the CSIRO. 

4 Garnaut Climate Change Review Final Report, 30 September 2008, Chapter 2,”Key Points”.  
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According to the latest research and understanding by some respected European 

atmospheric scientists “emission targets must be placed in the context of a cumulative 
carbon budget if we are to avoid dangerous climate change”.[5] In the last 250 years  

post-industrialisation 500 billion tonnes of pure carbon has entered the atmosphere mainly 

in the form of the gas carbon dioxide (CO2). CO2 is a long-lived greenhouse gas that 

accumulates in the atmosphere and drives global warming and hence climate change.  

 

Scientific advice indicates that in order to give ourselves a 65 to 75 percent chance of 

keeping temperature increases to below 2 degrees “humanity can only emit about 750 
billion tones of CO2 between now and 2050 . . . 750 billion tonnes spread over today's world 
population of 6.7 billion means about 110 tonnes [aggregate] per person between now and 
mid-century.” [6]  

 

This 750 billion tonnes in effect presents the world with a “budget” or “allowance” of CO2 

emissions which must not be exceeded by mid-century. Based on current worldwide annual 

increases in CO2 emissions of 3.5%, “the carbon budget for 2 degrees runs out in 2021. 
That is, after that time, emissions would need to drop to zero immediately to have a 75 per 
cent chance of not passing 2 degrees”. [7] 

 
2.3 How social justice relates to climate change 
 

Social justice is about maintaining and / or working towards equitable and just social 

structures and communal arrangements so that people farthest from the centres of power 

(in current and future generations) have the capability they need to accomplish critical 

human functioning (e.g. achieving good health and living with security).  

 

With this in mind, it is imperative that all citizens currently inhabiting the planet each play at 

least an equal part in “using up” the remaining “safe” budgeted CO2 emissions. [7] This 

means that for a country like Australia that has a current high per-head emissions output, 

we will “use up” our share of the world’s emissions budget quite quickly. 

 

In fact, budget calculations show that even with significant emissions reductions annually, 

Australians will use up their share of remaining emissions by 2020. Australia needs to aim at 

a zero greenhouse gas emissions level by 2020. In other words, our goal should be to 

become a 100% renewable energy (non-carbon polluting) nation by 2020 at a minimum, 

together with significant greenhouse gas abatement in other areas such as agriculture, 

forestry and land-use change, and emissions reductions through energy efficiency drives. 

 

In light of this, climate change presents other social justice challenges to Australia, among 

them being:  

                                                 
5  Allen et al. in Nature Reports, http://www.nature.com/climate/2009/0905/full/climate.2009.38.html. 

6  The Guardian newspaper, 10 September 2009 quoting German climate adviser and distinguished 

physicist Hans Joachim Schellnhuber. For the background science behind Schellnhuber see his 

presentation to an Oxford Conference, Sept 2009 http://www.eci.ox.ac.uk/4degrees/programme.php   

7  David Spratt, “A new reality check on global carbon emissions”, www.climatecodered.blogspot.com, 3 

May 2009  
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 An incredible international injustice where 50 of the world’s poorest countries that 

currently emit less than 1% of greenhouse gas emissions are already suffering severely from 

climate change (e.g. in Africa: failing crops, and arable land lost to desert). 

 Leaving future generations with seriously degraded air, water, soil and extreme weather 

events such as cyclones, floods, bushfires, drought, hailstorms, dust storms, heatwaves 

and increased prevalence of disease, massive financial bills necessary to adapt as well as 

political and social insecurity.  

 Vulnerable members of society always suffer more than the mainstream during natural 

disasters (financially and geographically).  

 NSW and the ACT’s significant manufacturing base will face higher future unemployment 
if Australia fails to restructure its economy away from carbon-intensive industries which will 

be increasingly ostracised by a renewable-powered world economy. 

 
2.4 Some key NSW.ACT facts in relation to climate change 
 
The response of NSW and ACT to climate change is central to Australia’s overall response 

because NSW and the ACT: 

 Represent the biggest population block in Australia with around seven million people. 

 Contain a substantial portion of the Murray-Darling Basin, a significant food production 

area for Australia. 

 Have 80% of their population living either in Sydney or coastal local government areas 

thereby being vulnerable to stressed urban water supplies, additionally “NSW has the 
highest number of residential buildings at risk of inundation [sea-level rise] around the 
Australian coastline”. [8] 

 Are significant players in the coal mining industry – a primary greenhouse gas emitter - 

and are heavily reliant on electricity generation from coal-fired power stations with coal 

currently used to generate over 80% 9 of NSW’s electricity supply. NSW also has the 

biggest coal exporting terminal in the world which is in the process of having its capacity 

doubled. 

 

                                                 
8  Department of Climate Change, “Climate Change Risks to Australia’s Coast” November 2009, p79  

9 Australian Coal Association, Coal and its Uses – Electricity Generation, see 

www.australiancoal.com.au/coalanditsuses  
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3 A WORLD VIEW BEHIND THE PROBLEM  
 
3.1 A prevailing view in the world today 
 
Much of the inaction on climate change stems from a world view that pervades Australia 

and most of the Western world. This dominant view of reality may be described as a 

“technology and entrepreneurism” world view.  

 

The “technology and entrepreneurism” world view holds that human progress and 

improvement in human well-being are underpinned by science and technology. 

Technological systems permeate every part of society: business and commerce, state 

administration, health, education, defence, transport and so on. Advances in technology 

underpin what are perceived to be unalloyed advances in human wellbeing. This is as much 

at the personal experiential level as in the levels of business and government: GPS systems 

have all but done away with road maps, mobile phones have displaced landlines for many, 

handwritten letters make way for computers and emails.  

 

A key feature of technological systems is that they give rise to “countless possibilities of 
innovation... each invention immediately suggests further development”. [10]  This 

propensity for technology to spawn innovation has dovetailed nicely with our mixed free 

enterprise economic system which relies on entrepreneurs disrupting the status quo with 

interventions into the market place of new technologies.  

 

Economist Joseph Schumpeter was one of the first to understand the importance of 

innovation to capitalism, noting how the entrepreneur, through innovation, creates new 

products and then takes steps to build demand from consumers for their products.  

 

Schumpeter’s incisive observations that “the spontaneity of [human] wants is small” carry 

with it another important truth. Commenting on this statement Schumpeter’s biographer 

Harvard Business School Professor Thomas McCraw notes how “it says that the list of 
human desires is not inherently large but, if properly stimulated, can become insatiable…the 
foundation of capitalism, both economically and socially, is therefore, the insatiability of 
wants that entrepreneurs have managed to induce consumers to see as needs”. [11] 

 

This dominant world view valuing technology and entrepreneurism is highly attractive. The 

combination of these elements is behind much of the material prosperity of countries like 

Australia. Moreover, proponents of the view can point to instances where the potent 

combination of technology and entrepreneurism has lifted many people out of poverty in 

developing countries over recent decades. Clearly it has produced enormous gains in 

human well-being.  

 

Arguably however, if Australian society and the West generally, continue to subscribe to this 

world view it will threaten the very survival of human beings and most life forms on Earth. 

                                                 
10  Dr Geoff Lacey, “A Response to Climate Change”, Social Policy Connections, May 2009, p. 4 

11  Thomas McCraw, op. cit. p. 73 
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The serious weakness with the “technology and entrepreneurism” world view is its failure to 

see its relationship with the natural world.  

 

Economics commentator for the Sydney Morning Herald, Ross Gittins, recognised in his 

own profession the grave error of not incorporating holistic perspectives that incorporate 

the natural world in which an economy operates.  

 
Being economists, they see us as all living in an economy, with this thing at the side called 
the environment that occasionally causes problems we need to deal with. As usual, wrong 
model. In reality, the economy exists within the ecosystem, taking natural resources from it, 
using them and then ejecting wastes, including sewage, garbage, pollution and greenhouse 
gases.[12] 
 

In its recent publication, an Economy of Life, the Uniting Church Assembly highlights the 

dangers of using one economic model the “neoliberal global economic” model – to 

significantly shape and determine the nature of society as a whole: 

 

The evidence, however, suggests this [neoliberal global economic] system perpetrates 
exploitation, instability, injustice and violence on people and the planet and will continue to 
do so because of the values and assumptions inherent to it: materialism, individualism, 
greed for money and power, competition and unlimited growth. These are the values upheld 
by the neoliberal economic agenda, a global agenda which has come to determine so much 
of how we live together and how we understand human progress. [13]  
 

This world view leaves out the complex interconnectedness of the whole – the relationship 

between the natural world, the society and the economy.  

 
 

                                                 
12  Ross Gittins, Our Population Explosion – more people more damage, SMH, 23 September 2009 

13 Uniting Church In Australia, Assembly Statement: Economy of Life, ibid, pp. 6 - 7 
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4 AN ALTERNATIVE WORLD VIEW 
 
 

The Uniting Church in Australia has been offering an alternative world view to Australians for 

many years. For instance, almost 20 years ago, in 1991 the Uniting Church declared in a 

paper entitled ’The Rights of Nature and the Rights of Future Generation’”: 

 

“Nature has a right to the protection of its eco-systems, species, and populations in their 
inter-connectedness”. 
 

Twenty years on, the damage and injury to ecosystems of Australia and the world resulting 

from a failure to take seriously the connection between human beings and the rest of 

creation is palpable.  

 

Religious faith tackles the big issues of life, such as why humans exist, who we think we 

are, and where we are heading both in this life and beyond it. The monotheistic religions of 

Christianity, Judaism and Islam start with the basic premise of God as creator of everything, 

including the natural world. Taking God seriously, or in the words of the Christian faith 

‘loving the Lord our God with all our heart, all our mind and all our strength’ (Mathew 23: 37) 

means loving and respecting the natural world that God has created. Degrading and 

polluting God’s earth is inconsistent with honouring our relationship with God.  

 

In the first book of the Bible we read God’s intention for humankind is to have a relationship 

with the natural world as gardeners to a garden. “The LORD God took the man and put him 
in the Garden of Eden to till it and keep it” (Genesis 2:15). As gardeners we have a 

relationship with the natural world that has two key components:  

 

i. We have dominion over nature, in as much as it is in our control to effect nature by the 

decisions we make in regards to it. The Bible makes this relationship clear, expressing 

God’s will that humans “fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the 
sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth’, 

(Genesis 1:28). 

 

ii. We are completely reliant on nature and the processes of natural world. We are reliant 

on plants and animals as food and on water and air from the natural world to maintain good 

health.  

 

The approach has often been one of seeing the natural world as resource to be dominated 

and exploited, rather than as a garden to be nurtured and cared for. This is particularly so 

when humanity has given highest priority constantly increasing living standards and 

increased private wealth that accompanies Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (economic) 

growth. 

 

From a Christian perspective, disregarding the first relationship (the effect we have on 

nature) because of a preoccupation with GDP growth and wealth accumulation increases 
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the likelihood of failure to observe the relationship of dependence. This is because 

significant wealth generally distorts vision, an understanding that is not uniquely Christian.  

 

As far back as the Greek philosophers, it was observed that possessing wealth can easily 

lead to the wealth possessing humans, and controlling their decisions and attitudes. William 

Barclay wrote about “the dangers of wealth . . . . it can beget a false sense of independence. 
A man [sic] can come to feel he can buy his way out into and out of anything” [14]. These 

dangers are amplified given Schumpeter’s previously noted comment that entrepreneurism 

actively stimulates an insatiable human desire for more and better goods such as increased 

wealth.  

 

It can be concluded that this alternative world view is essentially (in the case of the Judeao-

Christian faiths) a picture encompassing key vital relationships that need to be maintained, 

and when not maintained, restored. Michael Northcott, current Professor of Ethics in the 

School of Divinity at the University of Edinburgh, puts it this way:  

 

God is the creator who has set into the earth a set of relationships and when we as human 
beings neglect the way those relationships interact and our responsibilities to maintain the 
relational character of the earth and its creatures, then we may suffer the consequences.[15] 
 

In this context, “salvation” the word often used by Judaeo-Christian faith to sum up what it 

is offering “is first and foremost a relationship restored . . . In entering a relationship with 
God, we enter his commitment to all creation.” [16] 

 

It is worth noting that progressive Christianity is not, and has never been, anti-technology or 

anti-entrepreneurism. It is the context in which it is developed, applied and propagated that 

decides its moral worth. Writing recently in the Social Policy Connections e-magazine, 

Christian theologian Rowan Ireland pressed home this point:  

 

Our spirituality both endorses secular modernity and criticises an exclusive secularity. On the 
one hand, we are committed to the freedoms gained in secular modernity, and to the 
application of best-practice science and technology to the flourishing of life on this planet in 
justice and peace. On the other hand, we are critical of that form of modernity that exalts 
scientific and technical reason over excluded considerations of the intrinsic value of human 
life, and indeed all life-forms. [17] 
 
 

                                                 
14  William Barclay, Ethics in a Permissive Society, Fontana Books, 1975, p. 167 

15 ABC Radio National’s The Religion Report “Ethics of Climate Change” 26 March 2008 

16  Bill Loader, “What Does it Mean? – traditional themes in today’s terms”, Joint Board of Christian 

Education, 1985, p. 24 and 47 

17  Social Policy Connections Newsletter, October 2009 
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5 A CRITIQUE OF GOVERNMENT AND OPPOSITION 
RESPONSES TO CLIMATE CHANGE 
 
Climate change is viewed as an unprecedented challenge. “Climate change is a diabolical 
policy problem. It is harder than any other issue of high importance that has come before 
our polity in living memory”. [18] The challenge, correctly understood, calls for a total 

restructure of how Australia and the rest of the world powers its industry, transport systems 

and homes – what the International Energy Agency has described as a global revolution in 

ways that energy is supplied and used. It will also mean a thorough rethink about our level 

of consumption of resources which is over-taxing the ecosystem on which life depends.  

 

Government responses to climate change in Australia to date are a small fraction of past 

government responses to other crises. For instance, during wars Western governments 

have been known to spend as much as 30% of GDP on the war effort. For Australia today, a 

commensurate effort would amount to approximately $300 billion annually. The Howard 

government’s inaction on climate change is well recognised, whist in its first budget, the 

Rudd Government allocated $0.6 billion annually for four years to addressing climate 

change, simultaneously spending 15 times this amount on subsidising fossil-energy use. 

[19] “The failure of successive governments to understand the need for action to slow the 
growth of, and then reduce, carbon emissions has been a failure of Australia’s entire 
governing class: its MPs, its public servants, its media of influence, its union and business 
leaders.”[20]  

 

5.1 The range of government responses to carbon pollution  
 
There are three main prongs to the current Federal Government’s policy and action to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions:  

i. the Emissions Trading Scheme;  

ii. the mandatory Renewable Energy Target and;  

iii. Government funding of renewable energy research and infrastructure and energy 

efficiency measures (such as roof insulation batts). 

 

The Emissions Trading Scheme and Renewable Energy Target represent the primary effort 

by the Government to address climate change in Australia. This and previous governments’ 

funding of renewable energy (iii above) has been quite minor. Mark Diesendorf from the 

University of NSW summed it up on ABC radio: “I've been in the renewable energy field for 
30 years. And I've seen government after government, whether they are Labor or Coalition, 
delaying and putting down renewable energy. Mainly under the influence of the fossil fuel 
lobby. So I would like to see some real action now.” [21]  

 

In response to the most recent offering by the Rudd Government in its May 2009 Budget 

regarding spending on renewable energy, Deisendorf’s summation was “. . . the kind of 

                                                 
18 Garnaut Climate Change Review, Final Report, September 2008, p. xviii (Introduction) 

19 Guy Pearse, “Quarry Vision”, Quarterly Essay Issue 33, March 2009, p.62 

20  Bernard Keane, Quarry Vision Correspondence, Quarterly Essay 34, April 2009, p. 105 

21  ABC Radio National’s, “The other climate debate”, 8 March 2009.   
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resources that are being pushed towards renewable energy here are the resources that you 
only give if you want to keep it in a state of demonstration, of one-off demonstration 
projects”. [22]   

 

The Emissions Trading Scheme and the Renewable Energy Target approaches both adopt a 

market-based approach to achieve reduced greenhouse gas emissions. Both schemes set 

up secondary markets within the broader free-enterprise mixed economy that enable private 

interests to buy and sell pollution mitigating securities or units. A summary of some key 

elements of both schemes is given in Appendix 1.  

 

The fact that the current Australian Government (and the previous Howard Government) 

have opted for a heavy reliance on market-based solutions to climate change is testimony 

to one key way in which the dominant world view has left its stamp on government policy. 

The government sees climate change as essentially a market problem (as distinct from a 

social, political or attitudinal / spiritual problem) which is soluble through market-based 

solutions. 

 

Government advisors and policy makers describe unmitigated carbon pollution as “market 

failure” [23] which is being corrected, naturally enough by market regulatory mechanisms 

(Emissions Trading Scheme and Renewable Energy Target). The Government’s approach 

leaves unanswered questions as to whether or not interventions such as the Emissions 

Trading Scheme will achieve anywhere near the greenhouse gas emissions reductions that 

are needed. Also unaddressed by the blinkered approach of the Government are some 

significant moral and ethical impacts of these market-based approaches.  

 

5.2 The EMISSIONS TRADING SCHEME  
Nationally and Internationally   
 
The Australian Emissions Trading Scheme is constructed with a firm view in mind that it will 

eventually be a part of a worldwide Emissions Trading Scheme. On face value this approach 

appears to have much to commend it, not the least being its recognition of the worldwide 

effort needed to bring down greenhouse gas emissions in order to combat climate change.  

 

There are grave doubts however about the capacity of a global Emissions Trading Scheme 

to achieve worldwide greenhouse gas emissions reductions in the time required. Climate 

change is a pollution problem like no other. “The problem is that global warming is as 
different from smog in Los Angeles as nuclear war is from gang violence.” [24] Emissions 

trading systems in the past have had some success in dealing with emissions pollution but 

the problems have been relatively small, self-contained and localised within a country such 

as the US. [25]  

 

                                                 
22  ABC Radio,The World Today, 13 May 2009 

23  Garnaut Climate Change Review, Final Report, op cit p.307  

24 Ted Nordhaus and Michael Schellenberger, “The Emerging Climate Consensus”, 2009, p. 17 

25  For instance the sulphur dioxide problem in the Midwest of the US in the early 1990s, and air pollution 

from fertiliser plants in Florida.  
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Leading Australian economist Ross Garnaut endorsed an Emissions Trading Scheme for 

Australia in his climate change report however other economists question whether a 

scheme devised for relatively small-scale pollution problems can be applied nationally or 

globally. 

 

Nordhaus and Schellenberger raise such concerns about scaling up Emissions Trading 

Schemes: 

 

”At the international level, the system of “cap and trade” totally breaks down. It is not 
monitorable. It is not enforceable. Moreover, it is plagued by irreconcilable equity disputes 
between the industrial and developing countries. For one thing, there are far too many 
sources of carbon dioxide around the world to effectively monitor emissions – without 
turning half the world's population into carbon police.” [26] 

 
5.3 The EMISSIONS TRADING SCHEME  
Moral and social justice issues 
 
The “equity disputes” alluded to above by Nordhaus and Schellenberger raise more 

questions marks for such international schemes from a social justice perspective.  

 

One element of the questionable morality of Emissions Trading Schemes, whether domestic 

or international, arises from the schemes’ treatment of greenhouse gas emissions as, by 

and large, a ’cost of doing business’. It follows from this assumption that businesses, as 

with their other costs, are entitled to seek ways of keeping this greenhouse gas emission 

reduction cost as low as possible. One reason Emissions Trading Schemes are favoured by 

government and business alike is that they are perceived to be the most cost effective way 

of driving down emissions.[27] 

 

When greenhouse gas emissions are seen simply as “a cost of doing business”, this cost 

accordingly can be readily commodified into an instrument such as a carbon pollution 

permit (refer Appendix 1), which quantifies and captures the cost. When a business buys a 

carbon pollution permit, as the name suggests, the purchase of the permit enables, or 

allows the business to pollute. Given how dangerous carbon pollution is proving to be, one 

would assume these pollution ‘permits’ would be highly restricted to a few rare exceptions 

but this has not been the case in the European Emissions Trading Scheme (where large 

numbers were given free to polluters) or as is intended for Australia’s Emissions Trading 

Scheme. As Harvard Professor, Michael Sandel, points out, emissions trading permits are 

akin to letting people pay to litter. [28]  

 

Unlike a fine or sanction or even a tax on carbon, that punishes pollution, (and thereby 

indirectly reinforces societal attitudes that respect the natural world) emissions trading takes 

away the moral stigma that ought to surround the harm to the environment by large-scale 

carbon pollution. The whole market mentality to categorise greenhouse gas emissions in 

                                                 
26  Ted Nordhaus and Michael Schellenberger, op cit, p. p. 6 

27  The Garnaut Climate Change Final Report, op cit, p. 310   

28   Michael Sandel, BBC 2009 Reith Lecture “Markets Trading Scheme and Morals”, p. 5- 6 
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terms of ‘costs’ and ‘benefits’ to business alters the way society views the problem at hand, 

both in terms of its gravitas, and in regards to solutions put forward to the problem.  

 

The market approach tends to obscure the goal of carbon mitigation programs. Instead of 

the focus being on measuring the level of actual Australian emissions, having an Emissions 

Trading Scheme, diverts attention to the level of pollution permits set by the government. 

Ross Garnaut expressed this clearly remarking “we are talking about emission entitlements, 
not actual emissions." [29]. 

 

 Market mechanisms such as an Emissions Trading Scheme allow for countries with an 

Emissions Trading Scheme to in effect outsource emissions reductions by paying other 

countries to make reductions on their behalf which explains a lot of their attractiveness to 

business and governments. The rather complex mechanics of this off-shore carbon credit 

system is summarised in Appendix 1. One insidious result of this off-shore carbon credits 

system is that the goal of each country reducing its actual emissions becomes obscured by 

the market, making if difficult for observers to truly assess a country’s success in  

“home-grown” greenhouse gas reductions.  

 
Australian businesses are able to purchase carbon credits at relatively cheap prices from 

developing countries. The bulk of these carbon credit purchases are facilitated by 

agreements between governments of developed countries and the developing country’s 

counterparts. For instance, “If the targets were sufficiently unambitious and the potential 
credits offshore sufficiently abundant, Australia could even increase emissions at home while 
remaining "on track" with its Copenhagen target.” [30] 

 

Australia has recently entered into a pilot project with the Indonesian government in relation 

to their Kalimantan Forests. As it is normally sold to electorates by governments, these 

agreements appear to be a win / win situation for both the developed and developing 

countries – the former contributes to world greenhouse gas reduction by limiting 

deforestation, the latter gains much needed revenue from the developed countries, through 

sales of their carbon credits.  

 

 

But things are not as they seem, for a host of reasons:  

i. The buying of “forest credits” on a large scale by developed countries at cheap rates is 

reminiscent of past colonial practices where rich developed countries used up resources 

extracted from developing countries without paying their full worth. By buying extremely 

cheap permits in developing countries industrialised countries pay a small fraction of what 

they would if they had to reduce emissions at home. It allows richer countries to “buy 
limitless amounts of cheap emission in poor countries and to bank them indefinitely into the 
future. This means that when developing nations eventually become obligated to cut their 
own emissions, they will be left with only the most expensive options since the cheaper 

                                                 
29   Ross Garnaut, Quarry Vision (Pearse op. cit. p. 61) (Garnaut’s Final Report p. 238)  

30  Guy Pearse, op. cit. p. 61 
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offsets will have already been bought up by industrial countries. This clearly constitutes a 
form of environmental colonialism.” [31]  

 

ii. Carbon credit trading perpetuates injustice and is resented in many developing 

countries as yet another way that developed countries fail to pull their weight in fixing 

climate change. This resentment in turn undermines world wide cooperation necessary to 

tackle climate change. Such perceptions appear to be part of the failure of the Copenhagen 

Climate Change talks in December 2009. Australian social commentator, Clive Hamilton, 

who was at Copenhagen later wrote the following telling piece:  

“Since the start of climate negotiations back in Rio in 1992, developing countries have 
evinced a deep sense of grievance, and at Copenhagen many referred again to the historical 
obligation of rich countries. 
 
“[Todd] Stern [head of the US delegation] would have none of it, declaring bluntly:  
“I actually completely reject the notion of a ‘debt’ or ‘reparations’ or anything of the like.”[32] 

 

The World Council of Church’s (WCC) reports from Copenhagen add credence to 

Hamilton’s inrerpretations. Following the failure of Copenhagen to reach binding targets on 

emissions WCC Programme Executive on climate change, Guillermo Kerber, said, ”. . .  a 
fair, ambitious and binding deal in Copenhagen. . . was not achieved because of the 
unwillingness of most of industrialised countries”.  

 

“Copenhagen was a missed opportunity by the industrialised countries to lead by example” 

said Professor Jesse Mugambi from Kenya and a member of the WCC Working Group on 
climate change. He added: ’Most of the industrialised countries didn’t show the needed 
commitment to lead the whole world in an effective way to address the challenges of climate 
change.”[33] 

 
Schemes such as carbon trading with unlimited offshore carbon permits can shape, 

condition, and cement unjust attitudes and values. The destructiveness of these attitudes is 

not limited to international negotiations. These attitudes are at work in countries daily, giving 

rise to some outrageous policy positions in relation to cutting greenhouse gas emissions 

that amount to little reductions in actual emissions.  

 

iii. Finally, carbon offsets Trading Schemes purchased in developing countries by the 

developed countries let them off the hook in relation to bringing down their own domestic 

emissions. Some would argue that this is not a concern; at it does not matter to the 

biosphere where emission reductions occur so long as they occur somewhere.  

 

However, the effect of purchasing carbon offsets in developing countries is to take away the 

need in developed countries to put real capital expenditure into research, technology and 

infrastructure that develops renewable energy industries that in turn will underpin their own 

                                                 
31  Nordhaus and Shellenburger, “The Emerging Climate Consensus”, 2009, p. 7 

32  Crikey.com, “Copenhagen’s Nasty Negotiations” article by Clive Hamilton, 21 December 2009 

33  World Council of Churches News, Copenhagen, 21 December 2009 

http://www.oikoumene.org/en/news/news-management/eng/a/article/1634/the-wcc-is-disappointed-

b.html  
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domestic emissions reductions. Guy Pearse summarised this grave deficiency in the current 

Federal Government’s approach of heavy reliance on offshore carbon offsets within its 

Emissions Trading Scheme (about 50% of Australia’s future emissions reductions are 

anticipated to be off-shore carbon):  

 

“Rudd's agenda suggested that minimising the cost of cutting emissions was more 
important than the quality and morality of the cuts. If it saves a few bucks now, so be it: it 
doesn't matter that most of our emission cuts are made offshore, that our actual emissions 
don't fall at all, that our worst polluters are subsidised by everyone else to an ever greater 
extent each year, or that all the out-sourcing and burden-shifting denies the nation and 
future generations the opportunities and skills required to prosper in a carbon-constrained 
global economy”. [34] 

 

It is developed countries that have a major part of the world’s scientific and technological 

capability. They have a role in applying their extensive research and development 

capabilities to find global solutions to renewable energy. Purchasing carbon credits offshore 

lessens this role which thereby lessens the whole world’s capacity to reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions.  

 

It is acknowledged that domestic emission trading schemes may be a useful domestic tool 

for governments to have in their armoury for emissions mitigation. It is helpful for 

governments to ensure through mechanisms such as an Emissions Trading Scheme that 

the markets are fine-tuned to contribute to the national effort to bring down greenhouse gas 

emissions. However, to use Emissions Trading Schemes as their main weapon, as is the 

case currently in Australia, and to do so by heavy reliance on off-shore carbon credits as an 

integral part of that Emissions Trading Scheme, is fraught with social injustices that 

ultimately undermine the whole goal of the process: worldwide emissions reductions.  

 

5.4 Renewable Energy Targets  
Replacing coal-fired electricity with renewable electricity  
 
As indicated in Appendix 1, the Renewable Energy Target is designed to ensure that 

electricity generators in Australia generate 20% of their electricity from fossil fuels by 2020. 

The alternative energy sources are called renewable energy and generate electricity from 

energy inherent in wind (wind turbines), falling water (hydro), the earths crust (hot rocks 2 - 3 

km deep) or the sun’s rays (e.g. photovoltaic panels, or solar farms that harvest the sun’s 

rays to heat a liquid).  

 
The burning of fossil fuels to create energy is by far the biggest contributor to greenhouse 

gas emissions around the world and in Australia. For instance 87% of the world’s energy 

comes from burning fossil fuels - burning oil accounts for almost 37% of the world’s energy, 

and coal and gas about 25% each. [35].These energy sources emit greenhouse gasses at 

                                                 
34  Guy Pearse, Quarry Vision, op. cit. p.71  

35  Michael Lardelli, Climate Change Question and Answer Seminar Series, University of Adelaide, lecture 

6 of 24, October 2009.  



  Page 17 of 28 

different rates. The worst offender by far is coal, oil to a lesser degree, and natural gas emits 

only one fifth of what coal emits.  

 

The problem facing Australia is our heavy historic reliance on coal-burning for our energy. 

Approximately 70% of Australia’s current greenhouse gas emissions come from burning 

fossil fuels for energy, and coal is the biggest subset of this, accounting for nearly 40% of 

all Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions. [36] Given this magnitude, an integral and 

indispensable part of reducing Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions to zero in the next 10 

years, will be a plan for substituting our coal-fired electricity plants with renewable energy.  

 

The primary objective of the Government’s Renewable Energy Target is replacing of coal-

fired energy with renewable energy. However, the Governments target of 20% by 2020 is 

nowhere close to the mark required.  

 

There are also concerns in Australia’s renewable energy sector surrounding the Renewable 

Energy Targets phase-out timetable – the timetable assuming an Emissions Trading 

Scheme will be operational by 2020. Connecting Renewable Energy Target to the Emissions 

Trading Scheme’ success creates serious doubts that the Renewable Energy Target will 

generate the $27billion in private clean energy infrastructure over the next 10 years to 2020 

as is envisaged. This assessment of the likely effectiveness of the Renewable Energy Target 

highlights how reliance on market based approaches to achieve national development goals 

brings considerable complex variables and dependencies, the impact of which is hard to 

anticipate.  

 

The revolution required in the energy base of Australia is a significant national development 

project. It would seem prudent to build on experience gained from undertaking past 

significant development projects in Australia. In all cases these developments have involved 

government leadership and investment, working with the private sector where appropriate.  

 

Take for instance the following major national developments: 

 - The Snowy Mountains scheme was developed by government investment through is  

    Hydroelectric Authority; 

 - Darwin was rebuilt after Cyclone Tracey through government instigated investment via the  

    Darwin Reconstruction Commission;  

 - Canberra as the national capital was built with substantial government investment via the  

    National Capital Investment Commission 

 - The Sydney Harbour Bridge, Melbourne’s Citilink Expressway, the Sydney Opera House 

    all involved substantial government involvement and outlays.   

                                                 
36  Tony Kevin, Crunch Time, Scribe Melbourne, 2009, p. 142 
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Yet today . . . “Australian governments have forgotten how to do these things in a largely 

privatised economy . . . [Governments have] disempowered themselves through their 

reliance on market-economics doctrines”.  Governments have participated in the 

“abdication of the State to the absolutism of market-rationalist economics over the past 20 
years”. [ 37]   

 

5.5 RENEWABLE ENERGY TARGET  
Too important to be left to the market 
 
This paper has raised question marks in relation to the Australian government’s reliance on 

the creation of new markets such as the trading of securities in the Emissions Trading 

Scheme and the Renewable Energy Target to fight climate change. Added to these 

concerns is the recent global financial crisis where an established mature market that has 

been in existence for many generations behaved in ways that surprised governments 

around the world, requiring $1000 billion of government intervention in their economies’ 

private financial markets around the world.   

 

Renewable energy has a high upfront cost, but once the investment is made, ongoing costs 

are quite cheap because the primary energy source (wind, waves, the sun), unlike fossil 

fuels, is essentially free and limitless. Generally speaking, but especially in the current 

depressed and uncertain economic environment of 2010, private enterprise simply will not 

put at risk (invest) the large amounts required to develop renewable energy, such as 

expensive pilot plants. “There is reticence about clean tech[nology] because it is such a new 
space with no track record  . . . companies might need tens of millions of dollars to build a 
pilot plant. The . . . issue for clean technology is that the capital required is often too much 
for a venture capitalist, and the technology is not developed enough for large infrastructure 
investors”. [38]  
 

As well as significant capital outlays required it is important that a number of potentially 

viable renewable energy sources are researched and developed so that there may be 

complementarities between various renewable sources. Tony Kevin writes: “it would not 
make engineering or economic sense to build all our renewable energy plant in one place, or 
by using just one technology . . . a geographically diverse mix of energy-source locations 
and technologies [will be] necessarily involved”. [39]  

 

Accordingly a large number of research and pilot projects are needed to create a 

technological revolution in renewable energy. “And, contrary to conventional wisdom, 
private firms rarely initiate technological revolutions. Indeed government has always been at 
the centre of technological innovation, and most of America’s largest industries have 
benefited from strategic government investments in their development.” [40] 

 

                                                 
37  Tony Kevin, op. cit pp.241-42 

38 Angus Grigg and Emma Connors, Baby steps taken on clean energy, Australian Financial Review 11 

January 2010, p. 45 

39 Tony Kevin, Crunch Time op cit, p. 152 

40  Nordhaus and Schellenberger, op. cit. p. 20.  
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Nordhaus and Schellenberger document how central government investment has been 

in this regard:  

 - the development of the internet (created by a research unit in the US Department of 

Defence); 

 - current renewable off-the-shelf wind technology is the result of significant government     

incentives in the US and Denmark in the 1970s and 1980s; 

 - current solar photovoltaic cell technology was originally created in the US space  

program in  the 1950s; 

 - today’s highly developed fossil-fuel energy systems (coal, oil and gas) are the result of  

   decades of government subsidies worldwide of coal mining and oil drilling that 

continue to  this day and 

 - the development of computer science technology in California’s famous Silicon Valley 

“was the result of massive investments by the federal government into a set of interlinked 
military, industrial, and academic institutions in the region”. [41]  

 

Viewed from the perspective on Appendix 2, which plots on a timeline the typical 

development process of various renewable energy sources, Nordhaus and Schellenberger’s 

cogent argument is that large elements of government spending are behind the “Supply 

Push” early phase of development. Later on governments can hand over to private interests 

and the market where “Demand Pull” in Appendix 2 ensures longevity (and no doubt 

continuing enhancement) for the technologies.  

 
5.5 RENEWABLE ENERGY TARGET  
Achieved by a government sponsored renewable energy 
revolution 
 
Against the historical backdrop of significant government involvement in major advances in 

technological development, we have a Federal Government currently promising to spend 

$2.1 billion over nine years on “emerging technologies including wind, solar, geothermal and 
wave power . . . taking out Australian funds allocated to commercialising clean coal.” [42]  

This equates to government spending of only $230 million annually. If such government 

spending can realistically be expected to attract an additional private capital investment of 

$2 for every $3 of government spending (as some estimate, as technologies move to the 

“Demand Pull” phase, refer Appendix 2) the likely total spend on renewable energy in the 

next nine years is likely to be around $380 million annually.  

 

Ross Garnaut in targeting relatively low emissions reductions called for more than $3 billion 

annually to be spent on “basic research and development of low-emissions technologies.” 

[43] Clearly, under current policy settings, Australia’s planned outlay on renewable energy 

development is only a small fraction of what is required.  

 

The Australian Government is to be commended for allocating $4 billion of its one-off 

economic stimulus package, to the Energy Efficient Homes Program (which sponsored 

                                                 
41  Nordhaus and Schellenberger, op. cit. p. 21. 

42  Guy Pearse, AFR, 11 January 2010, op. cit.  p.45.  

43  Garnaut, op. cit. p. xiii:  
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insulation material in residential home rooves, etc). There is a further $400 million in the 

2009/2010 budget for Climate Change Action Fund allocations to assist business and 

community sector organisations identify and implement energy efficiency opportunities and 

improvements. All this is to be welcomed. Unfortunately the above stimulus package 

outlays on climate change related measures accounted for only 10% of Australia’s total 

economic stimulus measures. This compares with China’s 40% spend, Japans 50% and 

South Korea’s 70%.  

 

Taking into account the broad sweep of Australian government action on climate change to 

date, economics consultants National Economics in a report for the Australian Local 

Government Association wrote: “At this stage, the expenditures fall considerably short of the 
required target if aggressive reductions in emissions are to be achieved.” [44] 

 

It is interesting to note how the development of renewable energy fares in a country such as 

China, where governments are not hamstrung by a paralysing fear of antagonising a 

powerful vested interest in the coal lobby - coal mining companies and coal-fired electricity 

generators who could punish a government by campaigning against them at an election. 

[45]  

 

The ABC’s AM program has described China as “the world's most ambitious generator of 
alternative energies” notwithstanding that to “drive its [economic] growth it needs energy 
and traditionally that has come from coal fired power stations but the pollution can be dire. 
The Government has tried to offset this by putting huge amounts of money and resources 
into hydro-electricity as well as solar and wind power.” [46]  

 

China’s statistics in relation to investment in renewable research and development tell a 

similar story. HSBC, the multi-national banking and financial services conglomerate, 

estimated that in 2009 China spent 71% of the world’s expenditure on green initiatives.  

 

After 12 years of essentially nothing happening in relation to climate change under the 

Howard government, and little that has born fruit since then, the Australian government has 

a lot of catching up to do.  

 
5.7 Opposition policy  
 
Climate change policy had a good degree of bi-partisan support until the appointment of 

Tony Abbott as Opposition Leader in early December 2009. Before that, both the 

Government and the Opposition supported the idea of an Emissions Trading Scheme, a 

Renewable Energy Target and relatively minor expenditures on renewable energy research 

and infra-structure development in one form or another. Since the appointment of Tony 

Abbott the Opposition climate change policy has shifted away from support for an 

Emissions Trading Scheme. In its place, the Opposition proposes a Direct Action Plan to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions, with a major part of that plan being the creation of an 

                                                 
44 Australian Financial Review, “Stimulus package misses green target”, 10 Jul 09, p. 4 

45 Ross Garnaut, Eureka Street magazine, 16 Sept 2009 

46 ABC Radio, AM program, 15 Dec 09 
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Emissions Reductions Fund which will have the same inadequate target as that of the 

Government - a 5% reduction in net emissions (gross emission less carbon credits/offsets) 

by 2020 based on 1990 levels.  

 

The primary way (70% of net emissions reductions) the Opposition intends to achieve its net 

emissions reductions, is through direct payments from the Emissions Reduction Fund to 

land managers in Australia (such as farmers, forestry companies / organisations) for projects 

where they sequester carbon into soils and forests, together with other related activities 

(e.g. better use of wood waste) in Australia. This avoids the injustices outlined in this paper 

regarding trading of carbon credits, including offshore offsets; however, there are significant 

reservations about whether or not the substantial greenhouse gas abatement through soil 

sequestration can be achieved at the cost stated by the Opposition.  

 

Citigroup’s Director / Senior Analyst who has conducted research into carbon monitoring 

notes: “the critical variable is the Opposition’s assumption that substantial soil carbon 

[abatement] can be achieved at $8 to $10 / tonne. We think additional research is required 
to be confident”. [47]  

 

Given this significant upside risk to the cost of this major part of the Opposition’s policy, 

and given the Opposition has not detailed where the funds to pay for its Emissions 

Reduction Fund will come from (there are no sales of carbon credits and no carbon tax) 

climate change commentator Guy Pearse believes the Opposition, should it be in 

government, would find it hard to resist buying offshore carbon credits at $US1-2 / tonne 

carbon (as already noted in Section 5.2 of this paper).  

 

These credits could be purchased through bi-lateral agreements with other countries, 

independent of whether an international Emissions Trading Scheme exists. “In the absence 
of a new global agreement, we'll still see a plethora of poorly regulated bilateral carbon 
storage deals between countries like Australia and Indonesia. The Coalition is unlikely to 
ignore these opportunities.” [48] Adding to this likelihood is the fact that the Opposition has 

previously championed the idea of emissions trading, with extensive use of offshore carbon 

credits.  

 

The other main plank to the Opposition’s climate change policy is incentive payments to 

Australian businesses that reduce their emissions below “business as usual levels”. There 

are penalties, conversely for companies emitting above “business as usual levels”.  

However, the “levels” referred to are not overall emissions levels but emissions per unit of 

output (known as emissions intensity). Hence if a company’s overall emissions increase it 

may still qualify to receive a government payment if its emissions per unit of output have 

declined.  

 

As technology and higher energy prices mean most companies achieve increased energy 

efficiency over time, this feeds into lower emissions per unit of output, over time. The 

outworking of the Opposition’s policy is likely to be very few penalties and “lots of carrots 

                                                 
47 Citigroup Director, “Abbott’s idea of direct action is business as usual”, Canberra Times 6 Feb 10 

48 Guy Pearse, “Would you like to fry with that?”, The Age, 14 Feb 10 
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for companies that can show that, with the help of a taxpayer subsidy, their emissions will 
grow more slowly than would have been the case.” [49] It is very difficult to see this 

incentives-and-penalties policy giving rise to significant emission reductions, as polluters 

will receive payments even though their overall emissions may be rising.  

 

With respect to support for renewable energy, as with the Government, the Opposition’s 

support is relatively minor, despite what on paper may sound impressive to some: the 

planting of 20 million trees; creation of regional “Clean Energy Employment Hubs”; 

sponsoring research here and there; supporting solar energy uptake in homes and 

communities; and boosting larger scale renewable energy projects. However, Andrew 

Macintosh, Associate Director of the ANU Centre for Climate Law and Policy reflecting on 

the Opposition’s climate change policy concluded: “Its not a lot of money . . .  the biggest 
thing is you won’t see a lot of change . . . [and] you won’t see a lot of reductions in 
emissions in all likelihood.” [50] 

 

As with the Government, the Opposition’s policy is particularly disappointing with respect to 

large scale renewable energy projects. The policy talks about a “band within the Renewable 
Energy Target to be reserved for larger renewable energy projects” but commits only to a 

small fraction of the megawatt capacity of Australia’s electricity coming from this source by 

2020. Neither are there details in relation to funding allocated to this vitally important area.   

 

The Opposition’s policy does not provide a clear pathway for emissions cuts where it 

counts in Australia, in the electricity generation and industrial sectors. There is not, in either 

the Government’s or the Opposition’s policy a vision for establishing a viable national 

renewable energy electricity distribution system to replace the current coal-fired electricity 

system. In this respect, both policies represent a failure to deal with the heart of the 

problem of Australia’s growing greenhouse gas emissions trajectory.  

 

                                                 
49 Pearse, ibid.  

50 Andrew Macintosh, “Climate Control”, Canberra Times, 22 February 2010 
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6 PLANS FOR AUSTRALIA BECOMING ZERO 
CARBON  
 
This paper has documented the lack of vision and planning from the Government and 

Opposition relating to how they will free Australia from dependence on greenhouse  

gas emitting fossil fuels, and set the country on an environmentally sustainable future. 

However, that does not mean that there is no such vision and planning in Australia.  

 

We have satisfied ourselves that it is possible to achieve 100% renewable energy by around 

2020, and thereby also meet the social justice imperative on Australia to not use up more of 

the carbon budget to which it is entitled. We are advocating a significant investment in 

renewable energy because this is integral to achieving freedom from fossil fuel dependence 

and there is evidence that renewable energy is capable of replacing coal fired and other 

fossil fuel energy generation.  

 

Some excellent research and planning is being done by a not-for-profit group in Melbourne, 

Beyond Zero Emissions who have released “Zero Carbon Australia 2020 – stationary energy 
sector report executive summary” (17 Feb10). [51] This publication is a preview of a full 

report coming out by mid 2010, and is worthy of close following by anyone with a keen 

interest in tackling our greenhouse gas emissions. This report demonstrates that it is entirely 

feasible from a technological, economic and resource constraints perspective, for Australia 

to achieve 100% renewable energy by 2020.  

 

Other commentators refer to a number of social and economic policy options that are 

available to government to raise and apply the funds needed to achieve this goal, among 

them being:  

 a national gross feed-in tariff for electricity; 

 a full public-dividend carbon tax, as advocated by environmentalist James Hansen and 
by market economists like Alan Carmod; [52] 

 government loan guarantees for investment in renewable energy research and 

development direct regulatory action Keynesian public-spending solutions.  

 

Another very recent report is entitled “Australia’s Renewable Energy Future” (February 2010) 

by the Australian Academy of Science,[53] which details many options open to Australia to 

greatly expand its renewable energy generation and supply.  

 

The former Vice-President of the US, and well-known climate change activist Al Gore is 

calling on the US to embark upon a daring and visionary national development plan he has 

called “RePower America” where the US becomes a 100% renewable energy nation by 

2020.[54] If this is possible for a nation the size of the USA, then surely such a goal is within 

reach of Australia which has some of the greatest renewable energy resources in the world.  

 

                                                 
51 www.beyondzeroemissions.org 

52 Tony Kevin, “Tony Abbott's Machiavellian machinations”, Eureka Street, 2 December 2009 

53 www.science.org.au/reports/documents/Ausrenewableenergyfuture.pdf  

54  Paul Gipe podcast, 5 October 09 at www.beyondzeroemissions.org./media/radio  
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The situation facing Australia today in relation to addressing climate change is captured 

succinctly by ANU Professor Michael Dopita who is a councillor on the board of the 

Australian Academy of Science and is co-editor of the report “Australia’s Renewable Energy 
Future”: 
The trouble is that each side of government is frightened by the idea that to bring in these 
initiatives you need to spend money. Governments are responsible for Australia’s future and 
we could build a different future by having a visionary government taking responsibility for 
essentially the major energy distribution and goods infrastructure of the country”. [55] 

 

                                                 
55 Michael Dopita, Canberra Times, “Climate Control”, 22 Feb 10 
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7 THE MESSAGE FROM THE UCA TO THE 
COMMUNITY  
 
A hopeful, life-giving transformative viewpoint 
 
The history of Christian influence in societies, when that influence has been at its best, is a 

history of calling the broader community to new and different perceptions of itself and 

correspondingly new ways of being together as a community. [56]  

 

Today, in Australia, we hear protests against the notion that Australia could cope if it 

relinquished its highly profitable domestic use of coal and other fossil fuels, and its export of 

coal. Massive human suffering hangs in the balance over the issue of continued large-scale 

burning of fossil fuels across the world, as this behaviour is destroying earth’s capacity to 

support all life-forms.  

 

The Uniting Church NSW and ACT believes that a revolution is needed in people’s 

perception of and attitude towards the natural world, to underpin and make possible a 

change in the morally indefensible behaviour of burning coal and other fossil fuels.  

 

The Church invites all Australians to see the earth - its land, water and atmosphere as a 

created order demanding the highest respect. The planet earth need not exist. It does exist 

purely by the grace and love of God.  

 Seen in this light, the earth is a gift to humanity for humanity to enjoy and care for.  

 Seen in this light, the earth is something we humans have a responsibility to care for, to 

live in harmony with.  

 Seen in this light, the earth is decidedly not a large piece of property to be divided into 

parcels, for individual and groups to do with as they will, governed only by the laws of the 

market and what the legal system permits.  

 

The Church commends to her fellow Australians a new, changed attitude to creation and 

the natural world that is integrated into the life of the nation, as Britain integrated God’s 

word to her in the late 18th century. Far more is required than just intellectual assent to 

God’s truths expressed through the church. Real choices have to be made having to do 

with how our nation frees itself from fossil fuel dependence and moves to a sustainable 

future in renewable energy. Australia and the world today are at a key moment in history - a 

fork in the road. God addresses us, beckoning us to choose the way of life, love and 

hopefulness . . . . “I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so 
that you and your descendants may live.” (Deuteronomy 30.19) 

 

 
 

                                                 
56 Mark 1:15.  
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8. APPENDICES 
1. Summary of key elements of the Emissions Trading Scheme and Renewable Energy Target 

Scheme Mandated Cap/Target Paradigm Market tradeable ‘unit’or 

‘commodity’ 

Inter-relationship of schemes 

Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) Maximum cap on total 

industry emissions in any one 

year.  

Indirectly restricting the 

supply of carbon-intensive 

goods and services 

 - a pollution pricing 

paradigm where restricted 

supply increases prices 

 

Carbon pollution permits 

(also called carbon credits) 

    

Mandatory Renewable Energy 

Target (MRET) 

Target: that by 2020, 20% of 

all electricity generation in 

Australia to be by renewable 

energy (i.e. not fossil-fuel 

burning)  

Boosting, the (wholesale) 

demand for non-carbon 

electricity 

- a renewable energy demand 

paradigm that forces 

electricity retailers to buy 

some of their electricity from 

non-carbon, i.e. renewable, 

energy suppliers 

Renewable energy 

certificates (RECs) 

 

As carbon-intensive goods and 

services become more expensive, 

renewable energy intensive good 

and services become relatively 

cheaper, making them more 

‘saleable’. This improved relative 

pricing makes investment in 

renewable energy sources (e.g. 

wind, solar etc) more economic.  

So, eventually, in theory the ETS 

“takes over” from the MRET as 

the market regulatory system in 

action, long-term. 

 

Understanding off-shore carbon credits or, offsets 
As outlined in Section 5.2 of the discussion paper, market mechanisms such as an ETS allow for countries with an ETS to in effect “outsource” 

emissions reductions by paying other countries to make reductions on their behalf. These off-short emissions are paid for by buying carbon credits or 

“offsets” in the foreign country, which represent, in effect, a certain tonnage of emission that has been mitigated or abated in that country. This 

abatement is characteristically growing (or not cutting down) tropical rainforests, which are great sequesters (lock up) of carbon from the atmosphere. 

Back at home, these credit are subtracted from the purchasing countries pollution permits tally or level, lowering the overall level of permits or 

emission entitlements issued at any one point of time. It is the level of these emission permits that a country has, not actual emissions, that comprise 

each country’s targets as far as international target agreements are concerned. The current agreement on targets, the Kyoto Protocol, runs out in 

2012. The failure of talks at Copenhagen in December 2009 to reach a new agreement has meant that there is no new binding target agreement for 

GHG emissions reductions extending beyond 2012. 
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The effect of the above arrangement is to allow a country to report to the world that it is lowering its emissions level, when actual emissions at home 

may not have gone down. Rather, the level of emissions permits for the country is down because of overseas carbon credits that have been purchased 

and used as “offsets” (i.e. are subtracted from) the country’s pollution permits on issue. This is allowed for in accounting/reporting standards for 

individual country’s pollution permit levels, because international emission target agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol agreement, recognise and 

allow (i.e. “count”) emissions reductions which a country may make by “buying” reductions/offsets made in another country.  

 

It is interesting to note that the European Union (EU) did not want to allow off-shore carbon credits to be a part of any international agreement on GHG 

emission targets, presumably sensing the corrupting effect it may have on international agreements written about in this policy discussion paper. 

However, the UE had off-shore carbon offsets foisted onto it by the US who would not otherwise join with the EU in it’s emissions trading scheme. 

Ironically, some years later the US then pulled out of the EU’s emissions trading scheme.  

 
2. Renewable energy development framework 
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