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The Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) believes the government’s 
target of a minimum 5 per cent reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 
on year 2000 levels by 2020 – and the subsequent 2030 target – should be 
strengthened considerably. 

Australia is one of the world’s highest per capita emitters of climate 
pollution. Our minimum 2020 emissions reduction target is extremely 
low and ineffective. Our 2030 target puts Australia at the ‘back of the 
pack’ of developed nations, meaning we are not taking responsibility 
for our contribution to global warming. It is important Australia takes a 
leading role in reducing pollution levels to do our part as responsible 
international citizens and help give the world the best chance to avoid 
catastrophic climate change. 

If Australia does not transform its economy to address climate change 
it will be at the expense of new economic opportunities and jobs. ACF 
calls on the Government to set a stronger 2020 target of a 25 per cent 
cut to greenhouse gas emissions on year 2000 levels by 2020, a 40-60 per 
cent reduction on 2000 levels by 2025 and a 60–80 per cent emissions 
reduction target on 2000 levels by 2030.

1.  The climate change science is in 

As stated by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change: 

Human influence on the climate system  
is clear, and recent anthropogenic 
emissions of greenhouse gases are the 
highest in history. Recent climate changes 
have had widespread impacts on human 
and natural systems.1

Therefore it is imperative that every 
country endeavour to restrict its 
greenhouse gas emissions and transition 
its economies to zero emissions through 
ambitious and immediate action. 

2.  Under international agreements 
Australia promised to increase its 2020 
target if certain conditions were met. 
These conditions have been met. 

Australia has committed to a target to cut 
emissions by between 5 and 25 per cent 
(on 2000 levels) by 2020. The previous 
Labor government established this 2020 
target range with the support of the then 
Coalition opposition. This commitment 
was then presented to the United Nations 
as Australia’s formal commitment at the 
International Climate Change negotiations 
at Cancun in 2010.2 

As part of this commitment, stronger 
action beyond the minimum 5 per 
cent reduction was predicated on the 
condition other countries commit to more 
ambitious targets.3 The then opposition 
(now Government) explicitly expressed its 
support for this conditional action.4 

Both the Climate Change Authority (CCA) 
and Professor Ross Garnaut have stated 
that the conditions for moving beyond the 
5 per cent target have been established.5
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3.  The minimum 5 per cent target 
is easily achievable

The government’s unrealistically 
high projections for Australia’s future 
emissions make the task of achieving the 
5 per cent target seem more challenging 
than it really is. To reach the 5 per cent 
target by 2020, Australia needs to have 
reduced total emissions to 530 Mt CO2-e 
a year. According to the latest update of 
the National Greenhouse Gas Inventory, 
from March 2014 to March 2015 Australia 
produced 545.1 Mt CO2-e.6 So to meet the 
target, Australia only needs to make a 
small reduction in emissions over the next 
five years. 

Despite official projections suggesting 
emissions will be much higher (656 Mt 
CO2-e) in 2019-20, Environment Minister 
Greg Hunt has repeatedly stated he is 
confident that Australia will reach the 
minimum 2020 target.7 However, as has 
been outlined by analysts and media 
commentators, these projections have 
consistently been inaccurate in predicting 
actual emission figures (i.e. they have 
tended to project higher emissions than 
have occurred or are likely to occur). ACF 
expects this will again be the case with the 
latest predictions. 

Part of the reason for this is that the latest 
projections released by the Government 
contain several flaws and exclude a 
number of important issues that will affect 
Australia’s real emissions. For example, 
in the latest (March 2015) projections the 
economic assumptions underpinning the 
data overestimate the rate of economic 
growth and therefore the emissions likely 
to be created.8 Projections regarding 
growth in coal and gas exports are 
incorrect. Some large LNG projects have 
been delayed and the agricultural sector 
has been hit by drought in many parts 
of the country.9 The revised Renewable 
Energy Target is not included in the 
projections. The projections use the 
Government’s starting negotiation point of 
26,000 GWH of renewable energy by 2020 
rather than the final deal of 33,000 GWH.10 
The deal Minister Greg Hunt did with 
landfill owners to buy emission abatement 
credits to cancel out the windfall gain 
they made when the carbon price was 

repealed will also skew the projections.11 
Landfill owners must use the windfall 
gain to buy abatement credits (most likely 
international credits). These will count 
towards the Government’s greenhouse 
targets, estimated at 16 million tonnes 
of abatement. Contracted abatement 
purchased through the Emissions 
Reduction Fund isn’t included.12

The Department acknowledged these 
factors in its recent emissions projections 
report, citing “worse than expected 
agricultural conditions due to drought; 
lower manufacturing output due to 
industrial closures [and] weaker growth 
expectations for local coal production 
due to a fall in international coal prices”. 
Despite these statements the projections 
still show a steep increase in emissions of 
17 per cent above 2000 levels by 2020 and 
30 per cent above 2000 levels by 2030. 

4.  The transformation of our economy 
has stalled, electricity emissions are 
increasing

In 2008-09 emissions from electricity 
generation started steadily declining. 
However since September 2014 they have 
been rising again. This is of concern because 
electricity emissions make up 33 per cent 
of total emissions.13 The Department of 
Environment asserts that this increase 
is because of changes in the fuel mix for 
electricity (the use of dirtier fuels such as 
brown coal have increased), not because of 
increased demand. Other analysis suggests 
demand for electricity has increased.14 

The minimum 5 per cent target is so 
weak that an ongoing rise in electricity 
emissions may not affect our ability to 
reach the target, however it makes the 
transformation of the economy more 
difficult than it would otherwise be. 
Australia is one of the world’s highest 
per capita emitters and according to the 
CCA even if Australia managed to meet 
the CCA’s recommended 2025 target of 
30 per cent below 2000 levels Australia 
would still have “a more emissions 
intensive economy (and higher per 
person emissions) than any other major 
developed country other than Canada”.15
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5.  With better climate policies Australia 
could easily meet higher targets

Putting to one side the debate about 
the effectiveness of the Government’s 
policy, its impact will be minimal before 
2020. Only two auctions have been held 
under the Emissions Reduction Fund and 
the safeguard mechanism hasn’t been 
implemented yet. The auctions awarded 
contracts that run well past the 2020 
period, with some projects finishing in 
2025 and others in 2022. Therefore much of 
the abatement purchased in these auctions 
will not help to meet the 2020 target.16 If 
emissions are going down, despite the fact 
that Government policy is not yet having 
an impact, then there is room to strengthen 
the target and set polices that actually 
begin the transformation of the whole 
economy. 

Will the Prime Minister  
provide leadership? 

When he announced his challenge to  
Tony Abbott’s leadership, Malcolm 
Turnbull said:

Now, we are living as Australians in the 
most exciting time. The big economic 
changes that we’re living through here 
and around the world offer enormous 
challenges and enormous opportunities 
and we need a different style of 
leadership.17

The response to climate change is the 
most pressing economic challenge facing 
Australia and the world. It requires 
considerable economic transformation 
and leadership. At present Australia is 
showing very little leadership with Prime 
Minister Turnbull stating a review of 
climate policy will not be held until 2017.

Conclusion

Australia needs to act to rein in its 
climate pollution. The science is clear 
and conditions for increasing Australia’s 
2020 target have been met. The existing 
minimum 5 per cent reduction target is 
likely to be easily achieved, before the 
government’s climate policy has delivered 
any significant abatement. The new 
Prime Minister should show leadership 
on environmental and economic issues 
by strengthening Australia’s 2020 targets 
and implementing policies that actively 
transform the economy to address climate 
change. An increase in the 2020 and 2030 
target would send a very positive message 
about the Government’s commitment to 
climate action leading up to the meetings 
in Paris. It would also start the process 
of adapting Australia’s economy to meet 
the enormous challenges – and grasp the 
significant opportunities – that come with 
climate change.
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