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Forums
Urban Ecology Australia is holding regular discussion 
forums in the Christie Walk common room. In March 
Michael Robertson led a discussion on Global Warming 
and introduced some ideas that were new to many of 
us. The next forum was introduced by John Kerrison 
who talked about the role of the media in the debate on 
climate change. On World Environment Day (June 5) 
a forum on ecological footprinting was led by Sharon 
Ede. The forums are held in the Christie Walk Common 
room, start at 6pm with a 7.30pm finish. On Tuesday 
July 3 there will be a forum on Carbon Offsetting. 
Details next page.

Moving Towards Urban 
Sustainability

Site tours for teachers and students now play an 
important educational role at Christie Walk. In 
association with the Global Education Centre an 80 page 
resource has been printed for teachers to use before or 
after a site tour. The resource is titled Moving Towards 
Urban Sustainability and is now available for purchase 
from the Centre for Urban Ecology or the Global 
Education Centre. The rrp is $24.95, but members of 
Urban Ecology and/or ��������������������������������    the Global Education Centre�����  and 
residents of Christie Walk can obtain a copy for $21.50, 
plus $6.50 postage if you want it sent. 

Site tours
If the increasing number of visitors to Christie Walk 
is an indication of ‘mainstream’ concern about global 
warming and urban sustainability then we have cause for 
optimism.
Visitors in the past month have included over 200 
high school and tertiary students and teachers. The 

student visits relate to subjects such 
as Geography, Urban Design, or 
Studies of Society and Environment. 
One group of 16 teachers attended 
a workshop at Christie Walk which 
was run by the Global Education 
Centre and Urban Ecology Australia. 
The workshop was part of the SA 
Geography Teachers Association 
Conference.
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Students’ reaction to some of the features of the homes 
are interesting and their frank questions and comments 
probably reflect some of the thoughts that adults might 
not voice. Is it safe here? Are there burglar alarms? Why 
don’t you have a laundry in each house (my mother wouldn’t 
like to share a machine, she spends a lot of time in the 
laundry)? How do you manage with only 11 car parks to 
27 homes? What do you do to keep cool if you don’t have an 
airconditioner? 
There are always a few students who know the answers. 
Neighbours know each other providing an informal 
neighbourhood watch. Sharing washing machines saves 
resources, and living close to shops and workplaces means 
people can ride bikes, share cars or use public transport 
to get around. Properly insulated homes don’t need more 
than a ceiling fan for most of the summer to maintain 
a comfortable temperature aided by good ventilation, 
shaded windows and vegetation. 
There are many positive comments such as: Oh it’s like 
being in another country! It’s like a village! The houses are 
crooked (straw bale houses)! And they all like the spiral 
stairs and the roof garden! 
One message which the tours try to deliver is that living 
in well designed homes is not the whole answer to urban 
sustainability. Building a community and also trying 
to reduce, recycle and re-use is not easy and does not 
come automatically as part of a package with the house. 
Residents still have to make choices about how they live, 
what they buy, how they travel. Fly to Melbourne or use 
the car or train? Buy second hand or something new? Buy 
locally made or a cheaper import? Treat city neighbours as 
strangers or potential friends? 
We don’t have all the answers but the site tours are 
an opportunity to see and hear about some of the 
alternatives. Students and teachers leave with many new 
ideas to contemplate and investigate.
For school or group bookings or to join a public site tour 
contact Urban Ecology Australia: Ph. 8212 6760
Margaret Rohde

The Centre for Urban Ecology is now ‘settled’ in its permanent home at 105 Sturt Street. 
The Board would like to get volunteers to keep the Centre open on at least some days of 
the week, once a part-time coordinator is appointed. If you are able to spend a half day 

a week in the office please contact Chérie on <cherieecopolis@gmail.com> or leave a message on 
8212 6760. 
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 Forums

What is the Ecological Footprint? 
www.footprintnetwork.org

A recent forum on the ecological footprint was led by Sharon Ede.  
Sharon used a Powerpoint presentation which is printed in full on the Urban Ecology Australia website.

<www.urbanecology.org.au/articles/ecologicalfootprintede07.pdf> 

 
Schools invited to design a sustainable city...

An international schools competition to design a sustainable city is being held in conjunction with the 3rd 
International Solar Cities Congress, to be held in Adelaide in February 2008. 

Schools have the opportunity to produce a design for the redevelopment of an existing city, town or 
neighbourhood to demonstrate how more sustainable human settlements can be achieved. 

The Ecological Footprint is a resource management tool 
that measures how much land and water (sea) area a human 
population requires to produce the resources it consumes 
and to absorb its wastes under prevailing technology.
In order to live, we consume what nature offers. Every action 
impacts the planet’s ecosystems. This is of little concern as 
long as human use of resources does not exceed what the 
Earth can renew. But are we taking more? 
Today, humanity’s Ecological Footprint is over 23% larger 
than what the planet can regenerate. In other words, it now 
takes more than one year and two months for the Earth to 
regenerate what we use in a single year. We maintain this 
overshoot by liquidating the planet’s ecological resources. 
This is a vastly underestimated threat and one that is not 
adequately addressed.

By measuring the Ecological Footprint of a population (an 
individual, a city, a nation, or all of humanity) we can assess 
our overshoot, which helps us manage our ecological assets 
more carefully. Ecological Footprints enable people to take 
personal and collective actions in support of a world where 
humanity lives within the means of one planet.

In South Australia…
•	 South Australians use 3.9 times what is available per person 

on the planet
•	 State Strategic Plan target of 30% reduction in SA’s Foot-

print by 2050
www.stateplan.sa.gov.au/plan_targets_obj3.php 

...In the end, the world can’t solve 
the climate change problem by 

technology alone. The public will 
have to change behaviours and 

values as well as light bulbs.

Carbon Offsetting
A case study of carbon offsetting via the ‘carbon neutral’ initiative offered by Trees for Life

Tuesday 3 July 2007, 6.00-7.30pm.

Christie Walk Community Room, 103 Sturt St (south side of the Stage 3 building).
Cost: Free for UEA members and Christie Walk residents. Gold coin donation otherwise.

A chance for UEA members and others to get together to discuss the merits and pitfalls of using carbon offsets

 Forum will be led by Carmel Dundon, CEO of Trees for Life 
 The forum will address:
•	 What were the issues the Trees for Life board debated when deciding on whether to offer carbon offsetting?
•	 Why Trees For Life decided to embrace the program.
•	 How carbon offsets are calculated by Trees for Life and what sort of plantings do they do.

 RSVP Urban Ecology Australia 08 8212 6760

For background reading on this topic see page 7
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Christie Walk update
www.urbanecology.org.au/christiewalk/

Winter has set in and this has slowed the start of the paving 
of the courtyard to the south of the Stage 3 building. 
Some levelling has been done and a load of sand and some 
beautiful secondhand brick pavers are awaiting better 
weather! Although we would like to see good rain, we are 
hoping for a fine day for the next working bee scheduled for 
Saturday July 14.
We are also waiting for SA Water to excavate and put in place 
the Biolytix sewage recycling system. Paving of the whole 
area has, of course, to await this work. 
Bendigo Bank has committed $5000 towards the purchase of 
paving materials for the courtyard, and this is appreciated.

Fifty native seedlings (indigenous to this area) were bought 
from Karen Lane (‘Growing Bush’) in Belair. Karen markets 
these plants as ‘Butterfly kits’. The Adelaide City Council 
has reimbursed the cost of the plants ($100) from their 
Sustainable Landscapes Incentive Scheme. The plants are to 
be planted along the east fence from the existing indigenous 
area to the undercroft - a distance of about 30m. Again 
this planting cannot take place until the sewage system is 
completed.

Electricity production
Nearly 4000 kWhs has been generated on Stage 3 roof since 
the installation of the photovoltaic panels last December.

Only 2 days before World Environment Day (June 5th) 
this year, the  Federal Council of the Liberal Party endorsed 
an international waste dump for Australia. While this has 
been condemned by various State  Governments, those State 
Governments are being entirely hypocritical in  that they are 
encouraging uranium mining for export world wide.
In South Australia the State Government encourages 
uranium mining but  says that it does not want a nuclear 
power station  -  more hypocracy!  Also, in the recent State 
Government budget there has been no  allocation of funds to 
deal with climate change, the greatest ever  threat to humans. 
Maybe they mistake Col. Light for King Canute and rhetoric 
for action.
I know I’m stating the obvious, with regards to the cavalier 
way that  governments treat the environment, but I’m 
prepared to say it over and  over again in the hope that 
people will listen and take seriously the  need to put the 
environment first when voting. Putting the environment  
first does not mean putting the economy last. There are 
plenty of green  jobs that could be created here in Australia,  
eg. Germany has done so  with its solar power companies 
alone.
When governments are not providing leadership, we, the 
people must.  This is one area where our power lies. We have 
votes and must use them  wisely in the Federal Election this 
year. If we don’t vote for them,  they don’t get in. We get the 
government we deserve. Both major parties  are supporting 
uranium mining, perhaps one of them should only be able  

to form government by joining in a coalition with a party 
which is  committed to our environment.
Another area where we have great power, is in the way we 
purchase  goods. To make the changes necessary to combat 
global warming, we need  to consider our food and other 
purchases, how we travel, heat and cool  our homes and from 
that what companies we purchase and what companies  we 
actively avoid. Companies cannot exist if we do not buy 
from them.  So take some time and write to companies that 
you purchase from and ask  them what their environmental 
policies are and how they carry them out.  And, if you’re not 
satisfied, don’t purchase from them again and tell  them that.
Whether we are in an ecological development like Christie 
Walk, in a  city apartment, a suburban bungalow or a regional 
town or city, we can  make choices and we can make the 
discovery of those choices into an adventure, not a chore, 
discovering new ways to do things, not  burdening ourselves 
with old habits, while finding we save money, still  have an 
excellent quality of life, and know that we have done our bit  
for the next generations.
Chérie Hoyle 
Convener
[Editor’s note - buy a copy of ‘Moving Towards Urban 
Sustainability’  - see front page - for your local school, friends with 
children or grandchildren …There are lots of ideas for students to 
make changes to help the environment, and we all can learn from 
the activities!]

Convener’s Rant!

‘Climate of Hope’ DVD available from the 
Anti-Nuclear Alliance of WA (ANAWA) 

ANAWA, a non-profit community group has produced a 28 minute DVD 
‘Climate of Hope’, which takes the viewers on a tour through the science of 
climate change, the nuclear fuel chain and the remarkable energy revolution 
that is underway, and provides strategies for Australia to move to a low-carbon 
economy. You can order a copy from nfreewa@iinet.net.au ($15), or borrow the 
copy from the Centre for Urban Ecology.
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News in brief from the net
The SBS Ecohouse Challenge
www.climatechange.sa.gov.au/Newsletter/emission 
SBS Ecohouse Challenge website crashed due to high 
demand.
On April 12, viewers across Australia tuned into the 
first episode of the EcoHouse Challenge making it the 
highest rating program of the day for SBS. The website 
was immediately flooded with people wanting to join the 
EcoHouse Challenge and join the competition.
The Eco House Challenge followed two Australian families as 
they radically transform their homes and lives in an attempt 
to learn to live sustainably and help save the environment.

An advanced carbon calculator for personal use 
A new Internet tool to help individuals and communities 
curb their role in adding global-warming carbon emissions 
was announced at a conference in New York of mayors from 
around the world.
“This is serious software, serious quantitative methods 
and social networking technology brought to the green 
world,” according to Ron Dembo, the chief executive of 
Zerofootprint, a nonprofit group that provides information 
and services to combat global warming.
The Web service is called GoZero Footprint City Calculator.
On the interactive climate site, people will be able to enter 
data, see the carbon effect and how their carbon footprint 
compares with averages in their city and in cities worldwide. 
They will also be able to do what-if simulations, to see 
how changes in their activities affect carbon emissions. The 
anonymous data will be collected for analysis by climate 
change scientists and others.
 <http://www.zerofootprint.net/initiatives>

Benefits of ‘Green Collar’ Job 
<http://www.greenbiz.com/news/  
At the U.S. select committee on global warming entitled 
“Economic Impacts of Global Warming: Green Collar Jobs, 
“ it was pointed out that the environmental sector is an area 
of great opportunity for the creation of new high quality jobs, 
especially in the renewables industry.
Proposals on eco-jobs include funding for training courses 
in areas such as solar panel installation, maintenance of 
wind farms, re-use and re-cycling, organic agriculture and 
weatherising buildings. 
Check this website for WWF’s Climate Solutions vision for 
2050
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/climatesolutionweb.pdf 

Lighting for the poor
Solar flashlight lets Africa’s sun deliver the ‘luxury’ of light to 
the poorest villages.
http://www.bogolight.com
Visits to an Eritrean village prompted a former foreign 
service officer and Houston oilman to research global access 
to artificial light and  spend $250,000 to develop and 
manufacture a solar-powered flashlight. 
The invention gives up to seven hours of light on a daily solar 
recharge and can last nearly three years between replacements 
of three AA batteries costing 80 cents.

Over the past year 10,500 flashlights have been donated to 
United Nations refugee camps and African aid charities. 
“I find it hard sometimes to explain the scope of the problems 
in these camps with no light,” Mr. Bent said. “If you’re an 
environmentalist you think about it in terms of discarded 
batteries and coal and wood burning and kerosene smoke; 
if you’re a feminist you think of it in terms of security for 
women and preventing sexual abuse and violence; if you’re an 
educator you think about it in terms of helping children and 
adults study at night.”  

A new urbanism (from Lester Brown)
One of the most remarkable modern urban transformations 
has occurred in Bogotá, Colombia, where Enrique Peñalosa 
served as Mayor for three years, beginning in 1998. When he 
took office he did not ask how life could be improved for the 
30 percent who owned cars; he wanted to know what could 
be done for the 70 % - the majority - who did not own cars.
Lester Brown argues that the ratio of parks to parking lots 
may be the best single indicator of the livability of a city—
whether a city is designed for people or for cars.
Now government planners everywhere are experimenting, 
seeking ways to design cities for people not cars. Cars promise 
mobility, and they provide it in a largely rural setting. But 
in an urbanizing world there is an inherent conflict between 
the automobile and the city. After a point, as their numbers 
multiply, automobiles provide not mobility but immobility. 
Congestion also takes a direct economic toll in rising costs 
in time and gasoline. And urban air pollution, often from 
automobiles, claims millions of lives.
In Amsterdam only 40 percent of workers commute by car; 
35 percent bike or walk, while 25 percent use public transit. 
Copenhagen’s commuting patterns are almost identical to 
Amsterdam’s. In Paris, just under half of commuters rely on 
cars. Even though these European cities are older, with narrow 
streets, they have far less congestion than Atlanta.
After a point, as their numbers multiply, automobiles provide 
not mobility but immobility. Congestion also takes a direct 
economic toll in rising costs in time and gasoline. And urban 
air pollution, often from automobiles, claims millions of lives.
The exciting news is that there are signs of change, daily 
indications of an interest in redesigning cities for people, 
not for cars. One encouraging trend comes from the United 
States. Public transit ridership nationwide rising by 2.1 
percent a year since 1996 indicates that people are gradually 
abandoning their cars for buses, subways, and light rail. 
Rising gasoline prices are encouraging still more commuters 
to abandon their cars and take the bus or subway or get on a 
bicycle.
<http://www.earth-policy.org/Books/PB2/index.htm> .

Australia inefficient
www.environmentalmanagementnews.net/StoryView. 
The carbon intensity of the Australian economy is 25% 
higher than the world average and double that of Europe 
and Japan, according to a CSIRO report. But getting back 
in line with the average can be done by simply restructuring 
work practices, ensuring efficient building practices and fast 
tracking a price on carbon.
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The role of better buildings

Fight global warming by better buildings
<www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/41170/story.
htm> 
 A UN study has shown better architecture and energy savings 
in buildings could do more to fight global warming than 
all curbs on greenhouse gases agreed under the UN’s Kyoto 
Protocol, 
Better use of concrete, metals and timber in construction 
and less use of energy for everything from air conditioners to 
lighting in homes and offices could save billions of dollars. 
Simple measures include more blinds to keep out the sun in 
hot climates, switching to energy efficient lightbulbs, better 
insulation and ventilation. “Avoid building a bigger house 
than you need,” was among the tips. 

Reduce carbon emissions of buildings
<http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/18700037/>
Banks pledge $5 billion in loans to reduce buildings’ carbon 
emissions.  
Sixteen cities around the world will begin cutting carbon 
emissions by renovating city-owned buildings with green 
technology under a program financed by major global 
banking institutions and organized by former President 
Clinton’s foundation. 
“Climate change is a global problem that requires local 
action,” Clinton said.
The makeovers will include:
•	 Replacing heating, cooling and lighting systems with   

energy-efficient networks;   
•	 Making roofs white or reflective to deflect more of the 

sun’s heat;   
•	 Sealing windows and installing new models that let more 

light in;   
•	 Setting up sensors to control more efficient use of lights 

and air conditioning.
Clinton’s foundation said the planned changes have the 
potential to reduce energy use by 20 to 50 percent in those 
buildings. The reduction could mean a significant decrease 
in heat-trapping carbon emissions, as well as cost savings on 
utility bills.

Cost of zero-carbon building
http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory/

It costs an extra 21 pounds (US$42) per square foot, or 
12.5 percent, to build a UK house which meets zero-carbon 
standards and there are still insufficient incentives to meet the 
added cost according to a recent report. 
According to the Stern Review, which was commissioned by 
the British government last year, property contributes around 
half of all man-made greenhouse gas production. 
The mass adoption of green designs and construction, though 
possible, was not yet viable according to CBRE Hamptons 
International. 

Where to for Sydney?
<http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/42454/
story.htm> 
If Sydney’s obsession with the car continues at its current 
rate, by 2030 air pollution could kill one resident every 
four hours -- eight times the number of people killed in 
road accidents, according to Sydney Mayor Clover Moore. 
Australia’s biggest city was devouring its environment as urban 
sprawl and pollution spread and needed a long-term plan for 
a sustainable future. 
“Environmental imperatives alone mean that we need to 
rethink the way we build, operate and live in our cities. But 
they also present unparalleled opportunities to re-imagine our 
cities...,” Moore said in a speech to business leaders. 
“The great cities of the 21st century will protect their unique 
character and heritage, while setting the highest standards for 
new development,” said Moore. 
“They will accommodate greater numbers of people in better 
environments and...they will be economically competitive 
while being environmentally sustainable,” she said. 
Sydneysiders are amongst Australia’s top consumers, disposing 
of 1.1 tonnes of waste per person in landfills each year, 
making them per-capita one of the world’s worst generators of 
waste.
Moore’s vision for Sydney involves greater use of public 
transport, easier access for pedestrians and cyclists, buildings 
that collect rain and cool themselves naturally, and 
stormwater used for watering parks and gardens.

Free bikes for Paris
www.planetark.com/avantgo/dailynewsstory.cfm?newsid=42591>

By July 15, the city plans to park 10,648 bicycles at 750 
stations and nearly double that by 2008, with riders able to 
take bikes from one station and drop them off at another. 
The most famous case was Amsterdam -- a flop because bikes 
were either stolen or too beaten-up to ride. 
Now, many cities are giving it a go again by partnering 
up with advertising firms that will provide bikes equipped 
with anti-theft systems in return for city-wide advertising 
opportunities.
[What happened to the Jan Gehl plan for Adelaide?!]

More on roof top gardens
www.planetark.com/avantgo/dailynewsstory.

New York is better known for tall buildings and crowded 
streets than farms but a group of environmentalists say 
rooftops could be used to grow enough vegetables to feed the 
entire city and reduce dependence on far-away farms. 

New York Sun Works has opened an environmentally friendly 
Science Barge to prove its point. Moored on the Hudson 
River, it grows and harvests lettuce, cucumbers and tomatoes 
in a greenhouse using rain and energy from solar panels and 
wind turbines and biofuels. 
The nonprofit group says that if similar outfits, with 
hydroponic systems using water and no soil, were installed on 
the city’s 14,000 acres (5,665 hectares) of unshaded rooftop, 
it could feed as many as 20 million people in New York City 

News in brief from the net



Urban Ecology Newsletter Vol 6 No 2 (#58)�

Debate on biofuels  

A report from Madrid has sparked a ‘debate’ from some 
UEA members on the use of biofuels:
Tropical rain  forest is being cut down and burned to make 
way for soy and palm plantations  destined to provide plant-
based diesel for Europe’s fuel tanks.
www.planetark.com/avantgo/dailynewsstory.cfm?newsid=41465

From Sophia van Ruth…
I’m not sure what the UEA position is - but it seems to me 
more and more like we need to look to a range of sources for 
our energy and transportation needs in the future - looking 
for one new technology to replace a polluting one is not the 
way forward that I see. 
I see a lot of diverse smaller options and companies. This 
makes more sense to me from the point of view of a more 
humane economy too - less dominated by huge corporate 
empires - more on a human scale. Also - from the point 
of view of diversity, like biodiversity - healthier and more 
resilient if one player is taken out, less open to monopilisation 
and corruption too. 
It is already happening with electricity - many different types 
of power generation are emerging, from a few solar panels 
on a domestic roof feeding back into the grid, to wind farms 
etc.... and whatever else we come up with. 
In this context, biofuels can make up a part of the web 
of technologies that emerge to support human life and 
endeavours in the future.  
I could see biofuels created by using recycled cooking oil 
and not through clearing land to produce soy and palm 
plantations with a smaller amount produced and hence 
a small market share - i.e a company with a large fleet of 
vehicles manufactures their own biofuels this way to power 
them.

No car day for China
www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/41731/story.htm> 

China’s smog-choked capital, Beijing, and the financial hub 
of Shanghai have agreed to close their roads for the country’s 
first “no car” day, along with over 100 other cities, the official 
Xinhua agency said on Saturday. 
On September 22 private cars will be barred from some roads, 
forcing people to walk, use public transport or get back on the 
bicycles for which Chinese cities used to be famous. 

A response from Sharon Ede…
I agree about the need for a diversity of fuel sources, and this 
would be ideal: 
I could see biofuels created by using recycled cooking oil and 
not through clearing land to produce soy and palm plantations.
To only use waste - but people just don’t think these things 
through, and that’s why the latter will also occur...there will be 
a market demand and they will use not just post consumer, but 
be growing food for cars...
 it is indeed a tricky and complex issue!
And from George Monbiot…
<http://environment.guardian.co.uk/climatechange/story/0,,2043727,00.html>

Oil produced from plants sets up competition for food between 
cars and people; People - and the environment - will lose.
It  used  to be a matter of good intentions gone awry. Now 
it is plain fraud. The governments using bio-fuel to tackle 
global warming know that it causes more harm than good. But 
they plough on regardless. In theory, fuels made from plants 
can reduce the amount of carbon dioxide emitted by cars and 
trucks. Plants absorb carbon as they grow - it is released again 
when the fuel is burned. By encouraging oil companies to 
switch from fossil plants to living ones, governments on both 
sides of the Atlantic claim to be “decarbonising” our transport 
networks.
Already we know that bio-fuel is worse for the planet than 
petroleum. The UN has just published a report suggesting that 
98% of the natural rain-forest in Indonesia will be degraded or 
gone by 2022. Just five years ago, the same agencies predicted 
that this wouldn’t happen until 2032.  But they reckoned 
without the planting of palm oil to turn into bio-diesel for the 
European market.  This is now the main cause of deforestation 
there and it is likely soon to become responsible for the 
extinction of the orang-utan in the wild.
[Ed This sounds like a good Forum topic!]
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Michael Robertson. 20 June 2007
Households or organisations that have occasion to engage in 
activities that result in significant greenhouse gas emissions 
may wish to offset these emissions and so become “carbon 
neutral”.

Carbon Offset Measures
Emissions can be offset through various measures:
•	 Biosequestration - Growing vegetation drawing carbon 

dioxide out of the atmosphere and storing it as wood and 
in the soil, perhaps for more many decades.

•	 Energy substitution - A low emission energy source such 
as wind power can be used to substitute for a high emis-
sion energy source such as coal power, thereby reducing the 
emissions that would have been generated to supply the 
same energy.

•	 Energy efficiency improvement - Infrastructure improve-
ments that result in reduced energy demand can avoid 
emissions that would produced in the absence of such 
improvements.

Carbon Offset Schemes
A number of carbon offset firms have appeared, offering to 
make you carbon neutral - for a price. But how reliable are 
they? And how easy is it to know what you’re getting?
Stated prices per tonne of greenhouse gas to be offset can vary 
widely. However it can be very difficult to discover (from 
reading their websites, or indeed talking to them on the 
phone) just what they are offering, and how quickly a given 
quantity of emission will be offset.
For example, some companies will sequester the emissions 
from your car use for a year at a modest price, through 
afforestation or revegetation projects. But closer examination 
reveals that it will take 30 years for the vegetation they have 
planted to do so. 
Taking 30 years to offset your emissions for this year, doesn’t 
count as being carbon neutral in my book.

Questions to Ask
What questions can you ask carbon offset providers to 
determine their validity?

Energy Substitution
In the case of low-emission power being substituted for high-
emission power:
•	 Does the price include an extra offset to balance the 

emissions generated to construct, install and maintain the 
power generation and distribution infrastructure (ie an ap-
propriate share of it)? 

•	 Is there a guarantee that the power so generated would 
not be double-counted? For example, not counted toward 
meeting a Mandatory Renewable Energy Target? (Why pay 
for something that would have happened anyway?)

Energy Efficiency Improvement
In the case of infrastructure improvements to increase energy 
efficiency:
•	 Would the improvements have occurred anyway?
•	 Will the improvements lead to less energy consumption, or 

will they just create an extra incentive for energy use - by 
increasing the value obtained from the energy consumed?

Carbon Offset Schemes - Can You Trust Them?
Carbon Sequestration through Revegetation
In the case of revegetation projects used to pull carbon-dioxide 
out of the atmosphere:
•	 Does the price include an extra offset amount to balance the 

risk of later, inadvertent carbon-release (eg due to bushfire?) 
That is, to cover an appropriate fraction of the time that 
would be required for regrowth to resequester the carbon 
released? 

•	 Does the price include an extra offset amount to balance the 
emissions caused by planting and maintaining the (total) 
revegetation area?

•	 Is the revegetation on land recently cleared for this very pur-
pose, with no carbon price paid on the consequent carbon 
emissions? Or is it on land that was cleared decades ago? 
(Not much point paying for land to be cleared and then 
revegetated.)

•	 What is the future of the revegetated area? Is it, for example, 
and energy crop that will be harvested in five years, with no 
guarantee that a carbon price will be paid on that harvest?

•	 What contribution will the revegetation make to increas-
ing biodiversity? Will it include a range of species, both 
trees and understory vegetation? Will the species planted be 
native to the area? To what extent will it provide habitat for 
other wildlife? (What biodiversity bang can you get for your 
buck?)

Given a hectare worth of revegetation:
•	 How much will it cost to establish that hectare of revegeta-

tion? And to maintain it while it is maturing, eg for the next 
30 years? (If a company offering carbon offsetting through 
revegetation can’t answer these questions, then you have to 
wonder, what business does it think it’s in?)

•	 How much CO2 would be sequestered over the first 5 years, 
the second 5 years, and so on for 30 years? (How long must 
you wait for significant sequestration to kick in?)

In General
•	 Will the purchaser receive a document vouching that stated 

units of carbon dioxide have been avoided or sequestered? 
Eg so that a business that buys carbon offsets could show 
their own customers as proof of the business’s carbon neu-
trality?

•	 Will the document show exactly how the carbon was offset, 
in case there are extra benefits (or disbenefits) that the busi-
ness might wish to take credit for (or avoid)? And so that 
business can check the validity of the service being offered? 

Conclusion - Need for Regulation
The carbon offset industry is still in its infancy, and not yet well 
regulated (if regulated at all). If you want to purchase carbon 
offsets, make sure you ask the provider cogent questions, 
otherwise you may not get what you hope for.
In the meantime, write to the Commonwealth Minister for 
the Environment, and ask what the Government is doing 
about regulating this industry? (Or indeed whether becoming 
“carbon neutral” means anything at all as far the Government is 
concerned.)
[As someone travelling overseas soon I have looked briefly at the 
issue of Carbon Offsets - Michael’s paper has encouraged me 
to consider donating an equivalent amount to Urban Ecology 
Australia to go towards pvs for the roof garden!  - perhaps others 
might like to follow suit!  -  Joan Carlin


