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Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an independent, self-funded, non-government organisation 
of medical doctors in all Australian states and territories.  

DEA’s work is based on the premise that humans need a future with clean air and water, healthy soils 
capable of producing nutritious food, a stable climate, and a complex, diverse and interconnected humanity 
whose needs are met in a sustainable way. We are therefore interested in environmental protection and 
restoration to promote human health and social stability.  

DEA’s work is supported by a distinguished Advisory Committee of scientific experts whose knowledge of 
medical and public health issues is fully contemporary. Our members work across all specialties in 
community, hospital, and private practices.  

DEA welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission on the health aspects of a revision of the Safeguard 
Mechanism at a time when human health and the environment are facing massive challenges due to 
unrestrained release of greenhouse gases. 

Australia’s commitment to a 2030 target of reducing emissions by 43% is not adequate to prevent global 
heating of 1.5 degrees but is a step in the right direction. Even that modest target will not be reached if the 
Safeguard Mechanism has a flawed design. Recent extreme flood events in Pakistan, Lismore and the 
Kimberley illustrate that while temperature rise is progressing as predicted by climate models, extreme 
weather events have become more frequent and more extreme than predicted by most modelling. Health 
impacts of floods, heatwaves and fires include direct deaths and injuries, mosquito born disease, mental 
health effects of social disruption, and poor outcomes from damaged health service provision. The problem 
is increasingly urgent, Australians have voted for climate action, and we do not have another decade to 
waste. 

We support the introduction of the Safeguard Mechanism but the design has to ensure targets are 
reached with scientifically valid methods. 

The two main design aspects that concern us are the handling of new entrant industries, and the unlimited 
recognition of offsets. 

Safeguard mechanism and new industries 

The Safeguard Mechanism covers 213 large emitters expected to release 143 million tonnes of scope 1 CO2e 
in 2023. The federal government has proposed a 2030 target for the scheme of 100 Mt and derived a decline 
rate of 4.9% to reach that target. There are 7 years from July 2023 to July 2030, and each year the baseline 
will be reduced by 4.9% of the year one baseline. The scheme does not cover electricity generation, and that 
sector is expected to decarbonise more rapidly. These figures should not be confused with the overall 
national target of 43% reduction which uses a 2005 baseline. The overall scheme is represented in figure 1 
using data derived from the DCCEEWW position paper.  



 

 

 

Figure 1- Annual emissions from 213 polluting facilities 

The handling of new entrants is a key design feature that could subvert the intention of the scheme. During 
the scheme some facilities will close and others open. Those that cease production will no longer have any 
pollution allowance, and new facilities will be granted a baseline allowance set to ‘international best 
practice’. There is no assurance that exits will equal entrants, but the 4.9% annual decline requires this 
assumption. The Department of Climate Change, Energy, Environment & Water January 2023 position paper 
claims that the 4.9% annual decline provides a buffer for new entrants or increased production but have not 
presented the details on this. The current suggestion is that new entrants will be granted a baseline 
pollution allowance regardless of the effect on the total scheme cap. There are currently 22 coal projects 
seeking approval under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act, with total scope 1 
emissions of 18.3 million tonnes a year. To illustrate this in figure 2 we have added a line showing the effect 
if these mines all began operating in 2025 then follow the same 4.9% annual decrease. 2030 emissions 
exceed the scheme target of 100 Mt.  

 

Figure 2 – Annual emissions from the total Safeguard Mechanism scheme with 22 new entrants 



 

 

Despite the new entrant following the same decline path, the total scheme emissions never return to the 
original line and the scheme misses the 2030 target. This problem can be remedied by a rule that new 
entrant emission baselines cannot exceed scheme exits, ensuring the total scheme baseline does not 
increase. Without such a rule the scheme is based on wishful thinking. 

Use of offsets 

The creation and tradability of Safeguard Mechanism Credits (SMC) are consistent with an effective scheme 
design. If other offsets such as Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs) or international offset certificates are 
recognised, the scheme is only as valid as the offsets. Some of the methods to create AACUs have been 
severely criticised on the following grounds:  

 Avoided deforestation relies on the counterfactual case that a forest was going to be cleared, and in 
many instances it was unlikely to have ever been cleared. 

 Forest regeneration ACCUs have a timing problem – while fossil fuels release carbon now, a forest 
sequesters it over 50 years during which time the released carbon is causing climate harms. 
Regeneration schemes are also at risk from bushfires and growth failure due to drought. 

 ACCUs have an overhang problem. Most schemes that are awarded ACCU certificates have a 
crediting period of 7-25 years, that is, the certificates are awarded on an annual basis until the total 
is reached. Even methods no longer regarded as valid will generate certificates that enter the market 
for years to come. International certificates give even less certainty of validity, as recently reported 
by ABC Four Corners.  https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-02-13/carbon-colonialism/101968870 

One might argue that if polluting industry has had to pay for an ACCU it creates a financial incentive to 
reduce emissions, so the integrity of the sequestration is of less importance. This might satisfy the 
accountants, but the laws of physics are not fooled and global heating will not be slowed. The Australian 
public who voted for real climate action will not accept an emissions reduction target based on fraudulent 
offsets. 

The argument in favour of the use of offsets within the Safeguard Mechanism is that it gives flexibility, so if 
they are required, the allowed volume of offsets should be limited to a small proportion of the total scheme 
such as 5 or 10% of the annual emissions reduction. The only other country in the world with a carbon 
reduction system that allows 100% use of offsets instead of real emissions reduction is Kazakhstan. In most 
countries offsetting is severely limited.  
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The biggest emitters 

The 12 largest emitters in the 2020-21 Safeguard Facility dataset (downloaded from DCCEEW 19 Feb 2023) 
are shown in table 1. They comprise 5 gas mines, 2 coal mines, 2 steelworks, 2 alumina refineries, and one 
airline . These are only emissions at company operations. For fossil fuel producers the emissions when the 
product is burned are 5 to 20 times higher than those released during production. Eighty percent of facilities 
are in the ‘high emissions trade exposed’ category and there will be a rush of companies pleading for special 
treatment. The Powering the Regions Fund can appropriately be used to support industries that are in 
Australia’s long term strategic interest, but must not be used to support fossil fuel projects. 

Facility name State  Responsible emitter 
Reported 
covered 

Emissions 

North West Shelf Project WA WOODSIDE ENERGY LTD. 6,784,581 

Start up and Operations of 
the Ichthys LNG Project 

NT INPEX OPERATIONS AUSTRALIA PTY LTD 6,351,245 

Port Kembla Steelworks NSW BLUESCOPE STEEL (AIS) PTY. LTD. 6,260,763 

Gorgon Operations WA CHEVRON AUSTRALIA PTY LTD 5,460,144 

Wheatstone Operations WA CHEVRON AUSTRALIA PTY LTD 4,025,254 

WOR01 Worsley Alumina 
Refinery/Mine 

WA SOUTH32 WORSLEY ALUMINA PTY LTD 3,657,800 

Queensland Alumina 
Limited Refinery 

QLD QUEENSLAND ALUMINA LIMITED 3,300,358 

Capcoal Mine QLD ANGLO COAL (CAPCOAL MANAGEMENT) 
PTY LIMITED 

3,245,172 

Moranbah North Mine QLD ANGLO COAL (MORANBAH NORTH 
MANAGEMENT) PTY LIMITED 

2,529,216 

Qantas Airways Limited 
National Transport Facility 

National QANTAS AIRWAYS LIMITED 2,466,674 

Moomba Plant SA SANTOS LIMITED 2,371,988 

Liberty Primary Steel 
Whyalla Steelworks 

SA ONESTEEL MANUFACTURING PTY 
LIMITED 

2,346,007 

Table 1: Largest emitters 

Summary 

Australians voted strongly for rapid and effective climate action in the last federal election, and the 
Safeguard Mechanism is a key policy to achieve emissions reductions. Having limits imposed on emissions 
and imposing costs on high emitters will make some proposed new coal and gas projects uneconomic and 
unlikely to proceed. This would align with community expectations and be in Australia’s national interest. As 
doctors we expect health care to follow scientifically sound principles and call for climate policy to do the 
same. We support the introduction of the Safeguard Mechanism but the design has to ensure targets are 
reached with scientifically valid methods. The two main design aspects that concern us are the handling of 
new entrant industries, and the unlimited recognition of offsets. 


