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Towards a green Budget 
 

I begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of this land, the Ngunnawal people.  

 

This is my first address to the National Press Club.  During the Australian 

Conservation Foundation’s 41 years of being a voice for the environment other ACF 

executive directors and presidents have spoken at the Press Club. In fact, it was Chief 

Justice Sir Garfield Barwick, later a president of ACF, who gave the very first National 

Press Club address.   

 

 
 

I’m coming up for ten years in this position.   

 

I am encouraged when I think about how much Australians’ hunger for action on our 

environmental issues has grown in that time.  This is especially so on climate change 

and particularly in the last five years. 

 

The crippling drought, years of water restrictions and the promise of more extreme 

weather events have brought the issue to the front of our minds. 

 

Both major political parties have recognised the crucial nature of Australia’s 

environment crisis.  The debate is now about urgency and how fair dinkum we are 

about solutions. 

 

Australians are worried about climate change.  And they want to be part of the 

solutions.   

 

We now need greater action as a nation.   

 

Adopting a strong target to cut Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions by at least 30 per 

cent by 2020 would send a strong signal that Australia intends to be a global leader in 

this most global of challenges.    

 

A strong, science-based target here at home will give us the platform to be an effective 

middle power voice in these next two years of international negotiations that will 

largely make or break our efforts to avoid dangerous climate change.   



CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 

 2 

 

And it would give business the certainty to invest in a far more efficient, cleaner and 

therefore productive economy.   

 

Over the last five years, ACF has worked in a wide variety of ways to improve 

Australians’ understanding of climate change. 

 

Hundreds of thousands of Australians have been engaged through The Climate Project, 

Al Gore’s training program, run in partnership with ACF in Australia.   I am pleased to 

report that by September this year one in every 100 Australians will have seen a 

presentation delivered by one of the 250 Australians trained by Al Gore and ACF.   

 

We convened the Australian Business Roundtable on Climate Change and have 

partnered with farmers, development organisations such as Oxfam and World Vision, 

doctors, the union representing miners – the CFMEU – and churches in an effort to help 

all sectors of Australian society understand the importance of action on climate change 

to their interests.   

 

In this same period, ACF has continued to work with the Cape York and Kimberley 

Land Councils and Traditional Owners in Northern Australia to recognise and support 

Indigenous people’s ownership and management of some of Australia’s most 

outstanding natural areas.  We all owe a great debt of gratitude to Traditional Owners 

who manage Country well, often leasing their lands back as national parks for the 

benefit and enjoyment of all Australians in places such as Kakadu and increasingly in 

Cape York and the Kimberley. ACF has stood side-by-side with the Mirarr in their 

courageous stand against the Jabiluka uranium mine.   

 

The Parliament’s apology has rightly been well received.  A tangible action to flow 

from it could be to make sure traditional land owners have the choice of jobs and 

income from protecting, managing and helping people enjoy Australia’s great natural 

landscapes, especially those in Northern Australia.  

 

ACF is a strong voice for the protection of Australia’s outstanding natural 

environments which are increasingly under threat.  The Murray Darling, Tasmania’s 

old growth forests, our coasts and oceans all deserve better protection.   

 

And ACF is a strong voice for an environmentally sustainable Australia – our children 

deserve nothing less. 
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Professor Ross Garnaut expressed Australia’s current situation well when he said we 

have an “exceptional sensitivity to climate change” and an “exceptional opportunity to 

do well in a world of effective global mitigation”. 

 

I am convinced that Australia stands at a crossroads.  We face extraordinary 

opportunity or extraordinary failure in meeting the great environmental challenges of 

our age. 

 

This year’s Budget comes at this crucial time.  The new Government has an 

unparalleled opportunity to take big strides in tackling climate change and creating 

a sustainable and prosperous Australia.   

 

But the Government has inherited a range of massive tax breaks and payments that 

promote greenhouse pollution and undermine effective action. 

 

Today I will urge the Government to make three substantial savings and three big 

investments that would be a serious downpayment on the path to environmental 

sustainability in Australia. 

 

 
 

I believe there have been a number of memorable times in Australia’s recent history 

where significant events have inspired major shifts in the community’s understanding 

of and support for conservation.  These times have changed the way we think about 

our land and have even changed our national sense of identity.  

 

The Hawke Government’s courage in protecting the magnificent Franklin River was 

certainly one of these identity-shaping moments.   

 

In the late ’80s, ACF formed an unlikely alliance with the National Farmers’ Federation 

out of which Landcare was born.  This vision of an ecologically sustainable rural 

Australia was embraced by all political parties and has grown into a national 

movement.   

 

Recently, the Rudd Government’s ratification of the Kyoto Protocol and its apology to 

the Stolen Generations were acts of respect for this land and its original custodians that 

indicated a new direction for the nation. 

 

It’s about time to ensure Australian budgets embed environmental sustainability as a 

core goal.  A prosperous, healthy and environmentally sustainable society is one that 

most Australians aspire to. The third leg of this three legged stool – environmental 

sustainability – hasn’t received the attention it deserves in Australian budgets since 

Federation. 
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I will talk more about this idea of a comprehensive reform agenda later. 

 

 
 

So to the three big savings and three big investments I would like to set out for you 

today and commend to the Government for its first Budget in a month’s time.   

 

The first substantial saving I would like to propose is the removal of the fringe benefits 

tax concession for personal use of company cars.   

 

What possible justification is there for an investment of our nation’s wealth in tax 

concessions that mean that if you drive a company car, the benefits increase the more 

you drive it and the more you pollute the atmosphere?   

 

Company cars are responsible for about 18 per cent of the greenhouse gas emissions 

from passenger vehicles.  That’s about 7.9 million tonnes of pollution. 1 

 

Another way to think about the fringe benefits tax break for company cars is like a 

virtual pollution factory, invisibly chugging out just as much greenhouse pollution 

every year as a medium-sized coal-fired power plant.  Only the fringe benefits tax 

break for company cars doesn’t produce any energy.  It’s just a dead weight on the 

economy, the Budget and the environment.  

 

Treasury predicts that by 2009-10 we will be spending more than $2 billion a year 

subsidising the use of company cars.2  That’s nearly twice the previous estimate and $2 

billion a year more than we should. 

 

One of the original intentions of this tax concession – support for the Australian car 

industry – is hardly valid any more, with most of the indirect benefits going to overseas 

manufacturers.  

 

ACF is by no means alone in calling for the removal of this senseless tax break.  The 

Australian Council of Social Service, the Institute of Chartered Accountants, Australia’s 

largest insurer, IAG, and even the National Transport Commission have all spoken out 

against it, and we have been supported by several parliamentary inquiries. 

 

To those who benefit from the company car tax break – and I suspect there might be 

one or two in this room – it is true that you gain a financial benefit from it.  But you also 

pay for it, in the form of higher income taxes to cover the cost.  You pay for it again in 

higher congestion on our roads, and you pay again in taxes to build more roads that are 

groaning under the strain.  You pay yet again for the health care costs of too many cars 

                                                
1 Based on 2005 National Greenhouse Gas Inventory  
2 Treasury, Tax Expenditure Statement 2007 
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producing too much pollution, and you pay still more for accidents, and the list goes 

on.  

 

And if you do not have a company car, you pay for all these things anyway and get 

none of the benefit.  We can and must do better than this. 

 

 
 

Saving 2:  

 

By far the largest fossil fuel subsidy, the Fuel Tax Credits scheme, cost Australian 

taxpayers a staggering $4.9 billion in the 2006-07 financial year.3 

 

This is a 38 per cent increase on the previous year. 

 

The scheme is costing each and every Australian $230 per year, on average, or costing 

each household $606 per year.4   

 

Most of it goes to users of diesel fuel, including large mining, forestry and transport 

companies.  

 

Again, this is a long-standing policy that the current Government has inherited. 

 

Let’s not beat around the bush about what the fuel tax credits really mean.  It means 

that if you are a hard-working commuter in Sydney’s western suburbs or Melbourne’s 

south-eastern growth corridor or outer Brisbane, with little or no access to reliable 

public transport, you pay 38 cents per litre in tax on the petrol you need to get to work.  

But if you are the world’s wealthiest mining company, for example, or a logging 

company destroying Australia’s old growth forests, you pay not a single cent in tax for 

the diesel you use for your off-road mining and logging operations.  

 

The sheer cost of these handouts to big businesses is staggering.  While the credits are 

often justified as a benefit to struggling farmers, the data tells a different story.  

Agriculture, forestry and fishing together now account for only 15 per cent of the fuel 

tax credits by total value.5  Well over half goes to benefit mining and transport 

companies.  

 

According to the Australian Tax Office, the mining industry claimed $1.2 billion in fuel 

tax credits in the ’05-06 financial year.  In that same year, the Australian mining 

industry had a trading profit of $57.1 billion.    

                                                
3 ATO taxation statistics, 2005-06 
4 ABS Australian population data: 21.3 million; households 8.1 million 
5 ATO taxation statistics, 2005-06 
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The truth is the incredibly profitable mining sector does not need your or my tax 

payer’s dollars to continue to thrive.  In fact, this billion dollar handout is probably 

discouraging the industry from implementing energy efficiency measures that would 

cut greenhouse pollution. 

 

There is no case for continuing to give it. 

 

Fuel tax credits were originally introduced to support Australian exports.  But there 

must be better ways of helping out our exporters than encouraging their addiction to 

fossil fuels, at a time when clever companies around the world are reducing fuel use.  

 

Are we seriously to believe that BHP Billiton, which posted a profit of $17 billion last 

year, would be at risk if it had to pay the same tax on fuel as the rest of us do?  Does 

anybody think the trucking industry will shut down if it has to pay full price for its 

fuel?  

 

The cost to taxpayers is only going to increase.  On 1 July 2008, under plans developed 

some years ago, the tax breaks will be extended to even more business operations, and 

in 2012 all off-road use of fuel will be completely exempt from fuel tax, making a bad 

policy even worse.  

 

We cannot afford, environmentally or in terms of sound and responsible fiscal policy, 

to continue these subsidies.  

 

 
 

Saving 3: 

 

The third saving comes from removing the tax breaks on aviation fuel.  Most 

Australians would have no idea that, although they pay 38 cents per litre in tax on 

petrol, airlines pay only 3 cents in tax per litre of aviation fuel.  

 

Treasury estimates this tax break is costing us $900 million per year. 

 

A typical modern aircraft needs about 35 litres of fuel per passenger for a 1000 

kilometre flight, so removing the tax break for aviation fuel will not be prohibitively 

expensive.  In fact it would add only about $12 to a typical domestic flight.   

 

We all like freebies, but why should every taxpayer pay, and not the traveller? 

 

Making sure airlines pay a fair tax on their fuel will help bring greenhouse pollution 

back down to Earth and will free up nearly $1 billion in taxpayer funds for better uses. 
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Cutting greenhouse pollution requires more than removing some of the most perverse, 

short-sighted and damaging federal expenditure – it needs a program of creating a 

range of national activities to invest in and drive sustainability across the economy and 

at all tiers of government. 

 

I would like to propose three major areas of investment:  

 

• Energy efficiency – cutting our greenhouse emissions through smarter use of 

energy 

• Better public transport – and not just for those who currently enjoy access to it but 

also those who don’t 

• Cleaner cars – new fuel efficiency standards can make car journeys far less 

damaging to the environment.  

 

 
 

Investment 1. 

 

Australia needs a major National Energy Efficiency Program to help every Australian 

household and business to save energy. 

 

We estimate that an investment of $2.5 billion over five years would get Australia well 

on the way to becoming much more energy efficient. 

 

Dr Alan Pears has done some excellent work identifying and quantifying the 

opportunities for energy saving across the Australian economy.   

 

Be in no doubt: there are huge savings to be made – even at the household level.  And 

there is much Government can do to encourage it. 

 

Energy efficient lighting is extremely cost effective.  Compact fluorescent lights use 

about a quarter of the energy that old, incandescent light bulbs use, cutting $75 from 

the average Australian household’s annual power bill.    

 

Switching from an old, inefficient fridge to a new, efficient one cuts around $110 from 

the average household electricity bill. 

 

Numerous studies show that water efficient showerheads cut hot water bills by as 

much as 20 per cent and internal water usage by a similar percentage, with a typical 

payback period of less than one year. 
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And there are other energy and financial savings to be made by switching from electric 

hot water heating to gas and solar, and by insulating well to make houses warmer in 

winter and cooler in summer. 

 

ACF analysis indicates that a high-efficiency energy scenario could cut the average 

household’s energy bills by $658 a year. They would be almost half what they are likely 

to be under a ‘business as usual’ scenario. After capital costs, net savings would be 

about $470 a year. 

 

If we were able to take even half of the opportunities that have been identified to cut 

energy waste, Australia’s economy would be $1.8 billion stronger, 9000 new jobs would 

be created and we would use 9 per cent less energy – and that means 9 per cent less 

greenhouse pollution from energy. 

 

Becoming energy smart saves on household and business bills and protects Australians 

against electricity price rises as we clean up our energy supply.  

 

ACF has been working with the Australian Council of Social Services and Choice, to 

make sure low-income households are not disproportionately impacted by climate 

change or the policy solutions.  

 

Lets be clear about this.  Vulnerable households, low income families and the elderly are 

already on the front line of climate change.   

 

They are the ones who will be affected most by the increased instances of heat related 

illness that will accompany climate change.  They are the ones who will feel the impact of 

extreme weather events in poorly-built and poorly-insulated houses.   

 

A modest increase in electricity and fuel prices is inevitable in a carbon-constrained world, 

but it will not unfairly hurt the most vulnerable people in our society people if Government 

invests strongly in energy efficiency and provides a safety net.   

 

 
 

Investment 2: Public transport – in particular rail infrastructure. 

 

This is another area that desperately needs a national approach.  

 

The long-held assumption that state and territory governments are best placed to deal 

with their local complexities of public transport has led to the Federal Government 

seriously under-investing in this area. 
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The contrasting willingness of the Commonwealth to fund urban roads has artificially 

distorted public transport infrastructure spending.  Desperately needed urban rail 

projects in every state and territory have languished for years.  

 

In 2005 a bi-partisan House of Representatives Environment committee’s report on 

sustainable cities recommended that the Commonwealth Roads to Recovery program be 

broadened to include other modes of transport, such as rail.   

 

That recommendation is even more crucially important today than it was three years 

ago. 

 

The Roads to Recovery program and the newly-established body Infrastructure Australia 

should include a much greater emphasis on public transport, including rail.  

Infrastructure Australia should have strong environmental sustainability criteria, 

including on greenhouse pollution for its investments. 

 

 

 

Investment 3: Cleaner cars. 

 

The Federal Government has a voluntary agreement with the car industry for new cars 

sold in Australia to achieve an average fuel efficiency of 6.8 litres per 100 kilometres by 

2010.   

 

It is already clear this voluntary target will fail.  In 2006 only one Australian 

manufactured car model had an efficiency of less than 10 litres per 100 kilometres. 

 

We should not be surprised.  The Australian vehicle industry failed to meet similarly 

non-binding voluntary efficiency targets in 1983, 1987 and 2000. 

 

But while Australia’s car industry stagnates, the rest of the world is implementing 

mandatory standards to ensure fuel efficiency.  The United States, Japan, China, 

Taiwan and South Korea all have mandatory fuel efficiency standards for new cars. 

China’s new car fleet was already more efficient than Australia’s in 2002 and the gap 

will continue to widen unless we act.   

 

New cars sold in Europe are already on average 40 per cent more efficient than new 

cars sold in Australia.  And standards in the EU are about to get tougher.  

 

Australian cars should meet at least an equivalent legislated standard and keep up with 

the rest of the world.  In this context the budget could bring forward the start of its 

clean car innovation fund to assist the transition to cleaner cars. 
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I have highlighted some immediate steps that could be taken in this Budget to move 

Australia away from using taxpayers’ dollars to promote activities that are destroying 

the planet.   

 

Of course, we need a much more comprehensive approach to the challenge of ensuring 

that Commonwealth and State Government budgets and policies promote action on 

climate change and water and biodiversity, rather than undermine it.   

 

In the past decade, we’ve seen two powerful COAG-driven processes that have sought 

to improve prosperity and wellbeing.   I’m referring to competition policy and the 

current COAG human capital reform agenda.   

 

The missing third leg of this economic and social reform agenda is the environment.   

 

Al Gore has ‘inconveniently’ reminded us all that we are looking down the barrel of an 

international climate crisis that demands urgent action.   

 

It’s time for the Commonwealth and States to embrace a powerful reform agenda to 

help us, as a nation, meet the challenges of climate change, water, biodiversity and 

towns and cities on this ancient continent of ours. 

 

To this end, I urge the Government to look at establishing an Australian Environmental 

Sustainability Reform Agenda, agreed and implemented through COAG, and based on 

targets for all of our major environmental challenges.   

 

National targets on climate change, water, biodiversity, and cities, developed by a 

national independent sustainability commission, and implemented by the 

Commonwealth and State Governments could put us on the path to an 

environmentally sustainable Australia by 2020.   

 

Extraordinary challenge and extraordinary opportunity demand a great national effort.  

The time to tackle the environment crisis is now and it starts with this Budget. 

 

Let’s cut the perks for polluting and invest in a cleaner future today. 

 

ENDS 


