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The latest update of the Carbon Offset Guide shows Australia’s voluntary carbon offset market is becoming more transparent as the market matures and responds to consumer demand.


This advice was provided by the two organisations behind the development of the Guide, Global Sustainability at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) and EPA Victoria.

EPA acting director business development Krista Milne said the Guide had played a leading role in requiring transparency, particularly on issues of quality. 

“It is not unusual for customers to quiz providers on issues of additionality, leakage, permanence, double-counting, timing of emissions reductions, monitoring and verification and co-benefits of the carbon offsets they are selling.

"The December update lists 85 providers, an increase from 72 in June this year. The new providers are top end international businesses with some increased sophistication of services, such as the creation of specific abatement projects within individual organisations which address their emissions,” Ms Milne said.

Global Sustainability and EPA welcomed the National Carbon Offset Standard (NCOS) to be introduced on 1 July 2010. Global Sustainability Director at RMIT, Caroline Bayliss, said that as the NCOS requires independent third party verification of carbon neutrality claims, it provides some guidance for buyers of carbon offsets. “However some uncertainty remains as NCOS was predicated on the existence of an emissions trading scheme. Therefore the quality certification of a number of offsets, eg tree planting, is in limbo,” she said. 

"The move within the voluntary market toward accredited offsets means a purchaser can generally be assured that, at a project level, ‘a tonne is a tonne’.

“Our concern is that few providers can offer independent verification that their organisations are retiring from the market the offsets that are sold. While this is the case, there is no safeguard against double-selling, even of accredited offsets with serial numbers.

"While most providers sell some form of accredited carbon offset, only five have their retirement process externally verified. In the renewable energy market, GreenPower accreditation requires external verification of retirement of Renewable Energy Certificates (RECs).

"The important thing is that consumers must know what they are getting. A business or individual wanting to make a claim of reducing their footprint must be absolutely clear that either the product they buy is being retired by the provider from the market; or that they, as the purchaser, are responsible for retiring the credit themselves,” Ms Bayliss said.

The Guide provides a list of carbon offset providers, prices, project locations, descriptions and accreditation standards. A carbon offset allows a company or individual to compensate for their greenhouse gas emissions by investing in a project or activity that reduces or stores greenhouse gases. The Directory is at www.carbonoffsetguide.com.au
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