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Carbon economics provides us with an opportunity in Australia, in overcieared
landscapes such as the Murray Darling Basin and south west Western Australia
and also, for Australia to contribute to a global solution to conserve and repair the
world's tropical rainforests.

Securing Carbon in Tropical Landscapes

Tropical rainforests cover only seven percent of the world's land surface13, yet
they contain almost half of the world's terrestrial biodiversity. Over half of these
forests have already been cleared, and current clearing rates are staggering -13
million hectares of tropical rainforest is cleared every year.14

But tropical deforestation is not only destroying nature, it is also directly releasing
the equivalent of 2 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere every year:
20 percent of all global carbon emissions.15

Land clearing throughout the vast archipelago nation of Indonesia, Australia's
nearest neighbour, has resulted in it being the world's third highest greenhouse
emitter, behind only the United States and China. Clearing of the vast Amazon
Basin makes Brazil the fourth.16
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If the western industrial economies of Europe, Australia and America are
prepared to invest (by for example linking our carbon emissions reductions
targets to markets), it will not only help the world address climate change, it will
for effectively little or no additional cost, also finance the conservation of vast
tracts of tropical landscapes, and, in the process, open up new economic
opportunities for people in the developing world. It will be one of the great
legacies of our generation.

Carbon Conservation in Australia

Climate change is predicted to have serious long term economic and
environmental consequences for Australia.

Adaptation to climate change has become one of the core environmental
challenges for Australia into the foreseeable future. As the landscape dries out
and rainfall becomes more variable, environmental assets will come under
increasing pressure.
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The single most cost effective public policy intervention to help confront this
challenge is to restore environmental flows and to restore native vegetation in
over-cleared landscapes.

However, carbon pricing provides a unique opportunity to fundamentally change
the pricing signals in rural Australia because properly designed, is capable of
creating a self funding mechanism to restore degraded landscapes, such as in
the Murray Darling Basin and south west Western Australia at a scale that would
have been unimaginable 20 years ago.

Proposal for a National Carbon Bank

A strategically designed Commonwealth program to restore terrestrial carbon (re-
vegetation, soil carbon and biochar) can produce significant landscape
conservation benefits and at the same time play a significant roie in meeting
Australia's commitment to a 60% reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by
2050.

The Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists propose the establishment of a
National Carbon Bank as one instrument to advance this cause.

The National Carbon Bank would produce a double environmental dividend,
using a price on carbon to help Australia meet its greenhouse gas emission
targets, and also restore the native vegetation along all of the nation's river
systems, improve water quality and secure landscape health in the face of
climate change.

The first asset to target would be restoring native vegetation along the nation's
rivers, wetlands and estuaries. This would produce two landscape benefits of
national significance: improved water quality, and re-connecting fragmented
landscapes.

The second asset to target would be to expand habitat to create viable
populations of threatened species and ecological communities. Creating viable
local populations is a foundation stone for the long-term protection of threatened
species.

Both outcomes are core Commonwealth Government environment
responsibilities.

The third asset to target would be soil carbon in agricultural landscapes, once the
institutional issues of permanence and cost-effective monitoring have been
resolved and agreed internationally.

The National Carbon Bank is viable because the landmark reforms in Australian
agriculture through Landcare and the Natural Heritage Trust over the past two
decades has produced the scientific understanding, institutional capacity and
public goodwill for such an initiative. There is hardly a farmer in Australia today
who does not appreciate the value of native vegetation in creating healthy river
systems, and its value to individual farmers.

Who owns the carbon?

Because the Commonwealth is purchasing 'ecosystem' services (carbon
sequestration, improved water quality, restored biodiversity and providing salinity

SUBMISSION TO THE JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON TREATIES - PROPOSAL FOR A 6
NATIONAL CARBON BANK



WENTWORTH GROUP OF CONCERNED SCIENTISTS

control) from willing sellers, a National Carbon Bank established by the
Commonwealth government would own the carbon asset, just as any private
offset purchase scheme would have contractual ownership of the carbon.

This bank would provide financing for revegetation of areas of high conservation
value across Australia, on the condition that it owns the resultant carbon
sequestered and if the vegetation is subsequently cleared, the Commonwealth is
reimbursed for the resultant loss.

The government can do three things with this carbon title:
« It can use it to help meet Australia's international greenhouse gas

reduction obligations;
• It can sell the carbon value back into the market (producing a net public

benefit of improved water quality and restored biodiversity, at lowest cost);
or

• It can hold it in the National Carbon Bank as an economic asset and sell it
into the post-Copenhagen global carbon market, turning a profit as the
price of carbon increases.

Mult iple Benefits

The National Carbon Bank investments are targeted to produce multiple
environmental (and eventually) economic benefits:

• storing carbon in terrestrial landscapes;
• improving water quality, restoring biodiversity and providing salinity

control; and eventually,
• improving the long-term health of agricultural, rural and urban landscapes.

This scheme needs to be planned so that it does not cause perverse outcomes in
other sectors. There is a real risk, for example, that increased forestry will
produce carbon credits at the expense of water allocations.

Funding would therefore be targeted to sites identified by the 56 existing regional
natural resource management boards (called Catchment Management
Authorities in some states).

These boards would produce maps of river, wetland and estuary systems and
areas for habitat restoration that they recommend become eligible for National
Carbon Bank investments, through their Catchment Action Plans.

Because of investments in science over many decades, identifying river, wetland
and estuary sites should take no more than 6 months for many CMAs (eg the
Goulburn Broken CMA in Victoria and the Murrumbidgee CMA in NSW), and
possibly 12 months for others that are less advanced. Identifying habitat
restoration sites would take longer, as the science is less advanced.

Multiple benefits can also accrue by using land management techniques to
increase the sequestration of soil carbon. Increased sequestration would deliver
advantages through the greater presence of a range of soil carbon compounds -
from re-active organic carbon, used by plants and soil organisms to re-cycle
nutrients, to the relatively inert soil carbon compounds (including chars and
charcoals), which help build structure and storage mechanisms for water and
nutrients. In addition, whilst forming a fundamental component of productive
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agriculture and forestry systems, great potential exists for soil carbon to deliver a
significant proportion of Australia's international greenhouse gas reduction
obligations. For this reason alone, as the monitoring science for soil carbon
continues to improve17, the spotlight on soil carbon sequestration will intensify.

Scientists are also currently exploring the option of adding man made bio-char18

to soils as a means of increasing the inert carbon store in soil. While work still
needs to be done before wide-spread application - on the impacts of bio-char on
soil biological function19 and the significant energy requirements of the production
process - it is worth keeping abreast of developments in this area.

The targeted funding from the National Carbon Bank will provide another public
policy benefit. It will accelerate the reform of natural resource management
programs, from the current grants based system into a series of cost-effective
market based instruments. Voluntary, tender based, auctioning or other market
based instruments would become viable because they would now be operating at
an economic scale.

The National Carbon Bank is similar to other investments in offsets programs
because both would use carbon pricing to store carbon in terrestrial ecosystems.
The difference between the two is that offset schemes simply value carbon and
will be established anywhere in the landscape with any type of vegetation which
yields the most cost-effective carbon outcome, whereas the Carbon Bank
investments are targeted to produce multiple environmental (and eventually)
economic benefits.

Conclusion

The National Carbon Bank provides a unique opportunity for Australia to advance
the Landcare reforms, provide a financial vehicle to begin the process of adapting
the Australian landscape to climate change, and at the same time, provide a cost
effective investment vehicle to assist Australia meet its 60% greenhouse gas
reduction target.
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