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Having found few examples of successful 'environmental offsets' in the Great Barrier Reef, researchers
recommended a range of improvements.

SETTING ASIDE AREAS for conservation in exchange for permission to undertake development is
riddled with loopholes, problems and conflicts of interest, according to Australian researchers.

The practice, known as 'offsetting' is widespread across the world but "effective offsets are elusive due to
poor policies, planning, and evaluation," said the researchers.

In the article, to be published in the October issue of Environmental Science & Policy, PhD candidate
Melissa Bos and colleagues looked specifically at the Great Barrier Reef.

"The Great Barrier Reef represents a good case study to examine how effective marine offsets could and
should be applied," they said.

The Great Barrier Reef has received a tide of media attention of late, following the Federal Government's
decision to approve the expansion of a coal port at Abbot Point. Meanwhile, a move to place the Great
Barrier Reef on the World Heritage 'In Danger' list was deferred until 2015 by the UNESCO World
Heritage Committee, who met in June.

"Offsets are used in many countries and they're gaining in popularity, but there are some real problems
with the policy and implementation of offsets in Australia," said Ms Bos. "We don't have a lot of examples
of successful offsets — particularly in the marine environment."

Environmental impacts from marine development — such as water-borne pollutants — spread widely and
many affected marine animal species are migratory, often moving great distances away from their home
ranges.

"Everything flows in water, which is hard to control: on land you can fence something off, but in the
ocean there are pollutants flowing down from the stream, things flowing up and down the coast, and we
have impacts coming from all over the Pacific Ocean," said Ms Bos.

"You could spend a lot of money creating a really good offsets program and then global climatic impacts
could come and wipe away all of your benefits."

Ms Bos said that despite the challenges marine environments present in terms of their management,
working with them is not impossible.

"Marine environments are much trickier places to work with. This doesn't mean we can't work with them,
it means that we need to keep thinking about the end goal," said Ms Bos. "If our end goal, for example, is
about seagrass, and we know that seagrass is impacted by things on land and in the ocean, then our
strategy needs to include both land and the ocean."
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The use of offsets is controversial, with experts continuing to debate their use and effectiveness. Some
have argued that if offsets are poorly managed, they risk being ecologically unviable, while the notion of
giving developers a free kick sits uncomfortably with many.

"Offsetting is a very polarising issue. There are a lot of people who don't want any offsets, because they
think it's giving companies the right to damage the environment," said Ms Bos.

The researchers chose not weigh into the debate surrounding whether or not offsets should be used, and
instead focussed on ways of improving the effectiveness of current offsets.

"We wanted to investigate how to maximise the beneficial outcomes of these offsets while minimising
risks, given that it is likely that the use of offsets will continue," she said.

The researchers outlined nine recommendations to improve offsetting.

They suggested that offsets should be a last resort to the problem of avoiding environmental impacts, and
that when offset areas are used, they should provide environmental benefits above and beyond simply
compensating for the damage caused by the development.

The plan for the implementation and management of offsets should be part of the development approval
process and an independent third party should be responsible for the work, with results reported
transparently.

Financing marine offsets was also a problem, the researchers said.

"There is no transparent method or justification [for the amount of money that each proponent is required
to pay for marine offsets]. It appears that the budget requirements are loosely based on the size of the
development and precedent of past approval decisions. The details of the offset activities that can be
undertaken with the prescribed budgets are being determined after approvals. This introduces the large
risk that the arbitrary budgets set by the Department of the Environment will not be sufficient to deliver
net benefits to all affected values, or even 'no net loss'."

They recommended that "a fully-costed offset strategy is required of proponents prior to development
approval", and the costs of maintaining the offset area "into perpetuity", are part of the approval
conditions.

"Offsets should not ever be used to justify the approval of a development that otherwise would not have
been approved. In an ideal world, we could prevent all damage to the Great Barrier Reef, and we could do
away with offsets. But in reality, it's a balancing act: if you don't have offsets, development will still go
ahead, but we'll have nothing to force companies to compensate for their damage," said Ms Bos.
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