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Environmental Defense Fund submission to the NSW Net Zero
Commission Consultation

Introduction

Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) is a global environmental NGO operating in more than
30 countries. Over the past two years, EDF has been closely engaging with Australian
federal and state decision-makers about opportunities to improve the accuracy of
energy sector methane reporting and to identify targets for urgent emissions
abatement. Our comments in this submission focus on the questions in the
Resources section of the consultation paper.

Question 16: How could transparency of how coal mines meet their Safeguard
Mechanism obligations be improved?

The Clean Energy Regulator currently publishes the number of Safeguard Mechanism
Credits and Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs) surrendered by a coal mine, along with
each coal mine’s baseline emissions numbers, but not the amount of emissions abated at
each mine. As a result, the public lacks access to information about whether coal mines
have carried out on-site abatement (such as through installation of ventilation air methane
(VAM) abatement systems or through pre-drainage), or the amount of emissions abated
through such activity. The NSW Government should require mines to publish this information
as it is crucial to assessing whether the Safeguard Mechanism is effectively incentivising
emissions abatement.

Furthermore, concern about the integrity of offsets is growing among the general public and
wider business community." Safequard data from 2023-24 clearly indicates that coal mines
are relying heavily on ACCUs to address their excess emissions. To improve transparency
and public confidence, the NSW Government should collect and publish information about
the projects that have generated the ACCUs bought and surrendered by mines, including the
specific project location, emissions reduction methodologies, and the results of any audit of
the quality of the offsets.

Recommendation 1: Information about the extent and effectiveness of any on-site
abatement activity at Safeguard facilities should be made public. The precise origin of
ACCUs should also be disclosed publicly.

Question 17: What measures would lead to coal mines prioritising on-site abatement
over offsetting?

NSW has the largest number of highly methane intensive underground coal mines in
Australia, but these mines are not currently required to install well-proven, mature methane
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abatement technologies. While the Minns Government has indicated a commitment to
regulating methane from coal mines via state pollution licences, there has been no
implementation of changes to effect that commitment.

More than half of global coal mine methane emissions can be abated using proven
technology. The IEA estimates that 90% of abatable coal mine methane would cost
$20/tonne CO2-€ or less to mitigate (using a global warming potential of 100 years).

Underground coal mines offer significantly greater methane reduction opportunities
compared to open-cut mines and should be prioritised through policies that require or
incentivise the installation of VAM abatement systems to reduce their scope 1 emissions.
For example, environment protection licences could be updated to include methane intensity
standards for coal mine methane emissions, limiting the amount of methane that a mine is
allowed to emit per unit of produced coal, and a levy could be charged on emissions
exceeding the standard, set at a price that drives abatement action. Facilities that exceed
the standard should not be allowed to use offset credits. Also, with sufficient safety analysis,
the government could introduce direct requirements for mines to install VAM abatement
systems as appropriate for the mine type.

EDF’s experience from its work in other jurisdictions is that methane action is most effective
when it combines different forms of regulation, including performance standards as well as
prescriptive measures. Given the current imitations of the Safeguard Mechanism in driving
abatement, to ensure meaningful and immediate emissions reduction, we therefore urge the
Government to consider implementing direct requirements for abatement technology and
work practices, as well as emissions intensity standards.

Considering the current very limited uptake of VAM abatement systems in NSW, near-term
subsidies might be necessary to accelerate deployment. To do this efficiently, a reverse
auction scheme could be introduced as part of the High Emitting Industries Fund, allocating
a declining proportion of subsidies for to mines which are early adopters of these
technologies, for example, the lowest-cost bidder receiving 75%, the second receiving 50%,
and the third receiving 25%.

However, before allocating such funds, the NSW Government should commission analysis
from the Net Zero Commission or other independent advisory body to assess how VAM
abatement would affect a mine’s overall lifespan, as installation of VAM technologies should
not be used to justify extensions of mines that would otherwise be decommissioned. Such
analysis should also take into account the mine’s scope 3 emissions impact.

The NSW Government should similarly incentivise open-cut mines to use pre-drainage to
reduce methane emissions on-site. This could be done through similar measures, but given
that pre-drainage at some sites is less cost-effective technically than VAM abatement,
financial incentives could be offered to promote pre-drainage technology, for example
through the use of a reverse auction model whereby the projects that can achieve
abatement at the lowest cost are offered a greater proportion of grant funding.

Recommendation 2: Requirements should be introduced for all coal mines to install best
available methane abatement technologies within the next two years, and introduce a strong
performance standard or levy (complementary to the Safeguard Mechanism) which



incentivises mines to take up this technology. Near-term subsidies may also be appropriate
for a limited number of mines.

Question 18: What measures should be considered beyond the Safeguard Mechanism
to reduce emissions of the resources sector, particularly methane emissions, to meet
NSW’s emissions reduction targets?

In terms of overall emissions budgeting, the Government should request a report from the
Net Zero Commission on whether fossil fuel expansions pose a risk to NSW climate targets
and the coal phase-down trajectory that would allow the state to meet all of its
decarbonisation targets. Approvals of new coal expansions or modifications should be
suspended until the Commission has provided that advice. For all proposed major
expansions or modifications, the Commission should be asked to provide specific advice,
taking into account the determined coal phase-down trajectory as provided in section 15(3)
of The Climate Change (Net Zero Future) Act 2023 (NSW) (CCNZF Act).

The NSW Government should also commission analysis into the emissions reductions that
could be achieved through addressing leaks at decommissioned mines, and consider
changing the eligibility criteria of the High Emitting Industry Fund to enable third parties or
government itself to conduct any available abatement action.

Recommendation 3: To ensure NSW meets its emissions reductions targets, the
Government should seek, and follow, advice from the Net Zero Commissions on the
emissions impact of proposed expansions or modifications to coal mines. It should also
ensure emissions are minimised at decommissioned mines.
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