Capricorn Conservation Council

30 January 2026

RE: Submission on the Exposure Draft National Environmental Standard
(Environmental Offsets) 2025 and Draft Offsets Policy Position

Acknowledgment of Country

The Capricorn Conservation Council acknowledges and respects the Traditional Owners and
Elders of the land and waters which we conserve and protect. We pay respect to all Elders,
past and present for they hold the memories, the culture, and the dreams of the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander People. Sovereignty was never ceded, this always was, always will be
Aboriginal Land.

Introduction

Capricorn Conservation Council (CCC) welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission
on the Exposure Draft National Environmental Standard (Environmental Offsets) 2025
(Offsets Standard) and the accompanying Draft Policy Position.

CCC has advocated for stronger, legally enforceable environmental offset requirements for
decades, including through our submission to Part 1 of the EPBC Act reforms. Weak offset
policy and poor implementation have been a significant driver of biodiversity decline in
Queensland and nationally, particularly where offsets have been used to legitimise ongoing
habitat loss rather than compensate for it.

CCC therefore supports the introduction of a binding Offsets Standard as a necessary reform
to address long-standing deficiencies in offset design, delivery, transparency, and
enforcement. However, while the proposed Standard represents a substantial improvement
on existing arrangements, CCC considers that several elements require strengthening to
ensure offsets operate as a genuine last resort and deliver real, enduring ecological gains.

Overall Position

CCC supports the establishment of a legally binding Offsets Standard that decisions under
the EPBC Act must not be inconsistent with. We strongly support the replacement of the
2012 EPBC offsets policy with enforceable legislative standards and welcome the clear
articulation of objectives, outcomes, and principles.

CCC also supports the explicit integration of the Offsets Standard with the MNES Standard
and the mitigation hierarchy. This integration is essential to prevent offsets becoming the
default response to environmental harm.

At the same time, CCC remains concerned that, without stronger constraints and clearer
exclusions, the Offsets Standard may continue to permit offsetting in circumstances where
impacts should instead be avoided entirely. The effectiveness of the Standard will ultimately
depend on how rigorously feasibility, net gain, additionality, and security are interpreted and
enforced.
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Purpose and Scope of the Offsets Standard

CCC supports the stated objective of the Offsets Standard to ensure that offsets, where
permitted, adequately compensate for residual significant impacts and deliver a net gain that
contributes to the protection and enhancement of protected matters.

We welcome the application of the Standard across all protected matters under Part 3 of the
EPBC Act, including actions affecting the whole of the environment on Commonwealth land
and actions undertaken by the Commonwealth. This broad scope is appropriate and
necessary.

However, CCC emphasises that offsets must remain a mechanism of last resort. The
Standard should be interpreted and applied in a manner that clearly prioritises avoidance,
mitigation, and repair, and that treats offsetting as inappropriate for many types of impacts,
particularly those affecting irreplaceable habitat, highly threatened species, or culturally
significant places.

Feasibility and Non-Compensable Impacts

CCC strongly supports the inclusion of feasibility as a foundational principle of the Offsets
Standard. Explicit recognition that some impacts cannot be feasibly compensated
represents an important improvement on previous policy settings.

CCC is concerned, however, that feasibility remains vulnerable to subjective interpretation. In
practice, there is a risk that feasibility assessments may be overly optimistic or rely on
speculative future restoration outcomes.

CCC recommends that the Standard be strengthened to clearly state that where offsets are
not demonstrably feasible with a high degree of certainty, approval must not proceed. This
should explicitly include impacts to matters where restoration timeframes exceed ecological
thresholds, where suitable offset sites are unavailable, or where climate change is likely to
undermine offset outcomes.

Net Gain and Measurable Improvement

CCC supports the requirement that all residual significant impacts be compensated to
achieve a net gain, and that offsets deliver measurable improvements relative to an agreed
baseline.

However, CCC emphasises that net gain must be real, additional, and ecologically
meaningful, rather than theoretical or modelled. There is a risk that net gain calculations may
rely heavily on assumptions about future management success, particularly for long-term or
permanent impacts.

CCC recommends that the Standard require conservative baselines, precautionary
assumptions, and transparent public reporting of offset performance against net gain
claims. Where net gain cannot be demonstrated with high confidence, offsets should not be
accepted as a basis for approval.
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Security, Duration, and Long-Term Stewardship

CCC strongly supports the emphasis on security, long maintenance periods, and legally
robust protection mechanisms for offset sites. Requirements for offsets to be maintained for
up to 100 years for permanent impacts are appropriate and necessary.

Nevertheless, CCC is concerned about the long-term risks associated with relying on
proponent-delivered offsets, particularly in a context of corporate restructuring, insolvency, or
land-use change.

CCC recommends that the Standard prioritise offsets delivered through public or
community-controlled mechanisms, including protected area expansion and Indigenous-led
land management, where these provide greater long-term security and public accountability.

Additionality and Avoiding Perverse Outcomes

CCC strongly supports the principle of additionality and the clear statement that offsets
must go beyond existing obligations and protections.

However, CCC cautions that reliance on state and territory offset schemes risks perpetuating
inconsistent standards and outcomes unless strict equivalence with the national Offsets
Standard is required.

CCC recommends that any recognition of state or territory offsets be contingent on
demonstrable equivalence with all principles of the Offsets Standard, including net gain,
security, and transparency requirements.

Like-for-Like and Relevant Area

CCC supports the like-for-like principle and the requirement that offsets be delivered in
ecologically relevant areas, preferably within the same bioregion and state or territory.

We are concerned, however, about provisions allowing the Restoration Contributions Holder
to depart from like-for-like and bioregional requirements. While strategic flexibility may be
appropriate in limited circumstances, CCC considers that such departures should be tightly
constrained and subject to transparent justification.

CCC recommends that any departure from like-for-like or relevant area requirements be
publicly documented, independently reviewed, and demonstrated to deliver superior
conservation outcomes for the affected protected matter.

Restoration Contributions and Centralised Offsetting

CCC acknowledges the potential benefits of a restoration contribution mechanism, including
the ability to pool resources, address landscape-scale priorities, and improve transparency.

However, CCC is concerned that financial contributions risk becoming a substitute for
on-ground responsibility, particularly if they weaken accountability or allow proponents to
externalise risk.
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CCC recommends that restoration contributions be used only where direct offsets are not
feasible, that expenditure decisions be transparent and subject to independent oversight, and
that funded actions demonstrably meet the same standards required of proponent-delivered
offsets.

Climate Change and Offset Viability

CCC welcomes the explicit requirement in the Offsets Standard to consider reasonably
foreseeable climate change impacts when assessing feasibility and certainty.

However, CCC considers that climate risk should be embedded more strongly throughout the
Standard, including in baseline setting, net gain calculations, and maintenance obligations.

Offsets that are likely to fail or degrade due to climate impacts should not be accepted,
particularly where they are proposed to compensate for permanent or high-risk impacts.

Transparency, Monitoring, and Enforcement

CCC strongly supports improved transparency, including public registers of offsets,
monitoring outcomes, and compliance information.

The credibility of the Offsets Standard will depend on rigorous enforcement and timely
intervention where offsets are failing or underperforming.

CCC recommends mandatory public reporting on offset performance, independent audits of
offset outcomes, and clear enforcement triggers where offsets do not deliver promised
gains.

Conclusion

CCC supports the Environmental Offsets National Environmental Standard as a critical
component of EPBC Act reform and a significant improvement on previous offset policy.

However, offsets must never be treated as a licence to destroy. Without strong limits,
conservative assumptions, and robust enforcement, offsetting risks entrenching biodiversity
loss rather than reversing it.

CCC urges the Government to strengthen the Offsets Standard to ensure offsets are used
sparingly, deliver genuine and enduring net gains, and support long-term protection of
Australia’s unique biodiversity.
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