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Climate Café: How can the ACT continue 
to lead in building a zero emissions 
economy? 

Monday 31st July, 12.15-1.45pm 

With Dr Stephen Bygrave, Executive Director: Environment, Planning, and Sustainable Development 

Directorate, ACT Government 

 

The ACT Government has set ambitious targets of reducing emissions by 40% from 1990 levels by 
2020 and achieving net zero emissions by 2050 at the latest. So what does this mean for transport, 
energy use, buildings and waste treatment in the ACT? And what would a zero emissions future 
look like? Dr Stephen Bygrave, Executive Director of the Climate Change and Sustainability division, 
will kick off the discussion with a short presentation on the ACT’s emission reduction journey so far 
and what it will take to reach net zero emissions by 2050.   

 Participants will then split into small groups to discuss: 

 What are the top three actions the ACT Government should take to achieve net zero 
emissions and prepare for unavoidable climate change impacts? 

 Is achieving true zero emissions (rather than net zero emissions) something we should aim 
for?   

 How can we encourage reduction of emissions that are generated outside the ACT (such as 
emissions from the manufacture of goods produced outside the ACT)? 

 How can we best communicate this issue to the disengaged parts of society (e.g. the Mums 
and Dads)? 

Please note that ideas from this Climate Cafe will be used to inform the ‘Blueprint for a Zero 
Emissions Territory – ACT’s Climate Strategy to 2050’ which is currently in development to guide 
the ACT’s transition to net zero emissions. Find out more about the ACT’s emissions reduction and 
renewable electricity targets at www.environment.act.gov.au. 

http://www.environment.act.gov.au/
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About the speaker 

Stephen is Executive Director, Climate Change and Sustainability in the Australian Capital Territory 

Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, with responsibility for the ACT’s 

100% renewable energy target, net zero emissions by 2050 target, Energy Efficiency Improvement 

Scheme, energy and waste policy, climate adaptation, Carbon Neutral Government as well as the 

Actsmart households, business and schools programs. 

What are the top three actions the ACT Government should take to 
achieve net zero emissions and prepare for unavoidable climate 
change impacts? 

  

 

The real issue was that we have to prioritise what the ACT’s risks are: where are the 
biggest climate threats, and how can we respond to them? Big issues are exciting, but can 
be distracting. Where are the risks to the ACT? What will we do to keep the land system, 
bio/hydro system viable? What are the key issues and key response options? The 
solutions are there, but we need to get them onto the policy agenda.  
 

 

Duration of the target – five years rather than a ten years target, would be more 
achievable and clear. It would help with accountability and transparency. Five year plans 
are more implementable. Renewable energy, and hydrogen power, have safety risks. ACT 
will need a licence for a hydrogen car, so this is a barrier to use by the public. Energy loss 
during the energy transition. If the energy generated by a method, consider offsetting. 
Contingency plans for when renewable energy sources are not working, so having 
contingency will build trust.  
 

 

Focus on energy systems: Create low-carbon cooperative networks. In the ACT there is 
good potential, e.g. high-voltage DC battery links, with localised battery production could 
make the ACT across the process. Build mini-grids, e.g. create rules and regulations which 
can support micro-grids. Move from the old fossil fuel systems and how to make the 
transition. But there is no easy answer.  
 
Regarding gas, do we decide to wean ourselves off gas – is this the next opportunity? 
Electrifying the heating systems may require 20x infrastructure to replace gas with 
electricity. So challenges here. Carbon offsets have pros and cons. ACT should be working 
with COAG to encourage a national carbon price.   
 

 

Take better advantage of public events to use sustainably produced cutlery and materials, 
and advertise this as a policy of the ACT government. Include renewable energy or 
sustainability projects in schools to get parents involved (via their kids at school). Better 
regulation of the price for energy, e.g. households feeding energy back into the grid. ACT 
has done a lot of this, but it is lacking at the moment where households are not getting a 
fair amount on what they get back for what they feed into the grid.  
 

 

Three issues: building, planning, transport. Regarding building, use codes to encourage 
sustainable choices. Smaller block sizes and lack of trees in new suburbs. We need to 
maintain the urban forest and greenspaces, consider ratio of building to land. Transport: 
not just temporal but also geographical aspects, e.g. inner-suburbs’ needs are different 
from outer-suburbs’ needs. Consider more government support for carpooling, 
availability of direct routes etc.  
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The presentation was good, but we would like to see KPIs and milestones around 
program rollout. It is important that the actions are integrated. Encourage energy 
efficiency measures in built structures, residential and commercial. Independent 
compliance and enforcement is needed for the measures, rather than self-regulation by 
industry. Solar access and tree-shading (and multi-story developments) are challenge – 
access of light to solar panels.  
 
There is room for education from the government regarding commercial sector 
installation of solar panels. Could be installed for commercial reasons, but it is not 
happening. So the pay-back periods could be communicated to support uptake. Waste 
reduction program (ABC’s War on Waste), ACT Govt. could consider running something 
along these lines. Recognising there have been waste reduction programs in the past, but 
there has been less in recent years.  
 
Carbon reduction programs for government, this is good, but government is a small part 
of the economy, so these successes need to be translated to community and businesses. 
EV charging stations: good to see along the lines of Qld announcement for EV highway. 
ACT and NSW governments could work together to support this across jurisdictions, along 
with industry involvement. EV for freight and delivery, this is happening in China and is 
working. There is a role in the future, particularly as technology matures, there are good 
opportunities to support low-carbon transport. 
 

 

Just get on with it: Where we know of the solutions, e.g. with the electric bus, it is proven 
technology, so just start rolling it out. Stop building roads for motor vehicles, instead build 
for bikes and people, and support facilities on these bike/pedestrian paths. Consider 
building codes, e.g. double glazing, batteries, PV, etc. Banning gas reticulation in new 
development. Pursue sustainable, steady-state economy, not a growth economy.   

Is achieving true zero emissions (rather than net zero emissions) 
something we should aim for? 
(For this question ‘true zero emissions’ is defined as reducing greenhouse gas emissions to near zero 
so that no additional effort is required to ‘offset’ emissions. Emissions resulting from human 
activities would be below the amount naturally sequestered by the ACT landscape. In 2015-16 the 
amount naturally sequestered by the landscape was eight kilotonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent.) 
 

 

We have to go negative big time, and fast. The simple story: whatever works, we have to 
do it across the whole range of activities.  
 
 

 

Broaden our imagination for daily carbon emissions. Organic waste created day-to-day 
has good potential. Korea, for example, has good organic waste recycling facilities. 
Composting facilities in communities, and small to medium sized businesses could be 
provided with recycling facilities, rather than cost/benefit analyses. Potable water in 
Australia is limited. Energy in water use is relevant, consider separating infrastructure for 
potable versus non-potable water to limit energy use. Water storage locally is important, 
could be more connected facilities around the ACT for water storage.   
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How can we encourage reduction of emissions that are generated 
outside the ACT (such as emissions from the manufacture of 
goods)? 
 

 

We have enormous buying power in this affluent society. So as long as we have full 
externality pricing, our buying power has an enormous effect which we can exercise.  
 
 

 

Agricultural fertilisers are a big issue, in terms of the energy requirements of food 
production. Transport miles on food, e.g. an energy star rating to go with foods, much like 
the nutritional ratings.  
 

 

The government can lead the way in sustainable procurement practices, to have ripple 
effect on broader economy. This fits in with the ideas of nudge economics. Positive 
examples, e.g. life cycle analysis and decision-sets. Consider tiered debt arrangements to 
reward people for doing the right thing. Looking at creating reward systems to address 
the needs of families and renters. Questions around gas and public transport and energy 
use. Moving toward digitally engaged systems, can allow for community ‘Uber’-like 
system, e.g. using apps with the right mechanisms in place to make it achievable.  
 

 

Consider low-emissions packaging.  
 
 
 

How can we best communicate this issue to the disengaged parts of 
society (e.g. the Mums and Dads)? 
 

 

Once these risks are identified, then the logical and practical solutions become apparent. 
But communication to children is important, as it is the kids that will drive the awareness 
and change across the community.  
 

 

You need to make this not abut climate change, because the community is too divided on 
climate change. Make it about how to create a better life. For example, SEE Change 
transformations. How can people improve their lives, which also benefits the planet?  
 
Celebrity ambassadors, and ways to appeal to people who are disengaged (e.g. think 
climate is a hoax etc.), for example sporting heroes as ambassadors, engaging people not 
directly on climate.  
 
Seek common values, for example a comfy house as opposed to CO2 reductions, consider 
better insulation to improve comfort. Renters have limited ability, but create incentives 
for landlords to improve.  
 
Branding is important, e.g. the change in how ethanol was branded: nothing has changed 
with what comes out of the pump, but the way it is branded has changed and improved 
sales. Transport fuel issue, though, can be solved by transitioning to biofuels. Electric, 
hydrogen power can be limited (e.g. climbing hills), whereas biofuel can get around this. 
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Consider taxes, as people understand taxes, make some things less or untaxed, because 
this will work where messaging around ‘good for the planet’ will not.  
 
Encouraging organic gardening, because Canberrans care for their gardens, will help to 
lock up carbon in the soil. When shopping, it is easy to slip and make poorer choices. But 
going with a buddy who also cares, this will help with steeling our own backbones in our 
choices.  About 32% of CO2 in the atmosphere is from deforestation and degradation.  
 

 

We can seek involvement of community groups, scouts, rotary, etc. because this is where 
to access the Canberra community. Go straight to their organisations.  
 
  

 

Why people are disengaged? Time, money, resources – these could be considered 
institutionally, e.g. by organisations of employment, to allow people to make choices 
easily. This could change the systemic incentives, rather than having more information, 
ratings, etc. to support individual changes. Change the education system. Reframing and 
listening through different ears, and asking questions of identities for change.  
 

 

Develop specific questions for people, e.g. what is stopping you from using public 
transport or bike. 

Response from Dr Stephen Bygrave 
 

 

Thanks for the thoughtful discussion. There are a range of new ideas, e.g. reframing. How 
we communicate to different stakeholders, not on climate change, but comfy homes. 
Considering climate ambassadors to engage people.  
 
Five year targets with clear KPIs and roadmap with progress measured along the way.  
Consider from a risk management perspective as a way to prioritise actions.  
 
Buying power: how can we utilise this across jurisdictions, e.g. working with other 
jurisdictions to scale-up the pitch to market. 
 
Life-cycle emission and steady-state economy arose. Local appropriateness of different 
solutions (e.g. across suburbs in the ACT) is important.  
 
Tiered debt arrangements and unique financing tools, money is always important. 
Government partnerships with industry will be important, incorporating risk 
management.  
 
Interesting conflicts we will have to manage, e.g. trees versus solar shading.  
Will take the ideas and integrate them into the process.  
 
Issues paper launching in August/September. 
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Comments from Prof Mark Howden 
 

 

A great buzz in the room, with good discussion. And great range of perspectives from the 
discussion. Thanks to all for participation.  
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Table comments: 

What are the top 3 actions? 

·        Review of building and construction codes 

o   Plot ratio 

o   Body corporates ability to make sustainability measures (renewables, EV charging).  

o   Approvals for new developments should include renewables/ batteries 

 

·        Solutions are not only temporal but geographical. 
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o   The transport task and solutions that may suit the inner city or inner south/north is not the right option 

for Tuggeranong. The transport task for Tuggeranong and a growing city, with large distances, is hard 

to tackle. 

·        Car pooling systems for commuters 

·        Provision of services – frequency.  

·        Trees and small block sizes. Don’t encourage maintaining or growing the urban forest, and no shade and urban 

heat island effect. Consider ratio of building to land. People don’t want to grow shade trees- education and 

attitude change.  

·        Adequate green spaces around urban infill – a central green village space 

·        Waste collection at shopping centres is not separating waste. Monitoring and strict guidelines for contracts 

·        Battery storage and considering connection to grid and micro grids. Cannot have people go off grid.  

·        Subsidies and encouraging double glazing and insulation s standard.  

Is achieving true zero emissions something to aim for? 

How can we encourage reduction from outside territory? 

·        Encourage more commercial greenhouses – local food. Support local agriculture.  

How can we best communicate? 

·        Through kids and school programs. 

·        Market signals 

·        Education – a way of doing something, give them solutions.  

·        Make is easy! Make it timely. (behaviour change).  

·        Positive not negative reinforcement. What we can do and benefit from.  

 


