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The Queensland Government's discussion paper, "A fresh start for Queensland’s Environmental Offsets
Framework", is heavily focused on improving the administrative efficiency of the offset system. It seeks to
"unlock" an accumulation of unspent funds in the Offset Account (over $129.2 million received, with
only $10.2 million spent on conservation outcomes) by introducing more flexible delivery models, updating
the financial calculator, and removing regulatory barriers. However, applying the 10 key design questions
established in Rebecca Nelson's policy brief, "Offsets: problems and possibilities in environmental policy",
reveals several areas where Queensland's proposed reforms could be significantly improved to protect
ecological integrity rather than just administrative speed.

Here is how the Queensland policy could be improved using Nelson's framework:

1. Equivalence: Bounding the Move Away from "Like-for-Like"

The QLD Proposal: The discussion paper identifies that finding "like-for-like" offsets - where the
replacement area has the exact same ecological characteristics as the destroyed area - is causing
major delays. To fix this, the government proposes "flexible offset delivery", which includes the
flexibility to depart from like-for-like requirements where suitable offsets cannot be found.

The Improvement: Nelson’s framework warns of the risks of "undoing equivalence" and the
dangers of treating different ecosystems as fungible (interchangeable). To improve the policy,
Queensland must establish strict, scientifically robust boundaries on this "flexibility." If developers
are allowed to destroy endangered habitat and offset it with a non-equivalent, easier-to-find
habitat, it guarantees a net loss for the specific threatened species impacted. The policy should
dictate exactly when and how non-like-for-like is allowed to prevent it from becoming a loophole for
destroying rare ecosystems.

2. Adaptation: Regulating for Offset Failure

The QLD Proposal: The discussion paper notes that the current financial offset calculator lacks
"contingency margins" to account for uncertainties like natural disasters, which undermines the
framework's reliability.

The Improvement: While adding a financial buffer to the calculator is helpful, Nelson’s "Adaptation"
principle demands a systemic response to failure: What happens if an offset project does not
perform as expected?. Queensland's policy should be improved by embedding mandatory corrective
courses of action. If an offset area burns down or fails to establish a self-sustaining ecosystem, the
policy needs to legally require three-year reviews and stipulate who is responsible for replacing that
lost offset, rather than just absorbing the financial loss.


https://intheloop.des.qld.gov.au/environmental-offset-framework
https://intheloop.des.qld.gov.au/environmental-offset-framework
https://law.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/5342817/20250714-Bec-Nelson-Policy-Brief-revised.pdf

3. No-Go Zones: Strengthening Preconditions and Priority

The QLD Proposal: The government proposes amending the legislation to clarify the "mitigation
hierarchy" - ensuring that impacts must first be reasonably avoided, then mitigated, before an
offset can be proposed.

The Improvement: Nelson’s first design question asks: When are offsets prohibited?. The
Queensland policy currently treats offsets as an inevitable step for clearing development backlogs. It
could be vastly improved by establishing clear "no-go" thresholds for where offsets should simply
not be used because the environmental damage would be too great or the habitat is irreplaceable.

4. Additionality: Restricting "Indirect Offsets"

The QLD Proposal: Currently, "indirect offsets" (like research and education programs) are
restricted to 10% of a total offset requirement. Queensland proposes removing this restriction,
allowing greater than 10% for indirect offsets and expanding the definition to include broader
"threat mitigation" actions.

The Improvement: Nelson’s "Additionality" principle questions how rules ensure that offset benefits
would not have happened anyway. Expanding indirect offsets poses a massive risk that developer
funds will be used to pay for standard pest management, weed control, or baseline research that
the government should already be funding. The policy must be improved by requiring rigorous
proof of "additionality" before any indirect offset is approved, ensuring the developer is actually
counterbalancing their specific destruction rather than subsidising general state responsibilities.

5. Monitoring and Regulatory Context: Addressing Perverse Incentives

The QLD Proposal: The discussion paper aims to streamline approvals and make it easier for state
infrastructure projects to simply pay into the Offset Account rather than finding their own offsets.
The Improvement: Nelson highlights the danger of "perverse incentives" undermining offset
policies. If the state government makes it too cheap and easy to simply pay an updated financial
settlement, it removes the incentive for developers to avoid environmental harm in the first place (a
concept Nelson refers to as "undue substitution"). To counteract this, Queensland must implement
Nelson's "Monitoring and reporting" principle - mandating transparent, publicly accessible tracking
of the ecological performance (not just the financial ledgers) of the offsets being delivered by the
State to ensure the system is genuinely protecting the environment.
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