The Liberal-National Coalition is meeting this week to discuss its climate change policy, with
abandoning Australia’s foundational climate change target — net zero climate pollution by 2050 —
reportedly on the cards.

This Briefing investigates the consequences for Australia and the world were Australia to take this
course of action.

KEY FINDINGS

1. Abandoning net zero and Australia’s other climate targets could increase Australia’s climate
pollution by 6.3 billion tonnes more over the next 25 years compared to current targets. That's
equivalent to the annual climate pollution of 3.2 billion Australian cars.

2. Abandoning net zero is aligned with global temperature rise well above 3°C. Australia would face
a future of relentless disasters and economic upheaval:

¢ 4 times the number of severe and extreme heatwave days

¢ 1.5 million Australians exposed to coastal flooding by 2050, and 3 million people by 2090.

¢ Double the number of extreme fire days

e Vast regions becoming uninsurable

3. Reneging on our climate commitments would damage Australia’s global standing and strain ties
with Pacific nations that expect us to do more - not less - on climate change.

4. Abandoning net zero would be an enormous risk to realising the broad benefits of the global
clean energy transition, deterring investment in renewables and green exports.

Climate pollution has now formed a massive blanket of heat-trapping gases around the world, raising
global average temperature. The extra heat and energy is driving more extreme weather and other
serious consequences for humanity. Climate pollution is primarily the burning of coal, oil and gas,
fossil fuels. The only solution is to stop the problem at the source by driving down pollution from coal,
oil and gas and moving rapidly to other energy sources.

1: WHAT IS NET ZERO?

Net zero is a goal to cut climate pollution.

While ideally climate pollution should be reduced to zero to prevent ongoing harm to the global
climate, instead global governments, scientists, business and environmental organisations have
widely adopted a goal of reducing pollution to “net zero” by 2050. Net zero is considered more realistic
as it anticipates that while we can entirely cut most of our climate pollution, in some sectors (e.g.
aviation) it's not possible to do today. Net zero is about balance. Ensuring that the amount we are
polluting is balanced by the amount we are taking out (e.g. by planting trees).
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Net zero in the Paris Agreement

The 2015 Paris Agreement — adopted by 195 countries in 2015 including Australia — set a central goal
of "holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial
levels” and pursuing efforts “to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels.” It
also added a complementary goal on net zero:

“To undertake rapid [emissions] reductions .. so as to achieve a balance between
anthropogenic emissions by sources and removal by sinks of greenhouse gases in the
second half of this century.”

In other words, net zero means reaching a state in which climate pollution going into the atmosphere
is balanced by removal out of the atmosphere. It's like a bath tub (which represents the atmosphere)
being filled up (primarily climate pollution from burning coal, oil and gas). The tap has been on high
since the industrial revolution, causing the tub to fill rapidly. Reducing climate pollution from fossil
fuels turns down the tap. But it's unlikely that we can turn the tap off completely or stop all climate
pollution in the time required. For the small amount of climate pollution remaining, we will need to
deploy carbon removal approaches that remove climate pollution from the air to counterbalance any
emissions still entering the atmosphere. The most common form of removal is planting trees which
absorb carbon as they grow. This is net zero.

Slashing climate pollution to net zero as soon as possible is the only solution to the climate crisis.
Moving too slowly, or abandoning this goal altogether, has deadly consequences.

Global and national commitment to net zero

As of June 2024, 107 countries, responsible for approximately
82 percent of global climate pollution, had adopted net-zero
pledges. More than 9,000 companies, 1,000 cities, 1,000
educational institutions and 600 financial institutions have
joined the Race to Zero, pledging to take rigorous, immediate
action to halve global emissions by 2030.

Net Zero Pledges

107 countries
9,000 companies

Australi'a bas set a legislated target to reduce our greenhguse 1'000 cities

gas emissions to net zero by 2050 and every state and territory _

in Australia has a target of net zero emissions by 2050 or 11000 educational
sooner. Net zero was backed by former Liberal-National institutions

Coalition Governments led by Malcolm Turnbull (by : :
supporting_the Paris Agreement in 2015) and Scott Morrison 600 financial
(by adopting net zero by 2050 as policy in 2021). Business and institutions
industry have consistently adopted net zero, for instance
Business Council of Australia, the Minerals Council, the
National Farmers Federation.
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https://www.youtube.com/shorts/5Lr00J2pLHU
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement?gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAjwl4yyBhAgEiwADSEjePgRM7oHWv5Vz5AvhapSuLYmzuhDsPBmqf8ofkFhbjg_1MK5BNkc3hoCUn0QAvD_BwE
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/net-zero-coalition
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/net-zero-coalition
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-12-12/world-adopts-climate-deal-at-paris-talks/7023712
https://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/taylor/media-releases/australias-plan-reach-our-net-zero-target-2050
https://www.bca.com.au/achieving_a_net_zero_economy
https://minerals.org.au/policies/energy-and-climate-change/mining-towards-net-zero/
https://nff.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/NFF_Factsheet_Climate-Change-Policy_2021A-1.pdf
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2: CLIMATE IMPACTS OF ABANDONING NET ZERO

Climate disasters are already impacting Australians

Climate pollution from the burning coal, oil and gas is supercharging our climate system. Australia is
already experiencing more intense heatwaves on land and sea, rising seas and storm surges, more
dangerous bushfire conditions, and more powerful storms and intense flooding. Climate pollution is
deeply affecting our regions, our communities, our economy and industries like farming and tourism.

CLIMATE DISASTERS ARE IMPACTING AUSTRALIANS,

OUR ECONOMY AND NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Fossil fuel-driven extreme weather events in Australia are already
becoming more frequent and intense, with devastating impacts.

BUSHFIRE DROUGHT STORMS FLOODS

EXTREME HEAT

Bushfire conditions are Many communities are

Climate change has
already made heatwaves
more frequent, more
prolonged and more
intense, and these trends
are set to continue over
coming decades.
Reduced labour
productivity during
heatwaves already costs
billions in Australia, at an
estimated $8.7 billion per
year (0.3% - 0.5% of GDP)
(Zander et al. 2015).

now more dangerous
than in the past, and the
risk to people and
property has increased.
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Climate change is making
drought conditions in
southwest and southeast
Australia worse, with
serious ramifications for
people's health and the
agriculture sector.

Overheating our oceans

is super charging storms.

We are now seeing more
ferocious storms with
higher wind speeds,
more powerful waves
and bigger deluges.

now experiencing severe
flooding with a regularity
never experienced before.
More rain is falling during
extreme rainfall events
than did in the past.
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In 2025, Australian communities have already
experienced back-to-back flooding in New
South Wales and Queensland, unprecedented
marine heatwaves devastating reefs in Western
Australia and Queensland, and deepening
drought in southern Australia affecting wvast
areas of farming land. Disasters cost the
economy $2.2 billion in just the first half of 2025.
These climate consequences are the result of
past policy failures to curb climate pollution.

Climate pollution is endangering our homes and
risking the biggest asset of many Australians.
Flood risk has cost Australians $42.2 billion in
property values, with one in six Australian
homes at risk of flooding. Insurance costs have
risen significantly for Australians as extreme
weather risk has increased, with over 650,000
homes now either unavailable or unaffordable.

Abandoning net zero means catastrophic climate impacts

Scientific analysis, commissioned by the Climate Council, demonstrates that abandoning our net zero
target would align with global temperature rise well above 3°C. A 3°C world would be catastrophic for
Australians and industries like tourism and agriculture. There is simply no other solution to the
climate crisis than slashing global climate pollution to net zero as quickly as possible.

Scientists have underscored how disastrous a 3°C world would be for humanity:

Professor Johan Rockstrém: “A 3 degree world is not livable.”

Professor Lesley Hughes and Professor Ove Hoegh-Guldberg:
"At 3°C of global warming, Australia’'s present-day ecological
systems would be unrecognisable. [It] would reduce yields of key

(o] n

crops by between 5% and 507%.

Professor Stefan Rahmstorf: “I consider a 3-degree world to be
an existential threat to human civilization.”
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https://theconversation.com/seriously-ugly-heres-how-australia-will-look-if-the-world-heats-by-3-c-this-century-157875
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/jun/01/natural-disasters-cost-australias-economy-22bn-in-first-half-of-2025-new-treasury-analysis-shows
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/jun/01/natural-disasters-cost-australias-economy-22bn-in-first-half-of-2025-new-treasury-analysis-shows
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/property-value-report-how-climate-change-could-worsen-australias-42-billion-flood-risk/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/escalating-climate-risks-for-aussies-homes/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/escalating-climate-risks-for-aussies-homes/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/why-australias-2035-climate-target-matters/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2024/06/risks-earth-systems-are-rising-businesses-are-taking-action/
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-58144-1_1

The cost of accelerating pollution: Australia in a 32C world

Millions of Australians exposed to coastal flooding

v Sea-level rise could reach one metre, leading to 18 times more
m coastal flooding, from an average of about 15 days per year in

? different coastal locations to around 272 days per year. The

e —— number of Australians exposed to coastal hazards would
double to 1.5 million by 2050, and expose 3 million people by
2090.

More frequent and deadly extreme heat:

N | ‘) - The average number of severe and extreme heatwave days per
- \- il year across Australia would quadruple. Days above 50°C would
% R — occur regularly in Sydney and Melbourne, while Queensland

could endure heatwaves for almost one-third of the year,
pushing people and infrastructure beyond their limits. Deaths
due to extreme heat could increase by 440% in Sydney.

Supercharged bushfires:
Extreme fire days would double. Black Summer bushfires
happen almost every year.

Supercharged floods:

Extreme rainfall could become 21-84% more intense for short-
0/‘ duration events (over an hour or less) and 6-45% more intense
Um0 00 for longer ones (over a day or less). That will lead to more

frequent and damaging floods.

Hits to farmers and agriculture:

Agriculture would suffer sharp declines, with crop yields
falling. For example, oil seed yields could reduce by around
35%, wheat by around 18%, and fruits and vegetables by around

«7&\ h‘:‘ 14%. Heat stress and water scarcity would drive down livestock
productivity.

Sources: Australian Climate Service (2025) National Climate Risk Assessment; Australian Academy of
Science (2021) The risks to Australia of a 3°C warmer world; Climate Council (2025) At Our Front Door:
Escalating_climate risks for Aussies homes
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https://www.acs.gov.au/pages/national-climate-risk-assessment
https://www.science.org.au/supporting-science/science-policy-and-analysis/reports-and-publications/risks-australia-three-degrees-c-warmer-world
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/escalating-climate-risks-for-aussies-homes/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/escalating-climate-risks-for-aussies-homes/

The cost of accelerating pollution: Australia in a 3°C world

Death of the Great Barrier Reef:

Coral reefs including the Great Barrier Reef would die, and
with them the marine ecosystems that support the tourism
and fishing industries. Globally 1 billion people rely on coral
reefs for their livelihoods.

Remote communities:

Those living in remote communities are vulnerable today

because of limited telecommunications and weak supply

chains. In the future, climate impacts could exacerbate this
C o ST vulnerability, doubling freight costs for some regional areas

in QLD, WA, and the NT.

Productivity:

Exposure to heat would harm worker productivity, reducing

overall economic output by $135-423 billion by 2063.

Agriculture, construction, manufacturing and mining would
C 0 ST be the worst hit, losing the equivalent of 700,000 additional

days of work every year by 2061.

Disaster recovery:
Average Australian Government spending on disaster recovery
could be almost seven times higher by 2090.

COST

Uninsurable homes:
By 2100, 8.8% of Australian properties would be uninsurable
due to high exposure to worsening disasters and rising sea

levels, leaving households, businesses and entire communities
c 0 ST financially exposed.

Sources: Australian Climate Service (2025) National Climate Risk Assessment; Australian Academy of
Science (2021) The risks to Australia of a 3°C warmer world; Climate Council (2025) At Our Front Door:
Escalating climate risks for Aussies homes
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https://www.acs.gov.au/pages/national-climate-risk-assessment
https://www.science.org.au/supporting-science/science-policy-and-analysis/reports-and-publications/risks-australia-three-degrees-c-warmer-world
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/escalating-climate-risks-for-aussies-homes/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/escalating-climate-risks-for-aussies-homes/

Accelerating Australia’s climate pollution will increase climate risks and undermine global action

Abandoning net zero would see Australia’s climate pollution soar by more than 6.3 billion tonnes over
the next 25 years, and see higher climate pollution continue beyond 2050." This is equivalent to the
annual climate pollution of 3.2 billion Australian cars.

Australia, as a stable middle power and the 15™ largest polluter in the world, has an important role to
play in both tackling our own climate pollution and participating in the global effort. If Australia were
to abandon net zero, 180 other countries that pollute less could ask why they should act without
Australia. Global action is only strong when countries cooperate and do their part. It would be a
damaging set back for Australia to renege on its commitment to tackle climate change. In particular, it
would be vastly damaging for Australia’'s Pacific relationships, a vital region for our security, where
nations expect Australia to do more, not less.

1. Comparison of 'REF’ (i.e. no emission policies) scenario from Net Zero Australia modelling, and projected climate
pollution under current climate targets (a reduction 43% by 2030, at least 62% by 2035, and net zero by 2050).
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3: REACHING NET ZERO BENEFITS AUSTRALIANS

Reaching net zero will have substantial benefits for Australia, which substantially outweigh the
modest cost of cutting climate pollution.

Lower energy bills

e Atypical Aussie family could reduce their energy costs by around $1,000
per year by electrifying their home, after accounting for upfront costs.

* Households with a solar panel, home battery and electric vehicle could
further reduce their energy costs, achieving a $4,300 reduction per year
after accounting for upfront costs.

A stronger economy,
higher wages, and
greater wealth

* A more competitive economy, powered by green exports and cheaper
renewable power, could support a $2 trillion larger economy by 2050
compared to a disorderly transition.

e This stronger economy could see 4% higher real wages, and $2,100
higher GDP per capita in 2050, compared to a disorderly transition.

Opportunities for
growing industries and
jobs

e The transition offers major opportunities for regional and resource-
communities: clean-energy projects, processing of critical minerals,
manufacturing, land-based carbon activities.

* Abandoning net zero would be a major market risk to these future-
focused industries.

A safer climate

¢ Australiais among the developed countries most vulnerable to climate
change (extreme weather, heatwaves, bushfires, sea-level rise). Taking
action helps limit costly future damage.

Source: Australia Government The Treasury (2025) Australia’'s Net Zero Transformation



https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-09/p2025-700922.pdf
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Costs of net zero are vastly exaggerated, whereas the benefits of action are often diminished

Many arguments about the cost of cutting climate pollution disingenuously ignore the fact that costs
will be incurred no matter what our policy is. For example, the Net Zero Australia study found that 96%
of the costs across our energy system — from generation to cars, appliances, and industry — will be
incurred with or without a net zero policy.

With or without a climate pollution target, Australia will still need to produce energy, buy new cars and
trucks to move people and freight, and invest in machinery and equipment for businesses. The
question is not whether Australia invests at all — it is whether it should seek to invest in lower climate
pollution options.

In many cases, the cleanest option is also the cheapest. For example, renewable power backed by
storage and firming is the cheapest way to replace Australia's ageing_coal-fired power stations — 90%
of which is expected to close in the next 10 years. In other cases, the incremental cost is modest, and
outweighed by economic and environmental benefits.

Net Zero Australia found that reaching net zero would cost only 4% more over 25 years than
abandoning Australia's climate targets, an average of $12 billion per year.” In contrast, setting up
Australia’s LNG industry required more than $33 billion per year, which is 2.5 times more than the
incremental cost of reaching net zero.

This cost of action pales in comparison to the costs of inaction, including more frequent and severe
disasters, a weaker economy and lives and livelihoods lost. In Australia, unchecked climate change
could cost the economy $4.2 trillion over the 50 years to 2070, a 6% impact on GDP.’

4: CONCLUSION

The choices we make today will shape the climate future of every Australian. The evidence is stark and
urgent: climate change is accelerating, its impacts are deepening, and current global efforts -
including those by Australia — remain dangerously inadequate.

Abandoning net zero is a decision to lock Australia into a catastrophic 3°C-plus future — one of more
fires, floods and heat; collapsing ecosystems and food systems; and spiralling costs to households,
communities and the economy.

2. The Climate Council has interpolated costs linearly between the five-year intervals published by Net Zero Australia.
Net Zero Australia modelled the total cost of the domestic energy system, including both the supply side (such as
renewables, storage and transmission), and the demand side (such as cars, industry, household appliances). Costs in
the agriculture and land sector were not included.

3. Escalated to 2025 dollars.
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https://www.netzeroaustralia.net.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/NZAu-Topical-Report-1-Net-Zero-Pathways-24-Sep-2025.pdf
https://www.csiro.au/en/news/all/news/2025/july/2024-25-gencost-final-report
https://aemo.com.au/energy-systems/major-publications/integrated-system-plan-isp/2024-integrated-system-plan-isp
https://aemo.com.au/energy-systems/major-publications/integrated-system-plan-isp/2024-integrated-system-plan-isp
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-05/future-gas-strategy.pdf
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-05/future-gas-strategy.pdf
https://www.deloitte.com/au/en/services/economics/perspectives/new-choice-climate-growth.html

