
Devpolicy Blog from the Development Policy Centre Page 1 of 5

Will an incoming
government boost
Australia’s climate
aid?
 

by Jonathan Pickering and Paul Mitchell
 

27 June 2016
 

‘How will your party deliver on the Paris Agreement on climate change?’ This was
one of ten questions that the Australian Council for International Development
(ACFID) asked of parties contending this year’s election to gauge their positions on
aid.

It’s a fair question to ask. Climate change poses major risks not only for Australia
but particularly for less wealthy countries in our region. While aid rarely features
prominently in Australian election campaigns, climate change has again become an
election issue as the domestic impacts of warmer temperatures accumulate, from
unprecedented bleaching of the Great Barrier Reef to bushfires in Tasmania.

And only half a year ago Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull was in Paris to lend
support to a landmark UN climate deal. At the Paris summit wealthy countries
reaffirmed [pdf, para 54] their collective pledge to mobilise US$100 billion in climate
finance by 2020, and agreed to set a new longer-term target starting with that figure
as a floor.

What do the parties say?

Four parties answered ACFID’s survey. The responses on climate change range
from the unsurprising to the uninformative to the unenlightened.

Let’s start with the unenlightened:

Family First believes that affordable energy is necessary for
poverty alleviation; that increased CO2 is improving crop yields

and so reducing hunger; and that technological advances are
increasing the competitiveness of renewables so the industry
could compete without government subsidies.

https://acfid.asn.au/sites/site.acfid/files/10Questions_ComparativeTable.pdf
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-booklets/science-climate-change/7-what-are-impacts-climate-change
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/bruce-campbell-phd/climate-change-and-pacifi_b_10338918.html
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-06-21/aid-peak-body-calls-for-funding-timetable/7530368
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/10/world/asia/climate-related-death-of-coral-around-world-alarms-scientists.html?_r=0
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-02-24/study-links-tassie-fires-to-human-induced-climate-change/7193830
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2015-11-30/2015-united-nations-climate-change-conference
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2015-11-30/2015-united-nations-climate-change-conference
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/l09r01.pdf
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The clear implication here is that climate change is not a problem, that it’s actually
good for development, so it would be a waste of aid to fund any action at all. While
the need to tackle energy poverty is widely recognised, it doesn’t follow that the
answer is to keep pumping out pollution that will do more to exacerbate poverty in
the long term than alleviate it. It is also fairly well established that the negative
impacts of climate change on crop productivity will far outweigh any positive
influence of increased carbon dioxide on crop fertilisation.

Moving onto the uninformative: both Labor and the Greens’ responses are silent on
international funding. To be fair, ACFID’s question didn’t refer specifically to climate-
related aid, but it was hardly a trick question — after all, it was a survey on aid. Both
parties do little more than reiterate their targets for reducing domestic emissions.
Labor adds that it has a Climate Change Action Plan [pdf], but the plan says nothing
about support for other countries. While Labor’s Foreign Policy states that ‘climate
change is an existential threat to some of our neighbours in the Pacific’ and includes
vague references to supporting adaptation in vulnerable countries, there are no
concrete commitments to be found.

While the Greens’ response doesn’t cross-reference their policies, we can find a bit
more substance elsewhere. The last principle of their climate change and energy
policy covers international assistance, and their policy on aid and development [pdf]
includes calls to ensure that climate change funding is not redirected from existing
aid initiatives, and to target support towards adaptation, particularly in the Asia-
Pacific region.

Finally, the unsurprising: the Liberal Party says that ‘it would commit $1 billion over
five years to help developing countries build climate resilience and reduce
emissions’. We may quibble with the grammar here. The government has already
committed at least $1 billion over five years — the Prime Minister did so in Paris —
so it’s just a question of whether a new government would stand by that
commitment. Still, to their credit, the Liberals were the only party to mention a
concrete figure for climate finance. Whether that figure is credible is another issue
we return to shortly.

What can the parties’ track records tell us?

To work out what either of the major parties may do if they win the election (leaving
aside for now the prospects of a minority government), one possible guide is
evidence from past practice. Here we draw on a new research paper we’ve written
that looks at the politics of climate finance in Australia over the past decade.

Some broad trends are evident. By and large, Labor governments have been more

http://www.se4all.org
https://devpolicy.org/coal-poverty-and-energy-access-20160120/
https://www.skepticalscience.com/co2-plant-food.htm
https://cdn.australianlabor.com.au/documents/Climate_change_action_plan_policy_paper.pdf
http://www.100positivepolicies.org.au/good_international_citizenship_in_our_national_interest_labor_s_foreign_policy
http://greens.org.au/policies/climate-change-energy
http://greens.org.au/policies/climate-change-energy
http://greens.org.au/sites/greens.org.au/files/20160614_Overseas%20Aid%20and%20Development.pdf
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2015-11-30/2015-united-nations-climate-change-conference
https://adapt-develop.com/2016/06/22/what-drives-national-support-for-multilateral-climate-finance/
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supportive of strong action on climate change and more aid than Coalition
governments.

But if we look beyond these broad trends to their track records on climate finance,
the contrast is not quite as straightforward. For all of the Coalition’s reluctance to act
on climate change during Tony Abbott’s prime ministership, the government did
stump up A$200 million for the Green Climate Fund in 2014. And even before
Turnbull had become Prime Minister, Australia’s climate finance was higher than it
had been under any Labor government. While Labor’s funding peaked at A$223
million, in 2014-15 it reached A$229 million.

Source: Pickering and Mitchell (2016), Figure 1

Again, when comparing these two peaks there’s more than meets the eye. Figures
for 2013-14 onwards are based on a different accounting methodology [pdf] that
may take a more expansive view of what counts as climate-related aid than
previously. That doesn’t mean the new methodology is suspect — it just makes it
harder to compare funding over different time periods.

A different way of comparing each government’s track record is to look at how their
share of total climate finance provided by wealthy countries has changed over time.
Australia’s ‘fast-start’ climate finance pledge (2010-11 to 2012-13) launched under
the Rudd Labor government was around 1.9 per cent of all funding pledged. The
Abbott government’s pledge to the Green Climate Fund likewise came in at 1.9 per

https://devpolicy.org/in-brief/right-second-time-australia-thaws-on-the-green-climate-fund-20141210-2/
https://devpolicy.org/in-brief/right-second-time-australia-thaws-on-the-green-climate-fund-20141210-2/
https://devpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Pickering-and-Mitchell-climate-aid.jpg
https://adapt-develop.com/2016/06/22/what-drives-national-support-for-multilateral-climate-finance/
https://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/FAQ_Tracking%20climate%20finance%20and%20Rio%20markers_February%202016.pdf
https://ccep.crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/publication/ccep_crawford_anu_edu_au/2015-04/ccep1504.pdf
http://www.greenclimate.fund/contributions/pledge-tracker


Devpolicy Blog from the Development Policy Centre Page 4 of 5

cent of the total.

But Turnbull’s announcement at Paris saw Australia’s share drop to around 0.8 per
cent of total estimated annual funding for 2020. Whereas some contributors
(including Germany and the European Commission) doubled their existing levels of
climate finance, Australia pledged only to maintain funding at least at 2010 levels
(around A$200 million a year). So while the nominal value of Australia’s climate
finance remains steady, its real value and its share of the total are falling.

By contrast, ACFID’s election platform [pdf] calls for Australia to boost its annual
public climate funding to at least A$558 million immediately. And Oxfam [pdf, p.11]
has called for Australia to boost public funding to A$1.6 billion by 2020 (based on
Australia’s share being around 2.4 per cent of the total, as estimated in a previous
ANU working paper).

What can we expect after the election?

Would a Labor government boost Australia’s climate finance? As we discuss in our
paper, the previous Labor government was more determined than the present
government to pull its weight in international climate negotiations. Labor has also
announced that it would reverse some (if not all) of the Coalition’s cuts to aid. So it’s
possible (although by no means certain in the absence of specific election
promises) that a Labor government would revisit Australia’s Paris pledge.

If the Coalition remains in office, is anything likely to change? If re-elected, Prime
Minister Turnbull may have more sway over the climate change naysayers in the
Coalition than he has now. Even so, the government may not be inclined to formally
revisit its freshly minted Paris pledge any time soon.

Still, a government of either political persuasion could make use of the upwards
flexibility in the wording of the Paris pledge: that is, to contribute ‘at least’ A$1 billion
over five years. A much-needed strategic review of the government’s climate
finance priorities could provide an opportunity to map out a more ambitious
program.

Based on the experience of the past decade, Australia is likely to remain under
international pressure to pull its weight. Not only are we co-chairing the Green
Climate Fund board again this year, but the Fund’s replenishment process is likely
to kick off in the next year or so [pdf, p.29]. When that happens, Australia’s role will
be in the spotlight again.

Governments don’t always respond to peer pressure, but the example of the Abbott
government’s reversal on the Green Climate Fund shows that under some

http://www.greenclimate.fund/contributions/pledge-tracker
https://www.odi.org/opinion/10196-infographic-climate-finance-pledges-cop21-paris
https://www.odi.org/opinion/10196-infographic-climate-finance-pledges-cop21-paris
https://devpolicy.org/climate-finance-the-paris-opera-and-australias-unsupporting-role-20151202/
https://acfid.asn.au/sites/site.acfid/files/G2287_ACFID%20ELECTION_WEB%202_0.pdf
https://www.climatefrontline.org/report/Oxfam-Australia-Bringing-Paris-Home-Report.pdf
https://ideas.repec.org/p/een/ccepwp/1115.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/een/ccepwp/1115.html
http://www.100positivepolicies.org.au/protecting_overseas_aid_projects
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/planet-oz/2015/sep/18/is-new-australian-prime-minister-malcolm-turnbull-already-a-climate-change-turncoat
http://foreignminister.gov.au/releases/Pages/2015/jb_mr_151106.aspx
https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/184476/GCF_B.12_32_-_Decisions_of_the_Board___Twelfth_Meeting_of_the_Board__8_10_March_2016.pdf/020edfa1-53b2-4abf-af78-fccf5628db2a?version=1.1
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circumstances countries will change tack to avoid international isolation.

With climate change impacts only set to increase over time, pressure will continue
to rise for wealthy countries to pull their weight in mobilising finance to support
poorer countries’ transition to clean energy and investments in adaptation. Wealthy
countries will also need to look to forms of support beyond aid, which may include
migration arrangements for climate-displaced populations.

For whichever party wins government on 2 July, questions raised by ACFID and
other voices in public debate should be a pertinent reminder that the issue of
climate change is not going away, and that Australia has a constructive role to play
in ensuring unavoidable impacts do not destabilize our region.

Jonathan Pickering is a Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the Centre for Deliberative
Democracy and Global Governance at the University of Canberra, and a Visiting
Fellow at the Development Policy Centre. Paul Mitchell is a PhD candidate at
RMIT’s School of Global, Urban and Social Studies and a climate change and
sustainable development consultant at adapt-develop.
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http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2015/03/25/Australia-and-climate-change-negotiations-at-the-table-or-on-the-menu-13.aspx
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/nov/11/australia-must-not-be-afraid-of-its-obligations-to-pacific-climate-migrants
http://www.tanyaplibersek.com/speech
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