
positive futures through sustainability science
www.ruralfutures.une.edu.au

Environmental Offsets and Saline Water Discharges

Project Note
June 2005

Project Details
Project Title:  “Environmental Offsets 
and Saline Water Discharges”
Funding Organisation: Department 
of Environment and Conservation 
(EPA)
Budget: $18,695
Completion Date: May 2005

Contact
Dr Ian Patrick
02 6773 3072
ipatrick@une.edu.au
Institute for Rural Futures
UNE, Armidale, NSW, 2351

The use of market based instruments (MBI) are 
beginning to play a part in the waste disposal decisions 
of rural and regional industries. With increasing demand 
for clean rivers, polluters are being encouraged to find 
other methods of disposing of products such as saline 
waste water. While disposal technologies and processes 
are being developed to provide environmental and 
economic benefits, differing scales of operations, water 
quality requirements and uncertainties mean that different 
companies and industries have different abatement cost 
structures. It is cheaper and more efficient for some 
industries to assist others to dispose of waste products 
than it is to fully mitigate their own.
This study introduces the abatement transaction costs 
involved in implementing a selected list of activities that 
may be used as environmental offsets. These activities 
include; evaporation basins, reverse osmosis, the use of 
trees, salt tolerant crops and pastures, revegetating or 
enhancing existing native vegetation, and the use of the 
cap and pipe bore program. 

These potential offset activities are discussed in relation 
to 3 firms/industries that are presently involved in 
implementing salt offsets. These case studies include a 
coal mine, a paper mill and a spa industry. 
High transaction costs caused by a lack of information 
and institutional support are still limiting the successful 
implementation of salt offsets. These will need to be 
minimised before offsets can begin to provide a broad 
range of sustainable long-term environmental and 
economic benefits.

Environmental or green offsets are actions taken outside a development site (but near to it) that reduce the impact of that 
development on the environment. 
The use of environmental offsets in natural resource management has the objective of allowing continued development while 
protecting/conserving the integrity of the environment. If pollution control is too expensive at the development site, the developer 
can undertake, or pay others to undertake, remediation/ mitigation work at an alternate site, provided that on-site impact 
mitigation has been reasonably considered and implemented. For example, if a development will result in excess nutrients or salts 
entering a river, the developer may offset these by re-vegetating riverbanks or paying/assisting other industries to reduce nutrient 
(salt) emissions, provided the net environmental and economic outcome of the offset activities are positive. In other words, they are 
designed to provide a cost effective net environmental gain to society.


