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Purpose 

Australia’s native vegetation and biodiversity are in decline. The task of reversing these declines is 

urgent. Native vegetation is the key to many species’ survival, and several bird species are at imminent 

risk of extinction. The Australian and state governments have adopted policy goals of reversing the 

decline of native vegetation and biodiversity. It is becoming common practice to implement these goals 

partly by “offsetting” (counter-balancing) damage to biodiversity and native vegetation with positive 

actions elsewhere. Birdlife Australia has considerable expertise and resources which can be brought to 

bear on such offset schemes. There are often important considerations to be taken into account when 

addressing offset proposals, including the veracity of the claims relating to ecological offsets, and the 

propriety of engaging with processes which entail destruction of bird habitat.  

This policy will inform BirdLife Australia’s responses to offset issues and proposals, and will guide our 

submissions and advocacy on the offset policies of government and other stakeholders. It complements 

and should be read in conjunction with BirdLife Australia’s native vegetation conservation, connectivity, 

and other relevant policies.  

 

Policy 

1. BirdLife Australia maintains that offsets are rarely an appropriate response to proposed biodiversity or 

native vegetation loss. The task of reversing these losses is urgent, the imperative to avoid (rather 

than offset) such losses is paramount, and the technical complexities of delivering full and valid 

offsets are often prohibitive.  

2. BirdLife Australia calls for offsets standards consistent with this policy 

3. Birdlife Australia reserves the right to reject offset proposals at our discretion.  

4. Engagement by BirdLife Australia in an offset does not signify BirdLife Australia’s support for the 

development itself.  

5. BirdLife Australia does not support an offset where the earlier steps in the mitigation hierarchy of: 

avoiding harm; minimising unavoidable harm, and; repairing any minimal unavoidable harm, have not 

first been fully and demonstrably prosecuted.  

6. BirdLife Australia accepts that where the earlier steps in the mitigation hierarchy have been fully and 

demonstrably prosecuted, the pursuit of an offset for residual unavoidable harm may be warranted, 

consistent with this policy. 

7. In order to be acceptable to BirdLife Australia an offset proposal must meet the following criteria: 

a. Sufficient evidence must exist to inform the design and implementation of an offset, 

including evidence regarding site values, proposed impacts and the likely outcomes of 

proposed offsetting techniques. Such evidence must include data regarding all relevant 

populations including not only high profile or threatened species but relevant declining and 

common species of birds and any relevant ecological values which may be masked by use of 

multi-value metrics alone. A detailed inventory of all known natural values must include 
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information about migratory and nomadic species which have and may use the site. All 

supporting documents should be open to external expert scrutiny.  

b. An offset must be demonstrably likely to achieve a gain of ecological equivalence, in both 

kind and magnitude, to the values lost 

c. An offset must be based on an explicit and transparent calculation in units of: a) the 

biodiversity values affected (for example, population viability), and b) the expected future 

differences in these values (within some time horizon) between the “with development” and 

“without development” scenarios, and the “without offset” and “with offset” scenarios. These 

differences must be at least equivalent to each other.  

d. An offset must provide direct benefit for the population(s) (not just the species) being 

affected by the impact, meaning the protection, restoration and/or rehabilitation and 

management of equivalent habitat to fully counterbalance the calculated impact on 

population(s). Birdlife Australia will apply particular scrutiny to offset proposals entailing 

“averted loss” elements (where it is assumed that a replacement site will be damaged in 

future in the absence of protection via the offset) and to the potential for “leakage” (where 

the protection of an “averted loss” site may push destructive activities elsewhere).  

e. Time lags involved in achieving an offset must not pose a threat to the persistence of the 

affected population nor the success of the offset. To minimise this risk offsets should be 

implemented and replacement values delivered before the impact on the population/habitat 

occurs.  

f. Multipliers must be used to scale offset works to adjust for both uncertainty of success and 

to compensate for time lags between the design and initiation of an offset and the actual 

delivery of the values intended to offset those lost through a development.  

g.  “Indirect offsets” must be accompanied by actual direct offsets. So-called indirect offsets, 

such as funding for research, captive breeding or community education, may at times be 

required or proposed along with the effective planning and/or implementation of an offset. 

However these activities do not constitute an actual biophysical offset for biodiversity or 

native vegetation loss. Therefore a direct and equivalent offset will still (also) be required.  

h. Adequate management and monitoring regimes must be established, with funding provided 

by the developer sufficient to fully deliver the offset. Monitoring of management outputs and 

outcomes must be transparent, timely, and linked to offset contracts to allow for adaptive 

management in response to changing circumstances, and ensure full delivery of the planned 

offset.  

i. Binding governance and enforcement mechanisms must be in place to ensure adequate 

oversight, quality control, reporting and transparency throughout the implementation of the 

offset. Governance arrangements must include provisions for appropriate liability in the case 

of failed offsets (e.g. bonds).  

8. BirdLife Australia does not support developments which entail offsets inconsistent with this policy, and 

will view the impact of such developments as an unacceptable loss of native vegetation and/or 

biodiversity.  

9. BirdLife Australia only accepts funding as an indirect offset (e.g. monitoring or community education 

work associated with a development offset) once satisfied that a full and direct offset of the 

biophysical impacts on birds is achieved, or is intended and is achievable.  

10. BirdLife Australia seeks regular state and national reporting on offsets on a sub-regional or ecosystem 

basis, in order to inform community responses to offset schemes in the context of reversing the 

decline in biodiversity and native vegetation.  

11. BirdLife Australia follows the BirdLife Australia Offsets Procedure in responding to offsets proposals 

and issues.  
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Background 

A vogue for market-based approaches to biodiversity conservation is driving the development of offset 

schemes around Australia. While some market mechanisms such as revolving land purchase schemes 

have delivered strong conservation outputs, the success of offsetting is still unproven.  

To effectively counter-balance a development impact, a biodiversity or native vegetation offset must 

deliver the same amount of the same biodiversity and native vegetation values as are to be lost. But the 

entire range of natural values and processes on any given piece of land are complex and are rarely well 

known and understood. When devising offset schemes the various entities and processes often need to 

be known and understood not just in the “here and now”, but well into the future. The complexities, 

uncertainties and projections involved in all this make it very difficult to plan and to verify offsets in a 

way that ensures a true ecological counterbalance1, rather than a more questionable projected outcome.  

Despite these difficulties, offsetting has been taken up with some gusto by government policy makers. 

Offsetting may be seen as a way of navigating the “triple bottom line” nexus while deferring the 

economic costs of environmental protection (as it is the environmental costs which are commonly borne 

at the outset, and then arguably “recouped” over time at a different site). This may be one reason that 

proponents of offset schemes do not appear to place much weight on the protection of native vegetation 

being far more cost-effective than its restoration following clearing or degradation- as the costs are seen 

as being pushed into the future.  

BirdLife Australia often comes under considerable pressure to participate in offsets proposals by 

providing data, monitoring and advice, sometimes with the enticement of a fee or grant to carry out 

monitoring, community education or other work. Pressure not to participate can be equally strong, from 

stakeholders who are alarmed at the impacts of a proposed development and the difficulties entailed in 

properly offsetting them. If not approached carefully, the risks of engaging in offset proposals include 

the possibility that invalid offsets will entail damage to birds and their habitat, and that engagement 

may damage BirdLife Australia’s reputation.  

This policy and the associated procedure have been developed to protect BirdLife Australia from these 

pressures and risks. It will also allow the organisation to explore the use of offsets where they can be 

valid and where they may offset truly unavoidable development impacts on birds.  

 

Definitions 

Critical Habitat 

A habitat essential to the recovery and survival of a species or ecological community. (NB this term is 

defined and critical habitat designated variously under different legislation, for example the Environment 

Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 s. 207A)  

 

Habitat 

The location or environment where an organism or population normally lives or occurs. 

 

                                                
1 For averted loss calculations, for example, the probability of loss of habitat at a site must be calculated given 
existing legal protections and the nature of the site, within a given time frame (say, 50 years). This calculation 

yields part of the appropriate multiplier to achieve a 100% offset through 'averted loss'. For example if the 
'background' rate of loss of a particular habitat type is about 0.1% p.a., using a time horizon of 50 years, the 

probability of loss of a given hectare is 5%. So for clearing one hectare of this, an offset of 20 ha would be 
required as a starting point (then time discounting needs to be applied so the multiplier would be higher than 

20:1). 
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Indirect Offset 

Activities, expenditures and compensatory gestures associated with an offset which do not directly 

replace the biodiversity and native vegetation values lost through the impact of a development.  

 

Mitigation Hierarchy 

A sequence of steps comprising in priority order: a) rigorously avoiding any harm to biodiversity and 

native vegetation, b) minimising any harm which cannot be avoided under step “a”, c) repairing any 

minimal harm which cannot be avoided (sometimes considered part of step “b”), and only then, d) 

offsetting the biodiversity and native vegetation values lost through any residual harm.  

 

Offset 

The replacement, consistent with this policy, of native vegetation and biodiversity values lost through 

the impacts of a development.  

 

Population 

A group of organisms of one species which interbreed and live in the same place at the same time. 

 

Averted loss offset 

An action whereby anticipated future loss of ecological values is said to be averted (for example, 

acquisition and covenanting of a private land remnant of native vegetation on the basis that it is likely, 

without this offset-related action, to be cleared for conversion to agricultural land use at some stage in 

the future).  

 

Multi-value Metrics 

Formulae used to characterize and account for multiple different values (e.g. assessments of vegetation 

patch size, patch isolation, tree cover, weed abundance) within one quantitative “summary” index. 
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