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Acronyms Full form 

ACCU Australian Carbon Credit Unit 

CER Clean Energy Regulator 

EIA Environmental impact assessment 

EPBC Act Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 

EP Act Environment Protection Act 2019 

GHG Greenhouse gas 

ILIS Northern Territory Land Information Systems 

MNES Matters of National Environmental Significance 

NGER National Greenhouse and Energy Reporting Act 2007 

NRMaps Natural Resource Maps 

NT EPA Northern Territory Environment Protection Authority 

NT Northern Territory 

NTG Northern Territory Government 

OECD Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development 

UN United Nations 

WALFA West Arnhem Land Fire Abatement Project 
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Purpose 

The purpose of the Northern Territory (NT) Government’s Offsets Policy is to ensure that economic 
development continues while environmental values are protected in the long term. 

Together with associated guidelines, this policy creates an overarching framework for offset 
assessment and decision-making in the NT, and provides certainty and transparency for industry 
and the community. 

What are offsets? 

Offsets are measures designed to compensate or “offset” the residual impact of an action or set of 
actions on the environment.  The use of offsets is only considered when avoidance and mitigation 
measures have been exhausted and a “significant” residual impact remains. Offsets are used to 
compensate for these significant residual impacts and are designed to achieve long-term, secure 
and measurable environmental outcomes. Without offsets, residual impacts from multiple projects 
will lead to a gradual, long-term, degradation of the Territory’s environment.  

There are different types of offsets currently in use around the world, reflecting the different types of 
residual impacts that may arise from a development action. The most commonly used are 
biodiversity offsets and carbon offsets.  

Biodiversity (or environmental offsets): are offsets designed to compensate for impacts on the 
environment or biodiversity at one site through activities elsewhere. The Organisation of 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) estimates that more than 100 countries 
have laws or policies in place that require or enable the use of biodiversity offsets or are 
currently considering their use. There are statutory requirements for biodiversity offsets in most 
Australian jurisdictions.    

Carbon offsets: actions undertaken to reduce or absorb emissions in one location/locations 
(e.g. via sequestering carbon dioxide in replanted forests) in order to compensate for an 
increase in carbon emissions produced elsewhere. Carbon offsets are currently in use by the 
Australian Government through the Emissions Reduction Fund.  

Environmental offsets have been applied in the NT to a number of projects requiring Australian 
government environmental approvals, in line with the requirements of the Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) and national Environmental Offsets Policy. In a 
small number of cases, voluntary offset arrangements have been negotiated between the NT 
Government and project proponents as part of the project approval process. The West Arnhem Land 
Fire Abatement Project (WALFA) is an example of a carbon offset program. 

Territory context 

The Territory has a unique set of environmental characteristics that require a Territory-specific 
approach to offset implementation. These include: 

 relatively intact landscapes which mean that biodiversity loss cannot generally be averted in 
the NT by simply ‘locking up’ an offset area. Rather, management of loss generally requires 
the reduction of pervasive threats such as inappropriate fire, weeds and feral animals, which 
is most effectively achieved at a broad landscape scale 

 the fine-scale ecosystem mapping and habitat integrity metrics used in offset calculations in 
southern states are not available for the NT 

 land tenure regimes in the NT are very different, with almost all land being leasehold or 
aboriginal freehold. Securing land for conventional offsets, especially in perpetuity, is very 
problematic for many potential offset scenarios. 
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These characteristics have informed the development of this Policy and the proposed target-based 
approach to offsets. (For further information, please see the accompanying Information Paper 
released with this draft Policy.) 

Policy scope 

This Policy aims to provide transparent and consistent principles for use in the development and 
design of offset measures proposed to compensate for significant residual impacts in the NT.  

The NT Government is taking a principles-based approach intended to have broad application across 
all types of offsets including biodiversity and carbon offsets, and potentially other types of offsets as 
the evidence base and assessment tools become more sophisticated. This principle-based approach 
is intended to guide the development of both compulsory and voluntary offsets, in order to provide 
consistency and certainty to both the community and businesses looking to invest in the Territory. 

The Environment Protection Act 2019 (EP Act) provides a power for the NT to require an offset 
where a project has undergone an environmental impact assessment and a significant residual 
impact has been identified. This Offsets Policy may also apply to other approval processes where a 
residual impact occurs, with relevant legislation being prescribed in the regulations of the EP Act. 
Rules and guidance about thresholds for specific activities that may trigger offsets are currently 
under development.  

Relationship with other Australian offsetting systems 

All Australian jurisdictions have introduced requirements for proponents to provide offsets in order 
to compensate for environmental impacts associated with developments. Offsetting requirements 
and arrangements differ between jurisdictions, however generally are designed to protect or restore 
an area of equivalent value to the impacted area.  

The NT and Australian governments have entered into a bilateral agreement under section 45 of the 
EPBC Act. That agreement allows the NT to assess impacts on matters of national environmental 
significance (MNES) on behalf of the Australian Government.  

The EP Act allows the Territory to enter into similar arrangements with other jurisdictions where this 
is appropriate to facilitate holistic environmental impact assessment processes for projects that may 
have cross border impacts 

MNES are only a subset of matters considered under Territory legislation, and the Territory may 
require offsets for biodiversity values that are not relevant to the EPBC Act. Similarly, biodiversity 
values may differ between the Territory and other jurisdictions that are impacted by the same project.  

Developments that generate greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions can offset those emissions by 
avoiding or sequestering GHG emissions in another area. Eligible projects that reduce emissions 
can earn Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs). Each ACCU is equal to one tonne of carbon 
dioxide equivalent stored or avoided during the project and as a tradable instrument under the 
Corporations Act 2001 can be sold to the Australian Government, or to other businesses who want 
to offset their emissions.  

The National Greenhouse and Energy Reporting Act 2007 (NGER) establishes requirements for 
certain Australian businesses to report GHG emissions. Within the NGER scheme, the Safeguard 
Mechanism has been established to regulate facilities that emit in excess of 100,000tCO2-e/year. 
Once this threshold has been reached, an emissions baseline is set for that facility who are obliged 
to manage their emissions below the baseline. Safeguard Mechanism facilities use ACCUs to offset 
any excess GHG emissions reported in their annual statement to the Clean Energy Regulator (CER). 

The NT Government has designed its offset principles to minimise the potential duplication for offset 
requirements for the same impact, including where there are environmental values that overlap 
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jurisdictions. The Territory and other jurisdictions will collaborate to align offsets and avoid 
duplication where possible.  

Where offsets will be applied in accordance with the Australian Government’s EPBC Act 
Environmental Offset Policy or the Safeguard Mechanism, the Territory Government will consider 
these offsets as contributing to the Territory’s offsetting requirements for the impacted environmental 
value. Where offsets have been applied by another jurisdiction, the Territory Government will take 
this into consideration when determining any offset requirement.  

The NT Government encourages proponents to engage with the Australian Government, and any 
other governments involved in cross-jurisdictional projects, as early as practicable to ensure that any 
proposed offset meets the requirements of relevant approval processes, therefore avoiding delays.   

Principles 

The principles in this Policy apply to offsets aimed at compensating the significant residual impacts 
of an action assessed through the EP Act, the residual impacts of an action authorised through 
legislation prescribed through the EP Regulations, and voluntary offsets. 

This Policy aligns with the objects of the EP Act and is intended to provide both proponents and the 
community with certainty around how offsets will be considered if proposed.  

A decision regarding whether a significant residual impact exists, and can be appropriately offset, is 
determined by the Northern Territory Environment Protection Authority (NT EPA) during the 
environmental impact assessment process with corresponding recommendations made to the 
Minister for Environment for decision.  

The principles outlined in this Policy relate to decision making with respect to the adequacy (or not) 
of the measures proposed by a proponent to offset the residual impacts of their project.  

 

The Principles are: 

1 Offsets must contribute positively to relevant Territory environmental targets  

2 Offsets will not always be available or appropriate  

3 The mitigation hierarchy must be rigorously applied 

4 Offsets to be designed to deliver maximum benefit to the Territory 

5 Benefits of offsets must be additional and secured 

6 Disclosure and transparency is required  

7 Participation with communities and stakeholders is critical  

8 Offsets must be knowledge-based and design must be responsive 
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1. Offsets must contribute positively to relevant Territory 
environmental targets 

Offsets should result in a benefit to the environment. In the Territory context, this is best achieved 
by management activities applied strategically at regional scales.  

Offset proposals must identify relevant environmental targets, appropriate and additional actions 
supported by the offset contribution which will contribute to measureable outcomes related to these 
targets, and suitable monitoring, evaluation and reporting processes. 

Actions with uncertain outcomes or outcomes which cannot be demonstrated to contribute to the 

delivery of the Territory’s environmental targets should not be accepted.   

2. Offsets will not always be available or appropriate  

An offset is not a suitable alternative or replacement for a well-designed activity that avoids and 
mitigates impacts to the greatest extent possible. An offset cannot be used to make acceptable an 
activity with unacceptable impacts. 

Not all residual impacts can be offset. There will be instances where residual impacts are clearly 
unacceptable (for example, the irreplaceable loss of species or ecosystems).  

Measures which do not contribute to the Territory’s environmental targets for an appropriate period, 
at a minimum for the period of residual impact, should not be accepted as offsets and should be 
treated as mitigation measures.   

3. The mitigation hierarchy must be rigorously applied 

Offsets must only occur after all previous steps in the mitigation hierarchy have been considered and 
applied and proponents must demonstrate all reasonable mitigation measures have been applied. 
Application of mitigation measures should be designed to drive improvements and increase options 
in avoidance and mitigation approaches. Priority should be given to avoidance of damage to 
environmental values.  

Where there is substantial uncertainty in relation to impacts or measures implemented to avoid, 
minimise and offset impacts, offsets should not be available. Risk assessments must be undertaken 
to demonstrate that mitigation measures will successfully reduce unavoidable impacts to an 
acceptable level. 

The mitigation hierarchy must be applied in the project design phase to thoroughly examine lower 
impact alternatives.  

Measures to avoid and minimise the direct, indirect and cumulative negative impacts must be 
identified, implemented and documented. This information will be required to be made available to 
decision-makers and the public under relevant regulatory frameworks. Stakeholder participation 
should be encouraged as early as possible in the process.  

4. Offsets to be designed to deliver maximum benefit to the Territory 

Offsets are to be designed to deliver against the Territory’s environmental targets. This means that 
biodiversity outcomes must generally be delivered in the Territory. Offsets should also aim to deliver 
local benefits in the affected region and to the communities impacted.  

Offsets should be designed and implemented ensuring that responsibilities, risks and rewards are 
distributed in a fair and balanced way, respecting legal and customary arrangements. Special 
consideration should be given to respecting both internationally and nationally recognised rights of 
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indigenous peoples and local communities; for example the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. 

Where offsets are not available within the Territory, the proponent will need to demonstrate lack of 
availability and negotiate an alternative approach that ensures benefits are maximised within the 
Australian context.  

5. Benefits of offsets must be additional and secured 

Offsets must be additional to what is already required under existing legislation and not already 
funded under another scheme.  For example, offsets implemented within existing protected areas 
must clearly demonstrate that additional conservation outcomes will be secured.  

Offset activities should not displace or shift costs of other management activities that are aimed at 
achieving an environmental, economic or social improvement being undertaken by local, Territory or 
Commonwealth governments, not-for-profit organisation or any other group, entity or volunteer.  

Mechanisms for securing offsets will differ depending on the offset. Long-term, legally binding 
approaches will be prioritised and required where available. Financial securities as required by other 
legislation are not relevant considerations in deciding on mechanisms for securing offset delivery. 

A proponent must be able to demonstrate it has (or will secure) the requisite management and 
technical capacity to deliver the offset and maintain it once offset design is agreed. 

Offsets should last at least as long as the development project’s impacts and preferably in perpetuity. 

6. Disclosure and transparency is required  

Information is to be made publicly available in a timely manner as providing information to the 
community about proposed offsets and their performance (if approved) is critical to providing 
confidence that measures are being delivered.  

Providing information about offsets includes information in relation to the significant residual impacts 
of an action on the environment, the outcomes to be delivered by the offset, the offset design, 
implementation and evaluation as well as proposed corrective actions and/or responsive 
management processes to be applied.  

Transparent governance arrangements including measurable outcomes, robust monitoring and 
reporting frameworks will be expected of a proponent as part of sound offset design. Audit and 
enforcement measures will also be applied. 

Proponents will bear the cost of providing information about offsets in a way that makes it accessible 
to the public.  

7. Participation with communities and stakeholders is critical 

Throughout the design and delivery of offsets, appropriate resources must be applied to ensure 
effective and active participation of stakeholders in decision-making about offsets, including their 
evaluation, selection, design, implementation, and monitoring in addition to any changes in offset 
management and implementation. Management approaches must account for active participation of 
stakeholders in decision-making about changes in offset management and implementation. 

Processes for community engagement need to be flexible and where possible undertaken locally 
and in a culturally appropriate manner. 
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8. Offsets must be knowledge-based and design must be responsive 

The design and implementation of an offset is to be a documented process informed by sound 
science, including an appropriate consideration of Aboriginal traditional knowledge. 

Offsets will be applied within a framework of responsive management with management responses 
and corrective actions to be determined by best practice at the time of assessment. Where offsets 
are being delivered over a long period, it is likely that new and improved techniques will become 
available. To account for this, management approaches that ensure future research and best 
practise development can be integrated into offset delivery, management and monitoring actions 
should be adopted. This will ensure best practice techniques can be adopted contemporaneously in 
a way that ensures delivery and measurement of stated offset outcomes.  

The design and implementation of offsets must incorporate monitoring and evaluation processes, 
and include mechanisms to modify approaches based on monitoring results and/or changes in 
base knowledge in order to demonstrate achievement against targets (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1 Responsive management process (adapted from CSIRO) 
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Offset design and assessment process 

This policy provides an overview of the steps involved during the identification and assessment of 
offsets. It will be supported by detailed guidelines (currently being developed). This process aims to 
provide certainty whilst also ensuring that the identification of offsets for significant residual impacts 
are underpinned by the best available science and stakeholder participation during development and 
implementation.   

There are two scenarios where offsets may be considered suitable for negotiation.  

1. Projects under environmental impact assessment (EIA) 

The NT EPA assesses development proposals that are likely to have a significant impact on the 
environment. Determining significance is addressed in the ‘NT EPA Environmental Factors and 
Objectives’. In its Assessment Report, the NT EPA will identify any significant residual impacts; i.e. 
those impacts that have not been adequately avoided or mitigated by management measures to be 
implemented as part of the proposed development. The NT EPA will also consider the nature of the 
significant residual impacts and whether an offset in accordance with this Policy could be an 
appropriate mechanism for the project to achieve compliance with the principles of ecologically 
sustainable development.  

2. Projects not under environmental impact assessment  

This Policy may be applied to other regulatory approval processes where an assessment of the 
environmental impacts has identified that the development proposal is likely to have residual impacts 
that cannot be avoided or mitigated by the proposed management measures.  

The Environment Protection Regulations 2019 may specify regulatory approval processes that must 
apply this Policy.  

When negotiating voluntary offsets, the NTG will use this Policy to guide decision making.  

Offset design  

It is the proponent’s responsibility to identify potential offsets for any expected or identified significant 
residual impact. Offsets must be designed according to the offset principles outlined in this document 
and any other relevant guiding documents released by the NT or Australian governments. 

The offset proposal must include the expected or identified significant residual impact that is being 
offset, the relevant Territory environmental targets, performance indicators, stakeholder 
participation, monitoring and reporting, and responsive management framework. Wherever possible, 
offsets should address identified Territory targets to the agreed quantum. If the residual impact does 
not relate to agreed targets, offset proposals may require independent review by a panel of relevant 
experts engaged on a case by case basis. 

Offset assessment  

Offset proposals will be assessed through an objective, transparent process with input and advice 
from relevant experts who are familiar with the project and assessment process, and the NT EPA 
may be requested to provide advice on the adequacy of the offset in relation to the expected 
significant residual impacts. A recommendation will then be made to the appropriate regulatory 
decision maker. 
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Offset approvals 

Where the NT EPA identifies a significant residual impact that may be appropriately offset during the 
environmental impact assessment process, this will be identified in the NT EPA’s Assessment Report 
and relevant conditions will be included on the environmental approval issued under the EP Act to 
ensure an appropriate offset program is identified and implemented.  

Where offsets are required by other statutory decision makers, conditions relating to the identification 
and implementation of the agreed offset program will be contained in the relevant regulatory 
instruments or commercial agreements.  

Offset register 

Approved offset arrangements will be published online and supported where possible with spatial 
mapping systems such as ILIS or NRMaps. The Register will include the approval, proponent, area, 
offset type, impact and timeframe. 

Review of the Policy 

The Policy and Guidance Notes will be reviewed and a report on its operation submitted to 
Government within three (3) years of its implementation.  

Further Information 

For further information and advice regarding this Policy, process and guidance that underpins it 
please contact: 

Department of the Chief Minister 
Jobs and Economy 
Mail: GPO Box 4396, Darwin NT 0801 
Phone: 8999 6495 
Email: DCM.Environment@nt.gov.au  

 

 

mailto:DCM.Environment@nt.gov.au

