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Introduction

Australia is facing increased international pressure to adopt a target of achieving net 
zero carbon equivalent emissions (CO2-e) (hereafter referred to as emissions). With 
the election of President Joe Biden in the United States, who has re-committed to the 
Paris Agreement, this pressure will only increase in the lead up to the Glasgow Climate 
Change Conference in late 2021.

Adopting a net zero emissions target will come at great expense to Australians, who 
have already seen jobs destroyed and their electricity bills increase as a result of 
ill-conceived policies aimed at reducing emissions.

The 2019 election provided firm evidence that Australians reject the idea of risking jobs 
and economic prosperity for the sake of reducing emissions. The election was framed 
as the ‘climate election’ by the political left,1 whose policies were rejected by the 
Australian people after they failed to give regard to the negative impact those policies 
would have on the economy and society.

Since 2019, the Coalition government has begun to shift its positioning on emissions. In 
January 2020, Prime Minister Scott Morrison refused to commit to a net zero emissions 
target, arguing that people who do so “make a glib promise about that and they can’t 
look Australians in the eye and tell them what it will mean for their electricity prices, 
what it will mean for their jobs.”2 By early 2021, however, the Prime Minister conceded 
that the government’s goal was to achieve net zero emissions, although there is yet to 
be a commitment to doing so by 2050.3

This report presents an analysis of the effects of a net zero emissions target on jobs. It is 
broken up into three sections.

The first section finds that a target of net zero emissions would impose significant and 
irreparable economic and social damage due to the infliction of mass job losses. This 
report estimates that up to 653,600 jobs would be directly put at risk from a net zero 
emissions target. This estimate does not include potential indirect job losses which could 
occur in related industries and the communities where at risk jobs are vital.

Potential job losses are concentrated, in order, in the agricultural sector (306,000 
jobs), the primary metal and metal product manufacturing sector (74,100 jobs), the 
electricity supply sector (64,100 jobs), coal mining (62,000 jobs), and air and space 
transport sector (38,100 jobs).

1 Adam Morton, “The climate change election: where do the parties stand on the environment?,” The Guardian, 12 
May 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/may/12/the-climate-change-election-where-do-
the-parties-stand-on-the-environment.

2 Andrew Tillett and Mark Ludlow, “No net zero emissions target if it hurts jobs: PM,” Australian Financial Review, 20 January 
2020, https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/no-net-zero-emissions-target-if-it-hurts-jobs-pm-20200120-p53t18.

3 Greg Brown, “Politics of carbon has ended, Scott Morrison declares,” The Australian, 22 January 2021, https://
www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/politics-of-carbon-has-ended-scott-morrison-declares/news-story/
fa662d7b2af40426f852b9f1c18946b8; Phillip Coorey, “PM inches closer to net zero by 2050,” Australian Financial Review, 
1 February 2021, https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/pm-inches-closer-to-net-zero-by-2050-20210201-p56ybg.
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The second section provides an analysis of Commonwealth electoral divisions and 
ranks electorates by those which contain the most jobs put at risk from a net zero 
emissions target. This report finds that 17 of the top 20 electorates with jobs put at risk 
by a net zero emissions target are currently held by the Coalition government. Two 
(Hunter and Lyons) are held by the Labor Party and one is held by Katter’s Australian 
Party (Kennedy). The top 10 seats with jobs at risk are all Coalition-held.

The Coalition is also over-represented in the bottom 20 electorates ranked by at risk 
jobs, holding a total of 12 seats. This reveals an underlying tension within the Coalition 
as it relates to their stance on a net zero emissions policy: the Coalition holds the 
majority of seats which are likely to suffer the most job losses as a result of a net zero 
emissions target, but it also holds the majority of seats which are least likely to suffer 
job losses as a result of such a target.

The final section outlines recent changes in the labour force, demonstrating that 
for each new renewable activity job created between 2009-10 and 2018-19, five 
manufacturing jobs were destroyed. Renewable activity jobs are those principally 
engaged in the production of renewable energy, or the design, construction or 
operation and maintenance of renewable energy infrastructure.4 The majority of jobs 
created since the election of the Rudd government in 2007 have been in industries 
with high public sector employment, and the promise of new, green jobs to replace 
manufacturing ones has not materialised.

A net zero emissions target would destroy communities where there is a high reliance on 
relatively more energy-intensive jobs. Adopting such a target in the wake of the largest 
economic contraction and employment crisis in recent memory, caused by lockdowns 
implemented in response to COVID-19, would be devastating for Australian workers.

4 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Employment in Renewable Energy Activities, Australia methodology,” 
April 2020, https://www.abs.gov.au/methodologies/employment-renewable-energy-activities-australia-
methodology/2018-19.
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Jobs put at risk by net zero emissions target

This report uses data from the National Greenhouse Gas Inventory by Economic Sector 
report published by the Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources, along 
with industry employment data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, to estimate how 
many jobs would be placed at risk from a net zero emissions target.

A net zero emissions target will have the greatest impact on jobs that are relatively 
more energy intensive. As such, ‘at risk’ jobs are calculated as the total number of jobs 
in industries where emissions per job are above the economy-wide average of 0.22 kt 
CO2. There are 10 industries in Australia where emissions per job are higher than this 
average, and the jobs in these industries are deemed at risk.

The industries where jobs would be placed at risk by a net zero emissions target are: 
agriculture; forestry and logging; coal mining; oil and gas extraction; petroleum and 
coal product manufacturing; non-metallic mineral product manufacturing; primary 
metal and metal product manufacturing; electricity supply; waste collection, treatment 
and disposal services; and air and space transport. 

Agriculture refers to the growing and cultivation of horticultural and other crops, along 
with the controlled breeding, raising, or farming of animals. A typical worker in this 
industry could be employed as a beef cattle or dairy farmer.

Forestry and logging includes logging native or plantation forests, including felling, 
cutting, and roughly chopping logs into products such as railway sleepers or posts. 
Also includes cutting trees and scrubs for firewood. A typical worker in this industry 
could be employed cutting or felling trees.

Coal mining refers to the extraction of coal, and includes underground and open cut mining, 
along with operations related to mining activities (such as crushing, screening, washing). A 
typical worker in this industry could be employed as an excavator operator on a coal mine.

Oil and gas extraction refers to producing crude oil, natural gas or condensate 
through the extraction of oil and gas deposits. This includes activities such as natural 
gas extraction, petroleum gas extraction, and oil shale mining. A typical worker in this 
industry could be employed as a drill rig operator on an oil rig.

Petroleum and coal product manufacturing refers to transforming crude petroleum and 
coal into intermediate and end products, for example petroleum refineries, asphalt 
paving mixture and block manufacturing, and petroleum lubricating oil and grease 
manufacturing. A typical worker in this industry could be employed as a mechanical 
technician in a petroleum refinery.

Non-metallic mineral product manufacturing includes the manufacturing of glass, ceramic, 
cement, lime, plaster, and other non-metallic mineral products. A typical worker in this 
industry could be employed as a cement crusher operator in a cement manufacturing plant.



4 Institute of Public Affairs www.ipa.org.au

Primary metal and metal product manufacturing includes activities such as iron smelting 
and steel manufacturing, copper, silver, lead, and zinc smelting and refining, and 
aluminium smelting. A typical worker in this industry could be employed as a steel 
cutter in a steel manufacturing plant.

Electricity supply includes electricity generation, transmission, distribution, on selling 
electricity, and electricity market operation. A typical worker in this industry could be 
employed as a lineworker maintaining power lines.

Waste collection, treatment and disposal services includes the collection, treatment 
and disposal of solid, liquid, and other waste types, including hazardous waste; this 
includes landfills, combustors, incinerators, and compost dumps, but does not include 
sewage treatment facilities. A typical worker in this industry could be employed as a 
garbage truck driver.

Air and space transport includes air freight and passenger transport services, along 
with aircraft charter, lease or rentals with crew. A typical worker in this industry could 
be employed as a flight attendant.

Table 1 below shows the total number of people employed in each of these industries, 
and therefore how many jobs are placed at risk by a net zero emissions target.5 Together, 
these industries are responsible for 78.3% of total emissions,6 and employ 653,600 
Australians. A list of all industries and the emissions per job is shown in Table 2.

Table 1: Industries with above average emissions per job

Industry Jobs at risk
Agriculture 306,200
Primary Metal and Metal Product Manufacturing 74,100
Electricity Supply 64,100
Coal Mining 62,000
Air and Space Transport 38,100
Waste Collection, Treatment and Disposal 37,800
Oil and Gas Extraction 32,400
Non-Metallic Mineral Product Manufacturing 28,900
Petroleum and Coal Product Manufacturing 6,300
Forestry and Logging 3,800
Total 653,600

Source: IPA, ABS.

Note: Numbers may not add to the total due to rounding.

5 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, December 2020,” January 2021, https://www.
abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia-detailed/dec-2020.

6 Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources, “National Greenhouse Gas Inventory by Economic 
Sector: 2018,” Australian Government, May 2020, https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/national-
greenhouse-gas-inventory-by-economic-sector-2018.
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Table 2: Average emissions per job by industry

Industry Emissions per job (kt CO2)
Electricity Supply 2.7205251
Oil and Gas Extraction 1.4474496
Petroleum and Coal Product Manufacturing 0.772735
Coal Mining 0.5702873
Forestry and Logging 0.3472612
Non-Metallic Mineral Product Manufacturing 0.3464191
Primary Metal and Metal Product Manufacturing 0.3440861
Agriculture 0.338292
Waste Collection, Treatment and Disposal Services 0.2595126
Air and Space Transport 0.2369107
AVERAGE 0.22
Gas Supply 0.1624972
Chemical, Polymer and Rubber Product Manufacturing 0.1321899
Aquaculture 0.1020797
Rail Transport 0.0786029
Metal Ore & Non-Metallic Mineral Mining & Quarrying 0.0751363
Water Supply, Sewerage and Drainage Services 0.0729917
Fishing, Hunting and Trapping 0.0556844
Road Transport 0.0474011
Other Transport, Services, Postal and Storage 0.0301497
Food Product, Beverage and Tobacco Product Manufact. 0.0189193
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing Support Services 0.0144851
Wood, Pulp, Paper and Printing 0.0134398
Textile, Leather, Clothing and Footwear Manufacturing 0.0129719
Fabricated Metal Product Manufacturing 0.0119534
Heavy and Civil Engineering Construction 0.011543
Construction Services 0.0104959
Information Media and Telecommunications 0.0060873
Administration, Public Administration and Services 0.00592
Building Construction 0.0032787
Wholesale and Retail Trade 0.0024282
Finance, Insurance, Rental, Hiring and Real Estate 0.0024063
Transport and Machinery Equipment Manufacturing 0.0022129
Other Services 0.0018086
Accomm., Food Services, Education and Health Services 0.0010584
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 0.0008304
Furniture and Other Manufacturing 0.0005159
Arts and Recreation Services -0.0034578

Source: IPA, ABS, Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources. 

Note: This is the most granular breakdown of emissions data by industry/sub-industry 
available from the Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources. As such, 
not all industries are at the same ANZSIC classification level.
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Electoral analysis of at risk jobs

While the 653,600 jobs placed at risk by a net zero emissions target should be 
concerning for all members of parliament, the burden of these job losses will not fall 
equally across electorates. 

Chart 1 below shows the top 20 electorates ranked by the share of jobs in that 
electorate which are placed at risk by a net zero emissions target. For example, in 
Flynn, 10.4% of all employment is in at-risk industries.

Strikingly, 17 of the 20 electorates are Coalition seats, held either by the Liberal Party 
(Barker, Wannon, O’Connor, Grey, Farrer, Durack), the National Party (Flynn, Parkes, 
Mallee, New England, Riverina, Nicholls, Gippsland, and Calare), or the Liberal 
National Party (Maranoa, Capricornia, and Dawson). Only two seats are held by the 
Labor Party (Hunter and Lyons), and the final seat is held by Katter’s Australian Party 
(Kennedy). All of the top 10 electorates are held by a Coalition party, and while the 
Coalition have ten electorates where more than 6% of all jobs are at risk, Labor have 
none. Of these top 10 electorates, six are currently held by the Nationals Party Room. 
Additionally, 73% of the seats in federal parliament held by the Nationals are ‘at risk’ 
seats, compared with just 10% of seats held by the Liberals, and 3% of seats held by 
the Labor Party.

Of these 20 electorates, six are in New South Wales, five are in Queensland, four are in 
Victoria, there are two each in South Australia and Western Australia, and one in Tasmania.

Chart 1: Top 20 electorates with jobs at risk

Source: IPA, ABS.
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While the Coalition dominates the top 20 electorates ranked by at risk jobs, it is also 
over-represented in the bottom 20 electorates ranked by at risk jobs, as shown in 
Chart 2 below. Of these electorates, 12 are Coalition (Goldstein, Kooyong, Moncrieff, 
Wentworth, Mackellar, Deakin, North Sydney, Reid, Menzies, Chisholm, Bradfield, 
and Bennelong), seven are Labor (Grayndler, Bruce, Watson, Canberra, Parramatta, 
Blaxland, and Fenner), and one is independent (Warringah). This reveals an 
underlying tension within the Coalition as it relates to emissions reduction policies: the 
Coalition holds the majority of the seats which are likely to suffer the most job losses as 
a result of a net zero emissions target, but it also holds the majority of seats which are 
least likely to suffer job losses as a result of such a target.

Chart 2: Bottom 20 electorates with jobs at risk

Source: IPA, ABS.
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‘Green’ jobs have not offset destruction 
of manufacturing jobs

Workers are often assured that their livelihoods will not be put at risk by a net zero 
emissions target because, while such a target will destroy jobs, this will be offset by the 
creation of new jobs in renewable and related industries. The effort to reduce emissions 
to date, however, has seen relatively few jobs created in ‘renewable activities’, 
as measured by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and shown in Chart 3 below. 
Renewable activity jobs are those principally engaged in the production of renewable 
energy, or the design, construction or operation and maintenance of renewable 
energy infrastructure.7

There are two key concerns with the effect that a net zero emissions target will have on jobs. 

Firstly, while some jobs may be created by renewable energy activities and other 
emission reduction efforts, many of these jobs will not go to those who lose their 
jobs in the agricultural, manufacturing, and other at-risk industries. According to the 
Clean Jobs Plan set out by the Climate Council, for example, 70% of the 76,000 jobs 
estimated to be created under the plan are in construction and administrative services. 
Additionally, one-third of the jobs require minimal training, which means they are 
low-skill and therefore likely low-paying.8 

Secondly, these new job creations are unlikely to outweigh the job losses seen in at 
risk industries. There are a range of estimates for how many jobs could be created by 
a net zero emissions target, however these fail to consider the negative effect such a 
target would have on the industries identified in this report. For example, the Australian 
Greens’ Jobs Plan taken to the 2019 federal election states that 179,770 jobs could 
be created under their “renewable energy future” policy.9 Another estimate, found in 
Beyond Zero Emissions’ The Million Jobs Plan claims that 207,100 ongoing jobs could 
be created by investing in a low-carbon economy.10 Even if all these jobs were created 
under a net zero emissions target, they would not outweigh the significant job losses 
likely to occur in at risk industries.

Past experience shows that while the push for emissions reduction may create some 
jobs, such as in renewable activities, these will not be enough to offset job losses in 
other, more energy-intensive industries. Between 2009-10 and 2018-19 employment 

7 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Employment in Renewable Energy Activities, Australia methodology,” 
April 2020, https://www.abs.gov.au/methodologies/employment-renewable-energy-activities-australia-
methodology/2018-19.

8 AlphaBeta, “Clean Jobs Plan,” Climate Council, July 2020, https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2020/07/Climate-Council_AlphaBeta-Clean-Jobs-Plan-200720.pdf.

9 The Australian Greens, “Creating the Jobs of the Future: The Greens’ Jobs Plan, Election 2019,” https://greens.
org.au/sites/default/files/2019-05/Greens%202019%20Policy%20Platform%20-Creating%20the%20jobs%20
of%20the%20future.pdf.

10 Beyond Zero Emissions, “The Million Jobs Plan,” June 2020, https://bze.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/
BZE-The-Million-Jobs-Plan-Full-Report-2020.pdf.



9 Institute of Public Affairs www.ipa.org.au

in renewable activities increased by 14,700, but 76,200 manufacturing jobs were 
destroyed.11 This means that for every job created in renewable activities over this time, 
five manufacturing jobs were lost. The period 2009-10 to 2018-19 is used as that is the 
entire time series available from the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

It is also worth noting that many of the estimates of jobs created under a net zero 
emissions target would be created directly through government policy and taxpayer 
support. This indicates that the share of the workforce directly reliant on private 
sector workers would increase, requiring either higher taxes or fewer government 
services elsewhere to fund them. By contrast, the industries placed at risk by a net zero 
emissions target tend to have very high levels of private sector employment, suggesting 
that these workers are vital contributors to the taxation pool which funds the public 
sector. For example, 99.6% of jobs in the agriculture, forestry and fishing industry 
are in the private sector, 100% of mining jobs are in the private sector, and 99.7% of 
manufacturing jobs are in the private sector.12

Chart 3: Job changes between 2009-10 and 2018-19

Source: IPA, ABS.

11 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Employment in Renewable Energy Activities, Australia, 2018-19 Financial Year,” April 2020, 
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/employment-renewable-energy-activities-
australia/2018-19; Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, December 2020,” January 2021, 
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia-detailed/dec-2020.

12 Ibid.
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Conclusion

The 2019 federal election delivered a clear message to Australia’s political class: 
mainstream Australians care about their livelihoods and are not willing to risk losing their 
jobs in pursuit of economically and socially devastating emissions reduction policies.

Despite the clear, democratic mandate to maintain a relatively less-destructive 
emissions policy, the federal government has changed course since its re-election. 

In January 2020 Prime Minister Scott Morrison refused to commit to a net zero 
emissions target, arguing that people who do so “make a glib promise about that and 
they can’t look Australians in the eye and tell them what it will mean for their electricity 
prices, what it will mean for their jobs.”13

One year later, the Prime Minister said that the government’s “goal is to reach net zero 
emissions as soon as possible, and preferably by 2050.”14

Adopting such a target would be devastating for the Australians whose livelihoods will 
be placed at risk.

As this report has outlined, a net zero emissions target will directly place up to 
653,600 jobs at risk. This does not account for indirect job losses as a result of 
reduced economic activity.

These job losses would place an enormous strain on mainstream Australians, and as 
outlined in this report, the electorates which will suffer most are disproportionately 
held by Coalition parties. At the same time, the majority of the seats which are least 
likely to suffer job losses as a result of a net zero emissions target are also held by the 
Coalition, which reveals an internal tension within the government.

It is also unlikely that jobs lost as a result of a net zero emissions target will be replaced 
by ‘green’ jobs. As this report highlights, between 2009-10 and 2018-19, five 
manufacturing jobs were destroyed for each renewable activity job created. 

A net zero emissions target would destroy communities where there is a high reliance 
on relatively more energy-intensive jobs. Adopting such a target in the wake of the 
largest economic contraction and employment crisis in recent memory, caused by 
COVID-19 and resulting lockdowns, would be devastating for Australian workers.

13 Andrew Tillett and Mark Ludlow, “No net zero emissions target if it hurts jobs: PM,” Australian Financial Review, 
20 January 2020, https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/no-net-zero-emissions-target-if-it-hurts-jobs-pm-
20200120-p53t18.

14 Phillip Coorey, “PM inches closer to net zero by 2050,” Australian Financial Review, 1 February 2021, 
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/pm-inches-closer-to-net-zero-by-2050-20210201-p56ybg.
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