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Quantifying the Impact of Net Zero on 
the Regions

The Institute of Public Affairs (IPA) was among the first organisations in Australia to 
quantify the potential employment impact of a policy of net zero emissions by 2050. 
In April 2022, the IPA released its landmark report, The Economic and Employment 
Consequences of Net Zero Emissions by 2050 in Australia,1 which estimates the 
potential costs of a policy of net zero emissions by 2050 in terms of forgone economic 
production and job creation.

That report identifies that a policy of net zero emissions by 2050 would prevent the 
construction of the 89 coal, gas, and oil projects which are currently in the pipeline 
across Australia. This would come at a cost of approximately $274 billion across 
the Australian economy in terms of forgone economic output, which is the equivalent 
to approximately 14% of the nation’s annual GDP, and prevent the creation of 
approximately 480,000 jobs.

The report also highlights that communities in regional Australia would incur the 
greatest costs. For example, the analysis identifies that net zero would prevent the 
creation of approximately 125,000 jobs across North Queensland which is the 
equivalent to around 25 years’ worth of job creation. 

In the Hunter and Newcastle region, the report estimates that net zero would cost 
$11.5 billion in foregone economic output which is the equivalent to 20% of annual 
gross regional product. This will prevent the creation of approximately 21,800 jobs 
which is the equivalent to around 6.7% of the current local workforce and 4 years’ 
worth of job creation.

The aforementioned research report builds on an earlier study, Net Zero Emissions 
Will Divide Australians: A State-based Electoral Analysis of the Impact of Net Zero 
Emissions,2 which finds that it would be regional Australians who would most likely 
lose their jobs as a result of net zero – not residents of major capital cities like Sydney, 
Melbourne and Brisbane. Specifically, the analysis contained within the report finds 
that the electorates with the most jobs are risk are heartland seats like Flynn and 
Maranoa in regional Queensland (where jobs at risk from net zero as a share of the 
workforce amount to 23.9% and 21.9% respectively) while those with the fewest were 
inner city seats like Bennelong and North Sydney (where jobs at risk from net zero as a 
share of the workforce amount to only 1.3% each).

Sadly, the impact of net zero is already being felt in regional communities across 
Australia - and in the Hunter more specifically.

1. Daniel Wild (2022) The Economic and Employment Consequences of Net Zero Emissions by 2050 in Australia, Melbourne: IPA 
2. Cian Hussey and Daniel Wild (2021) Net Zero Emissions Will Divide Australians: A State-based Analysis of the Impact of Net     
     Zero Emissions, Melbourne: IPA
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Unemployment Consequences of Early 
Eraring Closure

On 17 February this year, Origin Energy announced that it would dramatically bring 
forward the closure of its Eraring coal-fired power station located in the Hunter from 
its original date in 2032 to mid-2025.3 Eraring accounts for around 20% of NSW’s 
electricity supply. Initial estimates indicated that up to 1,000 jobs could be lost as a 
result of the closure, comprising of around 400 direct jobs and 600 indirect jobs.

However, the potential magnitude of the job losses from the early Eraring closure is 
likely to be significantly understated.

In 2019, a major empirical study on the employment implications of the closures 
of coal-fired power stations in Australia was published in the Australian Journal of 
Agriculture and Resource Economics.4 The authors, Professors Paul Burke and Frank 
Jotzo and Dr Rohan Best, from the Crawford School of Public Policy at the Australian 
National University, analysed the local unemployment impacts directly attributable to 
the shutdown of Australian coal-fired power stations.

In the study, entitled Closures of Coal-fired Power Stations in Australia: Local 
Unemployment Effects, the authors investigated data drawn from the closures of 12 of 
Australia’s coal-fired power plants between 2010 and 2017, namely:

• Hazelwood in Victoria, which had a 1,760 MW capacity;

• Wallerawang in NSW, which had a 1,000 MW capacity;

• Munmorah in NSW, which had a 600 MW capacity;

• Northern in South Australia, which had a 546 MW capacity;

• Swanbank in Queensland, which had a 500 MW capacity;

• Muja in Western Australia, which had a 240 MW capacity;

• Playford in South Australia, which had a 240 MW capacity;

• Morwell in Victoria, which had a 189 MW capacity;

• Collinsville in Queensland, which had a 180MW capacity;

• Anglesea in Victoria, which had a 160 MW capacity;

• Redbank in NSW, which had a 144 MW capacity; and

• Callide in Queensland, which had a 30 MW capacity.

3. Angela Macdonald-Smith (2022, February 17) Origin to close Australia’s biggest coal plant early, Financial Review, https://  
    www.afr.com/companies/energy/origin-to-close-eraring-early-profit-rises-20220216-p59wx5; 
    Michael Parris (2022, February 17) Origin Energy says Eraring power plant could close seven years early in 2025, The    
    Canberra Times, https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/7624346/australias-largest-coal-fired-station-could-close-seven- 
    years-early-in-2025/ 

4. Paul Burke, Rohan Best and Frank Jotzo (2019) Closure of coal-fired power stations in Australia: local unemployment effects,  
     The Australian Journal of Agricultural and Resource Economics, 63, pp.142-165 
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They then performed an analysis to investigate the relationship between the 
aforementioned stations’ closures and their associated regional unemployment figures 
at the Statistical Area 4 (SA4) level. SA4 regions are local areas delineated from one 
another for statistical reasons and provided by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). 
Each has a population of between 100,000 and 500,000 individuals.

The model employed in the analysis controls for other variables such as fluctuations in 
coal prices and the shutting down of nearby factories so as to ensure that only changes 
in unemployment attributable to power station closures are captured – thus excluding 
the impacts of, say, the closures of other large employers in the region. 

The key finding of the research is that “regions with one or more recently closed coal-
fired power stations have on average seen an increase in their unemployment rate of 
around 0.7 percentage points”. Concerningly, the increase in unemployment rate “is 
detectable beyond 6 months after [the] closures” (p.161). 

Extrapolating the analysis presented in the study and applying it to Eraring shows that 
at least 1,400 direct and indirect jobs are likely to be lost as a result of the closure of 
Eraring - some 40% higher than initially anticipated.

The Eraring plant is located in the Newcastle and Lake Macquarie SA4 region as defined 
by the ABS, which has a total labour force of 199,700 individuals and an unemployment 
rate of 4.3% (as of January 2022, amounting to around 8,500 individuals).5 A 0.7% 
increase in the local unemployment rate, estimated by the Burke, Best and Jotzo (2019) 
paper, will increase this figure – holding all else constant - to 5% (amounting to around 
9,900 individuals). This would translate to a loss of around 1,400 jobs in the region – a 
loss which, again, is attributable to the closure of the Eraring power plant. 

At this stage, it is important to note that the above figure serves as a conservative 
estimate because Eraring is a much larger coal-fired power station than the average 
station analysed by Burke, Best, and Jotzo. The average capacity of the power 
stations that the authors studied was 467MW. Eraring’s capacity, on the other hand, 
is 2,880MW – approximately six times larger. While this should not be taken to imply 
that the job losses would be six time larger because there isn’t a direct relationship 
between employment and generation capacity, it does reveal that the magnitude of 
job losses could be more significant than first anticipated.

Furthermore, full-time workers in the Newcastle and Lake Macquarie region make up 
around 63% of the total labour force – in line with the national average. The loss of 
jobs flowing on from the closure of the Eraring power plant is likely to pull this number 
down. This is because the majority of job-losses resulting from the closure will be full-
time working positions since over 95% of jobs in utility services including electricity 
generation are full-time - considerably higher than the regional (and national) average.

5. Department of Education, Skills and Employment. (2022). Newcastle and Lake Macquarie Civilian Population by Labour Force  
    Status (15+) January 2022. Labour Market Information Portal, https://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/LFR_SAFOUR/NSW/ 
    NewcastleLakeMacquarie_LFR_LM_Population_LabourForceStatus
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Conclusion

The impact of net zero is very real, quantifiable, and is already being felt in regional 
communities across Australia including in the Hunter. The closure of the Eraring power 
plant, which is associated with Australia’s pursuit of the net zero by 2050 target, is 
likely to result in the loss of almost 1,400 jobs in the region – 40% higher than initial 
estimates – the vast majority of which are likely to be full-time
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The Institute of Public Affairs is an independent, non-profit public policy think tank, 
dedicated to preserving and strengthening the foundations of economic and political 
freedom. Since 1943, the IPA has been at the forefront of the political and policy 
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About the author
Dr Kevin You is a research fellow at the Institute of Public Affairs. His background is in 
the fields of political economy, industrial relations and organisational studies.

Prior to joining the IPA, Kevin worked in academia - both as a teacher and research 
associate. His articles have been published in such periodicals as the Review of Social 
Economy, Journal of Industrial Relations, Journal of Global Responsibility, Labour 
and Industry, and International Journal of Employment Studies. Kevin’s postgraduate 
thesis looks into the contributions of business interest association in the political and 
economic landscapes of Sri Lanka and Indonesia.

THE EMPLOYMENT CONSEQUENCES 
OF THE EARLY CLOSURE OF THE  
ERARING POWER STATION



www.ipa.org.au


