
December 2022

Daniel Wild, Deputy Executive Director
Dr Kevin You, Research Fellow

ESTIMATING THE 
EMPLOYMENT AND 

ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES
OF NET ZERO AND ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISM IN THE 

DARLING DOWNS



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



3www.ipa.org.auInstitute of Public Affairs

Contents

Introduction 4

Data source and methodology 6

Projects at risk from net zero-induced ban on coal and gas 7

Additional projects under threat from green legal activism 9

Employment in Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa 11

Conclusion  13



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

Introduction

The policy of net zero emissions by 2050 and the green legal activism that it encourages 
have come at a great cost to Australians. They have contributed to escalating electricity 
prices, increasing cost of living pressures, and job insecurity in rural and regional areas. 
Southwest Queensland, which consists of Toowoomba, Darling Downs-Maranoa and 
immediately adjacent areas, has been and will continue to be among the hardest hit.

The purpose of this report is to study the effect that the policy of net zero emissions by 2050 
and green legal activism are having on the resources sector in Southwest Queensland. This 
is done by analysing two sets of resource projects in the pipeline for the region:

• The first is a set of projects at risk of cancellation under net zero, which have 
gone through the federal government’s environmental approval process. There 
are currently 8 coal and gas projects planned for Southwest Queensland in this 
category based on the most recently available data from the Department of 
Industry, Science and Resources.1 The economic cost of the cancellation of these 
projects is estimated to amount to $34 billion worth of foregone economic output 
and the cancellation of approximately 57,000 new jobs.

• The second is a set of projects currently going through the federal government’s 
environmental approval process but which are threatened to be shut down 
through the actions of the Environment Council of Central Queensland and its 
lawyers, Environmental Justice Australia. These activists are calling for the Federal 
Minister for the Environment to reconsider initial environmental assessment 
decisions which have already been granted to 19 critical resources projects all 
across Australia. Two of these are new projects in Southwest Queensland.2 Their 
potential economic impact on the region is estimated to be $13 billion. Their 
potential employment impact is estimated to be approximately 20,000 jobs. 

The total economic impact of net zero and green legal activism on Southwest Queensland 
is estimated to amount to approximately $47 billion. This is the equivalent to over 220% of 
its annual gross regional product or more than two years’ worth of economic activities. 

The total employment impact amounts to over 77,000 jobs, which is the equivalent to 
56% of the current workforce in the local area.

This report extends the methodology employed in an earlier report, published in April 
2022, by the Institute of Public Affairs, The Economic and Employment Consequences 
of Net Zero Emissions by 2050 in Australia. That report estimated the cost of the 
policy of net zero by 2050 nationwide to be $274 billion in foregone economic output 
and the cancellation of 478,000 jobs. The result was derived through analysing the 

1 These projects have gone through the environmental approval process set out in the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) except for North Surat – Woori, which has completed a Queensland 
Government Environmental Impact Statement application process, under the Environmental Protection Act 1994 
(Qld) but not yet submitted an application at the federal level. 

2 One project, The Range, had been in the EPBC approval process for some time but has also been challenged by the 
ECCQ and EJA.
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employment and economic potential of 89 resource projects in the pipeline across the 
nation, all of which will need to be abandoned if Australia were to achieve net zero.

Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa are among the hardest hit regions. 
Southwest Queensland, which had already been experiencing economic decline since 
before the adoption of net zero, became even further entrenched in an economic slump. 

Between the years 2000 and 2015, on average, approximately 115 new jobs were 
created every month in Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa. Since 2015, this 
has collapsed by more than half to just 50 jobs per month. By contrast, the total number 
of working-aged people has increased by 135 per month. This is more than double the 
number of jobs created over the period.

Average employment to population ratio between 2000 and 2015 was 62%. By 
2022, this number has declined to 58%.

Over the last year, since the Australian Government adopted the policy of net zero 
emissions by 2050, the region has lost around 2,000 jobs.

Table 1: Summary of total economic cost of projects at risk in Southwest Queensland

Projects at 
risk Type

Estimated 
investment 
value 
(billion)

Estimated 
economic 
impact 
(billion)1

Gross 
regional 
product 
(billion)2

Economic 
impact 
over GRP

Total project 
employment 
impact3

Regional 
workforce4

Employment 
impact over 
regional 
workforce

Wandoan Coal $7.00 $13.73 $20.77 66% 23,750 139,200 17%

Elimatta Coal $0.75 $1.47 $20.77 7% 2,550 139,200 2%

North Surat - 
Collingwood

Coal $0.65 $1.28 $20.77 6% 2,200 139,200 2%

North Surat 
-Taroom

Coal $1.12 $2.20 $20.77 11% 3,800 139,200 3%

North Surat 
-Woori

Coal $0.52 $1.02 $20.77 5% 1,800 139,200 1%

Surat Gas 
Project 
Phases 2 to 5

Gas $8.00 $12.38 $20.77 60% 19,700 139,200 14%

Tipton Gas $0.30 $0.47 $20.77 2% 750 139,200 1%

The Range Coal $0.78 $1.53 $20.77 7% 2,650 139,200 2%

Total projects in the 
pipeline

$19.12 $34.08 $20.77 164% 57,200 139,200 41%

Additional 
projects 
challenged

Type

Estimated 
investment 
value 
(billion)

Estimated 
economic 
impact 
(billion)1

Gross 
regional 
product 
(billion)2

Economic 
impact 
over GRP

Total project 
employment 
impact3

Regional 
workforce4

Employment 
impact over 
regional 
workforce

Gas Supply 
Security 
Project

Gas $8.00 $12.39 $20.77 60% 19,750 139,200 14%

Meandu Mine 
King 2 East

Coal $0.16 $0.32 $20.77 2% 550 139,200 0.4%

Total projects 
challenged

$8.16 $12.71 $20.77 62% 20,300 139,200 15%

Total projects at risk $27.28 $46.79 $20.77 226% 77,500 139,200 56%

Source: DISER Resources and Energy Major Projects 2021 Report, IPA; numbers may not add due to rounding
1 ABS, Australian National Accounts: Input-Output Tables 2019-20, ABS 5209.0.55.001. Simple output multiplier effect
2 REMPLAN, Gross regional product by Statistical Area Level 4, 2020-21
3 NSW Treasury Employment Calculator, NSW Treasury analysis based on ABS 5209.0, 5246.0, TPP09-7 and TRP09-3
4 ABS, Labour Force, detailed, Australia
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Data source and methodology

The Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources’ Major Projects Report 
presents a database containing resources and energy projects throughout Australia.3 
It organises them into four distinct categories: ‘publicly announced’, ‘feasibility’, 
‘committed’ and ‘completed’.

The publicly announced stage refers to projects which “are usually very early in 
their development and are typically undergoing an initial feasibility study to access 
the commercial aspects of developing an identified resource”. The feasibility stage 
refers to the stage of the project development cycle when the “initial feasibility study 
for a project has been completed and the results support further development”. The 
committed stage refers to projects which “have completed all commercial, engineering 
and environmental studies, received all necessary government regulatory approvals, 
and finalised the financing of the project to allow construction”. And the completed 
stage refers to projects where construction has been completed and its operation 
reached commercial production.

Achieving net zero CO2-e by 2050 necessitates a complete ban on all new coal and gas 
projects and would affect those projects which are in the publicly announced and feasibility 
stages. The investment values of these projects inform key assumptions made in this study. 

This report utilises the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Input-Output Table as well as 
the NSW Treasury’s Employment Calculator to estimate the multiplier effects of the 
economic output and job creation put at risk by the proposed ban.4

The multiplier effect refers to the economic activities and job creation generated as a 
result of the flow-on effects of the commencement of a project, for example through 
higher wages and more spending power.

This is a conservative approach to estimating the potential foregone economic output 
and job creation caused by a ban on new coal and gas projects because it only 
includes projects which are currently being considered. A permanent ban on all new 
projects will not just affect projects currently being considered, but all future projects that 
would otherwise have been considered but would not proceed as a result of the ban.

In addition to the employment and economic implications of the ban on Southwest 
Queensland resources projects identified in the Major Projects Report, we have also 
analysed the economic and employment impacts of two additional projects, recently 
planned for the region, namely those projects which are presently being challenged by 
activist groups, the ECCQ and EJA.

3 DISER (2021) Resources and energy major projects: 2021, Department of Industry Science Energy and Resources, 
https://www.industry.gov.au/publications/resources-and-energy-major-projects-2021

4 ABS (2021) Australian National Accounts: Input-Output Tables, Australian Bureau of Statistics, https://www.abs.
gov.au/statistics/economy/national-accounts/australian-national-accounts-input-output-tables/2019-20; NSW 
Government (2022) NSW Treasury Employment Calculator, NSW Treasury, https://www.treasury.nsw.gov.au/
information-public-entities/nsw-treasury-employment-calculator
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Projects at risk from net zero-induced 
ban on coal and gas

The following is a summary list of projects in Southwest Queensland which are at the 
publicly announced and feasibility stages as per the Major Projects Report:

Table 2: Summary of Southwest Queensland projects at risk from net zero

Projects at risk Type

Estimated 
investment 
value 
(billion)

Estimated 
economic 
impact 
(billion)

Gross 
regional 
product 
(billion)

Economic 
impact 
over GRP

Total project 
employment 
impact

Regional 
workforce

Employment 
impact over 
regional 
workforce

Wandoan Coal $7.00 $13.73 $20.77 66% 23,750 139,200 17%

Elimatta Coal $0.75 $1.47 $20.77 7% 2,550 139,200 2%

North Surat - 
Collingwood

Coal $0.65 $1.28 $20.77 6% 2,200 139,200 2%

North Surat 
-Taroom

Coal $1.12 $2.20 $20.77 11% 3,800 139,200 3%

North Surat 
-Woori

Coal $0.52 $1.02 $20.77 5% 1,800 139,200 1%

Surat Gas 
Project Phases 
2 to 5

Gas $8.00 $12.38 $20.77 60% 19,700 139,200 14%

Tipton Gas $0.30 $0.47 $20.77 2% 750 139,200 1%

The Range Coal $0.78 $1.53 $20.77 7% 2,650 139,200 2%

Total projects in the pipeline $19.12 $34.08 $20.77 164% 57,200 139,200 41%

Source: DISER Resources and Energy Major Projects 2021 Report, IPA

The way in which the simple economic output multiplier is applied on their estimated 
total investment value to derive these projects’ total economic impact is as follows:

Table 3: Economic impact of Southwest Queensland projects at risk from net zero

Resource Sub-industry
Initial Effect First-round 

Effect Multiplier
Industrial 
Support Effect

Production-
induced Effect

Simple 
Multiplier

(1) (2) (3) (4)=(2)+(3) (5)=(1)+(2)+(3)

Coal Coal mining 1.00 0.45 0.51 0.96 1.96

Gas Oil and gas 
extraction

1.00 0.27 0.28 0.55 1.55

Resource
Aggregate 
estimated value of 
projects (billion)

Initial Effect First-round 
Effect Multiplier

Industrial 
Support Effect

Production-
induced Effect

Simple 
Multiplier

(1) (2) (3) (4)=(2)+(3) (5)=(1)+(2)+(3)

Coal $10.82 $10.82 $4.87 $5.52 $10.39 $21.21

Gas $8.30 $8.30 $2.24 $2.32 $4.57 $12.87

Total 
contribution

$19.12 $19.12 $7.11 $7.84 $14.95 $34.08

Analysis based on: ABS, Australian National Accounts: Input-Output Tables 2019-20, ABS 5209.0.55.001 Simple output 
multiplier effect; numbers may not add due to rounding
The initial effect (1) describes relative labour-intensity of the industry
The first-round effect multiplier (2) and the industrial support effect (3) describes the relationship between intermediate cross 
industry inputs and final industry outputs
The first-round effect and the industrial support effect (3) together give the production-induced multiplier (4)
The initial effect and the production-induced multiplier represent the simple employment multiplier (5)
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The way in which the employment multiplier is applied to derive these projects’ 
estimated employment impact is as follows:5

Table 4: Employment impact of Southwest Queensland projects at risk from 
net zero

Resource Sub-industry
Initial 
Effect

First-
round 
Effect 
Multiplier

Industrial 
Support 
Effect

Production-
induced 
Effect

Simple 
Multiplier

Consumption 
Multiplier

Total 
Employment 
Multiplier

(1) (2) (3) (4)=(2)+(3) (5) =(1)+(2)+(3) (6) (7)=(5)+(6)

Coal Coal mining 0.80 0.79 0.58 1.37 2.17 1.22 3.39

LNG, Gas, 
Petroleum

Oil and gas 
extraction

0.43 0.52 0.51 1.03 1.46 1.01 2.47

Resource

Aggregate 
estimated 
value of 
projects 
(billion)

Initial 
Effect

First-
round 
Effect 
Multiplier

Industrial 
Support 
Effect

Production-
induced 
Effect

Simple 
Multiplier

Consumption 
Multiplier

Total 
Employment 
Multiplier

(1) (2) (3) (4)=(2)+(3) (5) =(1)+(2)+(3) (6) (7)=(5)+(6)

Coal $10.82 8,658 8,549 6,277 14,826 23,484 13,203 36,687

Gas $8.30 3,569 4,316 4,233 8,549 12,118 8,383 20,501

Total 
contribution

$19.12 12,227 12,865 10,510 23,375 35,602 21,586 57,188

Analysis based on: NSW Treasury Employment Calculator, NSW Treasury analysis based on ABS 5209.0, 5246.0, TPP09-7 
and TRP09-3; numbers may not add due to rounding

The total economic impact of these projects is estimated to be over $34 billion. 
Combined, they could bring over 57,000 jobs into the region.

5  Note that the employment multiplier is applied per AU$ million in project value.
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Additional projects under threat from 
green legal activism

The following is a summary list of new projects in Southwest Queensland which are 
being challenged by the ECCQ and EJA:

Table 5: Summary of new Southwest Queensland projects at risk from green 
legal activism

Additional 
projects 
challenged

Type

Estimated 
investment 
value 
(billion)

Estimated 
economic 
impact 
(billion) 

Gross 
regional 
product 
(billion) 

Economic 
impact 
over GRP

Total project 
employment 
impact

Regional 
workforce

Employment 
impact over 
regional 
workforce

Gas Supply 
Security Project

Gas $8.00 $12.39 $20.77 60% 19,750 139,200 14%

Meandu Mine 
King 2 East

Coal $0.16 $0.32 $20.77 2% 550 139,200 0.4%

Total projects challenged $8.16 $12.71 $20.77 62% 20,300 139,200 15%

Source: DISER Resources and Energy Major Projects 2021 Report, IPA

The way in which the simple economic output multiplier is applied on their estimated 
total investment value to derive the projects’ total economic impact is as follows:

Table 6: Economic impact of new Southwest Queensland projects at risk from 
green legal activism

Resource
Sub-industry

Initial Effect First-round 
Effect Multiplier

Industrial 
Support Effect

Production-
induced Effect Simple Multiplier

(1) (2) (3) (4)=(2)+(3) (5)=(1)+(2)+(3)

Coal Coal mining 1.00 0.45 0.51 0.96 1.96

Gas Oil and gas 
extraction

1.00 0.27 0.28 0.55 1.55

Resource
Aggregate 
estimated value 
of projects 
(billion)

Initial Effect First-round 
Effect Multiplier

Industrial 
Support Effect

Production-
induced Effect Simple Multiplier

(1) (2) (3) (4)=(2)+(3) (5)=(1)+(2)+(3)

Coal $0.16 $0.16 $0.07 $0.08 $0.15 $0.31

Gas $8.00 $8.00 $2.16 $2.24 $4.40 $12.40

Total 
contribution

$8.16 $8.16 $2.23 $2.32 $4.55 $12.71

Analysis based on: ABS, Australian National Accounts: Input-Output Tables 2019-20, ABS 5209.0.55.001 Simple output 
multiplier effect; numbers may not add due to rounding
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The way in which the employment multiplier is applied to derive the projects’ estimated 
employment impact is as follows:

Table 7: Employment impact of new Southwest Queensland projects at risk 
from green legal activism

0.80 Sub-
industry

Initial 
Effect

First-round 
Effect 
Multiplier

Industrial 
Support 
Effect

Production-
induced 
Effect

Simple 
Multiplier

Consumption 
Multiplier

Total 
Employment 
Multiplier

(1) (2) (3) (4)=(2)+(3) (5) =(1)+(2)+(3) (6) (7)=(5)+(6)

Coal Coal mining 0.80 0.79 0.58 1.37 2.17 1.22 3.39

LNG, Gas, 
Petroleum

Oil and gas 
extraction

0.43 0.52 0.51 1.03 1.46 1.01 2.47

Resource

Aggregate 
estimated 
value of 
projects 
(billion)

Initial 
Effect

First-round 
Effect 
Multiplier

Industrial 
Support 
Effect

Production-
induced 
Effect

Simple 
Multiplier

Consumption 
Multiplier

Total 
Employment 
Multiplier

(1) (2) (3) (4)=(2)+(3) (5) =(1)+(2)+(3) (6) (7)=(5)+(6)

Coal $0.16 128 126 93 219 347 195 542

Gas $8.00 3,440 4,160 4,080 8,240 11,680 8,080 19,760

Total 
contribution

$8.16 3,568 4,286 4,173 8,459 12,027 8,275 20,302

Analysis based on: NSW Treasury Employment Calculator, NSW Treasury analysis based on ABS 5209.0, 5246.0, TPP09-7 
and TRP09-3; numbers may not add due to rounding

The total economic impact of these projects on Southwest Queensland’s Toowoomba, 
Darling Downs-Maranoa and adjacent regions is estimated to be close to $13 billion. 
Combined, they could create over 20,000 jobs in the local area.

The total impact of all the aforementioned projects combined on Southwest 
Queensland’s economy amounts to approximately $47 billion, which is the equivalent 
to almost 220% of its annual gross regional product or more than two years’ worth of 
economic activities. 

The total employment impact is estimated to amount to over 77,000 jobs, which is the 
equivalent to 56% of the region’s workforce. 
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Employment in Toowoomba and Darling 
Downs-Maranoa

The Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa regions have become economically 
depressed. Between the years 2000 and 2015, on average, approximately 115 new 
jobs were created every month in the region, which translated to almost 1,400 new 
jobs on an annual basis. 

Chart 1: Employment in Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa

Source: ABS, IPA

Since 2015, however, this has collapsed by more than half to just over 50 jobs per 
month or 600 jobs per year. By contrast, the total number of working-aged people has 
increased by 135 per month or approximately 1,600 per year – more than double the 
number of jobs being created.
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Chart 2: Monthly working age population versus employment growth since 
2015 in Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa

Source: ABS, IPA

Over the last year, the region has lost around 2,000 jobs, which is indicative of the 
detrimental effect of the policy of net zero emissions by 2050.

The year 2015 was a pivotal point in Queensland - and in Australia as a whole. It 
was the year that Australia signed up to the Paris Climate Agreement, which was the 
precursor to its commitment to net zero. 

In the same year, the current Labor government won the Queensland state election, 
signalling the re-imposition of red tape in agriculture and mining - for instance, through 
the repeal of Newman-era native vegetation laws. 

At the federal level, the Coalition government underwent a leadership change: an 
event which put an end to its deregulation and red tape reduction agenda. 

IPA research has shown that the Coalition government’s deregulation agenda 
successfully reduced red tape by over 5% from 2013 to 2014, but the amount of red 
tape began to increase again in 2015.

Through the imposition of additional red tape and encouraging green legal activism, 
the policy of net zero has already made a negative impact on jobs and the economy in 
Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa.

A continuing commitment to this policy will result in further economic devastation for the 
region.
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Conclusion

This special report on the economic and employment consequences of net zero on 
Toowoomba, Darling Downs-Maranoa and adjacent regions quantifies the economic 
and employment consequences of the policy of net zero by 2050 and recent green 
legal activism specifically on Queensland’s Southwest.

The study was conducted in light of new evidence that the achievement of a net zero 
target by 2050 not only requires the cancellation of resources projects identified in our 
earlier report, The Economic and Employment Consequences of Net Zero Emissions 
by 2050 in Australia, but also new projects in the pipeline that green environmental 
activists are seeking to shut down.

At present, two new coal and gas projects in Southwest Queensland are under threat 
from an eco-activist challenge. Eight additional coal and gas projects are being held 
up in the pipeline. 

The total economic impact on Southwest Queensland amounts to approximately $47 
billion, which is the equivalent to over 220% of its annual gross regional product or 
more than two years’ worth of economic activities. 

The total employment impact amounts to over 77,000 jobs, which is the equivalent to 
56% of the current workforce in the local area.

From the year 2000 to 2015, on average, approximately 115 new jobs were created 
every month in the region. Since 2015, this has collapsed by more than half to just 50 
jobs per month. By contrast, total number of working-aged people has increased by 
135 per month, which is more than double the number of jobs being created.

The policy of net zero has already made a negative impact on jobs and the economy 
in Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa.

A continuing commitment to this policy will result in further economic devastation for the 
region.
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