Returning Organic Waste to agriculture under the
Product Stewardship Act

The Issue

Australia is vying to co-host the UNFCCC’s COP31 Summit with Pacific island
nations in 2026. Concurrently the debate around climate change has reached new
heights in the country since the Albanese government gave the ‘go ahead’ for
Woodside Energy to expand its gas extraction facility at Burrup Peninsula in Western
Australia.

In addition to the immeasurable and inarguable climate change impacts of the
extension of the gas extraction license, the construction of the $6.4 billion Perdaman
urea chemical fertiliser plant adds considerable and additional environmental impact
potential to the overall outputs of the site.

Arguments as to the necessity of one or both facilities will no doubt go on for a long
time, and the arguments in favour run from the simplistic blue collar, employment
creation proposition to the energy arguments about keeping the lights on and
providing an energy base for business to continue to function around the world.

However, an arguable point which is not being made to date, is how the inevitable
atmospheric pollution generated by this duality will be constrained, contained or
offset both in terms of the Australian and the world climate. Considerable weight will
be applied by the fossil fuel industry to the benefits of carbon capture and storage.
Such technology even if proven in the short term has no long-term record of
success. It is akin to having a tiger snake under a bucket in your backyard with the
idea of dealing with it sometime in the future.

While carbon capture and storage might currently have a two, ten, or 20 year partial
success record it does not yet have a 100 or 1000 year record of success. In other
words, the ability of carbon capture and storage to deal with future, unknown
earthquake movements of tectonic plates, in juxtaposition with the combination of
climate change and the survival of humanity are obviously in conflict.

For pre-loaded climatic catastrophes like fossil fuel extraction to hold a reasonable
argument, some sort of capture of CO2 on an ongoing basis and at a massive scale
needs to be developed and supported into the foreseeable future. Carbon capture
and storage does not provide that.

As we understand the science, there are only two means of capturing the massive
amount of CO2 required for the survival of humanity and these are the seas and the
soils. We have little control over the seas and in fact our contamination of same may
rule out our potential to have that control in the future.

So, it would appear our only option for carbon capture at the desired scale are the
soils that feed us and with that the farming families who manage those soils. Soils
have been demonstrated, if managed in a balanced biological way, to build carbon at
remarkable levels and they can do so quickly.



The ‘Green Revolution’ taught us, both culturally and scientifically, that fertiliser is not
a reliable road to productivity. Agronomy and balance are important, but the answer
overall is biological. If nitrogen is in part, an answer to our agricultural future there
are 74,000 tonnes of it above every hectare of land, that can be utilised. What we
need do is engage the biological systems inherent in our soils to capture that
nitrogen rather than manufacture it artificially as in the Perdaman proposal.

So the question becomes; “How can we design a system to reward farmers for
managing soils so that they capture and retain carbon”?

In part this requires a process of extension through workshops and engagement,
which helps all parties in the food and fibre cycle to support ongoing productivity
while minimising input costs. However, it also requires an ongoing, consistent supply
of inputs to sustain the biological base. These can come from numerous sources, but
they must also engage the entire community in the process, to enable them to
become part of the solution to the problem.

Pursuing a Solution

While an increasing number of Local Government areas in Australia collect green
waste and food waste for recycling into compost or mulch, a large amount of
Australia’s organic waste is still legally diverted to landfill. The recovery of organic
material has improved over the past two decades, but the decomposition of organic
matter remains a significant source of methane in landfills. However, the same
material composted correctly results in negligible amounts of methane output.

While we are continuing to dump valuable organic matter into landfill, Australia’s
soils continue to be depleted of organic matter. The Australian Government State of
the Environment report, 2016, identified that most regions in Australia have declining
soil carbon trends due to ongoing effects of clearing, drying climates and the
intensification of agriculture. The NSW DPI has identified that 75% of Australia's
soils have less than 1% organic material.

By developing a new scheme for organic waste collection and processing under the
Product Stewardship Act 2011, we could connect the issue of organic waste disposal
with the need for increased organic matter in agricultural soils. Such a project would
have to be at an enormous scale, it needs to be. The problem we are facing is a
matter of life and death.

The Product Stewardship Act website states:

Product stewardship schemes support the environmentally sound management of
products and materials over their life. This includes at the end of their useful life.
These arrangements may be voluntary, mandatory or shared with industry.

The transfer of source-separated organic waste into agricultural soils through
programs such as City to Soil as practiced by Armidale Council in NSW provides a
link from the household back to the soil as the source of their food. On a larger
national scale, with the correct promotion, education and participation we could
reconnect the urban community with the farmer as their food producer.



A review of the Product Stewardship Act shows that organic waste collection and
composting satisfies one of the act’s objectives and two of its criteria:

Objective 2e: Ensuring that products and waste from products are reused,
recycled, recovered, treated and disposed of in a safe, scientific and
environmentally sound way

Criteria 5a: products in the class are in the national market, and

Criteria 5bii: there is the potential to significantly increase the conservation of
materials used in the products, or the recovery of resources (including
materials and energy) from waste from the products.

These clear connections to the Act mean that the Australian Government could
seriously consider a proposal for the creation of a new scheme under the Act.

There are three points that could be the basis of a voluntary, co-regulatory or
mandatory scheme for organic waste under the Act which could be supported by the
Australian Organic Recyclers Association (AORA) and national bodies associated
with the protection of soils and the production of compost and food. They are:

All Councils must include a source-separated food and garden organic collection
in the requirements for all domestic and commercial waste tenders.

Clean collected organic material must be composted on licensed premises, to the
Australian National Compost Standard AS4454 along with specific nutrient
and biological levels.

All finished compost must be either used internally by Council staff or delivered to
an agricultural property within 200kims of the council of collection.

Solid and liquid products produced under this regime should not compete with
commercial production or at minimum be processed by a local commercial
operator.

These points provide a good starting point for considering how a scheme for organic
waste under the Product Stewardship Act might work. A process for building on
these points to develop a scheme and gain commitment from stakeholders could
involve:

Identifying and reviewing other organic waste product stewardship models
around the world

Reviewing the existing Product Stewardship schemes underway in Australia

Discussion on the legislation needed to create a new scheme regulated by the
Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water

Review existing organic waste management programs for potential connections
such as the Emissions Reduction Fund’s method for source separated
organic waste



+ |dentify and discuss the idea of product stewardship for organic waste with
potential partner organisations including the Australian Food and Grocery
Council, Southern Farming Systems, Australian Controlled Traffic Farming
Association, NSW Farmers Association, Soils for Life, the National Farmers
Federation and like organisations

» Create a first draft product stewardship scheme for organic waste that fits with
the Australian Product Stewardship Act

* Run a series of workshops with AORA, Councils and other groups to explore
issues for the scheme

* Refine the proposed scheme based on knowledge collected
* Develop an implementation plan for the scheme

» Send a proposal and implementation plan for the scheme to the Australian
Government’s Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and
Water for consideration

* Implement scheme

There could be an opportunity for a single organisation to be the administrator of the
scheme and build in a fee to cover costs. There should also be an opportunity to
provide funding to conduct the above.

Issues worth considering in conjunction with this discussion are:

* The Federal Government does review the Product Stewardship Act from time to
time.

» Federal politicians are aware of the issues relating to food waste reduction

» Perceived and actual increases in waste to landfill throughout Australia could
help to drive this issue

* The need to achieve National and State waste reduction targets will help drive
this proposal.

Product Stewardship Act

http://www.environment.gov.au/protection/national-waste-policy/product-stewardship
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