
Full Citation: Marston, G., Stark, A., Matthews, T. and Baker, D. (2018) ‘Connecting Social and 
Environmental Policy in Australia: Collateral Gains or Collateral Damage. Australian 
Journal of Public Administration, 1-14. doi.org/10.1111/1467-8500.12339 

1 
 

 

Connecting Social and Environmental Policy in Australia: Collateral Gains or Collateral 
Damage? 

 

Abstract   

Climate change research relating to ‘co-benefits’ suggests that the facilitation of social-welfare outcomes 

through environmental policy offers a powerful means of incentivising climate change action. Concerns 

about social-welfare, however, are often used to undermine climate change policies, typically through 

political claims that low-to-middle-income households should not shoulder the costs of greater policy 

alignment between social and environmental objectives. Integrating the social into the environmental can 

therefore, on the one hand, lead to ‘co-benefits’ as each agenda promotes the other in political discourse, 

or alternatively to collateral damage if the policy objectives are framed as incompatible. This article 

explores both scenarios through two case studies of energy policy in Australia. The findings show that 

social-welfare concerns can be a powerful discursive tool with the potential to facilitate political 

consensus, but also that this potential is not being fully realised, primarily because environmental 

concerns suffer when attempts are made to integrate the two areas discursively.   

Key words: climate change, energy policy, policy discourses 

Summary at a glance: This article uses a policy case study approach to explore how social and 

environmental discourses can be better integrated in Australia, rather than constructed as being at cross-

purposes in political debates about the costs and benefits of addressing climate change.   

Introduction  

Research addressing how carbon intensive societies can be transformed to reduce the threat of climate 

change is predominantly located within the physical sciences and, as such, the role that social policy can 

play in the transition to a low-carbon future has been largely ignored (Fitzpatrick, 2011; Urry, 2011). 

Moreover, social and political institutions have a long-standing tendency to compartmentalise the low-

carbon challenge. Welfare state sustainability, for example, remains a question for economic policy, yet 

ecological sustainability falls under the remit of environmental policy, and is detached from other policy 

fields (Fitzpatrick, 2011). Indeed, the limited nature of policy coordination in terms of low-carbon 
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adaptation has been recognised by bodies such as The World Health Organisation (2011: 9), which 

warned that:   

The current climate change discourse – including the way mitigation and adaptation 

measures are designed and appraised – tends to emphasize environmental, economic or 

technological inputs and costs. The social dimensions of climate change are not well 

understood or addressed. As a result, current policy responses may not fully address the 

negative impacts nor do they take full advantage of potential opportunities to reach a 

number of sustainable development goals.  

This compartmentalised policy context has meant that social-welfare dynamics, which are crucial to the 

realisation of a low-carbon future, have been neglected in research terms and underplayed in mainstream 

climate change policy debates in Australia, and to a lesser extent in other countries. This is problematic 

for two reasons. First, because the unprecedented success of western welfare states and the concomitant 

post-war growth they encouraged has helped to create unprecedented levels of consumption, global 

warming and new types of risk in contemporary societies (Beck 1992). Second, and perhaps more 

importantly, because high carbon lives are embedded in dominant cultural patterns, and supported by 

social institutions and associated social policies. It is therefore essential that social policy be front and 

centre in policy debates about mitigation and adaptation to climate change. While many European 

countries have made the socio-economic impacts of mitigation efforts a key public policy concern 

through explicit changes to tax and social assistance measures, this is much less the case in Australia 

where a lack of political leadership around the need for policy integration is evident (Ross and Dovers, 

2008).    

The starting point for our analysis is the claim that we need to bring ‘the social’ into a more explicit 

examination of the functioning and consequences of a high carbon society, (Urry 2011). Against this 

backdrop, we engage in a more specific analysis of policy and politics. We are interested in the ways in 

which the social and the environmental have become (dis)integrated in Australia through the discursive 

efforts of key policy actors, including political leaders and senior public servants. We are particularly 

interested in exploring the potential to integrate these two policy domains, in discursive terms, via 
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narratives that frame social justice outcomes as a ‘co-benefit’ of climate change mitigation efforts. Co-

benefits are positive side effects that can be produced via climate change policy (Bollen et al. 2009). The 

IPCC defines them as:  

the non-climate benefits of GHG mitigation policies that are explicitly incorporated 

into the initial creation of mitigation policies. Thus, the term co-benefits reflects that 

most policies designed to address GHG mitigation also have other, often at least equally 

important, rationales. (IPCC 2001, 7.2.1, emphasis added) 

Improvements in public transport, healthier farming practices and cleaner air, for example, can all 

materialise through attempts to reduce carbon emissions. What is most important about co-benefits, 

however, is the claim that they have a significant capacity to incentivise behavioural change because, as 

the IPCC quote shows, they are often seen as equally (or even more) important than climate change 

outcomes. This is highly relevant to the Australian policy landscape, in which climate change is ranked as 

a low priority compared to other policy concerns and the political risks associated with environmental 

politics are high (Pietsch and McAllister 2010: 223-4; Tranter 2011; Fielding et al. 2012; Leviston et al. 

2014: v). In hostile political environments such as these, co-benefits can provide policymakers with a 

‘safer’ discourse through which low-carbon policies can still be promoted. Our primary concern in this 

paper is to determine whether, and under what conditions, narratives about social justice can provide this 

safe discursive ground. In other words, can social justice be framed as a co-benefit with the discursive 

capacity to incentivise policy action on climate change?   

In response to this question, we first contextualise the social and environmental policy 

relationship broadly within the relevant academic literature relating to climate change discourse and co-

benefits. This process brings together research relating to climate change communication, social 

psychology and co-benefits in order to present an argument that social justice, if framed as a co-benefit, 

represents a potentially powerful discursive tool with incentivising properties. Thereafter, we move onto 

our case study findings which explore the uneasy discursive relationship between social justice and 

environmental policy in the reality of Australian politics. The first case relates to the introduction of the 

Clean Energy Supplement by the Gillard Government in Australia in 2013 and the second relates to the 



Full Citation: Marston, G., Stark, A., Matthews, T. and Baker, D. (2018) ‘Connecting Social and 
Environmental Policy in Australia: Collateral Gains or Collateral Damage. Australian 
Journal of Public Administration, 1-14. doi.org/10.1111/1467-8500.12339 

4 
 

National Electricity Market (NEM) reforms of 2016 and 2017. Both cases contain examples of discourse 

that have the potential to integrate environmental and social policy in ways that can encourage movement 

towards a low-carbon future.  Our focus in analysing these two cases is primarily on national level 

discourse and the ways in which the social and the environmental were integrated and disintegrated in 

policy change rhetoric. While the topic of integration has been central to a great deal of environmental 

policy analysis (for example, Lafferty and Hovden (2003), Crowley and Coffey (2007) and Jordan and 

Lenschow, (2010), the analysis of discursive integration, particularly in relation to the social and 

environmental relationship, has been largely neglected in Australia.  Our research approach in analysing 

the two case studies therefore represents an interpretative form of policy analysis which understands 

discourse as a form of social and communicative action (Yanow, 1999). The way policy meanings are 

constructed and conveyed involves a process of discursive framing where choices are made about the 

narrative structure, the relevant policy actors and the attribution of agency. Our approach specifically 

draws on the work of Bacchi (2009) who adopts what she refers to as a ‘what’s the problem approach’ to 

policy analysis, where the emphasis is on understanding how the policy problem is framed because this 

contains an explicit or implicit diagnosis about how the problems should be addressed. How policy 

problems and solutions are framed can make them more palatable to the general public or vested 

interests, galvanising support for one course of action or another, and in some cases inaction.  

Both cases contain significant examples of discourse that have the potential to integrate 

environmental and social policy in ways which can encourage movement towards a low-carbon future. 

These discourses suggest that both policy concerns could exist as discursive co-beneficiaries. However, 

ultimately, both cases also show that social discourses can encourage environmental policies to be 

abandoned or de-prioritised while the social policy dimensions of the relationship remained largely intact. 

Thus, collateral damage, in which environmental goals suffer most, is more likely than collateral gains 

when these two policy areas are framed together.  

 Climate Change Communication and the Discursive Potential of Co-Benefits    

Two contemporary trends in the climate change communication literature are pertinent when thinking 

about the discursive integration of the social and the environmental. The first trend is empirical and 
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reflected in the growing realisation that discourses that are premised exclusively on the importance of 

dealing with climate change, and the compelling nature of that issue, are no longer enough to motivate 

changes in behaviour at the level of the population. This view can be found across social science 

disciplines, but it is particularly well-rehearsed in social-psychological studies (Bain et al. 2016; Verchick 

2016: 991; Osofsky and Peel 2016: 700). As one international group has emphasised:   

Those trying to motivate widespread action on climate change face two hurdles. The 

first is to convince enough people that climate change is real and important. The 

second is to move people from accepting its reality and importance to acting ... A 

single strategy has typically been used to overcome both hurdles: present the science 

and consequences of climate change in more compelling ways. This intuitive strategy 

was initially successful, but in many places progress has stalled or even reversed. 

Communicating climate science is now failing to persuade those who remain 

unconvinced climate change is real … and the public priority of climate change is 

declining in many countries. (Bain et al. 2016: 154)  

The second pertinent trend in the communication literature is more theoretical and is expressed in a view 

that we can better understand how climate change communication strategies fail via social-psychological 

perspectives, which emphasise how scientific messages are filtered and refracted through cultural biases 

and the norms and values that are affiliated with group membership (Fielding et al. 2009; Whitmarsh and 

O‘Neill 2010; Corner and Randall 2011; Kahan et al. 2012; Unsworth and Fielding 2014). Within works of 

this nature, association with political and ideological phenomena is often cited as a key determinant that 

can colour an individual’s position on climate change in ways which mean the science has little purchase 

(McCright 2010; McCright and Dunlap 2011; Hart and Nisbet 2012; Unsworth and Fielding 2014). A 

consistent finding in this regard is of course that those who lean towards the political right are less likely 

to acknowledge the seriousness of climate change than those on the political left (Leiserowitz 2006; Malka 

et al. 2009; Tranter 2011).  

These two trends suggest that ‘something more’ is required of climate change communications if 

they are to break through dissonant views that are deeply entrenched. However, what is most relevant 
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about these two trends are the solutions that are proposed in relation to them. Central to these solutions 

is a view that climate change discourses will have a better chance of winning over the reluctant if they are 

associated with other policy concerns or outcomes, which are viewed more positively.  

At a fundamental level, this means finding a way to (re)package climate change evidence so that it 

can be shown to be sympathetic to the values of a group, rather than restrictive to them (Kahan et al. 

2012; Verchick 2016). For obvious reasons, this view is often discussed in terms of the ways in which 

climate change framing might align with conservative values and identities (Feygina et al. 2010; Unsworth 

and Fielding 2014) or strongly consumerist tendencies (Connor and Randall 2011). Alternatively, 

arguments have been made that ‘moving past imbedded partisanship and political dysfunction’ requires 

‘refocusing regulatory efforts on areas where a greater degree of consensus may be possible’ (Osofsky and 

Peel 2016: 696) and ‘specifically, framing climate change and energy transition as a matter of economic 

development … or disaster resilience’ (ibid: 702). A third way of overcoming social and politically 

motivated dissonance to climate change discourses is to engage in framings that emphasise ‘co-benefits’. 

In this area a sizeable and eclectic literature exists, which is united through its advocacy of the discursive 

potential of the co-benefit concept.  

Initially the focus of co-benefit research centred upon the communication of outcomes generated 

through reducing greenhouse gas emissions (Bollen et al. 2009; Nemet et al. 2010). In that research, the 

reduction of health damaging pollutants, such as nitrogen oxide or sulphur dioxide, is said to offer a 

powerful incentive to stabilize climate change through emissions control (Nemet et al. 2010: 4). This is 

because the benefits of enhanced air quality (AQ) can be communicated more clearly, and with less 

political debate, than measurements which connect carbon emissions and global temperature. Measuring 

the collateral benefit of AQ enhancements can therefore help change the calculus that policymakers rely 

on to determine (in)action on climate change. Moreover, when co-benefits of this nature enter the debate, 

discourse can be reframed in local terms because the benefits and beneficiaries of action can be translated 

into more tangible public health narratives with clearer winners and losers (Nemet et al. 2010). Indeed, 

this capacity to translate the global into the local is one reason why AQ co-benefits tend to be used as 

rhetorical devices by politicians at the municipal-city level (Betsill 2001: 395) when they seek to tailor 
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climate change policies in ways which better reflect local circumstance (Davies 2016: 366). Thus, a 

conventional argument now exists in the co-benefits literature that:   

The full inclusion of AQ co-benefits in the design and evaluation of climate policy 

would almost certainly enhance social outcomes because these co-benefits are large 

and because policy analysis has not valued them. Moreover, that AQ co-benefits are 

more local, nearer term, and health related has the potential to enhance incentives 

for cooperation by engaging actors that are averse to the costs of climate policy or 

unmotivated by avoided climatic damages. (Nemet et al. 2010: 6)         

The existence of co-benefits in other areas has also been established. Reductions in greenhouse gas 

emissions at the household level, for example, have been shown to improve indoor air quality and 

enhance household energy efficiency (Wilkinson et al. 2009); enhanced public transport systems are 

connected to more active lifestyles (Woodcock et al. 2009); sustainable farming practices are connected to 

better diets (Friel et al. 2009); and land conservation policies are increasingly being justified in terms of 

their capacity to empower local indigenous communities and deliver social co-benefits to traditional 

landowners (Brown et al. 2008; Greiner and Stanley 2013).  

This final example shifts the analysis of co-benefits away from the scientific and into the social 

arena by explicitly suggesting that social justice can be a co-benefit of environmental policy. Indeed, 

policy research relating to deforestation and forest degradation suggests that there is a ‘moral imperative’ 

to ensure that social co-benefits are delivered to indigenous forest managers to protect their welfare 

(Brown et al. 2008: 109). Other examples of social co-benefits can be seen in public health research that 

has emphasised that resilience projects, aimed towards improving preparedness for natural disasters, can 

enhance social capital by better connecting citizens to social networks and encouraging membership of 

community forums (Cheng and Berry 2013: 307). Finally, a slightly more ambiguous social co-benefit has 

been explored by Bain et al (2012; 2013; 2016) within research that has found that ‘motivations to act on 

climate change were clearly related to beliefs about co-benefits, especially … building a more caring and 

moral community’. This co-benefit is social-psychological in nature, reflecting a means of self-
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identification through which individuals perceive themselves to be people who want to part of an ethical 

society which functions in a benevolent manner (Bain et al. 2016: 600).  

Although the examples above suggest that social-welfare outcomes can be a substantive co-

benefit from environmental policy, we need to be clear that we are operationalising the concept in a 

discursive manner. That is, we are attempting to explore the effect that social justice narratives have vis-à-

vis the framing of climate change action in policy terms. Initially, the co-benefit literature discussed above 

allows us to make a theoretical claim that the association of climate change and social justice outcomes 

might lead to more effective forms of communication, particularly in relation to audiences who may have 

little interest (or oppose) climate change policy. This takes us to a simple analytical question; is social 

justice a discursive co-benefit that can enhance climate change communication and legitimise 

environmental action, particularly amongst resistant political identities? This is the question we 

operationalised in our two case study analyses, the findings of which are set out below.  

Case One: The Clean Energy Supplement  

In 2013, Julia Gillard’s Labor Government introduced the Clean Energy Supplement via the Clean 

Energy (Household Assistance Amendments) Act. The Assistance Act was one measure in the Clean 

Energy Act; a suite of legislation which prepared the way for the implementation of a carbon pricing 

mechanism in Australia. The purpose of the Supplement was to provide low-income groups, particularly 

those in receipt of different kinds of income support, with a subsidy to compensate for anticipated energy 

price rises caused by the pricing mechanism.  

What is particularly noteworthy about this policy mechanism is that it still exists today, albeit in a 

reduced form, even though the Liberal Party Government, led by Tony Abbott, quickly dismantled the 

carbon-pricing mechanism after it won office in the same year. The emergence and the continuance of 

this social benefit scheme therefore tells us something about the compelling nature of narratives based 

around social justice and the way in which social co-benefits, if framed correctly, can generate consensus 

amongst political actors that profoundly disagree about climate change policy. In this regard, consensus 

was based upon a very simple point. Low to middle-income groups should not suffer because of a 

polluter-pays policy.  
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This consensus can be seen clearly across the life of the Supplement. Although the term co-

benefit was never used by any member of the Gillard Government, the Assistance Act was certainly 

framed in that way. This is evidenced in narratives, framed and communicated by ministers across 2013, 

which defined increases in household income as something more than a basic form of protection from 

price rises. Ministers argued in this regard that the Supplement would not only protect the poorest from 

the costs that carbon emitters would inevitably pass onto their customers, but also that an estimated 8 

million households would have net income improvements, four million of which would enjoy increases 

that would exceed 20% of the anticipated knock-on costs (Hansard, 13 September 2011: 9860). Thus, a 

carbon emissions trading scheme was sold, in part, through a discursive strategy that underscored social 

justice for low-income households. This discursive strategy is encapsulated in the government’s definition 

of the Supplement as a ‘battler’s buffer’ that would protect those that were ‘doing it tough’ in economic 

terms (ABC 2011; Hansard 13 September 2011: 9849; QT 2011; The Australian 2011). Thus, the 

Supplement ensured that Labor could claim that: 

We put Australian families and pensioners first. Passage of this bill means it is the 

big polluters, and not Australian families and pensioners, who will pay for their 

pollution. Passage of this bill means that Australian families and pensioners will 

receive support to meet the expected average price increases of putting a price on 

carbon, and in many cases will end up ahead (Hansard, 13 September 2011: 9861). 

What is particularly notable about the statement above is the emphasis on putting hard-working families 

first, which reflects the moral dominance of familialism in Australian social policy. Sold on these terms, 

the Supplement generated support across the Green and independent parliamentarians who were already 

involved in the Multi-Party Parliamentary Committee on Climate Change (MPCC) and was also greeted by 

general approval from a range of third sector interests concerned with promoting social welfare 

(JSCACEF, 2011).  

Although the Coalition parties did not participate in the MPCC because of their objection to a 

carbon price, the Opposition’s initial stance on the Assistance Act was quite clearly articulated in the 

dissenting report they produced as part of the parliamentary scrutiny of the Clean Energy provisions. This 
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discourse is interesting because the family ‘battlers’ narrative that Labor had used to justify household 

compensation was used to reject the Clean Energy Act as a whole. The content of the Opposition’s 

rejection is told through the dissenting report’s headings, which speak for themselves: ‘hurting 

households’, ‘Australians are under pressure’, ‘millions worse off’ and ‘communities cop the cost’ all 

headline content which purports to give ‘voice to all Australians’ rather than the select few that the 

Government consulted (JSCACEF, 2011: 129). Each party therefore shared a consensus over the 

discursive legitimacy of a social justice narrative when it came to arguing for their (very different) claims. 

However, insider accounts of the Shadow Cabinet at this time suggested that as the details of the 

Clean Energy bills became public, members of Abbott’s opposition team had recognised the potential 

popularity of a compensation package and were advising him that he should not publicly oppose the 

Supplement, even if he delivered on his promise to repeal the carbon tax (Sydney Morning Herald 2011). 

To some extent, the accuracy of this reporting is validated by Abbott’s budget reply speech of 2013 in 

which he publicly committed to keeping the compensation scheme. This is an important moment for the 

Supplement, and for the analysis in this article, because it once again conveys the ability of a social justice 

narrative to appeal to the identity of right wing politicians who are resistant to climate change policy. 

Here, in this moment, Australia’s highest-profile climate change sceptic commits to a component of the 

Clean Energy package because it is a co-benefit that helps ‘hard working’ families. Referring to his wife 

(Margie) and their own household, the future Prime Minister declares to the nation that:  

Margie and I know the pressure that every Australian - that each one of you - is under. 

We are not crying poor but we run a household with power bills, rates, health and 

education costs to be paid all the time … Government's first job is not to make your 

life harder.  ... So tonight I announce a major initiative to ease the financial pressure 

on Australian families. A coalition government will keep the current income tax 

thresholds and the current pension and benefit fortnightly rates while scrapping the 

carbon tax (Hansard 16 May 2013: 3569).  

In the quote above the familiar commitment to ‘hard working’ families on tight budgets is emphasised in 

ways which clearly echo the ‘battlers’ buffer’ concept employed by Labor. This commitment to keep the 
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compensation but lose the carbon tax was repeated to the party faithful (Abbott 2013) and disseminated 

to the media on several occasions thereafter (Abbott 2014). Indeed, if we look at Abbot’s career in 

discursive terms, from his Maiden Speech in Parliament through to his final Press Club address (just prior 

to his removal from office), the one constant is his reference to the need to support hard-working 

households, particularly middle-income families, that in his eyes have been penalised by unfair tax and 

welfare systems (Hansard, 31 May 1994: 1080; SMH 2015). Thus, any decision to remove a benefit that 

assisted those families, even one associated with a carbon pricing mechanism, ran against the grain of his 

political identity. This simple point reveals the discursive potential of social co-benefits to appeal to right 

wing identities and climate change sceptics. Although they would be unlikely to use the term social justice, 

associated benefits that help low and middle-income families economically are policies which the right 

can get behind. They therefore represent common discursive ground upon which environmental 

policymaking might be built in a non-partisan manner. The continued existence of the Supplement today, 

several years after the demise of carbon pricing in Australia, is testament to this appeal.  

The caveat that casts a long shadow over this case is, of course, that this is not a successful 

example of policy integration, simply because the carbon-pricing mechanism was abandoned. The 

Supplement’s story shows that social co-benefits which support low and middle-income groups 

economically have an ability to attract consensus across parties and to encourage the institutionalisation 

of policy settings across a long timeframe. However, that capacity to motivate does not extend to policy 

action on climate change. Therefore, we cannot discuss a collateral gain simply because it is only the 

social justice mechanism that remains. Thus, while there is potential in a social justice narrative, and this 

case shows that, the simple fact is that the social dimension has been advanced while the environmental 

policy agenda has been left behind.  

Case Two: Renewable Energy and the National Electricity Market   

Our second case study examines Australia’s National Electricity Market (NEM). The multiple objectives 

of the NEM, which are social (household affordability), environmental (low-emissions from energy 

providers) and economic (energy security, reliability, market efficiency) make it an excellent case in which 

we can observe integrating and disintegrating discourses. The NEM is also currently sitting at a critical 
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juncture. Spurred on by exponential price rises and a series of blackouts (power outages) in South 

Australia in 2016, the NEM became embroiled in an ‘energy crisis’, which, in turn, precipitated a national 

review of the market by Australia’s Chief Scientist (Alan Finkel). This was followed by a recalibration of 

NEM policy objectives via the COAG Energy Council, and a series of significant policy reforms by the 

South Australian government. Thus, a ‘once-in-a-generation opportunity to reform the NEM’ (Finkel 

2016: 3) was created. This has turned the NEM into a site for intense policy framing contests in which 

actors necessarily draw upon social and environmental narratives.   

The National Electricity Market exists to produce market efficiency and energy reliability on 

behalf of the consumer. The NEM pursues the National Electricity Objective (NEO) which states 

formally that the long-term interest of consumers is met through a focus upon price, quality, safety, 

reliability and security (AEMC 2016: i-ii). The simple premise underpinning the NEO is that there is a 

mutually reinforcing relationship between market efficiency and the socio-economic benefits provided to 

consumers. Thus, in the institutional formation of the NEO and the NEM we see two goals - energy 

affordability and energy security - being conflated into a single market-focused discourse, which is 

orientated towards the consumer and existing energy forms. Despite the premium placed on market goals, 

what is also clear is that concern for climate change objectives have grown significantly within the NEM 

and this is not just reflected in the formal components of the Market’s regulatory policy. They can be 

seen, inter alia, in the use of Renewable Energy Targets (RET) at both federal and state levels, in public 

commitments from all parties to the COP21 targets and in the advocacy of interest groups who are 

seeking to influence the direction of the NEM. What is noteworthy about this advocacy is that it 

integrates social affordability and environmental concerns. Consider, for example, the Public Interest 

Advocacy Centre’s submission to the Finkel Review into the future security of the national electricity 

market, which rearticulated their long-running concern for: 

 

focus on a broader interpretation of the long-term consumer benefit including 

appropriate weighting to emissions reduction and social objectives because it would be 

consistent with international practice to include social and environmental objectives like 
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affordability and focus on total cost of energy services, not merely price (treated as price 

per unit of energy) which is just one element of consumer benefit (PIAC 2017: 18).   

In such narratives we see attempts to integrate social and environmental concerns within a larger market 

discourse through concepts like ‘long term consumer benefit’ and the extension of ‘the public interest’. 

Concepts such as these have a co-beneficial character and an integrative potential in policy terms because 

they fuse social and environmental concerns together into a discourse that is both economic and public-

managerial in nature. Indeed, policy narratives of this nature have proved popular across a range of 

different interests as market-orientated groups have sought to justify climate change policy in terms of 

economic efficiency and social affordability. Thus, while market concerns have always been privileged 

within the NEM, environmental and social concerns have grown considerably stronger in recent years.  

This is certainly encouraging for those who wish to see climate change communications 

interleaved through a variety of discourses that may be more appealing to different audiences. However, 

the emergence of the social and the environmental in stronger terms has also meant that the NEM reform 

challenge now tends to be crystallised in terms of three competing goals that are consistently problematized 

when spoken of together. This is reflected in the term ‘trilemma’ which is widespread in NEM reform 

discussions (Finkel 2016; PIAC 2017; Sandiford 2017). In the words of the Finkel Review:    

The heart of the Review’s task is to find solutions to address the so-called energy 

trilemma - policies that simultaneously provide a high level of energy security and 

reliability, universal access to affordable energy services, and reduced emissions. This is 

easier said than done. There is a tension between these three objectives. … A careful balancing 

exercise is required. (Finkel 2016: 10, emphasis added)    

What we can see here is a problematization that demands that a balance be struck between three 

competing outcomes, which cannot all be treated equally. Thus, the trilemma is a rhetorical device that 

suggests that the three goals of the NEM need to be prioritised and located in a hierarchy and, 

consequentially, that policy design ought to be an exercise in modulating different objectives in a way that 

brings coherence. When the economic dimension is privileged the metaphor of ‘balance’ tends to be used, 
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whereas comprehensive policy integration requires treating each of the goals as equally important. Carol 

Bacchi’s (2009: 7-13) discussion of discursive binaries is illuminating in this regard:   

A binary assumes an A/not-A relationship. That is, what is on one side of a binary is 

considered to be excluded from the other side. In addition, there is a hierarchy 

implied in binaries. One side is privileged, considered to be more important or more 

valued than the other side. Invariably binaries simplify complex relationships. Hence 

we need to watch where they appear in policies and how they function to shape the 

understanding of the issue (Bacchi 2009: 7, original emphasis)    

Thus, the strengthening of social and environmental agendas within the NEM has encouraged a trilemma 

view that represents the policy challenge into one that demands an ordering, rather than a synthesising, of 

goals. This is exactly what has taken place across 2016 and 2017. In response to the energy crisis, a 

discourse has emerged, primarily through the Turnbull Government, which has conflated energy security 

and social affordability together on one side of a binary and placed climate change policy, represented via 

renewable energy targets, on the other. This re-prioritising was apparent in changes in discourse and 

changes in policy. These are best illustrated through the self-described ‘breakthrough’ that the 

Environment Minister achieved at an extraordinary Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Energy 

Council meeting on 7 October 2016 in which the federal and state governments agree that their primary 

responsibility is ‘to ensure the security, reliability and affordability of the energy system’ (COAG 2016: 1). 

The Environment Minister’s press release following this meeting was quite clear that:   

South Australia’s recent blackout was a wake-up call that underlined the importance of 

energy security to all Australians. In a breakthrough meeting today COAG Energy 

Ministers have agreed that energy security, reliability and affordability is their primary 

responsibility - putting it back at number one. (DEE 2016: 1, emphasis added)  

Two aspects deserve further commentary about this re-prioritising discourse. First, security, reliability and 

affordability are conflated. Not only are they to be prioritised but they are also to be understood as a single 

set of goals. This policy rhetoric places security and affordability on one side of a binary as co-beneficiaries 

and sets aside climate change concerns on the other side as a competing objective. Second, the challenge 
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is not specifically to climate change policy or global emissions targets, but rather towards renewable 

energy targets (particularly those set by the Weatherill Government of South Australia). In Parliament, for 

example, the description of the ‘breakthrough’ COAG meeting was attached to an argument about 

Labor’s ‘ideological’ position vis-à-vis renewable energy:   

There was a big breakthrough at the meeting on two key points: firstly, there was an 

express agreement by the ministers that their primary responsibility is energy security, 

reliability and affordability; and, secondly, there was an agreement by ministers that 

there would be an independent review that would be chaired by the Chief Scientist, 

Alan Finkel, which would look at energy security … Are there any challenges to this 

approach? The greatest challenge comes from those opposite, with their reckless pursuit 

of an ideological approach to renewable energy targets without thinking through the 

implications for energy security. (Hansard, Monday 10 October 2016: 1288)  

The thrust here is quite clear. Renewable energy and energy security sit in tension with each other and the 

latter needs to be privileged, but also that this does not directly challenge climate change policy. Indeed, in 

institutional terms the COAG Energy Council minutes regularly record ‘the Australian Government’s 

commitment at Paris and the integration of climate and energy policy at the federal level’ while, at the 

same time, emphasising security and affordability as the primary concerns (for example, COAG 2016: 1) 

and Hansard records the Minister telling the Parliament that the federal government is:    

absolutely serious about meeting our emissions reduction targets. We are doing that 

through the national energy productivity plan, the Emissions Reduction Fund, the 23.5 

per cent RET and a whole range of processes. But we will not compromise energy 

security and affordability. We will not at a federal level see the mistake of Jay Weatherill 

repeated and writ large. (Hansard, Thursday 23 March 2017: 3050) 

In this discourse, global climate change is separated from state-level renewable energy policy so that the 

latter can be attacked while, at the same time, the coalition’s record on emissions reductions is promoted.  



Full Citation: Marston, G., Stark, A., Matthews, T. and Baker, D. (2018) ‘Connecting Social and 
Environmental Policy in Australia: Collateral Gains or Collateral Damage. Australian 
Journal of Public Administration, 1-14. doi.org/10.1111/1467-8500.12339 

16 
 

A coda here relates to the ongoing debate about emissions intensity in the NEM. Emissions 

Intensity Targets (EIT) and Emission Intensity Schemes (EIS) operate as carbon-market-like schemes in 

which low-emitters gain credits that can be purchased by high emitters in order to meet a baseline target. 

Clean Energy Targets (CET) are similar in that they offer subsidies to new emitters who produce less than 

a baseline target, however they operate via a subsidy-incentive rather than a market-trading principle. 

There is now a recognised ‘discourse coalition’ (Hajer 1997: 58) in favour of these schemes, comprised of 

state-level government, regulators and independent interests. The NEM regulator (AMEC), for example, 

has concluded that:   

the EIT is the mechanism likely to integrate energy and emissions reduction policies 

most successfully. The EIT mechanism can achieve the desired emissions reductions in 

a manner that maintains the reliability, security, and economic efficiency of the 

wholesale electricity market, at the lowest long-term cost to consumers (AEMC 2016: 

54)  

This encouraged the Environment Minister to suggest that an intensity scheme would be considered as 

part of an internal departmental review into climate change policy because, in his words, ‘we know that 

there's been a large number of bodies that have recommended an emissions intensity scheme, which is 

effectively a baseline and credit scheme. We'll look at that’ (ABC 2016). The Prime Minister instantly 

rebuked this and within 48 hours the Minister was forced to back-track and claim instead that ‘The 

Turnbull Government is not contemplating such a scheme, we're not advocating for such a scheme. What 

we are focused on is to drive down electricity prices and to increase energy security’ (Sydney Morning 

Herald, 2016). Citing affordability as the reason, the Prime Minister also emphasised that ‘We will not be 

imposing a carbon tax and we will not be imposing an emissions trading scheme, however it is called’ 

(ABC 2016). This a final example of a trilemma discourse once again drawing out the tension between 

social affordability and environmental action. 

This case allows us to make three arguments. First, climate change and social justice concerns can 

be integrated into discourses and emphasising their nature as co-benefits can assist that process. In this 

example, social affordability and low-emissions were synthesised successfully as part of a consumer-
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benefit narrative that was sympathetic to market concerns. Second, the emergence of a multiple-goal 

discourse has encouraged the NEM to be viewed in terms of a problematic ‘trilemma’ in which energy 

security, social affordability and low-emission goals sit in competition with each other and require 

balancing. Third, a consensus emerged between the two major federal parties in 2017 to suggest that the 

energy crisis can be addressed by prioritising security and social affordability above renewable energy 

targets and in this discourse, the mutuality of economic and social goals is emphasised at the expense of 

the environmental. This case therefore presents another example in which the possibility of collateral 

gains exists. Yet attempts to integrate have resulted in losses to the environmental agenda. 
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Conclusion   

Climate change discourses that are premised exclusively on the compelling nature of global temperature 

rises are failing to encourage political action in Australia. Studies of climate change communication 

suggest that this intransigence is caused by the ways in which low-carbon policy solutions grate against 

particular social and political identities. The use of co-benefit discourses in communication strategies, 

however, has been advocated as one way in which this problem can be addressed. Within that context, 

this article has explored whether social justice can be framed as a climate change co-benefit with the 

capacity to engender support for environmental policy.  

These cases suggest that narratives that promote social justice via environmental policy have 

some potential to facilitate bi-partisan support. In case one, a social benefit scheme, which emerged as a 

side effect of a carbon-pricing mechanism, provided common ground upon which the left and the right 

agreed because of its foundation upon a shared narrative: the hard-working Australian citizen that needed 

support. Thus, the Clean Energy Supplement united different political identities with different views on 

climate. This tells us that social justice discourses have a political potential in this policy space. In case 

two, concerns for social affordability and carbon emissions grew together inside the National Electricity 

Market due to expanded notions of consumer benefit and public interest. In this case a quieter process of 

convergence took place within a policy community that was less political, and the compatibility of both 

discourses was once again evident. In both cases, therefore, the potential capacity of social justice 

outcomes to incentivise political consensus and policy action was revealed.  

However, both cases also show quite clearly that narratives about social justice can be used to 

attack and undermine low-carbon policy than to support it. Moreover, the simple fact that the carbon-

pricing mechanism was abandoned in case one and renewable energy targets consistently attacked in case 

two, and that social justice narratives were used to do this in both cases, shows us that collateral damage 

is more likely than collateral gains when these two policy areas integrate. In this fallout, moreover, it is the 

environmental agenda that tends to suffer the most. In the Australian context, attempts to date to 

capitalise on the potential value of a social justice narrative appear to have done more harm than good.  
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