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Media Release
Improving on-farm carbon sequestration: a possible win-win for Australian farmers
Owingup Kent Grower Group 
08/03/2023
With climate concerns increasing worldwide, farmers have a unique opportunity to both offset their own emissions and store carbon on their properties, either in the soil or in the form of planted trees. Registering as a carbon project – which allows the farm to generate carbon credits (ACCUs) – may provide a financial incentive for farmers working towards storing carbon to improve soil health, productivity and sustainability. 
OK Grower Group members met with Jen West, from Carbon West, in March to find out what’s involved in setting up an on-farm carbon project. Jen effectively cut through the hype and gave an experienced, real-life picture of what’s involved in registering a carbon project on your farm, monitoring, and timelines. Jen stresses – “if you want to improve your soil carbon for its beneficial effects on soil health and productivity, then a carbon project can help you do that.” The primary benefit to farmers is usually the improved functioning of soils – not the carbon credits. 
Jen is currently working with several local farmers to register their own carbon projects, on a fee-for-service basis. Jen describes her role as helping farmers to navigate this process: “carbon projects are a bureaucratic process, and they have to be – otherwise there will be little trust in the process the carbon credits you generate will be less valuable. The process is also changing all the time – my role is a bit like an accountant, understanding and keeping up with changes the tax system.”
What is soil carbon anyway?
Building or maintaining organic carbon in our soils is a key to rich, fertile soil. Carbon is captured from the atmosphere when plants photosynthesize. When plants die, or components senesce, carbon is added to the soil. Although some of this carbon will cycle back to the atmosphere, with careful land management it is possible to increase soil carbon levels over time. 
Increasing soil carbon has can improve farmland’s ability to cycle nutrients, hold water, and maintain a heathy food web of soil biology. In many cases, Australian soils have lost 20-60% of their pre-clearing soil carbon stocks. Relatively simple agricultural practice changes, such as planting diverse cover crops, reducing tillage, or changing the intensity and frequency of grazing, can increase soil carbon – and these practices are also good for farms’ productivity anyway. Locally, the amount that soil carbon can be increased is yet to be demonstrated as all carbon projects nearby are in their early stages. 
Building and maintaining organic matter helps ensure healthy and productive soil systems - removing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, and potentially generating carbon credits for this stored carbon, is an added bonus. 


Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs)
Currently, the Australian government's Emissions Reduction Fund (ERF) offers financial incentives to projects that reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Under the ERF, farmers can participate in carbon projects over either 25-year or 100-year timescales and earn Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs) for the carbon they sequester in their soil. The projects require baseline testing (to determine soil carbon levels to a depth of 1metre, at the beginning of the project); then testing every 5 years for the life of the project. ACCUs can be generated starting 5 years into the project, and can then be sold on the carbon market, or retained to offset their own emissions. 
A common query by farmers was whether there could be any consideration of their previous work to improve soil carbon or plant trees, before starting a carbon project – the answer is unfortunately no. Also, projects that would be done anyway, for other reasons (e.g. planting avocado trees for horticulture, can’t also be claimed as a carbon project, although the trees will be storing carbon as they grow). 
OKGG is funded in part by the Western Australian Government’s State Natural Resource Management Program. Visit wicc.org.au or contact Benita Cattalini; okgg@wicc.org.au for more information. 
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