Carbon farming in WA Wheatbelt sparks debate over financial risks and scientific uncertainty
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Efforts to promote carbon farming among growers in Western Australia's Wheatbelt region have sparked debate over the viability and financial risks of the practice. Carbon Sync, a carbon farming project developer funded by Chevron, is actively recruiting farmers in the catchments around Irwin and Mingenew, approximately 360 kilometres north of Perth, to participate in soil carbon sequestration schemes. The initiative seeks to alter land management strategies to enhance carbon storage in soil, with farmers able to sell stored carbon as Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs) to companies aiming to offset carbon emissions.
Carbon Sync currently manages 15,000 hectares in the region and charges participating landholders a flat fee of $15,000 annually for the first five years, regardless of property size. Managing director Louise Edmonds explained that Carbon Sync assumes the risk and responsibility for each project, taking 35 per cent of ACCUs generated as its share. She stated, "Building soil carbon is quite a slow process, and in our projects we will baseline in the first year of the project, then come back five years later to measure the increase in soil." Ms Edmonds noted that while all projects are in their initial year and thus lack data on stored carbon, the methodology has been developed over a decade and is now supported by sufficient confidence in its efficacy.
Soil carbon measurement involves analysing a one-metre core sample in a laboratory, with repeat testing after five years to assess changes. Ms Edmonds framed the current projects as trials, saying, "These things don't happen quickly, and the approach that we're taking is a commercial approach to demonstrating the viability of the projects." She highlighted that projects on Australia's east coast registered five to six years ago have begun to show significant soil carbon gains, with the Clean Energy Regulator issuing 150,000 ACCUs across two Queensland projects under the soil carbon method in 2024.
Despite these optimistic views, expert scrutiny raises concerns about the scientific and financial feasibility of soil carbon projects in this region. Andrew Macintosh, an environmental law and policy scholar at the Australian National University, expressed scepticism regarding carbon sequestration potential in the soils around Irwin and Mingenew. Speaking to the ABC, he cautioned that farmers risk committing to "permanence obligations" of 25 or 100 years without guarantees of carbon accumulation, potentially leading to lost credits or liabilities. He explained that natural seasonal and climatic variability causes soil carbon levels to fluctuate more significantly than changes induced by land management. "Seasonal variability is the primary driver of the changes in soil carbon stocks," he said, warning that this variability could result in no credits or revenue despite farmers' actions.
Mr Macintosh attributed ongoing issues to poor administration by the Clean Energy Regulator and suggested many farmers may not be fully informed. "I fear that these people haven't been told the whole truth," he said. A spokesperson for the regulator responded by acknowledging inherent risks in emission avoidance and sequestration projects but maintained that the scheme employs "scientifically robust methods, conservative measurement and modelling approaches, and comprehensive administrative controls" to manage crediting risks.
From a local agricultural perspective, Dee McKeown, chief executive of the Mingenew Irwin Group, a farmer representative body, expressed cautious interest in soil carbon farming. While supportive of its potential, he emphasised the need for more evidence and practical demonstration of its suitability for the region's unique soil types and climate. Mr McKeown highlighted the importance of maintaining operational efficiency and land productivity, noting that growers seek "genuine options" that do not impose undue risks or compromise food security. "Growers are very unique in that science only applies when they see it in practice because regions are so different," he said.
Carbon Sync continues to pursue its projects, confident in their commercial and environmental potential despite the recognised uncertainties. The evolving landscape of soil carbon farming in Western Australia's Wheatbelt remains under close observation as stakeholders weigh the balance of innovation against financial and ecological risk. The Australian Broadcasting Corporation is reporting on these developments as they unfold.
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