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Right now, Australians cannot tell the difference between a company making a meaningful
investment in efforts to reduce the harm of climate change and a company who has green
marketing with nothing behind it. Australians strive to support businesses that are genuinely
working to reduce their impact on climate change and the environment. Businesses recognise this
motivation, with many incorporating environmental or ‘green’ claims into their marketing and
advertising. However, the vague and often unverified nature of these claims makes it difficult for
consumers to decipher between a genuine environmental effort and greenwashing.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide recommendations for the Committee’s inquiry into the
prevalence, motivations and impacts of misinformation and disinformation related to climate
change and energy.

Consumer Policy Research Centre (CPRC) is an independent, not-for-profit, consumer think-tank.
CPRC aims to create fairer, safer and inclusive markets by undertaking research and working with
leading regulators, policymakers, businesses, academics and community advocates. We have
published research on consumer views on green claims and the prevalence and harms of
greenwashing.

CPRC’s 2023 research into the prevalence and diversity of green claims in social media advertising
found that, among 40 commercial sectors analysed, the energy sector made the highest number of
green claims about their products and services. In this sector, we observed advertisements
featuring mining imagery accompanied by claims such as ‘clean tech’ in the captions - an attempt to
greenwash mining as an environmentally responsible activity to appeal to consumers. Energy
retailers commonly used claims of carbon offsetting and forecasted future environmental goals in
their advertising to imply that retailers were implementing pro-environmental strategies.' However,
there are no checks or requirements to report on how forecasted goals will be achieved.

Despite their prevalence, green terms have no shared meaning, and the same termis used in a
variety of ways by different businesses. In CPRC’s earlier research (2022), we found that most
consumers reported that they were likely to be influenced by all types of environmental claims
including specific claims relating to climate change such as reducing fossil fuel use, carbon
offsetting and divesting from fossil fuels. Consumers reported that they were most skeptical about

1 CPRC, 2023, Seeing Green, https://cprc.org.au/report/seeing-green/
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environmental claims made by the energy sector, with 72% being very worried or somewhat worried
about the validity of this sector’s green claims.?

When consumers make decisions in a context of misinformation and disinformation, trust in
businesses declines, and they may inadvertently support businesses engaging in harmful climate
and environmental activities.

Currently, consumers are forced to choose between accepting claims at face value or committing to
personal deep-dive research to confirm the legitimacy of the claim - neither option is helpful, nor in
the best interests of consumers or the environment. We found that consumers will react strongly if
they learn a business has been greenwashing, with 74% stating that they would change their
shopping habits, warn other consurers or that it would leave them feeling manipulated.?

Recommendations

The Australian Government must consider specific interventions to ensure advertising and
marketing of green claims does not misrepresent the environmental value and, therefore induce
purchase decisions that are not fit-for-purpose. These interventions will also help increase the
visibility of those businesses that are making genuine efforts towards better climate and
environmental outcomes.

1. Stop poor green claims: Ban claims that are inherently vague or deceptive and develop
standard definitions for commonly used but confusing environmental terms. CPRC has
made recommendations about how to achieve this goal as part of our submission to the
Senate Inquiry into Greenwashing, drawing on reforms underway in the EU and UK. *

2. Develop clear, enforceable guidelines on the use of colour and imagery that implies
environmental outcomes: With visual elements playing such a critical role in social media
advertising, it is clear that guardrails must be established to ensure use of colour and
imagery do not falsely imply environmental benefits or outcomes.

3. Prohibit specific high-polluting industries from using environmental claims in their
advertising: Currently, any business in any industry can make an environmental claim, big or
small, current or forward-looking, regardless of the sector they may be operating in. There
must be prohibitions within legislation to ensure high-polluting industries do not lean on or
make environmental claims in their advertising, allowing small or specific investments in
environmental efforts to overshadow larger environmental harms from a company.

4. Get good quality information about environmental factors in front of consumers: Use
labelling to help people understand the environmental impact of a product or service, how
long it will last and if it can be repaired or recycled. Require businesses to regularly report on
their environmental and climate change impact as a way to provide basic, comparable
information that can be used to help consumers. CPRC has made specific recommendations
to achieve this in our submission to the Senate Inquiry into Greenwashing, including
developing a repair and durability label to help Australians find products that will last longer.

5. Make it easier for consumers to compare green options: Find new ways to help people put
products and services side-by-side to understand better green options. Make sure that
trustmarks and certifications are useful and genuinely trustworthy.

2 CPRC, 2022, The Consumer Experience of Green Claims in Australia, https://cprc.org.au/report/green-claims

3 Ibid.

4 CPRC, 2023, Submission to the Senate Inquiry — Greenwashing,
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CPRC welcomes the opportunity to work with the Senate Committee and share further insights
from our consumer research projects. If you have any questions, please contact Chandni Gupta,
Deputy CEO via email at chandni.gupta@cprc.org.au.

Yours sincerely,

e

Erin Turner
Chief Executive Officer
Consumer Policy Research Centre
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