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Executive summary 

This report presents information on the financial impacts of including transfers in the National

Pollutant Inventory (NPI).  A variation to the NPI National Environmental Protection Measure is

in the developmental stage and consideration is being given to the inclusion of transfers.

The estimated costs associated with transfer reporting are provided in the table below.  The 

estimated costs are derived from an industry survey that was conducted as part of this project.  To

provide some context on the expected financial impacts, the transfer reporting costs are presented

along side the overall waste management costs, waste tracking costs and current NPI reporting

costs.  The average transfer reporting cost per reporting facility is $8,300 plus an additional first

year set-up cost of $2,200.  The median transfer reporting cost per reporting facility is $1,200 plus

an additional first year set-up cost of $1,000.

Cost components*

Staff – 
technical

Staff – 
admin,
other

Equipment
&

consumables

Consultants Service
providers

Other Total

(average)

Total

(median)

Overall waste
management

costs
$60,000 $36,000 $130,000

included in 
‘other’

$140,000
(waste

contractors)
$58,000 $430,000 $50,000

Current waste
tracking costs

$1,200 $1,300 $520 $540
$1,000

(analytical
laboratory)

$80 $4,600 $900

Current NPI
reporting costs

$1,700 $760 $300 $1,100
$1,100

(analytical
laboratory)

$20 $4,900 $1,100

Estimated
transfer

reporting costs
$1,500 $1,500 $1,000 $1,400

$2,600
(analytical

laboratory)
$220 $8,300 $1,200

Additional
estimated

transfer
reporting set-up
costs (first year)

- - - - - - $2,200 $1,000

*rounded to 2 significant digits

The median values represent the mid-point position where there are an equal number of higher 

and lower costs per facility.  Further cost analysis is presented following the Background and

Literature review summary.

Background

The proposed variation to include transfers would bring the NPI closer in line with international

practices and it would broaden the information available to the community.  The additional

reporting would have associated costs for industry as well as government.

If transfers are included they may relate to operations such as:

trade waste discharge to sewer;

waste transport (eg vacuum truck) to a treatment plant, landfill or incinerator;

wastewater irrigation;

process waste discharge to a tailings dam, ash dam, landfill or other containment

structure; and 

waste transfer for energy recovery, reuse, recycling or re-processing.
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Detailed definitions for ‘transfer’ and ‘transfer data’ have been developed and the current plan is to

apply the existing, material usage based thresholds (eg 10 tonnes of a Category 1 NPI substance) to 

waste transfer reporting and to include both offsite and onsite transfers.

The Department of the Environment and Heritage commissioned EECO Pty Ltd to conduct an

analysis of the financial costs of including transfers in the NPI and the project utilised three main

methods to estimate the financial impacts of transfer reporting: a literature review, an industry

survey of current NPI reporters and case studies.

Literature review summary

A literature review was conducted to examine overseas experience with pollutant release and

transfer registers (PRTRs). An extensive search of authoritative internet sites confirmed the

following observation made by Dr Laura Altinger, United Nations Economic Commission for 

Europe, (UNECE) Economic Analysis Division:

“…surprisingly little research so far has gone into developing detailed cost estimates…only a handful of 

studies exist that provide estimates of the costs of pollutant release and transfer register (PRTR) 

reporting and these either have a relatively narrow focus or represent very rough estimates.”

Given the dearth of information on this topic, the scope of the literature review was broadened to

place the limited available data in context.

The term ‘cost’ is deceptively simple. In essence there is no such thing as a single, readily

identifiable, ‘cost’ of complying with environmental regulations.  To estimate costs, either

quantitatively or qualitatively, there should be an understanding of the basic reporting activities.  A 

common basis for cost estimation (a detailed disaggregation of activities) is provided by the

UNECE’s standard description of reporter activities under the following main headings:

determining reporting obligations on a preliminary basis

performing calculations, measurements and estimations 

completing reports

keeping records and filing

confidentiality claims 

consultation

notifying suppliers

For jurisdictional authorities, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

(OECD) lists the following standard activities and required resources:

developing, testing and implementing the PRTR system; 

software and hardware for the information management system including selection

and testing;

database development and maintenance or adapting a system currently in operation;

training;

preparing and distributing report forms -- electronic distribution is likely to conserve

resources;

validation of incoming data (QA/QC); 

updating of data;

modelling and statistical evaluation if a calculated component is included in the 

PRTR;

analysing and interpreting data;

data entry and any subsequent data handling;
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dissemination of outputs; and 

aiding the public (including the media) in interpreting the data.

An Analysis of costs and benefits of pollutant release and transfer registers (UNECE, 2002) was produced

to assist and progress international implementation of expanded PRTRs.  The analysis used both a

qualitative approach to costs and benefits and a quantitative approach to costs, and built various

plausible scenarios that captured a basic system, over time, for countries with different

characteristics, as well as expansions to that system.  Under the modelled scenarios, the average cost

per facility in the first year was approximately US$29,000 and then fell to $17,000 in the second

and third years. Modelled changes to the PRTR requirements, an expansion of the substances

requiring reporting, increased the average cost per facility from about $17,000 to about $25,600

and a change in both substance expansion and inclusion of new activities resulted in an increase

from about US$17,000 to $39,000.  The scenarios illustrate that the first year costs have a ‘set-up’ 

component that subsequently dissipates and that changes to established PRTRs can have significant

financial impacts.  Even if the lower-end of US$17,000 is accepted as the average facility cost for 

this European model, it is significantly higher than Australian costs.

The cost of reporting to the Australian NPI has been compiled for several years.  The current

reporting form contains two optional questions under the heading Resources incurred in completing

this form.  Amounts can be provided for ‘Personnel costs’ and ‘External costs (Consultants,

analysis)’.  For the 2004/05 reporting year, 37% of NPI reporters also provided their costs.  The 

average cost was $2,900 and the median cost was $650.  These costs are low in comparison with 

international PRTR reporting costs; approximately 28% of reporters responded that they incur a

total cost of $200 or less.

A comparison of the median costs with the average costs shows a significant difference.  This is due

to some of the facilities being much higher than the median. For example, in one State for 

2004/05, the top 3% of reporters incurred 50% of the State’s total costs. The reporting burden is 

not evenly distributed across all reporting facilities.

The report Review of the NPI (Environment Link, April 2005) commented on the costs to industry

for current NPI reporting; the comments included:

Estimates from a limited number of larger companies & industry associations ranged

between $2,000 and $60,000 per year.

o The lower end costs were for report preparation based on estimation only, and

with an established reporting system in place.

o The higher end costs involved stack testing and monitoring, multiple sites and

consultant fees. 

o NPI costs would have been incurred (in many cases) for other reporting

requirements.

o A plausible estimate of ongoing cost per annum per facility was $2,000 to $10,000.

The Review of the NPI also observed: 

“For 23,000 (US) reporting facilities the reporting costs are approximately $US15,000 per facility for

industry, and approximately $US$1,300 per facility for governments, a ratio of 11.5. For Australia,

the comparative numbers are $3,000 AUD for industry, $640 for governments, and a ratio of 4.7.” 

The Review of the NPI commented briefly on the notional costs government associated with the

addition of transfers to the NPI, including:
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“The cost of including transfers could be considerable.  These would include costs for documentation,

training costs for industry and jurisdictions, and costs for system changes.  The total costs cannot be

estimated with any degree of confidence because interdependence of various system changes and

enhancements make it difficult to apportion costs.

A cost in the vicinity of $200,000, excluding the costs of trials, is possible but this is indicative only, 

and assumes that existing state hazardous waste tracking systems can be adapted.  An upper cost of 

$700,000 has been estimated by one jurisdiction and on this basis a cost of $500,000 is probably

adequate for assessment purposes.”

A UN study (1998, UNITAR Series) quotes the cost to a USA facility which reported on 4

chemicals per year to comply with the US PRTR (the TRI or Toxics Release Inventory) regulations

as being US$5,170 per chemical for the first year and half that in subsequent years (assuming that

there were no changes to the legislation).  A total cost of US$20,680 is incurred in the first year 

and US$10,340 per year thereafter. The TRI is complex and large (eg nearly 650 chemical 

compounds to potentially report as compared to the NPI’s 90 substances) and this contributes to

the costs to their industry and government.

A pilot project in Japan involved 1800 medium to large scale businesses, who were asked to provide

information on releases into air, water, and soil and transfers as waste of 178 chemical substances. 

Business facilities in Japan reportedly handled, on average, the same number of target chemical

substances as their counterparts in the U.S. and Canada. For the businesses, the PRTR system 

required the most time for investigating the chemical substances contained in the materials being

handled, and incurred the greatest financial cost for analysis and measurement, but the average cost

per facility in 1999 was determined to be only about 140,000 yen (US$2,400).

One of the difficulties in adopting overseas experience as a basis for predicting the outcome of 

potential changes to the NPI is the differences in systems and associated costs. The overseas 

literature is occasionally narrow in its focus and the studies may not be rigorous in following

standard reporting activities (as described and recommended by the UNECE).  The Australian

system is unique in its implementation, operation and cost structure.  Application of international

experience to estimate financial impact is valuable, but this should be verified with as much

independent, local data as possible.

Industry survey and case studies

An industry survey was conducted to obtain information directly from NPI reporters about the 

expected financial impacts of transfer reporting. Obtaining such ‘grass roots’ data was considered

to be important as the literature review provided little usable data.

The survey questionnaire was designed to balance the need for information (quantity and quality)

with the need to minimise the response time and effort.  Previous experience suggested that if the

survey was overly complex, it would not generate a good response rate.  Additionally, given the tight

timeframe of the project, the survey respondents could only be given about a week in which to 

respond.  The survey aimed to be concise, well presented and non-intimidating.

In addition to information on transfers, the survey requested information on related topics such as

waste management and current NPI reporting. This information was collected to enable better ‘in-

context’ understanding of the expected costs and to allow comparisons of transfer reporting costs

with existing costs. 

The State NPI Teams emailed the survey to current NPI reporters in New South Wales (including

the ACT), Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia. An approximate total of 1,400
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questionnaires were sent and the responses were collected by the State NPI Teams and collated by 

the Queensland NPI Team.

The collated results were organised and analysed in a project-specific spreadsheet that was

developed to produce the statistics and graphics for this report.

Seven national industry associations were contacted during the course of the survey.  All industry

associations were interested in the NPI transfer variation but none elected to complete a

questionnaire as a representative composite of their membership. Comments were provided and

they were similar to the comments provided by industry.

Four case studies were developed to augment the survey.  The survey responses were combined to 

create amalgamated information and this helps ensure that the effect of an anomalous response is 

mitigated by the majority of responses. However, the combined information cannot represent the 

impact on an individual facility or industry sector.  The case studies illustrate the step-by-step

process of transfer reporting for various individual facilities.  The transfer reporting tasks used the 

UNECE reporting activities as a starting point and these are described together with estimated

costs. The case studies were developed through face-to-face interviews using the survey

questionnaire and other documents to elicit consideration of the potential financial impact of NPI 

transfer reporting.

Results and discussion

The survey results are based on 140 responses.  Two-thirds of the respondents were reporting for a

single facility and the remaining one-third that reported for multiple facilities actually represents a 

far greater number of reporting facilities.  If the questionnaire category ‘16+’ is assumed to be 20,

then the total number of facilities captured in the survey was 422. 

The responses gave good representation for each of the participating States: NSW, QLD, SA and

WA. National groups represented 9% of the total responses.  The responses also represented a 

range of industry sectors. Although some States/Territories are not represented, this should not

significantly affect the survey results with the possible exception of comments (if unique situations

exist in those locations).  The charts/graphs presented below were developed from the survey

response data and their captions were derived from the survey questions.

Which NPI reporting thresholds are currently exceeded?

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Cat 1 Cat 1a Cat 2a Cat 2b Cat 3

Many respondents triggered more than one category.

Fifty-five percent of respondents exceeded a Category 1

threshold (eg use of 10 tonnes or more of NPI

substances). Only thirteen percent of respondents

exceeded a Category 3 threshold relating to total

nitrogen or total phosphorus discharges to water,

excluding groundwater.  Transfers of nutrients (for

irrigation or trade waste discharge) may capture a 

significant number of new reporting facilities in the

areas of sewage treatment, food processing and

agricultural manufacturing/processing.

The current preferred option for the transfer variation is to not require transfer reporting for

substances that are only triggered by exceeding the thresholds for Category 2a or 2b for fuel

combustion/electricity consumption.    The transfer reporting costs may be slightly overestimated if 

the respondents considered reporting Category 2a or 2b substances.
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