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Retail crime has gone well past the 
tipping point in Australia. 

The situation is now beyond 
unacceptable and, given it contin-
ues to deteriorate, we need to ex-
tend our response to include the 
safe use of facial recognition tech-
nology (FRT). 

There are now around 
800,000 retail crime cases a year. 
About one in four retail crime 
events involve some form of viol-
ence, intimidation, threats, physi-
cal or verbal abuse.

Retailers recorded a staggering 
66 per cent year-on-year increase 
in weapon-related crime last year, 
alongside a large spike in violent 
and threatening events. More 
than half of retailers said their 
teams experience physical abuse 
monthly or more often.

Organised retail crime net-
works and prolific offenders are 
the greatest concern, with data 
from retail crime reporting com-
pany Auror showing 10 per cent of 
offenders last year were responsi-
ble for over 60 per cent of the total 
harm and loss.

In a year with widespread chal-
lenges for retail – from subdued 
consumer spending to rising costs 
of doing business – crime remains 
a leading concern. By conserva-
tive estimate, it costs our economy 
around $9bn annually. 

The burden is too much. We 
need to continue to build collabor-
ation between industry, govern-
ments, police and unions to 
reduce crime through tougher 
penalties, more focused police 
presence, and better reporting.

This effort also needs to extend 
to the use of innovative techno-
logy, including FRT. 

On this, Australia is not the 
first mover. FRT has been trialled 
successfully in other places. In 
New Zealand’s Food Stuff super-
markets, a six-month pilot scheme 
prevented over 100 violent or 
abusive incidents and reduced se-

 

Trump has left the door 
open on clean energy

Australia faces a unique, time-
sensitive economic opportunity. 
Treasurer Jim Chalmers has 
rightly put productivity at the 
heart of Australia’s economic 
agenda, outlining key pillars to 
create a dynamic, resilient and fu-
ture-ready economy. But events 
in the US have dramatically ex-
panded Australia’s potential 
economic opportunities.

Donald Trump recently 
passed his “One Big Beautiful 
Bill” reversing the Biden adminis-
tration’s Inflation Reduction Act 
– also known as the climate bill – 
significantly cutting US govern-
ment support for clean-energy 
projects. Overnight, billions of 
dollars of global clean-tech capi-
tal seeking stable markets found 
itself adrift. Investors and global 
businesses now urgently need 
new locations to confidently allo-
cate resources previously des-
tined for the US.

Australia is perfectly posi-
tioned to step into the void. We 
have abundant renewable resour-
ces, a growing number of clean-
tech innovators and substantial 
policy mechanisms already com-
mitted. But we will need to move 
swiftly and strategically to ben-
efit. Our productivity and econ-
omic future hinges on it.

The Climate Capital Forum is 
a network of investors, decarbo-
nising companies, climate finance 
experts and philanthropists 
working to accelerate Australia’s 
clean energy transition. Last 
week we spent two energetic days 
at Parliament House — moving 
between back-to-back meetings 
with Treasury, the Department of 
Climate Change, the Department 
of Industry, ministerial offices, 
and MPs and senators from 
across the political spectrum. As a 
group deeply engaged in the fu-
ture of Australia’s economy, we 
were there to share 10 targeted, 
productivity-focused policy ideas 
drawn from our collective experi-
ence in investment, innovation, 
and industrial transformation. 
Here is what we need to do. 

1. Mobilise stalled capital
Australia already has commit-

ted funds through the National 
Reconstruction Fund (NRF), 
Clean Energy Finance Corpor-
ation (CEFC), and ARENA (the 
Australian Renewable Energy 
Agency). Yet less than 5 per cent 
of the NRF’s $15bn allocation has 
been deployed. Streamlining 
these programs — implementing 
simplified, one-round application 
models — could rapidly unlock 
this idle capital. Mandating the 
use of Australia’s sustainable fi-
nance taxonomy could further 
build confidence among investors 
urgently looking to reallocate 
from the US. Clear processes and 
timely funding releases will di-
rectly boost productivity by ac-
celerating clean-energy 
infrastructure development and 
private-sector confidence.

We also need targeted support 
for early-stage clean-tech to un-
lock Australia’s innovation pipe-
line. Without it, too many great 
ideas fail to move beyond the lab. 
We propose a 10-year, $100m fed-
eral initiative modelled on suc-
cessful US programs that 
provided catalytic grants to clean-
tech start-ups. 

These grants would support 
key stages of development from 
concept to prototype testing, 

bridging the “valley of death” that 
too often stalls Australian inno-
vation. Importantly, this model 
removes the need for matched 
private capital, increasing access 
for diverse founders and enabling 
broader participation in the 
clean-tech economy. The goal is 
not just more start-ups — but 
faster commercialisation, strong-
er local supply chains, and long-
term investor confidence. In a 
global race shaped by strategic 
subsidies in the US, China and 
Europe, Australia must reduce 
structural barriers to innovation 
and provide certainty for local 
clean-tech entrepreneurs. 

2. Deliver strategic industrial 
reform for competitiveness

The global shift away from fos-
sil fuels creates opportunities in 
green manufacturing. Australia 
can capitalise by expanding the 
Future Made in Australia (FMIA) 
production tax credits explicitly 
to include green iron. This will 
help Australia compete inter-
nationally, particularly as uncer-
tainty increases in global markets 
due to Trump’s policy reversals. 
Reforming superannuation per-
formance tests to incorporate cli-
mate risk, and phasing out 
outdated subsidies like the fuel 
tax credit scheme, can further di-
rect investment towards future-
oriented industries, increasing 
national productivity and secur-
ing Australia’s competitive edge.

3. Invest government funds in 
infrastructure, human capital 

Our clean-energy future de-
pends not only on physical infra-
structure but also on a robust, 
skilled workforce. Yet Australia 
currently faces severe shortages 
in electricians, technicians and 
engineers. Accelerating appren-
ticeship programs, retraining 
mechanics for EV maintenance, 
and systematically addressing 
structural employment barriers 
will dramatically enhance work-
force productivity. Moreover, in-
vesting in common-user 
infrastructure and supporting 
models of community co-owner-
ship and discounted electricity 
pricing for host communities can 
reduce social resistance and ac-
celerate project delivery. 

Our Ten Ideas to Grow Aus-
tralia’s Productivity includes ad-
ditional recommendations such 
as superannuation reform, nature 
law reform and local content re-
quirements for government fund-
ing to ensure communities 
benefit. All of these and more 
should be considered to ensure 
Australia can respond quickly to 
the economic opportunity in the 
global decarbonising market. 

Critics argue this might im-
pose unnecessary costs, yet the 
Trump administration’s rollback 
clearly illustrates the greater risk 
lies in doing nothing. The US de-
cision to withdraw from clean-
energy support is expected to 
raise household energy costs sig-
nificantly. Australia’s timely em-
brace of these productivity-
enhancing reforms will instead 
lower long-term energy costs, im-
prove economic resilience, and 
drive sustainable prosperity.

Productivity is indeed the 
right focus for Chalmers as the 
potential transformer of Austra-
lia’s future economic growth. 
Trump’s retreat provides an un-
precedented geopolitical and 
economic opening. The time to 
act decisively is now. If we grasp 
this moment, Australia will not 
only boost productivity but firmly 
position itself as a global clean-
energy powerhouse.

Blair Palese is founder of the 
Climate Capital Forum and 
director of philanthropy at 
Ethinvest

Go woke, go broke, the slogan that 
has scourged green-leaning inves-
tors, almost came true during the 
depths of a backlash against so-
called ESG measures last year. 

But this year the tide has 
turned and green investing is back 
in the money.

The rebound was never inevi-
table. Overheated share prices, 
fuzzy definitions and a lot of hype 
from fund managers ready to 
jump on the bandwagon did enor-
mous damage to the sector. 

What’s more, the Trump-led 
backlash against the area has been 
ferocious, moving well beyond 
rhetoric to the introduction of new 
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GREEN investing Tide turns 
rules that actively penalise special 
treatment for sustainable invest-
ments.

At its worst, the selloff in any-
thing green was intense. In our 
local sharemarket, a proxy for the 
sector is Australian Ethical. It fell 
from a top of more than $14 in 2021 
to less than $4 in 2024.

On a wider scale, not that long 
ago the global sustainable sector 
endured what might have been a 
death spiral as sinking prices 
prompted more outflows until it 
seemed that everyone who was 
not deeply committed to the sec-
tor had bolted.

But money talks, and investors 
are suddenly back in the sector, 
with hard data showing the shift to 
sustainable investing, especially 
clean energy, can be a winner.

It’s early days, but the latest 
numbers coming through are en-
couraging.

Global research company 
Morningstar’s latest report shows 
a long-awaited rebound in the 
quarterly global inflows. More-
over, it shows an extended lift in 
the underlying inflows at Austra-
lian funds.

And crucially, it’s not just 
money from big super that’s mov-
ing the dial in the Australian mar-

ket. Everyday investors are back 
in the action.

On the ASX, Australian Ethi-
cal is up nearly 50 per cent year-
to-date, against 6 per cent for the 
S&P/ASX 200.

Among exchange-traded 
funds, the ASX-listed VanEck 
Global Clean Energy fund, an-
other investment that got hit for 
six last year, is also back in the 
money. 

In fact, the price of this fund 
perfectly captures the wider story.

The fund’s benchmark is the 
“all markets” MSCI index and, 
since the global clean energy sec-
tor has convincingly outpaced all 
markets this year, the VanEck 

ETF has gone along for the ride, 
gaining 17 per cent. 

This change of heart towards 
what we might call ‘sustainable in-
vesting 2.0’ brings two very im-
portant changes, which may go 
some way towards softening the 
understandable scepticism of the 
go woke, go broke brigade.

First, there has been a clear at-
tempt to stamp out the nonsense 
that characterised the earlier 
boom phase.

Labelling has always been a big 
issue. The biggest problem of all 
was the label the sector thrived 
upon: ESG (Environment, Social 
and Governance).

The ESG tag is now fading. In 
recent months, a whopping 785 
funds dropped ESG from their 
branding.

The new name for the over-
arching theme is sustainable – a 
term that remains to some extent 
pliable but breaks with the nega-
tive associations of the past when 
the lack of consistent standards al-
lowed a range of bad behaviour.

At it’s best, there is some evi-
dence that this time around green-
washing will be less prevalent. 
Greenwashing refers to the busi-
ness of fund managers exaggerat-
ing or misleading investors as to 

the nature of their commitments 
in this space.

Shamir Popat, a senior analyst 
at Morningstar, says the sector 
had a pretty tough period in 2024. 

“After there had been a pro-
liferation of products, suddenly 
managers were cutting products 
and of course some of the large 
global asset managers had walked 
back on their climate change com-
mitments,” Popat says. “ I think 
what’s left behind is the original 
funds with clear intentions that 
have always been in the space.”

The second change is the sheer 
weight of money now returning to 
the sector, especially into cleaner 
energy.

The global rebound of recent 
months was driven by Europe, 
which has always led the way. In 
contrast, the US bled money. In 
fact, there have been 11 consecu-
tive quarters of outflows in the US 
sector. In Australia, the rebound 
coincides with the government’s 
plan to reform the nation’s sus-
tainable investment product-
labelling regime later this year.

But it’s the inflows that are 
most convincing. The REST super 
fund recently put $230m into 
Wollemi Capital. The fund is a key 
sustainable player in the local 

market, financing everything 
from “green” cement to agricul-
tural decarbonisation.

Meanwhile, the landmark deal 
is last month’s $1bn investment in 
Australia from Dutch pension 
fund APG Asset Management to 
develop the renewable business of 
alternative energy group Octopus 
Australia.

In common with the inflows 
into investment funds, this under-
taking signalled a change in heart 
after a period when the headlines 
were as likely to report multina-
tionals selling out of local clean 
energy ventures.

Will it all keep going? The 
chances are that value investors 
will find a lot more bargains here 
than in the wider market, where 
prices are expensive on every 
measure. 

Two years ago I put this con-
tention forward in The Australian.

“ESG as we know it – a rubbery 
concept wide open to attack from 
both sceptics and true believers – 
is finished. A shake-out is up and 
running. By the time it’s over, the 
survivors will be ESG players we 
can depend on. And that would be 
a win for every investor.” 

It looks like this is finally start-
ing to happen.

Investors are back 
in the sustainable 
investing game
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We owe it to retail staff to protect them with technology

Under the Australian Privacy 
Act 1988, there is allowance for the 
collection of biometric infor-
mation without consent if a Per-
mitted General Situation (PGS) 
exists, including where the rel-
evant entity believes it is reason-
ably necessary to lessen or prevent 
a serious threat to life, health or 
safety, or to take action in relation 
to unlawful activity or serious mis-
conduct.

The retail crime risks in Aus-
tralia are unacceptably high and 
escalating. Too many workers – 
and customers – remain vulner-
able to violent, repeat offenders.

We’ve seen positive results 
from the use of other pioneering 
technology. Successful pilot pro-
grams for tools such as body-worn 
cameras, which both employees 
and customers are support, help 
some workers to feel better pro-
tected on the job.

CCTV footage also helps assist 
police with their inquiries after the 
fact. Meanwhile, a centralised re-
porting database is assisting police 
to form a picture of organised 
crime in particular – moving more 
swiftly to prevent occurrences. 
Not so long ago, CCTV footage 
used to be highly controversial. It’s 
now accepted across the com-
munity with few instances of con-
cern around its misuse.

The numbers tell the story. Of 
the more than 1.4 million people in 
Australia’s retail workforce, half a 
million are aged between 15 and 
24. Nobody should have to put 
their life on the line to go to work. 
We owe it to these vulnerable 
workers, and businesses, to work 
towards the appropriate use of 
FRT in retail settings in Australia. 

Regaining respect and safety in 
retail settings across the country is 
long overdue, not just for the 
human cost, but also for the econ-
omic benefit attached.

Chris Rodwell is CEO of 
Australian Retailers Association

rious harm by 16 per cent. Two 
thirds of the NZ public supported 
FRT use in retail, and this support 
rose to 89 per cent when people 
were told the technology had re-
duced harm by just 10 per cent. 

Outside of retail, FRT is also 
successfully used in many other 
settings such as airports and sport-
ing arenas. 

Understandably, Australians 
should be interested in how the 
technology is utilised. It’s import-
ant that rules and boundaries exist 

around its use, especially related 
to the management of biometric 
customer data. 

The facts are straightforward. 
Information captured using FRT 
is never retained past the fraction 
of a second it takes to recognise if 
someone is a repeat offender who 
has committed criminal offences 
in a store. That match, but not the 
data, is then used to escalate the 
issue as needed. The data is then 
instantly destroyed, not held. 

Retailers have no capacity to 

retain customers’ biometric infor-
mation. That’s not just a legal con-
sideration; it’s about maintaining 
customer trust and loyalty. 

Addressing very important 
questions around false identifi-
cation and racial or other profil-
ing, we fully support guardrails 
being in place to ensure sensitivity 
and accuracy. And we can look to 
international experience to ad-
dress these concerns. In the UK 
and New Zealand, where FRT is a 
legitimate safety tool, the frame-

works that permit its use in high-
risk settings like retail have these 
strong safeguards in place. Experi-
ence in these two countries dem-
onstrates that, with the right 
governance, we can better protect 
people in retail environments.

So where to next? To effective-
ly and responsibly use FRT, retail-
ers are seeking further clarity on 
its deployment under the current 
privacy framework, especially 
given recent views expressed by 
the privacy regulator.
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Outside of retail, facial recognition technology is successfully used in settings such as airports and sporting arenas

Chris Rodwell 

The retail crime 
risks in Australia 
are unacceptably 
high and escalating
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if Australia is ready for war. 
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