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VII  Your Free Shlppmg

" Isn’t Free

It runs on diesel, congestion and wishful thinking

Australians have developed a peculiar moral
logic when it comes to shopping. We agonise over
the price of petrol, debate electricity bills, and
argue about supermarket margins. Then we click
“express delivery” without a second thought.

Free shipping has become an expectation. Same
day delivery feels normal. Next day feels slow.
The entire system hums on convenience.

But convenience has a carbon footprint.

Australia’s domestic freight task is enormous
and growing. The Bureau of Infrastructure and
Transport Research Economics (BITRE, 2025)
estimates it reached around 786 billion tonne
kilometres in 2024 to 2025. That figure captures
bulk freight such as minerals and grain, but it
also reflects the broader reality that goods move
constantly across a vast continent.

At the urban end of the chain, the rise of e-
commerce has reshaped freight patterns. The
last mile delivery market has expanded rapidly,
driven by online retail growth and consumer
expectations of speed. Warehouses have
multiplied. Delivery fleets have grown. Vans now
thread suburban streets from early morning
until evening.

The emissions story is rarely told in checkout
screens.

Research summarised by the Associated Press
(2025) has highlighted an uncomfortable detail.
Faster shipping can increase emissions because
it disrupts route optimisation and reduces
consolidation. One cited estimate suggested next
day or expedited delivery can raise emissions by
around ten percent compared with slower,
optimised  delivery  schedules. Delaying
deliveries by even a day or two can allow
companies to combine parcels and cut fuel use
significantly.

In simple terms, speed costs carbon.
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Most consumers do not see this trade off. The
carbon cost is hidden in logistics software and
diesel invoices. Companies advertise
convenience, not combustion. This invisibility is
not accidental. It is a design feature of the
modern retail economy. Carbon is treated as an
externality, something abstract and distant. The
delivery van outside your house does not come
with an emissions receipt attached to the parcel.

Yet transport emissions are real and substantial.
Transport produced about 90 million tonnes of
carbon dioxide equivalent in 2022 and accounts
for roughly one fifth of Australia’s total
emissions, according to the Climate Change
Authority (2024). On road vehicles dominate the
sector. Urban delivery fleets are part of that
system.

So here is the controversial suggestion. Put a
visible emissions price on delivery choices at
checkout. Not a vague corporate pledge. Not a
buried sustainability report. A clear display that
shows the estimated emissions impact of
standard versus express delivery, with pricing
that reflects that difference.

The default option should be consolidated,
slower delivery. Express should remain available,
but framed honestly as a premium carbon choice.

Critics will say this punishes consumers and
complicates retail. But markets already
differentiate on speed, insurance and service. We
do not consider it an injustice that faster

shipping costs more money. Why is it outrageous
that it might also cost more carbon?

There is precedent for transparency driving
behaviour. Energy efficiency ratings on
appliances  shape purchasing decisions.
Nutritional labels influence food choices. When
information is visible, some consumers adjust.

Even modest shifts in behaviour can compound
at scale. If millions of parcels are consolidated
more efficiently, the fuel savings add up. Fewer
half empty vans run through neighbourhoods.
Fewer repeat trips are required for missed
deliveries.

There is also a broader cultural shift at stake. The
expectation of immediacy has environmental
consequences beyond transport. It drives
warehouse sprawl, packaging waste and labour
pressures. Recalibrating expectations around
delivery speed could nudge the entire system
toward efficiency rather than urgency.

This is not anti-commerce. It is pro efficiency and
pro honesty.

Retailers may argue they are already electrifying
fleets. Some are. Electric vans will help. But
electrification does not eliminate congestion,
road wear or energy demand. Nor does it solve
the problem of inefficient routing driven by
extreme time pressure.

An electric traffic jam is still a traffic jam. An
electric van  still requires  materials,
infrastructure and energy.

The deeper question is whether we are prepared
to accept that sustainability requires friction. Not
paralysis. Not austerity. But the recognition that
unlimited speed is incompatible with finite
resources.

Australia prides itself on practicality. We
understand drought. We understand distance.
We understand that nothing is truly free. Yet in
the digital marketplace we suspend that
understanding. We accept a narrative that
convenience has no consequence. The irony is
that many consumers would likely choose slower
delivery if given a clear, meaningful reason.
Surveys consistently show Australians express
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concern about climate change. But concern
without information becomes abstraction.

Displaying delivery emissions would transform
abstraction into choice.

There will be resistance. Large platforms benefit
from the psychological power of “free.” But free
is rarely free. It is subsidised by someone,
somewhere. In this case, the subsidy is
environmental. If we can debate congestion
pricing and fuel standards, we can debate the
carbon cost of next day socks.
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