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ELECTRICITY — SMART METERS 

Grievance 

MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington) [9.35 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Energy. It relates to some 
red tape that is holding back innovation in the energy sector. I will start by commenting that climate change is 
real and we need to take action to ameliorate climate change. I noticed today in The Australian Financial Review 
that the chief executive officers of many large companies have called for action on climate change, which 
includes the CEOs of BHP Billiton, Santos and, locally, Wesfarmers. I am not here today to criticise the minister 
for what he has said in the past about climate change prior to entering Parliament. We are not trying to provoke 
him on this issue and we have all said different things at different times; our views change over time. We all 
know that we need to take action to address climate change. I ask for just one small step forward in our 
combined effort to decarbonise the economy. I also noticed a quote today in The Australian Financial Review 
from Matthew Warren—I am sure he is well known to the minister—the chief executive officer of the 
Energy Supply Association of Australia. I quote Matthew Warren from The Australian Financial Review — 

The Australian challenge now, he argues, is to “manage the dual constraints of the science-based 
requirement for reduced emissions and the economic objective of sustained growth, employment and 
prosperity”. 

We can see that even industry understands the demands that we have today. We are asking today for some action 
that will help us move down our path to decarbonising the economy. I quote from a media release dated 
6 July 2010 of what the then Minister for Energy, Hon Peter Collier, said at the launch of the Solar Cities 
program — 

“For householders who want to embrace a sustainable future with energy efficiency, solar panels and 
electric vehicles, this is the way forward.” 

In 2012, Hon Peter Collier said that the government would respond to the use of smart meters once the 
Solar Cities final report was handed down. Of course, as we know, the final report for Solar Cities was published 
more than two years ago. Today, I ask the minister to take action on Hon Peter Collier’s boasts from the past. 
This issue was raised with me by Mr Jamie McCall from Margaret River, who highlighted the problem that we 
are discussing. I know that the minister is in correspondence with Mr McCall and that the minister is not 
prepared to intervene in the particular matters regarding Mr McCall — 

Dr M.D. Nahan: It is in front of the Ombudsman. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Yes; I understand that. We will have a look at that later. I am asking for action on the 
generic issue that his case highlights; that is, the fact that Synergy does not allow people with bi-directional 
smart meters to flow electricity back to the grid if they have a battery storage system or an electrical vehicle. 
I will read the words of the “Application for installing or upgrading a renewable energy system and  
bi-directional metering”, which is written for the person signing it — 

• My facilities and equipment must not incorporate: 
i) a battery storage system; 
ii) an electrical vehicle system; or 
iii) both i) and ii). 

I know from Mr McCall, newspaper articles and other online articles that Synergy said that this is because of 
Western Power. I have spoken to Western Power informally and it tells me that it is because of Synergy — 
Dr M.D. Nahan: The ERA actually. 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Clearly, it is one of these typical red-tape situations on which we need some action. It 
has been over five years since Minister Peter Collier on 6 July 2010 said — 

“For householders who want to embrace a sustainable future with energy efficiency, solar panels and 
electric vehicles, this is the way forward.” 

That is smart meters. It is probably time for us to act, so I am asking the minister to remove this red tape that 
effectively bans people from having electric vehicles if they have solar panels feeding back into the grid. Of 
course, if a person has batteries, it is quite likely that they would not want to feed back into the grid, but it may 
well be that they do. The point I am making is that this is a market solution; this is about choice and people 
making up their own mind about what they do in managing their energy needs, and about removing the red tape. 
I am interested in the minister’s interjection that it is the Economic Regulation Authority that is the cause of the 
problem, but one way or another we need to cut through this issue. Whatever the problem is, this is an 
opportunity for us to grasp the need to decarbonise our economy. As I say, it is interesting that it happens to be 
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on the day that chief executive officers from around Australia are calling for climate action. An article in 
The Australian Financial Review today states — 

The chief executives of AGL, BHP Billiton, GE, Mirvac, Santos, Unilever, Wesfarmers and Westpac 
have signed a joint statement which says they have come together “because we acknowledge that 
climate change will continue to have serious implications for our customers, the community and the 
economy”. 

I encourage the minister to help us all and take this small but important action to allow the people and businesses 
with solar panels to have electric vehicles and battery storage systems. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Minister for Energy) [9.42 am]: I would like to thank the member for his 
grievance and his very valid point. Let me go through some issues. First, the regulation of this industry is very 
complex, as the member knows. Let us cut right to the chase: I will address this issue as fast as I possibly can. 
Let me outline the issue. There is no inhibitor to people having batteries in their households—none. We know of 
440 households, businesses or farms that have batteries, and there are probably many more. Farms have had 
them for decades and generations. However, the issue is that for set tariffs under Western Power, Synergy or 
whatever they are, the Economic Regulation Authority’s regulatory process has inhibited people from exporting 
the power generated from those batteries, whether they be a stand-alone battery or a battery in a car. As the 
member correctly pointed out, there is a condition that inhibits that. To be honest—I have to choose my words 
carefully in this house—that is rubbish. Despite hundreds of meetings on this issue, I did not know about it until 
this process came up. Anyway, that is what we deal with in this place.  

The origin of the matter is that under the regulatory regime, Western Power has to present tariffs to the ERA for 
approval. It puts together four reference tariffs: a fixed-use tariff and a variable tariff for businesses and 
households—so four of them. Back in 2012 when the ERA had the regulatory regime, there were very few 
batteries. By law, the ERA had to make sure that the tariff proposed by Western Power was suitable for the 
customers—it did not overcharge or undercharge—so it decided that it could not assess the variability in 
batteries and told Synergy and Western Power that because exporting energy from batteries was uncertain, they 
could not be included. That is what happened. Synergy proposed a way around that but the ERA, because of the 
variability back in 2010–11 when the data was there, could not support it because it was untested technology. By 
law, Synergy is required to pass on in full Western Power’s tariffs and Western Power’s tariffs, by law, have to 
be approved by the ERA—no overcharging, no undercharging—and that is what Synergy has done. It was not 
suitable, it is red tape gone mad, but nonetheless we have since had an expansion of solar energy. It is growing at 
an annualised rate of 44.5 per cent in this state, which is pretty good. The number of batteries will grow. Synergy 
is able to have what is called non-reference tariffs or special tariffs. That is possible for businesses, which do it 
all the time.  

However, that is not possible for a million households on the A1 tariff. Synergy needed to come up with a 
regime of allowing people to export energy from batteries. The issue is that people with batteries will increase 
the use of the poles and wire. They will store some energy in batteries and export it so that the bidirectional flow 
of volume on Western Power’s grid will increase. We do not know by how much because it depends on the size 
of the battery. Therefore, the householders’ use of the grid will vary and they will be charged differently for 
using the grid than a household or business that does not have batteries, which is legitimate. This is one of the 
biggest issues facing the pricing of grids going forward, but that does not mean we should just ban it for five 
years. That is not what we do, so I will address this issue. I will cop the criticism that it should not be there. It is 
now 2015—three years on—and we have had a revolution, and the revolution will grow. We will address this 
matter. I do not know how we will address it. I have to get the ERA, Western Power, Synergy and the industry 
on board to come up with some pricing. We also have to get some data on the actual size of the batteries, the 
flow of the batteries and a range of other issues. 

The real issue with Mr McCall is that he owns a mixed-use business, an organic farm, and the Ombudsman is 
dealing with the matter, which is a fight about what tariff he is on—whether it is A1, K1 or whatever. He raises 
a valid issue. Sometimes in this game certain information is filtered through to us and we have to deal with it. 
The origins of the debate were legitimate but this is a case of the regulations getting caught out and having not 
adjusted with time and technological change. I will cop it sweet. As the minister responsible, I will address this 
issue as fast as I can. My view on households will probably have to be based on research because the ERA’s 
view has to be based on research. We will need an idea of the size of the battery and the extent of import–export 
and come up with a standard rate for a battery feed-in tariff renewable energy buyback scheme. Once we come 
to that, I will report back to the house on this because it is important. 

I turn now to smart meters. We are in the process of rolling out smart meters throughout Horizon’s customer 
base. There has been a large debate around the country on smart meters. The government of the day in 
Victoria—I am not sure which colour it was—made it mandatory and there was a revolt against it. I will do what 
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I think most people would do when we get to cost reflectivity: we will allow the retailers to roll out smart meters 
in the south west interconnected system. We are also developing a policy to link with all feed-in tariff for people 
with solar cells on the REBS because they have the capacity to have smart meters when the solar cells are 
installed. If we can convert those to smart meters and have some experimentation to allow them to use it if they 
wish—we will not force anybody to do anything—and if they want to adapt to the system, we will allow them to 
and we will test it. We can then show the rest of the community that smart meters are cost effective and 
a worthwhile investment. They are the way of the future, we just have to figure out a way to do it and implement 
it. I thank the member for the question. 
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