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Division 39: Finance — Service 12, Energy Policy and Programs $32 706 000 — 

Mr P.B. Watson, Chairman. 

Mr J.H.D. Day, Minister for Planning representing the Minister for Finance. 

Ms A. Nolan, Director General. 

Mr M. Kerr, Acting Director General, Public Utilities Office. 

[Witnesses introduced.] 

The CHAIRMAN: Member for Cannington. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I refer to the second point, ―Public Utilities Office‖, on page 442 of the Budget 

Statements about providing advice et cetera. I want to know whether the strategic energy initiative is now 

complete. When is it expected that the SEI will be made public? Noting that when the minister announced the 

project, it was called ―Energy 2030‖ and the discussion paper issued last year was called ―Energy 2031‖, will the 

final report be called ―Energy 2032‖?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: This publication will provide for a strategic framework for the development of energy policy 

for the next 20 years. Obviously, there are a lot of complexities in the energy sector, and a lot of consultation is 

needed to ensure that what is produced is appropriate for the future. It has been clarified for me that no time 

frame for the release of this document has been set, so obviously the minister is dealing with it and consulting 

other agencies to consider what the content should be. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Given that there has been no consultation for over a year, is there a particular reason for 

the extraordinary delay?  

[5.10 pm]  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am not sure whether it is accurate to assume there has been no consultation within 

government over the last year. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Sure, but the last public consultations were in May of last year. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I would expect that the minister and his office and the department are considering the issues 

that have been identified following the public consultation that has been undertaken and are liaising with other 

government agencies, maybe other ministerial offices and so on, with a view to hopefully finalising the 

document. As I mentioned, a lot of complexities need to be considered, and those are being worked through. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Given that it is two years and nine months since the SEI was announced, is there any 

particular efficiency indicator that we should be looking for to measure the outcome? Is there something in the 

Public Utilities Office, the former Office of Energy, that measures success and efficiency and these sorts of 

things? 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: Probably not in relation to this particular aspect. 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I refer to the second dot point on page 442, the Public Utilities Office, which is what we 

are here for. Has the office considered the ERA’s report into the state underground power project? If it has, has a 

report being prepared for the minister and when was it provided to the minister? If that is the case, when will the 

government respond to the ERA’s report? 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I will ask the director general to answer that question. 

Ms A. Nolan: The ERA report has been referred to the Public Utilities Office to consider, and prior to that it was 

the Office of Energy. We have not provided the report yet to the minister. It is currently in a state of finalisation 

and will be considered by the minister relatively soon. 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: Further to that, Ms Nolan said it was referred previously to the Office of Energy. How 

long has the Public Utilities Office and the former Office of Energy had that report? 

Ms A. Nolan: I would need to clarify the dates. 

Mr M. Kerr: We have had the ERA’s report from the day that it was published, but it was always intended to be 

one component of the Office of Energy and now Public Utilities Office’s review of the program. 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I am interested in why there has been such a delay in being able to respond to that report 

through the preparation of recommendations by the Public Utilities Office to the minister? What has caused the 

delay? 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I would suspect it is probably because the issues contained within it have been given very 

careful consideration by the minister. 
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Ms J.M. FREEMAN: Further to that, this is supposed to be a do-something government—the Premier can make 

a decision off the cuff and do something very quickly. This is quite an important issue to many people in the 

community, who ask us ongoing questions. The minister says to us that it is because there are important issues. 

What is the real reason for the delay, other than the minister giving me some bat-back answer? 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: Round five of the underground energy program is currently underway and has been funded 

under the existing policy. In relation to round six, the Public Utilities Office will provide advice on a proposed 

structure and prepare a submission for funding for the program. Obviously the government needs to make 

decisions about all the competing priorities across government and then cabinet would need to make the final 

decision about what is actually funded. 

Mr P.T. MILES: My question relates to page 454 of the Budget Statements, controlled grants and subsidies, and 

the line item for the hardship efficiency package. Can the minister please explain the initiatives that government 

is putting in place to assist with the hardships? 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: In relation to the hardship efficiency package, as has been publicised, a decision was made to 

redirect the funding into direct grants to people who need assistance in paying their electricity accounts. The 

government is sensitive to the impact on people on lower incomes in the community. A lot of thought has been 

put into how best to provide that assistance. The conclusion was made that providing direct assistance to people 

to get quite a significant rebate on their electricity accounts would be the best way to provide assistance. The 

assistance that is being provided is a total of $286 million across the forward estimates. That is a 36 per cent 

increase in the level of assistance, and approximately 340 000 households across the state will now be eligible 

for payment. Initially the payment will be $200. That will be indexed in future years. That is a significant 

increase of $53 on the current $147 supply charge rebate, which the cost-of-living assistance payment will 

replace, of course. Families that have dependent children will also receive a significant additional amount over 

and above that $200 cost-of-living assistance payment. In addition, there is the hardship utility grant scheme, 

which we discussed a little earlier this afternoon. That has been increased by $7.6 million to a total of 

$11.7 million for 2012–13. The government, as I said, has been sensitive and concerned about the impacts on 

people on lower incomes. The reason electricity prices have had to rise to the extent that they have is that they 

were held down quite artificially for a number of years prior to this government coming into office. There have 

been substantial increases in the costs of not only producing but also transmitting and distributing electricity. 

Often a lot of the focus is on the increased costs of generating electricity. Obviously those costs have gone up 

substantially with increased costs of fuel and additional power stations and so on that are needed, but the cost of 

upgrading and extending the transmission network is also a major component of the reason that costs have gone 

up as much as they have. 

Mr A.P. O’GORMAN: Just on the hardship efficiency program, was a review done on the program to evaluate 

its effectiveness? If that is so, how many people actually received assessments? How many people actually 

received new appliances such as fridges with a lower energy usage to what they had? How are those people now 

into the future supposed to reduce their electricity usage? The minister says the COLA payment comes through, 

but it does not come through for all of those people who actually received assistance with the efficiency of their 

utilities.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am not sure whether there was a formal review of the program. 

Mr M. Kerr: There was no formal review. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am advised there was no formal review, but a decision was certainly made within 

government that the funding could be better directed and more directly targeted to reducing people’s actual 

electricity accounts. In relation to obtaining advice about how to minimise electricity usage or to be more 

efficient, my understanding is that that advice is still available. I think Synergy in fact provides some advice if it 

is sought. Certainly information is available in the community, but there might not be a program actually funded 

directly by the government.  

[5.20 pm] 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: What was the answer to the member’s question about the number of people assisted?  

Ms A. Nolan: Around 3 000 households participated in the hardship efficiency program. We can provide the 

number of fridges and the like as separate information.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: The member has requested the information on the number of people who have received 

assistance through HEP over the past 12 months and information about the appliances they were provided with.  

[Supplementary Information No B52.]   
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Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I have a brief further question. Is it true that this program underspent in 2011–12 year 

and did not spend its entire budget?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: Yes.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Would it have been possible to re-cashflow this program and still have savings to 

support the other initiatives of government?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: That would have been a theoretical possibility, but if we had used the funds for that purpose, 

they are not available to provide people with direct assistance with paying their electricity accounts.  

Mr A.P. O’GORMAN: The reports I have from not only my electorate but right across the northern suburbs are 

that this was a great organisation with good people who were going into people’s houses, giving advice and, in 

many instances, replacing heavy usage devices such as fridges. The government has cut the program without any 

evaluation to determine whether it was a good program. It was underspent, so the government cut it out. Is that 

what I am to take from this? 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: The decision was made to use the funding that would have otherwise been used for this 

purpose to assist people directly in paying their electricity accounts. Obviously, it is desirable for people to use 

electricity more efficiently and there is a range of ways the community is educated about that. In particular the 

desire was to increase the number of people who are provided with assistance from public funds.  

Mr A.P. O’GORMAN: The minister have suggested the way people get that information is through 

organisations such as Synergy, but with all due respect — 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: That was simply one that came to mind.  

Mr A.P. O’GORMAN: Synergy put the information on its website. The people who generally access these 

services do not have access to the internet, so it is really useless to them. The government has cut a program that 

was targeted to people most in need. The government has taken that program out and people might have one 

electricity bill paid, but they will continue to have appliances that cost a lot of money to run. That is crazy. The 

government has done it without any evaluation of the program. 

The CHAIRMAN: Minister, nods cannot be picked up by Hansard.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I hear what the member is saying. The member made a statement; he has not asked a question.  

Mr A.P. O’GORMAN: Does the minister agree with the statement that it is ludicrous to cut something without 

making a proper evaluation of the program?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: As I said, the decision was made by the government to increase the number of people assisted 

as a result of the public funding from taxpayers. That is being provided.  

Mr A.P. O’GORMAN: The government did not know that, because the government did not do an evaluation.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Again, I refer to the dot point on page 442 under ―Public Utilities Office‖. The office’s 

purpose is to provide advice to government. Has the office been asked to do any work on the re-amalgamation of 

Verve and Synergy; and, if so, which organisations have been consulted or are intended to be consulted on this 

plan?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: The answer is no, the office has not been asked to undertake that work at this stage.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Is the minister aware of any advice to government on costs associated with remerging 

Verve and Synergy?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am not personally aware of that, not as Minister for Planning; Science and Innovation; or 

Culture and the Arts.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Yes, but the minister is the one before us here today representing the government. This 

is the organisation that provides advice on energy matters to government.  

Dr M.D. NAHAN: I refer to the same dot point under ―Public Utilities Office‖. ―Public utilities‖ in the name 

gives the impression that we might want to go beyond energy and look at other things in due course. What does 

the Public Utilities Office do other than house the Office of Energy? Is it looking at a wider remit?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I understand that the Premier has referred to a possibility of this office considering water 

policy issues and waste management policy issues. At this stage, that is not occurring.  

Mr A.P. O’GORMAN: I refer to the second dot point on page 442, ―Public Utilities Office‖. When will the 

report on the commercial feed-in tariff be completed?  

The CHAIRMAN: I remind members that we need to finish this by 5.30 pm. 
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Mr J.H.D. DAY: I understand the report is being considered by the minister.  

The CHAIRMAN: Is it available?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: No, I did not say that it is available; I said that it is being considered by the minister.  

Mr A.P. O’GORMAN: Will that report be tabled in Parliament?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: The member would need to ask the minister that directly.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Is it complete?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am advised it is being considered by the minister.  

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I refer to the second dot point on page 442. How many employees of the former Office of 

Energy have become employees of the Public Utilities Office? How many former employees of the Office of 

Energy departed the public service when the office closed? How much was paid out to these employees? Clearly, 

I do not want individual payments; I just want the quantum of all the payments.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I will ask Ms Nolan to answer.  

Ms A. Nolan: All members of the Office of Energy transferred to the Public Utilities Office. Nobody was made 

redundant and no payments were made to anybody.  

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I have a further question. After the transfer of all officers to the Public Utilities Office, 

have there been any redundancies in the Public Utilities Office under the general redundancy provisions? Were 

any amounts paid to anyone; and, if so, how much? I am not seeking individual payments; I just the quantum of 

all the payments.  

Ms A. Nolan: No payments and nobody has been made redundant.  

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I have a further question. How many employees who came across from the Office of 

Energy have left the Public Utilities Office to go to other departments in the public sector?  

Ms A. Nolan: I would need to seek that exact information. A couple of people have.  

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: A couple of people.  

Ms A. Nolan: Sorry, I do not have that direct information at hand—three or four at most.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Could we seek that as supplementary information because I recognise the time? We are 

seeking the number of people who transferred to other departments and the number who left the public service 

after the change.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: We will provide that. I am not sure whether it is very useful information, because people come 

and go in the public service all the time, of course, as in any employment organisation, but we will provide that 

information. The member wants to know the number of staff in the Public Utilities Office who have either 

transferred out of the office or resigned from the public service.  

[Supplementary Information No B53.]  

The appropriation was recommended. 

[5.30 pm] 

 


