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RENEWABLE ENERGY FEED-IN TARIFF (REFiT WA) BILL 2010 

Second Reading 
Resumed from 1 July 2010. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Minister for Energy) [10.20 am]: I would like to make a 
few comments with regard to the Renewable Energy Feed-in Tariff (REFiT WA) Bill 2010. I say at the outset 
that the Liberal Party will not be supporting this bill. It is not because we disagree with the feed-in tariff, it is not 
because we disagree with renewable energy, it is not because we disagree with a sustainable energy future; it is 
because we do not agree with this bill. The bill itself, while noble in thought, is flawed in a number of areas, and 
I will go through those. I think at this stage we are not ready for this type of bill. Ultimately I think there will be 
a much more comprehensive feed-in tariff, but at the moment we are not ready for it. 

Just to recap a couple of things with regard to the feed-in tariff—the gross versus net feed-in tariff—and where it 
sits and where we as a party sit, I say at the outset that it was the very first issue that I was faced with when we 
came to office—that is, whether we were going to have the introduction of — 

Hon Kate Doust: We know how you handled that one—a backflip. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It was a very good backflip, I can assure the member. Hon Kate Doust will see in a 
moment why it was the right decision. It was genuinely a good decision on our part, and I make no apologies for 
it. I think it was the right decision, and I think ultimately more and more Western Australians will benefit as a 
result of it. 

For the benefit of those who are not aware, a feed-in tariff is when a consumer gets paid for the units of 
electricity generated. A gross feed-in tariff means that a consumer gets paid for every unit of electricity 
generated from a renewable energy source. For all intents and purposes, in most instances at the residential level 
it is from a solar photovoltaic unit on a roof. A net feed-in tariff, as opposed to a gross feed-in tariff, means that 
people get paid for every unit of electricity they feed into the grid after they have used their residential share. 
Obviously, a gross feed-in tariff is much more attractive to a householder from a financial perspective than a net 
feed-in tariff. People can say, “Let’s have a gross feed-in tariff so that it will be more attractive. More and more 
people will take up the baton and that way it will encourage a more sustainable energy future.” When we as a 
Liberal Party went into the last election, we matched the Labor Party’s commitment to a 60c gross feed-in tariff, 
which amounted to $13.5 million. 

Not long after we took office I went to my first Ministerial Council on Energy meeting. The federal minister for 
energy at the time said that a gross feed-in tariff was probably not a good move. Virtually all the state ministers 
suggested to me that it was not a good move to go down the line of a gross feed-in tariff at the time. They were 
all Labor ministers, and they asked, “Why are you going down the line of a gross feed-in tariff?” As I said, I was 
in my infancy as a minister at the time. I came back and did an enormous amount of research on the distinction 
between the gross feed-in tariff and the net feed-in tariff. One person I relied on very heavily for advice was a 
former member of this house, Paul Llewellyn. Paul is a very learned and passionate man. He is very committed 
to the environment, particularly with regard to energy. I have great respect for Paul, and I relied very heavily on 
his advice. He provided me with a lot of advice. He made a very valuable contribution to the public submissions 
with regard to the feed-in tariff. I know that ultimately he would not have been happy with what we decided 
upon, but at the same time I could see where he was coming from. I have not spoken as much to Paul over the 
last 12 months as I would have liked. In fact, we missed calls from each other last week. I always value his 
advice and his opinion. As I said, at the time I took on board what he had to say. 

At that stage, in the early stages of the government, we decided that we would maintain the commitment to a 
gross feed-in tariff—$13.5 million. Subsequent to that, we were about to make the cabinet submission, and one 
of my advisers came in and said, “Minister, we’ve got a bit of a problem.” The issue was that, if we were going 
to stick to the $13.5 million, it would be manifestly inadequate, as I am sure Hon Robin Chapple would know, to 
deal with a comprehensive feed-in tariff. 

Hon Robin Chapple: That was just assuming that it was actually the government that was going to pay for it. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Correct—from consolidated. 

Hon Robin Chapple: This model does not.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Correct; I understand exactly. I know that Hon Robin Chapple’s bill is for a 
completely different format, and I will get to that. 

We found out that $13.5 million would service about 2 900 systems but it would not feed 10 megawatts into the 
grid, as was the commitment; it would generate five megawatts. The problem at that early stage was that we 
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already had 4 000 applications. Had we gone down the path of the 60c gross feed-in tariff with a $13.5 million 
commitment, we would have had a Rolls-Royce system for fewer than 3 000 people, and everyone else would 
have missed out. 

We could have kept on writing cheques for a 60c gross feed-in tariff, but ultimately of course that would have 
meant a massive burden on the community. Just ask Kristina Keneally, and I will get to her in a moment. The 
system in this form simply was not palatable to government. I am very confident that members opposite, in 
particular Hon Kate Doust, would see my argument in what I have just presented if the situations were reversed, 
because I can tell her right now that Treasury would have said to her, “We cannot afford a 60c gross feed-in 
tariff.” That was something I had to deal with at the time. 

I continued the consultation. We went through the consultation period through the Office of Energy. It was very 
comprehensive. We sought submissions from all around the state. I know Hon Robin Chapple and the Greens put 
in a submission that in essence talked about the bill we have at the moment. Interestingly enough, in the 
submission brought by Hon Robin Chapple, he referred to the New South Wales system as a reason why we 
should have his system, and of course they are completely different.  

As I said, I spoke with ministers from other jurisdictions. I wanted to make sure in my own mind that we were 
doing the right thing. The fact is that the blow-out would have been extraordinary. It would have gone from 
costing $13.5 million to about $28 million just to service the demand at that time. As I said, that was unpalatable 
to the government, particularly as we had just undergone one of the worst financial crises in the nation’s history. 
We simply did not have the money. Secondly, I do not think it was good value for money. It would have been a 
Rolls-Royce system for people who, probably more often than not, lived in the western suburbs, and the other 
people who would also like to embrace renewable energy and put some solar PVs on their roofs would have 
missed out. They would have had to pay for the lot. They might get the federal rebate, but they would not getting 
the feed-in tariff. I felt that that simply was unacceptable. We did need to have a system. It was part of a COAG 
agreement with regard to the rollout of feed-in tariffs; it was not from the federal government but from the 
various jurisdictions. National principles were brought out that were agreed to by COAG, the most fundamental 
of which was that the feed-in tariff was to provide fair and reasonable financial provision for renewable energy 
that is exported to the electricity grid. 

As I said, I spoke to a number of ministers, one of whom was a man I also have tremendous respect for; namely 
former Victorian energy minister, Peter Batchelor. He stood down at the last election. I would imagine very few 
people in Australia have more understanding of the energy market than Peter Batchelor. He offered very good, 
sound advice and he said, “Believe me, the net system is much better and much more beneficial and will have a 
wider ranging impact in terms of the community than the gross system.” I came back and looked at a number of 
different models. The government decided we would not have a 60c gross feed-in tariff; rather, we would have a 
net system that would cost 40c for each unit fed into the grid. Coupled with 7c from the renewable energy 
buyback scheme, that would make it 47c net, which is around about the middle of all jurisdictions. Other 
jurisdictions range from around 40c to 60c. The exception of course is New South Wales, which is 60c gross, 
and the ACT, which also had a gross feed-in tariff. Western Australia pretty much fell in line with the other 
jurisdictions.  

When I announced that feed-in tariff, of course there were a few critics. I take it on the chin; that is fair enough. 
Some people said I had broken an election promise. I can understand that; but I think it was good policy. It is not 
a matter of breaking an election promise; I genuinely think it was good policy. Given the two distinct systems we 
had at the time, it was good policy. I want to make this quite clear: that is not to say there will be an expansion or 
provision for a change in the feed-in tariff in years ahead—and I mean in “years ahead”. I do not think Western 
Australia is ready for it yet. It is certainly not, given the format this bill provides.  

Hon Robin Chapple: Why do you think Western Australia is not ready for it now?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: There are more efficient and, dare I say it, affordable ways we can develop renewable 
energy and provide renewable energy capacity than through the feed-in tariff. The feed-in tariff does one thing 
that pretty much all the wind farms, solar generators and geothermal power stations cannot do—it empowers the 
local community. That was important to me. Average mums and dads can be part of the process. People do not 
know, quite frankly, that their lights are on because of a wind farm in Albany or a solar power station in the 
Mid West; but they do know, if there are solar panels on the roof, that is contributing, number one, to improving 
the sustainability of the planet through more renewable energy, but also ensuring it will reduce their electricity 
costs quite significantly, I have to say. That is why we made that decision. We had our critics. Across the board, 
though, the community at large has embraced it enthusiastically.  

There has been a massive uptake of solar photovoltaic panels on roofs since we introduced our policy. Averaging 
around 2 000 a month, there are now close to 40 000 systems. That is a ringing endorsement of the policy. Yes, 
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probably if we had gone down to the 60c gross feed-in system we would have had even more—I am sure we 
would have—but I will tell members the implications of that. The current cost, based on current numbers, is 
around $145 million, and it keeps going up. That has gone up from $13.5 million. If we had stuck with a 60c 
gross feed-in tariff, do members know what the cost impost on the state would be? For Hon Kate Doust’s 
benefit: had we stuck with a 60c gross feed-in tariff, at the current take-up rate the cost would have been half a 
billion dollars. It would have cost the state half a billion dollars! I can promise that if the Labor Party had been in 
government and Eric Ripper had still been Treasurer, there is no way he would have allowed that to occur.  

Hon Kate Doust: We look forward to him being the Premier and us being able to make those kinds of decisions 
in 2013. 

Hon Ed Dermer: Do you intend to work out the cost of your election promises next time you make them? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: No, no; this is a Labor Party election promise. The Labor Party actually did the 
modelling of this—Treasury did not; the Office of Energy did not. The Labor Party did the modelling for it. We 
matched it. We assumed, as a naive opposition, that the government was doing the right thing; that the 
government had done all its sums and came up with a figure of $13.5 million to provide an endless supply of 
PVs on roofs across the state. No way! As I said to Hon Ed Dermer, fewer than 3 000 homes would have solar 
PVs on their roofs if the Labor Party’s policy had been introduced.  

Hon Ed Dermer: We would have been more efficient.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: More efficient—the Labor Party would have said, “No, you can only have 3 000”!  

Hon Ed Dermer: The Labor Party would have done it better.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will say at the outset, the Labor Party cannot win this argument! If the Labor Party 
set a 60c gross feed-in tariff for 3 000 systems, that would have been honest, fair and transparent. But it was not. 

Hon Kate Doust: I know you are a history teacher; you have a great love of history and you keep — 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I loved every minute of it.  

Hon Kate Doust: That is right. Perhaps you look forward to going back there one day — 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Be careful; we are having a nice discussion here!  

The PRESIDENT: Order! The photovoltaics on my roof work very well; Hon Kate Doust is making a point.  

Hon Kate Doust: Thanks, Mr President. It is great that I am allowed to interject, with the President’s 
permission.  

Rather than reflecting upon the history, given we have such a short debate period today, it would be useful for us 
to hear the minister’s reasons as to why he does not support the Renewable Energy Feed-in Tariff (REFiT WA) 
Bill.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Spot on. That is what I am getting to.  

Hon Kate Doust: We all know the history. If the minister wants to move on and talk about the bill, that would 
be good. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: The history is important, Hon Kate Doust; it really is. When Hon Paul Llewellyn, a 
former member of this place, spoke to me about where we were going with this bill, I have to say the bill looked 
quite attractive at the time. The government considered it as an option. We obviously considered it because it 
was part of the submissions. We have to set the scene for why we made the decision to go down the path we did, 
and why we cannot support this bill. I have provided the background. Everyone knows the difference between 
gross and net, they know what we provided, and they know the system we introduced. On our side of things I 
think we made the right decision. We have had this massive uptake. We are currently undertaking a review. 
There is one particular issue that Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm spoke to me about relating to those above the 
five kilowatts; namely, there is no provision for any reward for that. I will look at that and a couple of other 
things. I take Hon Kate Doust’s point that it is probably outside the confines of this bill.  

Hon Robin Chapple: Given this model is completely different to that feed-in tariff and actually does not create 
any impost on government — 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will get to that in a minute, because who does it create an impost on?  

Hon Robin Chapple interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will get onto that right now. We made the right decision. Those who chose the gross 
feed-in tariff—New South Wales, and the ACT in particular—suffered the consequences. We all know that New 
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South Wales was an absolute disaster. It put another nail in the coffin of the former Labor government. It cost 
them potentially billions and billions of dollars. I will not go through all these articles here, members will be 
pleased to know! There are a number of them. One is entitled “Power-hungry activists push up our power 
prices”. It relates directly to the NSW gross feed-in tariff. Another article is entitled “Power blame game heats 
up”. I will not actually go through them. Suffice to say it was a flawed decision on the part of the New South 
Wales government to go down the gross feed-in tariff path. It introduced a 60c gross feed-in tariff, realised “Oh, 
my God, holy gosh”, it was going to be — 

Hon Helen Morton: Holy what?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: “Gosh”; I said “gosh”. 

The PRESIDENT: He stopped there; it is all right! 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It was going to cost billions of dollars. New South Wales reached its threshold level 
within 12 months. Its constituents had to go from 60c to 20c. How would members feel if they were to get 60c 
and it goes down to 20c? Anyway, the proof is in the pudding. That was another nail in the coffin. New South 
Wales is no good.  

The case in the Australian Capital Territory is interesting. Hon Robin Chapple may have read the Independent 
Competition and Regulatory Commission’s reported entitled “Final Report: Electricity Feed-in Renewable 
Energy Premium: Determination of Premium Rate” for the ACT dated March 2010. I will read part of that 
because it is important — 

Hon Kate Doust: Can you table that?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Members can actually get it on the website, but I do not mind tabling it.  

It reads — 
Not overcompensating the occupier is important because, despite the benefits of the feed-in tariff 
scheme, it is a relatively costly way of reducing greenhouse gas. As the ACT Government has noted in 
relation to the potential expansion of the scheme, the cost of abatement is in the range of $195 to $434 
per tonne, which is significantly higher than the (untested) modelling of the CPRS package, which was 
based on $23 per tonne. It is also more expensive than directly purchasing green energy; for example, 
ActewAGL promotes 100% green energy for an additional price of approximately 7.5c/kWh, or an 
abatement cost of $70 per tonne. 

Members can read through that; it is part of the executive summary. As I said, it comments on the attributes and 
benefits of the feed-in tariff, but it also states that it is probably an expensive way of moving to a renewable, 
sustainable future. 

Hon Robin Chapple interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I know; I understand that. 

Members might like to read the Australia Institute’s report titled “The Australian Government’s solar PV rebate 
program”, because it covers very comprehensively the federal government’s program and whether it is the best 
system to provide for a renewable future. 

Hon Robin Chapple: We need to really focus on the fact that most of what you are talking about is solar PV for 
houses; this is a much more encompassing bill that deals with renewables right across the sector.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes, I know that. I do understand that is what I said, but I feel it necessary to provide 
background on our feed-in tariff because that is the current comparator. As I said, and I will continue to say, we 
are very cognisant of the fact that this is the first feed-in tariff that Western Australia has had; it is extremely 
popular, and there are avenues for the government to develop its renewable energy component. I will talk about 
that in a moment, and about why I feel the way we are progressing is much more beneficial to the community at 
large than the Renewable Energy Feed-in Tariff (REFiT WA) Bill 2010.  

I will go through the objectives of this bill in a minute. I only received the final version of the explanatory 
memorandum yesterday, which was a bit disappointing. If we are going to discuss a bill that has probably been 
on the notice paper for a couple of years, I think we need to have an EM a little earlier than that; it was difficult 
to go through a bill without an EM. 

The objectives of this bill are to minimise human-induced climate change in Western Australia by supporting the 
commercialisation of renewable energy technologies. That is a broad-base, generic objective. 

Hon Robin Chapple interjected.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Correct. 
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Additional objectives are to enhance energy security through energy diversity by allowing both small-scale and 
large-scale renewable energy systems to be connected to the electricity grid, and a requirement for network 
operators to provide a reasonable rate of return for electricity fed into the grid from renewable sources. I take on 
board Hon Robin Chapple’s emphasis on renewable sources, and that the bill will capture much broader sources 
of renewable energy.  

The parameters of the scheme are that renewable energy generators would receive priority connection and 
transmission of their generated electricity over non-renewable generation from network operators—I will talk 
about the problems of that in a moment. Also, residential, commercial and large-scale systems of all sizes will be 
eligible. Participants will be paid on gross generation for 20 years at a rate of 20c to 30c a kilowatt hour, 
depending on the generator technology and capacity. The rates will reduce annually from 2012 at degression 
rates that will vary between one per cent and five per cent, based on the technology and the size of the generator. 
Network operators will be required to pay for the electricity generated by the renewable generator—I would 
really like to have some explanation from Hon Robin Chapple about why he feels Western Power, as opposed to 
Synergy, should be required to pay for the electricity generated. 

Another requirement of the legislation is that system owners surrender all renewable energy certificates to the 
network operator, and the network operator will then proportionally distribute the certificates to retailers 
according to their share of total electricity sales. The bill does not make any mention of the surrender of the 
capacity credits that larger generators will be able to apply for under the reserve capacity mechanism 
administered by the IMO. I assume that they would need to be provided to the network operator and passed on to 
the retailers—is that correct? 

Hon Robin Chapple: Yes. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: To be honest, I have not had a chance to go through the EM.  

The PRESIDENT: Member, perhaps you could spell out what the acronyms are the first time you use them—
the IMO and EM, and so on.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: IMO is Independent Market Operator. 

Another requirement is that retailers must reimburse the network operators for the cost of the feed-in tariff, and 
have the right to pass these costs on to the end consumer. I will have a chat about that in a moment. That is the 
reason we are not supporting the bill, but bear with me because I need to go through and compare it with what 
we have at the moment; I will then talk about some of the fundamental flaws we see in the bill and why we feel 
we are doing enough anyway.  

Our scheme is a net scheme, as I have said; the bill’s scheme is a gross scheme. Ours includes photovoltaic, wind 
and hydropower technologies; the bill includes all renewable energy technologies that are eligible under the 
federal renewable energy technology scheme. Our rates are 40c a kilowatt hour, plus 7c from the renewable 
energy buyback scheme, making 47c; the bill’s rate is variable between 12c a kilowatt hour and 30c a kilowatt 
hour for roof-mounted PV systems, depending on technology and system size. There is no degression rate for 
new or existing systems under the current system; it will remain at 47c, or 40c plus 7c. This bill provides for a 
degression rate for new systems. Under our system the payment will be made for 10 years; under this bill 
payment will be made for 20 years. The system size thresholds for Synergy customers will be five kilowatts and 
for Horizon Power customers they will be up to 10 kilowatts a phase—that is, 30 kilowatts in total. This bill 
includes systems of all sizes. Under the current scheme, residential systems are eligible; all systems are eligible 
under this bill. Our system is administered by retailers; under the bill it will be administered by network 
operators. I really want some explanation about why Hon Robin Chapple wants to go down that path. 

The current scheme does not require any legislative change because we introduced it as a government decision; 
the proposed bill will require significant legislative change and a fundamental change in the role of the network 
operator. The current scheme is funded through consolidated revenue and does not increase electricity costs; 
under this bill it will be funded by electricity users and will increase electricity costs. Our scheme allows for 
payback in around three to five years; this bill allows for a system payback in around 11 to 14 years for small-
scale systems. The length of time for larger systems is unable to be determined because rebates are forfeited to 
the system operator, so people will not actually get that rebate, making the time taken to pay it back much 
longer.  

Our system is consistent with commonwealth and state government subsidies, and system owners keep the 
commonwealth subsidies; that is not the case under this bill, and it undermines commonwealth incentives and 
removes up-front rebates. That in itself, I suggest, raises competition policy issues, which the member might like 
to comment on. 
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That is a precis of the comparison between the two schemes, and I have mentioned, albeit fairly succinctly, a 
couple of the issues. I will now go through and expand on them, which might give the house a bit more of an 
explanation of why we do not support this bill in its current form. 

As I have said, as a government we see no reason to introduce a bill like this when the system we have has been 
extremely successful. As I said, 36 000 or 37 000 solar PVs have been installed since we introduced our system. 
On average 2 000 a month have been installed; in February it was 3 200, so it continues to accelerate.  

Hon Kate Doust: People are probably rushing before the rebate scheme finishes.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: That has certainly contributed to the number of installations; I have no doubt about 
that whatsoever. At the same time, I think the industry has expanded because the message has gotten out, and the 
whole notion of a sustainable energy future has been taken on by the community. I will talk about that in a 
moment. 

Also, rather than provide a more attractive provision for small retail renewable energy systems, in removing the 
commonwealth rebate, the bill would act as a disincentive and eventually limit any investment in small-scale 
systems. This would have a negative impact on small installation businesses in the sector. That is a valid point. 
That is a real issue in providing incentives to put a system on a person’s roof: if it is going to take much longer 
than what is provided for under our system, I cannot work out why we would put in place a system that is not as 
good for consumers as what they have now. I understand that the motives of the bill are, dare I say, much 
broader and more altruistic in the long-term benefits for the community. But, as I have said, I do not think we are 
ready yet. We still have to deal with carbon prices and a raft of issues. We are giving constant attention to the 
renewable energy target, which puts enormous pressure on not just the energy sector but household consumers. 
At the moment, I am copping a shellacking because of increased electricity prices.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: As you should!  

Hon PETER COLLIER: As I said, increasing electricity prices was a responsible decision, and we are still not 
paying for the cost of electricity. I presume that the Greens agree with me on that.  

Hon Robin Chapple: Absolutely.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Good, because that is the right decision. The financial imposts on householders from 
this bill would be even more arduous.  

I mentioned this issue when I did a comparison. The combination of net feed-in tariff, the renewable energy 
buyback scheme and the commonwealth solar credits rebate will see small householder photovoltaic systems 
paid off in about three to five years. In comparison, under this bill, householders would pay off a 1.5 kilowatt PV 
system in 11 to 14 years.  

Hon Robin Chapple: The minister talked about not being ready for this bill. Why?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I did touch on that, and I will go through that again. I can talk about this all day! I 
really, really like this industry. The simple fact is that the whole renewable energy sector is in its infancy; it 
really is.  

Hon Robin Chapple: I suggest it is extremely mature.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: It is in its infancy. The government feels, and certainly I feel, that we need to inject 
our investment into developing a broader portfolio of renewable energy resources—not just wind. As I said, that 
is why we injected $20 million into a 10 megawatt solar plant in the Mid West, and $12.5 million to the Carnegie 
Wave Energy project. It was so that we can have this multifaceted approach to renewable energy. That is where 
we should be spending our money. The feed-in tariff is just one component of a multifaceted approach to 
renewable energy. If the government did what this bill asks us to do, in essence, it could free up some 
consolidated revenue, but in comparative terms with the benefit to the community, our system is much better. 
The government is much better off looking at broadening its renewable energy portfolio. That is what the 
government is doing. Geothermal energy is the way of the future. If members asked Hon Max Trenorden about 
this—if he is listening—he would tell them it is a way of the future. Hon Max Trenorden is helping me out at the 
moment with renewable energy. That is where the government sees the future at the moment. As I have said, in 
years ahead, we can look at expanding the feed-in tariff to be a much more comprehensive system that is much 
more intricate in the impost that it places on the community. At the moment, if we do that, a lot of the goodwill 
that currently exists within the community with renewable energy will be lost. I am telling Hon Robin Chapple 
now that if we were to go out into the community and say that the government was going to introduce this feed-
in tariff scheme that would hike up electricity prices, we would lose that goodwill. We are faced with the 
prospect of a carbon price coming in and an impost for other renewable sources. If the government puts another 
layer on top of that, the goodwill that currently exists will be lost. That is why what we are doing at the moment 
is the right way to go.  
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Hon Robin Chapple: This actually will reduce the impact of carbon pricing.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: With all due respect to Hon Robin Chapple, the jury is out on that. We do not even 
know what the carbon price is at this stage. The member cannot possibly speculate on how it will reduce the 
carbon price when we do not even know what the carbon price is!  

I do not understand this point in the bill, and I have not been able to get anyone to explain to me how the 
renewable energy feed-in tariff will represent a fundamental change in the role of the network operator. It says 
the network services will move to provide wholesale services. There does not seem to be any benefit in that. If 
anything, it will congest that network operator in its roles and responsibilities. I would like some explanation of 
that.  

Under the bill, the cost of the scheme will ultimately be passed on to end users: from the network operator to 
retailers to end users. I have just been through all of that, and that is true. That is a massive disincentive for this 
bill at the moment.  

Also, the REFIT WA bill places no restraints on renewable energy generators and no requirement for them to 
negotiate a contract with the retailer by access to the grid; and it enshrines a right to be paid for electricity, even 
if the energy is not required. For the layman, that means that renewable energy generators can jump the queue. I 
really appreciate Hon Robin Chapple’s interest and passion in energy, but that is illogical. As I said, it might be 
okay in years ahead. At the moment, we have a potential new gas-fired generator for 200 megawatts, which we 
will need in two years by 2014–15, but if someone says they want to put in another wind farm and if they are 
able to jump the queue and get access, that would have potential ramifications for energy security in this state. 
That is why the government is simply not ready for this bill.  

Hon Robin Chapple: Is it not your concern that the wires cannot handle such an update?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes, it is. That is why the government gave over $3 billion to Western Power since 
the last budget, and why it will continue to do so. We have a massive and ageing network in Western Australia. 
We have about three-quarters of a million poles traversing the length and breadth of the south west 
interconnected system.  

The PRESIDENT: Order! There are a couple of very audible conversations in the chamber. Other members 
obviously are interested in this debate, so please let the minister finish his comments and then other members 
will have a chance to make their contributions.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: The network is suffering from decades of neglect. That is an issue, and why we 
continue to pump hundreds, millions and billions of dollars into that network. That is another reason — 

Hon Kate Doust: You are neglecting it now! Where is the 330 kV?  

The PRESIDENT: Order! I will have to go back to what I said 30 seconds ago! There will not be enough time 
for every member to make their contribution in this debate if members keep interjecting. Let the minister finish 
what he has to say, and other members can get the call.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I do not mind engagement in this debate, but I appreciate that perhaps we need to stay 
on track, so that is exactly what I will do.  

The wire network is an issue, but that is a massive disincentive to pass this bill. Any responsible person in the 
energy sector would understand that jumping the queue for renewable energy generators is manifestly 
irresponsible, and we cannot do it. That is not to say in the future, as I said, we may be able to progress. At the 
moment, we need to understand that the industry is in its infancy. It is developing. It is an evolving industry. It 
has the support of the industry at large, and that is why the government is doing what it is doing in the way it is. 

The REFIT WA bill would require significant amendments to the Electricity Act, the Electricity Corporations 
Act and related regulations and codes. That is a complete shake-up of the whole sector and the electricity market. 
At the moment, Hon Robin Chapple may not see that as a reason not to proceed, but it is—certainly, at the 
moment, when there is so much disquiet in the energy sector. After disaggregation, we had a number of major 
issues with the sector. The government is resolving those issues. To have a complete upheaval at this stage 
would be manifestly irresponsible.  

Hon Kate Doust: With the President’s indulgence, if the minister sees that this bill would require significant 
change to legislation and the networks—if it were passed—would he regard this bill as having a monetary 
implication for government?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I checked that with the Clerk and the advice I received was no. That was the point that 
was raised with me. 

Hon Kate Doust: In fact, I think I raised it with you. 
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Hon PETER COLLIER: That is right; the honourable member raised it with me and I raised it with the Clerk, I 
apologise.  

I have given half a dozen very valid reasons, at this time, why we cannot support this bill. 

Hon Robin Chapple: You said, “at this time”. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes, at this time. We are still a long way from this bill; I promise Hon Robin 
Chapple. There still needs to be a lot of investigation into alternative renewable energy sources. The government 
is doing that investigation—I will talk about that briefly in a moment. The community is on board. As I keep 
saying, this would result in a complete disruption to the energy sector—it would be a massive disruption to the 
energy industry. If we went out there and said to those involved in the gas industry, in particular, but also those 
in other fuels that they will lose their spot in the queue and a renewal energy project will take their place, which 
would also mean a reduction in our peaking load and some real energy issues next summer, community support 
for renewable energy would evaporate. Support exists at the moment. It starts at the school level; I go to a lot of 
schools to talk to kids about it. I went all over the state with the strategic energy initiative. There is a genuine 
interest in renewable energy, but if we are going to hold onto that interest, we have to make sure that we do so 
responsibly, and this bill is irresponsible.  

I mentioned the way forward. The way forward is exactly what the government is doing. There is a motion on 
the notice paper from Hon Kate Doust that I am looking forward to, and I will talk more at length about 
renewable energy when we debate that motion. I make a few points. Often, and I have said this publicly, my 
party, the Liberal Party, is portrayed as the philistine of renewable energy and as a party that just wants to slash 
and burn, which is rubbish. In the last not quite two years we have increased the renewable energy component in 
the south west interconnected system by 85 per cent. That needs acknowledgement.  

Hon Robin Chapple: That is something that the Greens appreciate.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I really hope that the Greens appreciate that, because sometimes I lose a bit of 
patience with those at the fringes of the energy sector who feel that the only thing they can do is complain. Every 
now and again, it would be helpful if the Greens put out a media release supporting a 200-megawatt wind farm 
in the state. 

Hon Robin Chapple: Certainly; we have worked with them for a very long time now. It is the sort of project we 
want. The problem that they have is the same problem that the government will have in the future. It is not so 
much to do with the degradation of the system, but with the system itself.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Does the member think that his bill will resolve that? 

Hon Robin Chapple: No, I do not, but this bill makes it very clear to government and to Western Power that we 
need a robust system that will cater to renewable energy, not a system that is based around Collie. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It is not based on coal; 60 per cent of our fuel is gas. 

Hon Robin Chapple: I am talking about the way in which the network is designed. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes, fair cop, and I will talk about that in a moment.  

In addition, the government invested in the 20-megawatt Greenough River solar farm. We injected $40 million 
in the expansion, from 22 to 35 megawatts, of Verve Energy’s Grasmere wind farm near Albany. There are two 
solar–diesel hybrid power stations at Marble Bar and Nullagine in the Pilbara with a total generation capacity of 
500 kilowatts. In addition, we have given $20 million to support innovative projects through the low-energy 
emissions development fund, including $12.5 million for the next stage of Carnegie Wave Energy’s five 
megawatt power project off Fremantle. We invested $2.3 million in the establishment of the Geothermal Centre 
of Excellence at the University of Western Australia. Another $5.4 million was contributed to the funding of 
commercial demonstration of the direct use of geothermal energy in hot sedimentary aquifers beneath the Perth 
metropolitan area to replace electricity for building air conditioning at UWA, and $2 million was invested in the 
algae biofuel production plant in Karratha in the north west of the state—I looked at that recently; it is just 
fantastic.  

Hon Kate Doust: What was the federal government funding component in each of those projects? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: There is none; these are state government initiatives. 

We invested $0.6 million in ground-source pumps, with solar power, to provide renewable energy for pool 
heating in Kalgoorlie–Boulder, east of Perth. They actually heat the pool in Kalgoorlie; they have all gone soft 
up there! We never had heating at the Olympic pool! 

Hon Kate Doust: I remember that pool! 
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Hon PETER COLLIER: The federal government is injecting a significant amount of money into other 
renewable energy projects. There is the $1.5 billion Solar Flagships program. I would really like to think that 
Western Australia could be a recipient of one of those projects. I have written a number of letters in support of 
projects to the respective federal ministers and I would like to think that we can secure one of those projects in 
the near future. The federal government has also allocated $300 million for renewable energy demonstration 
programs, $50 million for the geothermal drilling program, $567 million for the Australian Centre for Renewable 
Energy and $100 million for the Australian Solar Institute.  

This brings me to my concluding comments. This government is not averse to renewable energy; we are not 
averse to a feed-in tariff. We support a multifaceted approach to a renewable and sustainable energy future. The 
net feed-in tariff is one component of that multifaceted approach. I have just gone through a raft of different 
government initiatives in Western Australia. We have hit the ground running. I said at the beginning of last year 
that the coming year would be the year of the renewable energies and it was. I have outlined over half a dozen 
different projects and the injection of literally tens upon tens of millions of dollars to fund renewable energy 
projects. As I said, wind is a component and will continue to be a key component, as will solar, geothermal and 
algae biofuel. These will be part of our renewable energy future.  

This brings me back to the question that Hon Robin Chapple asked: what about the network? That is a valid 
point. What about our ageing network?  

Hon Robin Chapple: It is not so much about the ageing as the design. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: The honourable member should let me finish. That is why we have the strategic 
energy initiative. I wanted the SEI; we got the SEI. The “Strategic Energy Initiative 2030” is a document that 
covers the whole state. I went right across the state with representatives from the Office of Energy to access the 
views of industry, government and the community at large. Those consultation sessions were fantastic. Anyone 
who wants to appreciate the passion in the community for energy should come along to those consultation 
sessions—they were terrific. The end product of the strategic energy initiative with its four key components of 
secure, reliable, competitive and cleaner energy was a broad-based policy. I know that Hon Robin Chapple does 
not like the SEI or the “Energy2031 Strategic Energy Initiative Directions Paper”; he made that quite clear, but I 
say to him yet again — 

Hon Robin Chapple: We are putting in a significant submission about that. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Good, I hope so. I have read his submission to the original directions paper and it is 
quite a good submission. But the media release that was put out in response to that paper caused him to lose 
credibility. They could say that good things are happening but the government can do better, as opposed to this 
general slating. We get to the point at which people say that if the Greens are going to be serious about this issue, 
they need to be a bit more responsible, rather than saying they want to napalm every energy source other than 
renewable energy. 

Hon Robin Chapple: We do not like napalm! 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Wrong turn of phrase! 

Hon Robin Chapple: The key issue is that if we want to follow the emerging countries around the world, which 
are really grasping the direction in which to go, we have to stop talking about the dinosaurs. Unfortunately, the 
SEI, in my view, contains a lot of dinosaurs.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I disagree with Hon Robin Chapple. That is not my document; it belongs to the 
people of Western Australia, because they contributed to it.  

Hon Kate Doust interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: No, I take responsibility for it, but it is not my document. I did not sit down and write 
it. I went through it — 

Hon Kate Doust: You would have been at the cabinet table and cleared it before you made it public. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Hon Kate Doust is missing my point. I take full responsibility for that document. I 
said it is not my document as in the ownership of it; it belongs to the people who contributed to it. The people 
who contributed to it created it. Those people are members of industry, of political parties and of the community 
at large. When I first got it, I slashed and burnt it because I was not happy with it, not because of the content but 
because I felt the formulation could be a lot better. It was delayed simply because I was not happy with it.  

Several members interjected.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I do not mind interjections but some of them are like Gettysburg Addresses. I will 
take a short interjection. Hon Robin Chapple will have a chance to respond in a moment.  
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As I said, as one of the key pillars of the strategic energy initiative, it was imperative that we have a cleaner 
energy future, and that is what it provides for. In that document we can include targets. Hon Robin Chapple 
wanted an additional target.  

Hon Robin Chapple interjected.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: That is right. We are committed to the national renewable target; we are proud 
signatories to it. As I said, we are a hell of a lot closer to meeting that target than we were when the government 
took office. We have done an enormous amount. We have stoked the fire to make sure we have a multi-
dimensional range of renewable energy sources that we can draw from. That is what we are doing with the SEI 
directions paper. A key extension of that is the cleaner energy initiative. The cleaner energy initiative is what we 
are working on at the moment through the Office of Energy and in consultation with industry itself. That is 
specifically related to energy efficiency and renewable energy to ensure we give that direction for where we are 
going. It is looking at network issues to determine what we need to do to provide an avenue for more renewable 
sources in the Mid West, the south west or wherever it might be—Hon Robin Chapple is right—so that it is not 
all centred around Collie. I am really proud of that. As a government, through the SEI and cleaner energy 
initiative, we are giving a sustainable energy future the relevance and the commitment it so richly deserves.  

As minister, about 12 months ago when we were looking towards greater energy efficiency, I said, “Let’s assist 
the community to become much more sustainable”, much the same as we did with water. Members might 
remember that about 15 years ago our supplies of water were plentiful. Mundaring Weir overflowed; I remember 
it vividly. When I was coaching tennis, I used to miss coaching sessions three or four days a week due to wet 
weather. Nowadays, it hardly rains and people are conscious of that, and our water supplies are dwindling. We 
needed to assist the community to become more water wise and that is what the government did.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: You need a strategy to deal with the water crisis. If you think you should build a 
canal —  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I am not listening to Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich; she is irrelevant. We decided that we 
would assist the community, much the same as we did with water. The Waterwise campaign was really good. 
When we first introduced water restrictions for two days a week, the proverbial hit the fan throughout Western 
Australia because people said that the plants and the lawns would die, but it did not happen. People have become 
much more receptive to being efficient about their water use. People accept two days-a-week watering in 
summer and none at all in winter. A psyche has developed and there has been a cultural shift. The same applies 
to energy. It was important to me that we assist the community to become energy efficient. That is why the 
Switch the Future campaign is now running through Western Power and Synergy. It is symbolised with the little 
chuditch running on the little tumbler in the ceiling as fast as he can to keep the lights on, and if the lights are 
turned off, the little chuditch can slow down. It has been well received throughout the community, particularly 
with kids. That is once again, dare I say it, one part of a multi-facetted approach to energy efficiency. That will 
all be in the cleaner energy initiative, which is a key component of a cleaner energy future through the strategic 
energy initiative. As I said, the time for submissions to the SEI directions paper will soon end; it closes in early 
May. Then we will work towards the completion of the final document and have it out later this year. The SEI 
will then be a framework for us as a state to adopt, and the ownership of that document will be with the people of 
Western Australia. I want to make it clear that I am the minister; I will take responsibility for it, but it will be the 
first time since 1979 that we have taken a visionary approach to energy as opposed to an ad hoc reactionary 
approach. It is very important in the field of energy that we are forward looking, and that is the reason for the 
SEI.  

As I said, we will not support this bill but we feel we are doing more than enough about a more sustainable 
future for energy in Western Australia, particularly through projects such as our net feed-in tariff, which has 
been phenomenally successful, as well as through the injection of tens upon tens of millions of dollars over the 
past two years that have seen a significant increase in the renewable energy component within the SWIS. I 
appreciate the intent of the Greens, particularly of Hon Robin Chapple, but this bill is a little premature and it is 
flawed in a number of areas for reasons I have already articulated. For those reasons the Liberal Party will not 
support the bill.  

HON PHILIP GARDINER (Agricultural) [11.16 am]: I rise on behalf of the Nationals to speak to the 
Renewable Energy Feed-in Tariff (REFiT WA) Bill 2010. As everyone in this chamber accepts, I think 
renewable energy is a very important component in any strategic direction we have for the future. I think the 
minister has probably outlined the same view I have, which I suspect is similar to Hon Robin Chapple’s view. 
The issue is one of strategic development and a strategic plan. From what I heard the minister say, his 
commitment to a strategic plan in this area is serious and committed. I think, again, in one aspect Hon Robin 
Chapple’s bill is a matter of timing. But then one hears from people who have done the calculations about the 
cost of renewable energy proposals related to feed-in tariffs around the country. We currently have a price on 
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carbon—if anyone is really interested in the price of carbon rather than the politics of it—which is around $150 
to $200 a tonne of carbon dioxide equivalents. Do we really understand that price? Is that the price we really 
want if we are to have a price on carbon? Of course it is not. That is what is assessed as the cost as a result of the 
feed-in tariffs, which are around the country, plus other things that give us the price of carbon that our 
community is currently paying. It is short sighted; perhaps ad hoc, to use the minister’s phrase; romantic; but 
very costly.  

Let us not escape what this is about. If we want to change behaviour in relation to the real costs of energy and 
other things we use that produce carbon dioxide emissions, we need to have a change in behaviour. Let us not 
get away from the truth. Hon Grant Woodhams, Hon Max Trenorden, who has spoken very effectively about this 
on recent occasions, and I were at a breakfast yesterday for the property industry. It was addressed by a person 
from Ernst and Young, who has a reputation for being among the top five people in the country able to comment 
on this, and I presume that includes Professor Garnaut. I thought his address was one of the most informative 
addresses I have heard on this subject. I would like all of us, if only for intellectual reasons, to hear such a person 
talk about how we can relate the price of carbon to business and what we should be doing about carbon 
emissions. We could come away disagreeing, but we could also enlarge our intellectual capacity as a result of 
listening to a person of his expertise. His name is Michele Villa, a partner at Ernst and Young. If members have 
the opportunity to listen to him and question him about their position—each of us has our own prejudices in this 
area—he is, in my view, very much worthwhile talking to. 

In terms of the renewables, as he described it, let us say that we have a market-based price on carbon, rather than 
the tax that has been proposed by each party. The price of carbon will probably be quite high—not very high, 
but, as he said, probably as high as $60 or $70 per tonne of carbon—to influence the initial change in our 
behaviour. But this will be a peak. As renewables, other energy forms and our behaviour change, the price will 
probably go down to a very low level. We can imagine carbon-fired power stations and even gas-fired power 
stations, and I will come to gas-fired power stations in a minute. Gas does not have zero emissions; gas has 
roughly half the emissions of coal. 

Hon Robin Chapple interjected. 

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: Hon Robin Chapple may be right on this. Where does it occur? It begins, 
unfortunately, in Australia’s economy. This is one of the concerns of the gas industry in making a submission to 
the federal government. The emissions occur before gas is exported; therefore, it is our issue that we have to 
grapple with. It is not like coal, whereby we dig it out of a hole in the ground with excavators and so on and put 
it on a ship. There are not many emissions in that. The emissions problem is in the importing country. For gas, it 
is different. As it comes out of the ground, we process the gas and, as Hon Robin Chapple has implied, the 
processing of that requires enormous emissions of methane and other greenhouse gases. That is why we have the 
problem of grappling with how we hold a huge export resource for this country. But we have to deal with the 
emissions if we are to capture the full and true cost of that fuel. We have issues with these main energy 
resources, but as renewables replace those energy resources over the 10 to 20-year horizon that we are probably 
considering, the carbon price will fall. We need that carbon price to adjust behaviour. It will not be just the big 
companies that will incur this cost; we, as individuals, will incur it as well. That is part of the problem. It is part 
of the problem that the Minister for Energy has on his desk. He has to consider, first of all, how consumers are 
going to take these costs.  

In other countries it is another dimension. The United Kingdom does not have a ministry for energy; it has a 
ministry for energy and climate change. I do not think that the UK is the only country to have this approach; I 
think a number of European countries, as well as a number of countries outside Europe, have this approach. That 
is a pretty sensible mix, because whatever decision a minister has to make about energy will impact on global 
warming and possible climate change. As members know, I separate the two; they are not inextricably linked. 
There is a lot of evidence to suggest that they are, but it is a complex area and we have to divide it up, because 
one side is about risk and the other is about reality. It is about science, and it is measured. The risk is with the 
climate change aspects of it, and each of us has to make up our own minds about that. A minister for energy 
faces that dilemma every time he makes a decision about his portfolio. It is formalised in the UK, but, as we 
heard our minister say a few minutes ago, he is acutely aware of it but it is not his full responsibility. But it 
should be, in my view; we need to change that part of the responsibility aspect. 

When Hon Max Trenorden spoke about renewables a week or so ago, he outlined that the costs of energy that 
consumers will incur in this state in the near future will be very high. It is not just renewables that we are being 
faced with. The cost of renewables will always be higher in the very beginning and then it will lower as 
technology and innovation make that technological advance an attractive and increasingly competitive 
investment to replace the coal and gas that we currently use for energy. One of the big costs we have in this state 
is for the basic infrastructure—the way that energy is carried. We all know, from the accidents that have 
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occurred in the past few years as a result of fires and other damage, that our pole infrastructure, owned and 
managed by Western Power, is in a serious and unhealthy condition. I know this from friends in Victoria who 
have been asked in the past to look at our pole infrastructure. The information I received from one of these 
people with a great deal of expertise in this area who inspected our poles was that he could not get out of 
Western Australia quickly enough because it was that bad. It is a dilemma. From what I can gather from talking 
about it some months ago, it was a political decision for a trade-off so that money was not put towards 
maintaining the poles over the past 10 years as it should have been and as has been done with railways and other 
things. That is the problem when politics gets in the way of the issue in so many circumstances. Now we are 
going to pay for it. I do not mean we as parliamentarians; our constituencies and the full population of Western 
Australia will have to pay for this in a manner which is quite serious and which also conflicts with the cost that 
should be incurred as we innovate and introduce renewables into our lives.  

I know that Hon Kate Doust also wishes to speak. I have already cut it down to 12 minutes. 

Hon Kate Doust: I’m happy for you to keep going because this will come up at a later stage. 

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: Thank you very much. 

The driver for renewable energy that must be considered is not just about carbon dioxide and the emissions that 
we make; it is also about energy security, the removal of pollution and price efficiency. I do not think I need to 
say much about energy security, because we all understand it; it is very simple. It is a risk we always have. We 
are well aware of the pressures on energy sources around the world and that we are exposed to them. 

Hon Robin Chapple: You have not mentioned it, but surely it is also fundamental in reducing our carbon 
footprint. 

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: Absolutely; of course it is. Does the member mean the renewable energy argument 
or the energy — 

Hon Robin Chapple: The energy futures that we need to be following. 

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: Naturally, as the price of these historical sources of energy rise, they will cause 
increasing pressures. The rub is when we want to introduce new renewable energy into our energy portfolio, and 
this goes to the planning area that the minister is currently addressing. There is a large spectrum of data from 
different sources about what the energy costs are depending on who measures it. I have a paper from the 
University of Melbourne that calculates energy costs that are apportioned to the different sources of renewables. 
In this case, it is renewables for wind, solar, geothermal and other renewable energies. It uses the term “levelised 
cost of energy”. The paper says that is the most transparent method used to measure electric power generating 
costs and is widely used as a tool to compare the generation costs from different sources. I have a graph that 
shows the levelised costs of energy for solar and wind power, among others. The cost of producing renewable 
energy today is very high but falls over the next 10 to 20 years. The costs in these graphs are assessed by so-
called reputable entities. Which one would this state government use and which one would the federal 
government use? Do any planners try to work out which is the most accurate of these measures? They are all 
humanly formed and calculated, and each one has a broad range. Let me give members an indication of the range 
of the spectrum. Concentrating solar thermal energy is when mirrors are built around a tower and molten salt is 
pumped up to the top of the tower. The dishes surrounding the tower focus the sun’s rays onto the top of the 
tower, which heats the salt to 500 or 600 degrees Celsius. The molten salt then heats the water and turns it to 
steam to drive a turbine. That has the capacity—how much is not totally clear to me yet—to be a 24-hour 
baseload energy source. The graph I have shows that in 2010 the costs of producing renewable energy, based on 
the levelised cost of energy, ranges from a high of $340 a megawatt hour to a low of $250 a megawatt hour. That 
is a range of $100, which, in my view, is too big. These figures are from reputable, mostly Australian but also 
United States, sources of data. We must make assumptions about the innovations and technological 
developments that will take place by 2020. In 2020, the range is from a high of $270 a megawatt hour to a low of 
about $125 a megawatt hour. That is still a huge range. Anyone who has looked to see which winner they should 
pick would find it pretty hard based on these graphs for not only concentrated solar thermal energy, but also 
wind power, geothermal, wave power and others. By 2030 the range is from a high of $220 a megawatt hour to a 
low of about $65 a megawatt hour. When we get down to producing renewable energy for $65 a megawatt hour, 
be it solar, wind power or whatever, we are getting right into the realms of cost competitiveness with coal, but 
that requires time and innovation. Probably most importantly of all, it requires scale. 

Hon Robin Chapple: Basing it on my engineering background, one of the fundamental problems that we 
have—we had this problem in engineering—is if it is too expensive now, we will not get into it, but we are 
actually required to get into it to reduce the price. We cannot say that innovation will just occur in a lot of cases 
if we wait for the technology to improve. We need to start using the technology to get the engineering or 
mechanical experience to learn from it and develop it. We find that in times of war there is suddenly an 
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imperative on a nation to do things to resolve an immediate problem that it faces. Very quickly countries find 
that they can do things better. We have to start somewhere. 

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: I understand where the member is coming from. The federal Liberal Party is, I 
think, developing an unwise policy of using the consolidated revenue, which is derived from taxes, as a direct 
action. I think the research should be a direct action but not the actual delivery. The member’s question was 
whether the research will be big enough to show that a production plant is viable. As we all know, when we 
innovate—I have been involved in doing this in other fields—we might be able to get a pilot plant to work, but 
when a production plant works for one month or 12 months, unforeseen problems can arise that were not 
considered at the pilot plant stage. 

Hon Robin Chapple: I have built them! 

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: The member would have seen that. I can see that the member is right. 

I talked about producing concentrated solar thermal energy, but there is another even simpler system that took 
the spark of imagination for someone to think of. That system involves covering 3 000 or 4 000 hectares in a hot 
part of a country—it could be the Sahara or Kalgoorlie—with a mat that is lifted off the ground. A big tower in 
the middle of it would act like a big straw. When someone blows across the top of a straw, it sucks things up. 
The sun hits the plastic mat and it absorbs the heat, which then heats the ground underneath. The ground has a 
slight incline to the centre of the huge tower. Because of the air going across the top of the mat and because hot 
air rises, the hot air underneath the plastic mat travels towards the centre and rises into the big tower. As it gets 
sucked into the tower, it can drive a turbine. What a simple way of doing it! It is a system we learnt at school; 
hot air rises. When the air is hot enough, it can drive a turbine to generate electricity. It is simple to have an idea, 
but the idea is not what counts; it is during the implementation of the idea when most things go wrong. That 
applies to all kinds of things. Hon Robin Chapple referred to the implementation of an idea and finding out how 
it could work. Once we can generate this sort of power, the scale of manufacturing it will reduce the cost. The 
Minister for Energy and I have had a chat about this. The cost of building the first plant would be huge and 
uneconomical when competing with tried and tested industries such as coal and gas. I believe that as long as the 
technology is production-driven, which goes back to the issue of verifying the government research, states or 
even countries will need to cooperate to build three or four new plants at once. Once a tender is put out, the 
tender needs to go to a company that is building three, four or five plants so that the scale of manufacture can 
come down. We need to manage the way that is done when we get to a point of implementation. It is very 
important that the strategy can have an implementation that is cognisant of the cost. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to temporary orders.  
 


