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BRIGHTSTAR ENVIRONMENTAL AND WESTERN POWER, SOLID WASTE TO ENERGY 
RECYCLING FACILITY 

Grievance 
MR WHITELY (Roleystone) [9.55 am]:  My grievance is directed to the Minister for Energy, and it relates to 
the agreement between Brightstar Environmental and Western Power that was referred to in their press release 
dated 21 February 2002, which states -  

Western Power and Brightstar Environmental today signed a Development Agreement to develop 
projects utilising Brightstar’s Solid Waste & Energy Recycling (SWERF®) technology in Western 
Australia.   

It also states -  

The agreement gives Western Power rights to participate as an equity partner in those SWERF® projects 
and also provides for the purchase by Western Power of the electricity and Renewable Energy 
Certificates . . .  

As the minister is aware, Brightstar has one solid waste to energy recycling facility on its books for development 
in Western Australia at lot 280 Kelvin Road, Maddington.  As stated by me many times in this place and in other 
forums, I am opposed to the development of the Maddington SWERF, because it is unproved technology in the 
wrong location.  I am not saying that it is bad technology, but it is unproved and therefore potentially unsafe 
technology.  Even the proponents admit that a SWERF produces dioxins and other noxious emissions.  It is 
simply too risky to locate this type of facility in a heavily populated suburban area.  The site at Kelvin Road is in 
a thin industrial strip sandwiched between Maddington and Kenwick.  Maddington and Kenwick have a 
combined population of approximately 15 000 people.  There are seven schools within two kilometres of the 
proposed site.  Some of the claims made in the joint press release are overly optimistic in that they represent 
SWERF technology as mature technology.  Western Power’s general manager of emerging business, Peter 
Oates, said about the SWERF technology that Brightstar had developed a very reliable source of renewable 
energy at a competitive price.  The reality is that SWERF technology is immature developing technology; it is a 
work in progress.   

Brightstar built the world’s first pilot SWERF in Wollongong, New South Wales.  That facility is currently 
licensed for only 30 000 tonnes of municipal solid waste per annum.  That is only 20 per cent of its final 
anticipated commercial capacity of 150 000 tonnes.  In November, I met with representatives from the New 
South Wales Environment Protection Authority.  Its system of licensing facilities is significantly different from 
ours.  It is fair to describe the Wollongong SWERF’s licence as a developmental not an operating licence.  
Despite Brightstar’s often expressed desire to fast-track the developmental licence of the Wollongong SWERF to 
an operating licence, the reality is that it is well behind its original development schedule.  In the nine months 
from 2 March 2001 to 30 November 2001, the Wollongong SWERF processed only 1 803 tonnes of municipal 
solid waste, which is approximately 1.5 per cent of its proposed commercial capacity.  In fact, Brightstar recently 
suspended nameplate capacity testing because of problems with its char gasifier.   

I visited the Wollongong SWERF in November last year.  Although I do not pretend to have any expertise, I 
have a basic understanding of the technology.  Put simply, a SWERF processes municipal solid and commercial 
and industrial waste by separating one part of the waste stream into recyclable material and gasifying the 
majority of the remainder by heating it in a sealed tube.  The gas produced - called syngas - is used to fuel 
turbines that create electricity.  The front end of the SWERF, the recycling part of the plant, is impressive.  
However, the operations of the back end - the pyrolysis gasification and burning unit - are of much greater 
concern.  As I previously stated, Brightstar acknowledges that SWERFs produce noxious emissions, including 
dioxins, but it claims that those emissions are at a safe level.  Brightstar’s claim that its technology is safe is 
based on modelling and limited test results.  The modelling is based on Brightstar’s assumptions, and testing is 
conducted at the Wollongong plant on tiny volumes over short periods of time.  The analysis of results, though 
done by appropriately accredited consultants, is nonetheless done by consultants chosen by Brightstar.   

Although I now oppose the Maddington SWERF, I originally had an open mind.  Early last year I suggested to 
Brightstar on numerous occasions that it use the Wollongong SWERF to prove its technology by allowing 12 
months independent analysis of emissions from that plant once it became operational at a commercial level.  
Brightstar consistently refused my request, describing it as unreasonable.  Brightstar also criticised me when I 
argued for an environmental review and management program, which, on appeal, was wisely granted by the 
Minister for the Environment.  Though the ERMP is the highest level of assessment for this type of proposal, it 
will be prepared by the proponent, and will be based on modelling and very limited testing.  This might be 
adequate for assessing a proposal to build a pilot plant with appropriate buffers away from a residential area, but 
it is not acceptable for assessing a proposal to build a fully commercial plant in suburbia.  The Government has 
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the opportunity to learn from environmental health issues like those at Wagerup, where, as I understand it, 
standards were met in a relatively isolated location, but people still got sick.  

I was very relieved when I read the last paragraph of the joint Brightstar-Western Power press release, which 
read - 

Prior to any project proceeding under the Development Agreement, all appropriate approvals must be 
received from both the WA Department of Environmental Protection and the Minister for Energy. 

The timing of the ERMP is in the proponent’s hands, so there is no role for the Minister for the Environment 
until the ERMP is presented, and then only if the Environmental Protection Authority decision is appealed.  In 
the meantime, many local residents are concerned that the Western Power-Brightstar agreement indicates that the 
State Government supports the idea of a SWERF in Maddington.  

I am saying not that the SWERF technology is bad, but simply that suburbia is not the place to put unproven and 
therefore potentially unsafe technology.  If the State Government is to allow SWERFs to be built, this should be 
done only after appropriate environmental assessment and only in locations with appropriate buffer zones, well 
away from residential areas.  The people of my electorate in Maddington, Kenwick, Orange Grove, Martin and 
Beckenham, and many who live in the bordering electorates of Southern River, Thornlie and Belmont, will be 
greatly relieved if the Minister for Energy could give an assurance that he would use his power to veto any 
moves by Western Power to become either a customer or a partner in Brightstar’s proposed Maddington 
SWERF.  

MR RIPPER (Belmont - Minister for Energy) [10.03 am]:  I thank the member for Roleystone for raising this 
matter.  When I first heard of the Brightstar project, it had some appeal.  Western Power needs to comply with 
Commonwealth Government legislation to generate a higher proportion of electricity from renewable sources.  It 
must either generate that electricity itself or purchase sufficient renewable energy certificates to meet the targets 
imposed by the Commonwealth.  There is also a problem in dealing with the city’s waste in landfill sites.  
Waste-to-energy projects have an appeal, potentially, in dealing with both those issues.  However, the member 
for Roleystone has persistently and effectively raised his concerns about the Maddington SWERF, and he has 
caused the Government to look more closely at the issues associated with the project.  The Government started 
off by being quite positive about the project, but the member for Roleystone has represented very effectively the 
concerns of his constituents.   

The proposed location is in a narrow strip of land zoned light industrial, lying between the predominantly 
residential suburbs of Maddington and Kenwick.  I have examined maps of the area and I have sent a member of 
my staff to look at the location with the member for Roleystone.  I am satisfied that the location is not 
appropriate.  

[Interruption from the gallery.] 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Ms Hodson-Thomas):  Order!  I remind members of the public in the gallery that they 
are more than welcome to be in the gallery, but they are not in any way to contribute to the debate, not even to 
applaud.  

Mr RIPPER:  There are a number of schools in the immediate area, and residences approximately half a 
kilometre from the location.  It is natural that Western Power would be attracted to the SWERF plant, because of 
its need to obtain renewable energy certificates, and for the other reasons I mentioned.  Western Power has 
entered into a development agreement with Brightstar Environmental.  I was briefed by Western Power on its 
intentions to explore commercial opportunities with Brightstar.  I made clear to the managing director of 
Western Power and the responsible general manager that I had concerns about the proposed location of the 
SWERF in Maddington.  Subsequent to that, I had further discussions with Western Power and with the member 
for Roleystone.  I have informed the managing director of my views on this matter, and I have made clear to him 
that I will withhold the necessary legal approval for any power purchase agreement or other commercial 
relationship that requires ministerial approval associated with the proposed Maddington SWERF.  The effect of 
this is clear.  It means that, if the plant is to supply power to Western Power, it cannot go ahead in the proposed 
location.  I am advised that Brightstar Environmental has been informed of this situation. 

As the member for Roleystone has said, the Government has formed a waste management board, which is 
considering long-term waste management strategies for Western Australia.  I am advised that Brightstar has 
indicated a desire to work with the board and to cooperate with the Government.  The board will be reviewing 
waste management technologies and potential locations for plants such as a SWERF.   

I do not criticise the SWERF technology, or Western Power for seeking to cooperate and participate in the 
development of plants based on this technology.  It is an innovative technology with significant potential.  
However, the member for Roleystone is right about it being a new technology that is not yet proven and can be 
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best described as developmental.  It appears that the technology is being developed by the company in a 
responsible manner.  The staged approach in Wollongong is sensible, and the New South Wales Environmental 
Protection Authority is closely monitoring the development.  However, the phasing in of production volumes, as 
the member has pointed out to me publicly and privately, is at a very early stage, and the plant does not yet have 
a proven track record that engenders a high level of confidence about its operational or environmental 
performance.  It is in a development phase, and therefore the Government should treat this technology with 
appropriate caution.  

The proposed project at Maddington is the subject of an ERMP process.  I am advised that the public comment 
stage will occur between the months of May and June this year.  This is an opportunity for local residents to 
clearly express their concerns.  While the outcome of this process will essentially be academic regarding the 
Maddington location, the decision will be of assistance to the company and the Government when considering 
alternative locations for this plant and others like it.   

I repeat that I am not satisfied that Maddington is an acceptable location for a SWERF plant, and I will not 
facilitate its establishment there by approving a power purchase contract with Western Power.  My approval as 
the Minister for Energy is required for such a contract.  I am not opposed to the plant or the technology, but I 
believe that commonsense must prevail about location, particularly because the technology is at an early stage of 
development.  The member for Roleystone and members in the surrounding electorates have very effectively 
presented the concerns of their constituents to the Government, and caused it to look more closely at what at first 
glance appeared to be a very attractive project.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Ms Hodson-Thomas):  Grievances noted.  
 


