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PHOTOVOLTAIC ENERGY — JIM HERSEY 
Grievance 

MR M.J. COWPER (Murray–Wellington) [9.49 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Energy and relates 
to a constituent of mine in Dwellingup. Jim Hersey and his son Todd operate a milling business in Dwellingup. 
They commenced the business about five years ago after Jim retired from the Western Australian fire brigade. It 
takes jarrah logs from the forest that would otherwise be either left to rot or burnt. He converts these logs in a 
small business that has expanded over the years. Basically, he picks up discarded jarrah logs and recovers a 
product for the mining industry, primarily survey pegs. Of course, the demand for coloured survey pegs has 
grown with the level of mining exploration in Western Australia. It has been one of those success stories that we 
often do not hear a lot about. The business now employs 13 people who, I might add, live in and around 
Dwellingup in our south. 

Members may be aware that in February 1961 a fire went through Dwellingup and virtually destroyed the town. 
The resilient people of that community have rebounded. Of course, the milling industry in Western Australia has 
also seen hard times and the mill operations in that town, which used to employ a lot of people, are now small in 
number. A business that finds a niche in the market to develop a private enterprise that employs local people 
should be commended and supported. Mr Hersey and his son Todd have now put in a wood-drying oven as part 
of their operations. They now not only make the survey pegs, but also turn the logs that would otherwise be 
discarded into products that can be used in the building and construction industry. He has developed a process by 
which sea containers are converted into drying ovens. He has plans to expand this business because of the 
demand. Of course, any business rises and falls on its capacity to make a dollar, and they are doing quite well out 
of it. 

The issue for the operation of any industry, particularly if it uses electricity for drying ovens, is the cost of 
power. About two years ago, Mr Hersey invested $70 000 in installing a photovoltaic system to offset the cost of 
the business’s power needs. 

Point of Order 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: This is a grievance. I cannot hear the member. I really want to hear it. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Armadale and others, can you please now quieten down. 

Grievance Resumed 
Mr M.J. COWPER: Two years ago, Mr Hersey invested $70 000 and put in a 30 kilovolt-ampere photovoltaic 
system, which offsets the costs of the business. It is a photovoltaic system, so when the sun shines, the business 
has a cheap source of power. In fact, the system produces enough power during the day to keep the ovens going. 
That investment saves about $2 000 per annum, so members can appreciate that, if that is amortised over a 
period, it will take some time to get the return on $70 000. However, during the day the system produces more 
power than the business uses, and at night the business draws power from the grid and is charged at the 
commercial rate. I wrote to the previous Minister for Energy about the possibility of this business receiving a 
rebate on excess power fed into the system but was declined. I understand that there probably are reasons for this 
and that the minister may not want to set a precedent for other businesses in Western Australia. However, in light 
of the very few export opportunities and the number of businesses operating in Dwellingup that employ locals, I 
request that the minister consider allowing the Herseys to feed power into the grid and retrieve the same amount 
of power during the evening. Given that power is cheaper at night and the demand is higher during the day, I 
submit that this would be a suitable situation to occur given that there is a limited supply of power to 
Dwellingup. 

Members may recall that prior to 2007 there was a problem with the power supply and often there were power 
cuts. That was brought about by the fact that people who moved to Dwellingup for a tree change and the like 
built beautiful homes with reverse-cycle air conditioning, spa baths and all manner of appliances that draw 
power from the grid. Members can appreciate that the power system in Dwellingup was installed after the 1961 
fires, so the network that was in place in Dwellingup prior to 2007 was fairly antiquated. It took me a lot of 
effort to get an upgrade for the people of Dwellingup so that they did not have to endure constant power failures. 
Interestingly enough, in 2007 a fire came through and destroyed the existing system on the lead from Pinjarra all 
the way to Dwellingup. Fortunately, the infrastructure had not been replaced, because it would have been 
destroyed by fire, so it was a bit of good fortune in some respects. A new system was ready to be installed. 
Notwithstanding that, there is new capacity in the system in Dwellingup; however, the Dwellingup town site still 
has a lot of old infrastructure. There is a problem with people chasing demand for their homes. If there are four 
semirural properties on Banksiadale Road, there may be a five kilovolt-ampere transformer that feeds two or 
three properties and one business. In the scheme of things, five kilovolt-ampere may have been suitable back in 
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1961 when people had fewer appliances, but nowadays five kilovolt-ampere is probably suitable for one single 
home as opposed to four. I understand that there is a problem within Synergy and it has to meet the cost of the 
system network. What I am seeking on behalf of my constituent is that the excess power produced during the day 
be fed back into the system and that when it comes back, they retrieve it at the same rate and, beyond that, pay a 
commercial rate. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Minister for Energy) [9.56 am]: I thank the member for the grievance and 
numerous earlier discussions on this issue. He highlighted a very important medium-term policy challenge not 
just for his constituent, but also in wider terms. There are two things: how we adjust to the new and increasingly 
low technology of photovoltaics, and how we put those into a system and also pay for the grid, which is very 
costly. The third thing that I will talk about later is that this technology is not stationary. There is very rapid 
growth in, and a decreasing price of, storage technology. 

On the issue at hand, Jim Hersey and his son Todd run an excellent business. It is exactly the type of business 
that we need, particularly in an area that has struggled so much since the decline in the native forest industry. It 
uses residuals to provide much-needed input to the mining and housing sectors. It is an excellent little business, 
and I recognise fully the importance of those businesses, particularly in Dwellingup. I do not diminish it, but 
there are these types of stories everywhere. As the member knows, we have a program called the renewable 
energy buyback scheme that applies to smaller businesses that produce up to five kilovolt-ampere, but the 
member’s constituent has invested in a 30 kilovolt-ampere system, so that scheme does not apply to his business. 
Under the REB scheme, a very small business would, judged on its generation, sell power back to the grid and 
receive 8.9c per kilowatt hour. That is not a high price. The take-up of that scheme is growing very rapidly. Last 
July and August, it grew by 4 000 applications in each month. Leaving aside the feed-in tariff scheme, that is 
growth in the REB scheme alone of eight per cent per month. In a little over a year, the installed capacity has 
more than doubled. So that does not apply to this business. 

There is huge demand for small and medium-sized businesses to take up solar voltaic, as the member’s 
constituent has done, put it on their rooftop or install it in some way, self-generate and sell power back to the 
grid. If we had a scheme like that, the take-up would be huge. Driving this is the sharp reduction in recent times 
in the cost of photovoltaic cells. Between 2009 and 2012, the cost dropped 80 per cent for a variety of reasons, 
including the exchange rate with the high Aussie dollar and China’s mass producing them at a pretty high 
quality. The price has come way down. In fact, in Dwellingup, and especially in Horizon’s area, it often is the 
cheapest and most effective way to deliver energy to businesses and households. The trouble is that it is 
intermittent—that is, it varies because it depends on the sun. There were some problems with the feed-in tariff, 
and the lessons from that include the following: think about what is done, put in a program that can be 
monitored, and make sure trends and costs are understood. In 2008 when this was introduced, the 40 per cent net 
buyback was a reasonable incentive for people to put in insulation of solar cells. By the time it came to an end in 
2011–12, it was a gift to print money because the costs had come way down.  

What do we do? What the honourable member’s constituents want to do sounds reasonable The challenges they 
face are to install it at 30 kilovolt-ampere, use some during the day, generate more than is needed, transfer it to 
Synergy for free—that is, not use the renewable energy buyback scheme—and then at night, when they are not 
operating, get some of that back. They want it back and they will buy more to top-up—that is, essentially do a 
swap. The problem is that 40 per cent of Synergy costs come from the grid. Synergy gets charged for the use of 
transfer of electrons across the grid by Western Power. That charge makes up 40 per cent of Synergy’s overall 
costs. Synergy, in effect, is subsidising the member’s constituent—that is, the excess energy flows down the grid 
during the day to Synergy for its use, and then some of it, or all of it, flows back at night. That is quite a bit of 
transfer of electrons and Synergy will be required to pay Western Power for those costs.  

The assumption the member for Murray–Wellington makes is generally right. The demand for energy is higher 
in the day, and Synergy will get that, and at night when there is surplus energy, Synergy will provide the 
member’s constituent energy at a lower cost. However, except for perhaps a few days in January and February, 
there are gross volumes of surplus energy in the market. Synergy has way too much energy contracted; it does 
not need that anymore. In August and September, Synergy is contracted almost to the tune of 25 per cent to 
30 per cent excess electrons—day and night. It just does not need it. If it were to buy it, it could not use the 
energy during the day, it would benefit from providing the member’s constituent’s surplus energy at night and it 
would have to pay Western Power for the transaction cost.  

I would like to discuss this matter further with the member after I have spoken to Synergy about this matter to 
see if we can optimise it. The biggest change now is not so much solar, but storage facilities. 

Mr M.J. Cowper: On that point, if my constituent is to put back into the grid and become self-sufficient, and 
everyone did that, Synergy would be in a bigger problem than they are now.  
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Dr M.D. NAHAN: I am fully aware of that, and that is going to happen. 
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