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NARROGIN BIOMASS POWER STATION 
Grievance 

MR J.N. HYDE (Perth) [9.21 am]:  My grievance is directed to the Minister for Energy and is about the 
Narrogin biomass power station.  I have had a longstanding interest in renewable energy projects, and the 
minister will know that since about 12 February 2001, when the Labor Party came into government, I have been 
quite passionate about the need for this Government to redress the sins of the previous eight years.  When Labor 
left government previous to that, Western Australia led the nation in renewable wind technology.  The State is 
now down at the bottom of the league, and is trying to drag itself up with the investments being made now.  The 
Narrogin demonstration plant has shown Western Australia’s ability to once again lead the way in Australia and 
provide not only renewable energy, but also jobs for regional Western Australians and, more importantly, a real 
solution to the salinity crisis in this State and the nation.  The federal Government seems to be concerned only 
about salinity in the Murray-Darling basin.  It believes that salt rot going up a heritage building in the back of 
Burke is what salinity is all about, whereas in Western Australia we know that it is about livelihoods and quality 
of life in the wheatbelt and much of the arable areas of this State. 

One of the reasons I am passionate about this subject is that my family came from a wheatbelt area around 
Moulyinning and Kukerin, which are places very close to where the minister’s family comes from.  The minister 
need only think back to the time when my cousins were growing up in the area, and there were football teams, as 
the member for Wagin will know, in Kukerin, Moulyinning, Dumbleyung and Wagin.  Every place had a strong 
football team.  

Mr E.S. Ripper:  They had some pretty good cricket teams as well.  

Mr J.N. HYDE:  They had amazing cricket teams.  Today, with the drift of youth out of many of the wheatbelt 
areas, we do not have those football teams.  In many ways, football and cricket teams are an indicator of the 
health of regional areas.  If people have to leave regional areas for jobs, sporting groups are perhaps the first 
indicator.  

The minister, in his capacity as Treasurer, has had amazing success this year in bludgeoning the federal 
Government into finally giving Western Australia back some of the commonwealth funding it deserves in 
commonwealth grants.  I implore the minister to use his many skills to make sure that the federal Government 
coughs up the extra money needed to make Narrogin a goer.  In the past week I have come back fired up from a 
Commonwealth meeting of members of Parliament.  I met with members of Parliament from Third World 
countries and Canada.  Those countries are doing more in biomass than people in Australia are even thinking 
about.  Germany is one of the world leaders.  There are regional communities in Germany where 20 per cent of 
the power is being provided through biomass.  They are growing trees, creating jobs and affecting the 
environment in a carbon-neutral way while producing electricity.  I am not one to knock coal or gas, but the 
many people who come in with big smiles about coal or gas must remember that gas is not carbon neutral - gas 
pollutes; biomass does not.  The State Government has already committed $10.74 million, but the federal 
Government has committed only $3.16 million.  I was Vice-President of the Australian Local Government 
Association and President of the Western Australian Local Government Association, and I was involved with the 
National Greenhouse Strategy.  We are paying our taxes, and the federal Government is supposed to be 
implementing the greenhouse strategy.  However, its spending in Western Australia on real, valid and viable 
sustainable energy greenhouse strategies that will help this State is next to nothing.  

I have heard from members of Parliament in other countries that projects such as this make a real difference to 
regional communities.  This biomass project will not only boost regional communities, but also provide a way of 
tackling the real problem of salinity in this State.  I implore the minister to use all his powers to get this project 
up and running.  Three years ago the minister provided a briefing for members of Parliament on this technology, 
and only the member for Ballajura and I turned up.  I have become passionate, by talking to people in other 
countries, about the benefits of this technology.  If we can get the federal Government to come up with the extra 
money, the Narrogin plant will be producing one megawatt of electricity, which is enough for 1 000 average 
households in Western Australia.  As by-products it will produce 200 tonnes of eucalyptus oil and, more 
importantly, 690 tonnes of activated carbon.  The Chinese economy, which is going gang busters, needs this 
activated carbon.  The price may be fluctuating, and the Chinese know how to play market forces better than the 
Americans or anybody else, but Narrogin has great potential.  We must get the project up and running.  We have 
seen how it can work overseas.  We are putting in not only the money, but also the environmental considerations.  
When we do things in Western Australia and Australia we are looking at not only the benefits for tomorrow but 
also the future environment benefits.  We must make sure that any by-products from Narrogin, and all biomass 
technology, not only exceeds Eastern European brick-making factory standards, but also are best practice and 
environmentally sustainable.  This is one of the most important issues in Western Australia.  In my electorate, 
more people have committed to renewable energy through Western Power than in any other electorate.  More 
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people in my electorate, through the use of solar power and other sustainable power sources, are putting power 
back into the grid.  This is incredibly important to people in my electorate in the inner city, and it is very 
important to the future of Western Australia.  

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont - Minister for Energy) [9.29 am]:  I thank the member for the speech he has just 
given, and for his passionate advocacy for renewable energy in general and the Narrogin integrated wood 
processing plant in particular.  As he and other members, including the member for Wagin, would know, the fate 
of the project has hung in the balance for some time.  The project was initiated by Western Power, which has 
borne most of the costs and risks in developing the concept.  Like the member for Perth, I have a strong 
appreciation of the multiple benefits of this project, if it is successful.  It is important because it will not only 
produce renewable energy but also provide a profit motive for the planting of oil mallee trees.  Oil mallee tree 
plantations will help to lower the watertable in the wheatbelt and will thus help to combat the problem of 
salinity.  Oil mallee trees also lock up significant amounts of carbon in the their underground roots.  The above-
ground part of the mallee tree can be harvested and used in the bioenergy plant but the below-ground locked-up 
carbon stays underground, which contributes to efforts to combat greenhouse gas emissions and consequent 
global warming.  The project will provide renewable energy, a positive effect on salinity and a further positive 
effect on sequestering carbon and combating global warming.   
Mr J.N. Hyde:  And employment.  The four million trees we have planted already has created jobs.   
Mr E.S. RIPPER:  Of course the oil mallee plantations provide an alternative source of income for farmers and 
contribute to the overall biodiversity of the wheatbelt.  Frankly, to successfully tackle the problem of salinity in 
the wheatbelt, we must find something that creates an incentive for farmers to plant trees.  We will not -  
Mr C.J. Barnett:  It is another project you have not been able to complete.  It has ground to a halt under the 
Government.   
The SPEAKER:  Order, Leader of the Opposition! 
Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The required number of trees to combat salinity will not be planted unless a profit motive can 
be found to encourage farmers to plant trees from which they can derive an income.  It is unlikely that the 
required number of trees would be planted to tackle salinity if only voluntary contributions or government 
funding were relied upon.  Regrettably, this is an experimental project and its cost has climbed.  It has been 
necessary to invest more money in the project to ensure the safe operation of the plant.  Western Power has 
sought assistance from the Commonwealth Government because of the impact the project will have on salinity 
and land care.  Western Power’s core business is the provision of electricity.  This is an experimental plant and 
Western Power has made a very significant commitment.  However, Western Power cannot be required to make 
the whole commitment because of the plant’s benefits for land care.  There is a rationale for land-care style 
funding to go into the plant.  I am pleased to advise the House and the member for Perth that I have just received 
advice that the federal Government has agreed to provide funding to complete this bioenergy project to the proof 
of concept stage.   

Mr B.J. Grylls:  Thanks to the member for Wagin.   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The funding to complete the project includes $1.6 million from the Australian Greenhouse 
Office’s Renewable Energy Commercialisation in Australia program and $400 000 from the Department of 
Transport and Regional Services regional partnerships program.   

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER:  Order, members! 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The project is expected to cost $14.5 million in total.  The State Government and Western 
Power will provide 75 per cent of that funding and the Commonwealth Government will provide the balance.  It 
is the first plant of its type to be built and its potential and performance will be watched closely across the 
country and overseas.  As the member for Perth pointed out, it will produce not only renewable electricity but 
also activated carbon and eucalyptus oil.  If the concept is proven to work, it will open the way for similar plants 
to be built in other parts of Western Australia, Australia and overseas and for the production of plantation-based 
bioenergy plants in general. 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER:  Order, members! 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  Today’s announcement is important.   

Mr T.K. Waldron:  Well done to the federal Government.   
Mr J.N. Hyde:  The State has provided $10 million.   
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Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER:  Order, members! 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  I am going to be -  
Mr C.J. Barnett:  The worst Minister for Energy in history.   

The SPEAKER:  Order, members!  This is a grievance debate, which is very time restricted.  The interjections 
are not coming from the member who raised the grievance.   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  I am going to be positive about this bioenergy plant and will acknowledge that the member 
for Wagin has played his part in advocating the plant, as has the member for Perth.  Good on both those 
members for supporting a project that I think will have multiple benefits if it can be shown to succeed.  There is 
no need to play politics.  However, it must be noted that the State Government -  
Mr C.J. Barnett:  Just because it turns sour on you when you do.   
Mr E.S. RIPPER:  We must note that the State Government will provide 75 per cent of the funding and the 
Commonwealth Government will provide 25 per cent of the funding.  Up to 15 people will work on the Narrogin 
site over the next six to 12 months.  The plant is now 80 per cent complete and should be completed by late 
2004.  The plant will reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 7 300 tonnes a year, and the plant’s mallee plantations 
will absorb an additional 4 300 tonnes of carbon dioxide annually.  These types of bioenergy plants work 
economically in Europe because they also provide district heating.  It is not an option to sell that energy in 
Australia, which is why we need to develop alternative products such as eucalyptus oil and activated carbon to 
support the economics of these projects.   
 


