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ELECTRICITY INDUSTRY (WESTERN AUSTRALIAN RENEWABLE ENERGY TARGETS) 
AMENDMENT BILL 2005 

Second Reading 
Resumed from 1 November 2006. 

DR S.C. THOMAS (Capel) [6.52 pm]:  Before I start, I will have my glass topped up with water, because my 
voice is starting to give a little.   
Several members interjected. 

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  It has been difficult haranguing the Minister for Water Resources.  It is always tiring on the 
vocal cords to have to try to put him in his place.   
This issue is rather complex.  I do not have time to take members right through the process of why renewable 
energy has got to the state in which it is in and what will be the requirements for renewable energy in Western 
Australia into the future.  However, I will give a brief history.  The only renewable energy that currently has any 
chance of competing with the hydrocarbon fuel cycle, or fossil fuels, is generally considered to be wind power.  
It is the renewable energy source that Western Australia will need to make use of if there is to be any degree of 
development of our renewable energy systems.  That said, a number of other sources show some potential.  I 
know that the Premier is very keen on so-called hot rock technology.  To be honest, hot rock technology 
provides a very small amount of renewable energy around the world.  Geothermal energy, if it is to be effective, 
generally requires, as is the case in the Philippines, a form of volcanic activity.  In those areas it is efficient in 
generating renewable energy.  Hot rock technology, for the most part, is not bad at bringing up relatively warm 
spa water for people to bathe in, but that is obviously not sufficient generally to generate a lot of energy.  Of 
course, the temperature can be boosted up, but, unfortunately, the energy required to boost it up is about the 
same as the energy that is dragged back out of it.  Therefore, the system is not altogether great. 

Obviously, wind power is the one that will be the most effective and efficient renewable energy source.  We talk 
about solar energy quite a lot, but, to be honest, photovoltaic energy is still some years away from being 
technologically competitive.  That does not apply in all countries, of course, because in places such as Germany, 
there are photovoltaic units on top of buildings all over the place; they are everywhere.  That is able to be done 
because the energy that comes from those solar panels is consistently and greatly subsidised.  In reality, the only 
way in which those energy sources will compete is with massive subsidisation. 

Western Australia’s energy sources probably require a boost from renewable energy.  At the moment we have 
energy supplied by a mixture of coal and gas, and a few other things are going on.  This is not a “I have a dream” 
speech, but my personal ambition for energy in Western Australia is to see in the long term a 40-40-20 split of 
energy; that is, I believe we need about 40 per cent coal, about 40 per cent gas and probably 20 per cent 
renewable energy in a long-term split of energy for Western Australia.  We are not quite at 40 per cent coal at the 
moment; it is a little under that.  It actually means that over time - the member for Collie-Wellington is in the 
chamber - we must look at the long-term future of the Muja power station.  We have already shut down A and B.  
The big units are operating at C and D.  We recognise that A and B had to go.  We might have extended the life 
span of C and D, but they will eventually have to go. 

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected. 

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  I do not have a lot of time, member. 

Mr M.P. Whitely:  No nuclear power? 

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  No.  Let us get the nuclear bit out of the way very quickly so that we can move on to what 
this debate is about.  In my opinion, with current technologies, the requirement for a nuclear power station to be 
anything like efficient, even with the subsidies that would be in place, would be between 1 000 and 1 500 
megawatts.  A nuclear power station that is any smaller than that would not be built.  I suggest that a 1 500-
megawatt station is the minimum size.  Western Australia’s south west interconnected system is almost a 3 700-
megawatt system.  That means that between a third and a half of the power would come from one power station.  
Nuclear stations, like every other sort of station, go down on occasions.  If we knocked out a third to a half of the 
state’s power in one hit, we would turn off the state.  Nuclear power, in my opinion, is not a realistic option for 
Western Australia.  Members opposite might argue, as people have argued with me, that fourth generation 
technology, and fifth generation technology when it comes, will mean that we can build a 300 to 400-megawatt 
nuclear station.  That might be right; I do not know.  However, I can tell the house that it will be a long time in 
the future, because fourth generation technology is still a dream; it is not a reality.  In our children’s children’s 
time it may well happen, but I do not need to get into a debate about that.  The fact is that in Western Australia, 
with current technologies, we will not in our lifetime, nor will our children in their lifetime, have the size of 
energy requirement that will allow a nuclear power station to be built.  Therefore, let us remove nuclear energy 
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from the equation, because it will not be for us.  It would be an option if a major set of powerlines running to 
Adelaide from Perth were built.  However, the cost of that would be prohibitive, and so it will not happen.  
Therefore, let us remove nuclear energy from the options for the time being.  Decades down the track the 
situation might be different.  I do not know.  We could have the debate then.  However, at the moment, it is not a 
realistic option. 

Therefore, let us go back to what we can deliver in reality for the state of Western Australia.  We need to have a 
combination of coal, gas and renewables.  I suggest that coal at 40 per cent, gas at 40 per cent and renewables at 
20 per cent is a good target for Western Australia.  Coal could handle 40 per cent, because it is already sitting at 
38 per cent, give or take a bit - the member for Collie-Wellington would know better than I.  For the moment, 
gas is predominantly picking up the rest.  There is an issue with the long-term supply of gas for Western 
Australia and getting that right.  In particular, if it is going down one or two pipelines, it puts the supply at risk.  
Therefore, the diversification that is provided by renewable energy is important.  It is deliverable in the state of 
Western Australia over time.  The problem is that we need to set ourselves a target to achieve that, but not the 
sort of target that the government has put forward.  It said that it will get 20 per cent of its power from renewable 
sources.  It meant 20 per cent of the power that it buys and puts into its own buildings, and it meant one per cent 
of the south west integrated power system, or about 35 megawatts.  That was its boost to renewable energy.  It 
was a furphy; it was not true.  It was a political game that was being played to try to claim some green 
credentials. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

House adjourned at 7.00 pm 
__________   

 
 


