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Australia’s

energy choices

HUGH SADCLER explains the shortcomings and
consaquences of cur current approach to

Energy policy.

HEM the premiers

chiel ministers we

ok ol the last COAG
{Counel of Australian Govemments}
meeting a few months ago over their
health poliey dispute with the
Commenwealth, energy policy was
one of several agenda items that did
not pet addressed. Energy policy has
been a relatively prominent
Australian policy issue over the past
devade, and has featured repeatadly
on COAG mesting agencdas,

At least three factors ascount for
thiz relative prominence,
& Energy supply facilities are a major
component of national
mnfrastructure and the cost of
energy purchases are an important
mnput coet for many industries,

L'p until the early 19805 all of
Aunstralia’=s electricity supply
capacity and much of its gas
supply capacity was rovided by
publicly cwned statutory

monapely enterprise, making these
mnelustries a prime targst for the
neo-liberl ‘reform’ agenca.

The energy supply system 1s
cverwhelmingly dependent on use
of foesil fuels, making, the supply
arel use of enengy by far the most
important, and the fastest growing,
contribubor to aticnal greenhonse
s,

‘tors alone may not
suggest that energy poliey should be
a matter of broad public interes
However, thers are several mi
fundamental charactenstics of
energy systems which mean the way

energy is supplied and used has
major elfects on many aspects of
society over the long term. A formal
and well-informesd policy 15 essential
L engage with thes
& Symilability nergy in
appropriabe quantity and quality is
an e=s=ential both for snbeistenos
arel for the ability of most people
Lo lve Far above subsistence level.
Fhysical Auxes {mass, energy
thraugh the energy systems which
support modern societies, and the
economic value of thoee Muxes, are
=0 large that they have m:
effect= an the matumal environ-
ment, the economy and soclety at
lncal, raticnal and global levels,
The phy=ical and sccial
mfrastroctures which make these
Muxes poszible are large, complex
arel have very long lves, bath by
their physical nature and becanze
af the value of the nvestment they
embody.

Me<lern energy systems are highly
complex and need coherent
planning and speration if they are
to fundtion as mbended ancd
required.

Far all these reasons, the choices
imvalved in deciding how society’s
energy requirements shonld be met
are very different from the choices
imvalved in deciding, for example,
what items to buy at the
supermarket. Energy choioes have
long-term conssquen
the economy and the envircnment
mareover, they will probably not
deliver the outoomes expected if

ues oo,

made in a random or unecordinated
manner. A policy framework 15
Lherefore needed and the ¢ hoice of
pliey has major implications.

Parenthetically, a decizsion not to
hawe a policy, (i.e. a framework], 15
also a policy decision. The strong
assault mounted by advocates of
nec-liberal economics in the 19808,
ve energy choloes o fthe
market’, and the partial
implementation of that approach in
the 1990s, should be seenin this
Wiy

The development of energy
peliecy undoubtedly merits the
commitment of significant ancd
drrerse intellectual resonroes,
including rescuress that are
independent of direct economic
participants in the energy system,
They al=e mean that many different
intellectual diseiplines need to be
de ad Lo adequately stady all
aspects of energy policy, ncloding
plvsics, ehenistry, erviranmentsl
seiences, most engineering
disciplines, economices, socploay and
pelitical scienoe,

While Avstralia, noless than any
other country, needs a well thought
out energy pelicy, it differs from all
other ncustrialised countries in
lacking any significant public
capacity to underake research and
analyzis insnpport of energy policy
development. By public caparcity 1
mean any organisation that plices
the majority of its rescarch outpat in
the public domamn. This definition
covers universities, publicly =
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funded research
laboratories ancl
ageneies anid
privately Fundexd
‘think tanks'.

I corsider this
to be a strange
and troubling situation.

Anstralia does of course have
institutional capacity for energy
technology RED, bt that is not
what 1 am talking about. In farct, the
elfectivensss of mueh of this R&D 15
diminizhed by the lack of capacity to
urelerstand and investigate the
peliey framework into which it might
fit. [t i= recognition of this problem
that has led some university energy
research groups and CEIRO o
employ a handful of ndividuals to
study energy policy ssues.

T my knowledge, Australian
energy policy research capahility
comprizes the following:

& A few scattered mdividuals are
lncated in universities and CEIRO,
melnding these mentioned above,
mestly working by themselves and
as a sideline to the main
arientation of the depatments
andl schoals within which they are
sitnated, which melnde varions
engineering disciplines, physies,
architecture, envircnmental
studies and economics;

In the Commonwealth gove mment,
thers is capacity within ABARE
{Australian Burean of Agriculiural
and Resource Economics] to study
energy policy questions, buat cnly
those questions which can be
defined strictly and exclusiely in
econome terms, Limited apacity
was beirg built up a few years ago
in the former Bureau of Rural and
Resouree Beiences, but the energy
and mineral rescuree policy
capahility was transferred bo
cienees Australia, which was
rest interested in policy rescarch
and elosed 1t down,
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® Short-term resouree capacity to
support the policy development
process formerly existed within
the relevant Commermyealth
departments, but that is now
almast entirely outsoureed. In the
abeence of public capacity to
previde the required advies, this
hnetion is almest entirely fullilled
by private consultaney businesses
{inelading my cwn}. This means
that muech of the nformation,
unclerstanding and analbytical tools
which underpin public policy on
energy are removed from the
pubslic domain. Mote also that
consultansy companies cannot
chesose what questions they
mvestigate, but can only answer
the questions that clients want
an=wered; Le. consultancies (if
they want to stay in business}
cannot set the agenda n the same
way as independently supported
AEENCies car.
Regarding the Commonwealth
agencies {APARE, Gececiences
Australin, CEIROY menticned above,
I believe it 1s significant that thess
are essentially monc-diseiplinary
argani=ations, unwilling or incapahle
{quite possibly on resoureing
grounds} to take on work which
resquires multi-disciplinary skills,
sueh as energy policy.

This is a striking contrast to the
situation m European countries,
mist of which have public research
institntions dedicated to
interdisciplinary energy policy
studies, az well as a diversity of
university research groups. The TTEA
has the network of Department of
v naticnal laboratories, which
combine enemgy technology research
with a great diversity of econcmic
and policy research.

While I can trace the hisborical
e = which have led te
Anstralin’s present lack of energy
poliey research capability, 1 am less

sure about whether it is the result of
chance or design — probably some of
each. {One nneamfortable thought,
given the historical origins of much
ol the energy policy research
capacity in the Uz, Britain and a
number of other conntries, i= that
Anstralia might have been betber
placed today had it mvested much
mare heavily i nuelear power or
even weapons research.} | am also
unsure about how the sibuation can
be remedlied, grren that research
funding beelies have few precedents
for supporting this area of research.
There seem bo be no instibutional
champions to back it, and there is a
widlespread lack of understanding or
awareness within government that i
iz even an 1ssue (which is probably
itsell a partial explanatory factor),
All this makes a stark contrast
with another Field of rescurce policy
waler policy. Cver recent years
public water policy research has
reveived (much needsd} strong
support from both government and
the private sector, Many water
pelicy issues are distinctvely
Anstralian and require Austmalian
macle policy soluticns. But is that
nek also the mze with energy policy?
Certainly Australia'’s international
paition on greenhouse policy
stands largely on an assertion of
Anstralia’s unique energy
ciretmstances, It is unfortunate that
the govemument 15 al the same time
urmwilling bo recognize that scme
support for ndependent policy
re=earch might yield resulis that
colled help to resclve the problems
with which it 15 obvicusly
confronted.
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This paper draws on a presentation made by Dr
Sardder at the Cantre for Resource and
Emvironmental Studies 30th binhdey
sympasium at AN on B Seplember 2003,

While Australia, no less than any other country, needs
a well thought out energy policy, it differs from all other
industrialised countries in lacking any significant public

capacity to undertake research and analysis in support
of energy policy development.
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