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Pioneers
in clean
energy are
hopeful
Nigel Wilson

A
LAN Burns grew up on the land and
today he can indulge in buying the
odd rural holding in some of the
more expensive parts of Western

Australia’s south-west.
But that doesn’t mean he is turning his

back on 25 years of personal involvement
with the search for clean energy solutions.

After decades of involvement in creating
mining and oil companies — Hardman
Resources, Australia’s most successful Afri-
can explorer, was one of his floats — he now
heads renewable energy hopeful Carnegie
Corporation.

Carnegie is well-advanced in the ultimate
clean energy prospect, creating electrical
energy from wave movement with its Ceto II
generator as well as harnessing international
brainpower to investigate and develop new
geothermal and solar energy concepts. For
Alan Burns clean energy is a no-brainer.

And, while he concedes there is a total lack
of cohesion and co-ordination at govern-
ment level concerning green energy, he
believes that within a generation we’ll all be
using electrical energy without any quibbles
about its source, whether it is coal, natural
gas, nuclear or renewables.

Burns has been looking at renewable
energy in Australia for more than a quarter
of a century while promoting oil and gas
companies.

‘‘Yes, there is a lack of of cohesion in
Australia but we are not alone. But it’s a
worldwide situation and ultimately it may
not matter because it will be the market that
determines which renewables succeed as
commercial operations — not government
policies,’’ he says.

While Carnegie, like many other compa-
nies in the Australian renewables sector has
a specific beef — the possibility that
Australian clean energy initiatives will lose
out to imported technology unless govern-
ment takes a more supportive position —
according to Burns the relationship with
government has never been better.

‘‘It’s not like running an oil or gas
company where every bureaucratic impedi-
ment is put in your way. With renewable
energy everybody wants to help, which is a
big change to current attitudes to explora-
tion and production and mining.’’

Carnegie’s strategy is to make money for
its shareholders by investing in and develop-
ing clean energy projects.

The company argues the world market for
clean energy technologies and projects is
undergoing rapid growth, and Carnegie is
well positioned to capitalise upon this
growth though its involvement with the Ceto
wave energy technology and its low-
emission, coal-fired power generation tech-
nology Cleaner Coal Power.

Carnegie says results of initial in-sea trials
of its Ceto II wave energy technology show
near perfect correlation with results pre-
dicted by the company’s computer models,
confirming its design and clearing the way
for deployment of the first commercial Ceto
II units within weeks. It is expected that a
small array of Ceto II units will be operating
off Fremantle by the end of 2008, in addition
to deeper water Ceto III tests. Carnegie says
Ceto will be commercial-ready in 2009.

But the holy grail for clean energy
proponents is solar power and how to
translate it into baseload electricity. and
that’s where a lot of effort will be pushed in
the next few years.

Terry Kallis from Petratherm says solar
and geothermal are the areas where Austra-
lia has a unique position compared with
other countries.

Aside from perennial geothermal devel-
oper Geodynamics, there are now a number
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FROM PROMISE
 TO ACTION

The issue today is not who wins the election but how the winner translates clean energy promises into action, writes Matthew Warren
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LIMATE change is a global, inter-
generational threat that for the past
year has been packaged and deliv-
ered to the Australian public as a
domestic political issue.

2006 marked the tipping point on debate
about the threat of climate change. Public
opinion crystallised on the seriousness and
urgency of the threat posed by climate change,
elevating the need for a substantive and swift
response.

This year has been a year-long election
campaign defined by the scale and extent of
the new promises from both side of the
political divide. The promise of emission
trading by 2011, of clean or renewable energy
targets and of billions in handouts for new
technologies ranging from laboratory devel-
opment of photovoltaic cells to commerciali-
sation of systems to capture and store
greenhouse gases from power stations.

With other key hip pocket issues like
interest rates, industrial relations and educa-
tion dominating the political skyline, climate
change has probably been more of a vote
reinforcer than vote changer at today’s
election, according to election analyst Mal-
colm Mackerras.

‘‘This election is all about Work Choices,’’
he told The Australian, ‘‘climate change is a
secondary issue.’’

Mackerras says voters passionate enough
on the issue to have their vote changed on the
issue are already committed to voting for
Labor, the Greens or other minor parties.

Labor has held the moral high ground on
climate change, even though until earlier this
year its key points of difference with the
Howard Government were largely symbolic.

Since it was negotiated in 1997 Labor has
consistently argued for the ratification of the
Kyoto Protocol and under Kim Beazley’s
leadership in 2005 committed to a 60 per cent
cut in greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.

This year under Kevin Rudd and environ-

ment spokesman Peter Garrett it has rolled
out more than $3 billion worth of climate
change programs since February, as well as its
commitment to a national emissions trading
scheme by 2010 and billions more to subsidise
mandatory renewable energy supplies and
change over household hot water systems.

These include more than a dozen individual
programs and subsidies including a $500
million renewable energy fund to help
develop, commercialise and deploy renewable
energy technologies to complement its man-
datory renewable energy target of 20 per cent
by 2020.

Labor has committed to an as yet non-
specific ban on electric hot water systems from
2012 to force installation of more efficient but
expensive solar systems, $500 million to
develop clean coal technologies, $500 million
to establish a green car industry in Australia
and $489 million to subsidise solar energy in
all Australian schools.

There is also its $300 million plan to
provide low interest loans to up to 200,000
households to install energy efficiency im-
provements, $200 million to rescue the Great
Barrier Reef from the impacts of climate
change and $150 million to subsidise landlords
who install insulation in 300,000 rental
homes. Labor has also promised $50 million to
assist the development of the hot rocks
industry, $15 million to promote clean energy
exports and $20 million to help small energy
companies get export ready.

The Coalition has to date been more
modest in its promises. It has also promised
emissions trading from 2011, a 15 per cent
clean energy target by 2020, and other
funding for renewable and clean energy

development. The Coalition remains opposed
to ratification of Kyoto, despite widespread
reports that Environment Minister Malcolm
Turnbull pushed for a change before the
election. Given Australia will meet its Kyoto
targets anyway, the difference either way is
mainly symbolic.

Most eyes internationally are focussed on
the United Nations meeting in Bali next
month as the next major signpost towards a
new post-Kyoto deal from 2012, and then the
US Presidential election next year as a key
deal maker in any future negotiation.

Whichever side wins today’s federal elec-
tion, next year will be one when their
promises will be turned into action. First and
foremost, 2008 will begin with an accelerated
consultation process to sort out the fine details
of a national emissions trading scheme.

Both sides of politics have ambitiously
committed to bedding down the details of
such a scheme by the end of next year in time
to get the complex legislation and administra-
tive arrangements in place by around 2010.

It’s an ambitious time frame. The European
Union allowed five years to perform the same
task, although in fairness they were pioneer-
ing new territory and their mistakes have
helped frame the process here in Australia.

But still the workload will be immense.
Assuming emissions trading remains the
preferred option to a carbon tax, detailed
economic analysis will be needed to set an
initial gateway target on greenhouse emis-
sions by 2020.

If the target is set too low the cost of permits
to emit greenhouse gases will be equally low
and will not create the financial incentive
needed for energy companies to accelerate

investment in cleaner technologies and im-
prove efficiency. It will also make mandatory
clean energy or renewable energy targets
more expensive.

Too high will start to hurt company profits,
undermine investment and slow the economy,
with all related political fallout from that
unilateral decision.

Then there is the thorny issue of allocation
of permits to emit greenhouse gases. Under
the emissions trading scheme outlined by the
emissions trading task group in July, around
900 power stations, refineries and other major
industrial sites that account for around 80 per
cent of Australia’s non-farm emissions will
need to buy permits for all the greenhouse
gases they emit directly or indirectly.

Over time the number of these permits will
gradually decline, forcing a switch to technol-
ogies that emit fewer greenhouse gases. The
value of the permits will increase as they
become more scarce, but decrease as low
emission technologies become more compet-
itive and abundant under the new regime.

The value of this stock of permits could be
in the order of $10 billion. There will be a
considerable incentive for different sectors of
the economy to lobby for different allocation
arrangements that benefit them. Expect
lobbying on both the scale of the target and
the allocation of permits to occupy the first
half of next year.

And with action will come the other side of
the promises that, to date, both sides of politics
have been unremarkably quiet on: the promise
of higher electricity bills, regions and indus-
tries under stress, and the complex and
delicate challenge of making real progress on
international negotiations.

Talk stopped long ago
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