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I am an architect, planner and environmental engineer trained in water and air resource management.   I have worked as a development consultant and, in the latter part of my professional life, with local government.  I am currently Mayor of the City of Nedlands.  My experience with energy generally and sustainable energy in particular is very much that of an interested layman. 
I read recently in the WA Business News that a survey showed Western Australians are more concerned about future energy needs than elsewhere in the nation, the only state to place the issue above rising living costs.  

In most cities, including WA, public health was the number one priority.  However Perth respondents were unusual in considering energy use the second most pressing issue, with 76 per cent of WA residents who took part in the survey raising the issue as a significant concern.
In common with this three-quarters of the population, I was sufficiently concerned about my future energy needs that when building a new house six years’ ago, I designed on passive solar principles and installed a 3.6 kW photovoltaic (PV) system, at a cost of $35.000.  You can buy the same system today for less than $6,000, which demonstrates there is a price to pay being a pioneer.
The Melbourne Energy Institute’s Professor Mike Sandford was quoted in The Age newspaper last week as saying PV pricing has been trending down with a 20-25 per cent cost reduction for every doubling of capacity globally, and that PV is close to “grid parity” ie. it is economic without government subsidies.  

As the use of solar and wind power grows, there are likely to be less peaks in the grid.  Electric cars in Australia are estimated to make up 40 per cent of sales by the end of the decade and should take up surplus capacity in the off-peak hours, because the cost of charging an electric car at night is about 1¢ per kilometre verses 10¢ a kilometre to fuel a petrol car.
But don’t expect any relief from rising power bills because the energy industry needs to get a return on its massive spending over recent years.  Thanks to high fixed costs of the network, even if consumers were to flee the grid in droves for wind and solar power, most would still use it for part or all of their power needs, particularly the less well off.
In the 1970s, after a run of dry years and concern about dwindling water supplies, sprinkler bans were introduced and water charges were changed to “pay as you use”.  The measures were an outstanding success and cut reticulated water consumption in half.  In fact, they were so successful the Water Authority’s revenue was reduced to such an extent that it could not service its loans.  But rather than simply adjust the charges to raise the level of funds required, they abandoned the concept.  The “user pays” system of charging was diluted with the introduction of a “service charge” and guaranteed allocation of water, which had the effect of allowing water consumption to resume its upward path.
However the “pay as you use” system was very effective in distributing costs to water consumers and I don’t see why the same concept should not be applied to power charges.

At the City of Nedlands, as a response to climate change, we have a policy of improving health and moving towards sustainability through reduced waste and energy consumption.   Our solid waste goes to a Dicom “waste to energy plant” at Shenton Park, within our city boundaries, so no large transport costs are involved. We have installed PV at our administration centre and just last night debated  changing our town planning scheme to make it mandatory to provide a minimum of 1.5 kW of on-site power generation (PV or wind) with every new house.  For next year’s budget we are considering a consultant study to identify wind resources for wind-power generation throughout the City.  Street lighting is our largest single power expense and we would like to see smart metering with the capability of switching some lights off after 1.00am.  The City of Nedlands strongly supports underground power and has lobbied for changes to government policy in this regard.
On my election website www.maxhipkins.org.au I have included the Following:

Water and Power 

Pricing mechanisms for water and power are designed primarily to provide income for servicing agencies, rather than a basic service at the lowest cost and discourage wasteful consumption.  More could be done to encourage on-site collection/generation which would alleviate the necessity for expensive transmission and distribution networks.  Proposals have been made to aggregate all power transmission, distribution and retailing functions or alternatively privatise all power functions in Western Australia.  In this regard the special circumstances of the state – vast distances and centralised populations, should be recognised.  The shift to pollution-free competitive sustainable power generation should be encouraged.  

Action required
1. Consumers to be encouraged to become more self-reliant with respect to water and power supplies, stimulated by local governments setting requirements in local planning schemes;

2. The basis of water and power charges to be “user pays”, with a reduced fixed cost and increased marginal costs, to conserve resources and reduce the burden on households that do not squander supplies;  

3. Any credits provided for local resource generation to recognise the savings in mains transmission and distribution; 

4. Power generation in WA not to be aggregated with transmission, distribution and retailing or privatised but private suppliers to be encouraged to complete with government suppliers.;

5. There are to be no more contracts let for coal-fired power stations in Western Australia. 

 Underground Power

There are parts of Perth’s western suburbs, including within the Nedlands electorate, still without underground power.  Apart from allocating funds based on reliability of the network, state government policy has been to offer subsidies for undergrounding around the Perth metropolitan area, irrespective of whether the majority of residents are willing to contribute to the cost. This creates unnecessary friction between local governments and inequalities within local government areas.

Action required
1. State government subsidy policy for undergrounding of power lines, after reliability of network, to be changed in favour of residents’ readiness to pay;

2. Priority for undergrounding power lines to be completion of whole local government authority areas, moving progressively out from central Perth.

Last week the Liberal Party announced a policy of putting scientific research first and centre.  It is obvious to me now that there is an omission from the information on my website – there should be increased funding for renewable energy sources.

Those are my views on sustainable energy for the future.
Max Hipkins
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