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Dear Dr Haines, 

Community Energy Plan for Regional Australia 

Thank you for the opportunity to join the discussion of the role of, and greater potential for, 

community energy in Australia.  

The CEC is the peak body for the renewable energy industry in Australia, representing over 800 

businesses working in rooftop and large-scale solar, wind and hydro energy, and energy storage. 

We are committed to accelerating the transformation of Australia’s energy system to one that is 

smarter and cleaner.   

We recognise the powerful role that community energy initiatives can play in affecting local change 

and accelerating a much wider societal shift to renewable energy. Your own region of Indi provides 

one of Australia’s best examples of this with the remarkable efforts of the Yackandandah 

community through its Totally Renewable Yackandandah (TRY) initiative, which demonstrates the 

tremendous appetite for the renewable energy transition.  

The CEC was delighted to be able to acknowledge this outstanding project in the 2019 Clean 

Energy Awards under the Community Engagement category for Mondo’s partnership with TRY, to 

develop a mini grid for the township.   

While the TRY initiative has been a tremendous success, we acknowledge that getting community 

energy projects off the ground is not easy. Such undertakings require tremendous passion, drive 

and commitment, due to the considerable complexity associated with new energy developments – 

from planning and environmental approvals, to project finance, purchasing agreements, grid 

connection agreements, construction, operations and maintenance. In current conditions, this 

process can be challenging for experienced proponents, let alone community energy groups 

pursuing these aims in a voluntary capacity. As such, many community energy groups struggle to 

achieve the same level of success as TRY, or others who have gone before it such as Hepburn 

Wind.  

 

Given the complexity of these projects, it is therefore critical that community energy co-operatives 

have a clear articulation of the objectives of their initiative, in order to ensure that they are clear on 

how a community energy model will be better placed to deliver the result than alternative structures.  

 

https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/news/clean-energy-award-winners-showcase-leading-talent-and-commitment-in-industry
https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/news/clean-energy-award-winners-showcase-leading-talent-and-commitment-in-industry
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We also underline the importance of identifying a trusted delivery partner (or partners) early in the 

process with the necessary technical expertise, with whom the community group is able to work 

collaboratively to achieve its objectives, while reducing the burden on the community members.   

 

Strong community engagement and benefit sharing practices are a feature of a mature 

renewable energy sector 

A project need not be community owned or run in order to deliver community benefits. Indeed, the 

renewable energy sector has had a strong and increasing focus over the past decade on 

community engagement and benefit sharing, which has resulted in increasing levels of support for 

projects.  

 

For example, in publishing their findings in 2018 of a major study on the community engagement 

practices within the wind industry, lead author Jarra Hicks reported that “the Australian wind 

industry is now leading other energy developments nationwide and has become the benchmark for 

good practice”.1  

The focus of the clean energy sector on promoting mutually beneficial outcomes for communities 

and project proponents has only continued to increase with the development of a Best Practice 

Charter for Renewable Energy Developments which details a set of 10 principles for responsible 

project development, including engaging respectfully with communities in which companies plan 

and operate projects, being sensitive to environmental and cultural values, and making a positive 

contribution to the regions in which they operate. Almost 50 signatories have signed onto the 

Charter to date, comprising a large proportion of the renewable energy developers and operators 

currently working within Australia.  

 

Benefit sharing is an important and increasingly commonplace feature of renewable energy 

proponents, and as your discussion paper canvasses, clean energy projects are already making a 

significant difference in regional communities.  

In addition to the approximately $80 million estimated to be flowing to landholders who host 

renewable energy projects – many of whom are farmers – as well as the millions more channelled 

into regional communities in the form of rates or payments in lieu of rates to local councils, a further 

$5 million are distributed to local community groups and initiatives through dedicated ‘community 

enhancement funds’ currently in place.2   

 

As outlined in our recent Guide to benefit sharing for renewable energy projects, a number of our 

members – such as Windlab, with its energy co-ownership model at Coonooer Bridge Wind Farm, 

or CWP with their community co-investment model at Sapphire Wind Farm – are incorporating 

more sophisticated benefit sharing models into their projects.  This enables communities to benefit 

from a privately developed and operated project, that nevertheless delivers substantial community 

benefits.  

 

 

1 https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/news/wind-industry-continues-commitment-to-communities-with-new-research-report. 
2 Source: CEC & Australian Wind Alliance, as at end 2019. 

https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/advocacy-initiatives/community-engagement/best-practice-charter
https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/advocacy-initiatives/community-engagement/best-practice-charter
https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/advocacy-initiatives/community-engagement/benefit-sharing-for-renewable-energy-projects
https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/news/wind-industry-continues-commitment-to-communities-with-new-research-report
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Renewable energy projects are delivering strong regional employment outcomes 

As recognised in your discussion paper, a major benefit of renewable energy projects in regional 

communities is also employment. In June 2020, the CEC released the Clean Energy at Work3 

research report, detailing results of the first comprehensive national survey of employment across 

the renewable energy industry.4  It found that in 2019, the renewable energy industry nationally 

employed over 25,000 workers and that this figure could rise to 44,000 by 2025 were Australia to 

follow a ‘step change’ scenario, as per AEMO’s Draft Integrated System Plan modelling.  

The majority of these jobs are located within regional Australia, with the potential for more than 

two-thirds of employment being sourced outside capital cities across Australia.  

Figure 1: Regional v. Capital city jobs in the renewable energy sector5 

 

There has been a growing focus by many of our members over recent years to work with local 

communities to maximise the local employment opportunities associated with these projects, 

consistent with the industry’s commitments embodied within our Best Practice Charter mentioned 

earlier. For example, at the 112 MW Karadoc Solar Farm in north-west Victoria, the contractor, 

Beon Energy Solutions, invested significant time and resources to hire local, give people facing 

 

 

3 Clean Energy at Work, Clean Energy Council, prepared by UTS Institute of Sustainable Futures, 2020. 
4 The study covers small-scale rooftop solar, large-scale solar and wind, hydro and pumped hydro, battery storage and the associated supply 

chains. 
5 Source: Clean Energy at Work (2020). 

https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/resources/resources-hub/clean-energy-at-work#:~:text=Clean%20Energy%20at%20Work%20highlights,renewable%20energy%20industry%20in%20Australia.&text=The%20report%20also%20identifies%20the,across%20the%20renewable%20energy%20industry.
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employment barriers a chance, and provide training and support to young people. In doing so, it 

provided employment opportunities for:  

• 90 long-term unemployed people 

• 12 people on community-based orders 

• 14 people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds 

• 38 Aboriginal people 

• 4 people with a disability 

In addition to these employment programs, Beon partnered with SuniTAFE Mildura and a local 

group training organisation to create 25 new electrical apprenticeships. Of these 25 apprentices, 

nine were Aboriginal, including one Aboriginal woman. Many of the workers went on to work at the 

nearby Yatpool solar farm, and many continue to work in the solar industry today.   

Regional communities can and should expect to see many more examples of renewable energy 

proponents working with their host communities to maximise the positive employment outcomes 

from new clean energy assets, regardless of whether they are community or privately owned.  

Barriers to renewable energy projects 

Your discussion paper outlines a range of barriers to new community energy projects getting off 

the ground. A number of these are challenges that are also being faced by the energy sector more 

broadly.  

While there has been massive investment in large-scale clean energy projects over the past three 

years, this investment slowed dramatically in 2019 and 2020 due to the expiry of the Renewable 

Energy Target (RET), lower electricity prices, the inadequacy of Australia’s transmission network 

and significant barriers to grid connection which have deterred investment.   

While the long-term fundamentals of investment in clean energy remain strong and compelling, the 

current circumstances of an economy in recession post COVID-19 warrant accelerated reform, 

removal of barriers to investment and a bridge to enable continued investment in the energy 

transition over the next two to five years.  

The CEC has released a package of proposed measures called A Clean Recovery that the Federal, 

state and territory governments could pursue to reduce barriers to new clean energy projects. 

These new projects can thereby assist the national economic recovery effort, create thousands of 

new jobs, empower consumers, bring economic activity to regional communities, lower power 

prices and create the smart infrastructure of the future that can cement Australia’s place as a global 

clean energy superpower.  

The most challenging aspect of developing a new energy project in Australia today is grid 

connection. This fact was reflected in the results of the CEC’s latest bi-annual poll of energy industry 

leaders and experts, the Clean Energy Outlook Confidence Index.6 

 

 

6 CEC Clean Energy Outlook Confidence Index, July 2020 

https://assets.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/documents/advocacy-initiatives/A-Clean-Recovery.pdf
https://assets.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/images/resources/reports/clean-energy-outlook/Clean-Energy-Outlook-confidence-index-July-2020.pdf
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Figure 2: Top business challenges for clean energy projects in Australia, July 20207 

 

In a separate 2019 study of CEC members, 8  we found that around one-third of projects take more 

than a year to receive an offer to connect after submitting a connection application, which is well in 

excess of the two to ten month indicative timeframe provided in AEMO’s connections process 

diagram. Furthermore, large-scale projects are increasingly being required to remediate system 

strength, often through the purchase of a synchronous condenser at a cost of many millions of 

dollars.  

These arrangements are set by the National Electricity Rules and there are a number of potential 
reforms to the grid connections process that could be pursued more broadly across National 
Electricity Market states to improve the connection process. These include rule changes to inject 
balance into the Generator Performance Standards negotiation framework and/or address the 
transparency and consistency of the grid connection application process. Such changes would 
improve the process for all energy proponents.  
 

As suggested elsewhere in this submission, a number of the other barriers cited within your 

discussion paper - such as access to start up and project capital, navigating the planning and 

environmental systems, and licensing restrictions - could also be lowered for community groups by 

working in partnership with specialist private sector proponents. These proponents can bring the 

expertise, and are likely to be better placed to secure the significant project finance required to 

deliver the project, while ensuring that it retains a strong focus on great community outcomes.  

We welcome your leadership on behalf of the community of Indi to promote a larger role for regional 

communities in the clean energy transition. The renewable energy sector looks forward to 

partnering with communities to realise our mutual aspirations for a zero-emissions, low-cost and 

reliable energy supply as early as possible.   

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

7 CEC Clean Energy Outlook Confidence Index, July 2020  
8 Grid Connections in the NEM, Clean Energy Council, prepared by Aurecon, August 2019 

https://assets.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/images/resources/reports/clean-energy-outlook/Clean-Energy-Outlook-confidence-index-July-2020.pdf
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Anna Freeman  

Director Energy Generation  

 


