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Submission to the Tasmanian Government, Department of State Growth to the Interim 

Report of the Tasmanian Energy Security Taskforce.1 

 

 

 

 

 

Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an independent, self-
funded, non-government organisation of medical doctors and students in 

all Australian States and Territories. Our members work across all 
specialties in community, hospital and private practices. We aim to improve 

health by educating all levels of society on the health risks - local, national 
and global - caused by damage to our natural environment. We are a 

public health voice in the sphere of environmental health with a primary 
focus on the health harms from pollution and climate change. 

 

On reviewing the Interim report one is encouraged by the availability of 
natural energy resources in Tasmania. Unlike most other states Tasmania 

has three quarters of stationary energy available through hydro and it has 
unlimited wind, solar and other modalities which with storage would make 

the state self-sufficient in clean energy and attain zero emissions from its 
energy sector.  

 
One therefore asks why has it not happened? 

 
We note that the Taskforce was established as a result of the historically 

low levels of water storage due in part to an historically low water inflow 
during the period of October 2015 to April 2016 and the concurrent failure 

of the Bass interconnector in December 2015. Whilst there was power 
rationing by major industrial customers, residential households were 

largely unaffected. 

 
We regret we did not make a submission to the August 2016 consultation 

paper. We note that of the 34 submissions none related to health. We 
make the present submission in the hope that our views can be taken into 

account in the final report. 
 

 

Health implications of the interim report 
 

Doctors have a significant interest in energy policy for it is linked closely to 
the health of communities and to the future climate and health of the 

world. In summary, the reasons for our involvement are;- 
 

1. Energy security is vital to the functioning of emergency health services 

and for the safe delivery of treatments that may be cited away from 
major hospitals or in homes for example assisted breathing and 

dialysis. 
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2. Climate change is one of the greatest health threats of this century 

and all energy policy and jurisdictions must aim to use energy with 
minimum green-house emissions. The recommendations of the 

Taskforce should take into consideration Tasmania’s climate change 
strategy which has close links to energy issues, some points from our 

submission2 are detailed in Appendix 1. 
 

3. The mining and combustion of coal is a health hazard; air pollution 

from coal fired power stations is responsible for a significant 
proportion of the 3,000 national deaths per annum from air pollution 

in Australia, thousands of illnesses, and huge cost to the taxpayer. 
Fossil fuels are also the chief driver of climate change. Tasmania 

participates in these human impacts by importing a variable amount of 
fossil fuel derived power from Victoria. 

 
4. Full cost accounting is presently ignored in energy economics. Thus, 

the external costs resulting from 2 and 3 must be taken into account 
in economic decisions. Such calculations which include the health and 

environmental costs, paid for by the taxpayer and individuals make 
coal an expensive commodity.3  

 
We note that the human health implications of Tasmania’s energy policy 

are not discussed in the interim report. 

 
 

National and global implications 
 
Tasmania will suffer significantly from the changing climate and it is in the 

interest of Tasmania, Australia and the world that energy policy provides 
every possible measure for mitigation of emissions. This obligation fails to 

be stressed in the report. 
 

 

Energy Resources in Tasmania 
 

We restate that Tasmania is in a fortunate position for its energy resources 
for it has hydro power and unlimited opportunities to use renewable energy 

supplied by wind, solar and other modalities and to be self-sufficient and 

competitive in future energy needs. Furthermore, it has recognised the 
importance of these assets in avoiding the development of fossil fuels in 

Tasmania with decisions not to develop coal and unconventional gas. DEA 
supported these decisions in its submissions to the Tasmanian 

government.4,5 
 

In the face of a profusion of natural resources the following statement 
seems particularly negative  
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Tasmania’s energy system is unique in the National Electricity 
Market (NEM). It is characterised by having high capacity 

relative to peak demand, but being energy constrained. Hydro 
generation, Basslink and wind generation and the Tamar 

Valley Power station (TVPS) are all options that Tasmania is 
afforded as to how it meets current and future energy 

demands, but due to the variability of rainfall, water storages 
prevail as the most important factor in setting Tasmania’s 

energy security. 

 
In other words, Tasmania has been fortunate to have security for peak 

demand, not available to other states without the use of fossil fuels, and 
yet has a generation deficit of 1,000GWh. This leads to the obvious 

question “what policies have been enacted over the past 20 years?” Clearly 
Tasmania should be self-sufficient. 

 
 

Basslink interconnector 
 
This provides for the energy deficit referred to above but recent experience 

shows that it provides variable energy security. It allows Tasmania to draw 
a proportion of its electricity from the most polluting power stations in 

Australia which cause a measurable number of deaths and huge illness 

costs to the health services. This flies in the face of the national need to 
transition away from fossil fuel power as soon as possible. Surely Tasmania 

has an obligation to terminate this need for Victorian power as soon as 
possible and not to do so will reflect its failure to provide healthy sources of 

energy. 
 

Furthermore, the thinking on the future role of the interconnector is 
illogical. 

 
However based on how interconnectors (particularly subsea 

interconnectors) have performed historically in other 
jurisdictions, and having now experienced a six month outage. 

There is sufficient evidence to consider a six month outage of 
Basslink to be a scenario to be planned for. 

 

If this is so why not plan security without Basslink. And why enter 
negotiations to supply a second interconnector? What are the statistical 

probabilities of safety if one has two, three or more interconnectors?  
 

Indeed, it is perhaps surprising that the Taskforce does not see that 
Basslink should be maintained only to export renewable energy to the 

mainland to save lives and support the national transition. If the link is 
functioning Tasmania makes a profit, when it doesn’t work there is no loss. 

 
Looking at the records we note that export was used as a source of income 

to Tasmania during the carbon tax era and this is likely to have been a 
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cause of recent water shortage. The report avoids a diligent assessment of 
climate change projections of rainfall which might have been prudent. 

Annual rainfall totals on average have been falling progressively since 
1960. 

 
Under these circumstances the participation in discussions for a second 

interconnector can be seen as raising the white flag instead of showing 
ability to rise to the challenge in a state with plentiful energy resources. We 

note that the Clean Energy Finance Corporation (CEFC) made a submission 

in support of a second interconnector. The CEFC does raise the issue of 
two-way movement of power but we disagree with that submission and 

suggest if such funding is available it is used for storage to provide energy 
security now. 

 
 

TVPS as a back-up power station 
 
Gas is fossil fuel which results in air pollution one seventh that of coal. It 

produces greenhouse emissions and in this regard, is only marginally better 
than coal. The use of gas will subject the Tasmanian taxpayer to the 

instabilities of the international gas market and the inevitable future 
imposition of carbon tax if Australia’s Paris pledge is to be met. 

 

Again, there is illogical thinking on the need for gas. 
 

Essentially having decided that the interconnector built to attain security is 
in fact insecure it is proposed to rely on gas. 

 
While the reliability of gas infrastructure is assessed as 

managed there is considerable uncertainty facing the market 
with respect to the adequacy of gas supply and its 

competitiveness. 
 

The uncertainty of gas pipeline failure and of gas explosion is not 
mentioned though both are evident in the international literature. 

 
Outcome; Tasmania enters into negotiations for a gas contract. 

 

Surely this is only necessary because of delay in bringing on more 
renewable energy and storage. Some short term contractual supply of gas 

may be needed after March 2017. Any long term contract will reflect a 
failure to plan and deliver more renewable energy, storage and energy 

savings over the next 5 years. 
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Climate Change 
 
In 2016 DEA made a submission to Tasmania’s draft climate change action 

plan 2016-2021 (March 2016).6 And we draw your attention to the section 
on ‘Energy’ (page 5-6) where we summarise our agreements and 

disagreements with current energy policy. 
 

With regard to the comments on climate change in the current report we 

note: 
 

an increase in extreme events that may affect electricity 
infrastructure (e.g. bushfires, intense rainfall events and 

flooding). 
 

 

Extreme wind events and outcomes 
 

The power failure calamity in SA has clearly affected this thinking which 
should have hurricane force winds at the top of this list. Current 

infrastructure regarded by national standards as adequate for any 
eventuality crumbled like match-wood in the face of hurricane level wind 

gusts. There was a national political outcry by the uninformed blaming 

renewable energy and calls were made to open recently closed power 
stations. The input of scientific facts delivered by Dr Finkel has indicted 

technological failures under the aegis of the national operator which have 
been understood in some other countries for a decade.7 This was technical 

failure that should have been seen from the experience of others. 
 

The reason we relate this sorry tale is to point out that extreme weather 
events due to climate change are increasing steadily, indeed they may be 

accelerating. States need to be aware that current international 
performance on emission reduction is likely to result in a 3°C rise and risk 

assessment based on projected data for Tasmania is essential. This may 
result in revision of current thinking and involve undergrounding of crucial 

conduits in some areas and the use of micro grids in highly vulnerable 
areas. It is the experience of DEA that climatic data of relevance, including 

projected data is not being assessed either for security or for selecting 
regions which would benefit from renewable energy development.8 

 

 

Solar technology 
 

Large scale solar development should not be dismissed despite 
Tasmania’s resource being relatively more limited that 

mainland Australia. 
 

If ever there was a sentence constructed with such caution, this was it and 
it epitomises much of the tone of the report. 
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The fact is that large scale solar is effective now in several countries, its 

costs are decreasing rapidly, it provides local employment, and 
technological innovation. It can include storage which Tasmania needs. God 

does not submit bills for energy nor is prone to market rorting. Tasmania 
has more sunlight than many European countries which have attained 

much higher renewable energy targets than Tasmania. Has Tasmania done 
assessment on potential sites for storage taking into account likely weather 

changes resulting from climate change? Has Tasmania applied to the CEFC 

for specific solar developments? 
 

 

Storage 
 

Consideration of storage is neglected, yet it offers a means for Tasmania to 
stabilise what the report considers to be some insecurity of water storage. 

 
Costs of storage are decreasing rapidly. Providers are now funding storage 

for some other states.9 Some cities are becoming carbon neutral facilitated 
by subsidies to local business to introduce storage. All such costs have to 

be equated with the escalating cost of doing nothing or being subject to 
market rorting. We recommend Hobart look at carbon neutrality like 

Adelaide where city business benefits from a subsidised solar storage 

scheme. 
 

Gas and solar (or wind) plus storage are the alternatives for security. 
Comparing these alternatives, the case for gas is listed as 

 
Gas generation is a common feature of hydroelectric systems 

across the world as a back-up generation source to manage 
hydrological risk. 

 
The rate of technological improvements in renewable energy and storage 

make it extremely likely that gas will be outmoded in 5-10 years, Tasmania 
must think ahead for both security and cost. 

 
 

Recommendations 
 

1. Tasmania has been slow to grasp its many opportunities and it is 
important to include in the Taskforce an outside independent energy 

expert with scientific expertise. The critical analysis of Dr Finkel in his 
national report is evidence of the benefits likely to accrue. This lack of 

progress can be seen as a failure of successive governments. 
 

2. Tasmania needs to engage climate expertise and modelling expertise 
into the Committee to avoid future debacles such as the overuse of 

water from hydro stores when climate changes were not fully assessed 
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and to provide assessment and modelling for renewable energy 
deployment. It is not sufficient to consult Bureau of Meteorology 

(BOM) when deemed necessary. 
 

3. The final report needs to recognise that this is also a national and 
international health issue and adjust its thinking accordingly. 

 
4. The taskforce should develop a vision for self-sufficiency and carbon 

neutrality within 10 years. 

 
5. Security can be provided by the rapid development of storage using 

both major installations and business subsidies. Tasmania believes 
itself to be faced with further expenditure on an interconnector, it 

should utilise these funds for storage instead. 
 

6. The composition of the Committee recommended to oversee future 
development should be reconsidered.  
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Appendix 1  

 

Excerpt from “Energy” in a previous submission-  

 

As discussed in Embracing the Climate Challenge, Tasmania contributes to Australia’s overall 

renewable energy supply. However, DEA notes that Tasmania continues to import electricity 

from Victoria - including from coal-fired power stations known to emit high levels of carbon and 

other air pollutants. Increased investment and expansion of genuine renewable energy 

resources, such as wind and solar power, will allow Tasmania to eliminate this reliance on 

Victorian coal power and eventually displace fossil fuel power sources on the Australian 

mainland. 

 

The 2015/2016 electricity crisis in Tasmania - which resulted from a severe drought and the 

failure of the Basslink cable - has highlighted that there is a need to further invest in renewable 

energy sources. In particular, whilst there have been several proposals for new wind farm in 

the state, progress on delivering these has been slow and at times hindered by a lack of state 

and Federal Government support. For example, progress on a proposal for a new wind farm at 

Granville Harbor was delayed due to the Federal Coalition government’s wavering on the 

Renewable Energy Target (RET); whilst the proposed wind farm at King Island may have 

succeeded with better support from state and local government. 

 

Whilst there is undoubtedly a need for an urgent interim measure to manage Tasmania’s 

energy needs, it is alarming that this need was to be met with diesel generators. Diesel 

emissions are not only a significant source of greenhouse gases, but are associated with 

contributions to air pollution of high levels of particulate matter, heavy metals and other toxins; 

and are classified as carcinogenic to humans.i 

 

In 2014, the state government reduced the home solar photovoltaic feed-in tariff for both 

existing and new solar photovoltaic systems. This resulted in a rapid reduction in the 

contributions of the solar industry to Tasmania’s economy, and a large reduction in the rate of 

installation of this renewable energy source. A reinstatement of a feed-in tariff will again 

provide incentive for investment in solar power in Tasmania, and is likely to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions through lessened dependence on domestic and imported fossil 

fuel generated electricity, as well as improve Tasmania’s energy security and provide a boost 

to Tasmania’s economy. 

 

DEA is alarmed that the Embracing the Climate Challenge document has proposed 
“advancing the case for biomass” as a strategy for climate change action. DEA has concerns 
about the appropriateness of inclusion of wood residues as a renewable energy source under 
the revised RET, and notes that the Embracing the Climate Challenge report provides no 
detail on purported emissions savings from a Tasmanian biomass industry. Aside from direct 
carbon emissions, the burning of wood residues for energy is likely to contribute to particulate 
matter emissions and regional air pollution.  Furthermore, DEA is concerned that the diversion 
of forest residues for biomass may lead to increased levels of deforestation and degradation 
of Tasmania’s native forests. 
 
 
i International Agency for Research on Cancer, World Health Organisation (2012), Diesel engine exhaust 

carcinogenic. Published on 12 June 2012, available at http://www.iarc.fr/en/media-

centre/pr/2012/pdfs/pr213_E.pdf 

http://www.iarc.fr/en/media-centre/pr/2012/pdfs/pr213_E.pdf
http://www.iarc.fr/en/media-centre/pr/2012/pdfs/pr213_E.pdf
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