Abbott Government and Labor Reach Renewable Energy Target Deal
by Lisa Cox
May 18, 2015 – A deal has been reached to reduce Australia's renewable energy target to 33,000 GigaWatt-hours (GWh) per year, after the government agreed to drop regular reviews of the scheme.  The government and Labor reached an agreement during talks in Melbourne on Monday morning, ending more than 12 months of political deadlock.
It is hoped the deal will unlock investment in Australia's renewable energy sector, which has been stalled since the government launched its review last year of the bipartisan target of 41,000 GWh of annual renewable energy production by 2020.
The Abbott government decided it wanted to reduce the target after the 2013 election, so it launched the review, led by businessman and known climate skeptic Dick Warburton.  It originally proposed cutting the target to 26,000 GWh, while Labor initially said they would not go below a figure of 35,000 to 39,000 GWh.  Industry Minister Ian Macfarlane said on Monday "we're pleased to have brought this to a conclusion".
As part of the agreement, the government scrapped a proposal to continue reviewing the target every 2 years, after an outcry from the clean energy industry threatened a deal with Labor.
"We're looking forward to the renewable energy industry getting out there and meeting a target which means they have to build more renewable energy generation in the next 5 years than they've built in the last 15," he said.
Instead of 2-yearly reviews, the Clean Energy Regulator will publish an annual statement showing progress towards the target and any impact on electricity prices.  Legislation to go to Parliament next week will still contain a plan to allow the burning of native timber to count towards the renewable energy target.  Labor would still "strenuously oppose" the inclusion of wood waste in the scheme.  The government hopes to pass this with support from the Senate cross-bench.
Environment Minister Greg Hunt said the deal returned certainty to the renewable energy sector.  "What we've achieved today, I think is certainty for the renewable energy sector: the protection of jobs in the trade exposed sector, and I think that is absolutely critical," Mr Hunt said.  "There is an enormous opportunity for the renewable sector going forward. We think we have found a better way, which suits the needs of all parties."
Labor's environment spokesman, Mark Butler, said the long-running saga had been "a sorry state of affairs" since the government launched its review, ending 10 years of bipartisanship on the issue.
He said Monday's deal would hopefully restore confidence in the sector and, if elected, Labor would look to increase the 2020 target.  "We have also started discussions with stakeholders in this industry about a bold ambitious plan, that Labor would like to put in place for the renewable energy industry beyond 2020," he said.
The Clean Energy Council said dropping the requirement for 2-yearly reviews removed the final stumbling block for a deal.  "I'm confident that a final agreement can now be negotiated, which will deliver the necessary bipartisan support for the RET, restoring stability to the policy and allowing the industry to meet the revised target," chief executive Kane Thornton said.  "It has been a tough 15 months, but this development will be a huge weight off the shoulders of the 20,000 people working in the industry.  It will also help to unlock Australia's massive renewable energy potential."
But the deal hasn't been welcomed by all.  The Australian Solar Council said 33,000 GWh "is a bad deal" and there was no argument that supported reducing the target.
Chief executive John Grimes said outcry from the sector had forced the government to walk away from further reviews.  "For the 1st time we're seeing the government's strategy to destroy renewables being destroyed by political reality," he said.
Solar Citizens national director Claire O'Rourke said it was disingenuous for the government to claim the deal would protect consumers, when modeling for its own review had shown the RET would reduce power prices.
Dan Spencer, an energy campaigner with the Australian Youth Climate Coalition, said: "Australians don't want these clean energy cuts.  Despite overwhelming public support for renewable energy, Tony Abbott is cutting the RET, which will cost clean energy jobs, lead to higher power prices and more dirty energy." 
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