Australian Solar Jobs Vanish, as Uncertainty Clouds PV Outlook
by Peter Hannam
November 22, 2103 - Thousands of jobs have been shed this year in Australia's solar photovoltaic industry, as the rollback of state-based incentives dims the appeal of roof-top panels.
Installations of PV panels are likely to have a total capacity of 800 MegaWatts in 2013, a drop of about 22% on the boom year of 2012, according to the annual report compiled by industry group, the REC Agents Association.
Jobs in the sector will likely fall by 3,400 to 13,600 in 2013, as firms cut staff or exit the industry.
“There's a rationalization happening at the moment,” said Ric Brazzale, association president.  “Everyone's looking at a much tougher environment this year, and next year's going to be much tougher still.”
Just how tough 2014 will be depends largely on government policy, Mr Brazzale said.  Challenges range from uncertainty over the review of the Renewable Energy Target – now set at 20% of power from renewable sources by 2020 – and funding from the Abbott government for its Million Solar Roof Program.
Before the election, the Coalition halved the program's rebate to $500 per household, but kept its target to add 1 million solar energy roofs by 2020.  The PV industry's prospects depend on whether the government sticks to the goal and starts the program by next July as promised, Mr Brazzale said.
According to the association, more than one in 5 Australian households has solar PV and/or solar hot water systems.
Many signed up for panels on generous feed-in tariffs, which have now been cut to 8 ¢/kWh in most states.  Panel prices, though, dropped to $3/kiloWatt of capacity in 2012, 1/4 of the cost 4 years earlier.  They have since stabilized, even as the dollar weakened.
Australia was the 7th-largest PV market in the world in 2012, when a rush by households to take advantage of generous feed-in tariffs – particularly in Queensland – saw a record 1,038 MW of capacity added.
In the 1st 10 months of 2013, the number of installed systems is down by 1/3 from a year earlier, although a shift towards larger units has meant capacity is down only 22%.
Among the states, new capacity in NSW is off 14% from a year ago, while Victoria's is down 29%, the most among the states, the association said.  The NT, ACT and Tasmania posted increases.
Battleground
Another “looming battleground” for the PV industry may come from electricity networks, which are pushing for PV owners to pick up the tab for the cost of standby power required for intermittent supplies such as solar.
“Some say 'charge people with a PV system more', but you're not charging people with air-conditioners more,” Mr Brazzale said.  “You're penalizing anyone who actually reduces electricity consumption, you're not penalizing anyone who actually increases it during peaks.”
Solar PV's growth lops about 0.4% off power demand each year, and will account for 3.5% of demand saved by 2016, the report said.  The lower wholesale prices resulting from weaker power demand mean the net cost to consumers of PV programs was $1.90 a quarter.
John Foster, lead author of a new report by the University of Queensland into Australia's power sector to 2035, said networks “are definitely working against" PV.  “It's a real political challenge,” Professor Foster said.  “If [charges are] modified, there's no chance on Earth of getting to that 5% target by 2020,” he said, referring to Australia's target of cutting carbon emissions 5% from 2000 levels by the decade's end.
The University of Queensland's report, the 3rd in a series, warned Australia faces being left with a dangerously concentrated power sector too reliant on fossil fuels, particularly if the world moves decisively to cut carbon emissions.
“If you're faced with uncertainty, you have to diversify as much as you can,” he said.  Solar and other renewables, and even nuclear energy, should be in the mix, he said.
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