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WA Sustainable Energy Association Inc. (WA SEA)

Media Release – 25 February 2009

Red tape leaving solar business in red.
- Delay in rebate payments hurting renewable energy businesses

- Scheme delays a consequence of inefficient design

- WA lags in the use of renewable energy in Australia, but a Feed in Tariff will bolster renewables, 

- WA Feed in Tariff will potentially eliminate concerns on electricity price rises for homes.

Small businesses in the solar energy industry are being squeezed by delays in returning rebates, according to Western Australia’s largest peak body for enterprises across the sustainable energy sector.

“With the economic downturn, increasing pressure on finances and demands from credit providers could send some businesses to the wall despite a strong market,” says Dr Ray Wills, Chief Executive of WA SEA.

“The Federal Government has committed to expend public funds to boost investment in delivering renewable energy to homes and community facilities, but the process of providing rebates to businesses is too slow, meaning that many are put under financial pressure which in turn is reducing the roll-out,” says Dr Wills.

“The delays are not the fault of those charged with processing the large number of applications, but rather it is the fault of the cumbersome rules for issuing the rebates. While scrutiny is absolutely essential in the expenditure of public monies, the level of detail required for an $8000 rebate including a two stage application process is too onerous.”

WA SEA is aware of several businesses each with fewer than 10 employees owed in total close to $2 million, and the level of debt does not diminish because as they get paid an old rebate they are claiming and waiting for more rebates. At least two of these businesses have had to negotiate a line of credit with their supplier and of course, the financial pressure eats back up the supply chain to the wholesalers and the suppliers.

“The Federal Government must consider interest payments for any rebate that takes longer than the projected eight week period to pay. This should be done because this is a government program to incentivise people to install renewable energy on their homes, and should not be a penalty to the business facilitating the installation.”

Fixing the problem.

“Rebates are only eligible on panels installed by accredited businesses – surely an accredited installer can be responsible for ensuring that applications are compliant? The bottlenecks would be overcome if the role of the bureaucracy was to audit compliance rather than to have to spend inordinate amounts of time to process the claims for approval to proceed.” 

“The business can be relied on to submit only legitimate claims as evidenced by the fact that very few applications have been found to be flawed, and as we understand in all case these have been very minor processing errors in filling in the form rather than failure of eligibility test.”

“Due diligence is essential in the expenditure of public monies. A simple rule change which said that a business was responsible for any application that failed eligibility, then payments could be made immediately on application – as happens in other rebates – for example with a Medicare claim, or in the private health insurance system.”

Western Australia lagging.

Across Australia, as of December 2008 based on Federal Government figures, there are now almost 20 000 solar panel systems installed with around 27 megawatts of capacity – WA is lagging behind with only 7% of the total installations occurring in Western Australia.

“The stimulus last year made a huge difference compared with previous installations: as at 30 June 2007, there were only 233 systems installed in south-west WA. Since then, numbers have more than quadrupled with more than 1000 systems now added to homes up until December 2008.

“Based on Federal Government figures, rebates have secured around 2 megawatt of solar panels on homes connected to WA’s south-west grid (that has a 3500 MW capacity), making solar a miniscule 0.06% of the total capacity, a laughable figure for a state that has the best solar resources of anywhere in the world. Even when you consider total figures from Synergy which shows that, as at December 2008, there are 2,477 active and connected customers with 7 MW capacity, this is still only 0.2% of WA’s generation capacity.”

Electricity price rise welcome rise welcome.

However, this is some possible sunshine to further boost the installation of solar – the Barnett Government’s election commitment to a gross Feed in Tariff (FiT) for domestic customers will reduce a householders exposure to electricity prices.

“While full details are yet to be announced, the commitment to a gross Feed in Tariff of 60 cents per kilowatt hour for domestic systems of up to 10 kilowatt, will empower homes to supply all of their household electricity needs with home-based renewable energy.”

“Householders installing full capacity of solar, wind or other renewables on their rooftops will be able to take advantage of our plentiful – and free – sunshine and wind, and may never have an electricity bill again. Households with under $100 000 income can invest in solar with support from the Federal Government rebate and pay back the system within a very short time,” says Dr Wills

“Indeed, households meeting all their generation demands should look forward to future tariff rises as it improves their investment.”

“The slowdown in the economy is also an ideal time to roll out incentives to reduce exposure to rising energy prices in advance of an emissions and supports nation-building infrastructure projects in the sustainable energy sector to create employment in new, sustainable projects across Australia,” says Dr Wills.

Media Contact:

Dr Ray Wills   0430 365 607

Editors notes:

1. The Western Australian Sustainable Energy Association Inc. (WA SEA) is a chamber of businesses that are providing the commercial solution to climate change through their products and services, or that simply aspire to be more sustainable in their own energy use. WA SEA is supported by a growing membership of more than 210 industry members that includes the majority of the key energy players in Western Australia. www.wasea.com.au. 









