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This submission to the Inquiry into the closure of Hazelwood and Yallourn Power Stations is made on
behalf of Voices of the Valley, a community advocacy group based in the Latrobe Valley and we thank
you for holding this inquiry and for this opportunity to contribute.
.
Voices of the Valley started in 2014 in response to the Hazelwood, Mine Fire. Our initial concern was
with the health impacts suffered by the community during and after the fire. We attempted to present
evidence to the first Hazelwood Mine Fire Inquiry and were able to present evidence to the second
Hazelwood Mine Fire Inquiry (HMFI) about illnesses and deaths related to the fire. In 2015 Voices of
the Valley was a finalist in the Premier’s Sustainability Awards-Environmental Justice category and in
2016 our organisation won in this category for our work following the mine fire. We also received
awards from VicHealth and Environment Victoria for this work.
Following the release of the reports and acceptance of the recommendations of the HMFI we realised
that our work needed to continue to ensure the recommendations about improving health were not
forgotten. We turned our efforts to working for a Just Transition for the Latrobe Valley Community.
We welcome the opportunity to make a submission to this inquiry.
1. Impact of the closure of the Hazelwood Power Station on the economy and jobs of the
Latrobe Valley, and the success or otherwise of economic recovery efforts to date
While the focus of this inquiry is the impact of the closure of Hazelwood power station and the
anticipated closure of the Yallourn power station, the transition to a post-coal economy started in the
1990s when the power industry was restructured and sold. Accustomed to a highly planned economy
as the State Electricity Commission had operated for decades, the Latrobe Valley community was
bewildered by the change to a free market economy, devastated by the loss of thousands of jobs, and
did not understand that we were expected to work out how to cope with the changes by ourselves. It
took another quarter of a century before the closure of Hazelwood Power Station brought home to the
Victorian Government that the Latrobe Valley actually needed a transition plan for power station
workers and for the people of the Latrobe Valley more generally. The establishment of the Latrobe
Valley Authority was taken to be the beginning of planning for transition.
The power industry dominated the economy of the Latrobe Valley for decades and set up the
expectation that it would always be there. This had a profound effect on the industrial workforce and
hence on the economy and the community. Privatisation was a shock, but there was an expectation
that when things settled, the government would manage the local economy as it had for generations
and facilitate the establishment of new industries to employ the skilled workforce. For the last 25 years,
the people of the Latrobe Valley have hoped for a large-scale investor to establish a replacement
industry which could employ the thousands of workers who lost their jobs in the restructuring, and
provide pathways to employment for the youth of the area, but this hope has been in vain. The coal
mining and power generation workforce has continued to decline. Education and training opportunities
have dwindled, and unemployment among young people in particular, has led to a loss of hope.
The closure of Hazelwood was foreseeable.
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Mine operators told the HMFI that the planned closure dates were Yallourn 2032, Hazelwood 2033 and
AGL Loy Yang 2048. (HMFI Report, 2015/2016, Volume 4 p. 50). The power stations, including Loy
Yang B would presumably close when the mines closed. However, Hazelwood closed in 2017.
Yallourn has revised its date to 2028, but given workplace accidents, equipment outages and the
flooding of the Yallourn mine earlier in 2021, it may well close earlier.
Thus, it has been clear for some years that a transition plan is needed although it was only with the
announcement that Hazelwood would close in 2017 that this has been acknowledged by government at
all levels, and we are still waiting for a plan to be developed.
The Latrobe Valley Authority was initially set up as providing for displaced Hazelwood power workers,
or that was how it was perceived. We hoped it would also be the first stage in planning for the future of
the whole Latrobe Valley community, but its scope has been limited. It was originally proposed as a
short-term fix for an immediate problem. Although the original term has been extended, its status and
planning authority are still tenuous, and this limits its ability to plan for the long term. It is also limited by
State and Federal Government priorities that are not favourable to the Latrobe Valley.
In 2016, Voices of the Valley started to develop a transition plan based on the needs of the community,
the existing skills of power workers and the development of renewable energy. Our principles included
empowerment through a measure of community ownership, lost during the corporate restructure, and
the improvement of the health of Latrobe Valley residents.
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We participated in a VicHealth challenge in 2017 and produced a prospectus outlining investment
opportunities for community-owned renewable energy.

Jobs-and-Hope Transitioning the Valley (attached as a separate file)

Some of our ideas were implemented by the Latrobe Valley Authority, notably Worker Support to
retrain, while others were adopted in part, for instance the idea of a High Tech Hub and technical
training facility, and we have seen a steady adoption of roof-top solar by businesses and homeowners.
However, these seem to still be piecemeal measures without a comprehensive plan, and we are still
seeing plans for using fossil fuels, especially coal, in slightly different ways.

2.
Expected economic impacts of the proposed closure of Yallourn Power Station in 2028
and options the State Government can pursue to offset the loss of more than 1,000 direct jobs
from the plant, as well as associated contractors;
Yallourn and Loy Yang Power stations
Closure dates have been announced for the remaining power stations. For Yallourn W the date is
2028, but it could be earlier, given equipment failures in the power stations and flooding in the Yallourn
mine. People have started to talk about a need for transition planning, and the Latrobe City Council has
just set up a Transition Planning Taskforce. Parameters yet to be established.
While submissions have been called by this Inquiry we note that the operator of Loy Yang B, Jeff
Dimery, Alinta chief executive, believes the company's largest coal generator will close much earlier
than its 2048 deadline. He believes the low cost and increasing reliability of renewables mean Alinta's
largest coal-fired power station, Loy Yang B, which supplies around a fifth of Victoria's energy needs,
will close much earlier than its 2048 deadline.
"I could see that happening," he said.
Alinta closed its brown coal-fired Flinders power station in South Australia in 2015, years ahead of its
scheduled shut down, because renewables in the state made it "uncommercial" to run.
"I see the same situation arising in Victoria, precisely when that is I don't have an answer, I do know
that right now it is critical to keep the lights on and keep energy affordable that Loy Yang B does
operate, but that may well not be the case, whether that is in 10, 15 or 20 years I can't be specific but I
know it is going to happen."
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3.
Success or otherwise of the Latrobe Valley Authority (LVA) to help the region transition,
in light of the decline of funding made available to the LVA over successive State Budgets
Since the closure of Hazelwood we have seen:











4.

Some retraining of workers and transfers to other available power stations;
Some new jobs for women;
Various priorities established by LVA, including working groups around renewable energy and
the development of ‘smart grids’. However, developments and implementation depend on
successful applications for competitive funding. Members of the working groups, and community
organisations which have developed community energy proposals including batteries to
complement solar panels installed on community buildings have been disappointed because
they are not eligible for funding, or their plans do not fit in with regulations.
Considerable time and effort have been expended on finding new uses for coal, which would
require carbon sequestration, for instance the production of hydrogen from coal for the
Japanese market. Success for this project depends on Carbon Capture and Storage because it
would generate significant amounts of carbon dioxide.
A number of initiatives have been announced with great fanfare only to quietly fade away or be
implemented elsewhere.
Employment opportunities have been identified in construction of various projects - with the
contracts going to firms from outside the area. Construction work is, by definition, short term,
and often construction workers move from one region to another as projects start up and are
completed.
Many people are still hoping for a new coal fired power station to bring back prosperity and see
renewable energy developments as a threat to their hopes.

Future focus

Some of the community’s needs:







Jobs for younger power station workers
A range of new industries, not a single large scale employer (we haven't found one of those in
the quarter century we’ve been looking, so it’s not likely that one will be found now)
A shift from thinking that coal is the only resource to seeing the people who live in the area as
its major resource.
Education for the future
Jobs and training for young people who want to remain in the area
Recognition that people are moving out of metropolitan areas to regions, and they will require
local services.

In planning for the future of the Latrobe Valley, and Gippsland more generally, we must move beyond
coal mining and other ways to use coal. We should look first to assessing the damage coal mining and
the power industry have caused and focus attention on remediation. We should also consider the most
effective ways to use existing energy transmission and distribution infrastructure.
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Health
In all planning for the future of the Latrobe Valley, health must be a priority.
Decades of living with the power industry has resulted in the population of the Latrobe Valley having a
lower life expectancy than the state average and experiencing higher rates of respiratory illnesses and
certain cancers. The Latrobe Valley was proclaimed a Health Innovation Zone following
recommendations of the second Hazelwood Mine Fire Inquiry. Residents took this to mean that health
would be considered in any planning for new projects. Sadly, it has become apparent that this
interpretation is not shared by the Victorian government, notably the Department of Planning. Health is
not just a matter for the Department of Health, it is important to everybody and must become a
consideration in all planning for the future of the area. Health needs to be embedded into the planning
act to fit with the health innovation zone of Latrobe Valley
Climate Change
Any planning should include an assessment of how projected developments will impact and be affected
by climate change. Obviously, mine rehabilitation plans which include flooding worked out mine voids
will compete with agriculture and domestic needs for scarce water resources. It is not yet clear whether
changing weather patterns associated with climate change will result in increased or decreased rainfall
or just a change in timing of significant rainfall. In the last couple of years, we have experienced both
catastrophic fires and floods, to the point that towns have been isolated for days due to flooding. The
practice of controlled burning of bush to mitigate fire risk must be reviewed as the time available for
burning safely is contracting to the period around Easter (school holidays) and there is increased
community concern about the health risks associated with burning off.

Mine rehabilitation work.
There are three mines to be rehabilitated, the Hazelwood mine to the south of Morwell, the Yallourn to
the west of Morwell and the Loy Yang mine to the south of Traralgon. All of these mines have had
significant effects on the surrounding land, especially around Morwell which lies between two mines
and where there is significant and visible subsidence in land. AGL Loy Yang is also monitoring ground
movement in relation to its mine.
There has been some work towards rehabilitating the Hazelwood mine, notably by covering open coal
faces with clay. (This can be seen from the Princes Freeway which skirts the edge of the mine void.)
The slogan ‘safe, stable and sustainable’ is frequently applied to aims of mine rehabilitation. However,
thus far the emphasis has been on making the mine safe from fire; it has yet to be determined how to
make the mine either stable or sustainable for the future. Safety must apply to the surrounding
community, not just to the mine itself. Morwell has already experienced detriment because of the
mine’s proximity, in the undermining of the freeway in 2011 which led to its closure for many months,
and the Hazelwood mine fire in 2014 which directly threatened the town and has resulted in long term
health problems in the Latrobe Valley community. The mine void must be made stable and the land
surrounding must also be stable, unless there is a plan to move all residents from Morwell and
compensate them. However, if the void is to be flooded, the water used should be recycled or
desalinated, not freshwater taken at the expense of the Latrobe River and Gippsland Lakes system.
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A crucial lesson to be learned about mine rehabilitation is that there must be no new coal mines in the
Latrobe Valley (or indeed, anywhere in Australia) without a clear and workable plan for rehabilitation
prior to commencing to mine. There are no similar mines that have been rehabilitated that can provide
useful lessons on how to do it safely, sustainably and with long term stability, so rehabilitation will be a
long and experimental process. Here is an opportunity for research and the likelihood that there will be
numerous trials to establish what is effective.
Yallourn mine has different rehabilitation problems from Hazelwood mine. It is not as deep, but it, too,
has towns on its edges, Yallourn North on the northwest and Morwell on the east. It also has a river
diversion which has breached twice, to the detriment of mine operations and thus to power generation.
The age of the power station, comments coming from workers at Yallourn about the condition of the
power station and the problems with the Morwell River suggest that Yallourn power station may not be
able to continue in operation until the projected closure date. There should be active planning now in
case the facility closes early. There could be progressive rehabilitation of worked out mine areas.
Other factors that should form part of a transition plan for the future:
Regional development
The urban fringe of the metropolitan area is extending closer to the Latrobe Valley without any clear
development plan. As is apparent in travel to Melbourne by train or by road, there is much residential
development around Pakenham and between Drouin and Warragul with infrastructure lagging well
behind. After years of disruption to train travel because of piecemeal work on train lines and level
crossing removals between Dandenong and the CBD, it appears there will be similar disruptions as
level crossings are removed as residential developments follow the rail lines further into Gippsland.
Evidently, infrastructure planning and residential developments take place without reference to each
other.
Projects in the Latrobe Valley, likewise seem to be approved without reference to other things that are
occurring here; for instance, construction projects that are touted as bringing money and employment
that are awarded to firms based in other parts of the State; subsidised industrial developments that are
supposed to open up job opportunities that are actually located elsewhere and require workers to travel
to other locations; grand projects (eg coal to hydrogen) funded to develop export industries that will
benefit other economies (Japan) while damaging the local environment (more coal mining).
Necessary services that were once available locally are now centralised (medical, education). Where
once the Latrobe Valley had a population to sustain a range of post-secondary education opportunities,
both TAFE and University have reduced course offerings, reduced student numbers and reduced staff.
This has significant impacts on the educational opportunities and pathways to employment for young
people.

Other factors that must be part of planning for our future include ensuring there are education and
pathways for young people including providing for a range of occupations, not just translating the skills
of power workers to related industries; recognising the changing patterns of work, such as the
connectivity required for work from home; and providing for an aging population.
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Projects which promise a large number of jobs in construction, but few continuing jobs could be
weighed against more modest undertakings, such as improving housing stock, which would provide
ongoing work and a better quality of life for the majority of the population.
The Latrobe Valley has seen a number of grand ventures which offer major benefits elsewhere while
the major costs of environmental degradation, health problems, and risks of disaster are borne here.
Examples: a century of coal mining, experimentation with oil from coal, potentially hydrogen from coal,
and energy from waste. Please give priority to new, clean industries rather than industries that
perpetuate air, and water pollution and land degradation. We should not keep doing this. It is time to
develop a transition plan for the Latrobe Valley that involves the whole population, not just power
workers.
There are many opportunities available for the growth of Latrobe Valley in renewable energy. The
Latrobe Valley having been the centre of energy production, it possesses a strong transmission
network feeding the grid, allowing large scale renewable energy projects. While we are seeing
investors looking at the area for wind farms, solar farms, and battery storage to firm the electricity
generation, we have many other advantages. A full plan should be developed for Latrobe Valley
considering other forms of energy production and possibilities in the region. Latrobe Valley has lots of
land but unfortunately a lot of that land is tied up with mining licences or overlays and prevents use for
other uses. There needs to be an audit of the land in the region, to remove mining holdings. Often
when investors have looked at property they have moved on because of the uncertainty of the mining
holdings.

Agriculture
The Latrobe Valley is a farming area as well as being the centre of the power industry, and there are
many small farms as well as dairy, beef and sheep farms, and the area is surrounded by timber
plantations. The viability of some of these enterprises as well as the businesses and services that
support them is threatened by the recent approval by the Minister for Planning of a Used Lead Acid
Battery recycling plant adjacent to small farms and close to a primary school and residential
developments, despite opposition by residents and rejection by the Latrobe City Council. The Valley
has a history of hosting noxious industries, but this needs to end. The population has borne the health
and pollution costs of these for far too long. Clean water, air and good soil are essential and should be
taken into account when considering projects related to other priorities.

Latrobe Valley Authority
The LVA needs to be maintained for the long term planning for and implementation of the transition to a
diverse economy based on clean energy, and needs to be funded with a promise of ongoing funding, it
needs to be able to plan long term rather than year to year as funding is committed. It should become a
statutory authority with funding which makes it independent of short-term political cycles. The present
situation, where the relationship between the LVA and local councils is unclear, local councils can be
overruled by the Minister for Planning, and the LVA is vulnerable to partisan politics, would perpetuate
the lack of effective planning that the Latrobe Valley has endured since the 1990s.
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Latrobe Valley could be a clean energy hub, continuing to produce affordable energy, creating
economic benefits, employment opportunities and new exciting opportunities for training and
development for our young people. It could become a centre for clean technology manufacturing and
installation. There is no reason why the manufacturing of components for new projects could not be
made in the Valley. For a century the Latrobe Valley has been the energy heart of Victoria. It can
continue to be so.

Submission prepared by Wendy Farmer, President, Voices of the Valley
and Marianne Robinson, Secretary, Voices of the Valley
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