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Friends of the Earth (Melbourne)
Box 222
Fitzroy, VIC, 3065

Inquiry into the Closure of the Hazelwood and Yallourn
Power Stations
Friends of the Earth Melbourne is a membership based environmental organisation which
has been active in Victoria for almost 50 years. We work across the core areas of climate
and energy policy and appreciate the intent of this inquiry which will consider the social and
economic impacts of the closure of the remaining coal fired power stations in the Latrobe
Valley. We appreciate the opportunity to provide a submission to this process.
1/ Introduction
Victoria is facing a decade of transition. The state has committed to halve its greenhouse gas
emissions and deliver 50 percent of its electricity from renewable energy sources by 2030 to
help tackle the global climate crisis.
The rollout of solar, wind, and energy storage technology continues to create jobs and bring
new, cheap power to the grid while disrupting fossil fuel incumbents. Ageing coal-burning
power stations are becoming increasingly uncompetitive and unreliable—their owners are
looking for pathways to closure. It has to be assumed that there could be closures of power
stations before the current agreed timelines. It is essential that the state government
publicly accept that transition is happening and prepares the local community and, more
broadly, the Victorian people for this inevitability.
This of course will bring huge challenges to the people of the Latrobe Valley. It is essential
that the lessons of the past, including the disastrous privatisation of the State Electricity
Commission (SEC) by the Kennett government, are factored into current plans for the Valley.
Additionally, logging of native forests will cease by the end of the decade, with a major
phase down in 2024. Given the likely impacts of this on the Maryvale pulp mill - the Latrobe
Valley’s largest private employer and largest mill of its kind in the country - it is essential
that plans for a just and fair transition extend to supporting workers from the pulp and
paper sector who will be impacted in coming years.
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As we saw with the forced privatisation of the SEC, unmanaged transitions lead to unjust
outcomes. In recent years Victoria has seen significant structural changes, the closure of the
domestic car industry, and continual loss of local manufacturing. The transition that is
already underway in the Latrobe Valley must be managed to deliver good outcomes for
community, environment, and climate.
As we consider how to shape a thriving future for the communities of the Latrobe Valley we
must also consider the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has disrupted state,
national, and global economies. The cost curve of clean technologies continues to drop.
Major trading partners the United States and United Kingdom have increased their
commitments to tackle climate change. They are using ambitious climate and energy targets
to roll out clean technologies, create jobs, revive manufacturing, and create new industries.
These trends offer significant opportunities to the state of Victoria if we choose to ‘build
back green and just’.
This inquiry will allow the state government to demonstrate how it will manage the
transition in a way that will lead to economic opportunities, job creation, and create a
pathway for Victoria to contribute towards global efforts to achieve a safe climate and avoid
catastrophic climate impacts.
Some of the foundation stones for a just transition are already in place, especially through
the creation of
• The Latrobe Valley Authority (LVA)
• The Emission Reduction Targets
• The development of Victorian Renewable Energy Targets,
• The announcement of a Renewable Energy Zone for Gippsland,
Friends of the Earth presents the following policy ideas to help secure a bright future for the
Latrobe Valley and surrounding areas.
2/ General approaches to energy
ENERGY:
With a rich solar and wind resource and proactive policies in place, Victoria’s renewable
energy rollout is creating thousands of jobs, attracting investment to the state, and
delivering cheaper power prices and emissions cuts.
Continuing this trend is essential to revitalise regional economies, boost the manufacturing
sector, and the state’s ability to meet its climate goals.
Friends of the Earth calls for:
•

Swift delivery of existing Victorian Renewable Energy Targets of 40 percent by 2025
and 50 percent by 2030.
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•

Adopting a Victorian Renewable Energy Target of 100 percent by 2030.

•

Making Victoria the national leader in offshore wind by securing the first operating
project (the Star of the South project). This can be accomplished by developing an
industry plan for offshore wind that invests in local jobs, training and workforce
development, and establishing a “carve out” for the technology in the Victorian
Renewable Energy Target.

•

Supporting current proposals for renewable energy projects in Gippsland such as the
Delburn wind farm.

•

Establishing a Community Energy Target of 100MW by 2025. This target can be
delivered with a ‘Community Energy Incentive’, funding for Community Power Hubs
out to 2025, and development grants for midscale projects in the range of 1-10MW.

•

Making all new housing all-electric and encouraging the retro-fitting of all-electric
appliances in existing homes (i.e: induction cooktops, heat pumps, etc).

•

Installing stationary batteries at all suburban substations to “soak up” excess solar
generation during the day for use during the evening peak. This is more efficient
than expecting individual solar households to do so and avoids curtailing of solar
from households. This also takes the load off the transmission infrastructure and
stabilises the grid.

•

Prioritise and ensure that the development of a Gippsland Renewable Energy Zone
(REZ) delivers public good, with an emphasis on jobs and community benefits for the
region. Currently the REZ framework adopted in Victoria is largely focussed on
coordinating public investment in the transmission network in alignment with the
Australian Energy Market Operator's Integrated System Plan. Public investment in
transmission is likely to deliver significant gains to private developers of wind and
solar projects that will be able to access high value renewable energy resources in a
less-constrained grid. This has implications for regional communities, which will host
this new infrastructure. Given this, it is important that governments see
development of Renewable Energy Zones as being as much about transition planning
as it is about transmission planning, with a focus on local job creation and
community benefits. This is particularly important in the Latrobe Valley, which has
already experienced the ill effects of privatisation and is continuing to deal with the
decline of the coal industry.
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FOSSIL FUELS:
Victoria’s coal-burning power plants are becoming increasingly unreliable and expensive to
operate. Engie’s swift closure of the Hazelwood coal power plant disrupted the community
and demonstrated the need for economic diversification in the region.
Community opposition to fossil gas development is re-emerging in the wake of the decision
to lift the moratorium on onshore conventional gas development from 1 July 2021 and
recent approvals of offshore gas exploration in Victoria’s coastal waters. Any proposals to
develop new uses for coal (such as coal to hydrogen) will not gain social license, will soak up
public funds, and have no guarantee of success. In contrast, renewables, energy efficiency
and storage all work, at competitive rates.
Friends of the Earth calls for:
•

A just transition to coordinate closure of coal fired power stations and ensure the
Latrobe Valley and wider Gippsland region are supported with access to sustainable
job opportunities, community and economic development.

•

Continued funding for the Latrobe Valley Authority to diversify the region’s economy
and build resilience to coal power plant closures.

•

A government commitment to rule out any further onshore or offshore fossil fuel
development. This will provide certainty to businesses and communities.

•

An end to any further funding of new fossil fuel infrastructure (e.g: gas pipelines, the
coal to hydrogen project in the Latrobe Valley, etc).

•

Support for projects in the Latrobe Valley that help diversify energy generation in the
region (e.g. the Delburn Wind Farm).

General principles of transition
• Transition is inevitable due to changes in the market and technology. It is essential
that this is a managed transition, with unions and community representatives placed
at the centre of planning for transformation.
• The commitment must be for the creation of good, long term union jobs.
• First Nations people must also be deeply involved in future transition planning.
3/ response to Terms of reference
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
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The closure of Hazelwood was foreseeable, yet both the state and federal governments
ignored the signs, and there was no plan for what would happen to the energy supply,
workers or community when the closure happened. Hazelwood was a private business
owned by Engie, an international company which was answerable to its board and
shareholders. When it was not profitable any longer, maintenance was left to the
minimum, which led to decline of safety at the plant.
We know that at the time of closure there were several worksafe pin notices on the
Hazelwood plant and it had become a risk to its workers. Engie made the decision to close at
a board meeting in May 2016 where they had said they would sell or close their assets in
Australia. At this time Engie made an announcement that Loy Yang B was going to be put on
the market for sale. No mention of Hazelwood was made; it was the words about the sale of
one asset and the silence on another that led to questions being asked about whether
Hazelwood would be closed. This uncertainty was destructive for the community. A key
lesson of the Hazelwood closure is that the community needs certainty. This means having
a public plan to explain how the transition (closures) will be managed, what alternative
industries will be put in place, and how it will be funded.
With a 4 month announcement given by Engie to workers of the official closure, there was
no time to plan a transition for workers or the community. This meant that politics, rather
than people, dominated the closure process. The state government developed a plan for the
LVA and worker support, which were announced after the closure announcement and too
late to prepare workers, although we acknowledge that some plan is better than no plan.
Once established, we believe that the LVA was a success, however we do point out that it
could have been even more successful if there had been proper planning earlier.
We must note that there was no real support from the federal government. Those who
continue to push for the continued use of fossil fuels, in spite of the reality of climate
change and the need to rapidly transition away from this energy source, used the
Hazelwood closure as a mechanism to generate fear in the community (job loss, increased
costs of energy). The closure of Hazelwood was used as a point of misinformation by those
trying to hold onto fossil fuels, throwing confusion into the arguments rather than
acknowledging that the energy sector was changing.
Accepting the reality of the inevitable transition and planning for it will provide Victoria with
the opportunity to embrace new energy technologies and build an energy system that takes
us into the next century.
The Hazelwood closure reintroduced the fear that had been felt in the local community
since the privatisation of the SEC forced through by Jeff Kennett, when 7,000 jobs were lost
and no substantial government support was provided. After providing Victoria with its
electricity for many decades and hence helping to build the state’s economy and prosperity,
the Latrobe Valley became a depressed area, with many leaving the region to seek work,
others taking early redundancy with the promise of future work but who have never worked
again, and many starting new businesses, but without government-provided support.
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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
With the announcement of Yallourn’s impending closure, we have the opportunity to do
things differently. We know that the energy sector is changing, and the market is moving
rapidly away from burning fossil fuels. Energy companies are recognising the need to take
action on climate change, fossil fuels are becoming too expensive to produce energy when
renewables are much cheaper, and the old power stations are struggling with the
downward pressure on electricity prices as more renewable energy is introduced into the
energy market.
Through uptake of domestic rooftop solar (which has been facilitated through the
government’s Solar Homes Program) the average home is becoming a ‘prosumer’ rather
than a consumer and we are witnessing the development of locally-owned energy. This
breaks with the post-privatisation model of large corporations owning almost all of the
state’s electricity production. Energy is moving from a centralised energy model (large
plants creating electricity to deliver to Melbourne, regional centres and the Alcoa facility in
Portland) to a decentralised system, with many large industries that previously relied
entirely on the grid now producing their own energy. Victoria’s energy supply was
developed on a model that worked at the time: Sir John Monash created a centralised
energy district with brown coal, which provided jobs and built the Latrobe Valley
community. Now we can rebuild the grid in a way that mirrors the aspirations of Monash
and which is appropriate to the realities of the 21st century - decentralised and renewable.
The state government is now driving an energy transition. It needs to increase the pace,
which means increasing ambition on emission reduction targets and the development of
renewables and storage. It is essential that the federal government also steps up and assists
the Latrobe Valley region as it transitions.
The Latrobe Valley has the infrastructure and decades of experience in providing energy to
the state. It has large areas that can be used to allow it to continue to be a power hub,
supplying energy that is needed for the grid, but doing it so that the people in the region no
longer pay the price though their health. As we prepare our energy system to be fit for
purpose for the realities of the 21st century - one that is reliant on 100% renewable energy we must imagine what that system can look like. The technology to transition energy is
available today, yet we also know that as we move forward, technologies will continue to
develop and new technology will be created. It is essential that the brief of the LVA is broad
enough to be able to respond quickly to new technological innovations and opportunities.
While the inevitable transition happens, we must consider our need to act on climate
change and support the transition of the Latrobe Valley so they are part of the new energy
system and next economy. This means:
•

Support for decentralised energy, including community owned energy. There are
communities in the region situated at the end of the grid which would benefit from
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•
•
•

•
•

•
•

•

energy security through local community owned energy (towns like Loch Sport,
Mallacoota etc). Local ownership will help keep profits local, provide support to
communities, and ensure energy supply in times of emergency (e.g. when fires or
floods hit). This will provide these communities with safeguards, while building
resilience both for the community and the energy grid.
It is essential that state funding for the LVA is sustained and increased.
The federal government should provide support for the LVA.
The federal government should start to provide leadership through establishing a
national Just Transition Authority, which would be tasked with working with local
authorities like the LVA to ensure adequate federal support for local communities.
There should be early engagement with workers and communities as they prepare
for transition.
Support manufacturing of renewable energy products and technologies in the
Latrobe Valley area. Ensure there are local procurement provisions in all renewable
energy projects and ensure that the Latrobe Valley benefits through manufacturing
opportunities as the Star of the South project is progressed.
The Latrobe Valley has large areas of redundant coal overlays that need to be
removed to create business confidence in the region.
The Latrobe Valley community has paid for hosting large, polluting industries
through negative impacts on their health. The Valley is now Australia’s first Health
Innovation Zone. It now needs to include health and environment into planning so
that any new industry does not pose further risks to community health.
The Latrobe Valley could be funded to create more opportunities to retrain and train
workers in the renewable energy systems. It could become a learning hub for other
communities who are also undergoing transition from reliance on fossil fuels.

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
With the closure of Hazelwood, the LVA was created. The LVA could have been established
earlier, had the government accepted that the closure was imminent. The fact that the
Hazelwood management continued to deny that closure was imminent made planning
harder. Once established, the LVA was a critical piece of the Latrobe Valley transition. It
gave the workers and families an avenue to discuss the changes happening, to see a bigger
picture, and seek support to take the next steps in their futures. It offered opportunities to
retrain into jobs, including new opportunities in new sectors and industries. It created
opportunities for business, and provided support and training. The LVA continues to support
workers and the community.
There are some great examples that show that, with government support and a
commitment to working with communities, new opportunities can be created. One of the
clearest examples is that while Latrobe Valley lost a major industry with the Hazelwood
closure, which was followed by the Carter Harvey Holt closure 4 years later, we have seen
the unemployment rate drop significantly with new major developments taking place across
the valley. When Hazelwood announced the closure, the unemployment rate for Latrobe
Valley was 11.1% (as LVA report Dec 2019 details). With approximately 2,500 jobs created
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through the LVA, the unemployment rate has now dropped to one of the lowest since
privatisation (to 7.1%).
The LVA focuses on building upon existing work and momentum. It has a focus on investing
in the long-term prosperity of the region and providing more jobs and opportunities, to
ensure no one in the community is left behind during the next stages of transition. While
the Latrobe Valley transitions, it will continue to need both federal and state government
support. The LVA must be supported to continue its vital work of supporting workers and
the community as the larger energy transition takes place.
Investing in Care Work: Economic Diversification in the Latrobe Valley
We would like to make some additional suggestions about future economic diversification in
the Latrobe Valley.
The societal and economic transformation required to tackle the climate crisis presents an
opportunity for governments to help regions which are traditionally reliant on one
extractive industry’s income to diversify their economies. Fostering a diversity of industries
that give people secure and valued union jobs will result in a Latrobe Valley community that
is more resilient to the future challenges of climate impacts and economic changes.
A key industry that is essential to a strong and resilient Latrobe Valley community is care
work. It is a low-emissions sector that will always be required in any community,
encompassing all forms of care from birth to grave. The demand for care work is growing
substantially; between 2010 and 2020, the number of people using home care in Australia
tripled, permanent aged care residents increased by 13%, and the number of people using
transition care or respite residential aged care increased by over 50% (https://www.genagedcaredata.gov.au/Topics/People-using-aged-care).
It is also heavily undervalued and underpaid work, and often insecure in nature. This is due
to a combination of factors; primarily its female-dominated workforce and perception of
care work as ‘feminine’ work making it traditionally valued at less pay, as well as
privatisation resulting in more insecure, casualised jobs.
Additionally, workers in the care economy such as nurses are being saddled with increasing
responsibilities in high-pressure situations as climate impacts threaten more lives and
livelihoods. As is outlined in the Victorian Trades Hall Council’s Transitions from Crisis report
(2020, p 30): ‘Healthcare workers, particularly nurses, are now, in effect, first responders to
climate disasters. In some instances, as was the case with the 2019-20 bushfires, healthcare
workers found themselves in the position of being the victims of bushfires, while also being
expected to attend to other victims.’
•

Recommendation: FoE echoes the Victorian Trades Hall Council’s call in its
Transitions from Crisis report that the government invest heavily in femaledominated care sectors, including to make these sectors more climate resilient.
Strengthening these sectors will be vital to diversify communities like the Latrobe
Valley which are currently impacted by the economic transition away from fossil fuel
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extraction. Properly valuing this work will provide local economic and social benefits
and enhance overall community resilience to climate impacts and economic changes.
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