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by Brian Toohey 
 
There is no sense in spending billions of dollars trying to guarantee the impossible – 
that the lights will always stay on. But this has not stopped government ministers, 
corporate executives and numerous commentators from pretending a particular 
source of power will always keep the lights on. Nor has it stopped journalists from 
repeatedly asking ministers to guarantee "the lights will stay on" in future. It might 
be tempting to claim that everyone understands it is impossible to deliver these 
promises, but much of the current debate is conducted on the premise that they 
don't. 

Serious power shortages can even occur when baseload power stations breakdown. 
When this happened on February 10 in NSW, it led to an enforced shutdown of the 
Tomago aluminium smelter. Regardless of the source of power, there is no way to 
ensure blackouts won't occur when wild storms cut the transmission lines, as 
occurred in South Australia late last year. There is nothing wrong with this. It's 
simply the reality. 

But Resources Minister Matt Canavan responded to the South Australian reality by 
saying by saying more coal-fired stations were needed to "keep the lights on" across 
Australia. Installing modern coal-fired stations would cost billions of dollars, but 
there is no guarantee that they would never break down and would somehow be able 
to deliver power over transmission lines that were out of action. More pertinently, no 
Australian corporation wants to build these stations as the cost is too high. 

The Australian reported on March 17 that some of Australia's largest energy 
companies are taking a different approach by calling for the federal government to 
"reward" baseload generators because they effectively "keep the lights on" when 
renewables are not producing power. They couldn't do so on February 10 when 
Australian Energy Market Operator figures show baseload generators were the 
biggest contributor to the severe supply shortages. 

AEMO subsequently reported that faults in gas supply lines and turbines, plus a 
range of problems with coal-fired stations. meant that the available supply from 
thermal generators was only 9408 MW compared to their installed capacity of 12,458 
MW. For solar, it was 132 MW versus 211 MW. For wind, it was 284 MW versus 651 
MW. Hydro held its end up by slightly exceeding its installed capacity of 2525 MW. 



Nevertheless, there is no guarantee that power from Malcolm Turnbull's proposed 
expansion of the Snowy Mountains' renewable energy hydro scheme will always be 
available. 

Yet Snowy Hydro chief executive Paul Broad claimed: "We know that in a 
decarbonised economy … the only way to keep the lights on is to turn the mighty 
Snowy on." Perhaps this was only a light-hearted quip, but hydro-power stations can 
break down and transmission lines from the Snowy can be cut. The proposed 
expansion will cost billions, but is unlikely to be cost-competitive. It requires 
extensive tunnelling for big pipes and excavation work for an underground power 
station – heavy engineering costs that are not usually associated with smaller 
pumped hydro projects and lithium ion and similar batteries or gas stations for 
"peaking power". 

The Australian Energy Market Commission is not immune to exaggerating what's 
possible. Last Thursday it issued a statement headed, "Keeping the lights on – 
consultation on new plan for power system security". The statement was about 
proposals to improve the "synchronicity" of renewable energy supplied to the grid. 
This may be fine, but it won't necessarily keep the lights on. A government regulator 
shouldn't not pretend it can. Although additional costs may be involved, batteries can 
be adapted to rapidly supply synchronous power. But this is not the same thing as 
meeting impossible demands to always keep the lights on. 

The exception may be power used by the small, but growing, number of premises 
with rooftop solar and batteries, or by connecting to power from a local area 
network. Even so, it's not clear that it matters a great deal if households and ordinary 
businesses without backup generators are occasionally inconvenienced by a blackout. 
 
 
Read more: http://www.afr.com/opinion/columnists/keeping-lights-on-cant-be-guaranteed-20170326-
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