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Dear ~~~

,

RE: Inquiry into Tackling Climate Change in Victorian Communities

As the State Member of Parliament for the Morwell electorate, I welcome the opportunity
provide a submission to the Legislative Assembly, Environment and Planning Committee's
Inquiry into Tackling Climate Change in Victorian Communities.
Tackling climate change and reducing the impact to our communities are significant issues
our leaders face here and indeed around the world. I commend the Victorian Government for
consulting with a wide range of stakeholders to understand the impact of this issue and the
challenges posed to a wide range of Victorians. Understanding the effects and what is
currently being done in terms of mitigating these challenges, will be valuable information for
years to come.
The topic of climate change and transition is of particular interest to a significant number of
individuals, families, services and businesses in the Morwell electorate to which I am proud to
represent. That is because many organisations make a correlation between coal fired
electricity generation and climate change. The Latrobe Valley has been the State's centre of
brown coal fired electricity generation, since the original Yallourn Power Station first
commenced production in 1928. For nearly a century, the power generation industry has been
our major employer and business partner.
We are proud of this history, and of the fact that our region continues to provide electricity for
homes and businesses all over Victoria and beyond. But we also recognise that the State and
the nation's reliance on coal-fired electricity is changing . We trust that the Victorian
Government will work closely with their Federal counterparts regarding clean-energy
transition, as this will affect many areas around Australia like our electorate, given that these
adjustments often incur large-scale job losses around the industry's wind-up.
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This is important, given our region currently sits uncomfortably high in unemployment data
when compared with the rest of the State and Australia. We have towns that are continually
over represented when it comes to high levels of unemployment, for example, the township of
Morwell has recently held an unemployment percentage rate between 15-20% and the
Moe/Newborough area 10-13%, since Hazelwood Power Station closed prematurely in March
2017.
This is despite Government investment into transitioning ex-Hazelwood workers into new
employers, or new industries. In fact, two years following the closure, the Governments own
statistics regarding the current employment status of those workers and contractors who lost
their jobs in the closure, are alarming:
•
•
•

185 are identified as still actively looking for work
307 are employed in casual roles
35 are employed in part-time roles

More poignant however, is the human collateral - workers who have had to leave young
families behind to pursue work interstate, the emotional burden of long-term financial distress
and the feeling of failure that comes with long-term joblessness. Those pursuing the early
closure of our remaining Latrobe Valley Power Stations allegedly for climate change purposes,
need to understand the human impact that will be felt in my electorate. In addition is the reality
of increasing costs of energy to consumers and threats to Victoria's security of energy supply,
which was so obvious post the closure of Hazelwood Power Station.
Encouraging business investment to shift our region towards being a hub for clean energy and
renewable jobs is an admirable pursuit; however initiatives of this nature take time. For
example, an electric car manufacturing facility that was announced for Morwell is not due to
be established until 2021 at the earliest. This will be over four years post Hazelwood closing
its doors. In addition, these opportunities often mean a transition to lower quality employment.
A relevant policy to climate change is of course, the Government's Victorian Renewable
Energy Targets (VRET) policy. I personally believe that as legislators, it is paramount that we
have a renewable target to achieve in relation to tackling the issue of climate change. I also
firmly believe that this target should be responsibly set, and that the outcomes of achieving
them - both positive and negative - must be planned for and mitigated for the long-term.
Modelling should be completed showing all modes of energy into the grid to determine the
effects on these distinctly different industries. The recent Independent Experts Panel's Interim
Emissions Reductions Targets for Victoria (2021-2030) stated on page 15:
"Transition of the electricity sector will be critical to achieving interim targets in 2030. The
electricity generation sector accounted for more than half of Victoria's emissions in 2016
and, following the retirement of the Hazelwood power station, is projected to still account for
42% of the State's emissions in 2020".
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The Expert Panel also cautioned that:
" .. .careful planning by the Victorian Government will be required".

Community leaders have long been calling for vigilantly planned and forward thinking
transition that is supported across all levels of Government and Departments. Remarkably
observed by a 2018 Parliamentary Intern Report titled 'Beyond the Latrobe Valley':
''There have been over 120 policy reports since 2007 on the economic future of the
Gippsland region, with most receiving funding from Regional Development Victoria ".

Further to this, a recent IRRC CFMMEU Mining and Energy report discussed that;
"CommunHies grow around power stations and the mines that supply them. They are unique
communities bonded in many cases by history, geography, difficult and dangerous working
conditions and good unionised jobs. They are also uniquely vulnerable in their heavy
dependence on the coal power industry".

The report also highlighted that fragmented and reactive responses to industry transition are
ineffective and inherently dangerous. Only regions where there is evidence of long-range
forward planning, investment into industry diversification and staggering of mine closures have
been successful in their transition away from a reliance on coal.
For there to be a successful transition for my vulnerable electorate, the Government will need
to look to key regions around the world where movement away from fossil fuel energy
production has been successful, and learn from these examples. There is no excuse for this
change to fail.
Beyond the focus on the energy industry are challenges in the areas of transport and farming.
Certain advocacy groups seemingly are so focused on closing Latrobe Valley power stations
but have ignored rising emissions in both farming and transport industries.
In regional areas a reliable and efficient public transport system is essential. Unfortunately
Gippsland V/Line services are the complete opposite. Given that is the case more people are
using vehicles as a mode of transport due to the unreliability of public transport services.
Gippsland commuters are continually cancelled , delayed and replaced and it appears despite
significant investment along the line, there will be no improvement to travel times even after
this investment is completed.
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So many commuters quote the following, "why do we pay more to travel less distances on
inferior services". I can't disagree with such an assessment. Whilst other major regional
centres such as Geelong, Ballarat and Bendigo have dedicated rail lines into Melbourne the
same can't be said for the Gippsland line. If we are serious about tacking climate change and
reducing pollution from vehicles then we need real investment in Gippsland's public transport
system and ensure more people utilise our rail network in lieu of vehicles.
In terms of farming, Central Gippsland farmers are experiencing prolonged drought conditions
and their hardships are heart-breaking. Many state that this is the worst drought they have
experienced over a period of decades -despite recent rains. Whilst I will leave with others to
determine if such conditions are attributable to climate change , the reality on the ground is
one of little or no water and feed. I'm sure during this inquiry there will be some focus on
reducing emissions on large scale farming industries, however I'm personally concerned for
the welfare of small and medium farming enterprises and their families.
I remain disappointed on behalf of my local farming families that they are excluded from a
number of Government drought assistance programs. To apply an arbitrary municipal
boundary to those who can access assistance is not necessarily the most appropriate or fair
method in my opinion. I have farmers in my electorate who are not eligible for assistance yet
their neighbour across the road is because they reside in a different municipality. That is
despite conditions at both properties being the same. Whilst I acknowledge Governments are
not able to click their fingers to make it rain, I also find it difficult that a municipal rate subsidy
is not in place given such a program was in place in 2008 - yet the current drought according
to local farmers is far worse than then.
I do see evidence that locally, the Government is investing in converting public infrastructure
to energy efficient buildings, such as the Gippsland Regional Aquatic Centre (GRAC) having
geothermal heating within its construction . Also, Latrobe City are making a municipality-wide
switch to energy-saving light bulbs which reduce emissions and save electricity costs. These
changes are necessary, as Governments need to lead by example when it comes to
construction and implementation changes to reduce climate change contributions.
As a community leader of a proud regional area who is facing a complete transition away from
its major industry as a result of our need to address climate change , I implore this consultation
to consider how to best support communities that will bear the brunt of these changes. The
Latrobe Valley will require large-scale, long-term, consolidated, collaborative planning to
ensure the move away from brown-coal fired energy production can be a positive and smart
step in our regions history. This support must be targeted and consolidated - not one that
has over 120 policy documents and approaches.
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In closing, I believe that the community sentiment mirrors the concerns of the Government:
climate change needs to be addressed. The Victorian communities that have been built
around the State's energy needs in the past, will need to be supported in creating their future
and transitioning them needs to be a coordinated approach as part of any Government policy.
Thank you for consideration of this submission as enclosed and good luck with your
deliberations.

Sincerely,

Russell Northe 1 MLA
Member for Morwell
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