




































Max Smart and Barbara Hutton 

What They Are and How to Set Them Up 
We would like to begin by discussing in detail a few of 

the reasons why we think people start up and enjoy runn­
ing food co-ops. 

• Anti-packaging. Almost all food sold through super­
markets, and to an increasing extent through other shops 
as well, is prepackaged. There is also a rapidly increasing 
and disturbing trend towards the use of plastics in the 
production of packaging. These empty plastic wrappers 
and containers cannot be recycled by the industries that 
produce them nor do they make good compost! At pre­
sent when food is bought in bulk it normally comes in 
either recycled cardboard or otherwise in useful sacks or 
tins. If co-op members then bring their own cannisters or 
recycled bags and containers when they come to the co­
op there is very little (if any) waste of valuable resources 
via packaging. 

The energy wasted on the produ,ction of packaging is 
on average about 8-10% of the total amount used in 
producing the goods, and this is without considering the 
energy used in distribution, retailing, and finally in dis­
posing of the packaging. Packaging not only wastes 
resources (trees and oil) but is also a waste of labour. 
Enormous amounts of time and money are put into the 
design and production of packaging - the packaging is 
in many cases purely for advertising purposes and not to 
protect the product during transportation. The wasted 
labour and resources could be used on more socially­
useful projects. 

• Over-processed food. Many people who are con­
cerned with the waste through packaging are also in­
terested in avoiding over-processed food. The processing 
of food has reached amazing proportions. 
• Commercially-produced orange juice sometimes con­
tains powdered oranges, artificial fibre, chemical! 
colourings, preservatives and synthetic vitamin C, and 
comes in a non-returnable plastic container which has 
limited uses when empty. Why do we need to use our 
valuable resources in industries which manufacture ar­
tificial food additives and non-returnable containers? Are 
these chemical food imitations better for our bodies than 
real food, i.e. the juice of a real live orange? After all we 
pay for the packaging and processing. 

• Self-Management. A food co-op can be located 
anywhere that suits its members. It can sell almost 
anything the members want it to sell, be open when it 
suits them, and in all other respects operate the way they 
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want it to. All of the members can play an active role in 
its running and share the work and its resulting benefits. 
Co-ops are normally a more relaxed and less competitive 
way to buy food than the local supermarket. They are 
usually more personalised as well. The quality, type and, 
within limits, the price of the food stocked ip the co-op 
can be determined by the members. 

Running a food co-op gives people some experience of 
sharing - the work and the food. The members are in­
volved in helping each other as well as themselves, and 
that helps develop a sense of community. 
• Keeping down food costs. It is usually cheaper to buy 
food from a co-op than from a shop. The co-op buys in 
bulk and therefore at a cheaper unit price. The co-op 
doesn't need to spend money on packaging or advertising 
(neon lights and media advertising). Depending on where 
it is located the co-op may not have to pay rent (e.g. spare 
room of a member's house?). Because it wouldn't be 
located in a main shopping centre the rent would never be 
as high as for a normal shop. If the members are sharing 
all of the work associated with the operation of the food 
co-op no wages need be paid. There would not be any 
profit margin built into the prices. 

Successful Food Co-ops 
There are many different ways of organizing a food co­

op because there are many groups of people with dif­
ferent needs. An individual group can work out the best 
form of organization for itself and this will prob-ably 
change as the co-op evolves. Here are a few examples of 
food co-ops that have worked well. 

A 15-Household Food Co-op 
The following is a day-by-day description of a suc­

cessful food co-op with about 15 households (approx 50, 
peopfe) participating. 1 

THURSDAY EVENING: People bring their 
households' weekly orders to a central house with their 
approximate value in cash, paper bags, and jars for honey 
and peanut butter. Also someone from the yoghurt­
making household prepares sufficient skim-milk from 
dried powder and yoghurt-starter to make 20 kg yoghurt 
after incubation overnight; average cost, a couple of cents 
per kg. (There's no reason why a household should not 
make bread as well). 

FRIDAY MORNING: Two or three people (rostered 
for the week) arrive to collate the.fruit and veg parts of 
all the orders into a master shopping list, and then head 

for the wholesale fruit and veg market in the co-op's 
truck (see 9 below). They park in one of the central 
aisleways. Here they check the various produce agents' 
stalls looking for the best value. Minimum quantity is 
usually a 20 kg bag or bushel box. Bargaining is accepted 
but usually at most 20-40 cents would be knocked off a 
$3 item, and some agents don't like it. As they purchase 
items, the buying team writes down the prices paid on the 
master shopping list. 

FRIDAY AFTERNOON: The morning's fruit and veg 
purchases are brought to a suitable room in the house of 
one of the co-op members, where the drygoods are stored 
in an old wardrobe and in plastic garbage bins (new). 
Some drygoods can be stored in lhe original boxes or 
packages and additional containers are not necessary. 
Two or three people from the rostered households weigh 
out the stuff into separate orders. The amounts may have 
to be varied e.g. if 100 apples were ordered, and a box 
of 125 bought, then each household must take (and pay 
for) a few extra. It helps to put soft things like tomatoes 
on top, similarly with drygoods. 

Now come the dreaded calculations - first working 
out the prices on the master list, and then pricing item_s 
and totalling on each order including 10% for extra costs 
- see 4 below. We use a printed form (see illustration). 
Rather than give change or collect extra money we keep a 
book with a weekly running balance for each house - the 
balance for any week is the surplus or shortage for the 
week added into the balance for the previous week. 

t.<c'b~ \WI\•~ -.~iii*~) (tleo\t, b1i""p U•1tb- C3rtol\S) -~--"-- ·i+ol I 
--l=lsl--. (w1tlt11 •'li,1~"1"'-,):'.orkr lw~i ... 1.\w~c~.:~ l'°s~\b~"') 

~~:~::(A(( I I I I 

l.ol\chl\ \t 
Mo\tol .... ',\:. 
, \'\u'tt ~t 

FRIDAY NIGHT /SA TU RDA Y: People collect their 
orders. 
DURING THE WEEK: Someone from the drygoods 
households (see 6 below) checks to see what items are 
running short, and goes to the appropriate wholesaler to 
buy, for example, 10 kg/drum of peanut butter, 20 
kg/bag of soybeans, 15 kg/box of sultanas, 25 kg/bag of 
wholemeal flour, 5 kg/wheatgerm, 10 kg/bag of rolled 
oats. Then a couple of people weigh out the appropriate 
items into 1 kg paper bags so that it's ready to go on 
Fridays. And every couple of weeks there's the big event 
of muesli mixing: it takes an hour or so for two people to 
mix a 20 kg batch, and it's really worth it because we save 
twenty or thirty cents a pound over supermarket/health­
food shop prices, and make better muesli. 

There's quite a lot involved as you've seen, but this 
work is divided amongst the 60 or so co-op members 
(imagine the number of individual trips to the shops that 
they would have to make instead). This means that nearly 
everyone has to have a weekday free about once a month, 
so for some types of household a different form of 
organisation would be required. Where a number of 
h9useholds have young kids at home, a· shared child­
rninding arrangement could be worked out to free people 
for going to the markets (and for any other reason on 
other days). 

Some of the problems we've faced (and more of less 
solved). 
I. Size. If the co-op's too small, each person has to work 
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every couple of weeks, and the combined buying power is 
not great enough for wholesale buying. If too large, there 
is too much work necessary on each market day, organis­
ing a roster is very hard, and the whole co-op becomes 
too impersonal and bureaucratic. Around ten to fifteen 
households, i.e. about forty to seventy people, seems to 
work. 
2. Responsibility . If the co-op depends on a very small· 
numbe'r of people for organising or anything else, then 
the aspect of cooperation is reduced and the whole thing 
falls apart if those people become unavailable for any 
reason . Therefore the co-op has to be fairly simply 
organised, and everyone encouraged to learn how 
everything works (and to get to know one another). 
3. Trust. If you're not prepared to trust everyone a little, 
you're not ready to join a co-op. We've found that there 
are almost no money problems, and that nearly every 
household does its fair share. 
4. Money. A certain amount of capital is needed in order 

, to have drygoods (groceries) in stock - $1 per adult in 
our case. For the weekly orders, each household supplies 
the approximate value in cash with the order. Rather 
than give change or charge extra when the order is picked 
up, a running balance for each household is kept in a 
book (see illustration). Ten per cent is added to each 
order to cover losses and spoilage, transport costs and 
duplication order forms, and gradually to increase 
available capital for drygoods. 
5. Space. The households must be. reasonably close to a 
central storage and sorting place, and that place must be 
reasonably close to the markets or other source of food. 
There must be room for a drygoods storage cupboard 
and for sorting the orders on Fridays - an enjoyable 
chaotic process. 
6. Sharing the work. The major part of the work for our 
co-op is on Fridays, collating orders, buying fruit and 
vegetables, and sorting the orders, so we have a roster 
with ten houses in groups of two or three over four weeks. 
The rest of the work - buying drygoods, mixing muesli, 
and weighing out everything into 0.9 kg bags - is done 
by the remaining three or four households as required, 
and when convenient for them. Small households con­
taining only one or two members can take on such jobs as 
yoghurt-making. 
7. Quality. Some fruit and vegetables can be obtained at 
extremely low prices after they've begun to perish. We 
find that nothing is good value if it will rot within a cou­
ple of days, and prefer to buy reasonably good produce at 
a fair price, knowing that it will last un.til it is eaten. 
8. Finding sources. There are well-known wholesale 
sources of fruit and vegetables in most cities and towns, 
although they may have different methods of operation. 
Finding suitable drygoods wholesalers may be more dif­
ficult - use the phone book, ask friendly retailers (e.g. 
wholefood shops), inquire of wholesalers for sources of 
items they don't carry themselves, and ask other co-ops if 
you know of any. 
9. Transport. After eighteen months of hassles over tran­
sport when we tried using co-op members' oddly assorted 
collection of vehicles to carry the food from· the markets, 
we finally l,ought a co-op truck. This is half owned by 
one of the members and half by the co-op as a whole. The 
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agreement is that the truck must always be available for 
the co-op's use on Fridays. At other times, it is used by 
the part-owner, and it is also available for use by other 
members when he is not using it. 

The above description of organizing a food co-op may 
seem slightly complex. However, it is not at all that way 
once the system has been tried. The detailed accounts 
need to be kept only if fresh fruit and vegetables are 
bought. As these are very perishable it is imperative to 
have people's money in advance so that if any food is not 
cgllected it is the individual household (and not the co­
op) that loses. Because of their perishability fruit and 
vegetables have to be purchased every week. This may 
seem like a lot of work but buying collectively can actual­
ly save work if each household does its share. Of all pos­
sible problems with co-ops the greatest is that some peo­
ple do not do their share of the work and we strongly 
recommend the use of rosters to overcome this. 

A Friends of the Earth Co-op 

Another food co-op that has survived is the Friends of 
the Earth co-op in Melbourne. 

It started up with someone just selling honey and the 
range of food available expanded as the number of people 
who joined expanded. Each new member paid $5.00 to, 
join, which meant that additional things could be bought. 
People still use the co-op as a place where they can sell 
produce (e.g. bread and cakes) or give away things like 
lemons if they have a surplus from their garden. 

The goods are sold at slightly above cost price. The 
money the co-op makes goes back into expanding the 
range of goods and paying the rent. Some of it also goes 
to pay one person to work full-time minding the co-op. 

He is paid only about the equivalent of unemployment 
benefits, and is assisted by people who work in a volun­
tary capacity either refilling containers of food or 
minding the co-op. Even now it would not require, 
someone to work full-time if more people were prepared. 
to help on a regular basis, but it needs someone to work 
full-time if people can ' t be relied on to come in regularly . 

The members of the co-op bring their own containers 
and serve themselves, but there has to be someone in the 
co-op to take the money. The people weigh out the food 
for themselves and work out how much it costs. Oc­
casionally we check it to make sure they aren't cheating. 
You can trnst most people but there are some who will 
try to rip it off. A food co-op at Nimbin went broke 
because people just didn' t pay for all the food they took. 

Now we stock a variety of nuts, dried fruit, herbs and 
spices . We have bulk honey, peanut butter, vegemite, 
tahina, assorted seeds and legumes. We don't have things 
that are perishable. People will buy perishable things like 
fruit, vegetables and bread if they're there on a regular 
basis, but if they're only there once in a while they'll go 
stale because people don't know about them and can't be 
sure of getting them consistently. 

This co-op is very different from the one already men­
tioned. The members do not have to work out a list of 
what they waqt in advance: they just come in and pay for 
whatever they take from the bulk containers there. The 
co-op is open every day, so they can come in any time. 

The co-op can now pay someone to keep it open full­
time, but it took several months (during which people 
worked for nothing and the rent was free) to get it es­
tablished. There are at least 150 households in the co-op 
and a lot of money ·changes hands but it still could not 
pay award wages and depends on having a person who 
will run it on very low wages. 

Food co-ops run by colleges and universities are better 
off in some ways because they have a bigger organisation 
backing them up. 

Another Kind of Food Co-op - Melbourne 
University 

The food co-op at Melbourne University has a small 
group of members who help with the work and there are 
also two people paid shop-assistant rates who work on it 
full-time. The students' union put in the money to start 
the co-op. It buys food in bulk and sells to anyone around 
the university . Members get their food 10% cheaper than 
other people because they participate in running the co­
op and put work into it. 

Solar Transmission (Aust.), 
Tel. (03) 96 1974 

Let the sun charge your batteries. 
Ideal for all remote areas: 
Lights, pumps, radios etc. 

12 VOLT FROM 145 (plus tax if applic.) 

write to: 24 Windale St, Dandenong 3175 

There is no profit margin, and normally no packaging; 
however, if people don't bring their own paper bags they 
have to pay for them. Because this co-op sells to non­
members it has to observe rules and regulations which 
would apply to a normal shop (things like providing a 
sink and shelving so that no sacks of food are left on the 
floor etc.). 

Starting Up a Food Co-op 

The basic idea is that everyone pays a membership fee, 
which provides the capital to buy the goods. Some money 
is needed to start with because goods must be paid for as 
soon as they're delivered, whereas it might take a couple 
of weeks to sell a large bag of flour and get the money 
back, and it might take months to sell a bag of spice: 

You can't sell direct to people who come in off the 
street. To avoid complicated rules and regulations con­
nected with running a shop, the co-op can only serve its 
members and not the public. The members put in the 
money and share the benefits: it's not strictly the same as 
buying and selling. 

Stock 

When deciding what the co-op should stock it is a good 
idea to ascertain what can be bought freshly and at 
reasonable prices without collective buying . These are the 
things the co-op needn't bother with initially; start off 
with things that are hard to get or expensive when bought 
from retail shops. For example, pure unrefined honey, 
direct from the apiarist, is hard to get. Quite often the 
dried fruit sold in shops is old, so fresh dried fruit is 
another thing worth stocking. Bulk cooking oil is 
something else you can save quite a lot of money on . 

By starting with these things people will immediately 
see the benefits of collective buying. The product range 
can always be extended to cover the more basic items 
later on. Furthermore, if the co-op has problems people 
are more likely to persevere if they get things through the 
co-op which they can't get from ordinary shops at similar 
prices. 

RED LIGHT FOR YELLOW CAKE is the first 
single publication to giwe the facts about 
Australian uranium mining and its global 
implications. 

Presented in non-technical language , it looks at: 
URANIUM MINING - a history of pollution 

and Aboriginal oppression and the prospect of 
I worse to come. 

THE FOX REPORT - what it really said . 

NUCLEAR REACTORS - a spotted safety 
record and the potential for horrendous disaster. 

Nuclear proliferation, waste leakage, nuclear 
terrorism ... 

... and many other key issues. 

RED LIGHT FOR YELLOW-CAKE IS 
AVAILABLE FROM LEADING BOOK­
SHOPS AND NEWSAGENTS AND 
FROM FRIENDS OF THE EARTH 
OFFICES. 
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Drygoods versus Perishables 
The basic differences between stocking drygoods (e.g. 

rice, flour, sultanas, sugar, dried fruits and nuts, herbs) 
and fruit and vegetables are: 
I. Drygoo_ds may require storage space - depending 
upon quantities bought and the number of households in 
the co-op. 
2. Fruit and vegetables can be divided between the co-op 
members immediately after purchase and will not need 
storage space. 
3. Drygoods can be purchased on, say, a monthly basis 
whereas fruit and vegetables need to be purchased week­
ly. 
4. Fruit and vegetables have varying appeal to different 
people so buying by rhe case can be difficult unless there 
is a minimum of 15 households involved . Drygoods have 
wider appeal and fewer households can share these items 
as they stay fresh much longer . 
Running the Co-op 

Working people who can't take a day off to do the 
marketing will have problems in running a food co-op. 
They could possibly do the shopping on a Saturday 
morning. Perhaps a better idea would be to buy stocks 
through another food co-op which is 'a lready in ex­
istence. They could arrange to pick up the food afte r 
hours (since food co-ops can stay open as long as they 
like) . A list of some existing food co-ops is given at the 
end of this article. If you are thinking of setting up a co­
op we strongly recommend that you talk to someone 
from one of these co-ops. They ca n tell you which 
wholesalers are cheapest and help in other ways. 

When the co-op starts ordering really big quantities of 
goods the wholesalers will deliver, however , wholesalers 
do not like dealing with small quantities of goods. This is 
another reason why food co-ops should work together, 
sharing bulk supplies. 
Food Co-ops for Isolated Communities 

At this stage there are not many food co-ops in opera­
tion in Australia (as far as we know) and they are mostly 
situated in universities and other areas where people have 
access to good food anyway. However, if food co-ops 
spread to areas where people are a long way from fresh 
fruit and vegetable markets etc, they could have a great 
effect on people's lifestyles. There have been suggestions 
of setting up food co-ops for people in Housing Commis­
sion flats, where mothers may have several· children and 
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can't go "ery far afield to shop. Tliey are forced to buy 
their food from the nearest supermarket or from corner 
stores where the food is very expensive. Their main 
problem is lack of space: they have no room to store 
anything . However, if they could organise a food co-op it 
could work very well, with so many households living 
together, and the food co-op could help to develop a sense 
of community among the people living in the flats. 

Many Aboriginal settlements are in remote a reas , 
where it is difficult to get supplies of fresh vegetab les, 
fruit and rneat . The Aborigines at Lake Tyers buy most 
of their food from a shop which sells only white bread, 
tinned food etc. and no fresh vegetables. Many 
Aborigines have grown up on a diet based on white flour 
and sugar because of this remott;ness . Food co-ops could 
help to provide them with better food at lower prices 
(depending on what they want to eat of course) . 
Aborigines at Lake Tyres who are attempt ing to run 
farms could sell their own produce through the co-op . 

If food co-ops ever do get established in the outer sub­
urbs and among underprivileged people they wi ll 
probably be very different from those that are operating 
now. They may emphasise saving money, rather than 
buying health foods, and will stock completely different 
kinds of food. The most important thing about a food co­
op is not how it runs or what it sells, but that it is run for 
the benefit of the people who are using it. 
Some Co-ops and Semi Commercial Ven­
tures in Australia 
South .4 ustralia 
"Clear Light", Rundle Street, Adelaide. 
Queensland 

Grirfith University has a food co-op. There is a lso a 
vegetarian food shop called Whole Foods on the corner 
of Jones St and Milton Road, Auchinflower. 
Victoria 

As well as Melbo.urne University, Monash has a co-op 
(The Pantry). Friends of the Earth, Ballarat ( I 03 Raglan 
St, South Ballarat), and Friends of the Earth , Carlton 
(51 Nicholson St), have food co-ops. 

There are several others in existence in Victoria and 
other States. Try asking at universities and colleges. 

Notes: 
I. This account was first published in the 
A lternative Pink ~ages, Sydney. 

The Bun yip is found in Aboriginal 
legends and numerous 'sightings' by 
early colonists. The creature's 
physical appearance has never been 
rightly agreed upon. 

Never had there been such a dry. 
The blue-green hues of the land's 
vegetation had long since turned a 
lifeless brown. Ranchers could only 
stand and watch their cattle die of 
thirst, farmers their crops. And drink 
their beer in the pubs cursing the 
hellish weather. 

It was hard times for the bush 
animals as well. Kangaroos, dingos, 
cockatoos, all suddenly became 
equals, all -sharing the same enemy: 
thirst, lack of food, death. No animal 
was spared, not even the Bunyip. The 
cool dampness of the billabong, 
where it lived for decades in content­
ment, was slowly drying up, leaving 
its Square-lipped Rhinoceros-shaped 
body exposed to the hot blaze of the 
sun's rays . The crayfish and frog's 
eggs it usually fed on were vanishing 
with the waters. The Bunyip's Scaly­
tailed Possum-like belly was now a 
thin strap, the ribs taking the space 
where muscles used to be. Its mouth 
filled with the fluid of juiceless saliva; 
its eyes with desperation and despair. 
Tortured by hunger, badgered by 
heat, the Bunyip slowly, reluctantly, 
almost sensing its doom, made its 
way out of its home into the warm, 
cool night. 

Its two Hawaiian Monk Seal-like 
fins were not used to the hard, stony 
land, so going was slow. 

After running many miles, the 
Bunyip stopped to rest its Tiger 
paws. Suddenly, its keen sense of 
smell picked a scent out of the air, 
life - food! 

On it flew, over the miles of barren 
land, past hundreds of dry river beds, 
the stretch of its California Condor­
like wings silhouetted against the 
black sky. Straining its Galapagos 
Hawk-like eyes to see what its Black­
footed Ferret sensitive nose said was 
there. Finally, it spotted its quarry, 
livestock pens, scattered around a 
small cluster of houses, shops, and a 
pub. 

BUNYIP 
by ~ICHARD LITKE 

The Bunyip stopped its Southern 
Sea Otter movement when it reached 
the pub's light. Cursing and swearing 
over their bad luck with the weather, 
the ranchers and farmers stood 
drinking. A man slams his fist into 
the cheek of another man and a fight 
begins. 

The Bunyip felt that this was the 
time to move. It carefully chooses its 
prey out of the animals in the pens. 
There in the corner, a small calf. The 
Bunyip's sharp Asiatic Lion-like 
claws would soon have the infant in 
their grasp. 

Suddenly, a bang and a pain tears 
into the Bunyip 's Leadbeater 

Possum-like body. A voice, then 
another, and still more yelling, all 
coming towards it. Another shot and 
the Bunyip is running. It ran over 
hills, across the dry cracked mud of 
river beds, and still it ran until ex­
hausted it laid on a ridge top to rest. 
No l9nger feeling hunger, only the 
constant throb in its side. It looked 
up, the moon came out from behind 
'a cloud and touched the head ot the 
Bunyip with its reddish light. Death 
was at hand. 

The peacefulness of the night wind 
was broken only by the sounds of 
barking dogs, followed by voices 
yelling. The Bunyip picked its Polar 
Bear-like head up towards the hazy 
disk in the sky and let out one long 
last howl. 

A light flashed on the Bunyip and 
then another. A noise ripped through 
the night and into the Bunyip's body. 
And another and still another. 
Cheering was heard with every hit . 
Seeing it was dying, the dogs were set 
loose on it. The Bunyip closed its 
eyes. 

Having killed the Bunyip, they tied 
a rope to its Gaint Sable Antelope­
like tail and dragged it by horse back 
to town. The men bragged who shot 
it first, they joked, they sang, they 
drank, they congratulated 
themselves on killing it, they were 
happy they had something to divert 
their attention to and forget about 
the weather. None of them saw the 
blurred eyes in the dead Bunyip's 
head. Only the radiance of the far off 
mountains and gentle blowing night 
wind took any notice of the Human­
like body the men dragged along 
behind them. 

For all creatures endangered of ex­
tinction: 
Square-lipped Rhinoceros 
Scaly-tailed Possum 
Hawaiian Monk Seal 
Tiger 
Caiif ornia Condor 
Galapagos Hawk 
Black-footed Ferret 
Southern Sea Otter 
Asiatic Lion 
Leadbeater Possum 
Polar Bear 
Gaint Sable Antelope 
Human Beings. 
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BOOK REVIEW 
SOLAR ENERGY 

Senate Standing Committee on 
National Resources. 
Australian Govt. Pub. Service. 
Canberra, /977. 92pp, $2.80 

In so far as this report from six 
honourable Senators will help usher 
in the solar age, it might as well be 
burnt one cold day as a renewable 
source of heat. 

The dominant chord is one of pes­
simism. One by one, the hallowed 
'alternative technologies' - solar 
heat, wind and solar electricity, wave 
and tidal power, bio-conversion -
are cursorily cross-examined, dismis­
sed as technically unproven, and/or 
(worse still) 'not economically 
viable', and then put into the 'wait. 
until next century' basket. 

The report correctly identifies the 
imminent exhaustion of Australia's 
oil reserves as the most urgent energy 
problem confronting this country 
and correctly reaches the conclusion 
that renewable liquid fuels such as 
alcohol from certain plants won't be 
any help in meeting the shortfall 
when the crisis hits in the 1980s. 

The report holds there is no im­
mediate problem in other areas of 
energy supply: Australia has enough 
coal and natural gas to supply 
electrical and heat energy well into 
the 21st century. It concludes the 
need for solar energy in these sectors 
is not that urgent. 

These two conclusions have lulled 
the committee into a pessimistic and 
complacent attitude as to the 
ur gency ot dep l oying solar 
technologies in Australia. "Solar 
energy will not make any significant 
contribution to Australia's energy 
needs before the end of the century," 
it asserts. 

With regard to natural-gas 
reserves, there is certainly no room 
for complacency . The committee as­
sumed (presumably) that Northwest 
She l f reserves would be used 

throughout Australia, whereas we 
now know that 53% will be exported, 
and the rest consumed in Western 
Australia. Even Doug Anthony ad­
mits shortfalls in gas supply could 
come in the latter half of the 1980s. 

Australia does have a lot of coal, 
but if (as seems likely) synthetic oil is 
won from coal to offset oil imports, 
and doubts about the quality and ac­
cessibility of man~ deposits turn into 
facts·, we shouldn t be complacent in 
this area either. 

The committee adopts a neutral to 
negative stance even to proven uses 
of solar energy. For example, they 
reject the idea of subsidies and tax 
concessions to both producers and 
consumers of solar space and water 
heating equipment for domestic and 
commercial use. 

Revealingly, however , the report 
acknowledges that "some electric 
authorities actively discriminate 
against solar water heaters by dis­
qualifying them from offpeak con­
cessions and tariffs." Sensibly, the 
committee recommends that "the 
Commonwealth and State Govern­
ments establish a common approach 
for determining electricity tariffs for 
domestic hot water installations," 
and suggests "rates applicable to , 
solar water heaters be set after a 
study is made of the impact of solar 
hot water heaters on existing rate 
structures of the State electricity 
authorities." 

Another pos1t1ve proposal which, 
if implemented, would improve the 
relative economics of many AT 
devices is that electricity authorities 
should cost the coal they use at its 
market value, not according to the 
cost of simply digging it out of the 
ground. The report notes that 
electricity authorities would come up 
with very different off-peak rates or 
delete them entirely in the interest of 
preserving their coal for future 
generations. 

Of all the potential applications of 
solar energy, the committee is most 
enthusiastic about the use of low­
temperature (60 - 20°C) solar 
process heat for industry . The in­
teresting new solar collectors for the 
production of this higher-grade heat 
(the cascaded flat plates of CSIRO, 
and the evacuated glass tubes of 
Philips, University of Sydney, and 
NSW Institute of Technology) were 
noted, as was the CSIRO's submis­
sion that "there is no technological 
reason why some 40% ot Australia's 
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heating needs for industry, com­
merce and homes could not be 
provided from solar collectors by the 
end of the century" - hardly an 'in­
significant quantity'. 

But again the final words were 
negative: "For the present, given the 
availability of cheap natural gas, 
pricing policies of electricity 
authorities, which provide discounts 
for bulk users, and competition 
b e t w e e n S't a t e G o v er n m e n t 
authorities to attract industry to par­
ticular regions, solar heat generating 
systems seem uneconomic for most 
applications ." 

The committee continues limply: 
"Industrial applications of solar 
energy will be taken up when they 
become economic." It is completely 
unwilling to suggest that Govern­
ments should intervene with sub­
sidies, tax concessions or other finan­
cial incentives to encourage use of 
so lar energy. 

One way to raise this money would 
be by a resource tax on all non­
renewable fuel sources and minerals, 
imposed at a level calculated ac­
cording to a resource's abundance 
and rate of depletion . This would 
serve the double-edged purpose ot 
raising the price of non-renewable 
fuels and promoting energy conser­
vation, while stimulating a 
changeover to renewable sources of 
energy supply. 

If today's economics make alter­
native energy sources look hopeless, 
it's the economics that are crook not 
the alternatives! 

The committee calls for a national 
energy policy, and · an Australian 
Energy Commission to . ove_rsee 
energy Rand D generally. Unless the 
Government and this Commission 
are willing to tackle fearlessly the 
problems of removing economic and 
other barriers to use of solar energy, 
I can't see these measures being 
much use. 

On one point I wholeheartedly 
agree with this report: "The success 
in meeting timescales to develop and 
introduce new technologies will de­
pend entirely on political sagacity 
and the vigour with which the 
problem is faced." 

That's true. That's why we're pes­
simistic about relying on central 
government action to lead us 
towards a sunny future. 

John Andrews 
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