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Solar energy suffers
a loss of interest

Research and development into solar energy, in which Western Australia led the way, is in a mess.

According to experts
in the ficld, the state that
supposedly was leading
the way in solar cnergy
research and applcation
seems Lo have almost lost
mnlerest 1 the subject,

Certainly  its  public
sector has.,
In fact the state

government with its ded-
s10n o serap the Solar
Encrgy  Rescarch  In-
stitule of WA
(SERIWA) late last year
has virtually baled out of
the subject.

Develop
Comments made by
several sources have

been that the astion is a
long way from the state
povernment’s last elec-
tion platform that in-
cluded a determination
1o develop an encrgy
rescarch  institiute  that
wirild not only condut
tescarch but also have a
public information
dissemination service on
the subject.

The situation with
respect 1o public sector
fesearch in solar energy
i5 that the four man
reicarch um from the
original 4 man
SERIWA organisation
would have been  lost
hid it not been rescued
by Murdoch University,

And even with the
Urmiversity involvement,
there 15 some douhbt
hanging over the luture
of the team, and the
thouwiands of dollars
worth of equipment it
has.

Speak 1o authorities
on solar encrgy rescarch
i WA and you get con-
fusion,

Seck information on
alternative power
wources and inlormation
off solar elficient hous-
ing, 45 was going (o be
supplied, and is readily
available in most other
states of Australia and
there i3 an  almaghty
v,

Chairman af the Low
Encrgy Building Council
within the Housing In-
dustry Association, ar-
chitect, Garry
Baverstock describes the
sttualion in WA as an
almaghty micss.

“For a state with so
much potential for hous-
ing and buildings in
gencral to be encrgy effi-
cient, and for solar
cn:rgy to play a big |:1-.J.|:|
it is & erying shame,"™ he
said,

A Murdoch University
spokeiman told WABW
that the government had
elfectively put work in

WA on the solas feld on
the back burner,

He considered the at-
titude  surprising, bt
thought that with the
decrease in concern for
cngrgy at the moment
due to controlled ol
prices, solar energy pros
bably had less political
appeal than it once had,

Slashed

A representative  of
the State Energy Coime-
mission said he thought
the government had
slashed its budget hastily
during the nursing strike
late last year.

The government ap-
peared to have given lit-
|:11.: thought to details as
ministers made patchsup
promiscs and indicated it
wWas mercly re-
organisation rather than
the dropping of
SERIWA'S services.

In reality they pro-
bably didn't have the
slightest idea as 1o how it
would all be sorted out.

The suustion at the
moment i% that
SERIWA, which was in
cffect anm extension of
the State Energy Com-
mission is out of action
with the exception of
four members of dis

reacarch  and  develop-
ment unit.

This unit is having its
salaries paid by the SEC
untal the end of this year
when it is 10 be taken
over by Murdoch
University for inclusion
in ils energy research in-
stifute.

The University's
encrgy division is

primarily involved in
other encrgy  rescarch
areps,

It is racking the solar
rescarch unit on for a
minimum of fve years if
it can be virtually self
supporting by winning
research contracts from
oulside organisations.

With respect (o
SERIWA s equipment it
15 thought that some will
go to Murdoch while
much of it may be scrap-
ped.

An area presenling a
constant  headache for
the SEC 5 that of
SERIWA's previous ac-
tivity of giving the public
advice on & whole range
of alternotive ecnergy
topics as well as helping
with. designs of func-
tional energy  efficient
buildings.

Hundreds of requests
for advice are being

turmed away os  the
SEC"s advice on energy
beyond gas and electrici-
ty only extends to solar
haot water systems -
“"despite what the
povernment says,”" said
the Department officer.

Role
One SEC  staff
member, who prefers,

like the other govern-
ment emplovees, (o have
his name withheld, smd
it was probably never
imagined how many
gueries there would be
for information, and
probably the role thae
SERIWA  had under-
taken had never been
tully understood.

He said it was unfor-
tumate, a5 Murdoch
University has made it
definite that it does not
see ilsell as being a
general public informa-
Lian service,

The University gives
advice as Tar as is uswal
for an
pcademic/research ime-
stitution but will not go
inlo producing
brochures elc for every-
day public consumpiion
s SERIWA did,

The Murdoch Univer-
sity spokesman added to
the tale of woe, stating
that a significant loss to
Western Australia was

Solar search
lacks future

From Fage 1

SERIWA s cxpert
fcsting service whnch will
not be picked up by any
other organisation,

Mr  Baversiock, <o
author of a8  manual,
"Low Encrgy Buildings
i Aagstralia®®, which was
brought about by the
help of capial from

SERIWA smid he fel
chanaelling the remnams
of the organisation ino
an academac institulion
was really no direciion at
all.

“Apart from Keeping
people oocupied W s
unlikely 1o be accessible
io the public Tfor infor-
mabon and o stands a
good chance of heading
into directionless
rescarch with little prac-
tial apphication,.”” he
aand,

Awareness

Ar Baverstock said he
believed there hiad been
some  [fathings with
SERIWA among them a
fadlure 10 promote,
educate and create a
prealer awarenews of the
praciicalities of solar
cnergy in areas where it
ii economical wviable to

apply it.

He said it 100 had
sometimes been guiliy of

researching  into  high
technology and
mechanically  intriguing

devices, often wath liile
chance of economic
viability.



