
 1  

 

May 26
th

, 2017 

 

Lynelle Briggs AO 

Chair 

Planning and Assessment Commission 

 

Open Letter to Chair of NSW Planning Assessment Commission 

re Apparent Serious Breaches of PAC’s Code of Conduct by Commissioners 

Affecting NSW Electricity Security 

 

Commissioner Briggs 

 

It appears that the PAC commissioners who approved the Biala wind farm committed a 

serious breach of the PAC’s Code of Conduct by failing to carefully consider the potential 

adverse effects of the wind farm on NSW electricity security.  

 

Given that the electricity system is the most critical infrastructure in the State, a breach of the 

Code of Conduct when deciding matters which affect that infrastructure, and in a way that 

may allow harm to that infrastructure, is extremely serious. 

 

It appears that the commissioners who recently decided on the Capital 2 wind farm have 

similarly breached the PAC’s Code of Conduct by likewise failing to carefully consider the 

potential adverse effects of the wind farm on NSW electricity security. 

 

I make this letter public for the following reasons.  If multiple senior members of an 

organisation act contrary to its avowed standards, the problem is typically the organisation’s 

culture.  After almost four decades of research on organisations, observing organisations and 

managements in action, and advising large organisations, I know that defects in an 

organisation’s culture are rarely fixed without external impetus. 

 

Since the PAC plays such a critical role in the State’s development, it is essential that its 

commissioners act wholly in keeping with its Code of Conduct and be seen to do so.  Because 

the PAC makes decisions on proposals that are or become part of the NSW electricity system, 

it is essential for the State that the PAC carefully considers all consequences, positive and 

negative, for the electricity system and electricity prices when making decisions on those 

projects. 

 

As detailed below, documents and advice provided by the PAC strongly indicate that for the 

projects mentioned above, and indeed some other intermittent power generation projects, 

commissioners have neither sought advice on nor carefully considered potential adverse 

effects on NSW electricity security from the projects they were determining or how those 

adverse effects might be mitigated. 

 

Perhaps you are able to explain to the Parliament and the people of NSW why it is not 

appropriate for the PAC to consider all potential consequences for NSW electricity supply 

when approving the addition of electricity generators to the grid.  Perhaps you are able to 

explain why failing to carefully consider those possible consequences is not a breach of the 

Commission’s Code of Conduct. 
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Unless you are able to provide a compelling explanation, it is surely incumbent on you to 

discipline all those who have breached the Commission’s Code of Conduct and to address the 

cultural or other factors which have allowed breaches to occur. 

 

The Planning Issue 

 

Wind farms, and indeed any major power plants, are wholly unlike any other projects 

considered by the PAC.  The reason is that they normally operate as part of a complex, 

integrated system, connected by the grid, where their outputs have to be continuously in 

synchronisation not just in terms of volume but in terms of particular characteristics (e.g. 

frequency and phase).  That synchronisation has to be on a second-by-second basis and when 

it fails there can be major consequences throughout the whole of the grid and the State. 

 

In addition, since the power plants connected to the grid compete economically, and 

“renewable energy” power plants are given a large subsidy, over time the plants with the large 

subsidies drive the others out of the system and, in so doing, may progressively degrade the 

robustness of the grid – since unlike traditional power plants, the subsidised power plants 

provide only intermittent and unpredictable supply and have other technical limitations. 

 

Further, most power plants added to the grid require some new transmission infrastructure 

and, in the case of intermittent power generators, may require addition of some form of 

backup capacity provided, usually, by another party.  Each of these components must 

ultimately be paid for by electricity consumers, even if the cost is not directly in money paid 

to the owners of the generating plant. 

 

All Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) and DAs about which the PAC makes its decision 

have a section which is supposed to outline the strategic justification for the project, as well as 

a section required to describe the consequences of alternatives to the project, including not 

proceeding with the project.  Those sections for wind farms, including the ones mentioned in 

this letter, routinely claim justification based on the amount of electricity that will be 

generated but also routinely make no reference to possible effects on electricity security or on 

electricity prices. 

 

The PAC determination reports, as is the case for Biala, routinely accept at face value the 

proponent’s assertions about the electricity to be generated and do not consider any potential 

adverse effects on electricity security or prices. 

 

It would seem incumbent on any planner considering the addition of a substantial electricity 

generating facility to the NSW grid that they examine the effect that addition would have on 

electricity security in NSW and on electricity prices, particularly given the known intermittent 

character of electricity from wind farms and some other generators; and that the evaluation 

would be a significant factor in their decision. 

 

The PAC has told us that the commissioners who approved the Biala wind farm did not 

consider the possible effects on NSW electricity security or NSW electricity prices and yet 

approved the project.  Consequently they appear to have breached the PAC’s Code of 

Conduct in multiple ways. 
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Proof of Non-Consideration 

 

A GIPA request was lodged by Dr Michael Crawford with the PAC as follows: 

“In relation to the PAC’s approval of the Biala wind farm (D446/16), please 

provide a copy of the documented evidence held by the PAC, upon which the 

PAC relied in this decision, which shows that the addition of further wind farms 

to the NSW electricity grid, and of Biala wind farm in particular, will pose no 

threat to the future stability and security of electricity supply in NSW.” 

 

The PAC response to that request (David McNamara, Director Secretariat, PAC, 24
 
May 

2017) declined to provide any information, stating: 

“All documented evidence held by the Commission and upon which the 

Commission relied for its approval of the Biala wind farm is available to 

download at the following website: 

http://www.pac.nsw.gov.au/projects/2016/12/biala-wind-farm” 

 

The documents at that website have been examined and contain no consideration of 

electricity security by either the PAC or the Department of Planning & Environment (DPE) 

in its recommendations to the PAC. 

 

It thus follows that the commissioners involved did not give any consideration to the effect of 

the proposed project on future NSW electricity security.  Nor indeed to the effect on NSW 

electricity prices1. 

 

The material held at the website address specified by Mr McNamara consists of three 

categories: 

• the assessment and recommendations by DPE to the PAC; 

• the PAC’s determination report and the formal consent document; and 

• submissions to the PAC by members of the public. 

 

Each of these has been carefully examined for any reference to electricity security or 

electricity prices (discussed in any form). 

 

Department of Planning & Environment Assessment and Advice 

 

There is no mention at all of electricity security in the Department’s submission and advice to 

the PAC.  The only mention of the grid is about the possibility of the Biala wind farm being 

able to physically connect to the grid given the resistance of locals to providing it with an 

easement to do so, and the local physical transmission capacity should a connection occur. 

 

The Department’s assessment and recommendations also contain no mention of electricity 

prices or the potential impact on electricity prices from approving Biala and other wind farms. 

 

                                                 
1 The GIPA request did not specifically refer to documentation on electricity price effects.  However, since the 

PAC’s GIPA response was that all documentation held and relied upon by the PAC is at the specified section of 

its website, the absence in that material of evidence and discussion about electricity price consequences is clear 

indication that it also was ignored in the PAC’s deliberation. 
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PAC Determination Report 

 

The only reference to electricity security in the PAC determination report is in an appendix 

which lists reasons members of the public gave for objecting to the proposal.  In that listing 

there is a single dot point “There has been a failure to determine the impact of the proposal on 

electricity grid security for NSW”. 

 

Note.  That reference is not a comment by the PAC but a note of a warning given to the PAC.  

The PAC report made no further mention of the matter.  It made no suggestions as to why the 

warning might have been invalid.  The report did, however, discuss a number of other reasons 

for objection given by the public.  It is, therefore, evident the PAC commissioners chose to 

totally ignore the matter of electricity security for NSW despite having been warned by 

members of the public. 

 

There is zero mention of NSW electricity prices in the papers prepared by the PAC.  They 

neither produce any evidence that there will be no adverse effect on NSW electricity prices 

nor any analysis by themselves or anyone else to show there will be no harm. 

 

Public Submissions 

 

One submission (by Residents Against Jupiter wind turbines (RAJwt)) provided extensive 

explanation of the potential threat to electricity security in NSW as a consequence of careless 

approvals of wind farms and advised that: 

“The PAC needs to defer consideration of this proposal until the Department of 

Planning has provided a well thought out, thoroughly investigated plan to ensure 

the placement of all future wind farms will minimise the risk to NSW electricity 

supply; and a set of conditions to be applied to the Biala wind farm which will 

ensure its approval will not in any way lead to a reduction in grid security.” 

(RAJwt submission, p. 4) 

 

The PAC did not defer until provision of such a plan and its published documents show it had 

no such plan or even any argued basis for believing there would be no adverse electricity 

security consequences from approving the wind farm. 

 

The RAJwt submission to the PAC mentioned the potential impact on electricity prices, 

stating: 

“if you are determined to inflict higher electricity prices on the people of NSW 

there are at least some things that can be done in planning to reduce the risks that 

accompany this policy” (RAJwt submission, p. 2) 

 

Summary re Biala Wind Farm Approval 

 

The PAC has admitted that its commissioners who approved the Biala wind farm obtained no 

informed expert advice on the potential impact of the wind farm on NSW electricity security 

and electricity prices. 

 

They did not seek any advice on conditions under which the wind farm could be added to the 

NSW grid so as to minimise any harm to electricity security and electricity prices. 
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Had they done so, it is conceivable they would have received informed, expert, documented 

justification as to why there is no problem, or how to mitigate any possible problems.  It is 

also possible they would have received informed expert advice that there is indeed a potential 

risk to NSW electricity security and electricity prices as a consequence of adding the Biala 

wind farm to the grid. 

 

It is the deliberate decision to not seek such advice which is the core of the apparent breaches 

of the Commission’s Code of Conduct and constitutes an ongoing hazard to the State of 

NSW. 

 

Approving the addition of an electricity generator to the grid without assessing the impact on 

future electricity security and prices is like approving a car for registration without checking 

its brakes or whether the tyres are bald. 

 

If every clerk in an RMS office and every auto mechanic knows not to register a vehicle 

without those checks, why do the much more highly paid PAC commissioners seem not to 

know the equivalent? 

 

Broader Context 

 

At the time of the PAC’s Biala determination (12 April 2017): 

• Everyone in Australia who could read a newspaper or watch TV or access online 

sources knew of the electricity blackouts in South Australia associated with its high 

proportion of wind generated electricity. 

• In October 2016, the Australian Government, for COAG, had established the 

Independent Review into the Future Security of the National Electricity Market under 

the Australian Government’s Chief Scientist Dr Alan Finkel.  That review was still 

under way at the time of the Biala wind farm PAC decision. 

• In February 2017, the NSW Energy and Utilities Minister Don Harwin established an 

Energy Security Taskforce chaired by the NSW Chief Scientist & Engineer in the light 

of perceived risks to electricity security in NSW.  At the time it was established, the 

Minister said “My top priority as Energy Minister is to ensure that we maintain a 

secure energy supply for the people of NSW in their homes and workplaces”2 

 

Note the word “security” which appears in the title of both of those reviews, and in Minister 

Harwin’s “top priority”. 

 

So, even without the warning given in submissions to the Biala PAC, anyone in NSW paying 

attention, and certainly anyone in an official planning role, had to be aware that there was 

some reasonable concern both in public and in official circles about electricity security for 

NSW and about the composition of the electricity production and distribution system. 

                                                 
2 http://www.chiefscientist.nsw.gov.au/latest-news/nsw-chief-scientist-And-engineer-to-head-up-new-energy-

security-taskforce 

Note.  On 22 May 2017 the Task Force issued details of an initial report and advice to the Minister, the first 

recommendation was “That the NSW Government, through the Premier and Minister, take a leadership role in 

COAG and the COAG Energy Council to encourage the states and Commonwealth to have a national policy 

approach to climate change and the integration of renewables within the National Electricity Market, to 

safeguard energy security and reliability. (emphasis added)” http://www.chiefscientist.nsw.gov.au/latest-

news/taskforce-recommends-nsw-government-take-steps-to-shore-up-energy-security-before-summer 



 6  

 

Consequently, anyone exercising due diligence in considering whether to allow the addition 

of a power generating facility to the NSW power system would ask the question “How will 

this affect the overall system, its stability and security, and the cost of its output?”  

 

The Biala PAC commissioners apparently deliberately refused to ask that question.  Life 

experience indicates that when people deliberately refuse to ask a pertinent question it is 

usually because they fear what the answer may be. 

 

The public and members of the NSW Parliament, in considering the conduct of the Biala PAC 

commissioners (and others), need to decide whether on the basis of the evidence, the 

commissioners were negligent in failing to consider possible adverse effects on NSW 

electricity security, or were even wilfully negligent in not doing so. 

 

PAC Code of Conduct 

 

The PAC’s code of conduct states PAC members are expected to 

“act honestly, ethically and responsibly; 

exercise a reasonable degree of care and diligence; and 

act in a way that enhances public confidence in the integrity of the role of the 

PAC in the planning system.” 

 

Further, point 2.4 in the code of conduct requires that 

“PAC members must take into consideration all relevant facts known to them (or 

that should reasonably be known to them) when performing their duties.” 

 

Given the public information and government action at the time of the Biala PAC 

determination, the PAC members should have reasonably known that adding intermittent 

power generators to the NSW grid might have some stability consequences.  It therefore was 

in their power to obtain analysis and professionally sourced evidence to be clear about the 

extent of risk were they to approve the proposal. 

 

We know they did not seek such analysis and evidence since the PAC has told us that 

everything upon which they relied is published on the relevant section of the PAC’s website 

and no such analysis or evidence is there. 

 

The logical conclusion is that the three PAC commissioners for the Biala wind farm: 

• failed to comply with point 2.4 of the Code of Conduct and “take into consideration all 

relevant facts known to them (or that should reasonably be known to them)” 

• consequently they failed to “exercise a reasonable degree of care and diligence” 

• thereby they failed to “act in a way that enhances public confidence in the integrity of 

the role of the PAC in the planning system” 

• and thus they also failed to act “responsibly”. 

 

Those conclusions flow from the evidence in the public domain.  It therefore appears the three 

PAC commissioners for the Biala wind farm are in breach of most of the main points in the 

PAC’s code of conduct. 
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Approval of Other Intermittent Power Generators 

 

A month after the decision on the Biala wind farm, the PAC released a decision to extend the 

lapsed approval for the Capital 2 wind farm.  In that case the determination also makes 

absolutely no mention of any consideration of the potential impact on NSW electricity 

security or electricity prices. 

 

The only mention of electricity security is in the summary of reasons given by the public for 

objecting to the proposal.  So on the reasonable assumption that the advice from the PAC’s 

David McNamara re the PAC’s Biala wind farm documentation is standard PAC practice, the 

three commissioners for the Capital 2 proposal also appear to have breached point 2.4 of the 

PAC’s Code of Conduct and consequently other parts of the Code of Conduct. 

 

Examination of the PAC determinations for Crudine Ridge, Rye Park and Yass Valley wind 

farms suggests the PAC’s Code of Conduct has been similarly breached in those cases. 

 

Thus there appears to be pattern of a culture consistently breaching the Commission’s 

published Code of Conduct.  I have not examined other types of projects for evidence of the 

same behaviour, so cannot say whether the apparent breaches of the Code of Conduct apply to 

all sorts of projects or are, for some reason, confined to wind farms. 

 

Summary 

 

The evidence from the PAC’s own documents of serious and repeated breaches of the 

Commission’s own published Code of Conduct is compelling. 

 

That evidence also shows it has repeatedly occurred on matters where the potential 

consequences for the people of NSW, as a whole, are of the highest order. 

 

It is surely your duty to: 

• discipline those who are guilty of breaches of the Code of Conduct; 

• explain to the Parliament of NSW how those breaches have been allowed to occur and 

how the PAC’s culture is to be repaired; 

• explain to the Parliament how the PAC will act to clarify potential harm done to NSW 

and its citizens through these breaches; and 

• explain to the Parliament the action needed to repair any harm. 

 

 
Dr Michael Crawford 

mcrawford.boro@gmail.com 

 

[Note.  You have my other contact details from the GIPA request referred to in this letter.] 

 

 

cc All members of NSW Parliament 

 Other interested parties 


