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SUBJECT/S: Helen Haines, Snowy 2.0

HOST SALLY SARA: Kristy McBain is the Federal Minister for Emergency Management, Regional Development, Local Government and Territories, and is the Federal member for Eden-Monaro in NSW. The Snowy Hydro project spans part of her electorate. Kristy McBain joined me earlier. Minister, welcome back to Radio National Breakfast.

MINISTER FOR REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT, LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND TERRITORIES, KRISTY MCBAIN: Good morning. Good to be with you.

SARA: Before we talk about Snowy 2.0, this week, of course, politicians around the country have been grappling with safety concerns after the independent MP for Indi, Helen Haines, was struck by a vehicle outside of her electorate office. You're a regional member as well. How do you reflect on the events of this week and the safety issues that have been raised?

MCBAIN: Well, first and foremost, our thoughts are with Helen. She's a formidable woman and no doubt her family, friends and her team around her have found this week really difficult. But we know one thing about Helen, and that is she's a real fighter. I have no doubt that she'll pull through this and she'll go on to do more extraordinary things for her community. That's the type of person she is. When it comes to safety and security, I think it's something that people are always thinking about. I drive through a lot of rural parts of our community where phone reception isn't on the cards. So we're always thinking about how best to make sure we get to places safely. It is something that's in the back of your mind frequently these days, and that's an unfortunate thing. When I was elected in 2020, we just didn't see this level of activity and I think social media has played a significant role in this.

SARA: Let's talk about the Snowy Hydro cost blowouts, delays in completion. Is the government disappointed in how this project has been managed?

MCBAIN: We obviously know that when this was announced initially, there wasn't a lot of planning put behind it. It was clear that Malcolm Turnbull was worried about his position in the Coalition, that Angus Taylor hadn't put a lot of thought into the project itself. And so, when we took it over there was still a lot that needed to be done, including understanding where the project needed to be improved. Since we took over in 2022, there's been a review of the project and we've worked really closely with Snowy Hydro to understand what needs to be done and how we can get it moving. Those tunnels are now 65% dug, and we're obviously working really closely with Snowy Hydro to make sure that this is a project that will continue to meet its objectives.

SARA: Is this project good value for money, for taxpayer money?

MCBAIN: There is no doubt that it's needed. We know that our energy grid needs dispatchable energy and hydropower provides the ability to get dispatchable energy into the grid in a relatively short period of time, a matter of seconds, once those tunnels are turned on. So, it's really important, I think, that the project is completed. We know we need more energy into our grid, but it has to be managed properly. We do see a big community benefit coming from a project like this as well, not only through the more than 5,000 jobs, but obviously what it provides to our wider community as well.

SARA: When will we find out how much taxpayers are on the hook for here?

MCBAIN: Clearly, the government will review the forecast now and work with Snowy Hydro to make sure that we can deliver the project in full. And there'll obviously be some additional announcements that Minister Bowen and Minister Gallagher will make in that respect.

SARA: So, the estimated cost of Snowy 2.0 has doubled in three years. Is the government worried about further cost increases?

MCBAIN: We understand that it is a really complex project, we know that costs have gone up in the construction sector and the significant geological challenges of this project have obviously exacerbated that. We'll continue to work with them to make sure that we can get this project done.

SARA: So, there could be further cost increases, do you think, beyond these, these estimates?

MCBAIN: We've been really clear that Snowy Hydro has a responsibility to continue to inform the government of what's going on. But they are also a company in their own right and they've got to make sure that they understand their own cost structure. They've obviously got to contribute to this as they'll be selling the energy as well.

SARA: Is there a point where the government decides this is no longer feasible?

MCBAIN: I think now that the project is 65% complete, we need this project completed because we need it to be dispatching energy to the grid. That's what this project was initially…

SARA: [interjects] So, the government won't walk away from it at this stage in the future?

MCBAIN: No, we want to see it complete. We know that we need more energy in the grid. The initial announcement, whilst it was undercooked and not planned properly, was the right thing in terms of getting dispatchable energy into the grid. It was the only energy announcement that the previous coalition government ever made, at a time where they knew that coal power plants were closing around the country. So, it's important that this is complete and we'll continue to work on this project.

SARA: Is a $25 billion investment good value when it's going to reduce wholesale electricity costs by only around $7 billion?

MCBAIN: This is a generational project. When you look at Snowy Hydro 1, clearly that is an energy system that is still working today. At the time that that was done, I'm sure that there are a lot of people questioning the costs of that original project. But it's something that our country should be incredibly proud of having put in place. It also really set our region up for its storied history. We’ve got generational families that came here for Snow Hydro 1 who are still living in the region. So, from a community perspective, it was really important for this region. Snowy Hydro 2.0 will be no different. It'll be a generational asset that will provide power for years and years to come.

SARA: Are you concerned of a possible gap in generation in 2029, when facilities like Eraring wind down, given that this project's not expected to be operational at Snowy 2.0 until 2029?

MCBAIN: I think the former coalition government really failed to plan energy at all. And now the Opposition Leader, as that former Energy Minister, has to take some responsibility for not telling the Australian people about the cost escalations when he had the opportunity before the 2022 election. And for not planning anything in the energy grid. We will continue to work with states and territories and power suppliers across the country, but it's incredibly important that this project keeps moving because we know we need that dispatchable energy into the grid.

SARA: To bring you back to the question, are there concerns from government about a possible gap in generation, particularly in 2029?

MCBAIN: Oh, look, it's one of the reasons we have worked really diligently trying to get solar and batteries out the door. Australia leads the world in rooftop solar and batteries. We know we've got a number of renewable energy projects that already up and running. We know that energy is critical, not only for households, but for our big manufacturers. And we're working really hard to make sure that we get more energy into the grid after a decade where energy just wasn't prioritised by the former government. We'll keep working on these projects because it's critical for Australia.

SARA: Minister, thank you for joining me this morning.

MCBAIN: Great to be with you.

ENDS
