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Solar Citizens is an independent, community-based organisation working 
to protect and grow renewable energy in Australia.

We believe that when Australia’s millions of solar owners and supporters 
stand together, we’re powerful. We run campaigns that use people power 
to put pressure on decision makers and bring about a renewable future 
for all Australians: where the rights of solar owners are protected and 
everyone has access to cheap, clean energy.

ABOUT 
SOLAR CITIZENS
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The Australian Energy Market Commission (AEMC) is currently considering whether to 

allow electricity networks to charge solar households for exporting their power to the 

grid. This is in response to requests from the SA Power Networks, the St Vincent de 

Paul Society Victoria, and the Total Environment Centre together with the Australian 

Council of Social Service.

Under these new rules solar households would still receive a feed-in tariff for exporting 
their power, but would also be charged a fee for accessing the network in order to 
export. It’s not clear at this stage how high the charges would be, or whether all solar 
households would be subject to it.

This is part of a broad package of reforms looking at how rooftop solar, and other forms 
of distributed energy, have changed our electricity system from being a one way flow 
of power – from large coal-fired power stations to homes and businesses – to a more 
dynamic and two-way system.

This is not the first time that the AEMC has considered proposals for charging for solar 
exports. Solar Citizens first advocated on this issue in 2013, and then again in 20171, and 
in both instances the proposals were dropped. 

WHAT’S PROPOSED? 
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We strongly support any reforms that recognise the importance of distributed energy 

resources in driving down wholesale prices, decarbonising our energy system, and 

avoiding network costs.

We also support networks re-orientating their service provision to meet the needs of solar 
consumers and maximise export capacity. However, we are concerned that charging for 
solar exports, particularly in the context of rapidly lowering feed-in tariffs, will discourage 
investment in solar, as it will inevitably extend the pay back periods for solar installations.

Rooftop solar provides a net benefit to all consumers, so reducing the amount of rooftop 
solar exports will therefore negatively impact all consumers. 

In summary, it is our belief that the proposals to remove or edit 6.1.4 of the National 

Electricity Rules are not justified for the following reasons:

• Evidence points to solar having a positive impact on lowering the costs of energy for 
all consumers alongside positive decarbonisation benefits: the continued uptake of 
solar should therefore be encouraged, and payback periods minimised. 

• It is inequitable to charge solar owners to export the clean energy they generate 
when large generators in the transmission network are not charged for accessing the 
network

• The network costs of rooftop solar have not been quantified, and may have been 
overestimated in the light of recent research on voltage.

• The imposition of fees for solar exports may not produce any substantial reduction in 
cost impact of bills for vulnerable consumers.

• The imposition of fixed network charges, higher in Australia than other countries, 
means that households with solar PV are already paying higher per kwH than other 
consumers for electricity imported from the grid.

• Solar households should be rewarded for the benefits of their export supply, not just 
charged for the imposition of costs.

• The post 2025 market reform process contemplated by the Energy Security Board 
appears to overlap with this process and, in the context of a seperate market reform 
process, the cost and complexity of instituting this specific rule change is not justified.

We have expanded on these points in the following pages.

SOLAR CITIZENS’ 
CONCERNS
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THE POSITIVE 
IMPACTS OF SOLAR
The Victoria Energy Policy Centre analysed 48,677 Victorian power bills and found  
that even the relatively low penetration of rooftop solar in that state led to a saving of  
$6.4/Mwh, or 8% off the wholesale price of electricity in 2019.2

Further, the research found that, ‘while residential rooftop solar pushed up network 
prices by $1.30/MWh in Victoria in 2019, it pushed down wholesale prices by $6.40/MWh. 
And so taking the upward impact, and balancing it against the downward impact, the net 
effect is that in Victoria in 2019, residential rooftop PV reduced prices for all consumers 
by $217 million.’3

Energy Networks Australia, the peak body for networks across the country, has 
estimated that the optimisation of distributed energy such as rooftop solar could 
bring down network costs on bills by as much as 30% to 2050. Rooftop solar enables 
households and businesses to use their power where it is generated, minimising the need 
for network upgrades.4

Given the benefits for all consumers of rooftop PV, the impact of any rule change on 
the volume of exports needs to be fully understood.

COSTS OF ACCOMMODATING 
MORE ROOFTOP SOLAR
Recent research commissioned for the Energy Security Board found that over voltage 
was an issue throughout many networks in the National Electricity Market (NEM), and 
not necessarily attributable to rooftop solar. 

The key finding of the paper is that, even in the absence of solar PV, 
there is a significant level of high voltage across all DNSPs [Distribution 
Network Service Providers] in all NEM states... The nominal voltage 
standard in the NEM is 230V - more than 95% of readings were found  
to be higher than this.5

One example is high voltages experienced in some networks at night - clearly not 
caused by rooftop solar. This research suggests firstly that networks need to be more 
proactive in managing voltage and can reduce voltage in order to allow for more 
rooftop solar.

We support the comments of the Clean Energy Council in their submission to the 
Australian Energy Market Commission that responsibility for the regulation of voltage 
should be clarified before the imposition of obligations for managing export capacity 
are imposed on networks, ‘and a pricing-based approach for voltage management is 
introduced.’6

Our concern is that the imposition of network limits is an oversimplified response to 
managing voltage in the network which will likely lead to losses for all consumers if 
it reduces the supply of power from rooftop solar, given that solar is produced at 
zero marginal cost. The imposition of export charges will likely be applied to all solar 
exporters regardless of whether they have faced export constraints, and even where 
solar exports provide a net benefit to all consumers.
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The rule change requests submitted to the AEMC reference a need to address an inequity 
in the electricity system - the view that non-solar households are cross subsidising solar 
households. This argument is premised on the belief that households without solar will 
experience significant bill relief as a result of this rule change. However, there is little 
evidence to suggest there will be a significant reduction in energy costs for vulnerable 
households. 

It is therefore difficult to justify a rule change that will likely detrimentally impact 
pensioners and other low-income solar households while potentially providing little-to-no 
benefit to non-solar households. 

However, to the extent that the export fees will reduce some consumers’ bills, all 
households without solar will be impacted, including the disproportionate number of high 
income households that have not invested in solar. As our own research has shown, non-
solar households are disportionately found in the highest socioeconomic bracket:

Rooftop solar PV uptake is proportionately more common in households 
in the middle and lower socio-economic deciles than in the higher socio-
economic deciles. Rooftop solar PV uptake is proportionately the highest  
in the lowest socio-economic decile and lowest in the highest 
socioeconomic decile.7

Far from being an equitable measure, this rule change could have the perverse effect of 
rewarding high income consumers without solar, and penalising lower income households 
with solar. 

We note further that significant networks costs are recovered from solar owners via fixed 
charges and, as noted by the Victoria Energy Policy Centre, these are higher in Australia 
than in other jurisdictions overseas.

Households with rooftop solar PV in New South Wales, Queensland, and 
South Australia pay slightly higher average unit (cents per kWh) prices for 
their grid-supplied electricity than households without PV. By comparison  
in Victoria, households with PV pay appreciably higher prices. This is 
explained by the appreciably higher fixed charges in Victoria. The fixed 
component of residential electricity bills in Australia generally, and in 
Victoria, in particular, is higher than in any other country we know of.8

IMPACT ON BILLS OF  
VULNERABLE HOUSEHOLDS

RECOGNISING FINANCIAL 
BENEFITS & DUPLICATION OF 
PARALLEL REFORM PROCESSES
In September 2020, the Energy Security Board released a consultation paper on the 
2025 market reform that will potentially impact on this process. Unlike these rule change 
proposals, it places rewards for distributed energy at the centre of the reform process.
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As the owner of a rooftop solar system and a passionate 
supporter of effective action to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, I strongly oppose the proposals to charge solar 
owners for exporting energy to the grid.  

Rooftop solar owners are already disadvantaged by the 
very low rates paid for the energy we export to the grid, 
even though we are delivering significant benefits to 
society by producing this renewable, clean energy.

VOICE OF 
ROOFTOP  
SOLAR OWNERS 
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Anna Strempel, Melbourne VIC

We put solar panels on our roof for two reasons: financial 
– to cut our household expenses so that we could spend 
the money on our children’s growing needs for schooling 
etc., even though we had to borrow some of the up-front 
purchase costs. And for our children’s future – lowering 
the need for more large-scale electricity generation 
plants would save all of us the economic costs of 
building those plants, and would reduce the carbon 
footprint required, hopefully slowing the climate change 
that our children will have to deal with.

To now say to those of us who took these steps, that 
we should pay more, seems to us to be failing to move 
forward and adequately plan for our future, and our 
children’s future, as it will likely stop the export of 
renewable electricity, requiring governments (us) to pay 
for and build expensive centralised generation plants.

Straughan Briggs, Kenmore QLD
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About eight to nine years ago my husband and I were 
planning for our retirement and we chose to go solar as 
a way of managing our electricity costs. After five years 
with solar panels, our feed-in tariff was dropped to 10c per 
kwH, set by our electricity retailer. Since then, particularly 
in winter, we make very little from our electricity exports. 
For example in our last bill we got $20 off.  If a sun tax is 
introduced then having solar will be of little benefit to us 
financially.

There needs to be a balance between the profits of energy 
companies and how much the solar owners are making. 
From our point of view we’re only getting a marginal 
benefit from it. We need to look at consumers and big 
business and look at what’s fairer for both.

I live in a duplex townhouse, one of 16. Our home has a 
5kW solar system, a battery and we drive a small electric 
car. I want to reduce my greenhouse gas emissions 
as much as possible. My main motivation is my five 
grandchildren, I want to minimise the impact of my life on 
their future.

Given where I live, I don’t understand why I would be 
charged for exporting solar power when all of my excess 
is consumed by my immediate neighbours – my impact on 
the grid is negligible.

Pauline Gardner, Elsternwick VIC

Peter Youll, Sydney NSW

I was devastated by the bushfires in Tasmania in the 
summer of 2019 – it really brought home the need to 
drastically reduce our carbon emissions, but coal and gas 
fired power stations don’t pay a cost for this.

I got my first solar system in 2010 after calculating a 
payback period of six years, including interest on the loan 
that I took out to pay for it. I am building a new place now, 
and am keen for solar but I won’t get it if the payback 
period isn’t short enough for it to make sense.

Jenny Smith, Hobart TAS
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I had a 3 kw photovoltaic rooftop solar array installed in 
May 2013. 

I am passionate about solar energy because renewable 
energy is the best hope we have for preventing climate 
collapse, while protecting our democracy from “corporate 
donations” and improving our lives with cleaner, cheaper 
electricity.

An export tax on my electricity production, would alter the 
economics of owning a battery, in direct proportion to the 
size of the tax.
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Jan McNicol, West End QLD

I, like many informed and concerned Australians, 
borrowed money to put rooftop solar in place as soon 
as it became available to the general public. We are now 
retired pensioners who not only rely on the feedback 
tariff to reduce our ridiculously high energy bills, which 
we can barely cover, but who have been servicing the 
interest charged on money borrowed in good faith many 
years ago.

We have lost money and continue to do so without 
any further tax imposition. We have lost our faith in 
government decision-making and policy direction and 
we despair for our children’s and grandchildren’s future 
as current government policy erodes their futures.

Anna Harrison, Adelaide SA
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