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Freedom of Information requests for 
advice about SA blackout 

The Prime Minister and Energy Minister ignored 
advice from AEMO that renewables were not to 

blame for the SA blackout.  

In the afternoon of 28 September 2016, a huge storm raged through South Australia, 

knocking over multiple power lines and triggering a stage-wide blackout. Almost 

immediately, politicians blamed the blackout on the relatively high concentration of 

windfarms in South Australia, including the Deputy Prime Minister.1  

Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull and Minister for Energy and Environment Josh 

Frydenberg soon joined in the blame game. 

Documents now released under Freedom of Information, through requests by The 

Australia Institute, show AEMO told federal public servants and political advisors that 

renewable energy was not to blame for the blackout.  

By exploiting the opportunity to criticise South Australia’s transition to renewable 

power and renewable targets in other states, the government completely ignored the 

advice from their public servants and the Australian Energy Market Operator (AEMO).  

Renewables not to blame 

The documents show senior public servants grappling with the crisis and striving to 
work out exactly what has happened. At 8:31pm, four hours after the blackout, a 
senior bureaucrat at Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (PMC) writes: 
 

helpful if we can have some information on the cause and why the system 

responds as it did, I listened to the Premier who repeatedly indicated the 

outage is not generation related, but Some are suggesting related to 

renewables. 

                                                      
1
 http://www.afr.com/news/sa-blackout-nick-xenophon-barnaby-joyce-blame-renewables-20160928-

grqwpq 
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I'm concerned that if the reason is because the system shut down to protect 

itself and it is not a supply issue we do not repeat misinformation 

Then, the next day, an email sent at 7:20am outlines 
 
a status report from an update from a teleconference at 5am involving PMO, 

Minister Frydenberg’s Office and Environment and Energy officials. 

It warns 
 

not to speculate on how this happened. There are processes in place which 

support a proper investigation by the Australian Energy Market Operator. 

It then outlines AEMO’s summary of the events, as best understood at that point:  
  

There has been unprecedented damage to the network (ie bigger than any 

other event in Australia), with 20+ steel transmission towers down in the north 

of the State due to wind damage (between Adelaide and Port Augusta). 

 The electricity network was unable to cope with such a sudden and large loss of 

generation at once. 

Then comes the key statement. The summary of the AEMO call says that 
  

AEMOs advice is that the generation mix (ie renewable or fossil fuel) was not 

to blame for yesterday’s events – it was the loss of 1000 MW of power in such 

a short space of time as transmission lines fell over. 

This is the advice from AEMO to the Office of the Prime Minister, the Energy Minister 
and their respective Departments. Both continued to exploit the situation, criticising 
state based renewable targets. 

PMC receives backlash from the public 

On 30 September, the PMC writes to the Department Liaison Officer (DLO) -- the public 
servant who acts as a conduit for routine interactions between PMC and the Prime 
Minister’s Office. 
  
The Department is receiving  
 

a fair few emails re: the PMs comments on the renewable energy. Examples 

below. 

The PMC then lists examples of the angry correspondence they are receiving. 
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 A number of the constituents say they are “disgusted”.  
 

 One constituent says it is “despicable from someone who should know better… 
[your] performance could not be more disappointing”.  

 

 One asks about a “decentralised renewable energy system with battery storage 
backed up by rapid start peaking generators” and asks “What happened to 
‘innovation’?” 

 

 Another constituent bemoans “dishonest politics”.  
 

 Another says this is “Trump style”.  
 
The email’s subject is “Handling advice required”. It’s not clear what advice the PMO 
provided. 
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