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Committee Secretary

Senate Economics References Committee
PO Box 6100

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

10 August 2021
Dear Secretary,

Thank you for inviting me to make a supplementary submission to the Committee in relation to its
inquiry into Australia’s oil and gas reserves. I have read the Committee Hansard of 28 February
2020, which covered the evidence of Geoscience Australia, the Australian Competition and
Consumer Commission (ACCC), and the Departments of Treasury and Industry, Science, Energy
and Resources.

My core proposition is: if the aim is to maximise benefit to the public of Australia’s national oil
and gas resources, then hope is not a strategy.

During the hearings of 28 February 2020, Committee members identified an important gap in
responsibility for maximising the overall economic benefits to Australia from Australia’s oil and
gas reserves.

The ACCC stated that the “scope of our role is primarily to conduct an inquiry into the supply of
and demand for gas domestically.”! That role refers to the competition aspects of policy. Asked by
a Committee member about who was “in control of that first issue, which is the economic
benefit,”?> one ACCC member stated, “I’d suspect that would be the Department of the
Environment and Energy” and another stated, “Or the department responsible for resources... |
think it is more a matter of policy.”>

The other departments replied in similar terms. Geoscience Australia stated, “That’s actually a
really tough question. We are a science-based agency... I do believe these are matters of policy and
government will make a decision.”* Treasury stated, “we would take the view that that’s ultimately
the role of government and the parliament itself.”> Industry stated, “No, I don’t think there’s
someone in our department who’d hold that responsibility.”

In its oral evidence, Geoscience Australia explained, “...we put forward this free competitive data
that we do and make it freely available and identify and de-risk areas of petroleum or energy
potential... we provide a basis of surety to allow investment to occur, with the hope that [my
emphasis], when they do their exploration and they identify a resource, they identify a resource that
is economically viable, goes through into development and then adds those benefits to the
economy.”’ In its written Response to Questions on Notice, Geoscience Australia drew attention to
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its “pre-competitive work program” that “by its very nature, is non-rivalrous in that it aims to
alleviate an element of investment risk.”®

That means, of course, that anyone can use this publicly-funded geoscientific information: a $150
billion corporation such as BHP or the gentleman who sells The Big Issue on a street corner. The
corporations that benefit in practice are largely US-owned, with obvious implications for where the
dividends go. Below are ownership data for BHP, Woodside, Santos, Origin Energy and Oil Search
respectively, extracted from the Bloomberg Professional Terminal correct on 10 August 2021:
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Woodside:
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As the evidence of the witnesses on 28 February 2020 implies, it will require a political decision to
maximise benefit to the Australian public. Hope is not a strategy. I refer the Committee to my
original submission of 26 October 2019. The government can insist on equity in extractive projects
at the outset, in exchange for providing corporations with geoscientific information. It can insist on
income-contingent fees in the same way that Australian students are required to pay back their
university fees once their incomes exceed some amount. It can insist on a golden share of any
future commercial opportunities arising from the project over its lifetime. It can compulsorily
transfer 51 per cent of the shares into a social holding entity, compensating the owners via long-
term bonds and share dilutions. Such an action would bring billions of dollars under public control
and permit investment in much-needed national infrastructure, advanced manufacturing, energy
efficiency, high technology research and development, and other forms of domestic innovation. \

To do the above will require ambition. The aim should be to imagine Australia as more than a
quarry. It should be to develop formal industrial policies aimed at stimulating economic
development, creating jobs and rebuilding the manufacturing base to better position us in advanced
technology areas.

Yours sincerely,

Professor Clinton Fernandes

School of Humanities and Social Sciences
University of New South Wales, Canberra
P.O. Box 7916

Canberra BC ACT 2610





