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AEIC 2025 Annual Report 
Key Insights Webinar – Transcript

Michael WHITTINGTON – Host
Hello and welcome everyone to the webinar today for the Australian Energy Infrastructure Commissioner's 2025 Annual Report. My name is Michael Whittington. I'm the Policy and Communications Officer here with the Office of the AEIC and today I'll be your host. Later, in just a moment's time, we'll be joined by the Commissioner Tony Mahar to give his presentation. 

Before we do start, I'd like to acknowledge the traditional owners of country throughout Australia and recognise their continuing connection to land, waters and culture. And here at the AEIC, we pay our respects to the elders past and present. Today, I'm coming to you from the beautiful Central Coast here in New South Wales on Darkinjung country. It's a beautiful sunny day here and I know we've got people joining us right across Australia from Victoria to Queensland. So, I hope wherever you are today, the weather is nice and you're having a good day. 

Before we do start today's webinar, a little bit of housekeeping for you. Today's webinar will run approximately for about 30 minutes. And a reminder that the report is available on our website, AEIC.gov.au. If you go to the resources page and look under publications, you'll see the 2025 annual report there. And just a quick mention today that there will be a Q&A at the end of the event today. Questions pertaining to the annual report are very much welcome. If you do have questions or comments about specific projects, please contact us through the normal channels of our office which you can find on the website. Also, the upvote function is available in the Q&A today. 

So, if there's a question that you think would really like to see answered, please use the upvote function there. And you can also choose to post your questions anonymously by flicking the anonymous toggle to the right when you want to do that. And we will try and get to as many questions as we can today. But if we are unable to get to your questions, please make sure that you contact us, like I said, through the normal channels, the email AEIC@aeic.gov.au or calling us on 1-800-656-395. You can again see those details on the website. We are recording today's event, and it will be available on our website in the coming days. And if you have any technical issues, short of the usual turning your computer off and on again, I do suggest that you potentially try and leave the meeting and rejoin the meeting. That'll usually fix any technical issues that you are having. Thank you for joining us and I'd now like to cross to Tony Mahar, the Australian Energy Infrastructure Commissioner. Thank you, Tony.

Tony MAHAR – Australian Energy Infrastructure Commissioner
Thank you, Michael, for that great introduction. Good afternoon, everyone, and thank you for making time in your busy schedules to join us for what is going to be a bit of a quick whistle-stop journey through our AEIC annual report. It's a real opportunity for us to speak about the annual report and my and our team's first 12 months in the role, largely giving a bit of a general overview of what we've seen, the challenges and the opportunities looking forward. So, Michael is going to drive the slides. Thank you, Michael. I'll begin with a bit of a shared understanding of who is the Australian Energy Infrastructure Commission. So, we are in an independent national role, and we're appointed by government as that independent trusted conduit for the energy transition. So, we don't have any specific powers to stop projects or start projects.
What we do is help with complaints and inquiries about the energy transition and that includes wind farms, solar projects, pumped hydro, batteries and transmission lines. And our aim is to provide information through our website, through our engagement and participation in forums right across the country. So we meet with the energy sector, with community groups, with state governments, with Commonwealth government to work through insights across, as I say, all levels of government and industry and really try and make the energy transition as smooth and as fair as we possibly can, working in genuine partnership with all of the key stakeholders.

We also work on the continued implementation of the Community Engagement Review. The previous Australian Energy Infrastructure Commissioner completed a review into the status of community engagement across the energy transition and that report was delivered a year or so ago now, but it was pretty scathing in terms of what the community engagement processes were. So, our aim is to help improve that and help get the 9 recommendations implemented in a way that improves the situation. So, moving on to what we've seen in the last 12 or 14 months, you can see that we've had an increase in the number of complaints across 75 projects. So ultimately it was our second busiest year, up about a third on last year. And the cases are really, and complaints really looking at a range of things which I will come to, but there was a steep jump in 2021 on the graph due to the expansion in responsibilities for the AEIC in that we now cover large scale energy transmission projects.
And also, obviously, there's been a lot of busy activity in the industry. So, it's likely that the more activity that's going on, there's more concern and more challenges identified by the community. And so, the complaints were ticking upwards. And we expect, given the nature of the transition and the amount of projects that are currently being proposed right across the country, that that trajectory will continue. But let's see how we go. 

The next slide just looks at the number of complaints across the country, really. You can see a couple of things there that New South Wales and Victoria represents the highest number of complaints from a geographical point of view. But the chart on the right of the screen there shows where the most complaints and inquiries and challenges are being raised and no surprises again, wind, solar and transmission take up a large proportion of percentage of cases by type of project. As the battery processes or projects increase, we suspect there will be more in that space, but that provides a little bit of a snapshot in terms of where the projects are coming from and what, sorry, where the complaints are coming from and what sort of projects that we're getting those complaints about.

The next slide again just looks at a bit of an insight into the types of complaints that we're getting. So, we're still continuing to get a lot of feedback, advice and complaints from the community about the community benefit. So ultimately the community's asking what's in it for me, you know, where those rural and regional communities are hosting a lot of the infrastructure and they're really wanting to see tangible benefits for them and their families and businesses and community. So that broader sort of community engagement takes up a high proportion of the complaints. Timing of engagement, whether that's too early or too late, is another consistent theme that we get. And consistent with that, the process for communities, or at least some communities, feels like that it is a token consultation process. And there's a lack of understanding of how and to what extent the community concerns are actually being taken into consideration and incorporated into decision making. So, it does feel for some communities that there's box ticking going on. Some communities are supportive of the town hall type meetings, others not so much. And again, that relates to a little bit of quality of information. The planning processes are a real concern, and I think there's some ongoing work that needs to be done in that space, the understanding of the planning process at the respective states and where the community can actually engage and provide meaningful information into that process. So the capacity of the community is something to engage in that process is something that, again, I think we collectively, industry, government and community groups need to keep working on to make sure that we give them the right amount of information in a consumable way and that they can provide meaningful feedback and I think that would benefit everyone. There's obviously concerns about natural environment and amenity. Again, a very consistent theme that gets raised with us is the cumulative impacts of the projects in a particular region at all stages. So, whether planning, construction, operation, the cumulative impacts from the community is something that is increasingly being flagged with us. And obviously then the disruption, economic impact on the community relating to property values, insurance, decommissioning, taxation of payment is another area where the community is increasingly concerned about the impact on rural and regional communities. 

In terms of how we're engaging, this slide here just actually looks at a bit of a summary of the sorts of things that we're actually doing that myself and our small but great team are able to do. We're engaging in many formal meetings and consultations, whether they're small groups or large groups. We've travelled right across the country and it's really important that we meet with people where they're actually located. People genuinely feel like they need to, proponents and all stakeholders need to come and show a bit of empathy and appreciate the impact from the grassroots level. So, we've taken a lot of time to make sure that we're in community, listening to community in the places where they are. So that's really important. That's taken up a large amount of our time, we're increasingly doing submissions, and... trying to influence public policy. So, you can see that we've made 11 formal submissions to government policy consultations. And what we're doing there is communicating the information that we see as part of those 440 formal meetings with stakeholders, so providing an independent insight.
into what we're hearing on the ground and what we think policy development and shaping needs to look like. We've obviously attended a whole series of conferences, so industry conferences and participated in parliamentary hearings and also
where possible and relevant, try to engage in the media. So, a number of media releases and opinion editorials that we've been able to provide some commentary on through the media channel. In terms of our role in what's going forward and
Uh... in exactly how we do that. As I said before, we are aiming to be a trusted conduit between all stakeholders across the energy transition. So from developers, transmission, distribution, generation and governments at all level, including local government, and we've been increasingly trying to, or operating facilitation type of service that as an independent role, we can enable and facilitate discussions and try and find resolutions to disputes and concerns and challenges. So I alluded to before we continue to try and provide advice to government, so taking the opportunity to meet with state ministers, federal ministers, mayors and local governments, really amplifying the voice of the community where it's appropriate, but also trying to get better understanding of the things like planning decisions that are happening. We are continuing to prosecute the community engagement review that I think I alluded to before. That was a review that was undertaken, had nine recommendations and those nine recommendations, majority of them have been progressed. There's a number that are in the process of being implemented. And that is one of them is the developer rating scheme, which some on the call might be familiar with. That will be a really important tool that has been developed by the Commonwealth with the support of all the states to provide an indicator of the company's energy
industry's performance company by company on community engagement. And again, that will go, I think, a long way if it's supported by appropriate state government entities and industry to demonstrating that the industry is absolutely committed to improving community engagement and making sure that they do everything they possibly can, balancing the needs to address community concerns, but also making sure that projects are completed in an efficient and appropriate manner. So that continuation and prosecution of the community engagement review, specifically develop a rating scheme and secondly, the communications program, which I think was recommendation 6 in the report. There needs to be a lot more work done on that, in my view, because the community is still asking, why is this happening? Who's doing it? When's it being undertaken? And what's in it for me? So, I think there is a real need to continue the communication of this transition process. It's a massive disruption, incredibly complex, so we need to keep talking about
in making sure that community understand why, when and how it's being undertaken in my view. So that's part of our role. In terms of some of the key challenges, and this will be not necessarily a surprise to most people on the call and many discussions that we've had over the last 12 to 14 months, the community expectations and understanding really does differ from region to region. So, and there isn't a simple answer to the energy transition because it does need to be understood and applied and addressed at the local or regional level but respecting that it is happening right across the country. So that's a real challenge that we have to keep working at. That is a huge, complex, nationally driven agenda, but is being implemented and happening at the grassroots level. And that means that there's different regional experiences and different regional impacts. So, there's not a one size fits all. But that means in my mind that there needs to be very consistent early engagement and explaining to the community what information is available, what is yet to be determined and making sure that they understand that. So really focusing on the communication aspect and a genuine involvement and genuine partnership from industry, making sure that they do demonstrate, walk the walk as opposed to just talking the talk around genuine partnership. That's what, in my view, the community is looking for.

There'll be some in the community that are absolutely opposed to renewable energy infrastructure in their community. But my view is a lot of the community want to know what a genuine partnership looks like given this infrastructure is going to be in the community for a long time and it's their community. I think it's entirely appropriate that they have a genuine partnership. And as I alluded to before, to reinforce that national campaign communication approach around why this is happening, who's doing it, is there coordination and aggregation and scheduling of all of these projects that are going in particular regions and explaining things like renewable energy zones? A lot of the community are aware of these things, but
don't quite understand that there are particular regions that renewable energy Projects can be conducted outside renewable energy zones, just as an example. 

So looking ahead, some of the areas that we'll be focusing on in 2026 include
the strategic direction of the transition, working with companies, as I say, on communications campaign, looking at continuing the regional engagement so that, you know, is at kitchen tables, town halls, conferences and boardrooms right across every forum that we possibly can to make sure that there is awareness of the energy infrastructure Commissioner's role, and that is to help, you know, take complaints and address community concerns, but push best practise and really get, you know, greater consistency around best practise on things like community benefits and long-term tangible equity sharing and value sharing for the community.
We'll be continuing to do our work, a small part but important part, on information sharing. So, fact sheets on things like decommissioning, shadow flicker, setbacks, noise limits, contamination. These are some of the things that get raised with us and it's entirely within our remit as an independent organisation to help drive the uptake of information in those areas.

I touched on the developer rating scheme. We'll be continuing to prosecute and push that and make sure that we get that tool right and is valuable as we think it can be and continuing to prosecute the community engagement review, there has been work that has been done, but it's far too early to take the foot off that pedal in terms of working hard to address community concerns with the scale and rate of projects that are proposed in the next few years. It's absolutely essential that the community engagement part of the transition is not relaxed or not taken for granted. There's a whole lot of work that needs to be done in that space from our perspective. 

So, in summary, really, the energy for the 2025 annual report essentially says that the energy transition continues to happen. It's going to be accelerating. The community concerns are increasing, and that means that we need to continue to work hard on and improve community engagement, transparency and all of the things that help make the energy transition smoother and fairer. So that slide there is a bit of a snapshot of what we'll be doing in 2026 with our small but excellent team.
So Michael, I might leave it there and very happy to take any questions if there are any. As Michael alluded to, this slideshow and the annual report will be on our website. And of course, we're really keen to take any particular meetings or take calls from anyone in the industry and the community about how we might be able to assist. So, thanks, Michael. I might leave it there and happy to take any questions.


Michael WHITTINGTON
Yeah, thanks very much, Tony. And just a reminder for everyone, you can contact us afterwards on those contact details there. If you'd like to, email AEIC at aeic.gov.au or on the phone number as well. And the information, if you can't take a snapshot of that just in time, is also available on the website. A reminder that the Q&A function is up and running and available. So, if you have a question for Tony about the annual report, please go ahead and put your question in there and we'll get to that. Happily, we do have a little bit of time still, which is great. Tony, if I may ask a question, you've had your first full year in the role. It's been a big year. What's stood out the most for you about the pace and scale of the energy transition?

Tony MAHAR
Um... that it's increasing and that there is a much greater need to coordinate across industry and across states. You know, the networks that are out there that have real concerns and real opposition you know, are mobilising in terms of the mis and disinformation, which I think is making a really complex and difficult task more complex and more difficult. So, to try and help balance that, I feel like there's a real need for industry and governments to coordinate better, share information, and address the concerns that the community has ultimately. This is a transition that has been happening for a while, needs to happen, will continue to happen. So, I think the onus is on all of us to work together in a really coordinated, unified way so that we can address the concerns and hopefully that will allow us to take advantage of the opportunities.

Michael WHITTINGTON
Excellent. And one more question while if anyone is typing in a question at the moment in the Q&A. You mentioned then myths and disinformation and the AEIC did make a submission during the year, the previous year, to the Select Committee on Information Integrity on Climate Change and Energy and that information is available on our website as well under resources and under publications. In regards to that miss and disinformation, Tony, how important do you feel recommendation 6 is then in the community engagement review to provide that narrative and understanding to Australia in regards to the renewable energy transition?


Tony MAHAR
Well, I think I think it's absolutely critical. I think this is a transition, you know, an evolution and a disruption that the country probably hasn't seen, if not before, not for a very long time. And it is really impacting across rural and regional communities and arguably, they're bearing a large proportion of the disruption. You know, the reliability, the affordability, of course, is across the country. But the disruption in communities across the country where this transition is actually taking place,
is really having a large impact. So we need to make sure that the entire country understands why, why and when and how this is happening, but particularly for rural and regional areas so that they understand what place and what role they're playing and for their have a level of comfort that the benefits are being shared and the burden is being shared. So, I think there's a real large task in coordinating, as I say, but increasing and improving the communications that is out there that needs to be amplified and revised and improved, I think would benefit everyone.

Michael WHITTINGTON
Wonderful. Thank you, Tony. We have had a couple of questions come through in the Q&A now. This one is from Linda. How much are change management principles and approaches being factored into your comms and engagement activities?

Tony MAHAR
Yeah, really good question, and I think they are being incorporated, but I think, as Linda says, that this is a massive change and changes.
It's really important that we subscribe to and refer back to those consistent change management principles. And that does include communication, but it also includes a level of empathy to understand what people are feeling in relation to change. As I say, change is incredibly different, difficult for most of the community, and this is a big change. So, more and more reference to those change management principles I think would benefit everyone too.

Michael WHITTINGTON
And I think you've mentioned previously in some of the speeches that are also published on our website that, you know, these communities in rural and regional Australia, they haven't seen change of this magnitude in generations. It's that big a change. So, another question here that's popped up, and this is a great one, considering you really do have your finger on the pulse visiting all the communities around Australia that you do. What are the most common misunderstandings you're seeing from communities about projects?

Tony MAHAR
Um... That's a good question. Misunderstandings, I suppose. The key one is that the community feels like this is a done deal and they can't have any input. And that's a, you know, a discussion point that I did flag that we need to work harder at making sure that people understand where they can insert and importantly, how their thoughts and concerns and ideas are being incorporated. I feel like we've sort of left that part unattended. I think we need to do more work to describe and
detail and document how the community concerns are actually being incorporated and there is some good examples of where things like, you know, workers camps or transmission lines or, you know, generations or turbines have been moved to accommodate and respect community concerns. And that is really good. And we should shine a light on that because there is flexibility. These are big projects and you can't move all of the turbines or all of the panels or all the transmission lines, but where possible, companies have shown that they can do that and I think that's where, you know, the sweet spot is and that's where we need to amplify the information to the community. So, it's that perception that this is done and dusted and they don't get a say, I think, and that's pretty concerning.

Michael WHITTINGTON
Yeah. OK, thank you so much for that. I think we'll wrap up there with the questions. We are at almost time… So, thank you very much for your time today, Tony. And a big thank you to everyone who's attended today. Thank you so much for coming. A reminder that the report is available on our website and in the Q&A, it's also been posted there. You can go there and find it. Thank you so much for your questions and your participation today.

If you did want to ask a question or contact the Office of the AEIC, as Tony mentioned earlier, please do so. You can find all those contact details on our website. And today's event was recorded. So, if you would like to share it around following today's webinar, you can do so once it's available on our website in the coming days. So, thank you very much for attending and have a lovely day.

Tony MAHAR
Thanks, Michael. Thanks, everyone
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