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Knowing What Not to Know: 
Advice on South Australia’s 

Blackout and the Role of 
Renewable Energy

Introduction
The first of my two in-depth case studies is about renewable energy and 
describes a statewide power blackout that occurred in late 2016. This case 
was chosen because, at first glance, it appeared to be an example of policy 
officials being ignored by their government. Yet, when I interrogated 
related FOI material with the help of my framework, I found this 
depiction was based on just one short, early statement by one official. 
By keeping the whole release in scope and aligning it with political 
actions and reactions at the time, I was able to observe how one instance 
of acknowledging uncomfortable knowledge was quickly silenced by 
other official voices uneasy about challenging the dominant political 
narrative. The other voices—who largely provided factual, somewhat 
tedious updates—tended to be overlooked at the time yet proved to be far 
more illuminating, particularly in relation to organisational culture and 
behaviours. To find the choreography of rebuffed policy advice beyond 
one simple interpretation of ignored advisers, in other words, it was 
important to cover as much of the available material as possible.
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This case study, then, follows a statewide electricity blackout in South 
Australia (SA) in 2016. Malcolm Turnbull, prime minister at the time, 
exploited and maintained the initial doubt about the cause of this blackout, 
which he achieved by casting ‘intermittent renewables’ as the culprit and 
extolling energy security as a reassuring source of certainty.1 Framing 
renewables as a threat to energy security and certainty helped Turnbull 
flesh out his government’s policy preference for maintaining the energy 
status quo, which, in Australia, means baseload power through burning 
coal and gas. The two departments constructing advice on the blackout, 
the federal departments of Environment and Energy (DEE) and of the 
Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C), seemed very quickly to become 
aware that reporting all known facts about the blackout could disrupt the 
government’s narrative and therefore excluded any information from their 
briefings that had the potential to do so. As we will see, policy advisers 
were clearly rebuffed only initially, with rather more complex rebuffals 
occurring later. In the discussion to follow, we will observe a language 
of policy advice characterised mainly by what is left out—a language of 
‘knowing what not to know’ (Taussig 1999: 2).

Before drawing out the conceptual aspects of this chapter, I will introduce 
the details of this case study. At 4.18 pm on 28 September 2016, severe 
storms in SA knocked out major electricity transmission lines and 
plunged most of the state (with a population of about 1.7 million at the 
time) into blackout. Within hours, DEE and PM&C began emailing 
each other information that included status reports and media releases 
from the Australian Energy Market Operator (AEMO), as well as 
updates from various teleconferences between officials and the offices 
of the prime minister and the energy minister. We know this because 
policy think tank The Australia Institute lodged an FOI request with 
PM&C for material related to the blackout event. PM&C made some 
of this—partly redacted—material available on its website on 24 January 
2017.2 DEE also received an FOI request related to this event, which it 

1  The day after the blackout, Turnbull (2016b) told journalists ‘these intermittent renewables do 
pose real challenges … energy security should always be the key priority’.
2  See pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/foi-log/FOI-2016-178.pdf, from which all cited departmental 
material is taken. The Australia Institute’s request was for ‘all correspondence created by the 
Department (including briefings, reports and advice) sent from the Department to any Minister or 
Minister’s office between 18 September and 18 October 2016 which related to: the blackout event in 
South Australia on 28 September 2016; state level renewable energy targets; the impact of renewable 
electricity generation on electricity prices; “energy security”, “reliability”, “grid stability”; frequency; 
or the South Australian blackout event 28 September’ (see PM&C n.d.).

http://pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/foi-log/FOI-2016-178.pdf
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posted on its website on 2 February 2017.3 In DEE’s case, FOI material 
is not automatically disclosed on its website. Rather, one must contact 
the department to request access, which is granted once for 20 minutes, 
and material cannot be saved or printed. I will also refer to this material, 
which I surveyed for the allotted period, but most of my focus is on the 
material published by PM&C. Suffice to say, for now, DEE’s material is 
similar to PM&C’s.

As the grid and market operator, AEMO issued a media release at 
5.32 pm on 28 September stating that South Australia’s electricity market 
had disconnected from the neighbouring state of Victoria and caused an 
outage. It explained that it was ‘working closely with transmission network 
service provider ElectraNet to identify and understand the severity 
of the fault, as well as determine a power restoration time’ and that its 
understanding was ‘that this issue has not caused any supply interruptions 
in Victoria’ (AEMO 2016a). This represents all the publicly available 
information at this time, provided by those with firsthand knowledge. 
Just two hours later, federal energy minister Josh Frydenberg appeared on 
the national current affairs program 7.30 to offer his description of events, 
raising questions about ‘the virtue of the increasing amount of renewables’ 
in terms of ‘the stability of the system’ (Cooper 2016).

Later that evening, AEMO issued a second media release, reiterating much 
of its first release and adding that, although power was slowly returning 
to the state, restoration times could vary given the severity of the storm 
(AEMO 2016b). The following morning, AEMO issued a third media 
release, stating:

Initial investigations have identified the root cause of the event 
is likely to be the multiple loss of 275 kilovolt (kV) power lines 
during severe storm activity in the state.

These transmission lines form part of the backbone of South 
Australia’s power system and support supply and generation north 
of Adelaide. The reason why a cascading failure of the remainder 
of the South Australia network occurred is still to be identified and 
is subject to further investigation. (AEMO 2016c)

On the same day, at an event in Tasmania, Turnbull spoke to journalists 
about the blackout. In a lengthy response to a question linking the storm 
to South Australia’s renewable energy target, Turnbull set forth his views 

3  See DEE (n.d.).
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about ‘extremely aggressive, extremely unrealistic’ targets driven by the 
ideology of his political opponents currently occupying state governments, 
including in South Australia. He closed his response by noting that, to meet 
the ‘real challenges’ posed by ‘these intermittent renewables’, the focus 
for governments should be on energy security, which he labelled ‘the key 
priority’. Targeting ‘lower emissions is very important’, he subsequently 
added, ‘but it must be consistent with energy security’ (Turnbull 2016b). 
Meanwhile, Deputy Prime Minister Barnaby Joyce told a radio program 
that wind power ‘doesn’t work when there’s no wind, it doesn’t work when 
there’s excessive wind, and it obviously wasn’t working too well last night 
because they had a blackout’ (Burke 2016). By 30 September, just two 
days after the blackout event, Turnbull had fully consolidated his message 
about energy security and the threat of aggressive state renewables targets. 
From this point, he and his government ministers repeated that message 
and also explicitly linked renewables with unreliability and expense.

Discussion of departmental advice
The material made available because of The Australia Institute’s FOI 
request includes email exchanges commencing at 7.17 pm on 28 September 
and concluding at 9.20 am on 13 October 2016, as well as copies of 
parliamentary Question Time Briefs (QTBs)4 dated 4 October, 7 October 
and 17 October 2016. From this, we can observe a flow of information 
that is dominated by descriptions of the level of storm-related damage 
and repairs. Initial advice briefly cautioned against speculating about 
causes and requested clear advice to avoid spreading misinformation. 
The impression is of a neutral situation report momentarily adopting an 
explanatory tone that is relinquished to assume the style of the descriptive, 
and more innocuous, situation report. The released material culminates 
in the announcement of an ‘independent review to develop a national 
blueprint to maintain energy security and reliability in the National 
Electricity Market’, to be headed by Australia’s chief scientist.

To comprehensively trace how policy actors communicate and adjust 
their advice to forestall negative political reactions, FOI material will here 
be examined across four phases:

4  In Australia, QTBs or Possible Parliamentary Questions (PPQs) are short, informational and 
largely defensive briefs prepared by departmental officers for ministers on issues of potential interest on 
which questions are likely to be asked without notice by members during parliamentary question time. 
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1. 28–30 September: This phase consists of situational updates, 
including from the AEMO, and public statements, primarily by the 
prime minister.

2. 1–7 October: This includes the release of the AEMO’s initial report 
on the blackout and the announcement of the chief scientist’s review.

3. 11–13 October: This captures the leadup to a major speech by the 
prime minister to the minerals industry.

4. QTBs: Parliamentary responses proposed by PM&C (each entirely 
redacted apart from descriptive background information), linked to 
contemporaneous parliamentary statements by the prime minister.

To ascertain how policy advice moves with and even accommodates 
political manoeuvres, each phase will also be compared with corresponding 
government communication from the ‘front regions’ (Rappert 2012b: 47). 
The subsequent discussion will then connect my observations across text, 
micro-context and macro-context as suggested by my previous chapter.

Phase 1: 28–30 September

This first phase appears to include mostly forwarded updates compiled 
by others, such as the AEMO and the National Electricity Market 
Emergency Management Forum, which is convened by the AEMO when 
electricity emergencies occur. These ‘forwards’ are not surprising, given 
federal officials were at this point effectively transferring information 
from first responders to government and, as such, raising specific policy 
matters or obligations would likely have been premature. Email traffic 
moved mainly between senior officials from DEE and PM&C, as well 
as PM&C’s duty officer attached to its crisis management area. Between 
the first email at 7.17 pm and just before 8.30 pm on 28 September, 
information pertains primarily to what happened (‘a blackout, most likely 
triggered by strong winds which have brought down transmission lines’) 
and the Commonwealth’s role in such situations (‘given the impact is 
localised in South Australia, we are maintaining a watching brief ’). 

It was during this time that energy minister Frydenberg appeared on 7.30. 
When asked by the show’s interviewer whether South Australia’s reliance 
on wind power had put pressure on the electricity system, Frydenberg 
responded:
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Well, renewables are being used in increasing amounts across the 
country and South Australia, as you say, has 41% of its power 
generation coming from renewables.

Primarily solar but—sorry, primarily wind, but also solar. Now, 
that does raise questions for the stability of the system, not just for 
supply because when the wind is not blowing and the sun is not 
shining, electricity is not being generated.

But also for the stability of the system because of the frequency that 
is generated as opposed to base-load power which has historically 
been more coal and more gas.

So questions are raised by the virtue of the increasing amount of 
renewables. But it has to be underlined that this was a weather 
event which led to this occurrence. (Cooper 2016)

At 8.28 pm, PM&C’s duty officer sent a brief update. This seems to be a 
different update to those making the rounds at this point, as it, unlike the 
others, has been redacted under Section 47c of the FOI Act, which relates 
to ‘deliberative matter’ regarding ‘opinion, advice or recommendation’ 
(Commonwealth Consolidated Acts 1982). It is curious that, amid the 
straightforward descriptions and updates in this phase, a missive from 
the duty officer, whose main function to that point was to forward basic 
information, has been withheld. It is possible the reference, coming 
just one hour after Frydenberg’s television appearance, was made to it. 
Given the formal appearance of the email, which seems to begin with the 
addressee’s first name or title and ends with a full signature block (absent 
in previous emails), it is possible this email served as an update to a senior 
PM&C official—perhaps the secretary—to convey that the current state 
of play appeared to have moved on to wind intermittency as a cause.

Minutes later, at 8.31 pm, but possibly as part of a separate email stream, 
a senior PM&C official emailed colleagues to ask for more detailed 
information than that provided earlier:

Helpful if we can have some information on the cause and why 
the system responds as it did, [sic]

I listened to the Premier who repeatedly indicated the outage is 
not generation related, but Some [sic] are suggesting related to 
renewables. 

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.
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To this, a senior official from DEE responded ‘we’ll get back to you on this 
question’ before moving on to further descriptive updates. I will return to 
this shortly and in detail. 

At 7.20 the next morning, the same DEE official forwarded a status report 
from a teleconference that included the offices of the prime minister and 
the energy minister, as well as DEE officials. She added that a note like 
hers was also sent to the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO). What follows is 
a 2.5-page preliminary summary describing the continuing uncertainty 
surrounding this event. Four short passages appearing halfway through 
the document are worth quoting here:

It is important not to speculate on how this happened. There are 
processes in place which support a proper investigation by the 
Australian Energy Market Operator …

It is too early to be definitive about the cause, but we do know that 
a massive storm passing over South Australia knocked out four 
major transmission lines …

Based on preliminary information the cause of yesterday’s blackout 
was a cascading event …

AEMO’s advice is that the generation mix (ie renewable and 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.

The summary also mentions ‘the agreed system restart procedures’, which 
normally ‘involve gas fired power’, ‘for unknown reasons … were not 
available’. This failure is never referred to in the ensuing political debate. 
For now, I will simply note that the FOI material does not show officials 
discussing causes in their own emails or debating the AEMO’s advice 
about the blamelessness of the generation mix. Apart from the previous 
evening’s email seeking clarification to avoid miscommunication, officials 
did not again raise possible causes in any of the unredacted material. 

Throughout the day, further updates derived from National Electricity 
Market Emergency Management Forum teleconferences were forwarded, 
each describing the damage and progress. Later that afternoon, at 3.01 
on 29 September, a senior adviser from PM&C’s climate, energy and 
resources section circulated a draft of ‘proposed whole of government 
talking points on the South Australian power outage’, adding they ‘have 
been tested with DEE and they are comfortable’. Government talking 



HOW GOVERNMENT EXPERTS SELF-SABOTAGE

64

points are like QTBs in that they provide material to elected government 
members on matters of the day and are used largely to maintain a unified 
message. Importantly, they are intended for public communication. 
In this case, the email containing the ‘SA power outage talking points’ 
is classified ‘Protected’, which is located midway on the spectrum of 
Australia’s classification system (from ‘Official’ to ‘Top Secret’) (Attorney-
General’s Department 2018). Left unredacted is descriptive background 
information about damage and weather. 

About this time, on 29 and 30 September, Prime Minister Malcolm 
Turnbull gave three statements that may have borrowed from those 
talking points: a ‘doorstop’ interview in Tasmania on 29 September, 
a radio interview and another doorstop interview as part of a book launch 
(both on 30 September). We have already seen the 29 September event 
had the prime minister linking renewable energy to uncertainty (‘these 
intermittent renewables do pose real challenges’), prioritising energy 
security as the way to combat that uncertainty (‘energy security should 
always be the key priority’), blaming the states’ high renewables targets 
on ideology (‘let’s end the ideology, focus on clear renewable targets’) 
and establishing an order of priority (‘we’ve got to recognise that energy 
security is the key priority and targeting lower emissions is very important 
but it must be consistent with energy security’) (Turnbull 2016b). 

The radio interview on 30 September traversed terrorism, Russian 
aggression and bushfires before settling on the situation in South 
Australia. In it, the prime minister consolidated his securitising rhetoric 
and introduced issues of reliability and affordability: 

You could be vulnerable—you will be vulnerable, if governments 
approach these energy policy issues in an ideological way … 
what [Premier of Victoria Daniel Andrews] is doing is creating 
distortions in the market … without regard to maintaining 
security … I’m very keen on renewable energy, but we’ve got 
to remember that yes we’ve got to reduce our emissions—that’s 
very important—but we have to maintain our energy security 
and reliability and we have to maintain affordability … Yes, cut 
emissions. Yes, renewables are good, we love them, terrific. But 
the number one priority is, keep the lights on. Keep the lights on, 
that’s the responsibility of government. (Turnbull 2016a)
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During the doorstop interview on 30 September, Turnbull reiterated 
his comments about the left-wing ideology of high renewable energy 
targets, calling on states to get behind the more moderate federal target 
of 23.5  per cent by 2020. In response to a question specifically about 
whether renewables played any part in South Australia’s power outage, 
he stated:

I’ve been quite consistent in recognising that the power outage 
in South Australia, the blackout was caused by a massive storm 
disrupting, knocking over important transmission assets and that’s 
quite clear. Having said that, this does bring to the forefront energy 
security issues and it is particularly pertinent in South Australia 
where they have got a very large dependence on an intermittent 
renewable, that is to say wind … the reality check that we’ve had 
with South Australia, we’ve got to make sure you keep the lights 
on. Keep the lights on—that’s the duty of governments. Also cut 
emissions, maintain affordable levels of energy supply, all of that 
has to be done together. (Turnbull 2016a)

Because officials’ proposed talking points are redacted, we will probably 
never know to what degree they align with Turnbull’s statements. It is still 
possible to speculate whether the government—particularly the prime 
minister—rebuffed officials’ proposed material. 

There are probably only two explanations for redacting these talking 
points. The first is that officials provided points that broadly aligned with 
Turnbull’s comments, meaning they linked the blackout to renewables. 
This is unlikely given none of the pieces of supplied material bears this 
out and Turnbull did not explicitly link the two (preferring, instead, to 
place the two assertions—that the blackout was caused by storms and that 
South Australia’s dependence on renewables was significant—alongside 
each other rather than substantiating a concrete connection). The second, 
more likely, explanation is that officials’ talking points echoed advice 
about the ongoing uncertainty of the situation as well as its causes. The 
AEMO’s 29 September advice that ‘the generation mix (ie renewable or 
fossil fuel) was not to blame’ was at this point no more than 24 hours old 
and may still be contained within those talking points. However, we know 
from the AEMO’s 5 October 2016 preliminary report that, as at 6.25 pm 
on Thursday, 29 September 2016, it still ‘had insufficient information 
about the original cause of the Black System that led to market suspension’ 
(AEMO 2016d: 20). As such, it is possible the talking points drafted 
by policy advisers had shifted towards even more conditional language. 
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One might conclude the redacted talking points portrayed a far more 
ambiguous reality than the prime minister’s public statements. This and 
the 29 September email advising that the generation mix was not to blame 
represent the first rebuffal under consideration.

Phase 2: 1–7 October

This phase begins on 1 October and sees more descriptions of damage 
and repairs, continuing in this vein until 5 October, when the AEMO’s 
preliminary report is published. Two separate emails refer to the report: 
one at 10.29 am on 5 October, offering a brief overview; the other 
at 10.33  am on the same day, also giving an overview and a record 
of a  National Energy Market teleconference discussing the report. 
Again,  as was the habit, the emails provide straightforward outlines in 
a descriptive style that is not misplaced here given the report’s purpose 
to provide ‘preliminary information [and] observations based on data 
provided to date’ (AEMO 2016d: 2). The report itself describes the event 
dispassionately and without reference to causes:

The weather resulted in multiple transmission system faults 
… Generation initially rode through the faults, but at 16:18, 
following an extensive number of faults in a short period, 315 MW 
of wind generation disconnected … The uncontrolled reduction 
in generation resulted in increased flow in the main Victorian 
interconnector (Heywood) to make up the deficit. This resulted in 
the Heywood interconnector overloading. To avoid damage to the 
interconnector, the automatic-protection mechanism activated, 
tripping the interconnector. In this event, this resulted in the 
remaining customer load and electricity generation in SA being 
lost. (AEMO 2016d: 2)

Both emails are silent on what this might mean, particularly in the 
contemporary political context, or how to proceed given the report’s 
preliminary inconclusiveness. 

While wind is singled out5 in terms of disconnection following faults, 
the report does not make explicit or implicit pronouncements regarding 
causes. Yet at this time, two different political narratives compete over the 

5  South Australia’s energy generation at the time was 883 MW from wind, 330 MW from thermal 
and 613 MW imported from the neighbouring state of Victoria (AEMO 2016d: 8). Given the high 
proportion of wind generation—representing almost half the total before the event and just less than 
one-sixth of the loss during the event—the singling out of wind is not surprising.
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meaning of the report. As reported by ABC News on 5 October 2016, 
South Australian premier Jay Weatherill claimed the report confirmed the 
blackout was ‘not a renewable energy event’. It also reported Weatherill 
as saying: ‘The Prime Minister was “politicking” at a time of emergency 
by blaming renewable energy, and accused Malcolm Turnbull of using the 
emergency to “lecture South Australians about the dangers of renewable 
energy”’ (Henderson and Sutton 2016).

On 7 October, during a radio interview in Adelaide (South Australia’s 
capital), the prime minister stated with regard to the report:

Let’s be quite clear what the assessment concluded. Because of 
South Australia’s very heavy reliance on wind power, which is an 
intermittent renewable, you know, it only generates electricity 
when the wind’s blowing. The State has become more and more 
dependent for baseload power on Victoria, on actually Victoria 
burning brown coal by the way, which is the dirtiest form of 
fossil fuel generation—it generates the most CO2 per megawatt. 
So what happened, as you know and it was quite clear, the storm 
knocked out transmission lines to the north of Adelaide which 
was connected to a large number of wind farms. That then caused 
more demand to be imposed on the interconnector with Victoria. 
That overloaded the interconnector, which turned off, switched 
off, and of course then you had the blackout. And that is basically 
what happened. So the real question is, one of the many questions, 
and this [is] what the energy ministers will be talking about today, 
is was that over reliance on intermittent renewables, did that cause 
in turn and [sic] over reliance for base load power on generation 
in Victoria and hence on those interconnectors. (Turnbull 2016d)

Later in the interview, Turnbull returned to the theme of energy security, 
affordable energy and lowering emissions: ‘We’ve got to have all three. 
They’re all of importance but the fundamental one is keep the lights on’ 
(Turnbull 2016d).

Each rendition—Weatherill’s and Turnbull’s—offered certainty, with 
each imbuing the report with far greater certainty and conclusiveness 
than it presented. Both inferred conclusions that are not present in 
the report—that is, that wind energy either was or was not to blame. 
Table  3.1 aligns the main points from AEMO’s report and the prime 
minister’s depiction of it. While matching the report from statements one 
to five, it is clear the report does not bear out the conclusion made in the 
prime minister’s sixth statement. Any generation source could disconnect 
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following extreme weather but, because South Australia’s generation mix 
included such a large proportion of wind, one could still blame it over 
other sources without being incorrect. This was a matter of choosing 
where to place emphasis. As this was a preliminary report, AEMO did not 
take the generation source into explicit account and, as such, the prime 
minister overinterpreted what was said without outright lying. He also, 
however, chose to ignore the report’s inconclusiveness. This represents the 
second rebuffal. 

Table 3.1 Comparison of AEMO report and the prime minister’s outline 
of the report

AEMO Prime Minister

1 Storm Storm

2 Faults cause 315 MW of wind 
generation to disconnect

Large number of wind farms 
knocked out

3 Increased flow to interconnector Increased demand on interconnector

4 Interconnector overloads and trips Interconnector overloads and is 
switched off

5 Blackout Blackout

6 The root cause is subject to further 
analysis

The real question is overreliance on 
intermittent renewables

Source: AEMO (2016d: 6).

On the same day, 7 October, a special meeting of the Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG)6 announced an independent review into energy 
security and reliability to be chaired by Australia’s chief scientist, Dr Alan 
Finkel. I will discuss this when I turn to QTBs in Phase 4. 

Phase 3: 11–13 October

There is no material between 7 and 11 October. Phase 3 therefore begins 
on 11 October with an email to PM&C from its Departmental Liaison 
Officer (DLO), who is situated within the PMO as a kind of go-between, 
relaying a request from the PMO for ‘a quick fact check’:

6  COAG is a federal, state and territory intergovernmental forum that meets to consider ‘matters 
of national significance or matters that need co-ordinated action by all Australian governments’ 
(see ‘Australia’s Federal Relations Architecture’, available from: www.coag.gov.au/about-coag).

http://www.coag.gov.au/about-coag
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Is it still the case that following smelters/foundries are without 
power? [And do we know what this is costing the SA economy per day?]
Prominent Hill
Nystar [sic]
Arrium
Olympic Dam

The following day, the same official who on 28 September had asked for 
accurate information about the cause of the blackout, emailed a response 
to the DLO. She advised that all sites had had some power for ‘at least 
a week, but have been constrained because there had been only one line 
going into the area’. She then provided information from ElectraNet, 
an electricity transmission company operating in South Australia, that 
‘additional load was made available to industrial customers yesterday’ and 
included a statement from BHP regarding its South Australian Olympic 
Dam mine. Regarding economic costs, she included recent media reports 
on how much the outage was costing Arrium and Nyrstar. 

Although not overtly presented as such in these emails, it is clear this 
fact check forms part of the content used in a prime ministerial speech 
to a dinner with the Australian minerals industry at Parliament House 
in Canberra that evening. In it, Malcolm Turnbull paid tribute to the 
innovation and risk-taking contribution the resources sector had made 
to the Australian economy, and what the government had done to 
maintain a policy agenda conducive to such endeavours. Rounding off 
a list of achievements, he moved on to the government’s commitment to 
‘ambitious but achievable climate targets—emissions 5 per cent below 
2000 levels by 2020’. Although ‘we are on track for our 2020 targets’, 
there is ‘more to do’:

[W]e understand what we need to achieve. We need to achieve 
energy security. You’ve got to keep the lights on. You’ve got to keep 
the wheels of industry turning … Now, the issue about energy 
security is coming to a very sharp focus following the recent state-
wide blackout in South Australia. It was a dramatic reminder of 
the importance of maintaining a reliable and affordable energy 
supply. The crisis in South Australia was a wake-up call for every 
jurisdiction in Australia to settle on a single renewable energy 
target but we have seen what has happened when state jurisdictions 
decide to set heroic targets. (Turnbull 2016f ) 
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Turnbull then returned briefly to his familiar themes of energy security, 
affordability and meeting international obligations—all of which, he 
argued, needed to be disengaged from political ideology. What followed 
were statements at least partly derived from PM&C’s fact check:

Four of South Australia’s largest economic contributors were 
without power for 15 days costing the economy tens, if not 
hundreds, of millions of dollars.

According to reports in the media, Arrium steel works is just 
coming back on-line and they have estimated that the blackout 
has reportedly cost them $30 million.

At Port Pirie, Nyrstar’s lead smelter will take two weeks to repair at 
a cost of up to $7 million.

Olympic Dam was forced to cease operations. To their credit, BHP 
Billiton’s immediate focus in the aftermath was on securing and 
restoring sufficient power to supply the Roxby Downs township 
and on avoiding sustained damage to equipment and infrastructure.

And at Prominent Hill, OZ Minerals is still without power, 
costing the company millions of dollars per day.

After talking to some of the businesses and indeed farmers who 
lost so much, it’s obvious that we have to have a clearer focus on 
those three objectives—energy security, energy affordability and 
meeting your international obligations. (Turnbull 2016f )

These assertions were clearly intended to play to Turnbull’s audience, 
which is a reasonable goal for any speech. They also framed the blackout 
and its assumed cause as significant costs to the economy. This frame 
implies that, even in all fairness—even if one were favourably inclined 
towards renewables—the cold, hard reality is that lowering emissions 
cannot come at the cost of the nation’s economic wellbeing. Taken further, 
high renewable energy targets will undermine our economy, which relies 
on our resources in the ground.

Several observations are worth making in relation to this passage and 
Phase 3. Speech drafts are usually, at least initially, written by departments 
for their ministers. Once they arrive in a minister’s office, drafts tend to 
be changed, particularly when they concern contentious or politicised 
issues. The PMO’s ‘quick fact check’ suggests the material to be checked 
was new—that is, it was written by the office and was not part of the 
department’s earlier draft. The department was therefore being asked 
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to react quickly to material that was neither sourced nor written by 
them. This is probably why their reply was fragmentary and somewhat 
unauthoritative. Although we can see some use being made of PM&C’s 
response (such as the cost to Nyrstar), most of Turnbull’s statements were 
either exaggerated (being completely without power for 15 days, rather 
than with some power for less than that; and the uncheckable price tag of 
‘tens, if not hundreds, of millions of dollars’) or sourced from elsewhere 
(‘talking to some of the businesses and indeed farmers’). Finally, at no 
point—neither here nor elsewhere in these FOI releases—did anyone 
ask the department to check whether the blackout could logically be 
connected to endangering Australia’s energy security. 

By themselves, none of these observations amounts to the type of rebuffal 
observed in my examination of the treasurer’s rejection of Treasury’s 
negative-gearing advice. Taken together, however, they point to a broader 
condition whereby government actors do not ask policy experts about 
deeper arguments and rationale, and policy experts do not offer them—
at least not on paper. In each case, the bureaucracy seemed to function 
mainly as a vendor of rudimentary information, perhaps because the 
only advice it could provide frankly and objectively was on the status 
of damage. This type of rebuffal operates almost as a kind of self-
inhibiting mechanism, along similar lines to Bruce Dover’s ‘anticipatory 
compliance’,7 which results in offering nothing unwanted in case one is 
sidelined. I argue that, far from being an oddity, this pre-emptive, self-
administered rebuffal, in which nothing of consequence is offered for 
fear of rejection or charges of unresponsiveness, represents an important 
type of rebuffing and is connected to what is legislatively and culturally 
expected of policy advisers. Although it constitutes the third instance of 
rebuffal, this nuance suggests a more complex typology than my previous 
rebuffals. I will return to this at length in due course.

Phase 4: Question Time Briefs

The final phase takes in a series of QTBs titled ‘Energy Security and 
Renewable Energy’, issued on 4 October, 7 October and 17 October 
2016. As noted briefly above, QTBs are prepared by departments and 

7  Dover worked as Rupert Murdoch’s vice-president in China. His book Rupert’s Adventure in 
China calls executives’ and editors’ responses to their boss’s expectations ‘a sort of “anticipatory 
compliance”. One didn’t need to be instructed about what to do, one simply knew what was in one’s 
long-term interests’ (quoted in Watson and Hill 2015: 13). 
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provide information to ministers on issues of potential interest to be used 
in response to questions from members during parliamentary question 
time. They are similar to government talking points except they are 
mainly intended for use in parliament as defensive responses to questions 
from the opposition. As such, they project possible questions and supply 
answers to them. They are composed as factually as possible but can also 
refer to a minister’s previous comments on the subject, sometimes even 
including them as answers, which may become accepted as facts over 
time. The QTBs under examination here are entirely redacted under 
Section  47c of the FOI Act. This may be because energy security and 
renewable energy were here explicitly drawn together by the department 
in the QTBs’ titles, which is notable given this explicit connection is not 
made elsewhere in the departmental material, despite the government 
doing so on numerous occasions. Referring to the prime minister’s 
statements in parliament around those dates may help determine what 
the redacted QTBs contained and whether parts of those statements were 
supplied by the department.

On 10 October 2016, the first sitting day after a three-week parliamentary 
break during which the blackout occurred, energy minister Josh 
Frydenberg was asked a question by one of his colleagues. He obliged with 
a response about progress made by COAG and the announcement about 
an independent review, briefly mentioning the prime minister’s refrain 
of energy security, reliability and affordability, and concluding with the 
by-now familiar condemnation of the opposition’s ‘reckless pursuit of 
an ideological approach to renewable energy targets without thinking 
through the implications for energy security’ (Parliament of Australia 
2016b: 1288). This was followed by a question from shadow energy 
minister Mark Butler to the prime minister. Butler asked: ‘Why did the 
Prime Minister champion renewable energy in South Australia before 
the election only to use an extreme weather event to play politics after 
the election?’ In response, Malcolm Turnbull began the ‘economic cost’ 
narrative that he went on to use in his address to the minerals industry 
dinner two days later:

I do thank the honourable member for his question because 
in asking it he puts his finger on the very central problem that 
Labor faces with this issue: that they treat renewable energy as an 
ideological issue rather than a technological issue. The bottom line 
is simply this: that there are many sources of electricity. There is 
intermittent renewable. There is hydro. We have many forms of 
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fossil fuel generation. All of them have different characteristics. 
What we have to do is take away the ideology and the political 
claptrap with which the Labor Party surrounds all of their policies 
and focus on these objectives. What we need to do is ensure that 
we keep the lights on—something the honourable member’s 
Labor colleagues in South Australia demonstrably failed to do. We 
have to keep the lights on. We have to ensure that there is energy 
security. We have to ensure that households and businesses can 
afford to pay for it—and his Labor colleagues in South Australia 
have created the most expensive wholesale electricity in Australia. 
That is very helpful, isn’t it, I ask the honourable member—
terribly helpful if you want to revive your manufacturing base 
… So you have got to do have [sic] energy security and energy 
affordability, and we have to meet our emission reduction targets 
as set out in the Paris treaty. So we have to do all three and we have 
to make sure we achieve them all together … This is a time when 
we must stop putting ideology into something that is essentially 
an engineering issue. How do we achieve those three goals? There 
is a way to do it. We are leading the way. (Parliament of Australia 
2016b: 1291)

On 12 October, Butler returned with a similar question: ‘In July 2011, 
the Prime Minister said that 100 per cent of stationary energy will need 
to come from clean sources by the middle of the century. Prime Minister, 
what happened to you?’ (Parliament of Australia 2016c: 1706). 

Turnbull responded with an overview of Australia’s obligation to reduce 
emissions under the Paris Agreement and boasted that ‘we are well on track 
to meet our 2020 targets—indeed, to beat our 2020 targets’. He closed 
with an appeal to pragmatism that expanded on the economic cost frame 
he floated at that evening’s dinner:

The important point honourable members have got to recognise 
is  that if you turn these technologies into matters of ideology, 
if you turn them into matters of some kind of secular religion—
if that is not a contradiction—or if you mythologise them, then 
you will mislead yourself and have the result of undermining 
energy security and affordability or, indeed, your path to emission 
reduction. These are engineering and technology issues. We know 
what we need to achieve and what his [Butler’s] state8 has lamentably 
failed to achieve. We need to keep the lights on. We need energy 

8  Mark Butler was the Member for Port Adelaide, an electorate in South Australia, at the time of 
the blackout and its aftermath.



HOW GOVERNMENT EXPERTS SELF-SABOTAGE

74

to be affordable—not the most expensive in Australia, as it is in 
South Australia. And we need to meet our emissions reduction 
target. We need to achieve those three objectives. That is what 
the government’s policy is all about. We are doing it, but we 
are doing it in a clear-eyed, hard-headed, rational manner. This 
is not an ideological issue; it is an engineering one. And we are 
approaching it pragmatically and effectively. (Parliament of 
Australia 2016c: 1291)

The bottom line, Turnbull argued, was that energy security, reliability, 
affordability and emissions reductions were matters not of ideology but 
of technology and engineering. They must be approached ‘pragmatically 
and effectively’ and ‘in a clear-eyed, hard-headed, rational manner’. 
This line of argument goes to the heart of the primacy he assigned to 
energy security over ideology, while the associated necessity of settling 
on a single renewable energy target is an oblique way of saying that states 
whose targets are high are politically grandstanding against the federal 
government’s target, which is a ‘pragmatic’ 20 per cent by 2020 (at this 
time, Queensland’s target was 50 per cent by 2030 and South Australia’s 
was 75 per cent by 2025). Turnbull’s statements may also go to the heart 
of the way he became prime minister, which Butler alluded to in his 
questions. I will return to this in my consideration of context. 

For now, let us return to the QTBs themselves. It should be noted here 
that those who rise to speak often, such as the prime minister, tend not 
to have to avail themselves of the text provided in QTBs. In other words, 
as a frequent and practised speaker, Turnbull may not have needed his 
department’s proposed speaking points in formulating his responses on 
10 and 12 October. In any event, given the redaction of the text, there 
is no way of knowing and one can only speculate about the QTBs’ title 
linking energy security and renewable energy. In the leadup to the start 
of each parliamentary sitting, ministerial offices send their respective 
departments a list of titles for new or updated QTBs. Departments then 
develop those titles into draft QTBs. One might therefore assume the 
link was made by the PMO and that PM&C provided whatever text 
it could to populate this QTB. Given the text we have observed in the 
other, unredacted material, however, no such link had been made by 
policy advisers. In that case, it seems more likely PM&C’s QTB followed 
the kind of language we saw in some of the updates we have considered, 
which described a sequence of events and repairs. One might conclude, 
therefore, that—much like its earlier fact check—the department simply 
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supplied sufficiently relevant information about the blackout situation in 
the blandest possible way. But why would this be redacted under Section 
47c when the fact check was not?

At least four further explanations are possible. The first is that PM&C 
substantiated renewables as a threat to energy security. At this point, 
however, that represented political opinion only and had not been raised 
by the AEMO’s preliminary examinations. This explanation would 
imply that PM&C consciously helped turn unsubstantiated opinion into 
policy-derived evidence. Although this could explain why these QTBs 
have been redacted—and would mean they were not rebuffed—it does 
not seem plausible. The language of policy advice tends, on the whole, 
to be anodyne largely because it works hard to avoid overstatement and 
the unknown. The second explanation is that PM&C may have used 
this opportunity to explain that renewable energy did not pose a threat 
to energy security as no current evidence suggested a connection. The 
terms in which they explained this may not have been as stark, but the 
overall message would have been at odds with the prime minister’s public 
statements. This explanation would be in keeping with the material 
we saw in Treasury’s negative-gearing briefings—that is, a department 
providing its minister with information he publicly rejected. The third 
is that PM&C attempted to connect renewable energy and energy 
security by arguing that security could be maintained if one committed 
to diversification by embracing renewables in the generation mix. This, 
however, would have gone against the dominant government narrative 
that renewables were too unreliable to guarantee secure generation. The 
fourth, perhaps most likely, explanation is that PM&C provided talking 
points about renewables and talking points about energy security—on the 
same page, to be sure, but under separate columns, thus avoiding having 
to construct an argument about how the two might be related. This would 
have ensured both responsiveness and objectivity, thus lending authority 
(Porter 1995: 8). We now have before us a variety of explanations, none 
of which can be entirely substantiated. Yet, the redaction of all the QTBs’ 
talking points allows us to contemplate Phase 4 as the final rebuffal. 

Mention should also be made of the AEMO’s final report of its review 
of the blackout, published on 23 March 2017, which concluded:

Wind turbines successfully rode through grid disturbances. 
It was the action of a control setting responding to multiple 
disturbances that led to the Black System. Changes made to 
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turbine control settings shortly after the event has [sic] removed 
the risk of recurrence given the same number of disturbances. 
(AEMO 2017b: 7)

Further: 

The most well-known characteristic of wind power, variation of 
output with wind strength (often termed ‘intermittency’), was 
not a material factor in the events immediately prior to the Black 
System. Other potential causes for the sustained power reduction 
have been subject to analysis by AEMO, including wind turbine 
disconnection due to excessive wind speed. Typically, wind 
turbines exhibit a protective behaviour whereby they shut down 
to protect themselves from excessive mechanical stress in high 
winds, typically 90 km/h or more. Of the 456 MW sustained 
power reduction by nine wind farms, approximately 35 MW of 
wind generation was disconnected due to excessive wind speed 
during the last five voltage disturbances. This was not a material 
contributor to the event. (AEMO 2017b: 47)

Obviously, none of this information was available during the phases under 
consideration. Its certainty would surely have been welcomed. What was 
available at the time was necessarily preliminary and uncertain, and what 
policy advisers formulated from it did not prevent a miscasting of events. 

The final word in this section should go to the independent review by 
Chief Scientist Dr Alan Finkel, which is mentioned in the background of 
the QTBs. Although announced during the period under consideration, 
the Finkel Review did not report until June 2017. Commissioned to 
‘develop a national blueprint to maintain energy security and reliability’, 
the review explained any potentially negative relationship between security 
and renewables simply in terms of generator integration and timing:

Australia needs to increase system security and ensure future 
reliability in the NEM [National Energy Market]. Security and 
reliability have been compromised by poorly integrated variable 
renewable electricity generators, including wind and solar. This 
has coincided with the unplanned withdrawal of older coal and 
gas-fired generators. (Finkel 2017: 5)

On the blackout itself, Finkel notes:

One of the factors that led to the blackout in South Australia in 
September 2016 was that some wind generators had a control 
setting that disconnected or reduced their output in response 
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to multiple power system disturbances. In particular, upon 
detecting a series of voltage dips, nine wind farms simultaneously 
disconnected or cut their output after exceeding a pre-set limit 
for the number of ride through responses in a two minute 
period. AEMO was not aware of their pre-set protection limits. 
The event highlighted that access to correct technical information 
about grid-connected equipment is critical for system security. 
(Finkel 2017: 59)

As already suggested by the AEMO’s final report, the blackout was 
largely the result of human error and not technology. Nonetheless, the 
political narrative and the policy advice that accompanied it did not 
emphasise this human element. This is probably because blame would 
then have needed to shift towards organisational elements and human 
accountability, closing off opportunities for the government to undermine 
the reliability of renewables. As Charles E. Naquin and Terri R. Kurtzberg 
observe, ‘people will have a propensity to blame an organization more for 
a misfortune when it was directly caused by human error than if the same 
misfortune had been caused by a technological error’ (2004: 130).

The text
Let me briefly reiterate the four instances of rebuffal here. The first is 
perhaps the most obvious. Following an explicit question on the night of 
the storm from one of PM&C’s senior officials that information on the 
cause would be helpful to avoid spreading misinformation, a senior DEE 
official the next morning forwarded a status report from a ministerial 
teleconference that included an update from the AEMO about the 
generation mix being ‘not to blame’. This report was forwarded without 
substantive comments or discussion about a handling strategy. Later that 
day, draft government talking points were circulated and probably not 
used by the prime minister, who called the blackout a ‘reality check’ about 
the threat of renewables to energy security.

The second is slightly more nuanced in that the AEMO’s report did 
not explicitly condemn or acquit a particular cause, instead describing a 
sequence of events and highlighting the report’s preliminary nature. Given 
this early yet unavoidable ambiguity—framed as flat evidence and used by 
the department as a buffer, presumably to avoid giving policy advice—the 
prime minister (re)cast the report as leading to the ‘real question’ of ‘over 
reliance on intermittent renewables’.
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The third and fourth rebuffals are more complex. The prime minister’s 
speech  fact check revealed a subtle dynamic between policy advisers and 
ministerial offices, in which advisers tend not to proactively offer deeper 
arguments and government actors do not request them. Fielding only 
isolated questions taken from the body of a speech being redrafted by 
ministerial staff implies that policy advisers are not invited to contribute 
their broader professional insights. Further, responding with nothing 
unwanted seems to indicate that policy advisers engage in a kind of 
anticipatory compliance—that is, they supply only what has been asked 
for and offer nothing else, perhaps in case of rejection. Finally, the redacted 
QTBs suggest the possibility that policy advisers, when confronted with 
unsubstantiated hyperbole about energy security and unreliable renewables, 
intentionally framed their advice as plain descriptions of events. In other 
words, conceived of as merely transferring sets of information, this policy 
advice was deliberately one-dimensional, even unknowing. This takes on a 
deeper resonance when one considers it was issued against a backdrop of 
intense political conflict, the roots of which can be traced to the breakdown 
in Australia’s climate change consensus, much of it driven by debate over 
sustaining the role of Australian coal. If one was to define this intentional 
unawareness, one might characterise it as a particular skill—one, as Michael 
Taussig (1999: 2) has put it in a different context, of ‘knowing what not 
to know’. I will discuss this in detail and with reference to some of the 
literature on deliberate ignorance shortly.

In the previous chapter, I constructed a framework to help drive my 
examination of rebuffed advice. In considering the text of that advice, 
I focused on four key areas, each of which prompted a question: 

1. Kairos: What effect does time have on the advice?
2. Context: How does context potentially affect language—and does 

language affect context? 
3. Awareness of self and audience: How is the advice conceived of, how 

is it framed and what does its audience do with it?
4. Response: What is the political reaction to the advice and how is it 

formed? 

Like the next chapter on Iraq, here, time and context are closely linked 
and play a role in shaping the language of both expert advice and political 
statements. Time is clearly linked to the urgency of the crisis—an entire 
state without power—and this means advisers had to tread carefully 
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to ensure rapid and correct dissemination of information. In  such 
circumstances, being rebuffed in the first and second phases may have 
been unmerited, but, given the political drama unfolding at the same time, 
probably unsurprising. With government ministers almost simultaneously 
juxtaposing the blackout with South Australia’s political choices about 
energy supply, the political narrative swiftly unfastened itself from the 
preliminary evidence. When Energy Minister Frydenberg raised questions 
about ‘the stability of the system … by virtue of the increasing amount 
of renewables’ that night; when Deputy Prime Minister Barnaby Joyce 
told ABC Radio the following morning that wind power ‘obviously 
wasn’t working too well last night because they had a blackout’ (Owens 
2016); and when Prime Minister Turnbull claimed on the same day that 
South Australia presented a ‘reality check’, the political narrative and the 
language driving it took a specific path. This is probably why, despite 
initially attempting to dispel misinterpretations, officials largely did not 
try to correct their political masters. 

However, the speed with which official advice fell into place suggests there 
may have been additional temporal and contextual forces at play, which, 
I proposed above, are related to the breakdown in Australia’s climate change 
consensus. Although that consensus has been unravelling globally for the 
past few years, in Australia, it also appears to be at least partly connected 
to the ongoing leadership crises for which Canberra has come to be known 
as ‘the coup capital of the world’ (see, for example, Bryant 2015; SBS 
News 2018; Perrigo 2018). An abbreviated version of this—which for my 
purposes concerns only Turnbull’s leadership in opposition and as prime 
minister9—begins in 2009 when, as leader of the opposition Liberal–
National Coalition, he proposed siding with the Labor government’s 
proposed ‘carbon pollution reduction scheme’ to combat climate change. 
Before voting on the Bill could take place—which would have seen 
Turnbull cross the floor to side with the government—those conservative 
colleagues unwilling to back the scheme replaced him in a narrowly won 
leadership contest with self-described climate ‘weathervane’ Tony Abbott 
(Turnbull 2009). Abbott went on to win the 2013 election with a promise 
to repeal Labor’s legislated carbon price. After an unpopular budget in 
2014 and several other highly critiqued decisions—such as knighting 

9  From 2007 to May 2022, Australia had seven prime ministers, four of whom were ousted before 
the end of their terms by their own side: Kevin Rudd in 2010 by Julia Gillard, Julia Gillard in 2013 
by Kevin Rudd, Tony Abbott in 2015 by Malcolm Turnbull and Malcolm Turnbull in 2018 by 
Scott Morrison. 
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Prince Philip (Lewis 2015)—Abbott’s leadership became precarious. 
In September 2015, after losing ‘30 Newspolls in a row’ (Turnbull 2015), 
Turnbull challenged and beat Abbott in a leadership contest, 54 votes 
to 44 (Martin 2015). With Turnbull’s reputation for progressive views 
on climate change, marriage equality and an Australian republic, public 
expectations were high (Patrick 2018), which was reflected in subsequent 
polling. In November 2015, 70 per cent of respondents viewed him as 
‘a capable leader’, 63 per cent as ‘understand[ing] the problems facing 
Australia’, 59 per cent as ‘good in a crisis’ and 51 per cent as ‘visionary’. 
But those expectations began to fade as Turnbull slowly revealed himself 
to be incapable of delivering on any of them. By March 2016, his total 
approval rating had drifted downwards across each of the above four 
characteristics (to 64, 53, 52 and 44 per cent, respectively) (Lewis 2016). 
On 2 July 2016, just two months before the blackout, Turnbull scraped in 
to win the federal election with a bare one-seat majority. 

It has been suggested that, to garner sufficient votes to take the leadership 
from Abbott, the centrist Turnbull made a deal ‘with the jackals of the 
right’ (Daley 2018; Hartcher 2018), who, in exchange for their support, 
forced him to shelve his more progressive views on climate change, 
among others. Even so, for the duration of Turnbull’s time in office, many 
among the right-wing factions of the party continued to thrill to Abbott’s 
statement while prime minister that ‘coal is good for humanity, coal is 
good for prosperity, coal is an essential part of our economic future, here 
in Australia, and right around the world’ (Massola et al. 2014). To win 
and maintain power, therefore, Turnbull had somehow to diverge from 
his previous views and the rhetorical path10 with which he had, until this 
point, been associated. The South Australian blackout, I argue, presented 
an opportunity through which Turnbull could strengthen his flagging 
leadership and maintain his party’s support. Thus, while still claiming 
to ‘love’ renewables, what really mattered to Turnbull now was ‘keeping 
the lights on’ and doing so ‘pragmatically and effectively’ and ‘in a clear-
eyed, hard-headed, rational manner’. Although this new rhetorical path 
was ultimately not sustainable for him,11 the uncertainty surrounding the 
blackout in its early days gave Turnbull sufficient rationale to credibly 

10  For a discussion of rhetorical path dependency, see Grube (2014b).
11  After months of agitation led by former prime minister Tony Abbott over the National Energy 
Guarantee (a policy proposal that essentially concluded the trajectory from the South Australian 
blackout via the Finkel Review), Turnbull lost the support of his party in August 2018, and was 
succeeded by his treasurer, Scott Morrison (Fernando and Bedo 2018). 
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embrace energy security—procured with coal—over doubtful renewables, 
particularly wind. In effect, Turnbull’s frame was simple: yes, I used to 
embrace renewables as a mitigation strategy and they still have their place 
in meeting our climate change targets, but seriously, who would not 
choose security over insecurity, certainty over uncertainty?

A brief sidenote about securitisation as a rhetorical construct is useful. 
Securitisation can be valuable because it lends authority, particularly 
in situations, such as the one under consideration, in which debate is 
not desirable. It has been said to work to ‘silence opposition’ and can 
give ‘power holders many opportunities to exploit “threats” for domestic 
purposes, to claim a right to handle something with less democratic 
control and constraint’ (Buzan et al. 1998: 29). When deployed in this 
way, ‘security should be seen as a negative, as a failure to deal with issues as 
normal politics’ (Buzan et al. 1998: 29). Turnbull’s securitising of energy 
can be viewed as a rhetorical device with which he sought to portray 
himself as strong and capable of guarding against threatening change—
not just in the climate, but also in his own party. 

Turnbull’s fraught political history has been captured here as no more than 
a sketch. There are clearly many other factors at play in his leadership crisis, 
and in Australia’s more generally (see, for instance, Kelly 2018; Bongiorno 
2018; Chang 2018). Yet, the potency of the backdrop—leadership 
struggles arguably connected to climate change and its mitigation partly 
through renewables and the decline of coal—suggests the blackout offered 
an opportunity born of time and context. That is, the blackout should be 
viewed as a moment when a crisis—the blackout itself, but more subtly 
also the government’s internal problems and Turnbull’s own—was used 
to convey a solution to all three problems. The blackout, in other words, 
was a kairotic moment. John E. Smith describes kairos as pointing to ‘the 
significance and purpose of events and to the idea of constellations of 
events yielding results which would not have been possible at other times 
and under other circumstances’ (1969: 2).

Elsewhere, he explains that the notion of kairos encompasses ‘three distinct 
but related concepts’:

There is, first, the idea of the ‘right time’ for something to happen 
in contrast with ‘any time’; a sense that is captured nicely in the 
word ‘timing’ … Second, kairos means a time of tension and 
conflict, a time of crisis implying that the course of events poses a 
problem that calls for a decision at that time, which is to say that no 
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generalized solution or response supposedly valid at any or every 
time will suffice. Third, kairos means that the problem or crisis 
has brought with it a time of opportunity … for accomplishing 
some purpose which could not be carried out at some other time. 
Implicit in all three meanings embraced by kairos is the concept of 
an individual time having a critical ordinal position set apart from 
its predecessors and successors. (Smith 2002: 52)

Borrowing from Smith’s definitions, the blackout presented an opportunity 
for Turnbull to reframe himself as reminiscent of what he used to be but, 
more importantly, what he needed to be now to stay in power. That is, 
he reframed himself as just progressive enough but mainly as sufficiently 
pragmatic to maintain Australia’s resource-rich status quo and, with that, 
the support of the government’s conservative factions. For Turnbull and his 
party, the blackout thus became the moment at which renewables could 
be justifiably denounced as both too unreliable and progressive ideology 
gone mad. In a sense, the blackout represented both crisis and solution 
for Turnbull, and perhaps even symbolises his own struggle and attempted 
transformation. It was therefore acutely positioned at the ‘right time’. 

Although not confronted by the crisis in these specific terms, policy advisers in 
the APS would have been aware of much of this when formulating their 
advice. Indeed, civil servants tend to follow political developments closely 
and, as former long-serving Treasury secretary Ken Henry puts it, good 
policy advisers should be ‘politically aware’ (2017a:  16). This awareness 
is described in guidance on working with ministers as understanding ‘the 
current political context’ (APSC 2021b). Further, the ‘Integrated Leadership 
System’, which identifies the capabilities by which most of the APS is 
performance-managed, describes this awareness at the levels of seniority we 
saw among our email correspondents as the ability to draw ‘on information 
and alternate viewpoints’ and monitor ‘information channels to understand 
new issues of importance to the government’ (APSC 2018c). 

Although clearly not required to participate politically, Australian public 
servants, then, are expected to understand the political environment to 
perform their functions at a high strategic level. As such, it is not unreasonable 
to assume that, at least among the more senior email correspondents,12 there 

12  The two primary correspondents from PM&C and DEE were assistant secretaries, or Senior 
Executive Service (SES) Band 1. There are three ‘bands’ across the SES below the level of secretary, 
which is the highest. To reach the level of SES Band 1 from a junior or graduate entry level would 
take several years (recognising that some may be direct recruits).
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would have been good awareness of the context and its evolution over the 
previous few years (seven years by 2016 if one includes Turnbull’s ousting 
as opposition leader in 2009). I am not implying that overt references to 
Turnbull’s political troubles should have been made. There seems, however, 
to be an almost studied silence even on issues of concern to departments 
such as PM&C and DEE. For instance, with the blackout providing a 
platform for government disparagement of renewable energy, it may have 
become strategically necessary for public servants to consider and raise 
policy implications, such as how emissions will be lowered in the event 
wind energy is reduced in the generation mix. Maybe this happened—but 
it did not happen here, concurrently with information about the trigger 
event and prime ministerial commentary that put the generation mix in 
doubt. In other words, acknowledging ‘new issues of importance to the 
government’ seems to have been carefully avoided here. 

This leads to consideration of how the advice itself was framed. After the 
early and decisive rebuffal of advice about the generation mix not being to 
blame, the sole focus of the FOI-released material seemed to be on relaying 
crisis information. Apart from one early question about the accuracy of 
blaming renewables, as well as what I have inferred from the redactions, one 
sees a frame that casts advice as a mere channel for transmitting accounts 
of reality as they are conveyed by the emergency management forum and 
various others. This frame, as well as the unanswered question, the speech 
fact check and the redactions—all suggest a kind of reticence, which is 
probably partly related to the complexity surrounding Turnbull and his 
riven party. It is almost certainly related to the widespread bureaucratic 
belief that FOI laws are somehow inhibiting—that is, they necessarily 
cause public servants to prepare innocuous written advice or deliver it 
orally. As we saw in the previous chapter, Shergold’s Learning from Failure 
was particularly robust in its regard of FOI laws as ‘a significant barrier 
to frank written advice’, citing then APS commissioner John Lloyd’s even 
stronger view that they are ‘pernicious’ (Shergold 2015: 19). 

But there is something else at work here—something that takes us beyond 
imagining a language that does its best to fly under the radar simply by 
being slippery. Linsey McGoey suggests the transparency required by 
FOI legislation has given rise, on the part of bureaucrats, to ‘resourceful 
strategies of non-disclosure’ such as ‘feigning ignorance’ because it ‘answers 
the twin demands of appearing transparent while wielding control over 
the very information one has an interest in concealing’. More specifically, 
feigned ignorance ‘allows those in authority to deny knowledge of the 
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truths which they are increasingly expected to share’ (McGoey 2007: 
216–17). Under these terms, one might even describe the frame at hand 
as one of ‘feigned ignorance’. If that is correct, it depicts an uncomfortable 
reality that warrants closer examination.

McGoey quotes Niklas Luhmann to explain further this ‘purposeful 
cultivation of ignorance’:

The communication of ignorance relieves authority. Whoever 
communicates knowledge absorbs uncertainty and must 
consequently take responsibility for the truth and untruth of 
his knowledge. Whoever communicates ignorance is excused. 
(McGoey 2007: 228).13

Maintaining uncertainty, therefore, absolves those who might otherwise 
be held responsible were they to transform it into something more 
resolute. Absconding from the transmission of deeper expertise, in other 
words, evades responsibility and even accountability. Further, ‘appearing 
uncertain rather than authoritative’ can hold political capital, which takes 
us well beyond the conviction that ambiguous language is simply an 
unfortunate symptom of FOI laws:

In recent times, those carrying political or cultural power have 
increasingly grasped that uncertainty provides a reprieve from 
having to answer for the consequences of one’s knowledge. 
Conditionality becomes a more advantageous rhetorical tool that 
[sic] certainty: one need not provide answers for what one could 
not have known. (McGoey 2007: 230)

In this sense, ignorance and ambiguity offer ‘protection from blame’ 
(McGoey 2007: 230) and, for my purposes, may also pre-empt rebuffal. 
Others have also noticed this tendency, such as Jacqueline Best, who 
considers that ‘uncertainty poses a considerable challenge to experts who 
guide … decisions since they may be held accountable for unfortunate 
outcomes’ (2012: 88). As a response to this challenge, experts have not 
eliminated ignorance but incorporated it, which, Best asserts, has become 
‘an institutional response’ (2012: 92). Rappert notes: ‘[d]epending on 
the situation, both claiming knowledge and [claiming] ignorance may 
be advantageous. Ambiguity in relation to what you know is a way of 
resisting lines of interrogation’ (2012a: 30–31). 

13  McGoey quotes from Niklas Luhmann’s 1998 essay ‘The Ecology of Ignorance’.
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Ambiguity and its bestowal of blameless ignorance can therefore carry 
political capital or, at the very least, the absence of political wrath, 
deeper analysis or rebuffal. It also offers a further benefit. Based on her 
examination of regulatory agencies and industry, McGoey proposes that 
‘not managing to reach conclusions’ had the desirable effect of preventing 
the relationship between the two groups from fracturing (2007: 232; 
emphasis in original). That is, uncertainty was observed as a kind of 
social glue that conserved a relationship, which moves us well beyond 
mere FOI avoidance strategies. This echoes Stone’s (1997: 138) finding 
that ambiguity enables ‘coalition and compromise’. In my study of 
South Australia’s blackout, one might say something similar about the 
relationship between policy advisers and government ministers—that is, 
‘knowing what not to know’ became a useful tool for avoiding the friction 
that might otherwise have arisen had advisers chosen to emphasise and 
repeat early advice that renewables were probably not to blame. 

I suggest that policy advice during the blackout effected a lack of 
awareness around some of the key temporal and contextual factors driving 
the political narrative that renewables could not be trusted as an input to 
baseload power. Ignoring the political context so steadfastly, however, also 
meant having to ignore related policy issues that were within advisers’ own 
domain, such as implications for emissions and clean energy targets, issues 
of diversification, the sustainability of the generation mix and the future 
of fossil fuels. By focusing solely on what could be seen on the ground, the 
policy advice under consideration essentially positioned itself as a kind of 
reportage. Simply updating ministers and their offices about events, and 
overlooking all other potentially problematic factors, gave the advice an 
appearance of certainty without anyone having to take responsibility for 
any of the underlying complexities. However, while bypassing uncertainty 
with their almost exclusive focus on status updates may have allowed 
policy advisers to avoid the consequences of their expertise, ambiguity 
was allowed to flourish. This, in turn, made it easier for ministers to 
stretch the narrative to wherever they wanted it. As Annick de Vries et al. 
(2010: 103) put it: ‘the interpretation option for politicians increases 
when extensive uncertainty information is provided’. Rappert suggests 
this is a game, which he calls ‘In gray you can play’: ‘Ambiguity cannot be 
underestimated as a resource. Clarity marks out trench lines for conflict. 
A lack of it leaves much room for maneuvering’ (Rappert 2012a: 30).
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If policy advisers effectively relieved themselves of their responsibility 
to be frank about evidence by leaving out relevant policy issues, one 
might say they gifted government ministers with an ambiguity that made 
many interpretations of reality possible. That is, furnished with official 
advice that withdrew from contradicting them, political actors were free 
to construe wind energy as unreliable, play down emissions reduction 
and, with it, deprioritise the Australian Government’s international 
commitments to mitigate climate change. Each played to Turnbull’s 
frame of pragmatism—repeatedly formulated as energy security—which 
transformed the uncertainty and even chaos of the situation into enablers 
for certainty and reliability. One might conclude that advisers vacating 
the policy field in favour of status reports created an empty space that an 
increasingly unpopular prime minister and government readily filled with 
definitive and reassuring language about energy security. 

The texts themselves featured only two passages that lacked ambiguity: 
one that referred to the early finding that wind was not to blame, and the 
other that it was too early to reach conclusions, each of them based on 
initial AEMO advice buried within a lengthy departmental update. These 
were very clearly rejected. I hypothesised that a further three may have 
been unambiguous: the redacted email to a very senior PM&C official, 
the redacted government talking points and the redacted QTBs on energy 
security and renewable energy. These may have explained that seeking 
consistency between the type of energy security Turnbull was pursuing 
and renewable energy could not be logically achieved without affecting 
the government’s commitment to climate change mitigation. Across the 
15 days of email traffic, only one official challenged her departmental 
colleagues about the unfolding political narrative about wind energy, and 
she was never answered directly. We do not know whether ministers were 
ever provided advice that questioned or contradicted their views. Yet, 
given what this analysis has observed, there is almost nothing to suggest 
that official advice to ministers and their offices was anything other than 
tunnel-visioned: focused on the blackout itself and carefully blocking out 
anything troublesome—such as the government’s internal conflicting 
views on climate change—that may have undercut the government’s 
description of events or its preferencing of energy security. 

In his report Learning from Failure, Shergold writes extensively about frank 
and fearless policy advice. In a report prepared as a result of the findings 
of the 2014 Royal Commission into the Home Insulation Program (HIP) 
(which chronicled public servants’ failure to provide robust advice to 
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their ministers, indirectly leading to the deaths of four young insulation 
installers), Shergold notes that it takes courage to give ministers robust 
advice, but it must be done:

Good advice is not only responsive—but also responsible … 
This can mean telling ministers things that they do not wish to 
hear, but of which they need to be aware. Only then can we be 
assured that decisions are made in full knowledge of all the facts. 
Governments should act with eyes wide open … Giving frank and 
fearless advice can be difficult. It can be complicated by the desire 
to preserve good working relationships with ministers. There can 
be pressure to be ‘pragmatic’ and act in a way that is expedient or 
convenient. The community’s legitimate expectation that the APS 
serves the public interest with integrity requires more than this. It 
can require steely resolve. (Shergold 2015: 18)

Shergold knows that providing this type of advice is hard, but he is also 
suggesting it is possible and necessary. On the other hand, the primary 
audience for this advice—government ministers—tends frequently to 
disparage the material it receives from the APS:

Ministers themselves frequently bemoan the quality of advice that 
they receive. There have been recurrent complaints over the years 
from ministers about their departments’ apparent lack of innovative 
ideas and inadequate standard of advice. (Shergold 2015: 15)

In other words, ministers report being unhappy with advice they perceive 
as lacking ideas, which implies a lack of independent thought, and 
clarity. The APS itself strives to achieve those goals, as emphasised in its 
‘Values’: ‘[E]mployees should provide forthright and professional advice; 
and develop robust and innovative options, supported with persuasive 
argument, good analysis and strong evidence’ (APSC 2021a).

Indeed, when working with ministers, the APSC also makes note of 
what Shergold called ‘steely resolve’ in their description of good advice: 
‘relevant, comprehensive and unaffected by fear of consequences, not 
withholding important facts or bad news’ (APSC 2021a).

There is, then, an expectation of public servants that their advice to 
ministers be bold, persuasive, innovative and unafraid of leaving out 
significant information. Yet, ministers complain they are not getting 
this. From what we have observed, we might agree that they are not. Yet, 
I suggest this complaint rings hollow when one considers that advice like 
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PM&C’s and DEE’s must be rather convenient to ministers in that it 
forestalls potential embarrassment further down the road—for instance, 
by pointing out some important, related facts. In this sense, ministers are 
getting exactly what they want, at least when the issue is subject to intense 
political manoeuvring.

We have thus arrived at a point where expert advice may forestall, and 
thus not encounter, rebuffal. That is, the reaction to this advice was not 
negative because it proved useful in terms of providing and fact-checking 
information and, as we saw, because policy advisers were not asked for, 
nor did they offer, their views. Indeed, this transactional relationship, 
which ministerial advisers also help to shape, seemed efficient, familiar 
and coordinated. After an initial challenge, advice seemed largely 
choreographed by silence, in that providers and receivers were never 
obliged to produce more, or less, or something different. In this way, 
advice and the reaction to it were ‘in sync’. In other words, because advice 
was concerned with only one thing, it proved useful (as it provided good 
information only about the blackout and avoided criticism by not raising 
anything else) and minimised rejection. In effect, ministers did not have 
to rebuff much of the advice because public servants arranged the advice 
accordingly. We might say the advisers chose tactics (for instance, self-
preservation) over strategy (providing frank, comprehensive advice).

Finally, my framework asks whether advisers’ language affected context—
whether, in other words, policy advice helped facilitate the government’s 
rhetoric. Judging by what we have been able to observe, the answer is 
yes. It is affirmative not in the sense that advice had a hand in forging 
the government’s rhetoric, but in that it avoided trying to persuade 
government ministers that shifting away from renewables towards energy 
security was premature given the preliminary nature of investigations, 
not to mention incompatible with policy commitments (more on this 
below). Its influence on government rhetoric was therefore by way of 
absence. This does not mean policy advisers offered nothing. On the 
contrary, as the government’s expert advisers, their silence on relevant 
matters effectively provided additional authority to the government’s 
rhetoric. As Rappert suggests, it is wrong to assume this kind of absence 
simply indicates ‘a void or lack’ (2015: 11). Instead, one should view 
this absence as implying presence because ‘to be empty is to be empty 
of something’ (Rappert 2015: 7). This emptiness was the presence of 
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left-out departmental, expert views, which gave the advice the hue of 
policy consistency with government rhetoric and government rhetoric the 
authority of policy consistency and even an evidence base.

I have noted that this absence effectively increased what de Vries et al. 
(2010) called the interpretation option for politicians and Rappert 
(2012a) elsewhere termed leaving room for manoeuvring. Yet, it should 
also be acknowledged that it would have been hasty for early advice about 
the blackout to be definitive. Certainty about causes would have been 
premature. As such, maintaining the inconclusiveness of the event seems 
to have been inevitable, at least while preliminary investigations were 
taking place. Indeed, inconclusiveness is not rare in public policy work. 
Policy actors are accustomed to uncertainty and ambiguity, and the policy 
environment is often, even mostly, in flux. As Marteen Hajer and David 
Laws note, ambiguity is ‘a significant feature of policy work’ (2006: 262). 
In their estimation, policy actors tend to try to reduce ‘uncertainty and 
respond to the need for stability by deriving generalizable knowledge and 
universal principles that can be applied to achieve policy goals’ (Hajer 
and Laws 2006: 251). Engaging ambiguity and doubt as ‘a key part of 
good policy work’, they suggest, can generate work that ‘typically takes 
place between two poles: one pulling in the direction of clarity and the 
reduction of complexity, the other illuminating precisely that which we do 
not fully understand’ (Hajer and Laws 2006: 252). This is not, however, 
necessarily how policy advisers deal with uncertainty in practice, despite 
being surrounded by it. As Alex Stevens’ ethnographic research of UK 
policy advisers indicates, there is a

distaste for uncertainty, complexity and contradiction within 
policy-making circles. It suggests that civil servants learn to avoid 
such problematic features when they construct policy stories. This 
does not mean that they deliberately avoid, neglect or misuse 
evidence, but they are influenced in their use of evidence by 
the constraints of a particular thought world, whose limits they 
reproduce in their turn. (2011: 247)

In this interpretation, advisers avoid having to integrate uncertainty into 
their advice, choosing instead to shape advice using only data that will not 
challenge the government’s judgements and viewpoints. Although we do 
not have evidence to propose that policy advisers in my blackout example 
reproduced in their advice the type of assessments they were hearing from 
the government, I suggest the government’s rhetoric communicated a 
specific world view to its advisers from which the advisers, aside from 
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the early unanswered query about the accuracy of blaming wind power, 
did not stray. This, and the kairotic baggage of Turnbull and the Liberal 
Party’s knotty relationship with climate change, is why advice that may 
have contested this world view, such as a public handling strategy that 
could cope with the weight of early uncertainty—which would have been 
possible and desirable even at the preliminary stages—did not seem to be 
offered. In this sense, Stevens’ observations align with what we have seen 
in the advice under consideration. 

As Martin Rein has put it, ‘clarity can be costly and the only pragmatic 
course to follow is … the use of ambiguity’ (2006: 392). This supports 
the notion that ambiguity can conserve relationships. But, aside from this 
subsidiary benefit, it is unclear whether staying out of the hasty miscasting 
of renewables as a threat to energy security fulfilled the expectations on 
policy advisers as they are set out in the Public Service Act 1999 and 
the APS Values. In other words, it is not possible to conclude that this 
advice was remotely close to being ‘comprehensive and unaffected by fear 
of consequences, not withholding important facts or bad news’. Even 
while we may recognise that it is unrealistic for advice to live up to these 
expectations all the time, it seems that falling short of them is becoming 
the rule, rather than the exception. For example, the Royal Commission 
into the HIP, reporting only two years before my case study played out, 
found several ‘systemic or fundamental shortcomings’ (Hanger 2014: 
299) that were ‘capable of repetition’ without redress—chief among them 
‘a failure to provide candid advice to Ministers’ (p. 302). Most damningly, 
its commissioner, Ian Hanger QC, found that after

having read all of the documents provided to the Commission, 
and having heard all of the evidence given particularly by public 
servants, I have little doubt that had such advice been given at 
key junctures of the HIP, the tragedies that occurred would have 
been avoided, and much of the adverse publicity and outcomes 
obviated. If such advice was given … but ignored by the political 
arm of government, there was little else the public service could 
reasonably do. The politicians would then, as appropriate, bear 
the opprobrium and responsibility of ignoring good advice. But 
that is not what happened with the HIP. Analysing the failings 
of the HIP was made much more difficult by the lack of clearly 
articulated advice by senior officials involved. (Hanger 2014: 303) 
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Shergold’s Learning from Failure, undertaken in 2015 as a consequence 
of Hanger’s findings, outlines a vision of ideal advice, which, by being 
expressed mostly in the subjunctive, seems to imply a contrast with reality: 

Advice and options should be … proactive, vigilant for 
opportunities and anticipating problems … Over-responsiveness 
— where public servants hold back on giving critical advice 
in a display of undue deference to their ministers’ views—can 
be fatal to good policy outcomes … Advice that is contrary to 
ministers’ expectations is justified where it is based on a solid 
grasp of the government’s objectives and aimed at supporting their 
achievement in the best way possible. It must reflect departmental 
knowledge, obtained by thorough analysis and consultation, of 
the likely benefit of alternative approaches. It should be informed 
by a clear assessment of what can go wrong, because there is a good 
chance that it will. (Shergold 2015: 16)

Both Hanger and Shergold, in other words, call for advice that does 
not exclude issues of relevance even if they are unwanted. Despite these 
findings, which precede the case of renewable energy by only two and 
one year/s, respectively, the language I have examined is none of those 
things. Here, we saw advisers leaving out factual information—evidence, 
if you will—that may have contradicted the government’s narrative. 
By doing so, policy advisers effectively cast their advice as conclusive, 
despite the preliminary nature of the situation. Perversely, ignoring the 
inconclusiveness of the situation only contributed to it—that is, providing 
just a sliver of information concerned solely with the event made it possible 
for others to furnish the rest of the tableau with any interpretation. This 
left ministers free to pursue their accounts of uncertain renewables as 
a threat to energy security despite the lack of available evidence.

The micro-context
Chapter 1 provided an outline of the broad expectations of the provision 
of advice by the public service. Recall, for instance, that the Public Service 
Act requires the public service to provide ‘the Government with advice 
that is frank, honest, timely and based on the best available evidence’ 
(Federal Register of Legislation 1999). The APSC rephrases this slightly 
as ‘[t]he APS is responsive to the government in providing frank, honest, 
comprehensive, accurate and timely advice and in implementing the 
Government’s policies and programs’ (APSC n.d.).
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The word ‘responsive’ is important and will help us interpret the micro-
context, particularly in terms of legislated and cultural expectations, as 
well as the reputation and self-perception of my policy advisers. I will 
also discuss the legislative expectation to implement ‘the Government’s 
policies and programs’. Before proceeding, let me remind readers of the 
questions my framework asked about the micro-context:

1. Expectations: What are the expectations—legislated and/or 
institutional—of the adviser?

2. Culture: How does culture influence the language of the policy 
adviser?

3. Effect on knowledge: How might this bear on how policy expertise 
is constructed and communicated? 

According to Richard Mulgan, in Australia’s Westminster-style regime, 
responsiveness ‘refers to the readiness of public servants to do what 
government ministers want’ (2008: 345). It is not a straightforward 
concept and ‘does not necessarily involve acceding to explicit directions 
from ministers’ (Mulgan 2008: 346). Indeed, responsive public servants 
‘act in accordance with what they perceive to be the wishes of their 
political masters … much, if not most, responsiveness takes place within 
departments without ministers being aware of it’ (Mulgan 2008: 346). 

On the other hand, being responsive

may be a matter of looking past the minister’s immediate demands 
and recalling other wants temporarily eclipsed in the minister’s 
mind. On this understanding, public servants may be responsive 
to ministers while going against what ministers are actually 
pressing for at the time. (Mulgan 2008: 347)

In this sense, responsiveness supports the government’s democratic 
legitimacy, which public servants help ministers uphold by providing 
frank advice. As the APSC suggests, responsiveness pertains both to 
the provision of that advice and to helping governments implement 
their policies. These do not always work in harmony. As Mulgan puts it: 
‘[T]he awkward and unpalatable elements to such advice (about which 
one should be properly frank and fearless) are those that ministers need to 
know if they want to meet their chosen objectives’ (2008: 347). 
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Public servants thereby need to demonstrate responsiveness and frank 
advice if they are to fulfil the expectation of helping elected governments 
deliver on their promised goals. What, then, were the government’s 
stated objectives to the Australian electorate on energy, particularly in 
relation to climate change mitigation and security? A brief inspection of 
its campaign promises in the leadup to the 2016 election is warranted, 
specifically as expressed in its campaign launch speech. Campaign 
speeches are a useful illustration in that they constitute a distilled version 
of the party’s promised policies, an invitation to be held democratically 
accountable and a ‘final test of your ability to say … why one exists, 
why one ought to exist, why one has more of a right to exist than one’s 
opponents’ (Watson 2002: 312). 

Regarding clean energy, climate change and the environment more 
generally, on 26 June 2016, Malcolm Turnbull’s campaign speech declared:

Fairness between generations means we must live within our 
means.

And it also means we can afford to leave a cleaner environment 
to those children with programs like our $1 billion investment 
plan to improve water quality in the Great Barrier Reef catchment, 
our $1 billion Clean Energy Innovation Fund, our $1 billion 
National Landcare Program or our $2.55 billion Emissions 
Reduction Fund.

A strong economy means we can meet and beat our international 
obligations to address climate change and do so without massive 
hikes in electricity prices as Labor would do. (Turnbull 2016a)

Perhaps this did not articulate the government’s commitment clearly 
enough for its policy advisers. Kevin Rudd’s campaign speech in the 
leadup to the 2007 election arguably represents a more comprehensible 
commitment to mitigating climate change: 

I make this commitment: If we are elected, I will immediately ratify 
Kyoto … If elected, I will implement a 60 per cent carbon target 
and establish Australia’s first national emissions trading scheme … 
If elected, I will implement a renewable energy target of 20 per 
cent by 2020 so that Australia can have a solar future. I [will] 
establish [a] clean coal innovation fund. And today I announce 
that if elected I will set up a major new renewable energy fund to 
develop, commercialise and deploy renewable energy technologies 
across Australia. We need to harness our enormous potential in 
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solar, wind, geothermal and wave power. This fund will support 
projects that take renewable energy technology from the lab to the 
grid. I am determined to make Australia part of the global climate 
change solution—not just part of the global climate change 
problem. (Rudd 2007)

While Turnbull may not have been as expansive as Rudd, his speech was 
nonetheless noticeably more inclined towards environmental concerns 
than his predecessor, Tony Abbott, whose 2013 campaign speech centred 
largely on ending commitments to address climate change: 

We’ll abolish the carbon tax so power prices and gas prices will go 
down. We’ll abolish the mining tax so investment and employment 
will go up … The Clean Energy Finance Corporation will cease 
making non-commercial loans with taxpayers’ money … Trust the 
party that will abolish the carbon tax, not the one that inflicted it 
on you. (Abbott 2013)

Importantly, Abbott signalled his commitment to the mining industry, 
and thus to fossil fuels, in parallel with his disconnection from clean 
energy and reducing carbon emissions. It can thus be said the Abbott 
government’s priorities and objectives clearly laid out the promises against 
which it could be held accountable. Turnbull’s objectives, however, did not 
favour fossil fuels at the expense of the environment. Indeed, the governor-
general’s speech opening the forty-fifth Parliament,14 some weeks after the 
election, emphasised Turnbull’s commitment to the environment: 

As we sustainably use Australia’s natural resources to the 
best advantage, my Government will meet our international 
environment, climate change and energy obligations. 

Climate change will continue to be a critical area of policy 
attention for my Government. 

Australia will meet its 2020 emissions reduction targets and the 
Government will review Australia’s climate change framework next 
year to ensure it remains effective in achieving the 2030 target. 

14  Although not constitutionally required, ‘at the beginning of each new Parliament or each new 
session, the governor-general makes an opening speech to Parliament setting out the government’s 
proposed legislative program’ (see Parliament of Australia 2017). Text related specifically to policy 
commitments is submitted to the governor-general by the prime minister and his portfolio ministers 
ahead of the drafting of this speech.
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My Government will promote a more effective gas market, 
improve governance arrangements for Australia’s energy markets, 
integrate emissions reduction as a part of the energy framework, 
empower energy consumers and ensure the regulatory framework 
can accommodate the market’s rapid transformation. 

The attainment of these objectives will be assisted by all aspects of 
energy policy being combined in the one portfolio of Environment 
and Energy. 

My Government will share stewardship of the environment with 
communities across Australia through the National LandCare 
Program and the new Solar Communities Program and a range of 
locally-focused environment programs including the Threatened 
Species Recovery Fund and the Improving Your Local Parks and 
Environment Program. (Parliament of Australia 2016a)

The Turnbull government’s chosen objectives, therefore, were demonstrably 
committed to meeting its various emissions obligations while integrating 
emissions reduction into Australia’s energy framework, ensuring it could 
adapt to a market that was beginning to rapidly shed conventional energy 
inputs in favour of renewables. Merging the energy portfolio—previously 
partnered with resources—with that of the environment emphasised 
that commitment. It would be difficult for public servant policy advisers 
to misconstrue the government’s objectives in this field—but perhaps 
those commitments had moved; the political commentary at the time 
of the blackout certainly suggests this. Further, in 2018, it was reported 
that a group of up to 20 government backbenchers had now formalised 
a group that had been meeting for ‘some years’ to discuss support for coal 
and building new coal-fired power stations (Karp 2018b). Support for 
renewables was therefore clearly not unanimous among government ranks 
even in 2016, and we saw this discord play out in leadership contests. But 
it is not the function of the public service to align its advice with such 
commentary in its briefings to ministers, treating it as though it were new 
policy and replacing the government’s original objectives.

As I have suggested, and as Mulgan articulated more robustly, the 
requirement for policy advisers is to faithfully implement the government’s 
objectives and commitments with both frank and responsive advice. When 
this requirement is not fulfilled, public servants effectively withdraw 
from their legal expectations and the public’s ability to hold governments 
accountable can be compromised. Mulgan lists several examples in which 
this occurred, among them the Australian Wheat Board saga, in which 
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officials appeared to ignore the board’s payment of kickbacks to Iraq 
in breach of UN sanctions (to be discussed briefly in Chapter 5); and 
the Children Overboard Affair, in which officials were thought to have 
suppressed information that asylum-seekers at sea were not throwing their 
children overboard, despite the then government maintaining they had. 
Regarding the former, Mulgan considers 

ministers had a clear political and economic incentive to allow the 
trade to continue so long as they could claim to have no knowledge 
of kickbacks to the Iraqi regime. Officials would have recognised 
obvious benefits to ministers in not being informed.

In relation to the latter, he notes: 

The silence of senior public servants allowed ministers to persist in 
not correcting the public record, to their electoral advantage, on the 
ground that they (the ministers) had not been officially informed 
that the earlier version of events was correct. (Mulgan 2008: 352)

Choosing not to inform and being silent forsakes not simply the 
expectation to give frank and fearless advice, but also

the duty to inform ministers of misstatements and other possible 
improprieties entails more than just the normal duty to give 
robust and relevant advice as part of loyal (and responsive) service 
to ministers. This duty stems from independent considerations 
of democratic integrity which cut across responsiveness. 
(Mulgan 2008: 352)

This strongly recalls Shergold’s (2015) statement about responsive and 
responsible advice as a legitimate public expectation. Read in this way, 
the deliberate silence and ambiguity deduced in the passages under 
consideration represent more than just a way to avoid criticism and its 
attendant potential for losing relevance; they are an abstention from 
the legislated obligation to help governments deliver their promised 
commitments to the community. Shergold acknowledged the difficulty 
in providing this kind of advice. Yet, when knowledgeable expert advisers 
feel compelled to adopt not knowing as a form of responsiveness, perhaps 
providing the kind of advice Shergold favours has become unworkable. 

Can examining organisational culture help shed further light on the 
‘silent’ rhetoric of my policy advisers? When considering the Treasury’s 
language on negative gearing in this respect, I attempted to gain an 
understanding of its culture by way of so-called capability reviews, which 
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I describe further below. As others have observed (Mackie 2015; Stevens 
2011; Williams 2010), given infrequent access to policy workers and their 
views, it is difficult to ascertain their culture and how they regard their 
roles within the policymaking system. While this author has benefited 
from conversations with senior public officials, there has been a general 
reluctance to go on the record, even anonymously. This could be partly 
due to the ease with which officials in various portfolios could be identified 
and to the potentially discomfiting nature of the topic. Nonetheless, it 
is still possible to form impressions with the help of other information 
from the back regions. I will therefore explore capability reviews of the 
PM&C (in 2012) and the then Department of Resources, Energy and 
Tourism (RET, in 2013), parts of which merged with the Department 
of Environment in 2016, just ahead of the blackout. The Department of 
Environment did not undergo a capability review, but research on the 
department undertaken by Australian academic Kathleen Mackie between 
2010 and 2013 provides some enlightening assessments by officials about 
policy failure and success, through which we can gain valuable insights 
into organisational culture. A brief review of the 2016–17 annual reports 
of PM&C, DEE and the AEMO will shed some light on how each 
organisation viewed its performance in relation to the blackout. I close 
this line of inquiry with a short appraisal of a routine Senate estimates 
hearing in October 2016.

Capability reviews formed one of a set of recommendations proposed 
by then secretary of PM&C Terry Moran’s 2010 ‘Blueprint for the 
Reform of Australian Government Administration’. These reviews were 
intended to survey ‘agencies’ institutional capabilities, covering strategy, 
leadership, workforce capability, delivery and organisational effectiveness’ 
and ‘act as accountability mechanisms’ for several other of the report’s 
recommendations, such as strengthening strategic policy and embedding 
APS Values (Moran 2010: 64). Although long since discontinued and 
now several years old, they offer a rare and reasonably contemporaneous 
organisational view into the departments under consideration. 

The review team found PM&C staff to be ‘highly committed, flexible, 
responsive and politically aware’ (APSC 2012a: 19), but ‘overwhelmed 
with day-to-day issues’ and feeling ‘unable to make effective choices on 
how best to spend their time, reducing their capacity to do the work that 
really matters’ (p. 23). It was found that senior staff should be 
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freed of some of their more routine tasks … to focus on the issues 
that really matter to the Prime Minister, the government and the 
nation more broadly, including by being more able to step in, if 
needed, when something goes wrong. Understanding what keeps 
prime ministers up at night is a critical consideration in all the 
department’s operations, and senior leaders need to have the space 
to perform this role adequately. (APSC 2012a: 23) 

This work had to be performed ‘within an understanding of the 
government’s overall objectives and values. If necessary, it should warn or 
prompt, and do so firmly’. This, the review team reported, was ‘a deeply 
held value in the department’ (APSC 2012a: 24). While the review team 
seemed to provide a helpful delineation between reactive and strategic 
work, the broader sense is one in which the two have merged—that is, 
where praxis no longer distinguishes between the two because one must 
constantly scan the horizon to capably react in case of calamity. 

Externally, the view of PM&C was not altogether positive:

A number of external stakeholders commented that PM&C has 
at times taken a competitive approach to policy development. 
The  overwhelming view of those outside and inside PM&C is 
that this competitive approach has eroded trust across government 
and does not lead to the best outcome for the Prime Minister or 
the government. (APSC 2012a: 26)

Although not explicitly referred to as such, this competitiveness is 
reminiscent of the same review team’s finding that Treasury—a central 
agency like PM&C—was ‘closed to external experience’ (APSC 2013b: 6). 
That is, PM&C’s ‘competitive approach’ and subsequent erosion of trust 
suggest—not atypically for a central agency—it may have been perceived 
as elitist and possessing a tendency to go it alone, without engaging 
portfolio agencies or stakeholders. This view is borne out in the PM&C 
executive’s descriptions of the department’s skillset as its ‘craft’, which 
they expressed as: 

Focus on the Prime Minister—know what is important and what 
will become important; 

Intervene with discrimination—influence what matters; 

Lead through partnership—but do not avoid acting if things are 
going off track, or big change needs to be inspired or supported 
from the centre; 
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Through first-class analytic, writing and oral communication 
skills—excel in being able to present what the Prime Minister 
needs to know at the time, with the clarity and at the length 
that is appropriate, presenting clearly a preferred outcome, 
highlighting any risks, and guiding the Prime Minister in handling 
conflicting parties; 

By choosing wisely where we spend our time to influence what 
matters. (APSC 2012a: 10–11) 

Overall, this suggests an organisation taking its role seriously, which may 
spill over into a tendency to overestimate its capability and influence. 
These comments also imply a tension between being across everything 
and choosing where to achieve the highest impact. In practice, these two 
qualities may overlap to form an ethos of excessive attention to detail 
in case emerging problems necessitate instant responsiveness to the 
prime minister.

In the case of RET, the review team found ‘most key industry bodies and 
central agencies generally regard the department as cooperative, engaged 
in policy issues and able to think analytically’, but it needed to address 
a number of issues, such as being ‘more innovative and influential in both 
policy development and program design’ and becoming ‘less risk averse, 
more proactive and forward looking to better anticipate challenges and 
risks’ (APSC 2013a: 5). More specifically, with the department’s evolution 
‘through a series of MoG [machinery of government] changes’,15 which had 
‘made it difficult to have a common identity or purpose’, the review team 
observed ‘a predisposition for divisions to work in silos. The department 
has three separate energy divisions and there is less interaction than there 
should be between those responsible for the supply and demand side[s] 
of energy’ (APSC 2013a: 7).

Externally, stakeholders were concerned ‘that the department has 
a  focus on short-term issues and is too reactive’ (APSC 2013a: 6). The 
review team judged there was ‘scope for the department to improve its 
evidence base to better anticipate emerging issues and understand market 
considerations’ (APSC 2013a: 18), which, according to its secretary, 

15  MoG, or machinery of government, changes occur ‘when the Government decides to change the 
way Commonwealth responsibilities are managed. It can involve the movement of functions, resources 
and people from one agency to another’ (APSC 2019a). In 2016, an Australian National Audit Office 
report assessed that MoG changes occurred, on average, more than 10 times a year and, following the 
2013 election, 14 departments were affected by such changes (including RET) (ANAO 2016). 
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could be achieved by growing the department’s capacity to ‘measure 
success in terms of broader policy impacts and the government agenda’ 
and enhancing ‘its capacity as a policy maker, rather than a policy taker, 
while avoiding claims of “industry capture”’ (p. 8). While the department 
needed to address these and similar issues, there was also recognition of its 
capabilities, such as having been ‘at the forefront of exploring innovative 
options for improving the way it supports the development of clean 
energy technologies’ (APSC 2013a: 26). 

One might conclude this department possessed good analytical capabilities 
but not necessarily a flair for proactive, strategic assessment. Further, there 
appears to be a lack of awareness that the broader policy environment 
and the government’s priorities are linked to the department’s remit, 
while empathy may extend only to industry. This could be partly due 
to staff either being sourced from industry or performing their roles for 
an extended time and thus subject to ‘capture’. However, while policy 
development appeared to suffer a lack of innovation, RET was viewed 
as strong in its work on clean energy. Finally, a series of MoG changes 
were viewed as having taken their toll, perhaps particularly on those 
working in the department’s energy divisions. As we know, following the 
July 2016 election, these divisions were again ‘MoGd’ to the Department 
of Environment. 

This is where I pick up Mackie’s work on success and failure in environment 
policy, for which she gained uncommon access to senior Department of 
Environment officials between 2010 and 2013. This period sits between 
the discontinuation of the department-administered HIP, which Mackie 
notes triggered her research, and the commencement of Hanger’s royal 
commission into the deaths associated with the program. While Mackie’s 
interviews with officials indicate a cohort somewhat more inclined to 
pronounce success than failure (with 89 nominations of success and 63 
of failure) (Mackie 2015: 293), much of the material gives the impression 
of a culture of despondency. For instance, with government expectations 
for a rapid rollout of the HIP not merely high but also time-sensitive 
(due to the HIP’s aim of stemming Global Financial Crisis–related 
unemployment), officials were directed to ‘just get the money out the 
door’ (Mackie 2015: 299) instead of raising risk factors. ‘Fearing the 
worst’, officials either moved jobs or ‘committed “agency by omission”, 
failing for example to attach the Risk Register in a critical April 2009 brief 
to Minister Garrett … and otherwise providing (as an interviewee put it) 
“sterile” briefings on critical safety and fraud issues’ (Mackie 2015: 299).
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‘Agency by omission’ would ‘rarely be evident to the external eye, such 
behaviour being referred by interviewees to [sic] as “covert” or “hidden … 
in the DNA of the organisation”. Officials tended not to discuss it with 
each other’ (Mackie 2015: 299).

This suggests a strong, even habitual, tendency to withhold or remain 
silent when confronted by pressures and expectations for something 
different to what officials may be more inclined to offer. This echoes 
some of Hanger’s findings about this department. The phrase ‘the 
DNA of the organisation’ implies a modus operandi that is timeworn, 
familiar and even conditioned. Perhaps this is an approach that developed 
because of contested policy areas. As Mackie puts it: ‘The contested 
nature of environmental policy problems helps to explain why officials 
might proceed through veiled manoeuvres, massaging policy objectives, 
corralling stakeholders, and working around evidence gaps’ (2015: 299).

As we have seen, proceeding through contested policy terrain in this way 
indicates that policy advice is either cautiously silent or transferred by 
stealth. Indeed, Mackie reports that the bulk of officials’ effort

was not aimed at outright wins, but rather at stemming the loss 
of environmental values and the potential harm of questionable 
policies. Such strategies made sense, in that the interviewees 
generally envisaged low prospects for outright policy success. Over 
half the interviewees represented their environment policy roles 
more as avoiding failure than pursuing success. (Mackie 2015: 300)

In other words, they ‘approached new policy tasks cautiously, aiming 
for the “least-worst” outcome rather than actively thinking about 
success’ (Mackie 2015: 300). This may not be entirely surprising. After 
all, the role of public administrators is to help governments implement 
their policies, no matter what their personal opinions may be. As such, 
aiming for the ‘least-worst’ outcome may simply be a matter of opinion. 
However, there is in Mackie’s interviews and findings also a sense of 
resignation, disillusionment and even despondency, where aiming low is 
a widely shared aspiration. As one highly regarded official volunteered 
during interviews: ‘I can think of only one example of a policy process 
where I was able to have a role that made a difference’ (Mackie 2015: 
301). Another admits that they ‘would have to say that [climate change] 
was perhaps the most disappointing failure of mine. I worked on it for 
eight or nine years’ (Mackie 2015: 302). Within such a culture, it is not 
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difficult to imagine mindsets like these submitting promptly to their 
ministers’ ‘thought world’, to borrow Stevens’ phrase, simply to avoid 
further disappointing failures.

Information of this kind does not exist for the AEMO. Further, the 
AEMO is not quite the same type of organisation as the agencies thus 
far examined. Its material effectively served as the scientific input, as it 
were, to policy operators. Unlike the other agencies under review here, 
the AEMO is governed by the Corporations Act 2001 and operates 
independently as a public–private partnership between government and 
industry, with the former owning 60 per cent and the latter 40 per cent. 
Accordingly, expectations are rather different. Under the Corporations Act, 
directors and other officers are expected to exercise care and diligence, such 
as making business judgements ‘in good faith for a proper purpose’ in ‘the 
best interests of the corporation’ (Federal Register of Legislation 2001). 
While obviously different to the public expectations of officials described 
by the Public Service Act, these words might be read as those expectations’ 
commercial equivalent. Perhaps because of reports that the AEMO’s claim 
of unfamiliarity with South Australia’s preset wind generator limits rang 
hollow,16 its 2016–17 annual report shows the agency eager to disclose its 
activities during the 2016 blackout. Calling it ‘the most dramatic event of 
the year’, the AEMO devoted more than one page to outlining its ‘larger 
public role in the media to clearly report the facts of what happened and 
outline technical facets of the power system that played a role’ (AEMO 
2017a: 4). Regarding causes, the AEMO notes the storm’s damage to the 
transmission system

resulted in five faults in very quick succession on the transmission 
grid in the northern part of the state. Some wind generators reduced 
output after experiencing a number of voltage disturbances caused 
by these faults, as protection systems were triggered at pre-set 
limits. The Heywood interconnector immediately picked up the 
reduction in output, but this tripped when it exceeded its safety 
limits, causing the state to go black. (AEMO 2017a: 16)

AEMO concludes the blackout ‘highlighted the requirement for better 
information on how new technology responds in extreme circumstances’ 
(2017a: 16). Apart from the obvious difference that AEMO appears 

16  This stems from the fact this issue was ‘identified and addressed a decade ago in Europe, 
where no blackouts have been reported despite the high reliance on wind energy in some countries’ 
(Parkinson 2017).
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particularly keen to account for itself to publicly justify its actions 
to its stakeholders, these passages suggest a community of relatively 
unconstrained producers of evidence. While the dry tone suggests an 
element of diplomacy to avoid political minefields, this frame signifies 
data decidedly, even proudly, without frills. Although the cause of the 
blackout continues to be delicately phrased, it is neither predominantly 
ambiguous nor absent. However, a frame of pure evidence, as we have also 
seen in the case of Treasury and will encounter again in the next chapter 
on Iraq, can be too subtle and leave wide open spaces for reinterpretation. 
As we know, despite AEMO’s findings, government ministers continued 
their narrative of uncertain renewables. Neither PM&C nor DEE made 
any mention of the blackout in their annual reports, which may represent 
instances of Rappert’s ‘absence’ and its implied choices about what to 
include and what to leave out.

Finally, I should briefly note a Senate Estimates Committee17 that took 
place not long after the blackout on 17 October 2016. I observed earlier 
that the first parliamentary question time in the House of Representatives 
after the event produced a range of robust questions related to political 
commentary and misconstrual of the event’s causes. As Senate estimates 
represent an important mechanism for holding the executive to account, 
one might expect at least a short line of questioning of officials, such as 
who knew what when and when ministers were given that information. 
Only one such question was asked, by opposition Labor Senator Anthony 
Chisholm: ‘The Prime Minister, Energy Minister and Deputy Minister 
all made comments linking the blackout to South Australia’s use of 
renewable energy, in particular the intermittancy [sic] of some renewable 
generation. Is there any evidence to support their claims?’ (Senate Standing 
Committees on Environment and Communications 2016).

Remarkably, DEE took this question on notice—that is, it did not respond 
at the time and provided a written response some weeks later. Instead of 
answering the senator’s question, DEE referred only to AEMO’s updated 
report of 19 October 2016:

The report finds that five transmission line faults, which resulted 
in voltage disturbances on the network, led to the SA region 
black system. 

17  ‘Estimates of government expenditure are referred to Senate committees as part of the annual 
budget cycle. This opportunity to examine the operations of government plays a key role in the 
parliamentary scrutiny of the executive’ (Parliament of Australia n.d.[b]).
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The voltage disturbances caused an unexpected reduction of 
445 MW of wind generation due to an automatic response from 
the wind farms’ control systems. This is a design setting of the 
affected wind farms. The AEMO report indicates that nine of the 
13 wind farms in operation at the time automatically suspended 
operation due to the size of the voltage dips. (Senate Standing 
Committees on Environment and Communications 2016) 

This presents a clear provision of available evidence, even though it avoids 
directly answering the question, not to mention evading it at the time 
asked. By offering the evidence of a third party (admittedly the expert), it 
also avoids having to respond as the department originally questioned—
that is, in its own voice and in relation to what this information might 
imply in a policy context. Similarly oblique advice is contained in DEE’s 
FOI material. In an email dated 6 October 2016, DEE was asked to 
provide a response to a question by the PMO related to whether it was 
right, wrong or too early to be sure that, as reported in The Australian:

production settings in a number of wind settings were too 
conservative and shut down prematurely, causing overload on the 
interconnector in Victoria, which then shut down, blacking out the 
state. [Industry insiders] are saying the protection settings in those 
windfarms have been changed since the blackout. (DEE n.d.)

In response to this direct question, DEE quoted from AEMO’s 5 October 
2016 preliminary report and did not itself answer the query.

An interesting contrast to these responses is contained in the answers 
supplied by Oliver Yates, then chief executive officer of the Clean Energy 
Finance Corporation (CEFC), a corporate Commonwealth entity and 
portfolio agency of DEE. At the same hearing, on 17 October, Yates 
was asked about sovereign risk in relation to investment in renewables 
by Greens Senator Peter Whish-Wilson. Yates reported that the level of 
sovereign risk around renewables had declined because of their decreasing 
dependence on government programs. Whish-Wilson followed up by 
asking whether the ‘knee-jerk reaction after the Adelaide storms to the 
contribution of renewables’ had ‘bothered’ Yates or his investors (Senate 
Environment and Communications Legislation Committee 2016: 93), to 
which Yates responded:

I really cannot say that I think there was a general surprise in 
relation to how it all worked and why. We are changing our energy 
system. If you change your software on your iPhone I can assure 
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you it does not work, either, as well as it does the first time. We will 
see issues as we change over a system, but these issues are very 
easy to fix and very easy to address. When they come up we learn 
from them. To be blaming one thing or another does not get you 
anywhere. We know we need to transfer to a new software system 
on our phone because the other one will not work, and when you 
do that you have to deal with the challenges that are involved. 
It is just a matter of understanding what you intend to do. You 
intend either to get on with it or not—and you are going to have 
to get on with it. (Senate Environment and Communications 
Legislation Committee 2016: 93–94) 

Perhaps alarmed at the candour of Yates’s statement, government Senator 
Simon Birmingham quickly steered the matter away from the blackout:

It is a matter that I am sure energy officials might be better 
placed to comment on. But I think one of the things that makes 
a second link into Tasmania and some of the projects Mr Yates 
was speaking about appear attractive. (Senate Environment and 
Communications Legislation Committee 2016: 94)

Evidently, it is possible to be clear even in circumstances of relative 
uncertainty and political conflict. Indeed, one might read Yates’s 
statement as an expression of what Mulgan called a duty that ‘stems 
from independent considerations of democratic integrity’, where it was 
important to respond in a way one considered to be ultimately helpful, 
even truly responsive. One can also see that this candour—quietly frank 
and fearless—was not welcomed by the government’s representative at the 
hearing. Perhaps coincidentally, Yates announced his resignation from 
the CEFC just two days later (CEFC 2016). 

To recap, I asked whether culture could help illuminate the ‘silent’ rhetoric 
of my policy advisers and found some indicators among the examined 
material. AEMO maintained a data-driven approach to its reporting and, 
in its role as the independent market operator, acted in the manner of 
an advisory expert procuring evidence for its government administrator 
client. We also encountered a confident CEFC CEO conveying some 
frank but politically unwelcome parting words. In PM&C, we saw a 
department proud of what it called its ‘craft’ but tending towards being 
over-responsive and viewed as imperious by outsiders. In combination, 
RET and the Department of Environment presented as analytically 
astute but change-weary and potentially captured by industry, as well 
as having developed a practice of aiming low and sterilising or hiding 
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unwanted information. This splits the language I have examined here into 
two camps: that of arm’s-length operators who responded in a manner 
closer to what Mulgan called ‘independent considerations of democratic 
integrity’ and Shergold called serving ‘the public interest with integrity’; 
and that of public service policy advisers who seemed concerned primarily 
with responding to their ministers’ ‘immediate demands’ by ‘acting in 
a way that is expedient’.

This separation helps highlight that the two APS departments appear 
to have developed an organisational culture and set of behaviours, 
perhaps in response to the political environment, that influence how 
they communicate knowledge. In the context of organisations, this is not 
altogether surprising. Posing the question ‘what effect, if any, does the 
organizational setting have on the production of facts’, Diane Vaughan 
explains that organisations ‘have powerful and continuous effects on 
how information is created, gathered, processed, exchanged, recorded, 
stored and used’. In so doing, organisations can limit ‘knowing in 
some directions’ and value ‘some kinds of information and discounting 
others, depending on the goal’ (Vaughan 1999: 931). My examination 
of the texts and the agencies’ organisational cultures revealed an almost 
uninterrupted commitment to an exchange of information that can best 
be characterised as limiting knowing, particularly on the part of DEE—
the principal disseminator of information. Although mostly continuous 
throughout the texts, this limiting is most obvious when DEE responds, 
after PM&C’s early question about the cause of the blackout, that ‘we’ll 
get back to you on this question’ yet never does so directly, preferring to 
bury the relevant information halfway through a two-page status report 
that was forwarded subsequently. 

In the context of organisational culture, Gerald Zaltman has called this 
‘knowledge disavowal’, which he describes as ‘the avoidance of knowledge 
in order to preserve or maintain the status quo or to avoid a difficult 
choice or threatening situation’ (1983: 173). More recently, this has been 
described as ‘silent silencing’, whereby employees silence themselves as 
they progressively grow into an organisation, become more implicated 
in the work and its culture and finally begin to share responsibility for 
decisions (Mathiesen 2004: 54–56); and as ‘systemic silence’, which sees 
organisational actors turning ‘away from knowing’ because their work 
culture censures dissent (Thomas 2016: 493). Organisational cultures 
of silence have been further broken down into three types by Linn Van 
Dyne et al. (2003): acquiescent silence, defensive silence and prosocial 
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silence. They describe acquiescent silence as ‘withholding relevant ideas, 
information, or opinions, based on resignation’ and, like Zaltman, ‘passive 
acceptance of the status quo’. In short, this type of silence ‘represents 
those who are fundamentally disengaged’ (Van Dyne et al. 2003: 1366). 
Defensive silence withholds information ‘as a form of self-protection, 
based on fear’, which represents ‘intentional and proactive behaviour that 
is intended to protect the self from external threats’ and involves ‘awareness 
and consideration of alternatives, followed by a conscious decision to 
withhold’ (Van Dyne et al. 2003: 1367). This type of silence resembles 
Thomas’s systemic silence. Prosocial silence withholds information ‘with 
the goal of benefiting other people or the organization’ and is ‘motivated 
by concern for others’ (Van Dyne et al. 2003: 1368).

Although I do not have sufficient evidence to confidently point to any of 
these descriptions as definitive diagnoses of my texts and the cultures of 
their originating departments, they exhibit shades of them all. Just hours 
after the blackout but ahead of any prime ministerial statement, PM&C 
was concerned about misinformation, seeking primarily to protect the 
prime minister both reactively (from the immediate embarrassment of 
falsehood) and strategically (from policy missteps). As a central agency, 
however, PM&C is frequently the receiver of information and was here 
largely dependent on DEE, which was directing—and stemming—its 
flow. With Minister Frydenberg’s national television appearance only a 
few hours old, DEE must have instinctively understood his comments as 
a possible judgement against renewables. Its concern was therefore mainly 
about maintaining that status quo by meeting Frydenberg’s ‘immediate 
demands’, even if they were not overtly expressed. ‘We’ll get back to you 
on this question’ was effectively a kind of control language, by which DEE 
cautioned PM&C to retreat and defer its line of inquiry. When, the next 
day, the prime minister publicly strengthened Frydenberg’s speculation 
about renewables, PM&C joined DEE in its silence. 

In this depiction, we see Vaughan’s goal-dependent limiting of knowledge, 
where the departments’ goal was to ensure the facts could not undermine 
political statements. We also see Zaltman’s knowledge disavowal as a way 
of preserving the status quo and avoiding difficult choices, particularly 
on DEE’s part. That is, as a department operating under an unspoken 
code of ‘hiding’—perhaps more so following the failures surrounding 
the HIP and Hanger’s findings—DEE’s organisational culture seems to 
have adopted behaviours that could deal with restrictive circumstances. 
As Stephen Wilks has commented, ‘past mistakes burn themselves into 
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a collective consciousness and set up strong resistance to actions which 
appear to comprise a repetition of previous errors’ (1987: 28). Thomas 
Mathiesen’s ‘silent silencing’ is probably true of most organisations 
dominated by longer-term employees and, with a median length of APS 
employment of 11 somewhat homogeneous years,18 a degree of association 
and identification—even institutionalisation—is not surprising. Nina K. 
Thomas’s systemic silence because of fearing censure is something one 
can readily observe not by studying the language of my texts but rather by 
noticing, as I have, what was missing: frank, comprehensive advice about 
the available evidence. This was eschewed in case of censure, not just from 
ministers, but probably also from colleagues, as we saw in DEE’s subtle 
response to PM&C’s early noises of dissent about causes. In this way, fear 
of censure probably goes to employees’ concerns about their reputation 
and opportunities for career progression. Van Dyne et al.’s prosocial 
silence can here be read as pre-empting censure or threat by helpfully 
aligning departmental advice with political commentary almost in time 
with that commentary. As such, prosocial silence should be viewed as 
a form of responsiveness.

The cultures of the two departments under consideration influenced 
the language of their policy advisers. They also influenced how advisers 
communicated their policy expertise: by disavowing it when, in the early 
hours of 29 September, it became obvious that AEMO’s advice about 
the blamelessness of the generation mix was being rebuffed. Submitting 
so swiftly to the dominant narrative about energy security—by ignoring 
the messy context of renewables and focusing only on network damage—
attests to the strength and incidence of resignation within the culture. 
Certainly, we do not know how advisers briefed ministers or each other 
orally, nor did we see all their written advice. They may have argued 
vehemently about the accuracy of claims, policy implications, government 
objectives, legislated obligations to be frank and even their commitment 
to democratic integrity. Yet, all we have been able to observe are seemingly 
well-worn strategies of disavowal. 

18  The median length of APS service is 11 years, while almost three-quarters of APS employees 
(71.2 per cent) have worked in only one agency (APSC 2019b: 7). 
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The macro-context
1. Engagement with objectivity and evidence: Is the spectre of ‘objectivity’ 

present in policy advice? How does the advice engage with or construe 
the notion of evidence?

2. International comparisons and contexts: What do international 
comparisons tell us about Australia’s rebuffed advice? Are contexts 
and circumstances similar or is Australia unique?

I have demonstrated that policy advisers stayed silent on unwanted 
evidence. This was likely connected to the government’s kairotic 
requirements, as well as the cultures of the two policy organisations. 
The two cultures probably developed, each in their own way, in response 
to the quandary of being both responsive and evidence-based, attuned to 
ministers and apolitical interpreters of reality, despite none of these facets 
necessarily being complementary. Yet, objectivity and responsiveness 
must be enacted concurrently and cannot be selected depending on the 
occasion. This means they must together contort themselves into a kind 
of myopic expertise, where particular facts are recognised while others 
are deliberately overlooked. Knowing what not to know is an expression 
of this myopic expertise. As such, the production of evidence by policy 
advisers is necessarily highly selective.

I have discussed this type of knowing in relation to text and micro-
context in terms of culture. Before turning to consider how objectivity 
and evidence are present in the advice under examination, let me briefly 
mention some of the other dynamics that can influence the construction 
of advice like this. One is the growing need to be timely and the pressure 
to be useful amid rising contestability. As Kathy McDermott puts it, ‘the 
motivation to “please” the minister, always a powerful driver, has been 
reinforced by institutional drivers intended to enhance the contestability 
of agencies’ (2008: 40). Another is meeting performance measures, 
both at an organisational level and individually (McDermott 2008: 40). 
Increasing political oversight and the move from tenure to secretaries’ 
five-year appointments have also been cited as influences in aligning 
advice with government positions (Podger 2007). Constant movement 
between jobs, while potentially increasing experience and capabilities, 
can also be viewed as a barrier to developing deeper expertise. The need 
to maintain relevance, especially when coupled with the seemingly ever-
present prospect of funding cuts (Whelan 2011), also exerts pressure 
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(Tingle 2015). A workforce whose diversity still has room to grow19 may 
also contribute to exhibiting unidimensional views (Woolcott 2018b). 
Although I have suggested FOI laws should not curb the frankness of 
advice, there is clearly a perception among the APS leadership that they 
do (Parkinson 2016). This role-modelling opinion is voiced by much of 
the APS leadership and its influence is likely to flow across an organisation 
like a self-fulfilling prophecy. It is also possible, as Michael Howlett (2009) 
suggests in the Canadian context, that many policy advisers simply do 
not have the analytical capability or training to successfully carry out and 
communicate the type of evidence-based policymaking required of them. 
This is not an exhaustive list. These and perhaps many other elements 
hint at an operating environment and world view—whether informed by 
real or perceived inputs—that motivate how advice is constructed. 

In answering this section’s first question about the macro-context, this 
book seeks to understand whether and how requirements to be objective 
and evidence-based influence how advice is constructed. It tries to 
understand whether those requirements affect the language and world 
view of the public service. It also wants to know whether this influences 
policy advisers’ production of facts and, with it, their expert validation 
of a ‘reality’ that (cor)responds to the government’s rendering of it. 
Stone (1997) has argued that objectivity or ‘what we think of as facts—
statements about the true state of the world’—are ‘produced in social 
processes’. Indeed, most of ‘our knowledge and ideas about the world 
come not from direct observation but from social knowledge’. The social 
elements of constructing knowledge are repeated in organisations: there 
are ‘numerous social institutions charged with finding facts’, such as 
government agencies, and these ‘institutions, or rather the people within 
them, make numerous choices in developing information’ (Stone 1997: 
308–9). Choosing and producing objectivity and evidence in policy advice, 
then, can be viewed as parts of an organisational process. One might even 
read them as being intrinsically connected—that is, organisations cannot 
help but engage in producing a shared version of reality.

19  In a State of the Service Report, the APSC records diversity in the APS as 59.6 per cent women 
(many part-time and across junior ranks), 16.2 per cent non-English-speaking backgrounds, 4.8 per 
cent LGBTQI+, 3.7 per cent people with disability and 3.5 per cent Indigenous (APSC 2019c: vii). 
See also APSC (2017, 2018d).
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I cannot definitively show how this may have occurred in relation to 
the texts under examination with the available primary material. I have 
attempted to provide an insight into the organisational culture by 
analysing a small range of accessible sources and have introduced some 
early findings on how the organisational culture of two APS departments 
may influence the language of their policy advisers. However, finding 
corroborative comparisons is difficult given there are very few extensive 
studies of how organisations go about creating facts and a shared language, 
particularly policy and administrative organisations.20 Hugh Heclo and 
Aaron Wildavsky’s 1974 book, The Private Government of Public Money, 
is a meticulous, almost anthropological account of the work of the UK 
Treasury and its administrative culture, which remains largely observatory 
until its final pages, where it concludes that policy advice has a need ‘not 
for unanimous agreement but for better argument’ (Heclo and Wildavsky 
1974: 384). There are some less exhaustive reviews of administrative 
cultures (for example, Salminen and Mäntysalo 2013; Sullivan 2008; 
Wilks 1987), but it is Vaughan’s 1996 account of the Challenger space 
shuttle disaster that most comprehensively details how organisational 
culture arrives at accepted facts. While the organisations I have considered 
here are not associated with a disaster of the Challenger’s magnitude and 
the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) is not 
a policy department, it is Vaughan’s depiction that most closely describes 
the formation of objectivity as ‘routine and taken-for-granted aspects of 
organizational life that created a way of seeing that was simultaneously 
a way of not seeing’ (1996: 394). Because of this resonance with my case 
study, Vaughan has been chosen as a guide in trying to establish how the 
language of my texts can be read as a reflection of choices about objectivity 
and evidence.

Vaughan describes her book as chronicling ‘the formation of worldview 
and how it affects the interpretation of information in organizations’ 
(1996: 409). She notes that the explanation for NASA’s decision to 
launch the Challenger, despite information warning against it, ‘is not only 
about the development of norms but about the incremental expansion of 
normative boundaries: how small changes … gradually became the norm 
… No rules were violated; there was no intent to do harm’ (Vaughan 
1996: 409).

20  Gunilla Eriksson’s Swedish Military Intelligence: Producing Knowledge (2016) is a recent exception, 
albeit in an intelligence setting. It will be discussed in detail in the next chapter on Iraq intelligence 
assessments. 
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These norms, which she defines as 

cultural beliefs and conventions originating in the environment … 
create unreflective, routine, taken-for-granted scripts that become 
part of [the] individual worldview. Invisible and unacknowledged 
rules for behaviour, they penetrate the organization as categories 
of structure, thought, and action that shape choice in some 
directions rather than others. (Vaughan 1996: 37)

World views can shape choice in simple ways. For instance, the term 
‘expert’ implies

that professionalism will somehow result in a more ‘objective’ 
assessment than that of the amateur. But professional training is not 
a control against the imposition of particularistic worldviews on 
the interpretation of information. To the contrary, the consequence 
of professional training and experience is itself a particularistic 
worldview comprising certain assumptions, expectations, and 
experiences that become integrated with the person’s sense of the 
world. The result is that highly trained individuals, their scientific 
and bureaucratic procedures giving them false confidence in their 
own objectivity, can have their interpretation of information 
framed in subtle, powerful, and often unacknowledged ways. 
(Vaughan 1996: 63)

Individuals may therefore already be prone to presuming they are neutral 
before merging with the world view of the organisation. Although the 
content may change, over time, these procedures repeat over and over, 
solidifying into 

a shared worldview that shapes future choices. It displays the 
forces in culture and social structure that simultaneously set limits 
to and present possibilities for rationality, showing how taken-
for-granted assumptions, predispositions, scripts, conventions, 
and classification schemes figure into goal-oriented behavior in 
a prerational, preconscious manner that precedes and prefigures 
strategic choice. It conveys a stunning message about the influence 
of these preconscious schema on the production, exchange, and 
interpretation of information in organizations. (Vaughan 1996: 405)

Revisiting the case three years later, Vaughan adds that, when NASA 
engineers ‘constructed charts that deleted the messiness of their empirical 
experience’ (1999: 926), this systematically winnowed information and 
guaranteed partiality of exchange (p. 917). As information was further 
sifted and solidified into facts, this contributed to
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the conversion of ambiguous, contradictory, disordered, uncertain 
technical facts to hard, convincing, ordered knowledge and official 
certainty … The solidification of argument and the dropping 
of ambiguity that go into negotiation and document creation 
affect not only the audience but the creator: the author becomes 
committed to a rendition of the world. (Vaughan 1999: 930)

As this increasingly becomes the dominant operating mode, it is easy to 
see expert advisers reacting to disparate pieces of information in much 
the same way, as ‘shaping choice in some directions rather than others’. 
Organisations thus become united in fact-sorting, implicitly knowing 
and solidifying what counts as orthodox fact and what does not. Morten 
Egeberg corroborates this when he states that, although the process 
of selection is complex, it is greatly aided by institutional culture, or 
administrative milieu:

[F]ormal organization provides an administrative milieu that 
focuses a decision-maker’s attention on certain problems and 
solutions, while others are excluded from consideration. The 
structure thus constrains choices, but at the same time it creates and 
increases action capacity in certain directions. The organizational 
context surrounding individuals thus serves to simplify decisions 
that might otherwise have been complex and incomprehensible. 
(Egeberg 1999: 159; emphasis in original)

Like Vaughan, Egeberg also considers that time plays an important factor 
in solidifying facts: ‘Through time decision-makers can be expected 
to partly internalize an organization’s value premises’ (1999: 159). 
In specialised spheres, such as those of government policy advisers, this 
is not surprising. Organisational culture becomes embedded over time 
and, as Karin Knorr Cetina suggests, ‘when domains of social life become 
separated from one another’, they ‘curl up upon themselves and become 
self-referential systems that orient more to internal and previous system 
states than to the outside environment’ (2007: 364). 

Although writing before the advent of evidence-based policy as a more 
codified requirement, David K. Cohen and Charles E. Lindblom capture 
how policy advisers as a group construct knowledge:

[D]espite the convention that [professional social inquiry 
practitioners] are engaged in the pursuit of conclusive fact and 
proof, they are instead engaged in producing inconclusive evidence 
and argument. Problem complexity denies the possibility of proof 
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and reduces the pursuit of fact to the pursuit of those selective 
facts which, if appropriately developed, constitute evidence in 
support of relevant argument. (1980: 133)

With this observation, they call attention to ‘the inevitably incomplete 
character of attempts at proof, the consequent reduction of such attempts 
to informed argument, and the highly selective search for just those facts 
that bear on argument as evidence for or against the argued position’ 
(Cohen and Lindblom 1980: 133). 

When one adds to these organisational processes a government’s usual 
requirements, which in this instance were also intensely kairotic, the 
subtle direction by DEE to ‘get back’ about an undesirable point with 
no intention of doing so, PM&C’s immediate sense to drop the matter 
of renewables to focus only on damaged equipment and the subsequent 
and exclusive focus on damage, one can see: Vaughan’s conversion of 
ambiguity into solidified, official certainty; Egeberg’s simplified decisions; 
and Cohen and Lindblom’s selective search for facts in action. By being 
positioned as a conduit for status reports, the advice under consideration 
transmitted reality on the ground—standing in for evidence—and it 
professed its responsiveness, both by providing regular updates and by 
leaving out the bits ministers did not want to be told by their officials. 
Thus, deliberately incomplete evidence supported the official argument, 
lending the government’s version the objectivity it needed or at least not 
standing in its way. 

Objectivity, as Mulgan (2007) suggests, should include articulating a range 
of options or interpretations to avoid distortion and misrepresentation. 
We saw PM&C’s early attempt to infuse subsequent advice with such 
a range by requesting clarification on the blackout’s causes. Seeking 
guidance on handling, PM&C also shared (and left unredacted) some 
negative correspondence to the prime minister, which tended to construe 
the government’s statements about the blackout as demonising renewables. 
Yet these attempts at even-handedness were quickly subdued. Objectivity, 
as we saw, was not achieved by excluding (unwanted) issues of relevance. 
If seeking to inform policymaking with recourse to evidence is about 
‘the quest for facts as a means to policy enlightenment’ (Strassheim and 
Kettunen 2014: 261) and ‘an attempt to enhance the possibility of policy 
success by improving the amount and type of information processed in 
public policy decision-making’ (Howlett 2009: 157), my case study did not 
acquit itself well. Certainly, constant status reports gave the appearance of 
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transmitting reality as it was on the ground in South Australia, but this is 
not the same as being expansive about available, sometimes inharmonious 
information. Yet, this misses the point about evidence in policymaking 
and the legislated requirement to use it. Following Foucault, Helen 
Sullivan suggests it is more realistic to call evidence-based policy a ‘regime 
of truth’ in the sense that truth ‘is produced only by virtue of multiple 
forms of constraint’ (2011: 502). Viewed thus, policy-based evidence is 
a constriction of truth. It features objectivity not so much as an absolute 
or ideal, but as a type of knowing what not to know, leaving only what is 
considered worth knowing and discarding what is not.

Can we observe this constrained way of constructing policy evidence 
elsewhere, especially in relation to renewable energy or broader 
environmental policy issues? In particular, as my framework asks, can 
international comparisons shed further light on the conditions for 
Australia’s rebuffed advice? Are contexts and circumstances similar or is 
Australia unique? It is difficult to find international studies that deal with 
these exact questions, of course, but it is possible to surmise answers to 
these questions by reviewing related research. I have previously mentioned 
Stevens’ work on evidence selection among UK policy advisers who 
avoided integrating evidence that challenged the government’s viewpoint. 
Stevens characterises that policymaking progress as shunning uncertainty, 
usually by zeroing in on the informational aspects of a particular policy:

Many policy documents transmitted between policy-making civil 
servants were in the form of PowerPoint ‘packs’, stuffed with bullet 
points, diagrams, short text boxes and simple graphs. None of 
these permitted lengthy discussion of the uncertain or imprecise 
nature of the knowledge they presented. (2011: 243)

Controlling uncertainty in this way not only ‘strengthens the narrative of 
a policy document’; it ‘also plays a wider role in structuring the context in 
which civil servants operate’. Once uncertainty was sufficiently whittled 
down by way of repeated modification across the department, there finally 
came a moment of realisation that ‘if we were to worry incessantly and 
individually about the profound limits to our knowledge of the world we 
inhabit, then collective action could not emerge’ (Stevens 2011: 243). 
Uncertainty was thus something to be overcome and it marked a line in 
the sand; it was progressively avoided by way of advisers’ proceduralisation 
of it and was used as a catalyst for bringing about the point at which 
a decision could be made. 



HOW GOVERNMENT EXPERTS SELF-SABOTAGE

116

In addition to the guiding features of uncertainty, Stevens observed 
deference to the status quo—typified by his description of an exchange 
about unwelcome evidence between a civil servant and his boss:

‘Well, you’re young. Why don’t you suggest we look again at 
[policy area] and see how far that takes you in your career?’ So 
there are certain areas where officials will self-censor and they 
won’t suggest to ministers to change policy on certain areas even 
though the evidence suggests it. (Stevens 2011: 245)

Although I had access only to a portion of advice by which to observe 
how Australian policymakers grappled with uncertainty, Stevens’ remarks 
resonate among several instances: the request from the PMO for specific 
facts about heavy industry’s access to power and the cost to the economy 
as isolated inputs to the prime minister’s speech; the aborted attempt for 
clearer information; and the reflexive, perhaps timeworn, manner in which 
departments avoided creating uncertainty (by sticking to status updates) 
and embraced it (by allowing enough ambiguity to avoid contradicting 
the government’s version of events).

Andy Stirling’s consideration of the United Kingdom’s nuclear energy policy 
between 2002 and 2008 is also worth mentioning. Against a backdrop of 
the UK Government’s historical ‘fixation with nuclear power … exerting 
unusually heavy influence over central government policy’, Stirling 
considers two government white papers that highlighted the ‘feasibility 
and viability of strategies based around renewables and energy efficiency’ 
(2014: 87). Rejecting both papers, the UK Government convened ‘a third, 
more superficial, “review” in order to reinstate the nuclear option’ (Stirling 
2014: 87). Despite that paper being later overturned by a judicial review, 
the UK prime minister declared this ‘won’t affect the policy at all’. Stirling 
cites statements by the government’s chief scientific adviser, Sir David 
King, during the same period: ‘[W]e have no alternative to nuclear power: 
if there were other sources of low carbon energy I would be in favour, but 
there aren’t’ (Stirling 2014: 87). When confronted with evidence of viable 
alternative low-carbon energy sources, King simply widened his argument 
by stating ‘we need to do everything’ and ‘we need to keep the nuclear 
option open’ (Stirling 2014: 87). This suggests that, faced with expertise 
that contested its favoured pathway, the UK Government needed to be 
legitimated by one of its senior civil servants:
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As with other essentially political ends in plural societies, it is equally 
possible legitimately to propound (or contest) either a renewables 
or nuclear-based global energy vision … what is clear, is that the 
overall industrial, infrastructural and operational implications of 
broadly contrasting visions for nuclear and renewable-based zero 
carbon energy infrastructures are so disparate, that real-world 
energy systems cannot be optimised simultaneously around both 
pathways. Despite the latitude for diversity, then, there emerges 
significant scope for social—and therefore political—choice.

This is where there arises a remarkable further indication of the 
effects of power on knowledge. For it remains the case that in 
many energy policy debates … the fact of this choice is frequently 
not only side-lined in the ‘evidence base’ constituted by high-
level policy documentation, it is sometimes effectively excluded. 
(Stirling 2014: 87; emphasis in original)

We have been able to observe this choice in my examination as well. 
We know that, although proceeding as a simple description of network 
damage and repairs, the advice under examination was not simply 
describing something. A conscious decision—a choice—was made to 
exclude other options and evidence, to avoid contradicting political 
choices. Of course, excluding certain evidence means responsiveness 
trumps contestability.

Perhaps my comparisons so far have been unfair. After all, the material 
on South Australia’s blackout is not formal policy advice, at least not 
in the sense of Stirling’s rather more high-profile white papers or even 
Stevens’ descriptions of policy development. We have only a few emails 
sent between departments and their ministerial offices. Yet, these emails 
not only provide a window into how policy advisers communicate with 
each other and their political masters, they also represent a continuation 
of policy advising on renewable energy and the generation mix. Indeed, 
the act of policy advising is neither singular nor punctuated solely by 
formal written briefings; rather, there is a continuous exchange through 
various modes of communication. Additionally, the exchange at hand 
preceded the establishment of the Finkel Review, as well as the set of 
policies later dubbed the National Energy Guarantee, which that review 
inspired (see, for instance, Potter et al. 2018). It might even be argued that 
the subsequent vacuum in Australia’s national energy policy can be traced 
at least in part back to my advisers’ choice to emulate the government’s 
favoured pathway by avoiding emphasis on alternative evidence. 
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Katy Wilkinson’s ethnographic research into the United Kingdom’s 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) describes 
a policymaking process directed not necessarily by political choice, but by 
layers of filtering expertise among scientists and policy advisers:

[W]e get experts together and we decide from an expert’s point of 
view the answer to specific questions raised by policy colleagues 
… essentially there is a role for knowing who you need to bring 
together to be able to get a consensus view on what the scientific 
and veterinary issues are and then being able to explain that 
coherently to policy makers who actually can choose to ignore the 
advice that has been given to them. Their role is to seek advice from 
whatever sources they believe necessary and then to recommend 
what a particular policy should be. (Wilkinson 2011: 964)

A similar separation was observed in this case study between AEMO’s 
advice that renewables were probably not to blame for the blackout and 
policy advisers’ careful avoidance of having to make that claim themselves. 
In  the frequent event of failing to construct persuasive evidence, 
Wilkinson’s civil servants focus on rationalising their roles within the 
organisation:

Defra policy makers and scientists alike express their powerlessness 
at the hands of bureaucratic procedure, suggesting that when they 
fail to act in a rational manner it is not their fault but the result of 
being swept up into the bureaucratic machine … What attraction 
does bureaucracy hold for officials (and advisers)? The key is in the 
sense of powerlessness … Bureaucracy affords the opportunity for 
officials to abdicate responsibility for the division’s failings. It also 
helps these frustrated decision makers to retain a sense of place 
and worth in the organisation: the bureaucratic mode of ordering 
gives all participants a place in the bureaucratic system that does 
not depend on the subsequent utility of their contributions. For 
example, even the scientific advisers whose expertise is rarely used 
have a place in the bureaucratic organisation; whether their advice 
is used or not, they have fulfilled their ‘function’ simply by existing 
and providing advice. Bureaucracy does not weight the different 
contributions of its participants; the emphasis is on procedural 
regularity and order. (Wilkinson 2011: 968) 

Thus, being ignored or rebuffed adds to a feeling of powerlessness, which 
is subsumed into bureaucratic identity. The way advice is produced, then, 
can be connected to an acceptance and even standardisation of failure.
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Surveying another area of the same department, Claire A. Dunlop 
describes biofuels policymaking. Following the UK Government’s 
2008 demand that biofuels make up 2.5 per cent of road transport fuel 
sales, ramping up to 5 per cent by 2010–11, policy advisers set about 
assembling evidence to ‘develop detailed policy strategy’ (Dunlop 2010: 
351–52), despite being ‘aware that increased biofuels production raised 
potentially significant and environmentally deleterious countervailing 
risks’ (p. 352). Further, advisers ‘struggled to know both how to process 
the often inconsistent and conjectural evidence and the weight to attach 
to the risks being signalled’ (Dunlop 2010: 352). This suggests that, in 
fulfilling the requirement to be responsive to Westminster governments’ 
policy directions, expert advisers find it difficult to express conflicting 
evidence even when motivated to be objective.

Energy policy in Sweden, according to Katrin Uba, ‘has arguably succeeded, 
to a greater extent than in other countries, in promoting renewable energy 
production and use’ (2010: 6675). She notes that policies ‘of this kind 
usually involve a broad participation by stakeholders and/or an extensive 
reliance on expert knowledge’ and investigates whether this holds when 
considering committees of inquiry, which represent ‘an important 
phase in the formulation of Swedish public policy’ (Uba 2010: 6675). 
The members of committees of inquiry are

named by the ministry responsible for the issue in question, but 
said members are free to seek out advice from any expert they deem 
appropriate … [Committee] members are usually politicians, civil 
servants, representatives of various state agencies, or representatives 
of private and public interest groups. (Uba 2010: 6675)

While committee independence and political interference have been 
raised as possible drawbacks, ‘the extent of government control is limited 
due to the tradition of publishing the committee’s report and of inviting 
interested actors … to comment on it’. Further, the ‘responsible ministry 
then uses the report and the comments to formulate a government bill, 
which parliament discusses and usually accepts without major modification’ 
(Uba 2010: 6675). Uba’s research finds that, in terms of making renewable 
energy policy, committee structure can, for instance, be dominated by 
large industry, but ‘it must compete with other stakeholders to have an 
impact’, giving committee recommendations and reports a greater chance 
of nearing objectivity. Further, the prominent voices of uranium and 
fossil fuel producers, and those of the less-organised renewable energy 
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producers, have ‘not hindered the formulation of renewable-energy 
policies that many have characterised as “forerunner” and “pioneering”’ 
(Uba 2010: 6682). This suggests that, despite a handful of downsides, 
Swedish committees of inquiry are an attempt at producing evidence 
for government that draws together a range of expertise, opinions and 
stakeholders, enabling policy to be made relatively contestably, thus raising 
the chances for robustness and limiting opportunities for interference 
and politicisation. Although Sweden is not immune to disagreement on 
energy policy, the ‘involvement and co-operation of different actors has 
encouraged broader societal consensus … for a long period’. Indeed, the 
‘increasing engagement of experts, the predominance of state actors, and 
the relatively even balance among various stakeholders keeps the level of 
political conflict lower than in countries without such an institutional 
setting’ (Uba 2010: 6682).

Although Australia’s institutional setting accommodates inquiries using 
committee structures to inform changes in legislation or to review 
administrative matters, membership is drawn from the upper or lower 
houses of parliament, while stakeholder, expert, industry and community 
submissions are usually invited in writing and/or as part of public 
inquiries. With the chair and deputy chair positions usually drawn from 
each of the two major parties, outcomes and recommendations tend 
to represent political compromises rather than consensus on the best 
available evidence, particularly on issues marked by political haste, such as 
national security.21 For example, the Criminal Code Amendment (High Risk 
Terrorist Offenders) Act 2016, which established a scheme for continuing 
to detain terrorist offenders even after the completion of their sentence, 
passed through an inquiry process via the Parliamentary Joint Committee 
on Intelligence and Security. Although credentialled external experts had 
serious misgivings, the Bill nonetheless passed with bipartisan support.22

Returning to the international context, a 2004 study of Dutch renewable 
energy policy finds that ‘growth of the renewable energy market in the 
Netherlands has been limited’, partly due to the Dutch Government 
failing to build ‘confidence through stable policies’ and reduce ‘market 
uncertainties’ (van Rooijen and van Wees 2006: 69). Presaging countless 

21  Viewed alongside the paralysis in energy policy, it is astounding to see the amount of national 
security, citizenship and migration legislation that was passed under both the Abbott and the Turnbull 
governments. The Grattan Institute’s A Crisis of Trust puts the number at 15 items in less than five 
years (Wood and Daley 2018).
22  For further information and submissions, see PJCIS (2016).
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pleas for certainty on energy policy in Australia (for example, BCA 2018; 
NERA 2017; Watson 2018), Sascha N.M. van Rooijen and Mark T. van 
Wees suggest

the effectiveness of policies to stimulate renewable energy is best 
guaranteed if governments create confidence among stakeholders. 
Uncertainties need to be minimised and actors should feel 
secure about the future developments in a policy. This means 
that governments should adopt clear and stable policy objectives 
and instruments. Any uncertainty on goals, vision and future 
direction will reduce the effectiveness of policies. Frequent shifts 
in policy have negative impacts, as they lead to uncertainties about 
the directions of policy. In the Netherlands, a stable climate for 
growing a renewable energy market has yet to be established. 
(2006: 69)

However, unlike Australia, where uncertainty in energy policy was 
effectively preserved by policy advisers who avoided making more of 
their knowledge known to the government, the Netherlands seems to 
be working on how to communicate uncertainty in a way that increases 
awareness of its policy implications. J. Arjan Wardekker et al. worked at 
the science–policy interface out of Utrecht University and the Netherlands 
Environmental Assessment Agency. According to the authors, the 
Environmental Assessment Agency had been ‘actively reflecting on its 
assessment and communication of uncertainties over the past few years’ 
(Wardekker et al. 2008: 629). To be fair, Australia’s DEE has also reflected 
on uncertainty in its contribution to policymaking, as illustrated by its 
then secretary Gordon de Brouwer’s 2015 speech on science in Australia’s 
environmental policy.23 Yet, following an international expert meeting 
exploring the issue of communicating uncertainty, Utrecht University and 
the Environmental Assessment Agency in 2008 went further by embarking 
on several experiments on the presentation and importance of uncertainty 
information among various policy actors, including policymakers and 
policy advisers. Their findings returned a mixture of responses. On the 

23  De Brouwer argued for ‘adaptive management’ to manage uncertainty and risk in environmental 
policy—specifically, by taking ‘a precautionary approach to environmental management. The 
precautionary principle argues that policymakers should be confident about the future environmental 
effects of an activity before allowing it, and should not wait for conclusive proof of environmental harm 
before adopting appropriate remedial measures’. He continued by illustrating adaptive management 
with three examples: threatened species, the Great Barrier Reef and coal-seam gas, which, beyond 
their explicatory value, underscored that risk and harm are matters of perspective (Department of the 
Environment 2015).
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one hand, participants ‘noted that providing uncertainty information 
prevents false certainty, waste of money, and decisions based on insufficient 
information’. On the other hand, according to the participants,

it can lead to difficulties in negotiations and weaken policy 
proposals. An ‘overdose’ could, in their opinion, paralyse and 
lead to unnecessary discussion and delay of action. Selective and 
strategic use of uncertainty information was said to be a problem 
in many cases. Some participants also considered interpretation 
and use of uncertainty information to be difficult in their own 
daily practice. Preliminary results from another study indicate that 
policymakers often were not aware of uncertainty information, or 
did not know how to deal with it. Consequently, the actual use is 
limited. (Wardekker et al. 2008: 631)

However, despite some downsides, particularly in terms of achievement, 
it was found that, in situations where 

facts are uncertain, values in dispute, and the decision stakes high 
… explicit attention for uncertainty and knowledge quality is 
important. Policy processes demand information at short notice, 
but users of this information often do not have a clear view of the 
research behind it and its complexities, caveats and robustness. 
(Wardekker et al. 2008: 637)

Between the two distinct groups of policymakers and policy advisers:

Policymakers were surprised by the many aspects of uncertainty, 
and policy advisors noted that policymakers tend to see numbers as 
‘solid facts’. Nuances in information may be obvious to scientists, 
but not to policymakers and, therefore, need to be made explicit. 
(Wardekker et al. 2008: 637)

The authors conclude that, even though uncertainty information can 
add complexity to already thorny problems, ‘simply not providing such 
information or relegating it to background reports would not add to 
the quality of these decisions’ (Wardekker et al. 2008: 637–38). Indeed, 
‘uncertainties can be highly policy-relevant’ and can ‘take the forefront in 
societal debate’. To prepare policymakers for such debate, not to mention 
equip them with the relevant evidence to be seen to make fully informed 
decisions, Dutch policy advisers are encouraged to ‘provide information 
on the consequences for the solidity of the conclusions and the policy 
risk (probability and consequences) of wrong decisions’ (Wardekker et al. 
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2008: 638). Although a willingness by one policy adviser to do this early 
was noted in my Australian case study, this was short-lived in the face of 
the more pressing need to be responsive to a particular political choice.

I have observed similarities with UK policymaking, perhaps showing the 
limitations of expectations of objectivity, independence, responsiveness 
and contestability at the same time, and contrasts with Sweden and 
the Netherlands. A final, intriguing example in my search for relevant 
international comparisons comes from Lebanon. A developing economy 
whose ‘energy legislative, institutional and infrastructure frameworks 
[date] back to the post World War II era’ (Khodr and Hasbani 2013: 
629), and whose political context poses an obstacle to ‘the development of 
evidence-based policy’ and ‘to energy policy making’ (Khodr and Hasbani 
2013: 639), may not educe the most instructive comparison with Australia. 
Indeed, of the factors that make up these obstacles—‘sectarianism, 
corruption, lack of accountability and transparency, the politicization of 
policy and the absence of policy continuity’ (Khodr and Hasbani 2013: 
639)—Australia can really only be said to feature the last two. Yet, in 
their research—which asked 40 interviewees drawn from ministries and 
parliamentary committees why policymakers and researchers were ‘not 
making better use of research to contribute to more evidence-based 
energy policies in Lebanon’—Hiba Khodr and Katarina Uherova Hasbani 
(2013: 630) found all their respondents named the political context as 
‘the most crucial domain in influencing the impact of research on energy 
policy’. Politicisation of energy policy is not uncommon internationally, 
nor does it automatically imply policy kinship with Australia. But the 
details are revealing:

Due to the relatively short time in power, there is not a 
sufficient space for a healthy policy debate and discourse among 
policymakers: a two-years average term of government in power 
means one-year preparation, one-year action. The political life 
in Lebanon was described as a ‘permanent election campaign’. 
Even when technical arguments are presented, they are not taken 
fully into consideration and decisions about projects are generally 
a reflection of political needs: Most policy discussions seem to be 
political with populist argumentation. A ‘blame game’ often takes 
place between ministries as one is blamed to be obstructing the 
work of the other … In fact, there is very limited policy debate 
behind closed doors; all issues become public and receive full 
media coverage. This again prevents the use of evidence-based 
arguments in policy decisions. (Khodr and Hasbani 2013: 635)
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Although Australia’s House of Representatives has a maximum term 
of three years, it is usually less than this and has been critiqued as too 
short (Bennett 2000). When one considers that the past decade has 
seen six prime ministers, terms can be even more truncated. Leadership 
instability, driven by internal party unrest, has given rise to the appearance 
of permanent election campaigns as leaders attempt to maintain their 
position (Bowman 2015; Coorey 2018; Strutt 2018). We have already 
seen that AEMO’s technical reviews of the blackout could not have been 
considered seriously by ministers given the speed and populist timbre 
of their public statements. Indeed, the man who, as treasurer in early 
2017, brought a piece of coal into the House of Representatives to tell 
delighted party members ‘this is coal—don’t be afraid’ (Butler 2017) 
became Australia’s prime minister until May 2022. Against this backdrop, 
it is not difficult to empathise with policy advisers choosing pragmatism 
over explaining complex technical subtleties. We also witnessed a ‘blame 
game’, not between ministries, but between federal and state governments 
regarding renewable energy targets. We do not know how much policy 
debate goes on behind closed doors, but the lingering resentment of 
deposed leaders has ensured most policy and political issues are played out 
under the media spotlight, often by way of leaks (Oakes 2010; Murphy 
2018) or direct appeals to the public to head off internal dissent (Remeikis 
and Murphy 2018). In conditions like this, the cautious tone of AEMO’s 
advice, for example, probably lacks the necessary force to help politicians 
cut through (and be seen to win) debates. ‘Decisions on energy issues 
are therefore political to a great extent, which overrides evidence-based 
choices’, note Khodr and Hasbani (2013: 635) in a statement that could 
easily apply to the Australian context. 

Khodr and Hasbani also raise the related issue of continuity—confirmed 
by most of their respondents. While ‘the prevailing nature of policy 
in Lebanon is that there is no policy continuity between consecutive 
governments, even within the same political party’, the political system 
is also ‘resistant to change and maintaining the status quo is the norm’ 
(2013: 635). This seems a contradictory dynamic, in the sense that lack 
of continuity cannot simultaneously imply maintenance of the status quo. 
Yet this dynamic is present in my Australian example in the sense that 
frequent leadership change has required that things be seen to be done 
both differently and the same. For instance, in deposing the electorally 
popular but allegedly dysfunctional Kevin Rudd, Julia Gillard had to both 
acknowledge Rudd’s achievements and propose to do better: ‘I believed 
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that a good Government was losing its way’ (Gillard 2010). In  our 
case, Turnbull had to both demonstrate that he was different to Tony 
Abbott (more progressive, less ideological) and repeatedly reassure those 
concerned about his past progressivism that he would maintain Australia’s 
economic reliance on coal by being ‘technology agnostic’24 on energy. 
I have discussed this tension previously in connection with Turnbull’s 
kairotic requirements. As such, Turnbull had to demonstrate a break with 
the policies of the Abbott government and maintain them. Turnbull’s 
energy technology agnosticism was an attempt at straddling this divide. 

Finally, Khodr and Hasbani note that Lebanese public institutions’ lack of 
‘the appropriate mechanisms to integrate expert views and lack of political 
consensus on at least key policy elements is a serious issue’ (Khodr and 
Hasbani 2013: 635). We have seen the lack of political consensus on 
energy and climate policy, which has persisted throughout Australia’s 
leadership changes. The lack of consensus is apparent not just along party 
lines, of course, but also across the current rank and file of the governing 
party. Yet, after 10 years of shifting complexity across the political 
landscape, one might assume this is a new normal in Australia. It is worth 
asking why the APS continues to struggle to integrate expert views into its 
advice or whether, indeed, it is still realistic to expect it to do so. In other 
words, expecting the APS to provide both evidence-based and responsive 
advice could be unworkable in the sense that fear of losing relevance in an 
environment in which others can offer more acceptable advice will likely 
always entail the production of expertise that maintains favour. 

Based on our knowledge of policy advice about South Australia’s blackout 
and by appraising it against international examples, it appears that 
conditions for Australia’s policy advice-giving are similar to the United 
Kingdom’s, where pressure to confirm specific political choices by way 
of organising the evidence base and a willing acceptance of failure to 
do so were particularly noticeable. The Dutch and Swedish examples 
revealed jurisdictions mostly conscious about contestability, such as by 
acknowledging uncertainty and articulating its policy implications, 

24  ‘[A]s the world’s largest coal exporter, we have a vested interest in showing that we can provide 
both lower emissions and reliable base load power with state-of-the-art clean coal–fired technology. 
The next incarnation of our national energy policy should be technology agnostic. It’s security and 
cost that matters [sic] most, not how you deliver it. Policy should be all of the above technologies, 
working together to deliver the trifecta of secure and affordable power while meeting our emission 
reduction commitments’ (Turnbull 2017). The website from which the transcript of this speech was 
sourced features at least 21 instances of Turnbull’s ‘technology agnostic’ phrase. 
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as well as by assembling a variety of viewpoints to arrive at agreed policy 
proposals. This was broadly in contradistinction to Australia. Finally, we 
also saw that over 10 years of political instability, as well as the APS’s own 
acknowledged lack of strategic advisory capability, warrant comparison 
with aspects of Lebanon’s public policy administration. One must ask 
whether Australia’s approach to producing expert policy advice—so far 
removed from being frank and comprehensive—can remain tenable over 
time and whether it adequately serves the public interest. I will return to 
this in my conclusion.
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