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6. Solar energy research and 
commercial expansion

At The Australian National University (ANU), the White Cliffs project was a 
catalyst for the establishment of ANUTECH, as the commercial division of the 
University, and also a catalyst for solar energy research and development in 
Australia. It was a serendipitous — and highly charged — alignment of academic 
advancement, technical skill, commercial application and political imperative. 
One of the obstacles facing Stephen Kaneff and his team was that the University 
still regarded applied science and engineering research as falling outside the 
parameters of its mission under the Commonwealth Act1 by which it was 
established. Applied or technical work was viewed as more in the realm of the 
technical institutions; thus solar energy research, which had broad application, 
was accorded a low status on the traditional academic scale. 

The reason for the University’s reluctance to engage in applied research lay 
largely in the ethos guiding its establishment and early development phase. 
ANU was founded in 1946 as a research institution under federal legislation. 
More than 60 years later it maintains its focus on research, a factor that has 
placed the University at the leading edge of Australian tertiary institutions and 
places it consistently among the best universities in the world.2 Over the years 
the University has attracted and produced some of the world’s leading thinkers 
across the breadth of the scientific and humanities research fields, numbering 
six Nobel laureates among its alumni and past staff.

Funding for research

The funding arrangements for ANU, unlike other Australian universities, were 
the domain of the Commonwealth. The shift in economic thinking that occurred 
during the 1980s, however, and the increasing demand for academic ‘services’ 
in the commercial sector, resulted in a change in how universities sourced and 
managed their funding. As the only Australian university created under federal 
legislation, ANU had always been treated differently in the funding equations 
from its state counterparts owing to receipt of block funding for the Institute 

1 The Australian National University Act 1946: An Act to establish and incorporate a University in the 
Australian Capital Territory subsequently repealed and replaced by the Australian National University 
Act 1991.
2 ANU is consistently ranked as the top Australian university in international ranking surveys.
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of Advanced Studies. This academic legacy continues today, in that ANU is far 
stronger in ‘pure’ than ‘applied’ research. Summing up the shift in university 
financing, the first CEO of ANUTECH, John Morphett, wrote in 1990 that:

Clearly the universities as a whole now have a responsibility for raising a 
significant percentage of their income from other sources and pay masters. 
Predating, but now parallel with, this emerging financial pressure has 
been the recognition that universities have more to contribute to society 
than just undergraduate and postgraduate teaching and research. 
(Morphett,1990: 1)

The commercialisation of research alluded to by Morphett, and the view of 
research and development as a marketable product, quite common and accepted 
in the contemporary university environment, was largely untried at ANU when 
Kaneff entered into partnership with the NSW Government for the White Cliffs 
project. 

The strings attached to external funding were not the only reason for the 
University’s attitude towards the commercial application of research carried 
out under its imprimatur. Morphett described the attitude as ‘old university 
thinking’ or more specifically, the maintenance of the integrity of the academic 
establishment as a separate entity from the murky world of politics and 
commerce. The ironic reality is that ANU, as an entity created by legislation, 
had always been subject to political influence, albeit in most cases covert. While 
an early decision was made to ensure the autonomy of the University, Mark 
Oliphant himself, as an academic advisor to the University Council in the early 
1950s, had cause to complain to a Council member, H.C. ‘Nugget’ Coombs, 
about perceived government interference in the appointment of Leslie Melville 
as vice-chancellor in 1953, over the academic council members’ preference 
for an alternative candidate. The chancellor at the time, Lord Bruce (former 
Prime Minister Stanley Melbourne Bruce), later admitted to Howard Florey that 
Prime Minister Menzies had indeed intervened in the appointment (Foster and 
Varghese 1996: 118). 

Oliphant regularly expressed his misgivings about cabinet and treasury 
interference in the running of the University, describing the University at one 
point as ‘just a very minor government department’ (Foster and Varghese 1996: 
119). The concept of the University as a beacon of academic independence was 
at the heart of its academic founders. Upon his appointment in 1948, the first 
vice chancellor, Sir Douglas Copland, wrote to the prime minister, that ‘the 
establishment and maintenance of academic freedom is more important than the 
actual research and teaching done inside the walls of a university’ (Foster and 
Varghese 1996: 113). While Foster and Varghese speculate that this statement 
may have been an exaggeration on Copland’s part, Oliphant and his academic 
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colleagues certainly believed that academic freedom was a cornerstone of the 
institution and that such freedom could only be maintained as long as the 
University resisted the influence of outside interests. 

It was largely as a result of this way of thinking that the gap between the 
corporate–industrial and the academic worlds remained unbridged for so long. 
While Foster and Varghese point out that there was vague talk in the 1940s 
of how industry would take academic ‘discoveries’ and develop them ‘for the 
benefit of the whole nation’ (1996: 356), there was no real idea of how this 
was to happen, nor any apparent willingness by either party to engage with 
the other. Academics such as Oliphant remained trenchant in their pursuit of 
academic independence and were disdainful of the profit motive of industry, 
while industry dismissed academics as ivory tower dwellers with no place in the 
world of commerce and industry. The University of New South Wales (UNSW) 
had a commercial arm in the form of Unisearch, which had been operating since 
1959 in accordance with the university’s charter to ‘aid by research the practical 
application of science to industry and commerce’ (Foster and Varghese 1996: 
358). During the 1960s and 1970s, many of the larger institutes of technology 
followed suit. Wing (1993: 3) notes that the ‘more easily exploited areas of 
consultancy [were] Engineering and Science’. During the 1960s the institutes 
most likely to engage corporate partners and funding bodies were, however, 
those described by Wing (1993: 3) as ‘institutions not specifically funded for 
research’. Increasingly, however, this was changing.

The White Cliffs precedent

ANU, with its research-oriented focus, had no precedent in 1978 for handling 
applied research grants of the size and scope of the White Cliffs proposal and 
determined that it should maintain a distance from the actual commercial 
arrangements. At the instigation of Ian Ross, then deputy vice-chancellor of 
ANU, a company in the model of those already existing at other universities 
was subsequently established to fulfil that role. As discussed previously, in 
August 1979, ANUTECH was incorporated, with Morphett, former manager 
of the RSPhysS laboratories, appointed as its founding manager. Kaneff recalls 
that it was timely for ANU to have such a facility, as other institutions already 
had such commercial arrangements, for example UNSW’s Unisearch and the 
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology’s Technisearch. The establishment of 
ANUTECH followed a slightly different path from its counterpart organisations 
at other institutions, but it nonetheless provided the corporate and technical 
structure that the University required to remove itself one step from the 
commercial arrangement of the White Cliffs project.  
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While ANU had no precedent for handling large commercial projects, there was, 
however, already an existing representative structure for commercial divisions 
within universities. The Australian Tertiary Institutions Commercial Companies 
Association (ATICCA) was a professional body comprising the ‘leaders of those 
organisations whose purpose is to assist in some way in promoting effective 
interaction and technology transfer between their host tertiary institutions and 
commerce, industry and government’ (Wing 1993: 1). It was officially founded 
in 1978 with seven members. The concept of commercial funding for applied 
research was rapidly gaining ground in the tertiary sector and the arrival of 
ANUTECH as the University’s commercial wing brought ANU into line with a 
growing number of universities around the country as well as internationally. 
Taking UNSW’s long-established Unisearch as his example, Wing (1993: 2) notes 
that universities benefited in being able to keep ‘commercial activity at arm’s 
length while enjoying its fruits’.

ANUTECH’s establishment as the institutional driver gave the White Cliff’s 
project a solid foundation of institutional backing without the University 
needing to be directly involved. This also, however, threatened to separate 
the researchers, who were used to having autonomy over their work, from the 
management of their own project. As noted in Chapter 1, the appointment of 
Ken Fulton as project manager caused divisions within the project team and, 
although Fulton’s likeable personality and professional competence won over 
the academic side of the team as the project developed, the outside imposition 
of a project manager was a deeply unpopular move. 

Morphett’s technical background as laboratory manager for the research school 
and his organisational skills as a former army officer proved to be the right 
combination for bringing ANUTECH and its first commission, the White Cliffs 
project, to fruition. As late as 1990, however, Morphett considered that the 
organisation was not fully realising its potential as a ‘specialist link’ between 
‘traditional university administration’ and commerce, industry and government: 

ANUTECH is the largest such company in Australia and, with the ANU, 
provides world leadership in its field. Yet ANUTECH is not accepted 
universally on the campus nor is it anywhere near as useful to academia 
as it should be. Enlightened and flexible policies on both sides should 
ensure acceptance that the community’s need for commercial academic 
products need not interfere in any real way with the teaching and research 
aims of the University, but should complement them. (Morphett 1990)

Since 1979, ANUTECH has been the commercial partner for several more ANU 
solar energy projects, sometimes controversially. 



6 . Solar energy research and commercial expansion

55

Controversies 

ANUTECH’s commercial ownership of the work undertaken as part of projects 
under its auspice was jealously guarded. Kaneff recalled in 2008 that, during 
the research and construction of the Big Dish, the University’s media services 
department took no photographs of the projects and that the only photographic 
record of the projects under construction are the personal records of the researchers 
and technicians involved. On one occasion, he remembers, the university 
challenged the use of his own photographs in a publication on the grounds that 
he was using photos of university property. The university’s Media Services Unit 
was instructed in 1980 to discontinue its photographic documentation of the 
construction of the hardware components for the White Cliffs project and later, 
Kaneff says, there were no university photographs taken of the completed White 
Cliffs solar station or the Big Dish (Kaneff, interview 2008). 

In the view of Ray Dicker, who worked with Bob Whelan as a technician on the 
project in the early 1990s, the perceived reticence on the part of the University 
to promote the work of the Energy Research Centre (ERC) stemmed from the 
perception of the project as development rather than research. Dicker recalls: 

We were based right next to the Physics building and the Mathematics 
building where there was some top-end stuff going on, and here we 
were scavenging the local tips … to find parts to actually build some of 
the components on this dish. (Dicker, interview 2009)

These existing divisions deepened upon Kaneff’s official retirement in 1991 and 
the subsequent review of the ERC by ANU that controversially recommended 
that the ERC be shut down. Fortunately, by shifting the entire ERC staff to work 
on ANUTECH’s existing projects, including SG3, the centre was kept intact 
with Kaneff being given emeritus status and remaining nominal leader without 
financial support from the University.

Occasionally, reporters and journalists gained an inaccurate understanding 
of the development of solar energy research at ANU. An example of this 
misunderstanding was a 2009 article on the ANU–Wizard Power solar project 
in to is talkingf coursehe University’s campus publication, The ANU Reporter. 
The article states that, ‘… [Wizard] turned to the Solar Thermal Group in the 
ANU College of Engineering and Computer Science, proponents and creators 
of the original big dish’ (Couper 2009: 16). The reporter had not understood 
that this was a misattribution, and that it was the ERC, under the leadership 
of Kaneff and management of ANUTECH, that had conceived and built the Big 
Dish. After the report went to print, Kaneff contacted the writer, who amended 
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his report for the online edition of the publication to reflect the accurate story 
of the Big Dish. It was too late, however, to change the print edition, which had 
already been widely distributed. 

During the 1970s and into the 1980s, the attitude of the University and, 
indeed, much of the broader scientific community, towards solar research 
remained lukewarm at best. Whelan (interview 2008) commented that, from 
his perspective, ANU thought the solar research group were ‘hackers and 
hobbyists’:

We weren’t in the same echelon as the high intellectual endeavours that 
they were pursuing. In a couple of the reviews it’s implied that there was 
no place for this sort of work in the ANU, which was a bit disheartening, 
because we had people at the forefront of control technology, we were 
right into catalyst reaction rates and things like that. (Whelan, 2008 
interview)

Commercialisation and solar energy expansion

Controversies and doubts aside, in 1996, even before the official launch of the 
Big Dish, ANUTECH announced the commercial sale of hardware based on 
the developed technology: a $395,000 contract to construct in Israel a solar 
thermal dish similar to Kaneff’s SG3 prototype. At the time, the Big Dish was 
described as ‘the largest freestanding, steerable, paraboloidal collector in the 
world’ (ANUTECH Update, 1996). In September 1994 the Big Dish was opened 
to the public as part of National Engineering Week and, shortly thereafter, 
ANUTECH reported that ANUTECH’s ERC in conjunction with the development 
consortium consisting of the Energy Research and Development Corporation 
(ERDC), the Northern Territory Power and Water Authority, Pacific Power, the 
NSW Office of Energy, the Electricity Trust of South Australia, the Queensland 
Electricity Commission and the State Electricity Commission of Victoria, 
were planning to construct a ‘demonstration solar thermal plant at Tennant 
Creek, based on multiples of the Big Dish, utilising a steam turbine with a net 
electrical output of 4MW, with 2MW of solar contribution’ (ANUTECH Update 
September 1994). It was noted at the time that ANUTECH was the child of solar 
technology, formed, as it was, to manage the White Cliffs project and, by 1994, it 
had become a ‘parent to the technology and its commercialisation’ (ANUTECH 
Update September 1994).

In 1991 photovoltaic (PV) work at ANU began after the arrival of Andrew 
Blakers. The work of this group expanded rapidly and, by the mid 1990s, had 
extended into solar thermal troughs. The formation of the Centre for Sustainable 
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Energy Systems (CSES) in 1997 provided a firm foundation for subsequent work 
in the area of solar energy at ANU, and allowed the pioneering work of the ERC 
in dish concentrators and ammonia thermochemical energy storage to continue.

Despite the sometimes insecure nature of the commercial aspects of solar energy 
research, the attitude of ANU towards this area of research has improved 
considerably from the days when technical and applied research were regarded 
as less than worthy of an academic research institution. Although Blakers has 
described the university attitude towards solar energy research in the 1990s as 
‘indifferent’, this is still an improvement on the disdain with which it was held 
in the 1960s and 1970s. He added, however, that while the work being done in 
solar energy by his department would be held in far higher regard at a lesser 
university: ‘The ANU has many, many good groups and there’s only limited 
capacity by the senior staff to service and congratulate and applaud all the 
groups ... we recognise that and we’re just happy to be in a good university’ 
(Blakers, interview 2008). Blakers also noted that the University has been slower 
than some others to acknowledge the opportunities created by global concern 
about climate change, so the work being done in solar energy research has not 
always had the recognition and focus it may otherwise have had. 




