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Introduction

Solar energy in Australia is rapidly gaining in profile and acceptance at all 
levels of society, science, technology and politics. Increasing awareness of both 
the environmental issues associated with fossil fuels and the declining cost of 
renewable energy and its technologies, coupled with government schemes to 
encourage uptake of domestic solar power systems, has seen the sector grow 
very rapidly in recent years. Behind the government policy and climate change 
debate, the marketing and commercialisation and solar energy’s coming of age 
as an alternative to conventional power, lies a story that goes back to the early 
1970s. Commercially viable solar energy technology has not appeared ex nihilo. 
Rather, it is the result of decades of work, challenges, big projects and small 
advances, acceptance and rejection.

This book is the story of what preceded the current period of solar energy 
research and development. The story focuses on the solar energy program at 
The Australian National University (ANU), which began in 1970. Central to the 
story is the struggle to gain acceptance of the field of research by a university 
whose purpose, under Commonwealth legislation, was pure scientific research, 
and the difficulty of challenging the dominance of fossil fuels in the energy 
industry. It is also a tribute to those researchers who put their careers on the 
line in order to follow a belief that they could influence the course of energy 
research and provide a viable alternative to oil and other fossil fuels. 

The history begins with the first major flagship project undertaken in solar energy 
research in Australia: the solar power station developed and implemented under 
the direction of ANU Professor Stephen Kaneff, in the remote western New 
South Wales mining town of White Cliffs. This project demonstrates, in many 
ways, the blend of scientific research, technical skill and entrepreneurialism 
that has characterised solar energy research, not only at ANU but Australia-
wide, since the early 1970s.

Chapter 2 examines why 1970 was the right time for the development of a solar 
energy research group at ANU. Against the tide of energy research, which was 
moving towards nuclear energy, solar energy ultimately became a standalone 
research entity, challenging not only the energy research status quo, but also the 
image and perception of ANU as an academic research institution that eschewed 
applied research. Chapter 3 focuses on another flagship project for ANU 
researchers and the last undertaken by Stephen Kaneff: the Big Dish. Chapter 
4 charts the development of ANU itself as a research university and how the 
emergence of the ‘applied’ science of solar energy was accommodated within 
it. Chapter 5 broadens the focus by looking at the role played by solar energy 
researchers in Australia, going back to the 1950s and the solar energy pioneers 
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working at the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
(CSIRO) and those who later worked at the University of New South Wales and 
The University of Sydney, competing with each other for the limited funding 
available but ultimately collaborating to advance public and political awareness 
of their field. This chapter also introduces the Australian and New Zealand Solar 
Energy Society and its role in solar energy research. Chapter 6 again returns to 
ANU and looks at the expansion and commercialisation of solar energy by the 
University.

At the time of writing, the field of solar energy is undergoing very rapid growth 
as the effects of climate change become evident and sustainable energy planning 
becomes central to governments’ agendas. Chapter 7, therefore, deals with solar 
energy in the light of the understanding of climate change and environment 
policy, and how this has changed since the 1970s. Chapter 8 continues this 
theme and considers solar energy in a time of changing priorities and attitudes. 

Over the years there have been many prominent and successful researchers who 
have worked at ANU in solar energy research, including Andrew Blakers, Kylie 
Catchpole, Andres Cuevas, Mike Dennis, Vernie Everett, Evan Franklin, Glen 
Johnston, Keith Lovegrove, Andreas Luzzi, Dan Macdonald and Klaus Weber. 
This account, however, deals mainly with the early pioneers in the field who 
worked from 1970 until the mid 1990s. The hard yards of the 1970s and 1980s, 
undertaken by such people as Stephen Kaneff, Peter Carden, Ken Inall and Bob 
Whelan, to name just a few whose work is documented in these pages, set the 
scene for later researchers.

As Australia’s leading university, it is fitting that ANU has been a leader in 
energy research of a kind that will move us towards a sustainable 21st century, 
and beyond. 


