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Dear Ms Jolly,

Submission in response to initiation notice for the Essential Energy Training Academy waiver 
application

Essential Energy welcomes the opportunity to respond to the AER’s initiation notice to assess Essential 
Energy’s application to operate a Training Academy in regional NSW. Granting the waiver would allow 
Essential Energy to provide training for the workforce needed to build and maintain renewable energy 

organisation and the broader renewable 
community. 

The establishment of the Academy would extend the existing Ring-fencing waiver used by 
Essential Energy to train remote workers coming into contact with its network. Although Essential Energy 
has been granted a waiver to conduct a small number of approved courses over a wide geographical area, 
in practice the waiver is used on a strictly limited basis, and only on-demand. This approach has been 
taken so as not to undermine the integrity of the existing market for contestable training courses and so 
that existing workers in the Essential Energy footprint have access to required s and 

without having to travel to metropolitan centres. In its determination, the AER found that this 
approach contributed to meeting the National Electricity Objective (NEO), and therefore in the Long-term 
Interests of Consumers.1

In making the application to establish a Training Academy, Essential Energy has taken a similar approach. 
The principles by which Essential Energy seeks to operate the Academy, and also address the risks that 
the Ring-fencing Guideline is seeking to mitigate are:

Provision of Essential Energy training does not crowd-out the contestable market
o Essential Energy only serves a modest share of unmet needs, leaving headroom for the 

contestable training market to operate and expand.

1 AER, letter to Essential Energy to approve its application for Ring-fencing waiver to conduct selected contestable
technical training courses, 2024.
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o If the same course is held locally, on a like-for-like basis (i.e. delivered in essentially the 
same format and in a timely manner to meet local needs), then Essential Energy will not 
provide the course.

o To date there have been limited providers competing with Essential Energy in the provision 
of electrical trades training. However, Essential Energy will continue to monitor for the 
emergence of competitive providers and, where these providers are meeting demand, will 
not operative contestably with them. For example, Essential Energy notes the 
announcement by Dubbo Regional Council of a Renewable Energy Awareness and Career 
Training (REACT) centre, funded with support from the NSW Government, to support the 
training needs of the renewable energy sector in that region.2 It is noteworthy that REACT
has reached out to Essential Energy to inquire whether the Academy could participate in 
this venture.

Academy’s regional focus targets needs for local workforce – within its regional footprint.
o Training is provided where workers live and where the demand for workers is expected to 

be – keeping remote and regional workers local to their area.
o Essential Energy will not conduct training in metropolitan centres or outside of its 

geographical territory. 
o Assists in avoiding skills drain to metropolitan centres.

Skills alignment – The Training Academy will only provide accredited courses where there is 

o Essential Energy expects to be a major employer in the regions of newly accredited 
students. Therefore, it is incentivised to provide high quality training to meet its own 
demand for workers. Its own demand, along with its industry outreach program, also
produce useful metrics by which it can determine localised demand for relevant 

o To target a modest share of unmet training demand in the regional clean-energy 
workforce, Essential Energy will also use publicly available Jobs and Skills Australia 
evidence as both a baseline and a live dashboard of pressure points. For example, the 
Clean Energy Generation study, with its modelling built on regions aligned to Renewable 

, 
face persistent shortfalls.3 The supplementary modelling report indicates that under the 
central scenario there is expected to be a shortfall of around 85,000 electricians by 2050.4

gap between the 
ed workers, and to track those gaps over time, tying gaps to  

training supply targets in the regions Essential Energy operates in.
o Further, recognising the need to deliver a skilled workforce amid expected shortages, the 

Federal Government recently launched the Powering Skills Organisation Workforce Plan. It 
allocates $35 million to a capital and equipment investment fund that will expand clean-
energy training capacity (see Attachment A).

The Academy will operate on full fee-paying basis, with strict CAM cost allocation to 
eliminate cross-subsidisation. This means that Essential Energy customers are not paying for 
the operations of the Training Academy’s contestable training courses.

2 Council moves forward with react centre for wellington - Dubbo Regional Council
3 Jobs and Skills Australia, The Clean Energy generation: Workforce needs for a net zero economy, 2023, p13-14
4 Jobs and Skills Australia, The Clean Energy generation: Supplementary modelling report, 2023, p.25.
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Responding to evolving market conditions and uncertainty

So that its course , in its waiver application, 
in relation to the courses provided. This included the types of 

accredited courses provided, the locations within its footprint in which those courses are provided, and
the duration of the waiver Academy to respond to the demand for workers, 

as the transition from fossil fuel sources of energy to renewable 
unfolds.

an entity with some monopoly power in the energy market might 
give rise to some concern regarding the abuse of that monopoly power. However, it is worth noting that 
Essential Energy does not have monopoly power in the training industry, is not seeking such power, and 
the operation of the principles espoused above 
market from any potential for abuse of that power. Further, transparency regarding the operation of the 
waiver – that gives to the principles outlined – is provided through the annual submission and
publication of an independent Ring-fencing compliance audit report on the conditions under which 
waivers are provided.

Having considered the issues deeply, Essential Energy would like to propose additional principles and
measures the AER could utilise to assess the Academy’s compliance with those principles.

THE ADDITION OF NEW ACCREDITED COURSE OFFERINGS

guide the addition of new courses to the Academy curriculum so that the Academy does not expand its 
activities into the contestable market. This approach is intended to provide reassurance to the AER and 
stakeholders. These are:

Modest share – External enrolments capped at a small proportion of the unmet need (target 
~10%), so that Essential Energy supplements, not displaces, contestable providers.
Increased skills alignment –
electricity supply industry, renewable integration, safety, and compliance. No expansion into 
generic training markets.
Evidence of unmet need –
need. Localised needs within Essential Energy’s footprint qualify even if state-wide demand is 
large.
Like-for-like test –
course, in the same format, in the same region. Online or metro-based courses are not 
equivalent.
Transparency – For each new course, Essential Energy 

To assist the monitoring of compliance with these self-imposed guardrails, Essential Energy proposes two 
options for the AER to consider. The assessment, consultation and decision model for these options is 
adapted from the RIT-D framework, which outlines the process DNSPs must take before they undertake 
capital expenditure projects over a threshold value. Essential Energy considers that this framework 
provides a balance between providing guardrails for decision-making which protect the contestable 
market and an appropriate level of regulatory oversight. Both options provide for transparency and 
accountability but to contestable RTOs, as well as the appetite for the AER 
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to exercise . An outline for each of these options is 
provided below:

Option A: Lite framework (Like-for-Like self-test)
Under this approach:

Essential Energy applies the guardrails and like-for-like test internally (Step 1 & 2).
o If no equivalent contestable course exists in the region, Essential Energy proceeds (Step 

3A)
o If an equivalent course exists on a like-for-like basis and within timeframe needed, the 

Academy will choose whether to limit intake to meet internal demand only, or refer 
(Step 3b)

If the Academy course proceeds,
intake will be published on the Training Academy website (Step 4).
Transparency and regulatory oversight occurs ex post via the annual ring-fencing audit and 
published reporting (Step 5).

Figure 1: Option A - Lite framework

Option B: Enhanced f consultation period)

This introduces o the process:
Essential Energy applies the guardrails and undertakes a Like-for-Like assessment through its 
market scan (Step 1 & 2).

o If no equivalent contestable course exists, Essential Energy proceeds (Step 3a).
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o If an equivalent course exists on a like-for-like basis and within timeframe needed, the 
Academy will choose whether to limit intake to meet internal demand only, or refer 

If the Academy decides the course could proceed, it will open a 30-day consultation period
through a notice on its website, and invite
stakeholder input (Step 4).
If no objections arise during the consultation period, the Academy will proceed with the course by 
notifying stakeholders on its website (Step 6a and 7). Where submissions are received, the 
Academy will assess the feedback against the principles and guardrails discussed above and 
make its decision accordingly.

o If contestable courses are available on a like-for-like basis and within a reasonable time 
frame to meet industry needs, the Academy will withdraw public availability of the course
(Step 6b).

o To mitigate against the risk of vexatious objections, and to address any urgent demand for 
contestable providers should conduct the course within the timeframe 

the course at the expiration of the timeframe.
o The AER could have a remediation role in this process to resolve any disputes that arise.

The Academy will publish the outcomes of the consultation period, along with the rationale for 
decisions made, on its website (Step 7). 
Oversight occurs ex post via the annual ring-fencing audit and published reporting (Step 8)

Figure 2: Enhanced Framework
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ANALYSIS OF OPTIONS

While Essential Energy would be comfortable working within either framework, the following comparative 
analysis highlights Option A as the preferred model moving forward. The analysis evaluates both options 
across key criteria: speed, administrative burden, stakeholder collaboration, transparency, cost-

s. While 
Option B promotes natural justice for RTOs, Option A’s streamlined approach better meets regional skills 
demands while ensuring competitive neutrality.

Speed and Responsiveness: Option A enables rapid course deployment via internal like-for-like 

businesses, and aligning with the NEO. While option B’s 30-day consultation period adds to 
fairness, it can delay commencement of training and may be subject to vexatious claims, to which 
the AER might be required to mediate.
Administrative Burden: Option A uses self-assessment and annual audits, minimising AER and 
Essential Energy workload, focusing resources on training. Option B’s consultation process 

Stakeholder Collaboration: Option A fosters cooperation via a market test targeting a modest 
market share (~10% of total unmet need) and the publishing of course n
competition. Option B’s consultation period promotes fairness but risks disputes. Comparison: 
Option A’s non-
Transparency:
requirements. Option B adds consultation-
increases complexity. 
Cost-E ectiveness: Option A minimis
investment. Option B’s consultation process raises costs, though it protects RTOs. Comparison: 

Flexibility: Option A adapts courses quickly to renewable demands, supporting NSW’s goals. 
Option B’s delays hinder responsiveness. 

As a result of the above analysis, Essential Energy considers that Option A is preferable –
-

with NEO and AER guidelines. While Option B’s consultation period provide opportunity for detailed 
stakeholder feedback and upholds natural justice for RTOs, its delays and costs can outweigh these 

making it 
the optimal choice.

WAIVER DURATION – A BALANCED APPROACH

In its application, Essential Energy requested that the waiver period allow for the introduction of two 
courses at the end of 2025, with the opening of the Academy from its bespoke training centre in 2027. To 
allow for continuity and certainty for students enrolled in four-year accredited courses, it was suggested 
that the initial duration of the waiver allow the Academy to ramp up to full operational status – expected 
by 2030 – and allow for the completion of four-year courses that commence at that time.

The initiation notice raises some issues regarding this suggested duration to be considered through this 
waiver assessment process. Essential Energy notes that many of the issues raised, particularly around 
the potential for long-term market distortion and competitive neutrality are addressed by implementing 














