
Happy birthday, SA's big battery, and many happy returns (of your recyclable parts)

Written by Aleesha Rodriguez, Phd Student, Digital Media Research Centre, Queensland University of
Technology

A year ago today, Tesla’s big battery in South Australia began dispatching  power to the state’s
grid, one day ahead of schedule. By most accounts, the world’s largest lithium-ion battery has
been a remarkable
success .
But there are some concerns that have so far escaped scrutiny.

The big battery (or the Hornsdale Power Reserve , to use its official name) was born of a Twitt
er wager
between entrepreneurs Mike Cannon-Brookes and Elon Musk, with the latter offering to build a
functioning battery in “
100 days or it&rsquo;s free
”. 

Musk succeeded, and so too has the battery in smoothing the daily operation  of South
Australia’s energy grid and helping to 
avert blackouts
.

       Read more:       A month in, Tesla's SA battery is surpassing expectations

The battery has also been a financial success. It earned A$23.8 million  in the first half of 2018,
by selling stored electricity and other 
grid-stabilising services
. 

These successes have spurred further big battery uptake  in Australia, while the global industry
is forecast to attract US$620 billion
in investments by 2040
. It’s clear that big batteries will play a big role in our energy future.
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-11-30/sa-tesla-battery-begins-producing-power-a-day-ahead-of-schedule/9212794
https://theconversation.com/a-month-in-teslas-sa-battery-is-surpassing-expectations-89770
https://theconversation.com/a-month-in-teslas-sa-battery-is-surpassing-expectations-89770
https://hornsdalepowerreserve.com.au/
https://twitter.com/mcannonbrookes/status/839762954887180289?lang=en
https://twitter.com/mcannonbrookes/status/839762954887180289?lang=en
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2017/mar/10/elon-musk-i-can-fix-south-australia-power-network-in-100-days-or-its-free
https://theconversation.com/a-month-in-teslas-sa-battery-is-surpassing-expectations-89770
https://www.afr.com/news/close-call-in-an-energy-policy-vacuum-grid-must-still-be-managed-20180830-h14rfq
http://theconversation.com/a-month-in-teslas-sa-battery-is-surpassing-expectations-89770
https://reneweconomy.com.au/revealed-true-cost-of-tesla-big-battery-and-its-government-contract-66888/
https://www.aemo.com.au/Electricity/National-Electricity-Market-NEM/Security-and-reliability/Ancillary-services
https://reneweconomy.com.au/second-wave-of-big-batteries-about-to-join-australias-main-grid-39973
https://about.bnef.com/blog/energy-storage-1-2-trillion-investment-opportunity-2040/
https://about.bnef.com/blog/energy-storage-1-2-trillion-investment-opportunity-2040/
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But not every aspect of Tesla’s big battery earns a big tick. The battery’s own credentials aren’t
particularly “green”, and by making people feel good about the energy they consume over
summer, it arguably sustains an unhealthy appetite for energy consumption.

The problem of lithium-ion batteries

The Hornsdale Power Reserve is made up of hundreds of Tesla Powerpacks , each containing
16 “battery pods” similar to the ones in Tesla’s Model S vehicle. Each battery pod houses
thousands of small lithium-ion cells – the same ones that you might find in a hand-held device
like a torch. 

The growing demand for lithium-ion batteries has a range of environmental impacts . Not least
of these is the issue of how best to recycle them, which presents significant 
opportunities
and 
challenges
. 

The Hornsdale Power Reserve claims that when the batteries stop working (in about 15 years),
Tesla will recycle all of them at its Gigafactory in Nevada , recovering up to 60% of the
materials. 

It’s important that Tesla is held account to the above claim. A CSIRO report  found that in 2016,
only 2% of lithium-ion batteries were collected in Australia to be recycled offshore. 

However, lithium-ion batteries aren’t the only option. Australia is leading the way  in developing
more sustainable alternative batteries. There are also other innovative ways to store energy,
such as by harnessing the gravitational energy stored in 
giant hanging bricks
.

       Read more:       Charging ahead: how Australia is innovating in battery technology
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https://www.tesla.com/en_AU/powerpack
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/lithium-batteries-environment-impact
https://theconversation.com/lithium-australia-needs-to-recycle-and-lease-to-be-part-of-the-boom-54037
https://www.csiro.au/en/Research/EF/Areas/Energy-storage/Battery-recycling
https://hornsdalepowerreserve.com.au/faqs/
https://www.csiro.au/en/Research/EF/Areas/Energy-storage/Battery-recycling
https://theconversation.com/charging-ahead-how-australia-is-innovating-in-battery-technology-90169
https://www.fastcompany.com/90261233/can-these-35-ton-bricks-solve-renewable-energys-biggest-problem
http://theconversation.com/charging-ahead-how-australia-is-innovating-in-battery-technology-90169
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Solving symptoms, not problems

Tesla’s big battery was introduced at a time when the energy debate was fixated on South
Australia’s energy “ crisis ” and a need for “ energy security ”. After a succession of severe
weather events and blackouts
, the state’s renewable energy agenda was under fire and there was pressure on the
government to take action.

On February 8, 2017, high temperatures contributed to high electricity demand and South
Australia experienced yet another widespread blackout. But this time it was caused by the
common practice of “ load-shedding ”, in which power is deliberately cut to sections of the grid to
prevent it being overwhelmed. 

A month later, Cannon-Brookes (who recently reclaimed the term “ fair dinkum power ” from
Prime Minister Scott Morrison) coordinated “
policy by tweet
” and helped prompt Tesla’s battery-building partnership with the SA government.

       Read more:       A year since the SA blackout, who's winning the high-wattage power
play?

Since the battery’s inception the theme of “ summer ” (a euphemism for high electricity demand)
has followed its reports in media. 

The combination of extreme heat and high demand is very challenging  for an electricity
distribution system. Big batteries can undoubtedly help smooth this peak demand. But that’s
only solving a symptom of the deeper problem – namely, excessive electricity demand. 

Time to talk about energy demand
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https://theconversation.com/the-real-lesson-from-south-australias-electricity-crisis-we-need-better-climate-policy-66028
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2016/sep/29/jay-weatherill-accuses-barnaby-joyce-of-pushing-anti-windfarm-agenda-over-blackouts
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/analysis/south-australias-blackouts-not-as-simple-as-it-looks/
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/analysis/south-australias-blackouts-not-as-simple-as-it-looks/
https://www.aemo.com.au/-/media/Files/Electricity/NEM/Market_Notices_and_Events/Power_System_Incident_Reports/2017/System-Event-Report-South-Australia-8-February-2017.pdf
https://www.afr.com/news/mike-cannonbrookes-campaign-to-reclaim-fair-dinkum-power-swamped-20181101-h17eaq
https://theconversation.com/a-year-since-the-sa-blackout-whos-winning-the-high-wattage-power-play-84416
http://theconversation.com/a-year-since-the-sa-blackout-whos-winning-the-high-wattage-power-play-84416
http://theconversation.com/a-year-since-the-sa-blackout-whos-winning-the-high-wattage-power-play-84416
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/how-the-energy-market-survived-summer/9492000
https://theconversation.com/explainer-power-station-trips-are-normal-but-blackouts-are-not-90682
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These concerns are most likely not addressed in the national conversation because of the urge
ncy to move away from fossil fuels
and, as such, a desire to keep big batteries in a positive light. 

But as we continue to adopt renewable energy technologies, we need to embrace a new
relationship with energy. By avoiding these concerns we only prolong the very problems that
have led us to a changed climate and arguably, make us ill-prepared for our renewable energy
future . 

The good news is that the big battery industry is just kicking off. That means now is the time to
talk about what type of big batteries we want in the future, to review our expectations of energy
supply, and to embrace more sustainable demand.

Aleesha Rodriguez is affiliated with the Australian Youth Climate Coalition.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/happy-birthday-sas-big-battery-and-many-happy-return
s-of-your-recyclable-parts-105739
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http://www.ipcc.ch/report/sr15/
http://www.ipcc.ch/report/sr15/
https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/08288661311319166
https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/08288661311319166
http://theconversation.com/happy-birthday-sas-big-battery-and-many-happy-returns-of-your-recyclable-parts-105739
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