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Smart	grids	messy	society
What	learning	has	taken	place	from	the	
implementation	of	smart	grids	in	
Australia?

Ø early	experimentation	– mid-2000s:	
Victorian	AMI	and	Smart	Grid	Smart	
City

• contributes	to	2	broad	strands	of	
scholarship	about	innovation from	
policy	studies	and	science	and	
technology	studies

• aims	to	rectify	a	lack	of	attention	to	
geography	and	the	particularities	of	
place	that	is	common	to	both	sets	of	
theory

Australian	Research	Council	‘Future	Fellowship’	(2015-19)

Project	website:
http://www.utas.edu.au/smart-grids-messy-society



What	I	will	cover

1. Scholarship	on	inertia	and	obduracy
2. Empirical	case:	electricity	metering	in	

Australia
3. Conclusions	&	discussion



1.	INERTIA	&	OBDURACY



Theorising	inertia	and	obduracy
“One	of	the	main	challenges	for	STS	scholars	
has	become	to	achieve	a	balanced	
understanding	of	both	obduracy	and	change	
in	sociotechnical	developments.”	(Hommels 2005: 
330).

”… much	[existing]	literature	overlooks	
questions	about	how	existing	configurations	
break	down	and	how	elements	of	defunct	
arrangements	persist	and	reappear… the	
dynamic	relation	between	incoming,	
outgoing	and	returning	systems	deserves	
more	explicit	attention… processes	of	
disappearance	are	especially	important..”	
(Shove,	2012:	364).

"Infrastructure	networks,	are,	in	short,	
precarious	achievements."	(Graham	&	Marvin,	2001:	
182).

• Relatively	neglected	- tendency	
to	focus	our	attention	on	
innovation>obduracy	

• Several	contributions	(Shove,	
Hommels,	Bijker and	
Bijsterveld)	but	not	yet	an	
integrated/coherent	body	of	
theory

• Keeping	things	the	same	
requires	constant	effort
• methodologically	harder	to	

identify	than	new	
processes



2A.	ELECTRICITY	METERING	IN	
AUSTRALIA	- BACKGROUND



Smart	Grid	Smart	City

• 2010-14
• AU$100M	government	

funding
• several	different	trials
• installation	of	8000	

smart	meters

‘The	new	National	Energy	Efficiency	Initiative:	Smart	Grid,	
Smart	City	will	use	21st	century	technology	to	assist	Australia’s	
transition	to	a	low	carbon	economy	by	encouraging	a	smarter	
and	more	efficient	electricity	network.’	(2009:	3).



The	State	of	Victoria	Advanced	Metering	Infrastructure	
(AMI)	Program

Department of Primary Industries   

 

Victorian Government 

Rule Change Proposal  
(Jurisdictional Derogation) 

Advanced Metering Infrastructure 
Rollout 

 

August 2007   

“Customers	will	benefit	from	the	enhanced	
competition	in	the	retail	electricity	market	
associated	with	the	timely	and	efficient	
rollout	of	AMI.”(DPI 2007, p16)



A	market	for	digital	metering

• 2015	rule	change	from	the	
Australian	Energy	Market	
Competition

• Meters	no	longer	governed	
by	distribution	utilities,	but	
open	to	competition

• Intention	that	new	digital	
metering	is	encouraged

“[it]… will	facilitate	a	market-led	approach	to	the	deployment	of	
advanced	meters	where	consumers	drive	the	uptake	of	technology	
through	their	choice	of	products	and	services.”	(p.i)



2B.	METERING	OBDURACY



“In	the	SGSC	Program,	almost	30	per	cent	of	sites	were	
found	to	be	unsuitable	for	the	deployment	of	the	smart	
meter	infrastructure…	despite	a	program	of	pre-
qualifications	and	site	visits….The	high	level	of	unsuitable	
sites	in	the	trial	was	due	to	a	range	of	factors,	including	
installation	issues	and	communications	coverage.	Customer	
dissent	was	driven	in	part	by	the	nature	of	the	
deployment.”	(2014:	104,	emphasis	added).

“The	SGSC	trial	found	that	the	costs	of	installing	meters	
and	communications	equipment	varied	significantly	for	a	
variety	of	reasons,	including	access	issues,	insufficient	
meter	board	space	and	poor	signal	strength.”	(2014:	107)



http://www.peoplepowervictoria.org.au/home
http://stopsmartmeters.com.au/

Stop	Smart	Meters	Australia
Fighting	for	your	financial	&	physical	health,	privacy,	and	safety	in	Australia



“Based	on	the	Victorian	experience,	the	
Queensland	Government	has	ruled	out	a	
mandated	rollout	of	advanced	meters	in	
Queensland	and	will	support	the	customer-
driven	approach.”	
Queensland	Government	- Department	of	Energy	and	Water	Supply	(2013)	The	
30-year	electricity	strategy	Discussion	paper:	Powering	Queensland’s	future
(pp12)

“Not	only	were	Victorian	customers	not	given	a	choice	of	meters,	they	were	also	
charged	the	upfront	cost	of	the	meter	and	its	installation,	a	decision	which	is	still	
costing	them.	The	[NSW]	Government	has	listened	to	customers	and	that	is	why	
ultimately	customers	will	decide	what	they	want	and	when	they	want	it.”
NSW	Minister	for	Resources	and	Energy	Anthony	Roberts,	Media	Release	- NSW	GETS	SMART	ABOUT	METERS,	28	October	2014.	



3.	CONCLUSIONS	&	DISCUSSION



Unsettling	carbon?
• Process	of	implementing	digital	meters	disrupted	in	
Australia
– Not	resistance	to	climate	change,	but	about	trust	of	
utilities	&	the	detail	of	how	government	programs	were	
implemented

– Improvisation	evident:	new	protest	groups,	government	
programs	and	policies	modified	&	adapted

• Climate	change	relevant,	but	not	at	the	forefront
• Scope	for	theories	about	obduracy	to	be	further	
developed	– similar	level	of	conceptualisation	as	for	
innovation?



Thank	you	for	listening.

heather.lovell@utas.edu.au
Twitter:	@HeatherCLovell

project	website:
http://www.utas.edu.au/smart-grids-messy-society
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Abstract
This article is about a case of policy failure and negative lesson drawing, namely the implementation
of a mandatory smart metering programme – the Advanced Metering Infrastructure Program – in
the State of Victoria, Australia, in the period 2009–2013. The article explores the framing of policy
failure, and the ways in which failed polices might be mobile. The Advanced Metering Infrastructure
Program provides an important empirical counterbalance to existing scholarship on policy learning,
transfer and mobility, which is for the most part about positive best practice case studies, emulation
and the travelling of ‘fast’ and (by implication) successful policy. There is evidence that the Victorian
Advanced Metering Infrastructure Program circulated domestically within Australia and was
influential in policy decision making, but that its international mobility was limited. The case is
used to explore what gets left behind – or is immobile – in the telling of policy stories about
failure. Science and Technology Studies scholarship on the inherent fragility of sociotechnical
networks is drawn upon to consider how the concept of assemblage – a popular conceptual lens
within policy mobility scholarship – might be applied to better understand instances of policy failure.
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Introduction

This article is about the implementation of a policy that did not proceed as expected, and
came to be labelled a policy failure, namely the Australian State of Victoria’s Advanced
Metering Infrastructure (AMI) Program (2009–2013) (hereafter ‘the AMI Program’).
The article explores the learning that took place from the AMI Program and in particular
how and why it travelled, with what effect. The politics of framing something as a policy
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