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SMART GRIDS INNOVATION CHALLENGE: 
AN INTERVIEW WITH BRIAN SPAK

CSIRO is representing Australia in Mission Innovation’s Smart Grids 
Innovation Challenge. 

In this project, CSIRO’s primary action is to share knowledge by explaining  
the evolution of the smart grid in Australia to global counterparts, and learn 
about what is happening in their countries.

So far, CSIRO has written the Australian chapter in two Smart Grids Innovation 
Challenge Country Reports (2017, 2019) and has leveraged Australia’s Global 
Solar Challenge to host a pitch competition for clean energy start-ups. 

INTERVIEW WITH:

BRIAN SPAK
LEADER – GRIDS AND RENEWABLE INTEGRATION (CSIRO) 

THE OBJECTIVE OF THIS CHALLENGE IS TO ENABLE FUTURE GRIDS THAT ARE 
POWERED BY AFFORDABLE, RELIABLE, DECENTRALISED RENEWABLE ELECTRICITY 
SYSTEMS. WHAT HAS BEEN THE MOST SURPRISING OR INTERESTING FINDING YOU’VE 
COME ACROSS DURING THIS PROJECT?

BRIAN: The Smart Grids Innovation Challenge is really about experts from around the globe coming together 
to share knowledge and insights with one another about the best ways to solve the technical challenges of 
integrating high levels of renewable energy. In that context, the most interesting finding is arguably how much of 
the rest of the world is looking at Australia as a leader in integrating distributed renewables, like rooftop solar. We 
hope we can show the way forward for the rest of the world, which doesn’t have the same amount of rooftop solar 
at the moment, but is poised to follow in Australia’s footsteps.

WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR SMART GRIDS IN 
AUSTRALIA GOING FORWARD?

BRIAN: The biggest opportunity for smart grids in Australia is to develop and export the technology and business 
models required to allow rooftop solar and other customer energy resources to play a much more significant role 
in the grid. For instance, the technology to effectively forecast the output of hundreds of rooftop solar systems, 
even as it changes from clouds passing over or the technology to determine the amount of rooftop solar export 
the grid can safely handle at any point in time. 

The biggest challenge for Australia is to have the vision to develop, and the courage to adopt, first-in-the-world 
energy policies, regulations, and markets that create the environment for these new technologies and business 
models to thrive. Two bodies of work suggest that we have the vision to create this new energy ecosystem: the 
Energy Security Board’s (ESB) work on post-2025 market models, and the AEMC’s investigation on access and 
pricing of distributed energy on the grid.

https://www.mi-ic1smartgrids.net/our-work/activities/country_report_2019/
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THERE ARE 17 COUNTRIES (INCLUDING THE EU) INVOLVED IN THIS INNOVATION 
CHALLENGE. WHICH COUNTRIES DO YOU THINK WE COULD LEARN THE MOST FROM 
WHEN IT COMES TO SMART GRIDS?

BRIAN: Each of the other countries have valuable information, the trick is knowing who to ask and listening for 
specific lessons that might be applicable to Australia. Despite their smaller solar resource, the Scandinavian 
countries – Denmark and Sweden in particular – have done really interesting smart grid projects that provide key 
learnings. The U.S. has done a lot of work on data sharing and building up the digital systems that are cornerstones 
of an effective “smart grid”. Some CSIRO researchers have spent significant time at US National Energy Labs to 
learn those tools so that we can apply them here. 

CSIRO WAS INVOLVED IN A PITCH COMPETITION FOR CLEAN ENERGY START-UPS. WHAT 
WAS THE MAIN TAKEAWAY FROM THIS EVENT?

BRIAN: We organised a pitch competition on the back of the Bridgestone Global Solar Challenge. This world-famous 
event involves university teams from across the globe building new solar powered vehicles and then racing them 
over 3000km, from Darwin to Adelaide. A main takeaway from the event was that students have a lot of great 
ideas and forcing them to connect good research into potential commercial outcomes can help sharpen focus and 
improve outcomes. Several of the teams had interesting pitches, and the winners of the competition – the Solar 
Team Eindhoven from the Netherlands – focused on providing mobile charging station technology.

COVID-19 HAS PRESENTED MANY CHALLENGES AS WELL AS SOME  
UNIQUE OPPORTUNITIES, ESPECIALLY FOR PROJECTS LIKE YOURS THAT HAVE 
AN INTERNATIONAL FOCUS. TELL US HOW YOU’VE MADE IT THROUGH 2020! 

BRIAN: If you do international research in Australia, you have to learn to be comfortable with meeting at odd 
times! When organising phone calls with colleagues in North American, European, and Asian time zones,  
Australia usually gets the small straw. The better international calls start at 10pm; the worse ones often will  
start at 1am or later/earlier!

CSIRO will host the 9th International Conference on Integration of Renewable and Distributed Energy Resources 
(IRED) in Adelaide, in 2022. This is a big part of our engagement in the Smart Grids Innovation Challenge, and 
it’s one area where we are focusing ARENA funding. IRED is a large, biennial conference that engages hundreds 
of experts in renewable integration from around the world. Previous events have been hosted in Vienna, Ontario, 
Kyoto and elsewhere. We are very excited to showcase the cutting-edge renewable and distributed energy 
integration projects happening throughout Australia – and in South Australia in particular – at the event. We are 
also eager to provide opportunities for the Australian energy industry to learn from global experts. The original 
event was scheduled for October 2020, and obviously an in-person event was not possible. We discussed hosting 
the event virtually, but given the time zone issues, that also was not a great option. Ultimately, the decision was 
made to push the conference to 2022, which should provide an opportunity for large in-person attendance and 
improved knowledge sharing.

https://blog.csiro.au/world-solar-challenge/
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