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WESTERN POWER CORPORATION’S NETWORK INFRASTRUCTURE IN THE SOUTH WEST 
INTEGRATED SYSTEM 

Motion 

HON GEORGE CASH (North Metropolitan) [2.00 pm]:  I move without notice - 

That the Government be condemned for its abject failure to take adequate action to ensure the proper 
maintenance and upgrading of Western Power Corporation’s network infrastructure in the south west 
integrated system. 

My reason for moving this motion relates to the events of not just the past few weeks but also those that have 
occurred over the past three years in respect of the management of Western Power Corporation in Western 
Australia.  I do not intend to dwell on the blackout that occurred in the south west integrated system last week.  I 
want to consider some of the problems that have occurred within Western Power’s network system and caused, 
in some circumstances, significant fires, the loss of life and the loss of considerable property.   
Western Australia has a democratic system that sees the party with the majority of members in the Legislative 
Assembly elected as the Government that governs the people for four years.  When the community casts its vote, 
it does so on the clear understanding that the Government, whichever party is in power, will maintain a political, 
economic and social system that provides the people of Western Australia with essential services that are 
required to maintain and improve, where possible, their lifestyle.  It is also fair to say that the Government has 
primary and secondary responsibilities.  Its primary responsibilities include the safety of the people via its police 
force and justice system, the health requirements of the community through an adequate health system and the 
education requirements of the people through the provision of an adequate education system.  Overarching those 
primary responsibilities is the need for the Government to maintain and improve essential services; that is, the 
essential services that are required to maintain life within the community.  These essential services are clearly an 
adequate and safe water supply and an adequate and reliable electricity system.  Without these particular 
essential services, our community’s lifestyles would collapse.   

When the Gallop Government was elected in 2001, it promised at that time that it would be open and 
accountable for its actions and responsive to the needs of people.  Many advertisements and statements were 
made by the Government in the run up to the 2001 election in which it said it would consult with the people and 
then respond as required.  Clearly, based on the events of the past few weeks, the Gallop Government has broken 
the particular promise of failing to provide and maintain an adequate electricity system in Western Australia.  
The bottom line is that the community of Western Australia has paid a significant price for this Government’s 
incompetence and mismanagement of the electricity system.  There is no doubt that our electricity and water 
systems have been developed over the past 100 years.  Successive State Governments have spent considerable 
amounts of money trying to improve these respective essential services.  However, it does not take rocket 
science to keep essential services operating.  What it needs is leadership, commitment and resources to ensure 
that technically qualified and competent people are employed to carry out the various operational tasks that are 
necessary to maintain and improve the system.  In this regard, the Government has failed to provide the 
necessary leadership to achieve these critical goals.  It has failed to demonstrate any commitment to maintaining 
its essential services.  It has failed to provide the necessary resources to employ technically competent people to 
ensure the operational tasks are fulfilled and it has bled Western Power of its potential maintenance reserves by 
demanding - some would say extorting - unrealistic dividends from the organisation.  I refer to Western Power 
Corporation’s annual report for 2003 and the statistical summary in the financial review section.  The total 
revenue for the period ended 30 June 2001 was $1.573 billion; for 30 June 2002 it was $1.601 billion; and for 30 
June 2003 it was $1.697 billion.  The payments to Government made by Western Power during those periods 
were for the period ended 30 June 2001, $149.774 million; for 30 June 2002, $192.616 million; and for 30 June 
2003 a whopping $224.818 million.  That is the sort of money that is being ripped out of Western Power but 
needs to be retained by Western Power to maintain its infrastructure throughout the south west integrated system 
in particular, but not excluding, the north west system.   

I said that last week we had blackouts.  Other people in another place have dealt with that issue and will continue 
to deal with the incompetence of the Government in respect of those major blackouts.  However, there is no 
doubt that those blackouts caused considerable inconvenience to electricity consumers throughout the south west 
of the State.  In fact, the particular power crisis that caused rolling blackouts cost tens of millions of dollars in 
the standing down of employees and lost production, which is directly related to the fact that Western Power 
failed to provide an efficient, reliable and consistent electricity supply to its customers.  One member of 
Parliament last week described the power crisis that ensued as putting our consumers in a third-world situation.  I 
agree with that statement.  Never before has this State seen incompetence at the level we all suffered last week.  
It was all because we had a few hot days during summer - something that the Government seems to have failed 
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to recognise actually comes around every year.  In the south of the State we just happened to be in mid-summer.  
Predictably, we end up having very hot days every summer.  Surely the Government should have taken action to 
recognise the needs of Western Power and of the consumers of electricity in Western Australia and dealt with 
this problem in a much more efficient way.  We saw an electricity crisis, a blackout, tens of millions of dollars 
worth of production lost and then, when the spotlight was turned on the Government and it was asked who was 
responsible, the minister decided he would run for cover and blame everyone but himself for his own 
deficiencies and incompetence in his ministerial responsibilities as the political officer in charge of Western 
Power.  Not only did the Minister for Energy run for cover; within a few days he and the Premier called in the 
chairman and chief executive officer of Western Power and made scapegoats of them in an effort to con the 
people into believing that the sacking of those two senior people was the fix-it for Western Power’s problems.  
As I saw it, the idea was to sack the chairman, sack the CEO, tell the people it will be okay and hope that they 
will sit back and relax in the belief that everything will be fine.  

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  They continually deny responsibility.  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  They continually deny responsibility.  I say to Hon Derrick Tomlinson that it is a 
question of fact whether something is the responsibility of a minister.  The mere fact that someone says it is not 
his responsibility does not necessarily make that the case.  In the case of Western Power, it is quite clear that the 
Electricity Corporation Act 1994 furnishes the minister with a considerable amount of power and authority.  
When I say power, I mean the ability to direct and make Western Power do what the minister wants.  

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Or the authority to sack the chairman or direct the sacking of the chief executive 
officer.  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  That is what we saw happen.  It was a valid exercise of power by the minister in 
accordance with the Act.   

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  How can the minister then claim that he was not authorised?  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  Exactly; that is the very point I am making.  The Electricity Corporation Act 1994 
makes it very clear that the Minister for Energy has the authority and the responsibility and is required to 
discharge his duties in a diligent way.  One of the arguments used by the minister is to say that it was not him, 
but a corporate body, so he was not responsible.  Perhaps the Minister for Energy would do well to look up 
report of the Burt Commission on Accountability.  Members will recall that a previous State Labor Government 
commissioned former Chief Justice Sir Francis Burt and a group of others to look into the question of 
accountability in Government in Western Australia.  The Burt commission made it very clear that, when a 
minister is provided by Parliament with the power to direct a corporation, that ministry implicitly imposes on 
him a duty to act in the interests of the community in the use of that power.  In the case of Western Power, the 
current Minister for Energy has failed his duties, his responsibilities, and the commission that was granted to him 
by the Governor in making him a minister of the Crown.   

I will refer to the Electricity Corporation Act.  I should have asked Hon Tom Stephens to assist me, because we 
have both become experts in this Act.  The Minister for Local Government and Regional Development 
recognises that there have been serious failings in the system over the past few years.  I will refer to section 43 of 
the Electricity Corporation Act, to show that the minister does in fact have responsibility and that he has shirked 
that responsibility, blamed others and run for cover.  Section 43 deals with the situation in which a draft strategic 
development plan is to be submitted to the minister.  Section 43(1) reads - 

The board must in each year prepare, and submit to the Minister for his or her agreement, a draft 
strategic development plan for the corporation and any subsidiary. 

Section 45 sets out the matters to be included in the strategic development plan.  Section 61 deals with quarterly 
and annual reports.  Section 61(1) reads - 

The corporation must, for each of the first 3 quarters of a financial year, give to the Minister a separate 
report on the operations of the corporation and of each subsidiary. 

The minister must be kept informed on a 12-weekly basis about the operations and the financial state of the 
organisation.  When a minister is informed on a 12-weekly basis, he cannot turn around and say that it was not 
his fault, and he did not know.  If he says that, it is obvious he has not been reading the quarterly reports 
submitted over a long period.  More than that, in respect of the question of giving directions, section 66 clearly 
indicates that the minister may give directions.  We all know that.  Those members that were here in 1994 when 
this Act came into being knew that the minister was to be empowered to give directions, and the Act also makes 
provisions for the minister, when he gives a direction, to ensure that that direction is tabled in the Parliament 
within a given number of days.  Section 71 of the Act reads, in part - 
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Minister to be kept informed  
The corporation must -  

(a) keep the Minister reasonably informed of the operations, financial performance and 
financial position of the corporation and its subsidiaries, including the assets and 
liabilities, profits and losses and prospects of the corporation and its subsidiaries; 

It is pretty clear that the minister is clothed with significant powers, under which he receives reports, is kept 
informed, and is able to veto those reports if it is his desire.  More than that, he has the power to direct the 
corporation if he believes that direction is in the best interests of the consumer and the people of Western 
Australia.  The minister has failed in his duty.  As a result of that failure, the Western Power Corporation in 
Western Australia is in a shambles.  It has faulty equipment and a network that is rapidly decaying.  There is no 
question that that equipment has been responsible for a number of bushfires over the past three years, 
culminating in the horrific fire at Tenterden on Saturday, 27 December 2003, which claimed the lives of two 
local women.  I remind members that the chief executive officer of Western Power at the time, Dr Stephen van 
der Mye, refused to apologise to the grieving relatives of the deceased, claiming that clauses in Western Power’s 
insurance policies prevented such an apology.  It seems to me that one can apologise and show contrition and 
respect to grieving relatives, such as in the case at Tenterden, without admitting any liability, until such liability 
is proved.  No wonder that it was reported in The West Australian of Thursday, 22 January 2004 that the family 
of one of the women who died in the Tenterden fires was disgusted by the refusal of Western Power’s CEO, 
Stephen van der Mye, to apologise, and his denial of blame.  I can understand how those people must have felt.  
Hon Paddy Embry is taking significant interest in this debate because Tenterden is in his electorate.   

Hon Paddy Embry:  I knew one of the women.   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  Exactly.  In due course he may wish to relate some comments to the House.  At least the 
Minister for Energy was prepared to apologise on behalf of the Government for the fire at Tenterden.  I accept 
that he directed Western Power to abide by all orders of the Ombudsman to the energy safety division of the 
Department of Consumer and Employment Protection, notwithstanding any legal requirements to do so.  The 
minister was prepared to go out on a limb in this case and direct Western Power in respect of the apology, and 
for that I give him credit.  However, he was not prepared to accept responsibility for the fact that Western 
Power’s own equipment was found to be the cause of the Tenterden fire.   

I spoke earlier about the inadequate and in some cases dangerous state of some of Western Power’s 
infrastructure, and in particular about the state of the poles that carry the high voltage transmission wires and 
lower voltage distribution wires to consumers throughout the south west interconnected grid.  I will direct my 
comments to a number of separate fires that have occurred over the past three years.  Members would no doubt 
be aware that within Western Power’s infrastructure there are about 800 000 poles in the south west 
interconnected system.  Given that many of these poles are wooden, they have a finite life.  They are out in the 
open and subject to the harsh weather elements of the south west area of the State.  There is no question that they 
deteriorate over time.  They do not deteriorate in a uniform fashion or consistent time frame, as this depends on 
the location and harshness of the weather conditions that impact upon a particular pole.  I raise that point because 
it is not a case of saying that some went in five years ago so we know what state they are in and that others were 
installed 10 or 15 years ago.  The fact is that an audit system must be put in place to physically check individual 
poles, so that the actual state of the infrastructure is known.  That is an operational issue within Western Power.  
Western Power has failed in its duty to its consumers and other members of the public by not fulfilling that 
responsibility.  In arguing that case, I must say that in my view Western Power’s liability for a number of fires is 
now enormous.  It will have to pay tens of millions of dollars in compensation for the damage that has been 
caused as a result of its inefficient, run-down infrastructure.   

Western Power originally would not accept liability for the Tenterden fire.  A report was prepared by the energy 
safety division of the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection and is dated 16 January 2004.  
Despite the denials of Western Power, the energy safety division conducted an investigation into the fire and 
clearly set out its conclusion that the fire was caused by a design or construction defect relating to the conductors 
owned by Western Power.  I will provide some background to the Tenterden fire as related in the report of the 
energy safety division.  The report indicated that a local resident was driving north on Albany Highway in 
Tenterden on 27 December 2003 at approximately 1.30 in the afternoon when the resident saw and reported a 
small grass fire burning in a paddock on the east side of the highway near Ballochmyle Road.  The fire was 
reported to Fire and Emergency Services, which suspected that the cause of the fire was a fault or failure of some 
kind on a Western Power 22 kilovolt overhead powerline.  Investigations were later carried out by the energy 
safety division of the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection, which found no suspicious 
circumstances relating to the origin of the fire.  Taking into account the burn pattern, it believed that the fire had 
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started between Western Power poles 721 and 722.  The conductor damage on poles 721 and 722 had been 
repaired by the time the energy safety division looked at this problem.  Weather conditions at the time of the fire 
were hot and dry with a low relative humidity and strong, gusting winds from the north.  One matter that was 
considered was the span between the two poles.  The span of the conductor of the overhead powerline was 
measured and found to be 187 metres long, which probably resulted in an erratic movement of the conductors; 
that is, a galloping of the wires.  This was said to be highly probable due to the adverse wind conditions at the 
time, the exposure to rain and the general topography of the area.   

Hon Paddy Embry:  Air temperature. 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  Certainly also the air temperature and the conductor sag conditions.  The bottom line of 
the energy safety division’s report was that the clashing of the conductors, as described in the report, pointed to 
either a design or construction defect, since conductor separation should have been sufficient to avoid such a 
fault.  It squarely put the blame at the feet of Western Power.  Apart from the tragedy of two ladies losing their 
lives, the fire is also estimated to have caused $20 million worth of damage to farms, livestock and equipment in 
the Tenterden area.  It was a truly tragic set of circumstances.  Blame is clearly being put at the feet of Western 
Power.  In due course there will no doubt be a coronial inquiry.  The coroner will report his opinion on the 
reasons for the fire.  He will no doubt be guided by the energy safety division’s report.  The bottom line is that 
Western Power is now up for a huge amount of compensation because it has not been maintaining its network 
infrastructure in the SWIS.   

Hon Kim Chance:  You have pointed to a design or construction fault being identified and in your last comment 
you mentioned a maintenance issue.  Are you treating the two as the same or is the design and construction fault 
not the critical issue here?   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I take the Leader of the House’s point.  The report states that there was a design or 
construction fault in equipment owned and operated by Western Power.  Clearly, a liability will attach if some 
damage resulted from misuse of or fault in the equipment.  I am treating the maintenance issue as a separate 
issue.  One of the reasons that the equipment was faulty could have been a lack of maintenance.  More 
investigations will be conducted to prove what happened.  I do not know how these things are proved absolutely 
after a fire has destroyed an area, but the investigators are pretty good and that is their job.  I argue that Western 
Power’s infrastructure maintenance program is totally inadequate.   

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  One of the things they might do is look into the 27 December 2000 fire at Mt Barker.  
They could look into the cause of that fire and at the recommendations made with regard to the maintenance on 
the very lines that caused the Tenterden fire.   

Hon Kim Chance:  Was it the same design and structure fault that caused both fires?   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  That should be looked at.  Hon Derrick Tomlinson said that the Mt Barker fire occurred 
on 27 December.  I think it occurred on 28 December 2000.  The point is that it occurred on about 27 or 28 
December 2000.  It just so happens that the fire occurred near the same two 22-kilovolt feeder mains, and 
occurred not far away from the tragic fire at Tenterden.   

Hon Kim Chance:  It could have been the same design fault.   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  Quite right.  If it was the same design fault, the problem is that Western Power reported 
back to the Energy Safety Directorate at a later period after the 2000 fire was investigated.  Western Power said 
that it had rectified the faults in that area.  That raises a significant issue.  I do not know whether it is our job to 
apportion blame because in due course there will be significant court cases on this matter.  However, on the face 
of it, as Hon Derrick Tomlinson said, a fire occurred in Mt Barker in December 2000 on a 22-kilovolt feeder line 
not far from the fire that occurred in December this year at Tenterden.  If it is the same fault, I pity poor old 
Western Power because it will be in more trouble.   

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Perhaps we should ask how much Western Power paid in compensation for the Mt 
Barker fire.   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I do not know that.  It is a very good question.  It is a very serious matter.  Because fires 
have broken out in Mt Barker, Tenterden, Bridgetown, Dalwallinu and other areas in the State, we must look at 
Western Power’s infrastructure to find out what is occurring.  When examinations are conducted into 
government departments or, more often, statutory corporations, because the Parliament closes the examinations 
with such absolute authority and often limits their liability in some cases - whereas others would be found to be 
at fault - the organisations take a very high-handed approach to the way they deal with these matters.  I am sure 
that some of the farmers in this House and those members who have an interest in the farming community will 
be able to talk about cases in which farmers have reported power poles on their property that are in urgent need 
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of maintenance.  Indeed, sometimes Western Power has not responded to calls to fix the poles or, if Western 
Power has responded, it has done nothing to improve the situation.  Hon Paddy Embry spoke in this House on 
that very subject just the other day.   
The Bridgetown fire occurred on 27 December 2003.  It was very recent; it is only a matter of a few months ago.  
It occurred right in the heart of the area in which Hon Robin McSweeney lives.  She will tell members all about 
the Bridgetown fire because she was there and watched what was happening.  In that fire about 5 000 hectares of 
land were burnt out.  Much of that land was private property and included orchards, vineyards and private 
plantations, as well as state-owned plantations.  The damage bill for that fire is now estimated to be in the 
millions of dollars.  Fortunately, there were not many injuries to humans because of the Bridgetown fire, 
although one firefighter was put in hospital and at least two houses were destroyed.  When a fire occurs in the 
bush, the spotlight immediately turns on a number of agencies, including Western Power, the Department of 
Conservation and Land Management and, in some cases, the Forest Products Commission if it has interests in 
that area.   
I note with interest that in the days following the Bridgetown fire, Western Power, CALM and the Forest 
Products Commission were all passing the buck and wanted to blame each other for that fire, or to at least 
absolve themselves of the blame.  I do not think that the community is interested in government organisations 
passing the buck.  The community does not distinguish between Western Power, CALM or the Forest Products 
Commission.  The community considers all those entities and agencies as state organisations, or, indeed, as the 
Government.  The community wants the matter to be rectified.   

Prior to the Bridgetown fire in December 2003, in November 2003 a fire occurred on the Northover family farm 
at Dalwallinu.  An interesting fact that came out of the investigation into that fire is that Mrs Carol Northover 
was reported to have seen a lopsided Western Power pole on her family’s farm and she said that it looked like it 
had been struck by lightning.  She was alarmed at the state of the pole.  Mrs Northover reported the damaged 
pole, which is said to have had a loose insulator attached to it.  When she reported the pole to Western Power, it 
sent out a crew to inspect it.  The bad news is that the Western Power crew did not carry out any obvious 
maintenance on it.  Five months after Mrs Northover reported the damaged pole, a fire was sparked from the 
pole that destroyed more than 80 hectares of wheat and barley crops that the Northovers had planted.  It also 
destroyed a number of fences owned by the Northovers and their neighbours.   
It is fair to say that the Northovers were acting as responsible citizens by informing Western Power about the 
need for maintenance to be carried out on the damaged pole.  However, Western Power, which I argue has a duty 
of care towards its consumers, did not take the appropriate action to prevent the unnecessary loss of property that 
followed.  As late as January this year, the damaged pole that started the fire on the Northover farm had still not 
been replaced by Western Power, notwithstanding that there is a new pole lying on the ground alongside the 
damaged pole.  
It will be interesting when that matter goes to court because Western Power will find it very difficult to say it did 
not know about the condition of the pole when it sent a maintenance crew to look at it and it apparently did very 
little else but drop off a new pole without erecting it.   
Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  They were gunna.   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  It is still gunna do it. 
Hon Kim Chance:  You do realise that this is common practice and it has been going on for years.   
Hon GEORGE CASH:  Whatever the Leader of the House does, I urge him to not dismiss these things by saying 
they have been going on for years.  In Tenterden two lives were lost and a considerable amount of property was 
lost in the other fires.  The fact is that that must stop.   

Hon Kim Chance:  You are criticising an operational procedure that has existed for years.   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  A person who knows that an operational procedure has operated like that for years 
becomes culpable.  As Hon Barry House said, it cannot be allowed to continue.  It is no good blaming the past.  I 
am raising these issues because I want to be positive.  Western Power’s network infrastructure is inadequate; 
more money needs to be spent on it.  The Leader of the House might have to go to Western Power and bash a 
few heads together because it could be that the wrong people are running the show.  The fact is that the Minister 
for Energy is provided with operational reports on what Western Power is doing.   

Hon Kim Chance:  And he has taken the necessary actions to correct those things; Hon Tom Stephens will tell 
you that. 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  The Leader of the House and I should not get into an argument on this.  I am prepared to 
run this debate in a constructive way in the hope that someone sees the light and requires Western Power to get 
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on with the job that it is meant to be doing in a proper and efficient manner.  Whatever the Leader of the House 
does, he should not defend the actions of the Minister for Energy in the past few months. 

Hon Kim Chance:  I will absolutely defend his actions. 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  The Minister for Energy has done a lot of good things, but whether or not he likes it, he 
is right in the firing line in this case because he has been provided with the reports.  If I had lost property, I 
would ask the Minister for Energy to come into court as the first witness and I would ask him whether he had the 
operational reports, what instructions he gave and what else he did. 

Hon Kim Chance:  When you hear what Hon Tom Stephens has to say on this matter, you will understand 
exactly what he has done, but he has not been able to do that. 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  If the Leader of the House is saying that the Minister for Energy is doing his job, he 
must have started doing it in the past week because the fires I am referring to go back three years.  No-one denies 
that there have been problems in Western Power for a long time, but the bottom line is that the Labor Party is 
now in government.  It is like finding a ship that is sinking slowly: when it sinks the Government says that it was 
sinking during the previous Government’s term and that we should not blame the Government for the fact that it 
has now sunk.  What the Government should do when it finds something sinking is plug up the holes and do 
something about it.  That is not happening. 

Hon Kim Chance:  That is exactly what we are doing, as you will find out. 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  That is not what the community believes.  The Government has just ripped $250 million 
in dividends out of Western Power -  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  Order, members!  I ask Hon George Cash to direct his 
comments to the Chair rather than inviting interjections. 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I certainly will, Madam Deputy President.  I think I have made my point very clear; so 
clear that the Leader of the House now defends the Minister for Energy.  Let the Minister for Energy come 
before a committee of this place and we will see who will defend his actions. 

I have discussed the Tenterden fire, I have raised the Bridgetown fire, and I have talked about the Dalwallinu 
fire.  In 2002, a fire in Gingin burnt out a thousand hectares of farmland and bushland.  Now 29 local residents 
are suing Western Power for more than $4 million in compensation as a result of that fire and the losses they 
suffered.  There is a strong possibility that Western Power failed to advise the Energy Safety Directorate of the 
Gingin fire and that, in itself, may be a breach of the Electricity Act. 

In September 2003 the Energy Safety Directorate reported a considerable number of complaints from electricity 
consumers about the reliability and quality of Western Power’s electricity supply in some rural areas in south 
west Western Australia.  The Energy Safety Directorate therefore went out and looked at some particular areas 
from which it had received complaints, which included Toodyay, Koorda, Narembeen, Corrigin and Bremer 
Bay.  Following the investigation, the Energy Safety Directorate recommended that Western Power undertake 
various remedial works, which were estimated to cost about $49 million.  Those remedial works were to address 
the electricity supply problems that had been identified only in those areas.  Western Power replied that 
notwithstanding its statutory obligation to supply electricity in country areas, its current capital expenditure plans 
made no allowance for the remedial works on the scale recommended by the directorate.  To me that points to a 
contemptuous organisation that holds its long-suffering customers in absolute contempt. 

There is a strong possibility that a recent fire at Bibra Lake, which is still being investigated, was caused by 
faulty Western Power equipment.  A few minutes ago the leader of the Government in this House attempted to 
defend the Minister for Energy.  I ask him, through you, Madam Deputy President, what he says to the statement 
made about three weeks ago by the secretary of the Communications, Electrical and Plumbing Union, Mr Bill 
Game, that the Western Power grid came close to crashing - meaning collapsing - on Tuesday, 17 February this 
year.  He further claimed that the cooling stacks at the Muja power station were in danger of overheating at the 
height of demand.  

Hon Kim Chance:  I say that Western Power has categorically denied that it is true. 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I do not doubt that Western Power has categorically denied that.  However, what 
remains to be proved is whether it was telling the truth and whether the facts will substantiate its claims.  Where 
will all this end and where are we going with the supply and distribution of electricity in the south west 
interconnected system?  The monopoly electricity supplier in this State is owned by the Government and 
controlled by the Minister for Energy.  What does it do?  It holds its customers in contempt.  The Minister for 
Energy sees fit to say that it is not his fault and we should not blame him.  He says that we should blame 
someone else when clearly Western Power is in crisis.  I suggest to the House that it is time for the Government 
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to stop blaming others and act.  The electricity problems in Western Australia are a direct result of the 
Government’s incompetence.  That incompetence is of such an order and height that we have never seen before.  
There is no doubt that the voters in Western Australia will not forget in a hurry the Government’s total 
leadership at this time of crisis. 

Hon Paddy Embry:  Lack of. 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I am sorry, yes, lack of leadership. 

All that the consumer is seeing is the Government running for cover and blaming others.  I suggest that the 
Government would do well to spend the $150 million that it intended to spend on the disaggregation of Western 
Power on maintaining the existing system so that it can guarantee a safe, reliable and quality delivery of an 
essential service such as the electricity supply in Western Australia. 

Many electricity events that have occurred in the past three years are indefensible.  I will listen to the Minister 
for Local Government and Regional Development when he replies in due course.  However, he must overcome 
the authority that is set out in the Electricity Corporation Act 1994 that empowers the minister to take certain 
action.  Some of that action includes directing Western Power.  The Minister for Energy must explain to the 
Parliament why he failed to take that action and why he should remain a minister when he clearly has failed the 
people of Western Australia. 

HON TOM STEPHENS (Mining and Pastoral - Minister for Local Government and Regional 
Development) [2.48 pm]:  I very much appreciate the opportunity provided by this motion before the House.  It 
provides an opportunity to consider, first, the issues that are referred to in the motion and the extraneous issues 
that have been introduced into the debate.  Presumably, the member who moved the motion knew that he was on 
such weak grounds in building a case around the narrow terms of the motion that he had better introduce these 
issues that have little to do with the motion. 

Hon Barry House:  You are politicising this issue. 

Hon Kim Chance:  That is a disgrace.  You shouldn’t have said that because that will come back and haunt you.  
You should not have said that. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  Order, members!   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Let there be no mistake that the issues associated with the tragic fires and deaths of 
individuals in this State are treated seriously by all of us.  They are certainly so treated by the Government, and, 
hopefully, so treated by the Opposition.  I hope that the interjection of the member both today and yesterday is 
not trying to politicise those deaths because such deaths are above politics.  Such deaths are a tragedy for which 
deep and profound regret is expressed.  We express our sympathy to the families.  In the processes that are 
unleashed by the review of such deaths, there will be an appropriate opportunity for the community and for the 
Government and its instrumentalities to deal with and digest what happened in the lead-up to those tragedies.  
What we have experienced in those tragedies, in combination with the other events referred to by Hon George 
Cash, are what I would call seminal events.  For members who are fresh in their parliamentary careers or who 
propose to be in the Parliament for a long time, they should make no mistake about what we are experiencing in 
this debate about Western Power and the way it has been seen by the community to have responded to the issues 
in this motion.  In jurisdictions around the world we have seen the emergence of fads and fancies in the way 
government agencies and arms of government are organised.  There was a time in the development of this State 
when the functions of government for the delivery of essential services such as power supplies were typically 
performed by local government authorities.  Increasingly, they became an arm of government operating directly 
as if they were departments.  They subsequently became units that were eventually corporatised.  As we 
understand from the secretly commissioned and completed report of the previous Minister for Energy, they were 
on their way to being privatised.  That was on the agenda of the current Leader of the Opposition, Hon Colin 
Barnett.  That is the sequencing of the way these issues have played out.  The functions of government - that is, 
essential services - have found their way into becoming discrete structures such as utilities and trading 
enterprises.  Those structures are at considerable distance from the day-to-day control of ministers, Governments 
and even the Parliament. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson interjected. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  That is a very good question.  It has been the subject of endless consideration by the 
Parliament as it has endeavoured to nut out these issues in response to various reports.  I was involved in 
working through these issues with colleagues, three of whom are still in this Chamber.  I am referring to the 
thirty-sixth report of the Standing Committee on Government Agencies; that is, the state agencies report 
delivered by its chairman, Hon Barry House, which dealt with the nature and functions of state agencies.  It 
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became a response to watching the emergence of state agencies without trying to be an idle bystander in the 
process and to give to the Parliament and Government of the day some structure by which agencies and arms of 
government are created and established.  For the purposes of this debate, I have had a copy of the report 
delivered to me and I was hoping to draw from it references that dealt with the question raised by the member.  
The answer to the question was wrestled with by the standing committee and the report tried to find some way of 
describing what should be an appropriate relationship between the arms of government that became corporatised 
as trading enterprises.  It attempted to create some structure and semblance.  I do not think we have yet 
succeeded in getting a structured response that is the final word on this. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  They are not quangos, are they? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The member has introduced the question of quangos.  When I first arrived in this place, 
quango spotting and consideration was the sport of the day.  Members tried to work out how to tackle the 
question of quangos. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  What answer did your colleague give so that you can tell us? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  No, it is another issue.  I will get to it. 

Hon Bill Stretch:  Do you accept there is a link of responsibility to the minister?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Absolutely.  In the end, it is through the Parliament to the community on these issues.  
The current Minister for Energy, unlike his predecessor, accepted responsibility for it. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  Order, members! 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  What did the previous Minister for Energy do when there was a massive blackout in the 
State? 

Hon Kim Chance:  No power at all?  Not record amounts of power? 

Hon Tom Stephens:  No.  It was not the situation in which the power - 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members! 

Point of Order 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  What is being discussed is pertinent to the debate and I would like to hear the 
factual information that the minister may provide.  May we have the minister present his factual information in 
silence? 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  There is no point of order. 

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The previous Minister for Energy, in his handling of the response of government to the 
storms of May 1994, was content to leave all the top executives of SECWA in place and did not accept any 
individual responsibility when there were two weather-related interruptions to the power supply that caused huge 
disruption and a total breakdown of SECWA’s public communications.  On this occasion there was no general 
disruption to supply.  That was avoided by the emergency measures.  On the other occasion, when there was an 
even more direct responsibility on the part of the Minister for Energy - 

Hon Barry House:  Exactly; it was the department. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The words of Hon Barry House further condemn his leader.  Whose side is Hon Barry 
House on?  I thought the member was up for preselection.  He will be in the same strife as his colleague Rob 
Sweetman when he further dumps on the Leader of the Opposition.  In those circumstances, Hon Colin Barnett 
just simply stood back and said that it was nothing to do with him; it was SECWA. 

Hon Kim Chance:  It was the weather. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Yes.  He did not ask for any resolution of this issue at all.  The Opposition cannot have 
it both ways.  I have always understood that, ultimately, responsibility for the provision of essential services lies 
in the hands of the Government of the day.  I put it to those guys opposite that if by some misfortune they are 
ever returned to office, they should remember this debate and my warning to them, which is this: if they are 
successfully returned to the Treasury bench at some stage in the dark future that awaits this State, and if they 
proceed to privatise and, as a result, they face any difficulties with power supply in the community, the 
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Government will be held responsible for the failures of those privatised power providers, and it will wear the 
responsibility for the failure to deliver that essential service.   

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Does that argument also apply to the Government’s responsibility for a corporatised 
service? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  For essential services. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  Order!  This is not a question-and-answer session. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  No.  It is a question time and no answers. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  No, it is not a question time. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  On the occasion of the most recent interruption, there was no general interruption to 
supply, unlike the situation over which the previous Government and the current Leader of the Opposition 
presided.  The emergency measures avoided that.  The Minister for Energy has conceded that the associated 
planning and communication strategies of Western Power were totally inadequate.  However, there were no 
rolling blackouts or total breakdown of the system, as occurred in 1994. 

Point of Order 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  I request that the minister identify the document from which he is reading. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It is a document headed “Accountability”, and it deals with some of the arguments that 
have been positioned around the question of accountability of the Minister for Energy. 

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON:  Who is the author? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The document is headed “Accountability”.  I do not have the details of the author.  
These notes have been provided to me to deal with the issues and for the purposes of discussing in this debate the 
question of accountability. 

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Although I agree that there is that responsibility of government, let us for the purposes 
of this discussion make no mistake about this process.  As a Parliament, we have delivered to Governments of 
every persuasion the legislative framework within which these trading enterprises will operate.  To the extent 
that members on either side of this Parliament try to finger somebody else, collectively we are responsible for 
having created the provisions of the statutes under which Western Power operates.  Under the previous 
Administration and subsequently under our Administration, all of us have watched the way in which Western 
Power has handled those issues of accountability in this Chamber; for instance, in their responses to the 
Parliament during the Estimates Committee debates.  I believe that both sides of this House have at times been 
horrified at the way in which that agency has operated.  I remember the operations of the previous chief 
executive officer, Mr Eiszele, and the way in which he dealt with this House and responded to the questions that 
were asked of him while the Labor Party was in opposition and, subsequently, when the current Opposition took 
its place.   

This whole debate is a timely reminder to trading enterprises of exactly what they are.  I am sure that that is one 
of the consequences that emerges through this process.  As a Parliament, we demand that they deliver to the 
community of Western Australia the essential service that power is.  In that process, we must also create an 
environment in which they can get on and do their job appropriately.  Under the corporatised model that was 
selected for Western Power by the Leader of the Opposition when he was the minister, the board of Western 
Power is the body that is accountable for its operations and is responsible for any problems that arise.  

What was done under the current Minister for Energy in contrast to the responses of the previous Minister for 
Energy?  The Government asked for and obtained, appropriately, the resignation of the chairman of the board.  It 
is not correct to say that the other step was taken.  The process that occurred then was that the Government 
expressed to the new chair and to the board its dissatisfaction with the way in which the whole issue had played 
itself out.  In turn, the board expressed its dissatisfaction to the CEO and secured his resignation.  That is a 
dramatic contrast to the way in which the issues were handled by the Leader of the Opposition when he was the 
Minister for Energy.   

In the face of that, we need to recognise that the minister has no power to interfere in the day-to-day operations 
of the agency and that he has only limited general powers of direction.  If the Leader of the Opposition chose to 
not resign following the far more disruptive events of 1994, how can the Opposition be sensibly arguing for the 
resignation of the current Minister for Energy?  Where is its consistency in the way it handles these arguments?   
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I will return to the wording of this motion.  The motion endeavours to condemn the Government for what is 
construed to be the Government’s abject failure to take adequate action to ensure the proper maintenance and 
upgrading of Western Power’s network infrastructure in the south west interconnected system.  Let us deal with 
that for starters, and then I will come back to some of the other issues.  Just before the Opposition tries to vote on 
this motion, following blind political prejudice, let us get some facts into the debate and see whether that will 
persuade the Opposition to drop its motion, as it should. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  That’s what I’ve been waiting for - some facts at last! 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Fact No 1 is that Western Power has more than doubled spending on regional power 
supply distribution and maintenance in the first three years of the Gallop Government. 

Hon Kim Chance:  More than doubled. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Was that applause I heard on the other side of the House? 

Hon Kim Chance:  It must have been. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It must have been.  Fact No 2 is that Western Power spent almost $42 million 
maintaining the distribution network in the metropolitan area in 2003, and more than $32 million in regional 
areas of the SWIS.  In 1999-2000, spending on distribution maintenance in regional areas - this covers the period 
during which the current Opposition was in government - 

Hon Kim Chance:  They must have been huge sums, given the Opposition’s criticism.  It must have been a lot 
more than we have spent. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Particularly in view of the motion.  Do members know what I think this motion is?  It 
must be an attack on the current Leader of the Opposition.   

Hon Kim Chance:  Surely not. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I think that is what it is.  I believe opposition members are using an Exocet missile to 
attack the current Leader of the Opposition because they want me to tell the House what his figure was.  Do 
members know what his figure was? 

Hon Kim Chance:  What? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  In 1999-2000 -  

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members!   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It was $9 million. 

Hon Kim Chance:  Compared with what? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Compared with - 

Point of Order 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  I ask the minister to identify the document from which he has just quoted.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The document I am quoting from is titled “Non-official business”.   

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Over the next four years, Western Power will spend more than $950 million on 
transmission and distribution improvements.   

Point of Order 

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON:  The minister has been asked to identify that document and we want its author.   

Hon Kim Chance:  He did identify the document.   

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON:  He did not identify the document.  We asked whether he could identify the 
document and its author, because that is what is normally quoted when a member identifies a document. 

Several members interjected.   

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  Order, members!  The taking of the point of order is my call.  
Members are seeking to use Standing Order No 48 to have the minister provide details about the document.  
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However, that standing order does not apply to ministers.  Standing Order No 47 applies to a minister and 
states -   

A document relating to public affairs quoted from by a Minister, unless stated to be of a confidential 
nature, or such as should more properly be obtained by Address, may be called for and made a public 
document. 

That appears to be the limit of any request made on the minister with respect to documents from which the 
minister is quoting.   

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  At this stage no action has been initiated either under Standing Orders Nos 47 
or 48.  It has been requested that the minister identify the document from which he is quoting.  At the end of the 
minister’s presentation, Standing Orders Nos 47 or 48 may be invoked whereby the minister can be invited or 
requested to table the documents that have been identified.  At this stage, the request was merely that they be 
identified.  Hon Bruce Donaldson has made the point that identification means not merely giving the title of the 
document as the minister has done, but also identifying the author.  If we were to take the advice that you, 
Madam Deputy President, have just given us about Standing Order No 47, it would follow that the minister 
would say what the title is and that it is an official document that complies with Standing Order No 47.  He has 
not done so and I would like to hear your ruling on Hon Bruce Donaldson’s point of order that the minister 
identify the author as well as the title.   

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  It is my ruling that all the minister is required to do is identify the document.  He 
is not required to identify the author under standing orders.   

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  In reference to the track record of the previous Government, if this Opposition were 
serious about its concerns for the safety of the people of Western Australia in terms of the south west 
interconnected system, would it not, when it was in government, have spent massive amounts on maintenance?  
Why did it spend only $9 million on maintenance in those regional areas if its concerns that it now has in 
opposition were genuine when it was in government?   

Hon Kim Chance:  Or more to the point, have they not created the maintenance backlog that we now have to fix?  
I think that is the issue.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Indeed, that is an additional point.  The great tragedy is that if anything is on display 
about these issues at the moment, it is the failure of government, particularly the failure of the previous Minister 
for Energy and his Government, to tackle these issues and then the challenge that has been left for us to nearly 
double the spending on regional power supply distribution and maintenance over our first three years in 
government.  Over the next four years we will need to spend something in the order of $950 million on 
transmission and distribution improvements.  However, the state Energy Safety Directorate, which was 
established by this Government and provides external scrutiny of Western Power’s performance in meeting 
energy supply standards, has identified the need for a seven-year upgrade program in the central wheatbelt and 
Bremer Bay areas.  Western Power has already planned or started expenditure to the value of some $4.6 million 
worth of urgent improvements in Toodyay, Northam, York, Koorda and Wongan Hills.  An innovative solution 
to the reliability problems of Bremer Bay are being implemented this week.   

Hon Kim Chance:  All ignored by that lot over there.   

Hon Bill Stretch:  When they sent a deputation to you and Hon Nick Griffiths, you sent them packing.  They are 
very angry with you and the Government. 

Hon Kim Chance:  What are you talking about?  I have never had a delegation from them.   

Hon Bill Stretch:  Okay, you had better take that up with the shires because I certainly would - 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I can tell the member that right now I am working very closely with the shires around 
the Ravensthorpe area, if that is what the member is referring to.  I am working extremely closely and 
cooperatively on responses to these issues.   

Hon Bill Stretch:  Did you listen to my report on the Jerramungup meeting where you were specifically named? 

Hon Kim Chance:  I was not invited to that either. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  If members would like to conduct a private conversation, they 
can leave the Chamber to do so. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The approach to pole testing undertaken by Western Power is consistent with industry 
standards and its methods are the same as those used by electricity distributors in other States.  If equipment is 
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found to be unserviceable, it is replaced or upgraded.  Based on data from the Electricity Supply Association of 
Australia, the overall reliability of power supplies in the SWIS in terms of number and duration of interruptions 
is better than the Australian average.  Indeed, reliability in the SWIS is also significantly better than in South 
Australia and Queensland, which have the most similar distribution of regional population to that found in 
Western Australia.   

Hon George Cash:  I bet we are also better than Namibia and Ethiopia.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  At the moment we are comparing ourselves with similar jurisdictions across this 
Commonwealth.  The jurisdictions of South Australia and Queensland are comparable in some ways.  Let us not 
kid ourselves about the challenges that we face in Western Australia.  Let us not forget that this is a State of 22 
degrees of latitude.  When that statistic alone is absorbed, let us not forget the challenge that poses when dealing 
with a population spread across 22 degrees of latitude.  

Hon Paddy Embry:  That’s not new, minister.  It has always been like that.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Indeed, and the challenge is to absorb that reality.   

Hon George Cash:  Can the minister tell me how many degrees of latitude the SWIS covers?  It is only a very 
limited area of the total.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It is limited in comparison with the size of the State, but it is still vast.  I show members 
a map of the system to illustrate what I am talking about.  It is an amazing size, and Western Australians forget 
exactly what they are dealing with.  No wonder we still have ongoing challenges, tasks and responsibilities.  It is 
no mean feat to construct a system for the distribution of electricity across an area such as that between Kalbarri 
and Ravensthorpe.  Is it any wonder that finally we have been able to use the argument of the great size of 
Western Australia and have successfully convinced the Commonwealth Grants Commission to have regard to 
that size so that we can claw back some of the funds that have flowed out of this State.  Those funds will deliver 
the increased cash resources necessary to respond to the needs of a State of our size.  Let us not pretend that we 
have anything other than a massive problem.  The previous Government failed very badly in that area.  It had an 
energy minister who comprehensively failed the Government and the people of Western Australia in delivering 
the funds that would have ensured the maintenance of the SWIS system.  As I have described to the House, an 
amount of just $9 million was allocated to that purpose in 1999-2000.  The present Government has had to 
comprehensively expand the maintenance programs to respond to that failure.  

Prior to the exceptional storms and bushfires of the summer of 2002-03, Western Power’s reliability 
performance in the wheatbelt was within Office of Energy safety and reliability targets for outage frequency and 
duration.  In reference to the reliability and integrity of Western Power’s network and the standard of customer 
service, prior to the 1960s, distribution networks in country towns were generally owned and run by local 
councils.  As we absorb the current circumstances, it is imperative for us all to grapple with the history of where 
we have come from to get to this point.  Power was extended to south west towns from the old Collie power 
station under the state-funded south west power scheme.  In the 1960s, the State Energy Commission took over 
and operated many of the isolated town electricity systems under the country towns assistance scheme.  In 1962 
the SEC began the rural electrification scheme to provide electricity to farming properties across the south west 
of the State, south of Kalbarri, Kalannie and Southern Cross, to connect properties to what has now become the 
south west interconnected system.  The cost of that work was shared between the SEC and the farming 
community through the contributory extension scheme.   

Point of Order 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  I have just had a look at the motion being debated, and it does not refer to anything to do 
with the history of the electricity system.  It is about the Government’s abject failure to take adequate action to 
ensure the proper maintenance and upgrading of Western Power Corporation’s network infrastructure in the 
south west interconnected system.  The minister seems to be trying to monopolise the time in this debate so that 
other members will not have the opportunity to speak.  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  In respect of that point of order, members will note that I 
provided Hon George Cash with considerable latitude while he was making his address.  I will do so for this 
speaker and future speakers, but I will draw the attention of members to the fact that they need to address the 
motion, so they should make their comments relevant.  

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Under the CES, farmers agreed to contribute towards the capital cost of the asset, 
depreciation and ongoing maintenance over a 30-year period.  As the rural electrification scheme progressed, 
farming properties were connected.  The SEC also bought out the local distribution assets from shire councils 
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and connected country towns to the grid.  A massive program was embarked upon in Western Australia as a 
result of fundamentally important ways of moving the infrastructure into the next phase of its existence.  The 
electrification scheme continued, and by 1984 almost all faming properties had power.  That was a massive 
achievement over that period.  Minor additions were made to the SWIS to accommodate new farming properties 
or to provide second connections.  Members should not underestimate the extent of what the State did under 
successive Governments over that period.  We still have vast challenges ahead of us, not only in dealing with 
SWIS, but also in establishing strategies that will deliver reliable power supplies to all of the citizens of Western 
Australia.   

Reliability is quite specifically the subject of the motion before the House.  There was gradual improvement in 
reliability - that is, the issue of outage frequency and duration - from 1999-2000 to the 2001-02 financial year.  
Western Power has acknowledged that there have been increases in the frequency and duration of outages since 
June 2002.  Let us not pretend that there is any simple reason for this.  Members should keep in mind that we are 
observing an extraordinary combination of events associated, in part, with changing weather patterns.  Some 
people have tried to bury their heads in the sand about this, but we should all understand that climate change will 
target this State more than any other jurisdiction in the world.  The changing weather patterns of the world are 
impacting on our State.  We now have quite exceptionally high winds, lightning and other conditions conducive 
to pole-top fires.  The weather conditions that persisted from 16 to 18 February this year were exceptional 
indeed.  The number of electrical storms experienced during the 2003-04 summer period was well above 
average.  In February the number of electrical storms was three times the average.  This is not simply something 
the Government has pulled out of a hat; these statistics were obtained from the Bureau of Meteorology.  The 
incidence of pole-top fires on the network over the past few years has increased due, at least in part, to a 
changing weather pattern and increased pollution.  New and replacement lines are designed to mitigate the 
incidence of pole-top fires.  Following an extensive study into the efficacy of various preventive measures, 
Western Power is embarking upon a program of silicone coating insulators on existing lines.  An evaluation 
program has been developed, and trials on four coastal feeders are almost complete.  Western Power expects to 
complete the full program within four years.  That program is in response to studies that have shown that line 
washing is an ineffective strategy unless it is repeated fortnightly, which is judged to be cost prohibitive because 
of the size of the network and the impost on the consumers of power across this vast network.  Overhead 
networks, particularly long rural powerlines, are vulnerable, as we all know, to environmental factors such as 
lightning, bushfires and storms.   

I draw members’ attention to the example of Ergon Energy, the Queensland distributor, whose network most 
closely resembles the country areas of the south west interconnected system.  Reported reliability figures for that 
distributor are significantly below those for Western Power’s performance in this State.  That is not saying that 
the performance of Western Power should not rise.  All of us clearly want it to rise.  In the face of that collective 
ambition, we should not forget that we have something that is comparable with or better than the facilities of 
similar jurisdictions around this great nation.   

Western Power has an extensive network of about 800 000 poles across this State.  Western Power mainly 
utilises wooden poles in its distribution network.  I closely study one such pole every day when I come out of my 
Perth residence; it is the pole that stands right in front of my house.  I have watched it being eaten systematically 
by white ants.   

Hon Paddy Embry:  Have you reported it to the authorities?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I have watched it.  I expect that there will come a time when that pole will need to be 
replaced; the first sign of white ants is not the appropriate time.  Even though the pole is degraded, I would not 
be justified in demanding that Western Power replace it.  That pole will reach a point when it will need to be 
replaced.  Western Power has such matters drawn to its attention.  It has an obligation to replace anything that 
requires urgent replacement.  With modern management and maintenance practices, wooden poles have an 
expected life of between 60 and 80 years.  They also have advantages over other types of poles such as those 
made of steel or concrete, which can develop dangerous voltages in fault situations unless preventive measures 
are taken.  These measures increase costs.  Poles are checked on average every four years under a regular 
inspection program.  The pole testing undertaken by Western Power is consistent with industry standards.  Its 
methods are the same as those used by electricity distributors in other States.  Western Power undertakes aerial 
patrols of the power system as part of its ongoing maintenance program.   

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  That is part of the process in responding to a system as vast as ours.  In reference to the 
north central wheatbelt and specifically the Koorda area, Western Power met with stakeholders and customers in 
a January 2003 public meeting in Koorda to fully understand their concerns.  The corporation embarked on a 
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process to steel reinforce all three-phase poles on the Minnivale feeder, which has been completed.  This will be 
followed by the steeling of other three-phase feeders in the region and then of single-phase spur lines.  Overall, 
the project will cost about $3 million over the next three years.  Extensive maintenance work was carried out late 
in 2002 on the Russell Road East feeder in the Atwell area, including some network reinforcement.  Outages 
following this work have related to causes other than maintenance issues or the condition of equipment.  In 
reference to maintenance and capital expenditure, we should remind ourselves of the significant funds that have 
been spent on the State’s electricity network.  Maintenance expenditure has grown from $46 million in 1999-
2000 to a forecast $77 million for 2003-04.  That is dramatic growth.  Distribution maintenance expenditure in 
regional parts of the SWIS has almost trebled during this time from $9.1 million to $26.8 million.  I would like 
to present to the House at the conclusion of my remarks some tables that provide details of maintenance and 
capital expenditure.  If the opportunity arises, I will have them incorporated in Hansard.  It is worth noting that 
over the past decade Western Power has not increased tariffs for business customers.  During the same time there 
has been one small increase in residential tariffs - the 1997 increase of 3.75 per cent.   

Staffing levels are important in the consideration of these issues.  The remoteness and extent of damage caused 
by recent storms meant that some customers were without power for extended periods.  Commentators attributed 
this to depot closures and staff reductions.  Although the nature of Western Power’s presence in some country 
towns has changed with the centralisation of call centre functions and some logistic procurement activities, the 
corporation has not closed any country depots.  Indeed, there has been no reduction in the number of distribution 
worker positions in country areas in the past five years.  During this time a new depot was added in Busselton.  I 
hope members were privy to the media coverage that responded to some of the issues that unfolded over the past 
couple of weeks.  One caller to a talkback radio program made the point that all people in the community, 
including the Government, Opposition, Parliament and media, should keep in mind that Western Power 
continues to be served by officers such as those described in here who go out in difficult storms and often face 
great challenges.  The example was given of the township of Kalgoorlie and the vast lightning storms of recent 
weeks.  The officers of Western Power went out into the storms and put the power back on in a very short time 
frame.  We should all be putting on the record our expressions of debt and gratitude for the efforts of Western 
Power officers.  Those officers have been maintained in all areas, including regional areas, in response to the 
challenges of this vast network.  From time to time this work within the SWIS network is nothing short of 
heroic.  There have been vacancies for distribution workers when people have left.  Western Power has been 
advertising for trained and trainee lines people to fill these vacancies.  Regrettably, there is currently an 
Australia-wide shortage of skilled line workers.  This represents a challenge for Western Power, which is 
working wherever possible to recruit local people to undertake these roles.  Western Power has 419 distribution 
workers - the lines people - on the south west interconnected system, of whom 100 work in the north country 
area and 119 in the south country area.  The challenge of making sure that line workers continue to be available 
is of fundamental importance to ensure that fault response times are tackled with priority.   

There is an opportunity for a customer policy to be positioned to take into consideration safety, essential services 
and the number of customers affected by any disruption to supply in this widespread network.  Operations such 
as hospitals, food storage facilities, noxious gas storage facilities and sewerage plants are given the highest 
priority, as are customers with critical health requirements such as dialysis and heart-lung machines.  Single 
customer faults can generally be fixed only once other priorities have been attended to.  It is worth noting that 
the Western Power Corporation has consistently met its customer charter targets relating to restoring customer 
supplies. 

Hon Norman Moore:  What are you reading from?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I am reading from the document I have previously described as being a non-official 
business document, which represents a briefing note to me from the Minister for Energy to assist me in 
responding to the motion before the House.   

Hon Norman Moore:  Have a look at Standing Order No 83, which states that members cannot read speeches.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Indeed, I am drawing extensively on these notes.  I do not want to infringe upon the 
sensitivities of the Leader of the Opposition.   

Hon Norman Moore:  No, but you are taking a vast amount of time to read a speech that was written by 
somebody else.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Before members finally consider whether they will vote for or against this motion, I 
want to make sure that they have all the facts available to them.  I want members to understand that Western 
Power’s operations within the south west interconnected system, in areas - 

Several members interjected. 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 4 March 2004] 

 p359b-378a 
Hon George Cash; Deputy President; Mr Tom Stephens; Hon Derrick Tomlinson; Hon Bruce Donaldson; Hon 

Barry House; Hon Norman Moore; Hon Paddy Embry 

 [15] 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  Order, members!   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The SWIS divides the area into four specific areas.  The north country is the area that 
stretches from Kalbarri in the north to Lake Grace in the south and Southern Cross in the east.  The south 
country stretches from Brookton in the north to Gracetown in the west to Albany in the south and Ravensthorpe 
in the east.  The goldfields area includes the towns of Kalgoorlie-Boulder, Kambalda and Coolgardie.  Finally, 
the Perth metropolitan area stretches to Gingin in the north, Sawyers Valley in the east and to Mandurah in the 
south.  I seek leave to have the distribution maintenance chart tabled and incorporated into Hansard rather than 
read it out.   

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  The minister seeks leave to table the document.  Is leave 
granted for the document to be tabled?   

Opposition members:  Aye. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Leave is granted and the document is incorporated. 

Hon Norman Moore:  We do not agree to have the document incorporated into Hansard. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Is leave granted for the document to be tabled and incorporated into Hansard? 

Hon Norman Moore:  Leave is not granted to incorporate the document into Hansard. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I will read the document for the purpose of Hansard so it is available to people who 
read Hansard.  It reads, north country, 1999-2000 -  

Several members interjected.   

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  The minister would be able to conclude more quickly if 
members stopped interjecting.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I repeat, north country: 1999-2000, $4.7 million; 2000-01, $6 million; 2001-02, 
$7.5 million; 2002-03, $14.2 million; 2003-04, $10.7 million; and the forecast for 2004-05 is $10.9 million for 
those two years.  In the south country, which is the area that stretches from Brookton in the north to Gracetown 
in the west and from Albany in the south to Ravensthorpe in the east, expenditure in 1999-2000 was 
$4.4 million; 2000-01, $5 million; 2001-02, $12.3 million; 2002-03, $17.6 million.  It is no wonder the Leader of 
the Opposition does not want this document incorporated into Hansard.   

Hon Kim Chance:  That is four or five times as much as the Liberal Government spent.  No wonder the Leader 
of the Opposition has gone quiet now.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Indeed.  The Leader of the Opposition is embarrassed out of his mind.  He wants to use 
the standing orders to prevent the information from being made available to students of Hansard.   

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members! 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The figures for 2003-04 are $16.1 million and in 2004-05 the forecast is $16.4 million.  
I seek leave once again to have this table incorporated into Hansard.   

Hon Norman Moore:  You do not understand that having things incorporated into Hansard is quite a serious 
issue.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Particularly when it shows that the former Government’s record is so bad.   

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Is the minister seeking leave to incorporate the document?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I seek leave to have this document incorporated into Hansard.   

Point of Order 

Hon GEORGE CASH:  Once the House has refused leave, it is not competent for a member to wait a few 
minutes and ask again.  The House has made its decision with regard to that document.   

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  I take that point of order.   

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  In reference to the goldfields, the expenditure in 1999-2000 was $0.2 million; in 2000-
01, $0.6 million; in 2001-02, $1 million; and in 2002-03, it was $1.3 million.   

Several members interjected. 
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The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  The minister has the call.  If members want to conduct private 
conversations, they can do so outside the Chamber.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  In 2003-04, $2.5 million was forecast to be spent on the goldfields.  This is in 
comparison with $0.2 million under the previous Minister for Energy, the current Leader of the Opposition, Hon 
Colin Barnett.  In 1999-2000, the former Government spent $0.2 million on maintenance in the goldfields.  The 
amount of expenditure for the goldfields in 2003-04 is forecast to be $2.5 million and in 2004-05, it is forecast to 
be $2.6 million.   

I refer to the Perth metropolitan area.  In 1999-2000, expenditure was $12.8 million and in 2000-01 it was 
$14.8 million.  Wait for it, in 2001-02, expenditure was $28.5 million.  In 2002-03, it was $41.7 million, and in 
2003-04 it is $30.6 million. 

Hon Norman Moore:  Why does it not work?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Has the member heard of having a backlog of work?   

Hon Norman Moore:  You have achieved nothing.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The Leader of the Opposition was in the cabinet room when the previous Minister for 
Energy was doing the damage.  What did the member do about it?  Why did the member not get rid of Colin 
Barnett from the cabinet room if he knew that Colin Barnett was allowing the maintenance issues to fall into 
such an awful mess?  The member should have done what the Leader of the National Party wanted to do; that is, 
to get Colin Barnett out of the cabinet room and to get rid of him.  

Point of Order 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  We are dealing with private members’ business, which is non-official business.  The 
minister has been speaking for an hour.  He is now telling me what I should have done when I was in Cabinet, 
which has nothing to do with this motion.  Madam Deputy President, would you kindly ask him to stop reading 
his speech, which is contrary to standing orders, and ask him to address the issues in the motion.  That is what he 
is supposed to do under standing orders.  

Hon Tom Stephens:  There was nothing in my speech notes about Colin Barnett.   

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  That also has nothing to do with the motion, and the minister knows it. 

Deputy President’s Ruling 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  The standing orders require the minister to speak to the motion and I ask him to do 
so.  I also ask the minister to refrain from reading directly from his notes.  The minister can refer to his notes, but 
he should not read from them.   

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Indeed.  The motion would have this House condemn the Government for abject failure 
to take adequate action to ensure the proper maintenance and upgrading of the Western Power Corporation’s 
network infrastructure in the south west interconnected system.  That motion can be dealt with by this House 
only if we put in context why we have found ourselves with a distribution system that had been neglected by the 
Government of Western Australia when the current Leader of the Opposition was the Minister for Energy.  What 
did he do?  He failed to provide the necessary funds to make sure that that system could work.  What have we 
done since we came to Government?  I put it to the House that these figures reveal a story that is impressive by 
any standards compared with what was previously going on.  In reference to the Perth metropolitan area, the 
expenditure has jumped from $12.8 million in 1999-2000 and $14.8 million in 2000-01.  It jumped to 
$28.5 million in 2001-02 and in 2002-03 it has jumped to $41.7 million.  The forecast figures for 2003-04 have 
jumped to $30.6 million, and then to $31.1 million.  In 1999-2000 the total amount of expenditure on SWIS was 
$22.1 million.  In 2000-01, it was $26.4 million.  In 2001-02, $49.4 million was spent on it.  In 2002-03, 
$74.8 million was spent on it.  In 2003-04, $60 million is forecast to be spent on it and in 2004-05 an estimated 
$61 million will be spent on it.  In the face of those figures, how could the Opposition possibly introduce into 
this House the motion that is currently before the Chamber?  I will make reference to the distribution of capital.  
I will not read the whole table, but I am more than happy to seek leave to have that table of capital tabled and 
made available for members at the end of my speech.   

Let us treat the fatalities that have been referred to already in this debate with the respect that they deserve and 
let us respond to the issue that has been raised in this debate.  Early on Wednesday, 25 February 2004 a 
volunteer firefighter died when a tree fell on him near Yornup, 13 kilometres south of Bridgetown.  He had been 
involved in a back-burning operation to deal with a scrub fire that started near a power pole five hours earlier.  
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Western Power commissioned an independent fire investigator to inquire into the cause of the fire.  Preliminary 
results of his investigations were received late on Friday.  They indicate that the fire started after a possum -  

Point of Order 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  Madam Deputy President, I again draw your attention to Standing Order No 83.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Does the Leader of the Opposition seriously not want the answer from Western Power 
about this death? 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  I want the minister to make a speech in accordance with standing orders and then to 
sit down and give somebody else a chance.   

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  Order, members!  I draw the minister’s attention to Standing 
Order No 83. 

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Madam Deputy President, I intend at this point to draw upon a document signed by 
Harvey Collins, the new CEO of Western Power.  I will quote extensively from his document on this issue.  I 
want the Leader of the Opposition to sit and listen to the response that was made to the awful interjections of his 
colleague and specifically to the points made in this debate by Hon George Cash. 

Hon Norman Moore:  You are just appalling.  You couldn’t care less about the process of this place.  This is 
private members’ time; it is not government time for three-quarters of the period. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  This is a motion that condemns the Government - 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members, the minister has the call!   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I quote again from my notes of the document provided by Harvey Collins - 

Western Power commissioned an independent fire investigator to inquire into the cause of the fire.  
Preliminary results of his investigations were received late on Friday. 

They indicate that the fire started after a possum climbed to the top of pole BB25, about 2kms from the 
Yornup substation.  The possum caused a fault when it climbed onto the steel cross arm and touched a 
conductor.  Fire started in the dry grass at the base of the pole when the dead possum fell to the ground 
or from molten metal from the steel crossarm. 

The resultant fire spread slowly through the dry matted grass (weeds) into the bush.  Local volunteer 
fire-fighters attended and established a fire break and back burn line in front of the slowly advancing 
fire.  The back burn included the dead jarrah tree which subsequently fell on top of the fire-fighter. 

Western Power is assisting the Police, FESA and Office of Energy Safety with their inquiries.  A full 
report from the investigator is expected within seven days.  Of the 86 faults on feeders out of the 
Yornup substation caused by birds, animals or insects in the past two years, only two were the result of 
possum activity. 

On behalf of Western Power, Chief Executive Officer Harvey Collins has expressed publicly its 
sympathy to the family and friends of the dead fire-fighter.  Mr Collins will go to Bridgetown within the 
next few weeks to meet local Western Power employees. 

In response to the bushfires in the Tenterden and Bridgetown areas - the issue that has been raised in the House - 
Mr Harvey Collins said in my notes of the document -  

Bushfires in the Tenterden and Bridgetown districts on 27 and 28 December 2003 caused substantial 
damage to property, livestock and Western Power infrastructure.  The fire in Tenterden also caused the 
tragic death of two local women. 

Subsequent Office of Energy Safety reports have concluded that Western Power infrastructure, most 
likely clashing power lines, was the cause of both fires. 

The quantum of the damage has been estimated as high as $20 million, however to date, no proper 
evaluation has been concluded.  Western Power has appointed an assessor and a full valuation of the 
quantum of damage is being determined. 
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Media reports suggest the Shire of Cranbrook (Tenterden area) is considering legal action against 
Western Power for damages due to the fire.  It is likely the Shire of Bridgetown-Greenbushes will 
follow a similar course of action regarding the Bridgetown fire. 

Western Power has commissioned independent investigations that will be used to assess Western 
Power’s liability, to progress insurance claims and the claims for compensation from any affected 
landholders. 

As a result of the fires Western Power is working with EnergySafety in reviewing regional powerlines 
at risk and reassessing spending priorities on rural areas on the South West Interconnected System. 

Western Power has a bushfire management plan addressing areas of high risk and undertaking remedial 
action including: 

•  Reviewing line construction and design practices, 

•  Fitting spreaders to maintain the distance between power lines and reduce the risk of clashing, 

•  Installing extra power poles to shorten long spans, and 

•  Lowering earth wires to increase the distance between earth and conductor which mitigate against 
the potential for clashing wires. 

Focus has been placed on extreme and high bushfire risk areas including heavily vegetated regions of 
the outer metropolitan area and forested areas in the South West. 

Western Power spends $77 million pa maintaining the State’s 85,000 km of overhead power lines and 
800,000 power poles.  At least half of that spending is in country areas. 

Western Power plans to spend almost $1 billion over the next four years on improvements to the 
transmission and distribution networks in the South West Interconnected System. 

Typed at the bottom of the document is the name of Harvey Collins, the new CEO of Western Power.  Members 
will see from that response that Western Power, with the support of the current Government, is comprehensively 
responding to the issues that have been raised. 

In reference to the financial situation, I hope that members have seen the dramatic increase in the funds that have 
been spent in response to the backlog of maintenance challenges we all have faced.  Compare, for instance, the 
dividends that have been received by the Gallop Government - one argument raised in this debate as though it 
was the cause of all the problems - with the dividends received by our predecessors.  To date, the Gallop 
Government has received dividends of $325 million.  This amount is in accordance with a dividend formula that 
the Leader of the Opposition insisted that Western Power adopt; it was not an arrangement that Western Power 
offered.  In March 2000, the Leader of the Opposition increased the dividend ratio from 30 per cent to 50 per 
cent.  The dividends are a portion of the corporation’s profit, which is used to meet other priorities including 
health, education and law and order.   

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members!   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  In support of the motion, Hon George Cash dealt with the dividends being extracted 
from Western Power.  Let us compare that with the dividends that were received by the previous Government.  
The dividends extracted from Western Power and its predecessors over the life of the previous Government 
amounted to $339 million.  That amount comprised $173 million from Western Power from its inception in 
January 1995 up to and including the 1999-2000 financial year and $166 million previously from the State 
Energy Commission of Western Australia. 

It is all very well for members to trot into this place with arguments about dividends and construct an argument 
that somehow or other something has gone awfully wrong in the life of the current Government that has been 
tackling the issue of dividends.  In fact, it was the coalition Government that increased Western Power’s 
dividend payment ratio from 30 per cent to 50 per cent, and the current Government has simply maintained that 
ratio at around 50 per cent.  The coalition Government mischievously factored in a $42.5 million dividend 
increase in the 2000-01 budget, which was up from 30 per cent to 50 per cent, and was projected to have a 
surplus of the same amount.  It is the same coalition that now sits before us that moves this motion and trots out 
arguments that are not sustained by the facts.  The Opposition has been asking for the facts.  These increases, 
which were perpetrated on the community of Western Australia, were not announced by the then Government, 
were not subject to any media coverage and were not, in fact, approved by the Western Power board until August 
2000 - several months after the May budget.  They are fascinating figures indeed.  We should not be surprised 
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that the Opposition wants to hit and run: to fire off some claims and dart out of here without listening to the 
facts. 

The events at Dalwallinu were raised during the debate.  After receiving reports of a pole damaged by lightning, 
Western Power - 

Hon Barry House:  Are you going to give time for other members to speak? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Does the member want responses to the issues he raised or not? 

Western Power inspected the pole and, although it looked bad, judged that the pole was reasonably sound.  I am 
reading the advice with which I have been provided. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina):  Order, members!  We are dealing with the motion of Hon 
George Cash. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The issue of Dalwallinu was raised.  The pole was assessed as being able to be replaced 
at a later date.  During a subsequent storm an adjacent pole failed.  The previously reported damaged pole 
remained intact.  Western Power replaced the pole and it failed.  It left another pole next to the reported damaged 
pole so that it could be replaced at a convenient date.  The fire was not caused by the reported pole.  The 
investigations have not been completed but the pole remained intact.  Was this the argument brought forward 
and used as the basis for carrying the motion before the House? 

In reference to the issue raised about the grid, it was on 17 February, the day of the declaration of the emergency 
- 

Hon Barry House:  Your response is a laugh! 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members! 

Point of Order 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  I refer again to Standing Order No 83.  The minister is supposed to be making a 
speech, not reading one. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  I am trying to supply members with information. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order!  I again call the attention of the minister to Standing Order No 83. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  The minister has someone outside writing things out for him and he comes in here 
and just reads them out.  It is pathetic.  It is just the way he behaves when he handles legislation.  He is the most 
incompetent minister I have yet seen. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  The Leader of the Opposition has made his point. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order!  If members continue to ignore me, I shall leave the Chair until the ringing 
of the bells, which may not be until 4.30 pm.   

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  In reference to the issue at Dalwallinu, I was unaware of the set of circumstances that 
related to the issue raised in this House. 

Hon Norman Moore:  You are like a ventriloquist’s doll; you just mouth someone else’s words. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I am very appreciative indeed that there is someone available to this House to supply 
responses to the issues raised.  The issue of Dalwallinu and the energy portfolio does not belong to me.  
Referring again to the grid, on 17 February the Western Power grid remained intact although some local areas 
were affected by overhead conditions caused by sudden higher than anticipated local loads.  The grid did not 
come close to crashing.  In local areas a very small number of distribution transformers were overloaded and 
some fuses blew.   

The Muja power station operated throughout that hot day within its normal operating parameters.  There was no 
danger of any significant, abnormal overheating of the stack or chimney.  Members will find that more facts will 
emerge in reference to these issues. 

Hon Barry House:  Irresponsible smart-arse! 
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The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, members! 

Withdrawal of Remark 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I ask for that word to be withdrawn. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Unfortunately, due to the level of noise in the Chamber I did not hear the 
comment.  I am at a loss. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Madam Deputy President, under standing orders it is not relevant whether you heard 
the comment.  If I find the comment offensive and I ask that it be withdrawn, the member is required to 
withdraw it. 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  I will clarify the situation.  I called the minister an irresponsible smart-arse.  I do not 
resile from that and I will not withdraw it. 

Deputy President’s Ruling 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  It is my ruling that use of the word “smart-arse” is not unparliamentary.  The word 
is commonly used in Australian language and should not be considered an insult by the minister although it 
would be helpful if members refrained from making such comments. 

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It seems that we have some new ground rules.  If one lives long enough in this place, 
one gets to see absolutely everything! 

I conclude my remarks by urging members to recognise that this is a shallow motion.  It does not adequately deal 
with the challenges that Western Australia faces as a result of the neglect of the south west interconnected 
system by the previous Government, and what is now required to get on top of that.  This Government 
recognises those needs and that is why the board has put in place a chairman who has appointed an acting chief 
executive officer who will respond to the challenges facing us all to get a satisfactory system working to deliver 
essential services safely across all the networks of Western Australia, including the south west interconnected 
system.   

HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [4.09 pm]:  Time is very short now.  I had intended to speak for only a 
short time anyway to give other members a chance.  However, that is not even an option now.  Under the 
Westminster system, surely a minister takes responsibility for his or her portfolio and should resign when an 
abject failure emanates from a department under his or her responsibility.  I do not think that anyone could 
honestly deny that there was an abject failure on a number of occasions, but probably highlighted when Western 
Power - for which the Minister for Energy is responsible - told people that it was fine to have airconditioners, as 
long as they did not turn them on in the hot weather.  That is an abject failure.  Hot weather is not new to Perth, 
whatever the twenty-third parallel might have to do with it.   

There has been all this talk about what happened under a previous Administration.  However, two wrongs do not 
make a right.  They never have and never will. 

Hon Kim Chance:  No, the point - 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  Excuse me, minister.  That is not the point of this motion.  This motion is about what is 
happening now.  The Minister for Local Government and Regional Development talked about various matters.  
We would all agree that people such as linesmen do a wonderful job.  There is no doubt about that.  This motion 
is about decision makers within Western Power.  The biggest decision maker of all, of course, is the minister 
responsible.  That is what this motion is about.  Unfortunately, the decision makers in Western Power, including 
the minister, do not take notice of what these wonderful technicians and repairmen tell them.  In my area, poles 
are held up by metal stakes.  That has been reported to the decision makers in Western Power.  A person can put 
his hand right through the pole to the other side, yet nothing has been done. 

I will mention a few matters.  Even Hon Norman Moore may not have been in this place when Air Chief 
Marshal Sir Wallace Kyle was the Governor of this State.  Hon Norman Moore may have entered this place 
around that time.  Sir Wallace Kyle’s nephew has a farm not far from where I live.  A pole on that farm has 
caused two fires.  The pole is right by his nephew’s workshop, and it was lucky that he was there at the time it 
happened.  More recently he was not there, but a neighbour happened to call by.  He thought the nephew might 
be around the workshop.  These things are reported, but nothing is done.   

On a neighbour’s property, poles and insulators have been replaced.  It was felt that the old type of insulator was 
not adequate.  He has four poles with these new insulators.  Looking out from his verandah one night, he thought 
that there was a fireworks display or that somebody was driving around his paddock.  He went to look and found 
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that the four new insulators were showering sparks everywhere.  Fortunately, it was winter.  He reported it, but 
nothing has been done.  I have been told on good authority that hundreds of power poles are lying around the 
place, and they could have been used.  It is a matter of the decision makers in Western Power allowing the 
wonderful workers about whom Hon Tom Stephens spoke to get on and do their job.  However, they are not 
allowed to do it. 

Hon Kim Chance:  That is why the maintenance budget has been increased. 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  No, the maintenance people are reporting it, but they are not allowed to do it, because 
the decision makers in Western Power say no.  As I said before, the biggest decision maker of all is Hon Eric 
Ripper.  Hon Eric Ripper had a meeting in Esperance with shire councillors.  At a meeting in Jerramungup, 
which no government member bothered to attend, the shire presidents of the Shires of Gnowangerup and 
Esperance reported that when they met with Minister Ripper in Esperance a week or two weeks before, his 
comment was, “Electricity in the city is essential; in the country it is a privilege.”  The biggest decision maker in 
Western Power thinks it is a privilege; it is not essential.  That shows the interest that this minister has in country 
power in Western Australia.  

Hon John Fischer:  That is a disgrace. 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  It is a disgrace.   

Hon Tom Stephens:  Where is he from? 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  He is a mate of the minister.  He should know.   

Hon Tom Stephens:  Isn’t he from the country? 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  Years ago.  However, that is not the point.   

Debate adjourned, pursuant to sessional orders. 

Sitting suspended from 4.15 to 4.30 pm  
 


