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WESTERN POWER — SOLAR PANEL APPROVALS 
Grievance 

MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington) [9.41 am]: My grievance today to the Minister for Energy is about two 
issues that have been raised with me by people in the solar photovoltaic industry in dealing with Western Power. 
One is related to procedures and one to delays. I will talk firstly about delays. I have a wonderful picture with me 
to show the minister. When it was sent to me, it took me a little moment to work it out. I have a second one with 
me if the minister would like a copy. It is a photograph from a small business man of the files sitting in his office 
awaiting Western Power approval. Perhaps I could lay that on the table, Madam Deputy Speaker, for the 
remainder of the day’s sitting. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Yes. That can go on the table until the end of the day; thank you, member. 

[The paper was tabled for the information of members.] 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: The issues that these small business men are raising with me are the continuing delays 
in getting approvals from Western Power for the installation of solar panels. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: Member, are these people installers or customers? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: These are the installers explaining the problems that their customers are dealing with. 
One businessman gave me a list of some of the things that have occurred. Obviously, I will not identify the 
customers. I will give an example of some of the things that have occurred. Installers sent in an application on 
21 May 2014, got an acknowledgement of the application on 31 May, and as at last Friday, when I was talking to 
the gentleman from the business, they were still waiting for approval. I can give the minister a large number of 
dates that show the inordinate length of time it is taking to get approval. For example, applications dating back to 
21 May, 22 May and 26 May, et cetera, were still awaiting approval on 20 June. Here is an example that a 
businessman gave me. It is a record of a conversation the business had with Western Power about a customer on 
the weekend of 14 June. Leaving out the names of employees, the note states — 

-called several times to chase up approval applications that were acknowledged on the 31st of May … 

-after being placed on hold for more than 15 minutes I was told that the solar team were currently 
assessing applications sent on the 20th & 21st of May 

-no one I spoke to could explain to me why I was receiving approvals for applications acknowledged on 
the 4th when the solar team were supposedly not up to this date yet. 

-I rang again and spoke to … on the Wednesday who ensured me that applications from the 20th & 21st 
would be responded to by the end of the week. 

On Monday, 16 June, employees of the business spoke to an employee at Western Power, and the note 
continues — 

-Regarding an email from Embedded Generation requesting a second Technical Review for the same 
property. 

The Western Power employee would not let the business employee speak, and continues — 

… and was constantly talking over her. 

-He then told … she needed to change her attitude and hung up … 

On Tuesday, 17 June it continues — 

- it is now over … ‘10 working days’ since acknowledgement of applications … 

- Still had not received approvals from above date 

There is another record of a conversation. On Wednesday, 18 June it continues — 

Spoke to … in the morning and was told the solar team are currently assessing applications from the 
21st of May 

- called back in the afternoon and … told me solar team were not up to the 2lst yet. 

It goes on. Another installing business states — 

Please don’t mention our name or customers specifically. I don’t want to end up at the bottom of the 
pile being processed because we whinged. Worryingly our staff … received on May 20th only today. 
Remember once they process it can be a full month before we get an approval anyway. We have a 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 26 June 2014] 

 p4710b-4712a 
Mr Bill Johnston; Dr Mike Nahan 

 [2] 

problem as we have over 150 sold contracts floating around and it is all on hold and bottle necked 
whilst staff are twiddling thumbs waiting. — 

He means his own staff twiddling thumbs waiting — 

Customers are grumpy at delays. In addition the meter installation process is flawed in the fact that the 
system installer who is waiting for this to happen before solar can be installed is not notified. We then 
have to repeatedly ring the customer, who also generally does not know if it has happened—unless they 
happened to be home and overheard something out the front going on. We have many examples of 
attending site to install for a customer who has thought it occurred and it hasn’t and vice versa which 
costs us. I know many installers simply can’t afford to wait and are now putting the systems on and 
tagging them out until western power does its bit. I can’t even get a confirmation if this is legal or not. 
See attached photo, this is our Awaiting Western Power filing cabinet. 

That refers to the piece of art I showed the minister a minute ago. The note refers to some issues about the way 
things occur, which I will come to in a second. 

I became interested in this issue a little while ago when individuals in the community were ringing me, but I was 
not aware that it was such a widespread issue until I was approached by these different installers. I have noted in 
the last 70 seconds that they are also relating to me their difficulties with the procedures that Western Power uses 
because Western Power deals directly with the customer; but obviously it is the installer who needs to do the 
actual work. The installers are saying that they would like to be advised directly by Western Power when the 
meter is being installed and when it is tagged for use. That is because there are two steps: first, the meter has to 
be installed; then it has to be approved for use. At the moment the installers are relying on their own customers 
to go outside to look and see whether the tag has been placed on the unit, as obviously it would be very 
expensive for them to send an installer around just to check whether or not it had been tagged. 

There is therefore the question of delay, which appears was not a problem but is now a problem; and this other 
issue about the procedures that are used. I would therefore appreciate the minister’s advice. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Minister for Energy) [9.48 am]: I thank the member for Cannington for his 
grievance. Issues of delay and unnecessary bureaucratic procedures are always a concern. When I was informed 
of this issue, I thought the member was going to talk about Synergy, as that is where most complaints come 
from. I will endeavour to do a bit more work on Western Power’s focus today. The issue, as the member well 
knows, is that there has been very rapid growth in applications for photovoltaics on rooftops. I think about 
139 000 homes now have them. They are still growing at 2 000 a month, probably about 12 to 15 per cent a year, 
which is very rapid growth. We have had some problems both with the quality control of installations and 
ensuring safety, and with billing procedures. Part of the problem lies in people hiring an installer to put the 
panels on the rooftops, which is what they should do, but the contracts both with Western Power and Synergy 
being with the customers. There is a transition issue there; it should be taken care of seamlessly and I will make 
inquiries if that is not done. Both Western Power and Synergy have to be dealt with because under the 
regulations, Western Power ensures that the system is attached to its network. These are not stand-alone systems; 
in almost all cases, they are being installed to achieve either the old feed-in tariff or the renewable energy 
buyback. Therefore, they have to be attached to the Western Power system and Western Power is responsible for 
that system and for making sure it is safely attached and secured to the house. It also has to get a contract with 
Synergy. Under the old system, they would go to Western Power first to ensure the whole system was secure, 
and the member’s grievance is largely that that process—it still has to be done—is being delayed. I will check 
into it more thoroughly. The installer goes to Western Power and then the customer would have to go to Synergy 
because the installer’s job would be done upon installation and hooking into the system. Unfortunately, a large 
number of disputes were going on because often there was a failure to install bidirectional meters. Therefore, 
when the meter was installed, the old black meter, would go backwards, and some people liked that because all 
of a sudden their bills would go down to negative for the first month or so, but then they would get into a big 
dispute with Synergy. More importantly, the delay, whether because of Synergy or the customer or whatever, 
would lead to disputes about the starting point. There was a large number of complaints both from installers and 
the Sustainable Energy Association. Customers have to first go to Synergy to get a bill and an agreement and the 
installer introduces the customer to Western Power. In both cases both Synergy and Western Power’s contract is 
with the customer, not with the installer. The installer should act as the customer’s agent; if they do not, we have 
to fix that. 
A whole range of things have been done. Synergy has put a lot of effort into trying to ease the first step of the 
contractual arrangement. It has allowed online sign-up and maintained a close connection with Western Power. 
They meet regularly to ensure they are talking to the same people. If Synergy gets a sign-up, it meets with 
Western Power to make sure there is some follow-up. Synergy is getting its application times down to within 
10 days. The member’s grievance is not with Synergy. I might add that Western Power is putting more effort 
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into that because there has been a large number of instances of poor installation. In fact, the number one 
complaint to the Consumer Protection Division is about solar cell installation, so Western Power has stepped up 
the process. The dangers with the installation are often not with the solar cells themselves or the equipment, but 
in the attachment to the system, which is often less visible. Western Power has told me it has stepped up its 
vigilance on this issue, and quite appropriately so. 
However, the member’s grievance is with Western Power’s delays and I will honestly look through that. It looks 
like a long list of applications, but it might be that the installer has been very successful in selling a large number 
of products, because some of them are making those sales. I might add just on the general issue of photovoltaics 
that we always thought these things would level off because the gains are 8.9c, or maybe 9c now, but there is no 
sign, at least in absolute numbers, of a decline in new purchases. They are still running at 2 000 to 3 000 a 
month, and the reason of course is the avoided costs. It is driven not by the Renewable Energy Buyback Scheme, 
the buyback price, but the avoided cost. I expect this to continue for some time, so it is important that 
Western Power perceives this to be an ongoing business for it to connect these and improve things. I will have a 
discussion with the member and find out from Western Power details of how quickly it responds to issues, why 
there are delays and whether we can improve the system, and make sure it allocates sufficient resources to this 
aspect of the business. 
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