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Western Power and Synergy � Adjournment Debate 
HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan � Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [10.55 pm]: A couple of 
weeks ago I spoke about the termination of employment of some workers at Western Power. Since then another 
press release has appeared in reference to Western Power maintenance repair workers having to take go-slow 
industrial action because they are not able to achieve a negotiated outcome for their agreement. There has been a 
series of events over the past few months in which entities under the management of the Minister for Energy 
have not managed their human resource systems satisfactorily at all. Western Power workers have lost their jobs, 
and 120 jobs have been lost from Synergy. I will also talk about Synergy. As we get closer to 30 June and the 
demise of the draconian Howard government WorkChoices legislation, there seems to be an almighty rush by 
these two organisations to override the involvement of unions that have represented their members very well, 
and to put alternative agreements directly to workers so that they can lock the workers into another five-year 
WorkChoices agreement before the deadline of 30 June. Those workers would then be trapped in that agreement 
for five years, and would not have recourse to the Western Australian Industrial Relations Commission or their 
union for advice or to seek amendment to the agreement. 

I know that the minister has defended both organisations, but I think there are some fairly significant issues that 
he needs to take up with both Western Power and Synergy about the way in which they are managing these 
things. I flag that tomorrow during the budget hearings�unfortunately representatives from Synergy will not be 
present, but representatives from Western Power, Verve and the Office of Energy will be � 

Hon Peter Collier: Why didn�t you ask for Synergy? 

Hon KATE DOUST: I was not involved in the selection process, unfortunately. If I had had the opportunity, I 
would have asked for Synergy as well. 

Considering the numbers of workers who have been put in the position of having to take industrial action or 
whose employment has been terminated�there were some power pole maintenance workers in that group; given 
that a safety report on the maintenance of power poles has been released; and given that a number of ERA 
reports have been very critical of Western Power�s general maintenance and power pole maintenance�I hope 
the minister is listening to me and not chatting to other people; he might want to move back to his seat. 

Hon Peter Collier: When I tried to interject, you wouldn�t let me! 

Hon KATE DOUST: I do not like people being distracted when I am trying to get a message through to them. 

The minister has ongoing issues, and I do not know how he is going to resolve them. 

Hon Peter Collier: I was intimately involved in the Synergy issue, and as much as you might disagree, I really 
did help that situation. I have been very closely involved�120 workers did not go overseas�with Western 
Power also, I can assure you. 

Hon KATE DOUST: Does the minister support what Western Power and Synergy currently propose? Western 
Power has not been able to reach agreement with its employees. Workers have been put in this situation because 
Western Power proposes to lock them into another long-term agreement. Synergy has sent a letter to its 
employees advising them that they will have a vote on 26 June on whether they agree with the package that is 
being put forward. This puts workers in a very difficult position; they will not know whether they are getting a 
fair deal. If the workers are locked into this arrangement, they will not be getting a fair deal. That is because the 
test that used to be in place for employment negotiations is not in place under the WorkChoices arrangements. 
That is a shame. However, it will be in place under the new arrangement that will come in from 1 July. I think 
both these organisations are trying to lock their employees into this arrangement for five years so that on 1 July 
they will not have to sit down with them again and in a fair and just way negotiate an appropriate set of 
conditions on which those workers can move forward.  

I hope that in the estimates tomorrow we will be able to raise a number of matters that illuminate the problems 
that we see in this area, particularly with Western Power, and that later we will be able to raise the problems with 
Synergy and Verve. The Minister for Energy needs to take some proactive measures so that these people will get 
a fair deal and can get on with the job of maintaining power poles. These are a very important group of skilled 
workers. We have read a number of articles about the difficulties with power poles. I am not going to move away 
from the fact that when Labor was in government, we had difficulties with getting that matter progressed. 
However, that matter still needs to be taken up. The minister needs to be more proactive in how he manages that 
matter. The minister has said that he is having difficulties with that. The minister needs to say to the chief 
executive officer and the board of Western Power, �Why are you doing this? Why are you not ensuring that we 
have a sufficient number of skilled workers to get on with the job?� The minister is also having problems with 
the way Synergy is handling this matter.  
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When I was going through this matter, I thought: how soon will this Liberal government revert to past industrial 
relations practices and seek to remove the industrial advocate and the protections for workers that enable 
workers to deal one-on-one with the employers and to make sometimes quite hard decisions when they cannot 
always calculate what is in their best interests? For me, this is just a reminder of what happens whenever a 
Liberal government is in place.  

Hon Peter Collier: The ASU is blaming the disaggregation, of course. You know that. 

Hon KATE DOUST: No, I do not know that, and I do not accept that. The Australian Services Union is very, 
very concerned about what is happening here. I actually met with the ASU and some of the energy delegates on 
the same day that the minister met with them in January�in fact, I met with them after the minister had met with 
them�and I talked to them about their concerns about the bargaining process. I also talked to them about the 
difficulties they were having with Western Power in particular at the time, and about some of the demands that 
were being put upon them and the changes that were expected of them and the losses that they would suffer 
under the proposed arrangement that was being put to them. Not having seen the actual content of the package 
that has been offered to Synergy workers�I will be interested in seeing that in due course�I anticipate that 
there will be similar negative outcomes for those workers as well. What I see happening here is instability for 
these people and a lack of certainty about their future. I also see a constant carving up of these entities. It would 
appear that both these organisations are happy to carve off various elements of the work. 

Hon Peter Collier: Perhaps we should put them back together! 

Hon KATE DOUST: Does the minister want to put Western Power back together? 

Hon Peter Collier: Well, that is what the ASU wants. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I am not talking about Verve and Synergy. We can talk about that at another time. What I 
think is happening, and what we are picking up, is that both these organisations are systematically carving off 
aspects of the work and outsourcing it. I actually think that at the end of the day that would be a much more 
expensive exercise for those organisations. It would not guarantee them the benefits that full-time employees 
bring with them in terms of bonding and loyalty and planning for the future and upping their skills. It means that 
the workforce would be transient and would constantly have to be trained and retrained, which would result in all 
those extra costs. I do not know what the thought processes on human resources were in the management of 
those organisations, but the stories coming from the union and its members made those organisations look pretty 
sad. I believe that a lot of people are very stressed and confused about what is going to happen to them in both 
areas of their work. It behoves Hon Peter Collier as the minister to get on with the job and ask these people what 
they are doing. He should ensure that we have a secure supply of energy. If this sort of thing happens, we will 
not have that security because those workers will down tools. 
 


