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Western Power - 
Hon Kate Doust, Deputy Chairman. 

Hon Tom Stephens, Minister for Local Government and Regional Development representing the Minister for 
Energy. 

Mr H. Collins, Chief Executive Officer. 

Mr D. Aberle, Chief Operations Officer. 

Mr N. Ninkev, General Manager, Corporate Finance. 

Mr G. Eley, Principal Policy Adviser, Energy, Office of the Deputy Premier. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  On behalf of the Legislative Council Estimates Committee, I welcome everyone to 
today’s hearing.  Government agencies and departments have an important role and duty in assisting Parliament 
to scrutinise the budget papers on behalf of the people of Western Australia.  The committee values that 
assistance.  It will greatly assist Hansard if, when referring to the Budget Statements volumes or the consolidated 
fund estimates, members give the page number, item, program, amount and so on in preface to their questions. 

If supplementary information is to be provided, it is to be delivered to the committee’s clerk within five working 
days of receipt of the questions.  An example of the required Hansard style for the documents has been provided 
to the advisers.  The committee reminds agency representatives to respond to questions in a succinct manner and 
to limit the extent of personal observations.  For the benefit of members and Hansard, I ask the minister to 
introduce his advisers to the committee, and for each adviser to please state his full name, contact address and 
the capacity in which he appears before the committee. 

At this time, I ask each of the witnesses whether they have read, understood and completed the “Information for 
Witnesses” form. 

The WITNESSES:  Yes.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Do all the witnesses fully understand the meaning and effect of the provisions of 
that document? 

The WITNESSES:  Yes. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  We have received responses to questions on notice, which I now table.  The 
members nominated as lead speakers for their parties for this session are Hon Ed Dermer, Hon George Cash, 
Hon Robin Chapple and Hon Frank Hough.  Does the minister wish to make a statement before we commence?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I thought we would hand the session over to the members for questions.  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  On page 217 of volume 1 of the Budget Statements, the first dot point under 
“Distribution” refers to a total of $117.7 million being allocated to new connections, capacity enhancement and 
other various issues.  It then refers to an allocation of $12 million being set aside to handle certain things raised 
by the Director of Energy Safety.  I am interested in the director’s reports.  It might require supplementary 
information.  I am keen to know just how many reports the directorate has written on matters requiring the 
attention of Western Power in each of the past five years.  I also am interested in a list of the reports and a short 
summary of the issues raised, as well as a copy of the specific recommendations of each report.  I will provide a 
copy of my questions in due course.  What action was taken, and on what dates, by Western Power to address the 
specific recommendations?  Why were the remaining recommendations not addressed, and do any of the issues 
raised by the Director of Energy Safety constitute a hazard or risk to any individual or the environment?  If so, 
will the minister provide particulars of the hazard or risk?  I raise this matter because I have perceived in the past 
12 months a degree of arrogance from the entity known as Western Power.  The arrogance in my view extends 
very specifically to a number of the reports written by the Energy Safety Directorate.  For the time being, they 
are the questions I put about those reports. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I quickly consulted Mr Collins, who indicated that he is more than happy to take the 
questions on notice and provide the answers to the honourable member.   

[Supplementary Information No 15.]   
Hon GEORGE CASH:  My next question relates to complaints made about Western Power in each of the past 
five years from all sources, including the Energy Safety Directorate.  Notice of those complaints has been 
forward to Western Power in respect of the benchmark standards provided in the Electricity (Supply Standards 
and System Safety) Regulations 2001.  Did the relevant network operators investigate each of the matters raised, 
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and did they advise the complainants of particular outcomes?  Also, how many of these complaints resulted in 
the Director of Energy Safety carrying out an independent investigation, and on how many occasions was the 
network operator’s investigation found to be wanting?  Again, it may be convenient for the minister to take the 
questions on notice.  This is a serious matter again stemming from the fact that there is a clear perception in the 
community of Western Power’s arrogance.   
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Not wanting my silence to be taken as being agreement with the assertion made by Hon 
George Cash in reference to the demeanour of Western Power, the question will be answered on notice.  

[Supplementary Information No 16.]   
Hon GEORGE CASH:  The next matter deals with Western Power’s 2003 Generation Status Review, the 
opening comments of which read - 

By the time the Review is next published Western Power will have been succeeded by four new entities 
and the Review, published by the group responsible for the operation of the new electricity market, will 
assume an even greater significance as the reference point for all players in the electricity market. 

Given that the four entities that were referred to did not come into being, what changes will be required for the 
2004 Generation Status Review document?   
Mr ABERLE:  I will respond, if I may.  We expect to see a document of similar format published from the 
network’s strengthened business unit within Western Power.  That is the part of the business responsible for the 
document.  We would expect to see it in a similar format again.  It is an organic document and we would expect 
to see some adjustments.  Overall, it will be of a similar format to that of the previous year.   
Hon GEORGE CASH:  I understand that; the format of reports can always be the same.  How will the substance 
of the report change from what is contained in the 2003 report? 
[7.10 pm] 

Mr COLLINS:  Although the disaggregation legislation has not proceeded at this stage, Western Power operates 
as four strengthened business units within the corporate entity.  The network’s business unit does have its own 
fence around it; it operates as an independent entity to ensure that external parties interested in gaining access to 
the network are assured of fair and open access.  Although it will not be four separate entities, it is four entities 
within Western Power that operate as ring-fenced operations.  Therefore, the document will reflect that structure. 

Hon ED DERMER:  My opening question refers to page 232 of budget paper No 3, Economic and Fiscal 
Outlook, which provides a tabulated list of expenses from government to public corporations.  The sixth item 
from the bottom is entitled “Energy Rebates for Eligible Permanent Caravan Park Residents”.  I am talking about 
a new community service obligation introduced for the 2004-05 budget.  That line item contains a budget 
allocation of $394 000 for this purpose.  I am interested to learn which particular caravan park residents would 
be eligible and would, therefore, benefit from the proposal. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I am advised that at present the permanent residents in caravan parks are not protected 
from regulations as to the maximum that can be charged by the caravan park operators for the electricity they 
consume.  In the north of the State where the electricity costs are higher, this is a particular problem.  However, 
with the cooperation of the Association of Park Home Owners, the Park Home Residents Association and 
Western Power are instigating new arrangements that will provide the following benefits: ensure permanent 
residents pay only the standard residential tariff, ensure that park home owners are not financially disadvantaged, 
and enable permanent residents to become eligible for a supply charge rebate if they are health care cardholders.  
The annual cost will be approximately $334 000, and there will be slightly higher costs in the first year due to 
the establishment costs.  There are approximately 8 000 permanent residents in caravan parks in Western 
Australia, and the great majority of these will benefit from having access to the interim tariff.   

I was in a state of panic as I was trying to locate the document to which Hon Ed Dermer referred, and I did not 
listen attentively to his question.  Have I provided all the information he was seeking? 

Hon ED DERMER:  I believe the minister has.  I was asking which caravan park residents would benefit and I 
think the minister has described that very clearly. 
My next question relates to page 217 of budget paper No 2.  I was pleased to read the information available 
about the capital works program, but I would be grateful for further information about a couple of items.  The 
capital works program is divided into three parts, and the part I am interested in is entitled “Transmission”.  I 
note the inclusion as new projects of the construction of substations at Padbury, Meadow Springs, Clarkson and 
Rangeway.  With a particular view to the benefit that may be derived from this construction for my electors in 
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the North Metropolitan Region, I am interested to learn whatever detail I can about how these new substations 
will actually improve the quality and reliability of service for the areas concerned.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I turn to Mr Aberle.   
Mr ABERLE:  The establishment of the substations basically allows us to cope with organic growth in suburban 
areas.  We basically build them with some spare capacity and expand them as suburbs around them grow.  We 
have feeders that radiate out from the substations and connect with one another, which gives us some backup 
options for supply.  As the substations become full - that is, when they reach full output - and as growth 
continues in some of these new suburbs, it becomes necessary to locate new substations, so we bring in high-
voltage transmission lines that bring in bulk power and create a new distribution point.  That lets us cope with 
growth and, by having those substations progressively interconnected at both the transmission and distribution 
level, it lets us maintain a level of reliability inasmuch as there is more than one source of supply that we can 
swap to in the event of difficulty.  That is part of the organic growth of the system.   
Hon ED DERMER:  I presume from what you have told me that the natural consequence of this will be less 
frequent blackouts in the areas adjacent to those substations.   
Mr ABERLE:  As substations are put in, we find ourselves able to transfer some of the load from some of the 
feeders, which of course have grown from being not fully loaded to fully loaded.  The art is to position the 
substations about when that occurs, so that some of the load can be transferred across to the new one.  That 
brings about an increase in reliability and also a capacity to cope with load growth.   
The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Hon Ed Dermer, this is your last question. 

Hon ED DERMER:  Thank you.  There are two points on East Perth.  I wonder whether I could beg indulgence 
to ask about them both.   
The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  I am sure you could do that. 
Hon ED DERMER:  East Perth also relates to my constituency, so I am driven on this issue in that sense.  I refer 
again to the transmission capital works program, in which there is reference to the East Perth-Cook Street 132-
kilovolt underground circuit.  I would like more detail on the benefit that will provide to people in the area.   
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  That will improve the capacity, reliability and supply into the central business district.  
Perhaps Mr Aberle will have some further information on that.  It is the end of the CBD, is it not?   
Mr ABERLE:  That is essentially true; it is the CBD and the immediate surrounding area.  Cook Street supplies 
on the edge of the CBD - West Perth and surrounding areas.  What the minister said is quite true; it is a matter of 
improving or increasing the capacity in the ring that supplies that area.  We are moving more and more towards 
the configuration of undergrounding the cable in densely populated areas, rather than overhead work.   

Hon ED DERMER:  That is combined with the southern terminal reference in the next item.  When you say that 
it is focused on the CBD, from what you have said this obviously would also advantage neighbouring residential 
areas.   

Mr ABERLE:  That is true.  The system is all interconnected.  We do not have a completely isolated CBD 
response.  Increasing the reliability and capability of both East Perth and Cook Street is part of meeting the 
growth in areas adjacent to both those substations.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Just by way of additional information, I think that illustrates some of the focus on the 
distribution system that responds in part to the report of the Director of Energy Safety, on which the previous 
question by Hon George Cash was focused.  It is about improving the reliability and quality of supply.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  I will touch on the previous question.  In relation to the audit consumption carried out 
on transformers and capacity versus load in all substations, is an audit carried out or is the issue of transformers 
dealt with merely after repeated failure; that is, the load grows in the area to the point at which the transformers 
can no longer carry out the task?   

[7.20 pm] 

Mr ABERLE:  When we talk about the load on transformers, the first thing to appreciate is that we have large 
transformers in the zone substations and smaller transformers distributed out in the network.  In respect of the 
former, they are constantly monitored by our supervisory control and data acquisition system.  We have 
permanent visibility of the loads on those units that are reviewed on peak days, so that we can keep track of how 
heavily loaded they are, which triggers capital investment into those zone substations as they start to reach full 
capacity.  We run off planning criteria that require us to be able to lose a large transformer and still meet the 
load.  We do not have visibility on all the transformers that are distributed into the network.  They are much 
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smaller in size and voltage, and we simply do not have the remote visibility of those in an electronic sense.  
However, we audit the load on those on an annual basis, and look to pre-emptively replace them if we see that 
there are overloads in a particular area.  We are not able to do that with absolute precision, which is why we 
occasionally have circumstances in which a transformer is overloaded and fails.  What sits behind that is the fact 
that it is not possible to predict, for example, the volume of airconditioners installed in an area.  They tend to be 
a large driver in a peak sense of the demand on a transformer.  When that occurs, we seek to replace them in 
response.  However, we are sensitive to the fact that that matter needs to be attended to, and we have established 
a project that will look with a little more precision at predicting those overloads at the distribution level to pre-
empt some of that occurring during peak times.  However, that will never be completely eliminated due to the 
very large number of smaller transformers.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  Therefore, a program involving the smaller ones will be carried out in the future.  I am 
aware that in a number of cases substations have been replaced with the same kilovolt output, only to have them 
subsequently blow, again.   

Mr ABERLE:  On occasion that occurs.  Sometimes it is done that way because it is a matter of upgrading not 
only the transformer, but also some of the interconnecting cables.  We will replace the transformer in the short 
term to avoid the need for people to use generators and to assure an electricity supply.  However, that then goes 
into a program of designing more extensive upgrades.  Very often, if the transformer is aged, replacing it with 
one of the same size will see us through for a period.   

Hon KATE DOUST:  Hon Robin Chapple, is this your second question?   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  It is the same part of the one I am trying to get to at the moment.  Is any funding put 
aside within the current budget to carry out that specific work of analysing the smaller substations?  

Mr ABERLE:  The forward allocations we have made have taken that into account.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  So there is no amount or is there a specific - 

Mr ABERLE:  I cannot give the member a figure off the top of my head, but it is certainly part of the forward 
allocation we have made.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  I understand the minister instructed Western Power to undertake a form of internal 
disaggregation or functional separation as of 1 January 2004.  Can the chief executive officer describe how far 
along this has progressed?  What is the current internal structure of Western Power, which parts of the 
organisation have remained vertically integrated and has this caused any problems?  If so, can we have an update 
on the resolutions?   

Mr COLLINS:  When the disaggregation process began - I do not remember the date as it predates me - Western 
Power organised itself into strengthened business units: generation, retail, networks and regional.  There was 
also a shared services subsidiary - it remains a shared services subsidiary - that provides a range of services to all 
those units.  That saw Western Power begin to operate as four distinct business entities within a corporation.  
That was to have proceeded under the original intention to disaggregate on 1 July this year.  That was a natural 
process: from a fully vertically integrated entity, to a ring-fenced single business entity with some corporate 
functions, to a disaggregation of those.  Considerable work had been done on progressing towards that, and 
Western Power now operates as four separate entities within the one.  They have their own business plans and 
objectives.  Systems work is going on to continue that process and allow them to operate more fully as separate 
entities.  It operates already in that manner, but there is work to be done and the process is for that work to go on.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  Can the chief executive officer provide a rationale for charging independent renewable 
energy generators $70 000 to undertake a network study prior to an access agreement, with no guarantee of an 
agreement or refund if the application is refused?  Does the chief executive officer acknowledge that this is a 
hurdle, placing proportionately greater burdens on the kinds of small renewable generators that the Government 
is meant to be encouraging?  Is this form of network study not core Western Power business; and, if so, whose 
decision was it to make this function user pays?  Will the chief executive officer commit to abolishing this 
draconian measure?  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  The answer to that question may well need to be provided by way of 
supplementary information.  It was a fairly lengthy question.  

Mr COLLINS:  It was a fairly lengthy question.  I am happy to make a couple of comments.  I am not in a 
position to comment on policy issues.  In relation to access to networks, Western Power has a regime that treats 
all applicants fairly and openly.  Any applicant seeking to come into the network will cause a substantial amount 
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of work to be done.  We do not discriminate between parties.  There is a clear and documented regime for that, 
and all parties are treated equally.  Mr Aberle may wish to add a comment to that.  

Mr ABERLE:  That is quite true, and it is user pays because we have applications from people wanting to 
connect in a variety of places.  Although the capacity to do the system studies is core to Western Power, the 
amount of work involved in carrying out a study, depending on where it is in the system, is quite substantial.  As 
Mr Collins has said, everybody is treated equally in that regard, in terms of the cost of that process.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Any outstanding information will be listed as supplementary information No 17.  I 
really need to move on, and I will come back to Hon Robin Chapple later.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Before you do that, Madam Chair, was there any outstanding information?  I do not 
think that we are in agreement that there was any outstanding information.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  That is fine; if there is nothing outstanding.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Is the honourable member after information about the policy issue?  

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  Yes.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  To the extent that the policy issue was not dealt with in the answer, that part of the 
answer will be provided by way of supplementary information.  

[Supplementary Information No 17.] 

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  I want to be of help to Western Power.  The minister knows me as the member for 
blackouts.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Black tops and blackouts.  

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  We have had many blackouts in our part of the world.  I come from Binnu, north of 
Geraldton, and members will also know of the problems in Kalbarri.  I want to take the minister through a series 
of things.  When people telephone Western Power, they hear a message telling them to press a series of numbers, 
and something may well work.  This is a message from the ground up - I get it at the local golf club - so it is 
about helping the management of Western Power.  We never know where we stand.  On some occasions we hear 
the message that the power will be connected in a couple of hours, and it can be up to 24 hours later before we 
get the power on.  There are updates, but people are literally left in the dark.  They do not know whether to go 
and get a generator.  We have got used to it now; we get a generator straightaway, because otherwise all the local 
blokes will have gone back to Geraldton, and it will take some time to get it all linked up.  

Western Power needs a better communications network with the people, rather than a series of recorded phone 
messages.  We do not even get a call from Western Power asking us whether the power is back on.  On some 
occasions it goes without the power being on and we have to do the whole exercise again.  I just ask the Western 
Power officers whether they will take that on board. 

[7.30 pm] 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  What is your question?   

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  I am asking whether the Western Power officers will take that on board, because 
this is an issue that people in the country have had enough of.  I ask the Western Power officers whether they 
will take on board the message from the local people that there is a problem.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Perhaps Hon Murray Criddle has made a point by way of a question.  I know that his 
observations have already been taken on board by the Government to the extent that a very significant capital 
works program has now been made available to significantly tackle the issues of the south west interconnected 
system.  That significant capital works program will produce benefits for communities throughout the south west 
area, including the areas to which the honourable member has referred.  There may be some additional comment 
that the Western Power officers wish to make.   

Mr ABERLE:  Firstly, yes, we do understand the frustration.  It deeply concerns us.  We do not like that kind of 
feedback or publicity.  Particularly the guys in the field find that really frustrating.   

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  They are very good.   

Mr ABERLE:  Yes, I was about to say that they are.  I, too, have found the call centre frustrating.  It is worth 
pointing out that that interactive system was introduced basically to deal with very high volumes of calls when 
something serious happens, which previously simply swamped operators.  The estimates that come out of that 
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are quite accurate 95-plus per cent of the time.  It gets difficult when there is a deluge of calls from 30 000-plus 
people.  Certainly there are some defaults that are not always accurate. 

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  You do not get that from the bush.   

Mr ABERLE:  There may not be 30 000 people in the bush, but the whole system has 800 000 customers and 
when something happens, it does not affect just the bush.  People call the centre from everywhere and that is 
why people calling from the bush sometimes experience frustration.  We have done a couple of things.  We have 
recognised from some of the frustration that our own linespeople have expressed that when we moved to the call 
centre, people receiving the calls were not well equipped to deal with country calls.  Previously, people were 
used to reporting the pole number in their paddocks, for example, and they found that the people in the call 
centre asked what they were talking about.  We partitioned the call centre and trained a group of people to 
process that more appropriately.  That is one improvement we have made so that people now have somebody 
who is better able to deal with it.  In short, although we have put in the call centre and are able to deal much 
more effectively with very high volumes of calls, we are still in the process of refining its performance.  We 
recognise the frustration.  Those are some of the things we are doing to seek to improve it and get more accurate 
messages to people.   

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I note that the 2004-05 capital expenditure program totals $418.6 million, which 
represents an increase of 24 per cent over the 2003-04 program and a substantial stimulus for the State’s 
electricity system.  I have a four-part question.  If the increase has been 24 per cent since 2003-04, what has been 
the increase since 2001-02?  Would the minister be able to cite that figure off the top of his head?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  There has been a 55 per cent increase in the network capital program that existed in 
2001-02.   

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Why has there been a capital injection of this magnitude?  What does Western 
Power hope to achieve as a result of this significant capital injection?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It is focused on the increased distribution and transmission capital works program.  It is 
focused on producing benefits for communities throughout the south west area and includes the north west 
interconnected system.   

Hon PETER FOSS:  This is from the script.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It is going according to script as well, in dramatic contrast with the script of the 
Government of which Hon Peter Foss was a part, when the network was badly neglected. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I cannot hear. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Order!  Please just let the minister answer the question. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Through these funds, there will be a greater focus on the distribution system, with 
projects to improve the reliability and quality of supply, especially in country areas, which has been tackled in 
part in earlier answers to questions.  Major new transmission projects have been listed in the budget papers.  
They include some very significant upgrades in the distribution network. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Will any major industry sectors be the beneficiaries of some of this massive 
capital injection; and, if so, which sectors are they, or is it the whole of industry? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Certainly, I am aware that the strengthening of the north west interconnected system 
will produce benefits to the resource sector of the Pilbara region specifically.  This is from my general 
knowledge of the quality effort of my Government. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I say to Hon Peter Foss that I am really interested in this answer. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Perhaps the minister will not be distracted.  He should continue. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Did the Deputy Chairman want to remove Hon Peter Foss while I was - 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  No, I would like the minister to respond. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The resource sector, in particular, of the north west will be one of the beneficiaries of 
that. 

Mr COLLINS:  It is across the board.  It will be a process of strengthening the system across both the 
metropolitan and country areas.  Businesses and individual consumers are distributed across those areas, so it is 
broadly based.  There will be a broad-based improvement in reliability. 
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Hon BILL STRETCH:  I refer to the heading “New Works” halfway down page 218.  I am interested in the 
power pole replacement schedule for the south west interconnected system.  Can the minister outline tonight the 
general planned program for replacement of these poles, and supply on notice details of the programs with 
regard to how many poles are involved and where they will be replaced?  In view of the vastly diminished 
supply of timber poles under the Government’s forest policy, what alternative materials are proposed to be used? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Before the officers answer, I wonder whether I could just indicate that one at the front 
of my place needs replacing. 

Hon BILL STRETCH:  Yes, I have one at home too.  I think there are 800 000 or something like that around the 
south west, so keep going. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I will return to the officers. 

Hon BILL STRETCH:  I think that is a good idea. 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN:  Has it been white-anted? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It has been, yes. 

Mr ABERLE:  It would be best if we took on notice the actual detail. 

Hon BILL STRETCH:  Yes, I understand that. 

Mr ABERLE:  We are happy to do that.  We have a program of inspecting all the poles in the system on a four-
yearly rotational basis and replacing those that we find to be unserviceable.  We can normally get 40 to 50 years 
from a wood pole that is looked after appropriately.  In fact, we are still using wood poles quite extensively.  We 
regularly look at alternatives and weigh them up.  We sometimes use concrete and steel, but suitably treated 
wood is still a serviceable option for us. 

[Supplementary Information No 18.]  
[7.40 pm] 

Hon BILL STRETCH:  What concerned me was the Minister for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries stating that 
there would be virtually no traditional hardwood poles coming out of the forest.  He mentioned a few other 
options, some of which appeared to be better suggestions than others.  What strategies does the minister have in 
mind for replacement materials such as concrete, and what will be the alternative costs? 

Mr ABERLE:  I think we will take that on notice, too.  At this point we are not seeing an immediate problem, 
but we do cost alternatives such as concrete.  They come with their own difficulties.   

Hon BILL STRETCH:  Is Western Power getting adequate hardwood poles at present? 

Mr ABERLE:  At present we have an adequate supply of poles. 

Hon ADELE FARINA:  On page 217, in the first dot point dealing with distribution, reference is made to a 
special fund totalling $12 million to cater for rural reliability and safety issues.  Will the minister give more 
details of this program? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The rural power improvement program will commence in July.  It is an additional 
program, on top of the normal Western Power transmission and distribution capital works program.  The capital 
budget for networks, as we have previously indicated, is at a record level, and this fund is on top of that.  The 
fund is to apply to areas of poor reliability where Western Power’s normal commercially driven long-term 
planning would not address unsatisfactory reliability standards.  It will be seen as a bit of a black spot program 
on top of the normal network capital works program.  It will involve the expenditure of $48 million over four 
years.  People from outside Western Power will be involved in priority setting, including people from the Office 
of Energy and the regional development portfolio.  Broadly speaking there will be two areas of activity in the 
lower part of the State, including the south west, great southern and lower wheatbelt, and in the northern 
wheatbelt in the Moora, Merredin and York areas.   

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  It is only another 400 kilometres.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  What is - Binnu?  The State is bigger than Binnu. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Not from Hon Murray Criddle’s point of view.  

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  Other people do live there.   
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Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Certainly a very significant expenditure is occurring.  If while in office the current 
Opposition had not been so neglectful, perhaps the problems at Binnu would not have been so acute.   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I ask the chief executive officer through the minister whether he agrees with the 
statement of the Director of Energy Safety in his media statement published on 7 April, wherein the director said 
in part -  

Nonetheless WA electricity users should not accept pole top fires as inevitable. 

He then went on to talk about Western Power developing long-term solutions.  The final statement in the same 
press release states, - 

To summarise, in my view Western Power should be committing to a long-term strategy to sub 
occurrence of pole top fires, . . .  

First, does the minister agree with the statement?  Second, what has been done to develop a long-term strategy in 
the terms that the director suggested?   

Mr COLLINS:  Western Power recognises the inconvenience and the difficulties that pole-top fires cause our 
customers.  We do not like that.  We also have a program to see those lessened over time.  Having said that, we 
need to balance the matters of cost and reliability.  There are about 800 000 poles across the State, and to put in 
place a major change-out program would cost an enormous amount of money.  Therefore, we need to have a 
targeted but long-term planning program, and that is part of the additional expenditure that is included in the 
budget, that will result in a consistent and sustainable improvement.  I will ask Mr Aberle to comment more 
extensively on the kinds of programs that we are putting in place.   

Mr ABERLE:  Historically, some five years ago, our practice, in common with other utilities in the country that 
suffer from similar problems, was to wash the insulators at the end of summer with a view to preventing pole-top 
fires.  However, we discovered that that was not particularly effective, because we really need to judge when 
summer is going to end, and if it has been particularly windy and dry it can be as short as two weeks after a 
washing that the insulators are coated again.  Therefore, we have moved to experiment with other materials such 
as silicon coating.  We have found that some of those materials are more effective than others.  The issue there is 
that we need to make sure that the coating will come off when it ceases to be effective and not create a bigger 
problem.  We have also moved to change the material that the cross arms are made of, and we are looking at 
adjustment in terms of newly installed infrastructure.  What we are finding now is that the number of pole-top 
fires has reduced over the past five years as a result of what we have been doing.  We have had a long-term 
strategy in place for quite some time.  What we are now about to do is work with the latest breed of silicon 
coating.  We have been trialling that for the past year, and we are happy that we can extend the use of that more 
widely.  We are targeting coastal areas in particular, because that is where there is more salt.  Some of the 
money, as Mr Collins mentioned, that is in the coming budget will be used to spread that out over the next 
budget cycle.  As I said, we are progressively putting in new infrastructure with different cross arms that are not 
as susceptible to the problem, and we believe that over time those initiatives will continue to reduce the 
incidence of pole-top fires.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  I remind members that five more people are listed to ask questions, and we have 
only 15 minutes left, so I ask members to keep their questions fairly simple.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  I will put some of my questions on notice.  With regard to the next tranche of base-
load power for the SWIS, what process will be followed in awarding the contract; who will examine the bids, 
and according to what criteria; and will environmental or greenhouse considerations be given any weight in the 
decision making?   

Mr COLLINS:  The process of power procurement is proceeding, as the member would be aware.  Western 
Power has adopted a procedure, with suitable independent assessors and probity auditing arrangements, to ensure 
that it is a fair and open process.  We have sought to maintain inter-fuel and intra-fuel competition with regard to 
power procurement, and we do not favour either.  We require that all proponents meet environmental standards 
as they are laid out in federal and state government policy, so any successful proponent will need to meet those 
standards.  In summary, it is a fair and open process.  We seek to get good value and reliability from the power 
supply.  As part of that, those who present the best proposal will win.  There will be probity and independence of 
assessment.  That process will continue, and we expect to have a final solution in around September of next year.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  So there is no consideration of greenhouse? 

Mr COLLINS:  We observe the environmental arrangements that are put in place by government policy, whether 
that be federal or state. 
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[7.50 pm] 

Hon PETER FOSS:  I am trying to find out how many emergency response teams are available over the festive 
periods of Christmas, New Year and Easter and I keep getting general terms about extra people being available 
and so forth.  I would like to know how many were actually available during Christmas, New Year and Easter 
rather than being told what the general policy is.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS: I will take that on notice.  

[Supplementary Information No 19.]  
Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I refer to the state underground power project during 2004-05 at an estimated 
cost of $18.8 million.  I understand that these are new works and that this project involves undergrounding the 
existing aerial distribution system in both country and metropolitan areas and has been carried out by Western 
Power in conjunction with state and local government.  Which areas will be the beneficiaries of the projected 
program in 2004-05 and what does the minister see are the overall benefits?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I have maintained a close interest in this program of Western Power for some time, not 
least because of the importance of the program to the north west communities.  I am pleased to be able to tell the 
committee that one of the communities of the north west that is the beneficiary of this program is the town of 
Port Hedland.  When the process was being embarked on there was always a risk that inadequate attention would 
be given to the needs of communities in the north west for the undergrounding of their power.  I was pleased 
when the criterion emerged that enabled consideration to be given to the undergrounding of power in those 
communities.  I will try to find my own notes on this matter. 

Hon ED DERMER:  There is reference on page 214, Office of Energy, under details of controlled grants and 
subsidies.  

The CHAIRMAN:  That is a different section.  

Hon ED DERMER:  I know but I thought it was the same issue.  It is under the State’s contribution to 
underground power.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I thank the member for his help.  I will take that question on notice and provide the 
additional information when it is available.  
[Supplementary Information No 20.]  
Hon BARRY HOUSE:  There are several references to underground power projects in the budget papers.  I 
presume they all involve urban communities.  I am interested in a comment on -  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Hon Barry House was not listening to my earlier answer.  I indicated that an 
underground program included Port Hedland.  
Hon BARRY HOUSE:  That was about urban residential communities.  
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I must not have been listening to Hon Barry House’s question!   
Hon BARRY HOUSE:  I have not even asked it yet.  I am interested in Western Power’s comment on 
undergrounding transmission lines in country regions.  I have raised this matter before and the scenario put to me 
by a company called Geographe Underground Services, which is based in Busselton but operates throughout the 
State, is that it has undergrounded all but high voltage transmission lines for an estimated cost of about half that 
which Western Power estimates.  Geographe’s costings are roughly $10 a metre, whereas Western Power 
charges roughly $20 a metre.  Geographe claims that, with its modern equipment, which allows it to trench and 
lay the cable in one operation, it is economically very viable.  That company claims, through a pilot project in 
the south west and other parts, that it can lay cable much cheaper than Western Power is currently costing the 
process.  I ask for a response to that claim. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  There is the offer of a brief comment, but there may be a more considered response on 
offer.  Perhaps we could go to the officer first. 

Mr ABERLE:  I think the member is talking about distribution rather than transmission lines. 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  Yes, I am sorry. 

Mr ABERLE:  To start with, they are a much different proposition.  We are aware of the planning technology 
and technique and have certainly used it.  I would like to take on notice the question about the specific 
comparison of the figures mentioned by the member. 
[Supplementary Information No 21.] 
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Hon TOM STEPHENS:  For the information of members, the Office of Energy deals with the underground 
power program referred to in question 20; that is why I was having difficulty finding the correct section in my 
notes. 
The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  We will wait until the next division before we deal with that matter. 

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  The issue of the $12 million continues to concern me.  When the minister referred 
to the funding that is available, I noted that there was no funding for the main area outside the metropolitan area, 
apart from the Pinjar-Cataby line. 
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  That is not correct.  There is a 132 kilovolt line for Muja power station, Bridgetown 
and Manjimup and funding for Rangeway near Geraldton and Meadow Springs near Mandurah. 
Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  Can I ask the question? 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  The minister should let the member finish his question before he gives an answer.  

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  I am referring to the $12 million put aside to fix the problem.  I heard a person from 
Western Power say on the radio not long ago that the best method for the immediate future is to lock off various 
sections so that power can be restored immediately to other areas.  What method will Western Power use?  Will 
it upgrade the conductors or the poles?  What program is intended to be put in place to fix it, given that many 
conductors, even the one in Jerramungup, are simply not heavy enough to carry the power?  What program will 
be put in place to give us some comfort?  I want to go back out to the community and say what will happen. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Before I ask the officer to answer that question, I say that the program includes the use 
of reclosers.   
Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  That is what I am talking about. 
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The use of reclosers is a technology in which Western Power intends to invest some 
considerable capital expenditure and in which a lot of hope is embodied.   

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  I grant the minister that; that is what I am talking about. 

Mr ABERLE:  We certainly will be using reclosers.  The investment will be made in two tranches.  Initially the 
use of reclosers, which sectionalise the lines and have communications built into them for visibility in more 
remote areas, will mean that fewer people will be affected by faults when they occur, we will be able to find the 
faults faster and a return to power will be quicker.  There is money in the initial allocation for distribution line 
upgrades, which means upgrading conductors and poles in some areas, such as, in the first instance, Dalwallinu, 
Latham, New Norcia, Jurien, Dandaragan and Watheroo; and, in the south west, Willyung, Kojonup, 
Greenbushes, Northcliffe and Boyup Brook.   
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Are we getting close to Jerramungup? 
Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  Would it be possible to get a copy of that information? 

Mr ABERLE:  We can provide it. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  We will take that as a question on notice and provide whatever information we can. 

[Supplementary Information No 22.] 
The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  There is time for one last very short question. 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  I refer to questions from members opposite about the problem of pole-top fires.  Is 
land clearing around the poles becoming a policy or direction matter for Western Power?  How many poles a 
year does the corporation intend to clear?  Is Western Power dealing with a structural policy of clearing around 
the poles?   

[8.00 pm] 

Mr ABERLE:  We routinely clear vegetation on easements as an ongoing activity.  We have a vegetation 
maintenance policy for all easements.  We routinely clear easements to maintain clearances from transmission 
and distribution lines.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  Is this something new that Western Power is doing?   
Mr ABERLE:  No.  It is ongoing.   

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  How often does the corporation revisit sites that have been cleared?   

Mr ABERLE:  It varies, depending on the terrain and the bush.  We revisit them regularly; it is certainly 
annually in areas of high growth.  
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Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  If there were a better process and there were no pole-top fires, would the vegetation 
still have to be cleared? 
Mr ABERLE:  Absolutely.  It is not related to pole-top fires.  The clearance relates to avoiding vegetation 
growing into the lines and avoiding a fuel load on the ground in the event of some other problems causing sparks 
and starting fires.  It is not specifically related to pole-top fires.  
The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Before we close this session, I remind members that outstanding questions should 
be handed to the clerk.  
 


