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Dear Sir
INQUIRY INTO WOODEN POWER POLES
Civic Centre
61 Broun Avenue
Morley WA 6062
Business Hours
8.30am to 4.30pm
(Galleria office 9.00am to 4.30)
Telephone: (08) 9272 0622
Facsimile: (08) 9272 0665
National Relay Service
Help Desk: 1800 555 660
133677 (TTY)

555 727 (Speak and Listen)
Postal Address:
PO Box 467 Morley WA 6943
E-mail Address:
mail@bayswater.wa.gov.au
Website: www.bayswater.wa.gov.au

Reference is made to your letter of 24 September 2009 seeking input and
comment from the City in relation to the above.
Please be advised that the City of Bayswater has been actively lobbying
the State Government to increase funding for the undergrounding of power
in the metropolitan area . The City feels that current programs, such as the
Underground Power Program , rely too heavily on funding from Local
Government and its ratepayers and this is inappropriate given that the
infrastructure is a State asset.
One of the main drivers' for the undergrounding of power is the removal of
power poles. The removal of power poles provides benefits in relation to
aesthetics, reliability and safety.
The Energy Safety, 2008 Distribution Wooden Pole Audit Review (2009)
and the ERA Assessment Report - Asset Management System (2008)
both highlight the inadequacies of current maintenance and inspection
regimes for wooden power poles, inevitably leading to safety problems
associated with the failure of wooden poles.
A greater emphasis on the undergrounding of power will aid in removing
the problems associated with wooden power poles and overhead power
lines.
As highlighted in the Audit Review, there were 134 unassisted pole
failures in 2007/2008. Whilst this is an improvement of previous years, the
number of failures is significant and is of concern given the potential
impacts associated with pole failure.
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The City is also concerned with the current practice of using substantial
steel sections to reinforce wooden power poles. Whilst the reinforcement
may extend the life of the pole, the potential hazard created in relation to
vehicle impact is of concern.
As detailed above, the City of Bayswater feels that the majority of the
problems detailed in the Audit Review could be overcome by a greater
emphasis by the State Government on the undergrounding of power.
Please find attached an internal Council report detailing the issues
associated with the undergrounding of power and the removal of wooden
power poles.
Should you require any further information, please do not hesitate to
contact me.
Yours sincerely

DOUG PEARSON
DIRECTOR OF TECHNICAL SERVICES

Enc.
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INTRODUCTION

The City of Bayswater is of the firm belief that greater emphasis needs to be placed on
the undergrounding of power in the metropolitan area by the State Government. The
current level of expenditure in this regard is minimal and this, coupled with Western
Power's inability to maintain the overhead network to acceptable standards are major
concerns.
The current practice of supplementing limited state funding with contributions from Local
Government and ratepayers is not supported as the City strongly feels that State
infrastructure should be maintained and upgraded by the State, the owners of the
infrastructure.

2.0

BENEFITS OF UNDERGROUNDING POWER

A number of the direct advantages in proceeding to underground power for
Western Power, the residents and Council are summarised in the table below;
ADVAN'I'AGE

1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

2.1

Safety of overhead electrocution
Improved reliability of power supply
Fewer outages caused by storms, trees, vehicle
accidents, vandalism, airbome debris, wildlife and
pole top fires
Reduced cost of tree pruning
Improved streetscapes and front gardens
Eliminate wood replacement crews/ contractors
Eliminate the use of treated timber poles
Reduce pole maintenance requirements
Lighting in accordance with Australian Standards
Improved capacity for power supply for future
household power requirements
All transformer servicing done at ground level
All general maintenance and repairs done at ground
level
Reduce streetlight pole inspections

WESliERNI
P,OWER

RESIDENT

COlllNCIL

./
./

./
./

./

./

./
./
./

./
./

./
./
./
./

./

./

./

./

./
./

./

Reliability of Supply

The main driver for the undergrounding of power is to ensure a reliability of supply in
severe weather conditions. The State Underground Power Program (SUPP) was
introduced in recognition of this following widespread blackouts across Perth in 1994.
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As detailed on the Office of Energy website:
"The report of the inquiry into blackouts following the May 1994 storms found that
80 percent of damage to powerlines was caused by falling trees. While placing
distribution lines underground would not eliminate all supply disruptions it would
reduce the amount of damage and allow repair crews to concentrate on repairing
any damage to the high voltage transmission system, which has more far-reaching
effects"

2.2

Safety

There are two aspects of safety associated with the undergrounding of power.
Firstly there are the safety aspects associated with power lines being accessible and the
associated risk of electrocution. This risk occurs not only when power infrastructure is
damaged and lines drop to ground level, but also when people are working in trees or
with high vehicles that may come in to contact with powerlines.
The second area of safety concern is road safety. The following excerpt is from a
conference paper presented by Peter Waugh of BSD Consultants, entitled "Forgiving
Roadsides - A Way Forward";
"Another significant issue is the number of hazards placed in the road reserves by utility
service providers. Of particular concern are the poles carrying overhead power supplies.
These are large and close to the roadways mostly unprotected from errant motorists.
Ironically from a road safety point of view if these poles are damaged they are heavily
reinforced thus presenting a higher risk to road users, From a road safety viewpoint the
sooner all such services are underground the better it will be for the community."
Statistics from the Office of Road Safety for the period 1995 to 2004 indicate that there
were 6,000 reported accidents involving vehicles hitting a pole or post. Of these, 1,239
were serious or required hospitalization and 53 were fatal.
Whilst light poles will still be necessary, these can be of a frangible nature and therefo re
represent a reduction in the level of hazard presented.
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Aesthetics

The removal of transmission lines from streetscapes has significant aesthetic benefits.
The visual pollution associated with a mass of poles and wires is removed and trees are
allowed to develop in a more natural state without regular restrictive pruning.
EAST VICTORIA PARK - BEFORE 8: AFTER
AJbanyHwy
Aft.".

Images from Office of Energy website.

2.4

Street Trees

As mentioned above, street trees can benefit from a reduced need for restrictive
pruning. In addition streetscapes can be enhanced by having substantial trees on both
sides of the street, not just the side without the power poles.
Additional street tree planting will also allow environmental benefits as well as safety
benefits.
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CURRENT OVERHEAD NETWORK

It is believed that Western Power currently has in the order of 600,000 poles in the State
of Western Australia. Western Power's asset management aims for its network of poles
is replacement on a forty (40) year lifecycle and condition inspections every four years at
$50 per pole. The estimated cost to replace a pole is predicted as follows:

•
•
•
•
•

=
=

Base cost of pole
Base cost of ancillary pole members
Installation
Traffic Management
Dispose of old poles
Total

$ 800
$ 600
$1,000
$ 500
~ 200
~31100

In relation to the City of Bayswater, it is estimated that there are approximately 8,200
wooden poles, therefore:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=

No. of poles
Lifecycle replacement
No. to be replaced every year
Current average State annual replacement
Shortfall is approximately
Cost to replace each pole
Therefore, Cost to replace 8,200 poles
Cost of inspection every 4 years @ $50 Iyear
Cost to underground City = 21,288 @ $11,000 each

8,200
40 years
8,200 + 40 = 205
41
164 (80%)
$3,100
$25.42M
$102,500/year

$234M

Currently, on a proportional basis for the City of Bayswater, Western Power are
averaging 41 wooden pole replacements per year when it needs to be 205 per year
(based on a 40 year replacement cycle). The funding allocated for the current level of
replacement is $127,000/year, however it should be in the order of $635,000/year.
It is envisaged that a majority of the poles within the City are on average 30 years old.
Therefore, it is anticipated that in approximately 10 to 15 years time, that Western Power
may be faced with a situation of having to replace a large number of poles Citywide with
costs in the order of $20m. If this trend is maintained, then a schematic illustration of this
is as follows:
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Cost Offsets

Although initial capital cost will be high, there are a number of cost offsets associated
with the provision of underground power.

Network Maintenance

3.1.1

As detailed above Western Power should be spending in the order of $102,500 for pole
inspections and $635,000 for pole replacements, each year, in the City of Bayswater
alone. A proportion of these funds could be diverted to capital works or reduced service
charges if the network was undergrounded.

3.1.2

Tree Pruni ng

Currently, the City spends $1.0M on annual tree pruning which includes trees under
powerlines, trees on reserves and miscellaneous requests. It is anticipated that if power
in the City was undergrounded that tree pruning cost savings would be in the order of
$300,000 per annum.

3.1.3

Traffic Safety

Significant costs are associated with traffic accidents involving power poles. Costs not
only relate to property damage, but also include medical treatment and in the worst
cases, fatalities. The true emotional costs associated with fatalities are impossible to
quantify.

4.0

NON-COMPLIANCE ISSUES

Currently Western Power are not maintaining the overhead power network to required
standards. This fact is highlighted by two recent reports;

4.1

•

ERA Assessment Report (2008) in relation to Western Power's Asset
Management System

•

2008 Distribution Wood Pole Audit Review- Office of Energy (2009)

ERA Assessment Report (2008)

This report resulted in a notice being served on Western Power by the Economic
Regulation Authority (ERA), for failing to comply with it's license conditions. Media
reports indicated that the license breaches included failure to inspect 73,000 poles in the
last five years and not replacing three and a half thousand condemned poles.
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A main component of the report centred on Western Power's Asset Management
Systems and this was identified for Management attention in the report's Executive
Summary as detailed below:
"Asset lives, in some cases, have been extended due to increased knowledge of
the system indicating that assets are capable of lasting longer than theoretical
mean time to failure. This methodology has the potential to cause resource/funding
problems in the future as many assets will reach the extended end of life together.
However it is likely that some assets will fail before this extended end of life as
failures will generally occur around the mean time to failure.
This could
substantially increase operational expenditure.
Therefore, especially for
Distribution assets, it is important that good condition information is also available
to complement the age profile data such that more informed decisions can be
made for feeding into the capital expenditure budgeting process.
This will
inevitably mean, to maintain an acceptable level of system reliability, an increase in
capital expenditure budget will be required. Western Power should ensure that
accurate condition information is being collected on its assets."

4.2

2008 Distribution Wood Pole Audit Review

Energy Safety, a division of the Department of Commerce, originally initiated an audit in
2005 to assess the degree to which Western Power's wood pole management systems
complied with the Electricity (Supply Standards and System Safety) Regulations 2001.
Since the original audit, Energy Safety have monitored Western Power's responses to
the issues raised in the original audit and the current review relates to the progress
made in this regard.
As detailed in the report, there are a number of safety-critical issues that have not been
adequately progressed by Western Power since the original 2006 audit. These issues
were as follows:
1.

Wood pole inspection practices including their application in the field.

2.

The "good wood' serviceability criteria should be replaced.

3.

Procurement processes quote technical and performance requirements, but lack
adequate audits of the supply chain and inspection of the components supplied.

4.

Pole replacement plans at levels that are sufficient to deliver acceptable wood pole
safety across the entire population of some 630,000 wood poles.

5.

Overview and continuous improvement of the wood pole management from design
through to network performance.
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STATE UNDERGROUND POWER PROGRAM

As detailed previously, the State Underground Power Program (SUPP) was introduced
by the State Government in response to severe storms in 1994 that resulted in
widespread blackouts in the Perth Metropolitan area.
Funding for the program is nominally allocated on the following basis:
•
•
•

25% from the Office of Energy;
25% from Western Power; and
50% from Local Government.

Any cost overruns associated with a particular project are solely the responsibility of the
Local Government involved.
Whilst the Office of Energy website claims that 48% of the metropolitan network has
been undergrounded, it should be noted that a considerable portion of this relates to
new subdivisional works where underground infrastructure has been supplied by the
developer.
In reviewing the list of projects that have been undertaken as Major Residential Projects
under the SUPP, it would appear that the majority are in higher socio-economic areas.
This relates to the fact that in the majority of cases, the relevant Local Government
seeks a contribution from ratepayers to allow the project to be undertaken. The ability of
some to pay more for an improved level of essential services that should be available to
all highlights a serious inequity within the program.
The fact that cost overruns are the responsibility of Local Government alone is also of
concern.
If the recently approved Bayswater project is considered under Round 4 of the SUPP
(Localised Enhancement Project), it can be seen that Local Government is likely to
contribute far more than 50% to the undergrounding of State infrastructure in some
cases.
The original proposal for this project was submitted with an estimated budget of
$391,000. This project was assessed by the Office of Energy and approved to move
forward to the formal design phase.
The formal design phase indicates a project cost of $1.1 M. As funding under the
Localised Enhancement Project stream of the SUPP is capped at $250,000, the
required Local Government contribution is approaximately $850,000 (77%) of the total
project cost).
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SUPPORT FOR GREATER STATE COMMITMENT TO UNDERGROUNDING
POWER

The City of Bayswater has received considerable support for it's campaign to increase
the level of State Government funding for the undergrounding of power.
Letters of support have been received from the following;
6.1

State Politicians
•
•
•
•
•
•

6.2

Office of the Deputy Premier (dated 15 August 2008)
Minister for Energy, Resources, Industry and Enterprise (August 2008)
Giz Watson, MLC - Member for North Metropolitan Region (dated 14 August 2008)
Judy Edwards, MLA, Member for Maylands (dated 12 August 2008)
John D'Orazio, MLA, Member for Morley (dated 6 August 2008)
Martin Whitely, MLA, Member for Bassendean (dated 11 August 2008)
Local Government

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
6.3

Town of Vincent (dated 7 August 2008)
City of Joondalup (dated 12 August 2008)
City of Melville (dated 7 August 2008)
City of Canning (dated 27 August 2008)
Town of Cambridge (dated 13 August 2008)
City of South Perth (dated 26 August 2008
Shire of Narembeen (dated 26 August 2008)
Shire of Merredin(dated 25 August 2008
Town of Mosman Park (dated 21 August 2008)
Shire of Northampton (dated 19 August 2008)
Shire of Morawa (dated 26 August 2008)
Shire of Murray (dated 14 August 2008
City of Perth (dated 14 August 2008)
City of Subiaco (dated 22 August 2008)
Shire of Shark Bay (dated 18 August 2008)
Shire of Goomalling (dated 5 September 2008)
City of Gosnells (dated 9 September 2008)
Other

•
•
•
•
•
•

East Metropolitan Regional Council (EMRC Council resolution 26 February 2009)
Ainslie Gatt, Liberal Candidate for Maylands (dated 25 August 2008)
Cr Sally Palmer, Greens Candidate for Morley (dated 14 August 2008)
Lisa Baker, Labor Candidate for Maylands (dated 10 August 2008)
Reece Whitby, Labor Candidate for Morley (dated 28 August 2008)
Department of Local Government and Regional Development (dated 21 August 2008)
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DESIRED OUTCOMES

Given current State Government funding levels, it is unlikely that the remaining areas of
the metropolitan area could be converted to underground power within the next
20 years.
As the power network is a State asset, it is considered essential that greater State
commitment be given to the undergrounding of power. Residents of established
metropolitan areas deserve the same level of service as those in newly developed areas
and a safe, reliable power supply is an essential service.
The current economic climate should also be considered and the wholesale
undergrounding of power could be considered as a 'stimulus' activity for the State
economy. The injection of State funding on a staged basis would stimulate activity in
not only the electrical trades, but also the trades associated with reinstatement
(roadworks, paving etc.) and eventually those involved with enhanced streetscape
works.
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