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STANDING COMMITTEE ON PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION — FOURTEENTH REPORT — 
“UNASSISTED FAILURE” 

Statement 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [10.13 pm]: I rise tonight to add my contribution to an earlier debate 
on the Standing Committee on Public Administration’s report entitled “Unassisted Failure” as I was unable to 
attend the debate during the consideration of committee reports. I have never been confronted with an agency 
that has so systematically and consciously decided to deceive the Parliament of Western Australia. It was a 
shock to me. When I deal with agencies and other serious matters and there is a stuff-up, I believe that it is just a 
stuff-up rather than a conspiracy. But I can say that in this case that is wrong. During the deliberations and the 
inquiry of this committee, this authority continuously went out of its way to deceive it, to avoid scrutiny and to 
resist it at every single level. So, when they tell the minister stuff, he should not believe them. My colleagues in 
the committee and I took the view that this was way beyond the normal argy-bargy of politics. This is a mob that 
truly believes that it is beyond the scrutiny of Parliament and beyond the scrutiny of Western Australians. I have 
no doubt, as a result of this inquiry, that people have died in Western Australia because of this authority. People 
have died through fires caused by this authority and property has been damaged because of this utility. I have 
referred to them before as delusional—I am talking about people who run the show, not the workers. They are 
delusional—that is the best description for them without calling them outright liars and deceivers, but that is 
what I think they actually are. I sat there and watched these guys sit in front of us and systematically lie time and 
again. That was the contempt they had for us.  

I will give two examples of this. We asked them repeatedly about pine poles and why in Western Australia we 
use pine poles. We asked that because every other authority we talked to—that was in Queensland and 
Victoria—told us in various degrees that they do not use pine poles or that they were getting rid of them and 
were down to the last handful. That is because it is just about impossible to ensure that a pine pole is structurally 
safe; it is because of the actual fibre structure in the pole. Authorities in Queensland told us that if they roll off 
the back of a truck, they just shatter, and that there is no way of telling how they are. Lots of other people have 
done work to try to prove that pine poles can be found to be structurally sound, but they did not convince me and 
they certainly have not convinced any other authority. But Western Power refused point-blank to accept that 
there was a problem. It is such a problem that when we mentioned it to the CEO of the Queensland utility, he 
laughed at us. We asked him what he was laughing about and he said, “If we used pine poles here, we would 
have the government come down on top of us; we would have the unions come down on top of us. We would be 
the laughing stock of other jurisdictions.” I said that is what we used and he said, “Well, I can’t comment.” That 
is one example. 

The other example is that Western Power is asking for unbelievable amounts of money without actually knowing 
how many power poles it has. It does not know how many power poles there are; it does not know where the 
power poles are. It cannot tell us. In Queensland the utility is so good that it can actually tell someone about 
every pole, where it is and how far it has gone over its inspection cycle. They did it online in front of us. There 
were two poles in the whole of Queensland that were over their inspection cycle, and that was because they were 
underwater at the time. That is how good their system is. Their situation was like ours 20 years ago, but they did 
a similar investigation and invested a lot of money and changed it. I have looked at Western Power’s asset base; 
I went through its records. Most of its asset base contains duplications with nonsensical failure codes and 
condition codes. We cannot tell who has inspected the poles because there are myriad inspectors—not individual 
names, but company names. Most of the fields are blank. Western Power does not know what it is managing. 
They pluck figures—I can tell members in a nice way—out of thin air and then demand it. We are not the only 
people they treat with contempt. I am still referring to Western Power people in the present tense because they 
cannot change their culture overnight. This government, the next government and the one after that have a lot of 
work in front of them.  

Western Power management has the same level of contempt for the regulatory authorities that are supposed to 
keep an eye on them. They have contempt for the Auditor General; they have contempt for the Office of Energy; 
they have contempt for EnergySafety. They threatened them with litigation; they put up stonewalls just as they 
did with us. They lie to them; they produce shonky reports, stating that everything is okay, and let those reports 
perpetrate the untruths over and again. They pull the wool over other people’s eyes. There are a few things in the 
report, which I am sure the minister has read, that require simple changes in legislation to give the regulatory 
authorities more power to deal with Western Power.  

I will save my last criticism for the Auditor General. My committee colleagues and I are fairly unsophisticated 
people, and I do not mean that in a derogatory way. We have a variety of skills among us. We got to the bottom 
of what was going on in that company. The Auditor General is the ultimate safeguard for government and the 
people of Western Australia. I can tell members that he is very sophisticated. That is what we pay him for, but he 
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let us down. The signs were there. We needed only to ask the right people, and all those authorities told us they 
knew there were problems. The Office of Energy, EnergySafety and the ERA all knew there were problems but 
they were beaten into submission because whenever they tried to have a relationship with Western Power, they 
were attacked. The Auditor General should have picked that up but he did not. There is an issue there. A lot of 
people have been involved in this regulatory failure but I have to say that when people systematically lie and 
deceive; it is very hard to catch them out. But I congratulate the other members of my committee for the good 
work they did.  

House adjourned at 10.24 pm 

__________ 
 


