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WESTERN POWER, ELECTRICITY SUPPLY TO REGIONAL WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
Matter of Public Interest 

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER (Mrs D.J. Guise):  Today I received a letter from the member for Avon seeking to 
debate as a matter of public interest the following motion - 

That this House condemn the Government over its failure to ensure Western Power delivers a minimum 
standard of electricity supply to all regional Western Australians serviced by the south west 
interconnected system in accordance with the reliability criteria set out under the Electricity (Supply 
Standards and System Safety) Regulations 2001.   

If sufficient members agree to this motion, I will allow it. 

[At least five members rose in their places.] 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  The matter shall proceed on the usual basis. 

MR M.W. TRENORDEN (Avon - Leader of the National Party) [3.40 pm]:  I move the motion.  The supply of 
safe and reliable power to thousands of Western Australian regional families is not up to the standard required by 
the State’s own law.  The new Energy Safety Directorate, which was set up to regulate statutory standards for 
electricity for all Western Australians, no matter where they live, is currently dealing with a situation that can be 
described only as disgraceful.  As of today, the directorate is investigating 152 serious complaints - that is, 
complaints that have been identified as serious - from people serviced by the south west interconnected system.  
It is obviously also examining other complaints.  On top of that, my electorate office will submit 61 complaints 
to the Energy Safety Directorate, mainly from customers in Toodyay and York.  The registrations of complaint 
lodged with the directorate are from Kalbarri in the mid west to Bremer Bay in the great southern.  About 42 
identified complaints come from the Bremer Bay district alone.  In true form, the minister will today blame the 
previous Government for the ills of the regional power network.  We also look forward to seeing how the 
minister will link this problem to the federal Government, as he always tends to do.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  Do you think it has a role?   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I am sure that the minister is looking for a role.  Like health, current problems are 
never this Government’s fault, even after two years of neglect by the current Administration.   

About a month ago consumers in the north central wheatbelt who are served by the failing Minnivale distribution 
line that runs from Cunderdin to Koorda north were still experiencing power disruptions of up to 48 hours.  The 
latest incident followed three major power failures since late December, the first lasting 27 hours, the next 28 
hours and the third 66 hours, with several one to eight-hour blackouts in between.  These people have not 
experienced a one-off incident but consistent problems.  I have been told that in the Julimar Road area near 
Toodyay, the power goes out like clockwork every evening from six to eight o’clock.  That power failure had 
nothing to do with storms or, in this case, powerlines falling over; it was a result of the inadequate maintenance 
of the line.  Imagine the outrage of anyone in Perth, let alone Belmont, forced to live without power for 80 hours.  
That would be absolutely unheard of in the metropolitan area.   

The disastrous third world electricity situation is not confined to the north central wheatbelt; it extends right 
across the south west interconnected system from Kalbarri to Bremer Bay.  Despite the increasing occurrence of 
total failures, half-powered brownouts, the constant flickering of lights and other power disruptions, which are 
occurring up to 20 times a day, the minister seems to have convinced himself that nothing is wrong, as we heard 
during question time today.  The minister continues to believe Western Power’s internal propaganda; he believes 
that all is well.  Unfortunately, the minister’s ineptitude in identifying profound supply problems in the south 
west interconnected system and his reluctance to admit to the chaotic situation stands him condemned.   

I will talk more about the horror stories and the gross inadequacies of regional power supply in a moment.  First, 
I draw the minister’s attention to the booklet on statutory standards for electricity quality, titled Information for 
Electricity Consumers in WA.  I am not sure whether the minister has seen it.  Western Power is required to meet 
certain reliability standards for every Western Australian, no matter where he or she lives.  Those standards have 
been set by the Electricity (Supply Standards and System Safety) Regulations 2001, which came into force on 4 
January 2002.  The minister will tell us that he did that.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  Who brought in those regulations?   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  He brought them in, so why does he not live by them?  It is all very well to bring 
them in, but he should live by them. He is not doing that; in fact, he is doing far from it.  I am happy to allow 
members to look at this booklet.  I will table it if requested.  The booklet was produced by the Energy Safety 
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Directorate, which is also known as the regulator.  It sets out tolerable limits for the disruption of power supplies 
to Western Australian consumers based on where they live.  I will read from the table on page 11 of the booklet.  
The required reliability criteria in the Perth central business district are for an average of no more than one 
interruption of the power supply a year, of an average duration of 30 minutes.  In the Perth metropolitan area, 
other than the CBD, the average is three supply interruptions a year of an average duration of 45 minutes.  For 
rural and country areas other than those supplied from an isolated network, the average for supply interruptions 
is four per year with an average duration of 60 minutes.  For isolated networks it is five per year with an average 
duration of 30 minutes.  It is a pity that the minister could not get to Koorda on 16 January, because he would 
have enjoyed the gut laughter of 250 people when they heard those figures announced.  They broke up with 
mirth.  They begged to be given power of that standard.  They thought it would be fantastic to reach that standard 
and not just have it as a minimum.  They roared with laughter, and so would most rural Western Australians.  
Large tracts of the north and lower wheatbelt areas are not getting safe and reliable power.  That is a disgrace.  
Power is essential for many people.  They rely on it for water pumps, emergency services, ambulances and fire 
control.  A range of issues are controlled by power.   

Western Power is experiencing large disruptions in its power supply that are unrelated to storms and fire.  Some 
of those disruptions may relate to power poles falling over.  The lack of upkeep of the Minnivale line from 
Cunderdin to Koorda and supply problems in the Bremer Bay area are an indictment on the Labor Government’s 
two years in office.  It is a catastrophic situation for thousands of customers in regional Western Australia.  The 
Government has no commitment to upgrade transmission lines to serve scores of communities in regional 
Western Australia.  The National Party condemns the Government for its ineptitude and indifference, which have 
resulted in a nightmare for thousands of Western Australian customers in rural Western Australia.   

The reality of electricity supplies to the wheatbelt and many other parts of regional Western Australia is in fact a 
horror story.  Madam Deputy Speaker, imagine being a young mother in these circumstances.  Koorda lost 
power at 2.30 pm on Boxing Day and it was not restored for two days.  Farms in York and Toodyay were 
blacked out for 14 hours on Boxing Day.  Imagine the number of friends and relatives who would have been 
around at that time.  Mingenew was blacked out for 48 hours, which resulted in thousands of dollars of food 
being lost in one store only.  Less than a month ago families in the Calingiri-Yerecoin district were blacked out 
for 48 hours.  That blackout affected not just one family but a block of people for 48 hours.   

Western Power has abysmally failed the people of regional Western Australia because it has not been given the 
funding for the upkeep of such a network.  This is not a question for Western Power; this is a policy issue.  This 
is a deliberate policy of the minister.  When the minister took out the extra $20 million from the last budget, he 
was asked what would happen when blackouts and brownouts occurred.  He said that there would probably not 
be blackouts, but that brownouts were okay for country people.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  I did not say that at all.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Yes, the minister did.  A number of people were in the room when he said it.   

We have seen wave after wave of power failures that have turned the daily lives of many people into a 
nightmare.  Thousands of people are simply not receiving the minimum level of service that is required under the 
minister’s own regulations.  During question time today, the minister said he did not think that had happened.  
People have had enough.  I know that people are ringing the minister’s office, because I have told them to ring 
him.  Currently, the Director of Energy Safety is investigating more than 150 registrations of complaints.  These 
are all certified and verified complaints, not just pieces of paper that have been received by the office.  They 
have been checked and are valid.  They continue to come in at the rate of three a day.  I have 61 complaints to 
submit.   

Western Power contributed more than $20 million to the State Government in 2002-03, and we can only assume 
there will be another grab in the forthcoming budget.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  What do you think that money is spent on?   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  The railway line to Mandurah.  We are telling everyone in regional Western Australia 
that the Government has spent $2 billion on a railway line to Mandurah.  The Government took $20 million from 
Western Power and spent it on the railway line to Mandurah.   

The minister must be made aware that the size of the payments Western Power makes to the Government 
jeopardises the quality of services provided to the regions.  Staffing levels of Western Power have been 
decimated.  In 2001, the number of workers at Western Power has dropped to below 1 000.   
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MR T.K. WALDRON (Wagin) [3.51 pm]:  I add to the member for Avon’s comments on this extremely 
important and serious matter.  A fortnight ago, as is usual, the minister stood in this House and claimed that 
Labor had inherited the problem of power supply difficulties from the previous Government.  He claimed that 
Labor was looking after the regions.  Recently, and again today, the minister rattled off figures describing this 
Government’s expenditure on regional power.  As far as he is concerned, that seems to be the end of the matter.  
However, the National Party knows that this Government’s investment in regional power is targeted to 
distribution chains along the coast where the greatest high-value market potential lies.  When the minister 
responds today, I am sure that is where he will tell us most of the $20.8 million is being spent.  These are new 
supplies, which is fine.  I have no problem with that.  However, what about the maintenance of the existing 
system and the provision of new lines for inland communities?   
Today the minister mentioned spending $3 million on steeling the posts on the Minnivale line.  Although that is 
good, it happened only because of the Koorda community’s response at a meeting in Koorda, which was 
instigated by the National Party.  The poles are being steeled directly as a result of that meeting at which the 
people brought the issue to a head.  At least we got something from it.   
High-cost, small-return areas of the south west interconnected system servicing the north central wheatbelt and 
places such as Bremer Bay, Beverley, York and others including Darkan in my area have virtually zero priority 
in the big picture of power generation.  The minister has blamed the situation on everything from bushfires to 
storms.  Today I heard the minister refer to storms in his answer to a question from the leader of the National 
Party.  The minister blamed the previous Government for the problems in the central wheatbelt, the mid west and 
parts of the great southern.  The minister knows that is not so, and he has refused to become involved.   
Where is the minister’s commitment to building new transmission lines to service the wheatbelt and other 
communities on the extremities of power generation for the south west interconnected system?  These new lines 
and upgradings are needed to ensure that smaller country towns receive a minimum service - not a great or an 
excellent service - but at least a minimum level of service.  Surely this must be a fundamental obligation of the 
State Government.  I ask the minister to meet that obligation.   
It does not appear to have sunk in that these inland districts are a key part of the agricultural equation that 
generates $3.8 billion a year.  The reality is that more industry in regional Western Australia would make it 
possible to generate a lot more money if only we had a better power supply.  I cite a recent situation in Wagin in 
my own electorate where a guy started a business four years ago.  He wants to keep that business going.  He 
employs four people but cannot get power.  To get power would cost about $18 000.  He must ask himself 
whether his business can sustain that amount of money.  That is just one example of what happens across 
regional Western Australia.   
Supplying regional Western Australia with reliable and affordable electricity is a vital platform of our key 
industries.  Over these past three months the Western Australian National Party has been inundated with 
messages and calls for help from communities across regional Western Australia.  I have had numerous calls and 
complaints in my own patch.  I will not list them all, otherwise we would be here all day.  We have heard one 
horror story after another, including one report from the northern central wheatbelt.  The member for Merredin 
knows more about this report than I do; however, I understand that a rotting power pole collapsed on a $50 000 
haystack, setting it alight.  It took Western Power more than four-and-a-half days to restore power to the family’s 
property.  Currently there is a claim against Western Power -  
Mr M.W. Trenorden:  It put those people’s lives at risk.   
Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I am coming to that.  In my electorate, no improvements or maintenance has happened to 
certain powerlines in the Darkan district.  On a dangerous fire hazard day, the powerlines started a bushfire that 
put people’s lives at risk.  I am talking about volunteers who saved farms, stock and people.  It was a shocking 
situation.  I have also received many and continual complaints from other areas in my electorate, including 
Yealering, Wagin, Wandering and North Bannister.  At North Bannister and Yealering, for instance, the 
community is getting sick and tired of losing food from their freezers because of blackouts.  It is a huge problem 
across the State that requires urgent attention.  
MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin) [3.56 pm]:  The National Party supports the Western Power linesmen, who are 
working under extreme duress in the wheatbelt.  The National Party does not blame the linesmen; we thank them 
for the work they do above and beyond the call of duty.  The National Party places the blame firmly at the feet of 
the Minister for Energy.  The minister is developing a pattern to his policies.  Last week he would not include an 
amendment on regional development to be added to the economic regulation authority Bill, preferring to leave 
that out, and today he has denied that there is a crisis in regional power supplies.   
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When we began this debate, we were advised from Dalwallinu that its power is out.  A thriving country town 
that is pushing forward with industry is once again out of power for the whole day.  There is a crisis.  We look 
forward to the minister addressing that matter today and to helping people, like those at Dalwallinu, who try to 
go about their daily business in the same way that metropolitan customers do.   
The magnitude of the regional power crisis became clear on 16 January when the National Party, in conjunction 
with the people from Koorda, held a meeting.  With only a week’s notice, 250 people turned up.  That was a real 
show of people voting with their feet about how highly they rate this issue.  They came from as far afield as 
Hyden and Geraldton.  Koorda is a three-hour drive from Hyden and it is a four-hour drive from Geraldton.  The 
people voiced their concerns about the way in which Western Power is conducting its business in the regions.  
Although the minister declined an invitation to attend that meeting, which was disappointing, an executive from 
Western Power attended.  He attempted the difficult challenge of explaining the difficulties that were occurring 
on the Minnivale line, which is the line that supplies Koorda.  Western Power’s message to the meeting did not 
provide any great hope because it quickly became clear that about 600 poles on this distribution line needed to be 
repaired or strengthened.  Today, the minister claimed that the steeling was occurring.  However, that steeling 
occurred only since that meeting.  If the National Party had not brought that issue to a head, the steeling would 
not have occurred.   
The steeling process will cost $1.2 million.  That is a drop in the ocean compared with the $200 million that the 
Government sucked out of Western Power last year.  This debate will focus on the fact that the Government 
continues to pull out millions of dollars from Western Power while Western Power’s infrastructure collapses 
around our ears.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  That is a different kind of steal.   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  That is a steal! 
The meeting provided the new energy safety directorate with an opportunity to hear first hand the stories of the 
people of Koorda and surrounding districts and to understand how the Government’s pillaging of Western 
Power’s coffers has resulted in parts of the network virtually collapsing.  The National Party is pleased to bring 
this issue to a head and to help the directorate mount an urgent inquiry into the complaints of people who have 
been left without electricity for 26, 27, 66 and 80 hours.  They are just four examples.  As the member for Wagin 
said, we could go on for hours.  The meeting was told of the directorate’s sweeping powers to investigate 
electricity safety and supply and, if necessary, to put Western Power on notice to fix problems.  The directorate’s 
representative told the Koorda meeting that he was staggered by the extent of the problem, which includes poles 
collapsing and wires dangling at head height, but that complaints need to be formally lodged with his office 
before they can be investigated.  Many power poles in the wheatbelt have been standing for 30 years.  They are 
coming to the end of their working life.  We need major capital investment to repair these poles so that these 
problems do not continue.   
Another issue that came to a head at the meeting was the staffing of Western Power.  There were once 14 
workers stationed in Koorda.  There are now only five.  It is the same story across the south west interconnected 
system.  Western Power is deliberately not replacing these individuals due to budgetary constraints caused by the 
Treasurer’s lack of funding.  What really infuriated the people at this meeting was the claim by Western Power 
that people did not want to go to Koorda.  After one of the worst seasons in the wheatbelt, jobs are at a premium; 
yet, Western Power claimed it could not get people to apply for the jobs in Koorda.  We asked the Western 
Power representatives where those jobs were advertised, and they could not come up with an answer.  We would 
not be surprised if those jobs were not advertised at all.  I would like the minister to address that issue in his 
reply to the debate.  What is happening with the advertising of jobs for Koorda?   
It was clear from the meeting that Western Power has no idea of the extent of the problem and the anger that it is 
generating.  Western Power’s annual report speaks glowingly of its service to rural Western Australia.  Our crisis 
meeting at Koorda identified that customers cannot even get past the call centres Western Power set up to handle 
problems.  Problems are not being referred to someone who can help.  Instead, complaints go to a call centre.  
There was much disquiet at the meeting about how those call centres are handling complaints.  We have asked 
two committees of the Parliament to investigate power supplies in an effort to force the Government to accept its 
responsibility to provide a decent service to regional Western Australia, especially the long-suffering people of 
the north central wheatbelt.  I remind the minister that the Labor Party’s pre-election policy document on power 
told voters that reliability of electricity supply was just as important as cost.  In Dalwallinu today the cost of 
electricity is irrelevant because its residents cannot get any power down the line.  There will not be any revenue 
generated in Dalwallinu today because, once again, it is out of power.  It is happening all over the wheatbelt on a 
regular basis.  As the member for Avon said, the regulations allow for four one-hour blackouts a year, which is 
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an absolute joke.  We have that number of blackouts a week.  The situation at the moment is simply 
unacceptable.   

I inform the minister that the National Party is making sure that regional communities contact the regulator and 
inform it of exactly what is happening in their areas.  Complaint forms are being sent out across the wheatbelt in 
an attempt to document this problem so that the regulator will have the chance to take Western Power to task.  
Once those complaints are lodged and proved to be correct, we will call on the minister to find the money in the 
budget to rectify the problems.  The minister is asking the Opposition to support the Government’s plans for 
disaggregation.  Country constituents are disillusioned with Western Power’s services and are wary of any move 
to change.   

MR J.H.D. DAY (Darling Range) [4.03 pm]:  The Opposition is happy to support the motion moved by the 
Leader of the National Party.  As the shadow Minister for Energy, I have also received correspondence, 
particularly from residents of wheatbelt areas, expressing exactly the sorts of concerns that have been outlined 
this afternoon.  I also make the point that this is an issue for not only people in rural and regional areas, where it 
is a major concern, but also people in the hills part of the outer metropolitan area, where regular outages 
unfortunately still occur.  Some of the informal information I have received is that the system cannot cope with 
the demands placed on it, particularly on days of higher temperatures.   

The $20 million that was taken from Western Power in 2002 is a real issue.  Western Power now does not have 
those funds to spend on things like maintenance in rural areas or elsewhere, and the minister needs to reflect on 
that issue.   

The other matter of concern is the proposed break-up of Western Power.  We believe that will impinge on the 
ability of the organisation to fund maintenance, particularly in rural areas.  At the moment something like 
$200 million in cross-subsidies is provided to rural and regional areas for electricity distribution and 
maintenance of the system.  It will be much harder to fund those cross-subsidies with the break-up the 
Government is proposing.  The minister needs to address that issue as well.   

My colleagues the members for Greenough and Vasse are at the front-line of this issue, and will make some 
additional comments.   

MR J.P.D. EDWARDS (Greenough) [4.05 pm]:  I could spend anywhere between 15 and 30 minutes on this 
subject.  Unfortunately, I do not have that time.  I will provide only examples, as I do not need to go over what 
has already been said this afternoon.  People in areas of my electorate such as Kalbarri and Irwin, which are at 
the end of Western Power lines, are suffering similarly to the people in the central wheatbelt.  They experience 
power outages of anywhere up to eight hours at any time of the day or night.  Kalbarri has a large fishing 
industry.  Rather than put the market value of fish at risk by storing the fish in chillers that they know could go 
down at any time, the fishermen now use their own generators that can cut in when the power goes down.  A 
multimillion-dollar business is being put at risk purely because we do not have a good power supply in Kalbarri.  
Cockburn Cement Ltd’s Dongara lime plant operations are located in Irwin.  Unreliable power has a great effect 
because even a flicker of power can put the plant out of operation and cost the company many thousands of 
dollars.  I cannot go into details because I do not have the time, but I would like to come back to this on another 
occasion.  Irwin has a population of about 3 500, and Kalbarri of 2 000.  Some of the poles in the Shire of 
Chapman Valley are over 30 years old.  The maintenance program is very minimal.   

The other issue, particularly in the area I come from, is that Western Power employees are not based in rural 
communities.  They are based in regional areas such as Geraldton or Bunbury.  Western Power employees must 
go from Geraldton to places like Kalbarri for what could be a 15-minute repair job, and it can take anything from 
two hours to travel between the towns.    

MR B.K. MASTERS (Vasse) [4.07 pm]:  It is important that I place on record that the problems experienced by 
Western Power customers in the wheatbelt are also experienced by people in the south west.  In 1999 dairy 
farmers in the Vasse area awoke one morning to discover that three or four poles had fallen down during the 
night.  In the following year another dairy farmer in Elgin experienced three power outages in two weeks, the 
first due to a falling pole.   
Overshadowing those events are blackouts or brownouts that have been occurring in the rural and urban areas of 
Busselton and Dunsborough for the entire six years I have been the member for Vasse.  All have been caused by 
old equipment and inadequate precautions being taken against possums and birds.  It is interesting that possums 
and birds are often blamed - I believe unfairly - for power failures in my area.  All those problems caused by 
birds and animals could be overcome with proper maintenance and installation of equipment.   
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As an aside, I commend Councillor Evelyn Brand and her husband, Adrian.  They are dairy farmers negotiating 
with Western Power for the provision of three-phase power to their dairy farm and a group of other dairy farms 
in the eastern part of Busselton shire.  It appears that, with the cooperation of the South West Development 
Commission, Western Power may be able to achieve a win-win outcome.  I urge the corporation to put the 
customer first and ensure that the results of the negotiations with Councillor Brand are both positive and 
mutually beneficial.   
Western Power’s financial commitment to the south west has a sad and sorry history.  Even when a new power 
line in the form of the Waterloo-Busselton line was proposed, Western Power still could not get it right.  Several 
dozen farmers are still very upset with the corporation’s processes and practices.  Simply not enough money is 
put into our rural electricity supplies.  As rural Labor MPs, with two exceptions, are noticeable by their absence 
from the Chamber, so Western Power is noticeable by its absence in the south west and wheatbelt regions of the 
State.  I fully support the National Party’s motion.  More money needs to be put into maintenance and other 
activities to provide a reasonable quality of service to residents and other customers in my electorate of Vasse. 
MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont - Minister for Energy) [4.11 pm]:  The electricity network that services the 
wheatbelt was built between 1960 and 1984.  I appreciate the difficulties that farmers and other consumers might 
have if their electrical supply is down.  I was on a farm as a child in the 1950s and 1960s.  I spent my first five 
years in a farmhouse without any electricity at all.  Later on, the farm was serviced by a 32-volt generator 
powered by a Lister diesel engine.  I remember it was a Lister because it was my job to fuel and oil the generator 
and start it every night so the family could have lighting.  Later on, when television finally arrived, it was 
necessary to go down to the engine room 100 metres away after watching TV at night to turn off the generator so 
as to not waste fuel overnight.  I understand why farmers would be upset about the absence of electrical power.  I 
understand the immense benefit that electrification has brought to regional areas. 
I make those comments at the start of my speech as I do not want anything I say in this debate to be seen as 
indicating a lack of sympathy for affected people.  Of course it is bad for people if the power is down, and of 
course it can create difficulties; it must have been miserable at Christmas in the households, with no power to 
run the refrigerators and other appliances. 

Let us turn to the substance of the motion, which seeks to condemn the Gallop Government for -  

. . . its failure to ensure Western Power delivers a minimum standard of electricity supply . . . in 
accordance with the reliability criteria set out under the Electricity (Supply Standards and System 
Safety) Regulations 2001. 

That is an interesting date - 2001.  Who introduced those regulations?  They were introduced by me as the 
Minister for Energy in the Gallop Labor Government.  Those technical and safety regulations have an interesting 
history.  I now quote from a memo from the Coordinator of Energy to the Minister for Energy that begins - 

ELECTRICITY SUPPLY REGULATIONS  

FINALISATION OF DRAFT REGULATIONS 

You will be aware that the formulation of regulations for this purpose under the Electricity Act 1945, 
has dragged on for over five years. 

Later in the memo the Coordinator of Energy wrote to the Minister for Energy - 

It is my view that the absence of suitable regulations does expose this agency, the Government and the 
Minister for Energy in particular, to criticism, and that any accident or incident in which a member of 
the public or an electrical worker is harmed in connection with deficiencies in design or operation of 
electrical supply facilities only serves to highlight that exposure. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  What date was this? 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  Wait.  The Coordinator of Energy then outlined - 

Real harm has been caused.  The tragic electrical burning and later death of a young Western Power 
employee in a Western Power substation at Coolgardie earlier this year is a horrible example. 

. . .  

. . . despite the parlous state of the agency’s budget of which you are aware, I intend to facilitate the 
conduct of the process within the existing available funding as a high priority unless you advise me 
otherwise. 
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These comments related to the technical and safety regulations governing the electricity supply industry; they 
dealt with safety and the quality and reliability of the electricity supply.  One of my backbench colleagues asked 
the date of the memo. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  I’m interested. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  It was dated 3 November 2000.  I refer to a memo from the Coordinator of Energy to the then 
Minister for Energy, the now Leader of the Opposition, complaining about the disgraceful delay in progressing 
technical and safety regulations of the electricity supply industry.  The Coordinator of Energy wrote -  

You will be aware that the formulation of regulations for this purpose . . . has dragged on for over five 
years. 

It was still unattended to when I assumed the role of Minister for Energy.  By the end of my first year in that 
role, I had the regulations gazetted.  Those regulations established the legal standards for governing the quality 
and reliability of the supply that Western Power must deliver.  These regulations established the capacity for 
independent investigation by the Director of Energy Safety.  Moreover, as a result of administrative changes 
under this Government, the Director of Energy Safety now does not report to the Minister for Energy, who also 
has control of Western Power; the Director of Energy Safety is administratively responsible to my colleague the 
Minister for Employment and Consumer Protection.  Therefore, the director need not worry if he offends the 
minister responsible for Western Power by an investigation he may conduct, because he reports to another 
minister. 

The obvious question arises: what is the situation on the ground?  I am advised that Western Power’s reliability 
performance in the wheatbelt prior to the exceptional storms in October, November and December, and the 
bushfires, in 2002 was within the energy safety reliability targets for outage frequency and duration.  There were 
unusual circumstances in October, November and December 2002.  Western Power accepts that an increase 
occurred in the frequency and duration of outages from June to December 2002, most of which was related to 
unusual and widespread weather conditions, such as high winds, lightning and conditions favourable for pole-top 
fires.  The number of electrical storms experienced over the summer period from December 2002 to February 
2003 was well above average.  For example, in February, the number of electrical storms was three times the 
average, according to advice from the Bureau of Meteorology.  I am paraphrasing the Western Power advice; I 
do not use the corporation’s exact words.  The incidence of pole-top fires in the distribution network over the 
past years has increased due to changes in weather patterns and increased pollution. 

Western Power seeks to respond to that situation, and will embark on a program of silicon coating insulators.  
Trial works will begin on four metropolitan feeders and selected north country feeders in March and April 2003.  
Western Power expects to complete the full program within four years.   

I now outline the important points from those comments: Western Power had been meeting reliability standards, 
but unusual circumstances then arose - many more electrical storms occurred than was previously experienced 
on average.  This caused a breach of the reliability standards, and Western Power sought to respond through a 
number of programs, including the silicon coating of insulators.  I have some figures here on the reliability 
statistics for the south west interconnected system.  There are two measures, the first of which has the acronym 
SAIDI - meaning system average interruption duration index - and measures the average duration of interruption 
for each customer, in minutes.  For the year ending June 2000, the figure is 135; for the year ending June 2001, 
126; and for the year ending June 2002, 96.  However, for the year ending December 2002, the figure is 169, 
which bears out the comments I have been making about unusual circumstances.  

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Does this matter relate to the country?  Our National Party friends are missing from the 
Chamber.   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  It is unusual that the National Party should have moved the motion and then, when I respond, 
there is not a single National Party member in the Chamber.  I wonder what their commitment to the issue is, if 
they are not here.  

Mr J.H.D. Day:  There have not been too many country Labor Party members here for most of the time, either.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  I can see three Labor Party members in the Chamber who represent country areas.  I cannot 
see a single National Party member.  Perhaps the member for Warren-Blackwood has some unusual defence for 
the absence of the National Party members.  He is known as a friend of the National Party.  Does he have a 
defence for them?   

Several members interjected. 
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The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr A.J. Dean):  Order, members!   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The other measure of reliability for the south west interconnected system has the acronym 
SAIFI - meaning system average interruption frequency index - and represents the average frequency of 
interruption.  The figure for the year ending June 2000 is 1.28; for the year ending June 2001, 1.4; and for the 
year ending June 2002, 1.16.  For the year ending December 2002, however, the figure is 1.41, again reflecting 
those unusual circumstances.  Western Power is a member of the Electricity Supply Association of Australia Ltd, 
which provides data on reliability.  Based on that data, the overall reliability of the south west interconnected 
system, in terms of the number and duration of interruptions, is better than the Australian average.  Reliability in 
the south west interconnected system is also significantly better than that of South Australia and Queensland, 
which have similar population distributions to those found in Western Australia.  For example, Western Power 
can be compared to Ergon Energy Pty Ltd, a Queensland distributor with a network closely resembling that of 
country areas of the south west interconnected system.  That company reported reliability figures for the 
September quarter of 2002 that were significantly below those of Western Power.  Ergon’s reported SAIFI was 
4.34, compared to the worst figure for Western Power of 1.41; its SAIDI was 451 minutes, compared to the 
worst figure for Western Power of 169 minutes.  Despite these figures, Western Power is obviously not 
performing to the satisfaction of it customers in the north country area.  It must do better, and as minister I want 
it to do better, but the National Party is saying that the Government has somehow inhibited Western Power’s 
efforts to provide a better service to its customers in the wheatbelt. 

I will turn now to the question of maintenance expenditure on the distribution system.  In 1999-2000, 
maintenance expenditure on the distribution system in the non-metropolitan parts of the south west 
interconnected system was $9.3 million.  The next year, 2000-01, it was $11.6 million and the following year, 
2001-02 - the first under a Labor Government - it was $20.8 million.  This year it is expected to be $27.8 million, 
and it is forecast to be almost $30 million in 2003-04 and 2004-05.   

Mr M.W. Trenorden interjected.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The National Party is desperate to fix a political responsibility for this, rather than accepting 
that it is a 40-year-old problem in a system dating from the 1960s that will require some time to remedy.  The 
National Party says that the Government did spend all that extra money, compared to what was spent when the 
National Party was the compliant labrador in the coalition Government, just rolling over and doing whatever the 
Liberal Party told it to, but that all the extra expenditure was in the coastal towns.  I will go to the figures for the 
north country area.  In 1999-2000, $4.7 million was spent on maintenance; in 2000-01, $6 million; and in the 
first year of the Labor Government - 2001-02 - $7.5 million.  The forecast for 2002-03 is $9.8 million; for 2003-
04, $10.7 million; and for 2004-05, $10.9 million.  I accuse the National Party of double standards.  It has one set 
of standards when it is the labrador in coalition with the Liberal Party, and lets that party get away with 
everything, but suddenly when the National Party is in opposition and a Labor Government is in power, National 
Party members start protesting on behalf of their constituents.  However, Western Power under this Government 
is performing much better in distribution maintenance than it did when the coalition Government was in power.  
As members have acknowledged, that better performance has extended to Western Power responding to the 
concerns of its customers.  Its customers in Koorda were not happy, and as a result the corporation has embarked 
on a program to steel-reinforce all three-phase poles on the Minnivale feeder, which supplies power to the area, 
by May 2003.  The corporation will spend $3 million on that project over the next three years.   

The National Party also made allegations about staffing levels.  The advice given to me is that there has been no 
reduction in the number of distribution worker positions in country areas in the past five years.  If the National 
Party is complaining about Western Power staffing in the country, it is really complaining about the levels 
established under the coalition Government.  During the last three years of the coalition Government, and the 
first two years of the present Government, there has been no reduction.  The National Party seems to be 
objecting to the fact that some of those positions might be in your electorate, Mr Acting Speaker (Mr A.J. Dean).  
I am sure there are some people in this Chamber who are particularly sensitive to the idea that positions should 
not be located in Bunbury.   

We have a disappointed group of Western Power customers, and I understand their disappointment.  I want 
Western Power to provide a better service, and I note from the figures I have provided on maintenance 
expenditure that the corporation is increasing its maintenance in this area, to much higher levels than those under 
the previous Government.  Western Power is now subject to legal standards, courtesy of this Government, and an 
independent mechanism now exists to verify whether Western Power is complying with those standards, 
courtesy of this Government.  The National Party is seeking to make unfair political capital out of this issue, 
because it has not accepted that it has a 40-year history.  It has not accepted that this Government is making a 
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better effort to deal with this issue than that made by the previous coalition Government.  It has simply sought to 
pretend that nothing happened in the 1990s and that this issue has no connection with what happened in the 
1990s.  Rather, after two years in government, the Labor Party is suddenly responsible for 40 years of 
deterioration in the State’s electricity supply system.   

I will deal with one other issue.  A perception exists in regional areas that this Government has not provided 
sufficient support for services in regional areas.  I will deal with that perception as it relates to electricity.  It is 
not widely known that the subsidy gained from metropolitan electricity consumers for customers in the stand-
alone, non-interconnected systems of Western Power is $52 million a year.  That subsidy amounts to $2 400 per 
customer, per year.  When members come into this Chamber and say that there ought to be more and more 
provision in certain regional areas -  

Several members interjected.   

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr A.J. Dean):  I ask the members for Avon and Merredin to desist from shouting 
across the Chamber.  Neither I nor the Minister for Energy is deaf.   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  When members come in here and say that there ought to be more and more provision of 
services -  

Mr M.W. Trenorden interjected.   

The ACTING SPEAKER:  Member for Avon, I call you to order for the first time.   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  Members have come in here and stated that the Government is not supporting regional areas 
and that it ought to be doing more.  However, we are committed to regional areas, and as evidence of that 
commitment metropolitan electricity customers pay more - $52 million a year more - for their electricity than 
they would otherwise pay so that people in regional areas can have a subsidy of $2 400 per customer, per year.  
That is only the non-interconnected systems.  In the regional areas of the south west interconnected system - I 
am sure the shadow Minister for Energy agrees with me, because he quoted a figure of $200 million and I think 
that includes the $50 million for the non-interconnected systems - the subsidy is $150 million.   

Mr M.W. Trenorden:  That is chickenfeed.   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  Tell that to the metropolitan electricity customers who pay $200 million for their electricity so 
that people in the regions can get a $150 million subsidy if they are connected to the SWIS, and $52 million - or 
$2 400 per customer - if they are connected to stand-alone systems.  I do not object to those subsidies.  Unlike 
the previous coalition Government, I support uniform tariffs.   

Mr M.W. Trenorden:  You are a hypocrite!   

Withdrawal of Remark 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I do not object to healthy debate, but the Leader of the National Party has pulled me and other 
members up on the very language he has just used.  If he were honest, he would withdraw his comment.   

The ACTING SPEAKER:  I heard the word “hypocrite” used.  I ask the member on my left who made that 
remark to withdraw it.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I withdraw.   

Debate Resumed 

Several members interjected.   

The ACTING SPEAKER:  The Minister for Energy has the floor.   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  I am a supporter of the uniform tariff, unlike the previous coalition Government, and it is my 
intention that these subsidies will continue under electricity reform.  In response to the shadow Minister for 
Energy’s rare question, subsidies in the south west interconnected system will be handled by an average 
transmission-use charge, no matter where the customers and suppliers are located on the grid.  There will be a 
transfer from the network business to a tariff equalisation fund for the stand-alone systems.  I do not object to the 
cost subsidies, but I object to members who come into this House and pretend that they do not exist and that 
other people in the system are not making a contribution to regional services.  The hypocrisy in this matter 
relates to the motion moved by the Leader of the National Party, which is an example of not only hypocrisy but 
also inconsistency and political opportunism.  The record speaks for itself, and the motion should be rejected.   

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton) [4.36 pm]:  I oppose the motion on a number of grounds.  Having read -  

Mr M.W. Trenorden interjected   
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Mr A.D. McRAE:  The Leader of the National Party has made the first point that, for the sake of the record, must 
be explained.   

Many years before I came to this Parliament I was an electrician.  I served my apprenticeship in rural New South 
Wales and serviced both network-connected users of power supply and stand-alone generation systems and 
infrastructure that supplied remote regional communities.  I have some knowledge of what is involved in 
delivering and maintaining systems in remote and regional areas of Australia, particularly those that are exposed 
to severe environmental conditions.  We can take cheap shots or we can try to deal with the substance of the 
matter.  I am not an expert on this matter and I do not want to give members opposite the impression that I am 
some sort of lordly expert who has knowledge on all the issues they have raised - legitimately - on behalf of their 
constituents.  However, many members of this Parliament have knowledge about these issues.   

The history of regional network development in Western Australia is not unlike that in the area of New South 
Wales in which I served my apprenticeship and did most of my work as an electrician.  Like others throughout 
Australia, the network was based on local distribution utilities that took responsibility for the local supply of 
electricity in the early stages.  That existed in Western Australia, particularly in the wheatbelt areas, for much 
longer than it did in other parts of regional Australia and in areas that were settled in similar times and over 
similar periods.  One of the reasons for that is that Western Australia’s regional and rural population, particularly 
in the eastern and far northern parts of the wheatbelt, have always had a very thin population and user base.  
Very few regional industries that were adding to the consumption base would support greater investment in 
infrastructure, and, as a consequence, poor infrastructure investment existed over a long period.  That is a 
historical reality with which Governments of all persuasions in this State have had to deal.   

Mr M.W. Trenorden:  Only you think about population -  

Mr A.D. McRAE:  That is important to note.  Yes, I think about the population, because the privatisation of 
Westrail’s freight system resulted in the depopulation of the people whom the Leader of the National Party now 
represents.  The continuing improper and unsustainable deforestation of this State has resulted in a thin 
population.  The policies the member pursued as simple pork-barrelling have produced a thinning population and 
do nothing to establish a regional, sustainable population that will give the sort of power outcomes that the 
member is after.  It is no wonder we see this sort of rabid resolution put to the House with no consistency in the 
member’s argument.  It is a stunt and the member knows it.  If the member had bothered to use the infrastructure 
and information systems available he would be able to access figures that would give the lie to the proposition 
put before the House, which the member is spreading through his constituency.  I have a table from Western 
Power’s web site that looks at performance figures for its customer charter targets.  I will compare performances 
between two years.  The restoration of unplanned outages within four hours in metropolitan and major regional 
centres was 90 per cent of target in 2000 and 95 per cent of target in 2002.  Restoration of unplanned outages 
within four hours in rural and remote areas was 79 per cent of target in 2000 and 91 per cent of target in 2002.  
The year 2000 was the last year of the coalition Government and 2002 was the second year of this current Labor 
Government.  In metropolitan and major regional centres the improvement was from 90 to 95 per cent of target.  
In rural and remote areas it improved from 79 to 91 per cent of target.  For providing at least two working days 
notice of scheduled power interruptions in metropolitan, regional, rural and remote areas, 100 per cent of target 
was achieved in the time of both the previous Government and this Government.  Let us look at another category 
of performance.  Completing new connections within three working days for metropolitan and regional areas and 
within five days for rural and remote areas was 84 per cent of target in 2000 and 92 per cent in 2002.  Replacing 
faulty streetlights within five working days in metropolitan and major regional areas was 91 per cent of target in 
2000 and 96 per cent in 2002.  Acknowledging the receipt of, or replying to, letters within five working days was 
97 per cent of target in 2000 and 100 per cent in 2002.  Any measure of customer service shows a marked 
improvement from the last time this rabid mob had a chance to do anything about it to the second year of this 
Labor Government.  It is a nonsense to come into this place and pretend that things have declined.  Things have 
got better and members opposite should acknowledge that.   

DR J.M. WOOLLARD (Alfred Cove) [4.42 pm]:  I support this motion.  I am concerned that the Minister for 
Energy has stated that the State’s power supply is very good and there have not been problems for many years.  
The figures provided by the National Party of 27, 28 and even 60 hours, without power, are horrific.  It is not just 
rural areas that are without power.  The statutory standards for electricity quality state that rural and country 
areas should have no more than four problems each year, with an average duration of 60 minutes.  In the Perth 
metropolitan area, other than the CBD, there should be no more than three problems each year with an average 
duration of 45 minutes.  My electorate has had three problems in the past week of more than 45 minutes 
duration.  One was for more than two hours!  People in my electorate telephoned me and asked why they were 
living in a third world country.  They have experienced 11 power failures in the past year.  I wrote to the 
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Minister for Energy last week and asked whether the distribution facilities were adequate to cater for the 
demands of developments in the area. 

I appreciate the facts put on the table by the National Party because I had not realised that the Government had 
stripped Western Power of $220 million in the past financial year.  That $220 million is probably the reason that 
people in rural and metropolitan areas are suffering power failures.  The timing of this motion is very 
appropriate.  The Government will soon look at how it prepares its next budget.  People in my electorate do not 
want power failures month after month or, as was the case last week, three within seven days.  I feel very sorry 
for people in rural areas who have had to go without power for 28 hours or even longer.  I hope that the Minister 
for Energy has listened carefully.  I wrote to the minister last week asking for an explanation of the power 
failures in my electorate and how Western Power will resolve the issue.  I hope he will respond as well as 
responding to the National Party’s concerns about the suffering of people in rural electorates. 

MR P.D. OMODEI (Warren-Blackwood) [4.46 pm]:  I have only a short time to make a contribution.  Was the 
minister directed by the Premier not to attend the meeting at Koorda?   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  No. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Why did the minister not attend? 

Mr E.S. Ripper:  There were, no doubt, other priorities. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Other pressing matters? 

Mr E.S. Ripper:  Other pressing matters. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Half of rural Western Australia was out of power but the minister did not have time to go to 
the meeting.  It is all right for National Party members and the member for Moore to attend but it is not all right 
for anyone from the Labor Party to attend.  This is the illustrious Government of Western Australia!  All we have 
heard from the minister for the past half an hour is how community service obligations cost people $200 million.  
The fact that $200 million was taken from Western Power for the metropolitan area is okay.  Members forget 
that the State of Western Australia was built on the back of country Western Australia.  I think it is a damn 
shame that the minister did not go to the meeting at Koorda. 

Question put and a division taken with the following result - 

Ayes (19) 

Mr C.J. Barnett Mr J.H.D. Day Mr A.D. Marshall Mr T.K. Waldron 
Mr D.F. Barron-Sullivan Mrs C.L. Edwardes Mr B.K. Masters Ms S.E. Walker 
Mr M.J. Birney Mr J.P.D. Edwards Mr P.D. Omodei Dr J.M. Woollard 
Mr M.F. Board Mr B.J. Grylls Mr P.G. Pendal Mr J.L. Bradshaw (Teller) 
Dr E. Constable Mr R.F. Johnson Mr M.W. Trenorden  

Noes (26) 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mr J.C. Kobelke Mr A.D. McRae Mrs M.H. Roberts 
Mr A.J. Carpenter Mr R.C. Kucera Mr N.R. Marlborough Mr D.A. Templeman 
Mr J.B. D’Orazio Mr F.M. Logan Mrs C.A. Martin Mr P.B. Watson 
Dr J.M. Edwards Ms A.J. MacTiernan Mr M.P. Murray Mr M.P. Whitely 
Dr G.I. Gallop Mr J.A. McGinty Mr A.P. O’Gorman Ms M.M. Quirk (Teller) 
Mrs D.J. Guise Mr M. McGowan Mr J.R. Quigley  
Mr J.N. Hyde Ms S.M. McHale Mr E.S. Ripper  

            

Pairs 

 Mr R.A. Ainsworth Mr S.R. Hill 
 Mr M.G. House Mr P.W. Andrews 
 Mr R.N. Sweetman Mr C.M. Brown 
 Mr W.J. McNee Ms J.A. Radisich 

Question thus negatived.   
 


