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UNDERGROUND POWER — CHURCHLANDS ELECTORATE 
Grievance 

MR S.K. L’ESTRANGE (Churchlands) [9.33 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Energy and I thank him 
for responding today to this grievance. It concerns the lack of underground power in parts of Floreat, Wembley 
and West Leederville in my electorate of Churchlands. The state underground power program, known as SUPP, 
was introduced in response to the damage and widespread blackouts caused by storms in Perth and its surrounds 
in May 1994. A subsequent inquiry found that 80 per cent of the damage to powerlines in the Perth metropolitan 
area was caused by falling trees and that this could have been averted through undergrounding powerlines. As a 
result, the government initiated a pilot program from October 1996 to March 1999 designed to trial the 
installation of underground power in certain suburbs. 

The Town of Cambridge was one of the first councils to take part in this pilot program, involving 1 166 
properties in a portion of central Wembley. A satisfaction survey undertaken following completion of the project 
indicated a 97 per cent “extremely satisfied” or “satisfied” rating from property owners with their underground 
power. Given this extremely positive feedback, the Town of Cambridge has actively pursued additional 
opportunities to have all its suburbs enjoy the benefits of underground power. The Town of Cambridge 
successfully applied for funding in round 2a and round 3 of SUPP that resulted in properties in Wembley, West 
Leederville and City Beach receiving underground power. 

Despite its enthusiasm for the project and determination that all residents would benefit from underground 
power, recent applications by the Town of Cambridge have not been successful. Two proposals for SUPP 
funding in 2005 for the south Floreat–Cambridge Street precinct and the north Floreat–Cambridge Street 
precinct were unsuccessful. In 2010, the town made an application for round 5 funding but once again was 
unsuccessful. In total, 7 300 properties, or 70 per cent, of the Town of Cambridge currently benefit from 
underground power. Approximately 3 200 properties, or 30 per cent, however, are still waiting to have their 
power undergrounded. Pockets of houses in Floreat, Wembley and West Leederville remain without 
underground power, and they desperately would like to enjoy the same benefits as their neighbours. SUPP is 
clearly a highly successful and sought-after initiative that has benefited many thousands of residents across 
Perth. It is perhaps a victim of its own success; it is because underground power provides a clear benefit to 
households that so many people want it. 

The Western Australian Economic Regulation Authority’s final report “Inquiry into State Underground Power 
Program Cost Benefit Study” of 30 September 2011 found that — 

… it has been estimated that to date the SUPP has resulted in a positive total net present value … in the 
order of $525 million. 

As a result of undergrounding power, Western Power benefits from reduced costs associated with operating and 
maintaining its powerlines as well as the costs of power outages. Operation and maintenance costs include storm 
repair costs to lines and power poles and the costs of maintaining streetscapes and verges where it is 
Western Power’s responsibility to do so. The ERA’s report found many benefits to individual ratepayers when 
they obtain underground power—namely, more reliable electricity services as a result of fewer outages, better 
quality electricity is supplied, improved amenity value, safer street lighting and reduced vegetation management 
costs. 

The Town of Cambridge has been actively investigating different options to enable it to provide underground 
power to the remaining 30 per cent of households as soon as feasible, given the funding restrictions on the 
government-funded SUPP. I have recently discussed this matter with the Mayor of the Town of Cambridge, 
Mr Simon Withers. Mayor Withers has recommended, through me to the minister, a trial to help the remaining 
30 per cent of homes in the Town of Cambridge obtain underground power as soon as feasible. In the mayor’s 
recommendation, the state government will fund only 25 per cent of the cost to underground power to the 
remaining properties in the Town of Cambridge, and the Town of Cambridge will fund the remaining 75 per 
cent. It will be a matter for the Town of Cambridge to reach an agreement with affected property owners as to 
how much each will contribute to the 75 per cent costs for the underground power project trial. 

The standard funding model for SUPP projects is for the state government to fund 25 per cent of the cost of each 
round, Western Power to fund 25 per cent and the local government to fund 50 per cent. Given that 
Western Power is a state government–owned corporation, in essence, the state government meets 50 per cent of 
the cost to provide underground power to residential homes in the state. Under the mayor’s recommended trial, 
the state government will provide only 25 per cent of the funding costs—a 50 per cent reduction from the 
standard SUPP funding model, and certainly a substantial saving to the taxpayer. 
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The Town of Cambridge requests that the Minister for Energy favourably consider its recommended trial 
scheme. The town acknowledges the demand placed on the state government due to the significant popularity of 
SUPP, but believes this trial project could offer other local governments a possible path towards undergrounding 
more properties within their council boundaries whilst removing a significant portion of the financial burden 
from the state government. In proposing this trial, the Town of Cambridge will also not be an applicant for the 
next round of SUPP funding. In so doing, the Town of Cambridge will make room for other local governments 
that do not have the financial capacity to fund part of the undergrounding program to apply for inclusion in 
SUPP. I have had several discussions with the Mayor of the Town of Cambridge in an effort to find a solution to 
the undergrounding of power in parts of Floreat, Wembley and West Leederville. I believe that the mayor has 
provided the government with a worthwhile course of action, and both the mayor and I believe this 
recommended trial would be a success. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Minister for Energy) [9.39 am]: I thank the member for Churchlands for the 
grievance. This is an issue that I have had a lot to do with as a local member and as the Minister for Energy. The 
state underground power program is extremely popular. It assists local authorities to convert overhead electricity 
distribution networks to underground systems. As mentioned in the grievance, the program has been in place 
since 1996, first as a trial, and, I think, we are now into the fifth program. The Town of Cambridge was one of 
the first local authorities to participate in the program and has had three projects funded. Since the program 
began, 78 projects have been completed, providing underground power to about 80 000 properties. The program, 
together with changes to the planning rules in 1992, which required power in all new subdivisions to be 
undergrounded, has led to just over 50 per cent of houses in the Perth metropolitan area having underground 
power. This is easily the largest of any urban area in Australia. Changes to the planning rules have played the 
major role in this, but SUPP has led to about 10 per cent of the distribution network being underground. It is a 
big program. 

Since 1999–2000, the state government and Western Power have each contributed, as the member mentioned, 
25 per cent of the cost of projects. In effect, the state pays 50 per cent and participating local governments 
provide the remaining 50 per cent. The program is very popular with local governments and the project is 
oversubscribed, with only around 10 per cent of nominated projects being funded. This is why several proposals 
from the Town of Cambridge have been unsuccessful. The same thing is occurring in my electorate, as it does, I 
suppose, in the electorates of every member of Parliament. I might add that some local governments levy the 
50 per cent contribution on to homeowners and some meet it in full. Some local governments also give a 
discount to pensioners and retired people. There is a range of ways in which local governments collect their 
50 per cent. 

The evaluation and selection of nominated proposals is an independent process conducted by a program steering 
committee, comprising representatives from the Department of Finance, the Public Utilities Office, Western 
Power and the Western Australian Local Government Association. Proposals are assessed against objective 
criteria that are publicly available. The process is overseen by an independent probity auditor. This is necessary 
because the program is oversubscribed. 

I thank the Town of Cambridge for the offer, it is innovative and exactly the type of action we want from local 
governments; it has seen a problem and, rather than coming out with a begging bowl, it has come out with some 
ideas—along with the begging bowl sometimes! The offer is for a trial project whereby the Town of Cambridge 
would make a 75 per cent contribution towards project costs. Under the current arrangements, Western Power 
may undertake underground power projects outside of the program, in addition to the program, if a local 
authority is willing to pay the full cost. I have been advised that there is currently a project in Shenton Park that 
is operating under this arrangement. The City of Subiaco is funding the full cost for Western Power to install 
underground power. I have been told—I cannot verify this—that the City of Subiaco has done this for some time 
and as a result virtually all of its area has underground power. The Town of Cambridge can look at that. The 
same team that Western Power has undergrounding other areas as part of this program undertake that 
undergrounding work at cost reimbursement from the city. In the 2013–14 budget process, the state government 
approved $30 million to complete round 5, which is underway, and commence round 6 of the program. This 
comprises $10 million in each of the years 2014–15, 2015–16 and 2016–17. 

The member mentioned that the Economic Regulation Authority inquiry into SUPP identified a large gain. This 
program is exceedingly popular with many people. There has been a problem in the past when the program has 
expanded into areas that are not as wealthy as the Town of Cambridge, or Subiaco, and some people in the area 
have loved the program and some have struggled to pay for it. I have been involved as a local member with that 
issue. How can one help people who cannot afford the program or are not interested in what SUPP can provide 
for them? The ERA recommended there be a differential levy, with higher valued properties paying more than 
lower valued properties. I do not know how that can work because an area is not necessarily homogeneous. In 
the Town of Cambridge there are some properties worth $3 million and some—well, very few—valued at less 
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than $1 million, but in other areas there is huge variety. In Shelley, there are houses worth $3 million at one end 
of the suburb and $700 000 at the other end. I have asked the Public Utilities Office to look at that. Personally, I 
am dubious as to whether it can be implemented at all, but I wait for the report. My inclination is—I have not got 
that report—that we will just go on with the program as it is. As for the member’s idea about cities bidding to put 
a bit more money into the program to expand it, I am open to those ideas. I have actually asked the Public 
Utilities Office to incorporate those views, but if it were put out it would be open to all cities to respond. I 
congratulate the Town of Cambridge for coming up with this innovative idea. I thank the member again for the 
grievance. 
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