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Western Power � 
Mrs L.M. Harvey, Chairman. 

Mr C.J. Barnett, Premier representing Minister for Energy. 

Mr D. Aberle, Managing Director. 

Mr M. de Laeter, General Manager, Asset Management. 

Mr R. May, Deputy Chief of Staff, Office of the Premier. 

[Witnesses introduced.] 

The CHAIRMAN: Member for Darling Range. 

Mr A.J. SIMPSON: I can now ask the Premier this question; I had the divisions mixed up the last time. I refer 
to capital works and would like to know why the government has deferred funding to reinforce the powerline 
from Pinjar to Moonyoonooka. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I thank the member for the question. This issue has been in the public arena for some time. 
The idea of a northern line from Pinjar has been talked about�Mr Aberle will correct me if I am wrong�for 
well over a decade. It has been part of the long-term planning of the grid. I do not dispute either that or the 
significance of the line. The concern the government has is that the project was originally costed at $295 million, 
which I suggest would not have been a problem, but it has more recently been estimated to require funding of 
$689 million. That is a ginormous step up and we are querying that figure. That is a 134 per cent increase in cost, 
which is why the government has not automatically approved it. I will ask Mr Aberle to comment. He has been 
in the industry for a long time. I do not dispute the significance of the line. 

Mr D. Aberle: We certainly recognise the need for the line. We also understand, particularly in the current 
circumstances, the concern about the uplift in the final refined estimate of the line against the initial and very 
rough estimate that the Premier referred to. We are currently participating with Treasury and others in reviewing 
those costings and options. We are confident that at the end of that process we will see a sensible resolution. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I think that the line will be built at some stage. I do not think anyone is disputing that. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Through the Premier�I really want to ask Mr Aberle this question�how is it that he could 
advise me as Treasurer last year that the project would cost $245 million and advise Treasurer Troy Buswell a 
year later that it would cost $689 million? Does he not agree that that is not a very impressive performance by 
Western Power in providing advice to government? What are the factors that caused this enormous change in the 
estimate? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Although it is unintended, it is not appropriate for Mr Aberle to comment on the part of 
the question that asks him to comment on issues concerning the previous government. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I give him permission to comment on those issues. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I know the Leader of the Opposition asked it with his tongue in his cheek. However, it is 
appropriate that Mr Aberle offer his views about why the cost of the project has blown out by so much. 

Mr D. Aberle: There are several contributors. The final figures put into the previous budget papers had stripped 
out of them all contingency and allowances for uplift, which we normally put into our estimates. That certainly 
depressed it substantially below the working figure we were working on and exacerbated the apparent uplift. The 
other impacts are that the project was initially estimated prior to the boom, and the uplift that occurred for many 
projects within and without the sector involved very substantial uplifts in costs. One of the problems with this 
particular sector is that there is a very narrow band of suppliers for specialised work such as building lines and 
substations, and they notice readily when things are tight. That contributed to an uplift. We also were careful 
when putting in the first set of estimates to not err on the high side, even without contingencies � 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I might not have approved it otherwise. 

Mr D. Aberle: It was not about that so much as the issue of transmitting prematurely to a marketplace that 
would have to bid into a fairly narrow space a set of costs that might have contributed to an even further uplift. It 
was an excruciating position to find ourselves in. On top of that, the estimate was made well before the process 
of finding line routes had been sorted. That was a long and extensive process for which we were awarded, but it 
threw up a lot of issues that needed to be taken into account and further added to the cost. They are some of the 
major factors. I grouped them pretty much in the order that I quoted to the then Treasurer. We are now in the 
business, just as our brother and sister businesses around the country are, of providing three levels of estimates�
A0, A1 and A2�and they are progressively refined as we move through the process of finally getting bids. The 
reason for that is a few years ago the first estimate was likely to be within 10 per cent of the actual cost but now, 
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because of those factors, there are very substantial movements. Queensland, Tasmania and other places have had 
similar uplifts on large projects. That could not have come at a worse time, of course, because of the global 
financial crisis. That is a broader explanation for why it happened. 
Mr E.S. RIPPER: I have another question on this issue of which I gave some notice to the Premier. I hope that 
he got it. 
The CHAIRMAN: Is it a further question on this issue? 
Mr E.S. RIPPER: It is a further question about the Moonyoonooka line. What work has been done and what 
estimates were arrived at in determining the cost of distributing the output of a generation facility in the northern 
part of the south west interconnected system as an alternative to the construction of a 330 kilovolts line to 
present and future customers? If there was a generation plan for the SWIS, there would have had to have been a 
transmission reinforcement. What work has been done on the cost of that? Is there sufficient carrying capacity in 
the existing transmission infrastructure to enable stand-by and peak capacity to be available from the system to 
customers of a new generation plant in the mid-west? Is there sufficient carrying capacity in existing 
transmission infrastructure to enable proponents of the new generation facility, were it to come about, to export 
excess power to customers further south, and to participate in and benefit from a capacity credits market? What 
is the quantum of existing � 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Fair go. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: This is a question of which I gave notice. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: There is no such vehicle. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Presumably the Treasurer got notice of it. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: It does not matter. There is no vehicle in the estimates to do that. If the Leader of the 
Opposition is asking whether Western Power has looked at a transmission line compared with stand-alone 
generation � 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: The Premier had some notice of the question. I have been quite reasonable in giving notice. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: As I said, there is no vehicle for doing that; this is the estimates committee. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: The vehicle was that we sent notice of the question to the Premier�s office and the Premier 
has notice of it. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The Leader of the Opposition might well have done that but there is no parliamentary 
vehicle to do that. The question must be asked now. To paraphrase what the Leader of the Opposition is getting 
at, he asked what work Western Power has done�bearing in mind that Western Power is not the only player in 
this debate�to compare a transmission line as distinct from a stand-alone power station. I ask Mr Aberle to 
answer the question. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: That was not quite my question. I think that in estimates I get to ask the questions and the 
Premier gets to answer them. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The Leader of the Opposition does not get to ask a 20-part question and expect Mr Aberle, 
as gifted as he is �  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I thought that he would have arrived with a briefing note with the answers that he could 
either have read out or handed to me. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The idea of estimates is for members to ask a question and for it to be answered, or for 
members to ask for supplementary information. There is no third vehicle for getting answers to questions. 

Mr D. Aberle: I heard several questions. I kept up pretty well, although the Leader of the Opposition started to 
lose me towards the end. I did not hear the Leader of the Opposition ask about a cost of comparison between 
generation versus transmission, although it sounded like that was where the member was heading. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Perhaps I can clarify it. 

The CHAIRMAN: I think the Leader of the Opposition should let Mr Aberle answer the question and then the 
member can ask a further question. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: The difficulty is that the Premier and Mr Aberle have expressed some doubt as to what 
exactly I am asking. The Premier has rephrased my question and perhaps I ought to be able to have an answer to 
my question�the one that is on the table. However, I will wait and listen. 

Mr D. Aberle: Earlier, we looked at the costings of what would happen if a power generation plant instead of a 
line was built in Geraldton. Those estimates were done some time ago. The nub of this matter is that if a line like 
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this is not built, it will be difficult for not only large loads to be supplied, but also for generation sources of 
various types to participate in the market. Whether it is a coal-fired proposition located halfway between Perth 
and Geraldton or whether it is located at Gindalbie or Karara, it will struggle to function without this line or 
some variation of it in place.  

[5.40 pm] 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: This is really the nub of the question that I am seeking to have answered. Is it not the case 
that a new generation facility in the mid-west, rather than being an alternative to a transmission line, would itself 
require significant investments in the network to participate in the market, to export power and to be able to say 
to its customers that there was backup power if the station went down? For all those reasons, would a generation 
facility in the mid-west not require significant network investment, and has that been examined by Western 
Power?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I wish to make an observation. The whole of the Pilbara iron ore industry was developed 
without major transmission lines between mines. It was a different era. 

Mr F.M. LOGAN: Larger mines have stand-alone units.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: They were developed on stand-alone units, initially diesel, now natural gas. That is the 
history of the development of the Pilbara and much of the goldfields, and the nickel belt is exactly the same. 
Ultimately, and I do not know what ultimately means in terms of time, this powerline will be built. It is 
fundamental to the whole southern electricity grid. To suggest that the state needs to stump up $695 million so 
some stand-alone iron ore projects can get underway is a big call. The job of the mines is to develop their mine 
and sell iron ore if they can do it.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: It is about the size of the call the government is making on Oakajee port.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: But it is not the job of the state to put hundreds of millions of dollars into a transmission 
line so that relatively small and often not such high-quality iron ore projects can be commercialised. We will 
work with the proponents, as we are, but we are not about to underwrite their projects in that way. This line will 
be built when it stacks up commercially. Hopefully, that will be sooner rather than later.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Will Western Power make a return on its investment in this line? Is the Premier suggesting 
that this line, if built, would run at a loss?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: In the long term, it would have to pass a test.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: It has passed the test.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: It is the board�s responsibility to make sure that it does. It will depend on the load coming 
in from customers.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Is it not the case that it has passed the regulatory test at the Economic Regulation Authority? 
It is considered to be an efficient investment.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The ERA can assess projects and make comments on rates of return and all the rest of it. 
The only thing the ERA does not have to do is find the money to build the project. That is a government 
responsibility. The ERA can recommend whatever it wants. It cannot hand over the $695 million to the minister 
to agree to the project. That is one of the failings of and one of the misconceptions about regulation. It can set the 
rules of the game but it does not stump up the money. That is the difference.  

Ms A.R. MITCHELL: I refer to page 693 of budget paper No 2. The second-last paragraph refers to capital 
expenditure of $215.4 million for improvement in service. What specific projects is Western Power undertaking 
to improve this service?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I will ask Mr Aberle to comment on that. A range of projects have been undertaken to 
improve service to customers, throughout regional areas as well.  

Mr D. Aberle: I will take advice from Mark, but that money will be specifically spent on looking at upgrading 
the system in country areas using automation to improve the reliability performance; in other words, putting in 
what we call reclosers that are remotely controlled and interrogated to break the lines up so that instead of what 
happened in the old days�we might have had a single feeder that could be up to 1 000 kilometres long, and if 
someone was on the end of that, everything that affected it took that person off�this approach breaks it up so 
that we are much better able to limit the impact and much better able to return things to service. When it makes 
reference to SCADA�supervisory control and data acquisition�it is essentially referring to investments in that 
space. It also covers some limited undergrounding activity and some other upgrade work in those areas.  

Mr F.M. LOGAN: Last year Western Power advised our government that it was necessary to build a link to the 
eastern terminal powerline. It was needed because of the increased demand for electricity in the metropolitan 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 28 May 2009] 

 p473b-479a 
Mr Tony Simpson; Mr Colin Barnett; Mr Eric Ripper; Mr Fran Logan; Ms Andrea Mitchell 

 [4] 

region and for the ultimate increased transmission of electricity coming out of the new Griffin generators in the 
Collie region. We now know that the revamped A and B will probably increase the load as well. That has not 
been funded. What has changed? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I will ask Mr Aberle to comment on that project. I will not ask him to comment on advice 
given at the time of the previous government. I do not think that is appropriate. However, he can talk about that 
project and where it is at.  

Mr D. Aberle: Is the member referring to the south west bulk investment or investment in the eastern terminal?  

Mr F.M. LOGAN: I am talking about finalising the link between Boddington through to the eastern terminal, 
which would have provided an alternative transmission line and which was asked for on the basis of 
metropolitan demand et cetera.  

Mr D. Aberle: That is what we refer to as the south west bulk. That, along with a couple of other lines that we 
saw a need for, has been deferred at this point. As the Premier alluded to, we are still waiting for an outcome 
from the regulator. There are projects such as this in the north of the country. We will be making representations 
specifically as we get through that process and as we get closer to seeing the absolute need for that connection.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Given that Western Power�s view was that this transmission line was needed to ensure 
security of electricity in the metropolitan area, has the government�s failure to approve funding for this line put 
at risk security and reliability of electricity supply for probably the entire eastern metropolitan region?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I do not believe that to be the case. I will ask Mr Aberle if he wants to make a comment. 
We made a decision to put some capital into power generation because we faced a certainty of a lack of 
electricity for the summer of 2011-12. I am not suggesting that there is not a substantial need for capital works in 
all aspects of the energy industry, including powerline infrastructure. I will ask for a comment on that. Also, in a 
wider debate, the government is constrained with its capital expenditure. We have $4 billion of revenue that has 
gone in. I will not go through the budget debate. We are constrained by the economic circumstance we find 
ourselves in. Some projects are being held back. They are still necessarily good projects, and I think they will no 
doubt happen. I will ask Mr Aberle to comment on what this means for the eastern suburbs.  

Mr D. Aberle: It is a one-year deferral. We are still expecting it to go ahead. As the Premier commented, we 
need to cut our cloth to suit the circumstances. We have 20-year plans and we review them annually. It is not 
uncommon to move particularly large commitments like this around by that sort of time in the face of constraints 
or in the face of movement of what our current projections suggest load will get to. From our point of view, that 
does not introduce a material risk. As I commented a little while ago, it is in the same boat as a few other 
projects. Its status is deferred and it is not in the budget, but as we get the outcome of the regulatory finding, we 
are at liberty to come back and make particular cases. But what is material is that a one-year deferral at this 
point, given what we are seeing happening, is not likely to substantially increase the risk.  

Mr A.J. SIMPSON: My question relates to the eastern hills substation and the line coming up from Boddington. 
The Premier just mentioned that the plan has been put off for a year to readjust it, but it is still on the books to 
happen in the next year or so.  

Mr D. Aberle: Is that eastern hills? 

Mr A.J. SIMPSON: Yes, eastern hills in Hacketts Gully.  

[5.50 pm] 

Mr D. Aberle: I might get Mr de Laeter to comment on that. 

Mr M. de Laeter: The project configuration has been changed. The proposed eastern terminal development has 
been delayed through that change to 2017 based on the current load forecast. A south-east terminal in Byford, or 
Oakford, will be established instead. Depending on the approval process that we are going through, the 
330 kilovolt connection, south-west bulk, will be in place within three to four years.  

Mr A.J. SIMPSON: Yes, I saw the plans had gone through.  

Mr F.M. LOGAN: I was trying to get clarification of the answer. That is not a one-year deferral because it is 
not in the out years. There is no mention of that in the budget papers; similarly, with transmission line deferrals 
that we have touched on. Can the minister comment on the Collie to Albany transmission line and whether that 
has been deferred; and, if so, for how long? This is not Grange Resources.  

Mr D. Aberle: Is the member talking about Kojonup to Albany?  

Mr F.M. LOGAN: Yes. 
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Mr D. Aberle: That has been deferred for three years. The eastern terminal was a separate item that has been 
supplanted, as Mr De Laeter was just explaining, by the south-west terminal. The network is like an organism, 
and each year we look at options for the cheapest way to see what is happening. It is a little misleading to take 
any individual item and ask about it by itself. As Mr de Laeter described, while eastern terminal is deferred, the 
south-east terminal is likely to step into the breach.  

Mr F.M. LOGAN: Nevertheless, there are still programs that were accounted for in previous budgets and not 
now, which is the reason we are asking the questions, organic or not. The answer that I think we have heard is 
that the eastern terminal has been deferred to 2017. The line from Boddington to that eastern terminal has been 
deferred for how long?  

Mr M. de Laeter: It is currently not in the budget provision for the next three years, but, as Mr Aberle advised, 
we will be seeking to have that included, pending both the regulatory authority approval process and the funding 
from government. 

Mr F.M. LOGAN: So it is not there.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: It seems that the forward estimates are assuming a distinctly organic nature. Is it not the case 
that while Western Power thinks that there is a one-year deferral on the line from Collie to the eastern terminal, 
and while you say that eventually the line from Pinjar to Moonyoonooka will have to be built, there is no 
provision for either of those lines in the forward estimates? Is this not just another black hole in the forward 
estimates? Everyone knows that line must be built from Collie to the eastern metropolitan region, otherwise 
security of electricity supply will be compromised. The minister has not admitted and faced up to that in the 
preparation of forward estimates.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: As the Leader of the Opposition has gathered, I do not share his fascination with forward 
estimates.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: They actually predict, or they are supposed to predict, the ultimate debt level for the state.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Western Power had a fair few of its plans dented by the financial position we are in. 
Hopefully, as that financial position improves, those projects will come back on. They have not been abandoned, 
but we have taken those projects out of the immediate capital works spending.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: And out of calculation of the debt.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Yes, because we are not going to let the debt get out of control.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: But you still have to build these things. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: These are the constraints. One minute the Leader of the Opposition is telling us that we 
have too much debt; the next minute he is telling us that we have to build all these projects. We are trying to 
manage a very difficult financial position, and hopefully this state will be saved by a return to resurgent 
investment, as it has been previously. I think that will happen.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I am waiting for Chevron to initiate its fiscal stimulus package!  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: For the moment, the state has big demands on expenditure. I will not make a speech on 
that, but we have lost $4 billion in revenue and some of the plans�of Western Power in particular�have been 
affected by that. That is a reality.  

Mr A. KRSTICEVIC: I refer to page 693 of budget paper No 2 with respect to asset replacement works and 
ask: how is Western Power progressing with its pole inspection backlog?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: This has been a longstanding issue for Western Power. I know from my previous role, and 
from Western Power advising me in the late 1990s, that there was a sudden realisation that many of the poles, 
particularly through country areas that had been put in place in the 1950s and 1960s, were 40 to 50 years old and 
that maintenance was becoming an issue. It came as a surge. The system had been built very quickly during the 
wheatbelt expansion, and suddenly we had a problem. Of course, there was the tragedy of the Tenterden fires in 
2002-03 that brought sharp focus to the issue, and Western Power accelerated, quite appropriately, its inspection 
and replacement program. That has been an ongoing issue for the organisation. I ask Mr. Aberle to comment on 
the progress.  

Mr D. Aberle: We have in fact reduced the backlog of pole inspections by 90 per cent. By October this year the 
inspection backlog will be zero. That, of course, has thrown up a number of poles that need replacing. We have 
inspected a record 200 000 poles this year. We are replacing double the number that we were replacing in 
previous years. We deliberately ramped up both inspection and replacement, as well as reinforcement. That was 
in response to the issues that the minister referred to. We will continue on that path. We have seen as a result that 
pole failures have reduced by 50 per cent and pole-top fires by 60 per cent over the past three years. That effort 
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is showing proof. Since we implemented the new reinforcing standard in 2007, 7 500 poles have been reinforced. 
A further 8 500 will be reinforced by the end of this financial year. Therefore, 11 000 have been replaced in the 
past two financial years with another 7 000 for 2008-09. That is what has produced those fairly significant 
improvements in performance.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Where does this budget take us�I am not talking about Western power�s aspirations�in 
terms of Western Power�s reliability statistics? What is going to happen to the reliability statistics over the next 
four years, given this budget for the network that Western Power has received?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: You are obviously trying to imply something that I do not think is the case.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I am not trying to imply anything. There is normally planning and targets.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: It is not right to suggest that there is no planning. As Mr Aberle said, a 20-year plan is in 
place. It reflects change, and the current financial position of the state government has meant that we have 
constrained or held back some of the projects. Hopefully, that will be a short-term phenomenon. I will ask Mr 
Aberle to comment.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I am asking, given the amount of money that is available�I appreciate the reasons the 
minister is saying there is not more available�where will the reliability targets end up?  

Mr D. Aberle: Looking into next year, in which we have had to substantiate expenditure, we believe that we 
will hold reliability steady at the level we have targeted this year.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Which is? 

Mr D. Aberle: It is a 230-minute system average duration interruption. As I am sure the member will recall from 
his days as minister, that is the bulk measure of interruption to customers�the average minutes per customer. 
We will hold that at 230.  

We have made it clear that, as the network ages in the way the minister has described, we are facing a wall of 
wire. It is like having a very old car. Although we are creative about extending the life of things, eventually we 
have to replace them. If we do not continue at the elevated level that we are at now, we will see reliability go 
backwards. Our projection through the next year, for which we are sure of funding, is that we will hold reliability 
at the target level for this year. Beyond that, we expect to increase our expenditure, and that will hold and slowly 
improve reliability. If we were unable to do that, we would see a deterioration over time, but it takes some time 
to make an impact, just as it takes time to recover when you are in a hole.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I am concerned that this might emerge in the life of the next government.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: We will have it fixed before 2050!  

Mr F.M. LOGAN: Taking that answer a little further: the minister said earlier that he expected to see an upturn 
sooner rather than later, and there are many comments from around the world saying the same thing. Given the 
economic demand for power, if there is a quick turnaround in economic circumstances towards the end of this 
year or mid next year, the investment programs to meet demand and increase reliability are long-term lumpy 
investments. If the economy turns around faster and there is a greater demand on electricity, will we not find 
ourselves with dual problems? One is decreasing reliability and an inability to meet demand.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I am aware of that scenario. 

The CHAIRMAN: It is time. That completes the examination of Western Power.  

Meeting suspended from 6.00 to 7.00 pm 
 


