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STREETLIGHTS — ALEXANDER HEIGHTS AND BALLAJURA 
Grievance 

MS J.M. FREEMAN (Mirrabooka) [10.01 am]: Mr Acting Speaker, can I seek leave to go to the table to make 
my grievance? 

Leave granted. 

Mr B.S. Wyatt: You’re staring me down! 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: Yes, speaking to the back of the minister’s head is just not a good thing! 

My grievance is about streetlight outages, primarily in Alexander Heights and Ballajura. We all know the 
importance of streetlights in our neighbourhoods. Commonsense tells us that street lighting promotes increased 
activity after the sun goes down, and increased activity in our suburbs reduces the incidence of crime. Street 
lighting improves safety for drivers, riders and pedestrians. Although it is not clear whether street lighting reduces 
crime, studies from Chicago have demonstrated that a lack of street lighting after outages certainly results in 
increases in crime, but the jury is out on that. However, we can imagine, from the point of view of the community, 
that that is why there is so much concern about streetlight outages, particularly when the outages continue for 
months. This is not me complaining about streetlights that were out for a week or two weeks; this is months. The 
concern is shared by residents of the Mirrabooka electorate because there have been lengthy lighting outages in 
Ballajura and Alexander Heights over the last year. 

The minister will be aware of an article by Kent Acott that appeared in The West Australian of 7 July 2018, which 
documented the long wait for street lighting on Terrace Road, and other articles about outages across Perth. This 
is a broad concern in our communities. Frustration with delays and the lack of information has been a similar 
experience for the residents of Alexander Heights and Ballajura. I will take the minister through the concerns of 
the residents who have contacted my Mirrabooka electorate office. I will use only their first names because I have 
not sought their permission to use their whole names. 

In December 2017, Margaret made my office aware that the lights on Karel Court, Adora Street, Azelia Street, 
Ariel Court and Aloha Court in Alexander Heights were not working. This 87-year-old resident was told by 
Western Power that the outage would not be rectified until February 2018. So this was December 2017, and it 
would not be fixed until February 2018. However, in February the area still remained in darkness. Following a call 
from my Mirrabooka electorate office, the lights went back on only on 5 March. One can imagine the distress that 
would cause an 87-year-old woman. 

In January 2018, Anthony, another Alexander Heights resident, reported to Western Power that a section of 
Marangaroo Drive between Alexander Drive and The Avenue had no working streetlights. He followed that up on 
15 February and was told by Western Power that there was an underground power fault that would take longer to 
fix and was given an estimated restoration date of 10 April. After following up twice more on 15 and 25 April, he 
was told the then estimated restoration date was 8 June. Clearly, he was frustrated and contacted our office. After 
my office became involved on 27 April, we were told by Western Power that work to restore the lighting was 
scheduled to begin on 28 May for completion by 11 June. When we questioned the excessively long delay between 
the issue first being reported in January and work being scheduled to begin at the end of May, we received no 
explanation. The lights were finally fixed on 19 June 2018, six months after the issue was first raised. 

In March 2018, Sandra of Ballajura contacted our office after repeated representations to Western Power about 
street lighting across from her house having been broken since November 2017. Sandra reported that 
Western Power repeatedly said that it was fixing it, but nothing had occurred. She has not contacted us again; we 
think it has been fixed. 

On 8 May, Peter of Ballajura contacted my office to inform me that since late April streetlights had been off in 
a large part of the suburb. The areas without lights included Redgum Drive and its side streets, Bramble Way and 
part of Parkview Drive. Peter said that the issue was first reported to Western Power on 1 May and explained that 
he was worried about the potential for criminal activity to be encouraged by the lack of light in those areas. My 
office contacted Western Power on 9 May and was subsequently told on 15 May that it was aware of the outage, 
which was caused by a cable fault, and that it was having the work quoted, as it is required to do because of the 
size of the job. After a further inquiry from my office on 7 June, Western Power apologised for the delay and 
admitted that the repairs were still a few weeks away from beginning, after the job had been given to a new 
contractor. It is my understanding that the first contractor could not do the job and Western Power had to re-tender. 
My question is: if something like that happens, why can it not be done by directly employed labour? I also 
contacted Western Power to ask whether it could install temporary lights in the area, and I was told that there was 
no capacity to install temporary lighting in an area where there are streetlights. That seems completely illogical, 
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given that there have been outages for periods of up to months. On 14 August, Peter reported that although his 
streetlights were operating, many other streets remained in darkness. 

On 21 May, John informed my office that the streetlights on Marangaroo Drive had been out since March and that 
Western Power had advised him that it would be fixed by 14 April. That then changed to 11 June. 

On 14 June, Shaun of Alexander Heights phoned the office to report a streetlight outage along Marangaroo Drive 
between Alexander Drive and The Avenue. He was concerned about the traffic hazard, especially for pedestrians 
navigating the area in the dark because there are shops across the road. He contacted Western Power a number of 
times and was told that it would be fixed, but Western Power kept changing the date—first 6 April and then 6 June. 
The lights were eventually fixed on 19 June, after he had contacted our office. 

Mavis of Ballajura contacted my electorate office on 31 July about streetlights being out on Redgum Drive, which 
was similar to the concern that had been raised by Peter in April. 

One Western Power worker I have spoken to has questioned why it would take so long, as there are Western Power 
workers with the skills to do the work in a timely manner. It would be a concern if such delays were due to 
Western Power’s preference for using contractors instead of directly employed labour who, if used, would ensure 
more timely action. As the minister is aware, during the term of the previous Liberal government, the 
Western Power workforce was considerably reduced to make it lean for privatisation. In fact, there were massive 
cuts to Western Power staff over the last two years of the Barnett government, which reduced the numbers of 
maintenance crew. I quote a media release from the Electrical Trades Union — 

“The Barnett Government has stripped hundreds of staff from Western Power’s maintenance section and 
halved the number of after hours faults and repairs crews, as it has tried to make Western Power look as 
“profitable as possible prior to privatisation … 

There is that joke: how many Liberals does it take to change a lightbulb? Do not rely on them; they will go out 
completely if you do! 

I know the McGowan Labor government is committed to Western Power and has rejected privatisation of this vital 
and essential asset. Can the minister outline to the house the work being done to assure the community of this 
government’s support for Western Power and re-establishing it as an iconic service for the community? How is 
WA Labor going to keep the lights on? 

MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park — Minister for Energy) [10.08 am]: I thank the member for Mirrabooka for 
that very well-articulated grievance. I will also begin by thanking her constituents Peter, Mavis, Sandra, Anthony 
and, in particular, Margaret—87 years old. Streetlights are one of the great issues of frustration for 
Western Australians when they go out and there does not appear to be a response to the darkness. I can only 
imagine Margaret’s feelings, at 87 years of age, about that issue. I thank the member and her constituents. 

I will quickly set a background. As the member pointed out, streetlights are inherently connected to people’s 
comfort in their community. Whether or not there is a link to crime, people feel safer when lights are on at night 
up and down their street. It is an important part of people feeling as though they can move around their community, 
particularly in urban areas. Currently, Western Power manages about 250 000 streetlights on the south west 
interconnected system. That does not include all of them, but they are the ones that Western Power manages. On 
average, every year Western Power receives about 30 000 requests from the community to replace faulty streetlight 
globes. They are actually faulty globes, but the Economic Regulation Authority keeps Western Power to account 
on its response time, which is, on average, three to four days. The member has indicated that cable faults have 
resulted in some issues. I agree with the member that the time taken to respond to the residents of Ballajura and 
Alexander Heights, particularly elderly residents like Margaret, do not meet community expectations. I was keen 
to understand why the response time was so long, so I will put on the record some of the feedback I have received 
from Western Power. 

The member will be aware that much of the streetlight infrastructure in her electorate affected by cable faults is 
more than 25 years old—so it is older infrastructure—and some was found not to meet current standards. To ensure 
that Western Power complies with the requisite standards, the infrastructure must be updated. Western Power is 
redesigning the network so that any future cable faults will be localised to single lights rather than to multiple 
streets. That is one of the great problems with older infrastructure—cable faults tend to have an impact on a large 
number of lights; whereas modern suburbs do not have that problem because modern standards apply, so if there 
is a cable fault, it tends to be isolated to individual lights as opposed to the entire street. 

That has fundamentally been the issue around the delay for Western Power. I am going to pursue the matter of the 
change to contractors because I am interested in that. I do not have any advice on that yet, but I am interested in 
finding out. The member is correct in asking what is the point of those contractors if they cannot do what seems 
to be basic infrastructure maintenance work. I will run that matter to ground. 
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It is my understanding that a lot of those lights are back on but that, as the member has pointed out, some are not. 
That is something that, again, after knowing about it for more than six months, is simply not acceptable, but 
Western Power is changing its approach to fixing those cable faults. In a first step to improve that process, 
Western Power conducted a streetlight process review workshop in July 2018 with key subject matter experts from 
across its business. During that workshop, the review team walked through the end-to-end process of responding 
to streetlight cable faults and conducted a gap analysis. That occurred as a result of a range of complaints from not 
only the member for Mirrabooka’s office in particular, but also a number of other members. I think the member 
for Joondalup has raised similar issues. Western Power identified 18 opportunities for process improvement. Some 
have been implemented and some are being considered to deal with customer communication. What really 
frustrates people is that when they lodge a complaint to say that they do not have lights, they either get no answer 
or get a very short answer and then no follow-up. We are keen to resolve this—not just the quicker repairs, but 
also communication with our customers. 
I also understand that Western Power is working with other utilities because they are facing similar issues of 
balancing ageing infrastructure. Ultimately, these sorts of utilities are essential services. The Water Corporation is 
a classic example. It is doing work all over metropolitan Perth at the moment—I see it in my own suburb—while 
trying to maintain service standards. The cable issues that have had an impact on Ballajura and Alexander Heights 
clearly fell through the cracks because of poor communication. Hence, I apologise to the constituents the member 
has mentioned here this morning. I will pursue the matters that have not yet been completed, because I want to 
understand why that is the case and, of course, hopefully, the communication issue is being resolved. 
Ms J.M. Freeman: Can the minister investigate the issue of looking at the maintenance teams? I understand they 
were reduced from around eight teams to four in the lead-up to the previous Liberal government’s privatisation. 
Mr B.S. WYATT: I will. I want to get a better understanding of the maintenance capacity of Western Power’s 
direct employees; suffice to say, over a long time now the number of direct Western Power employees has been 
shrinking. 
Ms J.M. Freeman: But massively over the last year. 
Mr B.S. WYATT: That is correct, and some of that is driven by the move to contractors. If it is using contractors 
and the contractor is unable to do the job, what is the point? Ultimately, we end up with more costs and delay, as 
we have seen in the member for Mirrabooka’s electorate. That is something we will look into; suffice to say, an 
ongoing conversation has been occurring with Western Power on its capacity to directly respond to issues. Indeed, 
it is a conversation we are having with Synergy too, because Synergy recently brought back some in-house 
maintenance staff for some generation fleet simply because it found it was more reliable and, interestingly, more 
cost-effective to do so. 
Ms J.M. Freeman: It makes sense, really, doesn’t it? 
Mr B.S. WYATT: To be honest, it had nothing to do with me; it was simply a commercial decision that Synergy 
made, which suggests to me that a political directive is not needed—it just makes commercial sense. 
I thank the member for raising these issues. I apologise to her constituents and, hopefully, I will have the matter 
resolved and be able to provide further information shortly. 
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