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WESTERN POWER, INFRASTRUCTURE AND CUSTOMER SERVICE 
Motion 

MR M.W. TRENORDEN (Avon - Leader of the National Party) [5.30 pm]:  I move - 

That this House calls on the Government to support a parliamentary inquiry to investigate deteriorating 
infrastructure and the poor customer service standards of Western Power. 

The matters we would like to include in the inquiry are the age and quality of the network of the infrastructure in 
Western Australia; the minimum standards for electricity supply, both private and commercial; Western Power’s 
response times to blackouts and brownouts in regional Western Australia; the frequency of blackouts and 
brownouts in regional Western Australia; the cost of connection for households and businesses, especially in 
regional Western Australia; the cost of infrastructure; and the effectiveness of Western Power’s call centre, 
which you will be aware, Mr Acting Speaker (Mr P.W. Andrews), is a considerable pain to many people. 

The National Party wishes to put this forward positively.  The problem for the National Party is that its 
constituents, who it was elected to look after, are very unhappy about the delivery of power.  Members who took 
the time to read the regulator’s report a few days ago will know that his office received 350 complaints from 
people in the southern and central wheatbelt.  Other complaints come from well beyond those areas.  The total 
written complaints would have to be well over 1 000.  It is therefore not a minor issue.  When we asked the 
minister about this during question time today, he said that his new reforms would fix the problems.  If that is the 
case, let us get that information out to country people to convince them that the Government’s reforms will do 
them some good. 

Mr E.S. Ripper:  Perhaps their representatives should help convince them. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  We have not been given any information at all.  The minister is not assisting us in 
going through the process.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  I have offered you briefings on this. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  If we are to have a brawl, let us have it later on.  I want to try to convince the minister 
of my argument before we get to that stage. 

Let me put again the matters we would like inquired into, because I know the minister has not got them in front 
of him.  They are the age and quality of the network infrastructure - something the minister has raised; minimum 
standards of electricity supply - something the minister has brought into this House; Western Power’s response 
times to blackouts and brownouts in regional Western Australia; the frequency of blackouts and brownouts in 
regional Western Australia; the cost of power and connections to households and businesses, especially in 
regional Western Australia; the cost of infrastructure and replacing that infrastructure; and the effectiveness of 
Western Power’s call centre.  Those matters are really irritating our people.   

If a select committee is able to talk to those people - the minister has been through this process as many times as 
anyone in this House - it can find out what is wrong.  The National Party has no objection to using the minister’s 
information.  The problem the minister has is that some of the matters I have referred to are not quite finalised.  
Those people could appear before a select committee and express their concerns with current services.  Because 
they are angry with current services, they are angry full-stop.  The best way to deal with that anger is with 
information.  The question is how to get the information to those people.  If there is one National Party member 
of the select committee, we give a commitment to enter into that process with an open mind.  The reality is that 
our people just want a service.   

That group of people are not happy with the current delivery of service.  The minister keeps making a point, as 
does the industry whose representatives see us on a regular basis, about the need to back his reforms.  Our 
difficulty is that it is all very well to tell five members of the National Party, but it is a little hard for us to get that 
information out and about.  A select committee is a means by which the Parliament could be engaged in getting 
that information out and about.  Such a committee could have five Labor Party members and, I hope, one 
National Party member or one Liberal Party or Independent member, if necessary.  I have no objection to any 
membership of the committee, except that we would like a berth on the committee.  It would give an opportunity 
for people to discuss those biting issues that are really annoying country people right now.  That is what I am 
putting to the minister, and I do not think it is an unfair request.   

The National Party has not told the minister or anyone else in Western Australia whether we support or oppose 
the minister’s proposal, because, quite frankly, the National Party has not made that decision.  However, it would 
be easier for us to make that decision if regional and rural people were more familiar with what the minister is 
trying to do.  At present they do not understand the process.  Frankly, as the second party in opposition, with the 
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resources that parties in opposition have, it is a little hard to sell the proposal.  In any event, why should we be 
selling the proposal?  It is the minister’s responsibility to do that.  We are merely saying that here is an 
opportunity, if the minister wishes to take it.  We will be happy to negotiate if the minister wants to look at 
different terms of reference for a select committee.  We would be happy with very tight time lines for reporting.  
We would be happy to be open about the process.  However, the minister must admit that it would be an 
opportunity for members to travel rural Western Australia, particularly the south west interconnected system 
area, to talk to people about their concerns.  The more that people are spoken to and the more opportunity they 
have to present their cases, the better the chance of those people saying to the National Party that they would like 
it to support the Government’s reforms.  At the moment they are merely unhappy people. 

The minister will be aware that at least 1 000 written complaints about services have been submitted to the 
regulator and members’ offices in the past 12 months.  That is not an insignificant protest from our part of the 
world. 

I will now speak to the motion.  The safe and reliable supply of electricity to regional consumers is not up to the 
standard required by the Government’s own regulations.  The Energy Safety Directorate clearly pointed out that 
fact a few days ago.  The request from Western Power for the expenditure of $48.4 million was to bring it up to a 
minimum standard, not to a standard that Perth people would regard as acceptable.  That is a clear message on 
just how poor the service is. 

Before the construction work of a few months ago, an area of the world that you, Mr Acting Speaker (Mr P.W. 
Andrews), know very well at Julimar Road, Toodyay, close to the metropolitan border, was getting to the stage 
at which people expected the power to go out at six o’clock at night basically every night.  I am not saying it 
happened every night, but it happened regularly at a time when families were trying to get meals organised, get 
their kids to do their homework or have a bit of time off to relax and have a meal in front of the television.  
Power was not coming to their homes not only once a month but also three times a week.  Members need not 
take my word for that; they can check with the regulator, read the complaints and see what he said about that, 
because he checked those complaints.  That is as true as I am standing here.  There is therefore a need for better 
customer service standards from Western Power.  Part of the Government’s problem will be to clear away the 
fog and the anger that people have and allow them to look objectively at the issue before they can be expected to 
accept the Government’s view.  If the Government does not give people that opportunity, they will continue to 
be angry.  Angry people are saying those things to the Liberal Party, the National Party and the Independents.  
The member for South Perth is not in the Chamber at the moment, but he keeps telling me that he is the member 
for Toodyay.  Three members of this Chamber and one member of the Chamber in the other place regularly live 
in Toodyay.   

Mr T.K. Waldron:  I think it must be the local member. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Yes, no-one trusts the local member! 

Those members know that the Toodyay community needs support. 

Mr E.S. Ripper:  Is it true that they have moved there because of the quality of government services they get in 
that electorate? 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  That is probably correct.  The AvonLink train is coming soon and will be greatly 
appreciated when it does.  The Treasurer smiles about that, but he could not buy a property in Toodyay at the 
moment.  Sales are red hot.   

Mr B.J. Grylls:  Lucky that train is diesel! 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Yes, it is a diesel train.  The National Party put that service in place but the Minister 
for Planning and Infrastructure said in this Chamber a few months ago that she will shut down that train as soon 
as she can. 

Northam, Toodyay and York properties are red hot.  It is a beautiful part of the world; the Treasurer knows that.  
Many people take up the opportunity to live there because it is only three-quarters of an hour’s travel time from 
the metropolitan area.  However, people will not continue to take up that opportunity if they cannot get basic 
services. 

I am trying to be reasonable.  I am often accused of not being reasonable.  However, this motion, if passed, will 
give the Government an opportunity to interface with people and win its argument.  I thought that was something 
the Government wanted to do.  The Energy Safety Directorate’s report states that benchmark levels are not being 
met and that Western Power has no intention of meeting those minimum standards because it does not have the 
capital.  We have had this problem with Western Power not only in the past two and a half years but also 
previously.  It is amazing that two corporate bodies, the Water Corporation and Western Power, have been 
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developed in the same House of government but have developed so very differently.  The Water Corporation 
gathers its revenue, pays its dividend to the State and the State pays it back in substantial proportions in 
community service obligations.  Those obligations comprise a range of services to people from the Water 
Corporation which are not commercially viable.  However, that does not happen in Western Power.  Western 
Power pays $200 million a year into the consolidated fund under the same dividend process as the Water 
Corporation’s but there is no flow back.  We are very concerned about that matter and that is why the National 
Party gets into the minister from time to time.  We have not heard anything from the Government acknowledging 
that some of these services must be met.  The Government does not need to say such things to us; it should get 
out into the community and say them to the people directly.  A good third of the people in this State used to be 
Labor Party supporters.  However, they did not support Labor in the last election that the Labor Party won.   

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr P.W. Andrews):  I think I fixed that, actually, for the National Party. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I would not be so hard, Mr Acting Speaker.  You were well liked.  Not a hard word 
was said in the campaign in which you and I contested each other.  It was a pleasure to be in that situation. 

Several members interjected. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It was good to have a contest. 

Mr M.P. Whitely:  He did not know you then. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  That is fair enough. 

I will move on with the debate.  The regulator has just gone through a four-month deliberation process and has 
come up with a conclusion.  Members would know that the regulator considered the complaints and took them to 
Western Power.  Under the legislation he had the power to ask Western Power what were the minimum 
requirements to fix up those complaints.  Western Power came back to him and said that $48.4 million worth of 
construction work was immediately required.  The regulator said that to be fair to Western Power and to 
government so that they could find the money, that construction work should be done over seven years: two 
years of maintenance and five years of construction work.  That is fine.   

The complaints about Western Power came from as far north as Kalbarri and as far south as Bremer Bay.  There 
are some serious issues in Bremer Bay.  We - I mean “we” because the current Government participated in the 
process too - encouraged and licensed abalone farming in the Bremer Bay area.  The people who own those 
farming businesses have got to a stage of sleeping on their premises because the power is so inconsistent that 
they must be there when it goes out to crank up an alternative power source.  That is a pretty ordinary way to run 
a business, particularly when they are continuing to pay bills for a power service.  That is the problem that a lot 
of people have with the standard of services.  Some people have been left for 20 to 90 hours with no power.  
Most members in this place would know that country people do substantial shopping and fill up their freezers.  
They have a considerable value of goods sitting in those freezers.  So it goes on.  Power losses are a direct cost to 
those people and that makes them very angry.  As I said earlier, these are not one-off problems; they are 
occurring consistently.  I am not talking about lack of power because of a blackout; there are also brownout 
problems.  A brownout is far more extensive than a blackout.  People are furious that they have bought 
computers and other IT equipment and that equipment has been blown up by substantial fluctuations in power.  
People just cannot afford that and are very angry when they have tried to do their level best to be involved in 
whatever pursuit they are involved in, only to find that their equipment cannot run.  There is also the problem of 
pole-top fires and lines collapsing.  Over the year, in fact, thousands of poles have fallen because they are so old 
that they cannot support the lines.  The minister keeps saying things in the Chamber that we happily tell people 
in the electorates.  He said something today that was a doozey.  I must apply my mind to remembering what it 
was.  In a previous debate the Minister for Energy said that power is a privilege for country people.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  I have never said that.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Yes, the minister has; it is in black and white.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  You find the quote.  Don’t just say it off the top of your head.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It will not be hard; we use it on a daily basis.  

Mr E.S. Ripper:  You are misquoting me.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  The minister should find it.  The minister has said that power in country areas is a 
privilege, not a right.  According to the minister, the provision of power in the city is not a privilege but a right.  
If it is provided in the country it is a cost and is therefore a privilege.  It is no wonder country people are getting 
a little annoyed with the minister.  I do not know why he allows their anger to cloud their vision when he is 
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trying to introduce reforms.  It is not only the minister.  I concede that some people that I like and respect are 
telling me that the reforms are important.  However, as often happens in politics, other issues are clouding the 
matter.  If the minister wants the reforms to go through, he should speak to all Western Australians, not just 
Western Australians who live in the metropolitan area.  The minister has a responsibility to do that.   

It is a pity that the minister did not attend the meeting in Koorda in the middle of January last year.  I am the first 
to admit that it was not a pleasant trip because it was 42 degrees on 19 January and blowing a gale.  
Unfortunately for me, Bakers Hill was on fire, although I did not know that was so.  Some 250 people met in the 
Koorda hall.  It was a remarkable turnout considering it was in the middle of January, when most country people 
leave the rural areas.  They were absolutely furious.  The individuals from Western Power got an absolute 
hiding.  They could not defend their position because it was indefensible.  We know the net result of that 
meeting.  The National Party invited the regulator to the meeting.  To his credit, he took action.  I give credit also 
to the minister for the legislation he introduced.  However, the matter cannot be left there.   

If the minister wants to move on and make something of his reforms and if he wants people to support them, he 
should give them the opportunity to support them.  Currently, the public does not have the appropriate amount of 
information on which to make a considered decision.  If rural people were asked what is the minister’s proposal, 
a fair percentage of them would say it was to privatise Western Power.  That is their view.  The National Party 
has not released information to that effect.  Members can check it if they like; the information is available on our 
web site.  I am happy to supply members with copies of our weekly newsletters from as far back as they like.  
Members will not see reports that show the National Party has said that privatisation is taking place.  I suggest 
that that notion has come from the public itself.  Just like today’s debate, people draw their own conclusions.  If 
the minister wants to get his reforms through, he must deal with that, not us.  That is not our responsibility.   

Koorda is a wonderful town.  The member for Moore was born in Wyalkatchem.  That is close enough to 
Koorda.  He has lived in Koorda for 99.9 per cent of his life.  I might add that he has taken to the habit of 
jumping off silos in his home town of Koorda.   

Mr B.J. Grylls:  Extreme sports in Koorda.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  How many people did the member for Moore expect would be at Koorda in January 
this year?  

Mr W.J. McNee:  Not many.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It was absolutely remarkable that 250 people attended the meeting.  They came from 
as far south as Hyden and from as far north as Kalbarri to attend a meeting in the middle of the wheatbelt.  It was 
a remarkable event.  They talked about various issues on the day, including power poles collapsing, live wires 
dangling at head height, pole-top fires, power brownouts and electrical surges.  We heard of those types of 
complaints for the whole day.   

The Shires of Gnowangerup, Jerramungup and Ravensthorpe are so unhappy with their services that they have 
called for a public meeting to be held on 5 November.  I hope that this time the minister will accept the invitation 
that has been issued to him and will attend that meeting so that he can hear at first-hand the anger of those 
people.  Maybe then he can deal with the issues.  Unless he is prepared to listen to those people, he will not be 
able to push their anger to one side and tell them of the services he intends to deliver.  Currently, they are very 
unhappy with the service and they will act on that anger.  It is not unreasonable for them to do so.  Without being 
given the appropriate information, what else could they be expected to do?   

They believe, as we do, that they will receive little help from the State Government in their plight.  The minister 
loves to tell people about the construction of the Minnivale powerline.  However, the fact is that if we had not 
called the meeting at Koorda and if the regulator had not been there, that line would not have been built.  It is as 
simple as that.  We believe that it is a National Party powerline, not a government line.  We tell people that as 
often as we can because it is correct.  

Mr E.S. Ripper:  Does that mean we can label one of our taxes a National Party tax?   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Go for it.   

Mr B.J. Grylls:  Which one?  There are a lot of them.  The minister has a big choice.   

Mr M.P. Whitely:  The National Party is more effective in opposition than it was when it was in government.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  That is why they should stay there.  It is certainly more active in opposition than it was when it 
was in government.   
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Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  That is an interesting comment.  It takes a certain amount of skill to be active in 
opposition.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  It takes skill to be active in government. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It is interesting that we can be more effective when we are the Opposition than can 
the Government.   

Mr T.K. Waldron interjected.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  We have that skill; you do not.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I think the minister should develop that skill if he can.  He has 18 months to develop 
it.   

Mr B.J. Grylls interjected.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Exactly.  Frankly, it would be very uncomfortable being on the number two spot - 
minister Chance’s spot - in the upper House seat in the Agricultural Region.  There is no guarantee that he will 
get a quota.   

The supply of a reliable and affordable electricity service to regional Western Australia is vital for the 
community and for industry.  We are not arguing that there is a question about operating costs, particularly for 
industry.  The Government must sell reform and we are trying to give it the opportunity to do that.  The 
Government’s indifference to the plight of country people is appalling.  All the Government has been able to do 
in the past few months is spread a message that it does not care what happens to rural people.  I suggest that if 
the Government wants to get its reforms passed, it should pretty quickly change that message one way or 
another.   

The minister knows that if he receives 350 letters of complaint, it is not the full measure of the complaint.  A lot 
of people will not put pen to paper, but they will still complain.  The thousand-odd letters that have been sent to 
our offices and to the regulator represent only a portion of the number of complaints.  If 1 000 people take the 
trouble to put pen to paper, how many people have not bothered?  How many people are so annoyed with the 
political process that they think it is not worthwhile engaging in that type of activity?   

The minister thinks that power in the metropolitan area is a right and that it is a privilege for those who live 
outside the metropolitan area.  The minister has an opportunity under our motion to make some changes to that 
view.  We do not want regional and rural people treated as second-class citizens.  The regulations already ensure 
that.  I do not say that as a complaint. 

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  The metropolitan member can laugh.  The regulations show a marked difference in 
the acceptable delivery of power between Perth and the country.  I will not argue about that.   

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I am not arguing that.  Why do we not put together a process so that we can convince 
people that there is an opportunity to make a change?  I am not arguing that the level of regulation and the 
delivery of service in the country should be the same as that in the city.  Country people do not argue that.  Mr 
Acting Speaker (Mr P.W. Andrews), you know that.  People accept that if they live outside the metropolitan 
area, they will receive a level of service that is somewhat less than that provided in Perth.  As a National Party 
member, I can say that is not inappropriate.   

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It is not an argument.  These people are not being unfair.  They are not demanding the 
same service that is available to the metropolitan area.  However, in defiance of every piece of evidence that 
exists, the minister has said that there is no crisis in the quality and reliability of country electricity services.  
There is clearly a crisis.  Power is an essential element of the quality of life we in Western Australia expect.  
Unless this issue is dealt with, the anger I talked about earlier will prevail.  The minister also totally ignores his 
party’s policy statements from the last election campaign.  To remind members on my left, the policy statement 
on regional Western Australia states that Labor will - 

provide affordable and reasonable access to public services and infrastructure that is comparable with 
the metropolitan area 

Mr T.K. Waldron:  It has not come too close yet.   
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Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It is miles away.  We will accept somewhat less.   

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I am not saying that it did not.   

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected.  

Mr T.K. Waldron:  It does not matter where it is, we must improve it.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  The member for Roleystone knows as well as anyone that the power line starts at 
point A and ends at point Z.  Any problem at point P will be felt along the line.  I am not arguing that outages do 
not occur in Roleystone.  If I am experiencing them in Pingelly, the member will be experiencing them in 
Roleystone.  I accept that.  That is not a good argument for why we should try to deal with it.   

Several members interjected. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  We are calling for a select committee; not necessarily an inquiry.  A select committee 
does not necessarily have to inquire.  It can also be a provider of information.  The member for Roleystone does 
committee work.  He is on a very important committee.  He knows that part of the role of the Public Accounts 
Committee is to be the supplier of information.  That is as important as an inquiry.  We know what the problem 
is.  The director has said it.  If a select committee is put in place, it will be for all Western Australians.  The 
question is whether this place wants to engage with people in regional Western Australia by saying what the 
problems are and asking how they can be fixed and what is acceptable.  That is the intention of my suggested 
terms of reference.  We do not want to find out what the problem is.  We all know what it is.  The question is: 
what is acceptable and what costs and expenditure will be involved over a 10-year period to get the system back 
together?  We also need to ask whether the break-up of Western Power, which will mean that one private body 
will look after the generators and another body will look after the transmission lines, will assist people in getting 
a better service.  Why would we not do that?  It is a very logical thing to do.  This is the minister’s opportunity to 
say that he has a strong commitment to the regions.  It will not take much.  It will be a commitment for five 
members of this House.  I have no doubt that members will have no difficulty in giving the commitment required 
for this or any other issue that arises.  Let us demonstrate that, and do what we have suggested.  The Labor Party 
gave its pre-election promises and commitments.  We would like to see them met.  We would like to give this 
Parliament an opportunity to talk with people to find out how they feel about that process.   
Mr Acting Speaker, you were not here when the committee system was changed.  Unfortunately, a few of us in 
this place can say we were, including the Clerk.  I might as well pick on the Clerk as he has had a few giggles 
during the course of my speech.  He has a few memories of the past.  We changed the procedures of this House 
and established a committee system to allow committees to examine important legislation that came into this 
House.  That was done for the purposes I have outlined.  The process is that the information is put before the 
people of Western Australia, and when a Bill comes into this place, it is sent to a committee.  That is not the 
stage we are at now, although we might reach it in a few days or weeks.  Nevertheless, a Bill that comes before 
the House can be given to a committee to allow the people of Western Australia an opportunity to engage with 
the legislation and this Parliament about what they want and require.  It is a well-recognised, well-thought-out 
and very sensible process.  If it does not work, it is the Clerk’s problem as it was his idea anyhow.   
The minister ripped $20 million out of Western Power in his first budget.  He did not put it back in the second 
budget.  In the three budgets since the coalition was in government, $60 million has been taken out of Western 
Power.  If we wanted, we could legitimately argue that the minister has taken the $48.4 million that is needed out 
of the process.  If it had been left in the budget, that work might have been done by now.  We are happy to take 
the minister on politically, and we will do so if necessary.  However, we will first give him the opportunity to 
sell his program as he wishes.  I think we are giving him a fair and reasonable opportunity.  We want him to take 
it up.  Before I sit, I make clear - because I do not think he understands - exactly how angry country people are 
about the quality and service of power to their regions.  He should know from his time in politics that there is no 
use in him pointing at us and saying that we gave the country the bad service.  That does not wear in modern 
politics.  Look at what happened to Davis in California.  That will become a famous watershed in western 
politics.  It resulted in the election of Arnie, as he likes to be called.  I do not want to be derogatory, but I notice 
that he calls himself Arnie because his surname is too long to fit in newspaper headlines.  Former Governor 
Davis, who is currently the caretaker governor, called things very poorly and did not realise the depth of the 
anger in California.  The depth of that anger spilt over, and he is no longer -  

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I will not come back Arnold Schwarzenegger-style.   
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The SPEAKER:  You are the same weight.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Yes, but it might not be fighting weight.  

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin) [6.09 pm]:  I support the call by the Leader of the National Party and the member 
for Avon for a parliamentary inquiry into Western Power.  The need for this inquiry becomes clear when we 
look at one simple point: when this debate commenced following the meeting in Koorda when we said there was 
a power crisis in regional Western Australia, we called on the Minister for Energy to act.  When answering 
questions and speaking during debates, the minister denied there was a crisis with power reliability and supply in 
the wheatbelt of Western Australia.  A parliamentary inquiry should look into this matter in depth in all regions.  
I concur with the member for Roleystone in that there are power issues in the outer metropolitan suburbs, areas 
that one would not expect would be suffering the same types of problems as those further out on the end of the 
spur lines.  However, as the member for Roleystone said, there have been 27 blackouts in Roleystone.  There are 
some real issues in the delivery of a reliable power service to Western Australia.   

Prior to the National Party raising this issue in Parliament, the Minister for Energy denied there were issues, but 
the release this week of the report of the Energy Safety Directorate has confirmed the calls we made to the 
House prior to the minister seeing this report.  The area covered by the directorate’s report was confined to the 
wheatbelt and Bremer Bay, but during this debate we have heard of similar problems in the member for 
Roleystone’s electorate, and I am sure that all members in outer metropolitan areas would have experienced 
similar problems also.  That is a good reason to set up a parliamentary inquiry to look closely at this issue, and I 
would be disappointed if the member for Roleystone did not support my call. 

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  The member will have his chance to make a contribution, although I concur that 27 blackouts 
in Roleystone is unacceptable.  As I said, following a four-month investigation, the Energy Safety Directorate 
handed down its report this week.  That report did not come about because members opposite said that there was 
a bit of an issue with power supplies in regional Western Australian and perhaps someone should get out there 
and have a look.  This report came about because the National Party demanded that more effort be put into 
examining the issues that we brought to this Parliament and, as the member for Avon outlined, because some 
250 people in Koorda were without power in the middle of a heatwave.  The member for Avon also said that in 
the next few months a meeting will be held at Ravensthorpe and I am sure it will attract a similar number of 
people. 

Mr T.K. Waldron interjected. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I thank the member for Wagin; it will cover the Jerramungup-Ravensthorpe areas.  The 
situation in those areas was also not addressed in the Energy Safety Directorate’s report.  Power supply problems 
were being experienced in the majority of regional Western Australia and the outer metropolitan area.  What 
could be more important than the Parliament facilitating the examination of that issue and indicating the 
remedial action that should be put at the top of the Government’s list of priorities? 

The report that came out this week identified Toodyay, Koorda, Bremer Bay, Narembeen and Corrigin as areas 
for urgent attention.  The report was scathing of Western Power’s monitoring of the network’s performance.  
Perhaps to give due deference to the minister, if Western Power did not inform the minister of the problems that 
existed in the wheatbelt, that is why he was able to come to this Parliament and say there was not a crisis when 
everybody knew there was.  The Energy Safety Directorate was scathing of Western Power’s monitoring and 
called on Western Power to be more proactive in ensuring the network’s reliability and capacity to accommodate 
future load growth.  There is not only a problem with powerlines falling down, brownouts and blackouts, but 
also there is a concern about the system’s capacity to accommodate future load growth.  A good example of that 
is the Meenaar industrial park in Avon, which does not have the required level of power for heavy industrial 
users seeking to establish businesses outside the metropolitan area. 

The directorate’s first report on the issue in June contained a long list of the social and economic impacts of an 
increasingly unreliable network.  This supports the reasons the people in Koorda were so angry in January.  I will 
list some of the points raised in the report.  Firstly, there was the loss of water pumping facilities for showers, 
toilets and, in some cases, firefighting.  Metropolitan members may not understand that most of the systems in 
the wheatbelt require their own pressure pumps to deliver water into houses and firefighting tanks.  Once the 
power is out, the only way of getting water out of the system is with a bucket.  The same situation applies on our 
farm.  Secondly, there was the loss of refrigerated and frozen food and the possibility of illness when fridges do 
not operate for a long time.  An elderly lady in Koorda said that on the few occasions a year that she needed to 
travel to Perth to access medical services - which is another argument we could be having in the House today - 
she unloaded her fridge and freezer and took the food to her neighbour’s place.  She did that because when the 
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power went out - which it does quite regularly - the food would be protected because the neighbour had a 
generator that could be hooked up to the house to ensure that the food was kept frozen over the weekend.  These 
good, hard working Western Australians have invested their livelihoods in regional Western Australia, and that 
is the level of service that is currently being delivered to them.  Thirdly, there was the inability to rely on 
automatic functions for water pumping, irrigation and cooking.  That is another great concern when automatic 
systems run off power.  There is the inconvenience and unreliability of those systems losing power.  Fourthly, 
there was the need to mobilise generators and use alternative telephone systems.  The member for Avon pointed 
out that on the day of the Koorda meeting there was a very serious bushfire in Bakers Hill.  The new, modern 
phones that the majority of people have rely on power, unlike the old phones that did not run off power.  Finally, 
among many other items, is the loss of computer-based work and equipment.  There is not only the problem of 
losing work when someone is working on a computer, but also the brownouts, the low voltages and power surges 
that come through the lines on many occasions cause much wheatbelt equipment to be damaged.  I know of an 
example of that in which a family in Corrigin lost every piece of electrical equipment in their house.  When that 
family complained to Western Power that a power surge caused that loss, Western Power denied that was the 
problem and tried to pull the wool over their eyes.  Following a long-term investigation by my office it was 
proved, once I spoke to the linesman in control of that area, that on the day the incident occurred there was a 
power surge.  Those people were refunded approximately $7 000 to cover the costs of their lost equipment.  
These are some of the issues that we are facing in the wheatbelt. 

We are extremely glad that the Energy Safety Directorate has presented its report, which proves what the 
National Party has been saying to this Parliament over the past two years; that is, there is a serious problem with 
regional power supplies.  In a typical stunt this week, the minister announced the release of the report of the 
Energy Safety Directorate and tried to convince us that this would all be fixed by a plan to spend $950 million on 
network infrastructure over the next four years.  The trouble with this bold statement by the Minister for Energy 
is that we already knew that was the proposed expenditure for the next four years.  Western Power’s annual 
report, released in September, stated that $400 million and $550 million would be spent on transmission and 
distribution systems respectively over the next four years.  The amount of $950 million announced by the 
minister in response to the release of the report of the Energy Safety Directorate does not include any money to 
address the problems brought to the attention of the Minister for Energy following this last report.  The minister 
has not even acknowledged the $48.4 million that the directorate said was required immediately to lift the basic 
power supplies in Toodyay, Koorda, Narembeen, Corrigin and Bremer Bay.  That is the figure the Energy Safety 
Directorate has put on the remedial action required immediately.  That $48.4 million was not in the $950 million 
announced by the Treasurer.  Therefore, an extra $48.4 million is needed to be provided for action right now.   

During question time this week, the minister said that the recommendations of the Energy Safety Directorate 
would be taken into account, but he refused to commit to their full implementation.  He was happy to avoid 
answering whether he would divert the $20 million extra dividend taken from Western Power to consolidated 
revenue.  
Mr E.S. Ripper:  Would you like to take that from hospitals, schools or police?   
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  If that money is identified as coming out of Western Power by the Energy Safety Directorate, 
which stated that $48.4 million was needed immediately, I suggest that the $20 million should as a matter of 
priority be directed into the energy distribution network.  The National Party is clearly behind me in that claim.   
Mr E.S. Ripper:  Would you recommend that we take that from country hospitals, education or police? 
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  It is an extra $20 million dividend.  The Government already removed $100 million in 
dividends from Western Power that was directed to the good issues outlined by the Treasurer.  The extra 
$20 million was another grab out of Western Power.  The Energy Safety Directorate, as developed by the 
minister, is clear that $48.4 million is needed immediately.  It is entirely inappropriate and unacceptable that, 
under the electricity supply standards and safety regulations, it is not an offence for Western Power to fail to 
meet its benchmark standards.  The Energy Safety Directorate identified that Western Power is failing to meet 
those energy standards.  An alternative is available to complying with the prescribed standards in country areas: 
according to the directorate’s report, Western Power can request that lower standards of quality and reliability be 
approved for the areas where the problems have been identified.  I will outline this point later in my speech.   
The National Party is very concerned about the disaggregation proposed by the minister.  This regulation is still 
in place.  That is why country Western Australians find it difficult to support the disaggregation.  The National 
Party looks forward to the debate on disaggregation and to move that the regulation be taken out and that the 
Minister for Energy be required to meet the basic benchmark standards.  What is the point of conducting an 
investigation into these problems if the regulators can stipulate that regional residents should have to put up with 
a substandard electricity service?  There is no legislative provision currently to say that people must get a 
reliable electricity supply.   
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I return directly to the report and put on record some of the issues it raises.  The report states that the supply 
system in the wheatbelt areas of Wongan Hills and Koorda through to Corrigin and Narembeen comprise an 
extensive rural network of high-voltage feeders built mostly in the 1960s and 1970s.  There is no significant 
duplication of these feeders.  Thus, there is little ability to rearrange the network to provide alternative supply 
paths following the feeder failure.  Bulk power supplies are derived from Kondinin, Moora, Northam and 
Merredin and at Cunderdin and Kellerberrin.  The absence of bulk supply substations in the central wheatbelt has 
created the need for very long, high-voltage distribution feeders.  That is why when one of these lines goes 
down, many wheatbelt residents are affected.   

Increased maintenance action is needed as the components of the lines - most notably, the wooden poles - fail.  
Their ability to withstand storms diminishes, resulting in more outages and poorer reliability.  After the Energy 
Safety Directorate released its 3 June report, Western Power was requested to develop remedial action and 
provide options to the directorate for review.  One of the outcomes of the Koorda meeting was that the steeling 
of the wooden powerlines program was reinstated.  I refer to the steel spiking to give the poles more strength in 
the winds sometimes experienced in the wheatbelt.  That program had been stopped by the Minister for Energy.  
One of the first actions following the Koorda meeting was for that to be reinstated.  I think up to $1 million has 
been spent in the year since then to ensure that the re-steeling was taking place.  It must be noted that prior to the 
Koorda meeting, Western Power had not allocated any funds for these works.  Remediation is needed so that the 
supply system delivers to a standard for regional areas.  Increasingly, the distribution network is failing because 
of its age.  In some areas, it is reaching its technical limits and is putting the ability to reliably supply an 
increasing load under great pressure.   
The Energy Safety Directorate report is indeed damning.  It states that Toodyay needs a second voltage 
regulator, two isolation transfers and a high-voltage feeder supply on the Toodyay townsite and outlying areas.  
The directorate recommended the reinforcement of the high-voltage feeders in the Northam townsite, and that 
the proposed reinforcement of the high-voltage distribution feeders be completed as soon as possible in the York 
and Beverley areas.  A Northam to York line and an associated substation need to be finished in the near future.  
The reinforcement of a high-voltage distribution feeder in the Wongan Hills and Koorda areas needs to be 
completed as soon as possible.  Substantial work is needed in the Bremer Bay area, which I am sure the member 
for Roe will be the happy to elaborate on in his contribution.  Western Power has made it clear that its current 
capital expenditure plans make no provision for remedial work of this scale.  That is why the National Party is 
concerned about the blasé statement that $950 million will be spent; that makes no mention of the issues raised 
by the Energy Safety Directorate.   
I turn now to two issues in the Energy Safety Directorate report that must be recognised.  First, I refer to Western 
Power’s role in this debate.  The report reads - 

 Western Power should in future be more proactive in respect of monitoring the performance of the 
whole network and taking action to ensure the network’s reliability is acceptable and that the network’s 
capacity remains adequate for accommodating natural load growth.   

That is important in the development of regional Western Australia.  Continuing -  

 In other words, although the complaints process is useful for identifying problem areas, as has the been 
case here, it should not be seen as the principal means for either identifying or prioritising remedial 
action programs.   

It states that it should not be up to the National Party to put out questionnaires in the electorate to determine 
where Western Power is failing to meet its benchmark standards.  Western Power should be proactive in finding 
out where the problems are; they should be known.  All outages and brownouts are reported through the 
corporation’s systems, so Western Power should know and not need the member for Merredin to put out a 
questionnaire in his electorate to inform the Energy Safety Directorate that this is a problem. 

[Leave granted for the member’s time to be extended.] 

Mr M.P. Whitely:  Did you ring Western Power to ask for that information?  Have you met Western Power? 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I certainly have - almost monthly. 

Mr M.P. Whitely:  You said that they have the information.  Did they provide the information?  They provided it 
to me and I did not need to so a survey. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  It can provide a survey on the times of outages and so on.  We get action when we put a 
human face to the issue.  The problem is that all the information is available.  There was no action on it from the 
Government until the Energy Safety Directorate became involved.   
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Mr R.A. Ainsworth:  We’re sick of reporting outages to Western Power and nothing happening.  I can give an 
example in my electorate in which people have outages on a daily basis, but they no longer report it, so Western 
Power does not know it has happened.   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Indeed.  The member for Roleystone need not believe us on this point, but the Energy Safety 
Directorate clearly outlines it in its report.  It outlines that Western Power needs to be more proactive in 
identifying problems and acting upon them.   

I return to a second point about which we are very concerned in the disaggregation process.  The report reads -  

 It is acknowledged that it is not an offence under the Electricity Act for WPC to fail to meet the 
benchmark standard for reliability of supply, however the legislation states that WPC “must use all 
reasonable endeavours to ensure that the supply of electricity to a consumer conforms to the benchmark 
standards for electricity quality and reliability (as prescribed)”.  

 There is an alternative to the prescribed benchmark standards.  Under the Electricity (Supply Standards 
and System Safety) Regulations 2001, Western Power can, if it feels it is appropriate and necessary, 
apply to the Director of Energy Safety to request that lower standards of electricity supply 
quality/reliability be approved for the areas where the problems have been identified.  This could have 
the effect of reducing the remedial work required. 

That is the wording of the regulation as it currently stands.  Members can see why everybody who has been 
involved in this process of trying to bring to the attention of the Labor Government that there is a problem with 
regional power is so concerned.  We have been through the process of informing the Energy Safety Directorate 
of the problem.  The Energy Safety Directorate has acknowledged the problem.  We have also been through the 
process with Western Power of identifying the remedial action that needs to be taken, and Western Power has 
even gone as far as putting a figure of $48.4 million on it.  Rather than spend $48.4 million on remedial action - 
the minister has given us no indication that he is prepared to spend that $48.4 million - the Minister for Energy 
can go back to the Energy Safety Directorate and request that lower standards of electricity supply quality and 
reliability be approved for the areas where the problems have been identified.  Members will understand why 
this is of concern to members for country electorates and for everybody who is so reliant on their power supply.  
At any stage the Minister for Energy can simply ignore the benchmark standards which have been put in place 
and which he brought forward.  This allows him to sidestep the issue and not spend the extra money on the 
remedial action. 

When we embark on the disaggregation debate, which will be soon, we will request the minister - I am sure we 
will move amendments to reflect this request - to remove from the regulations the ability to sidestep the 
requirements.  All Western Australians will then be confident that benchmark standards for electricity supply 
will be met.  While they cannot be confident that benchmark standards for electricity supply will be met, they 
will continue to be apprehensive about any planned changes to Western Power.   

In closing, I support the call by the member for Avon and Leader of the National Party for a parliamentary 
inquiry.  It is important to get to the bottom of the reliability and supply issues in not only the wheatbelt and 
Bremer Bay areas but also Roleystone and all other areas of the State.  Until these issues are identified and 
remedial action planned, it will be very difficult for regional Western Australia to support the changes to 
Western Power’s structure.   

MR T.K. WALDRON (Wagin) [6.32 pm]:  I support this motion, and particularly the inquiry.  From what we 
have heard tonight, I believe that it is sensible and essential that an inquiry be conducted.  I will not go into all 
the issues that my colleagues have covered.  They have covered the subject, and the real associated issues that go 
with it, extremely well.  When I became the local member for Wagin, I knew that there were some power 
problems in rural Western Australia.  However, I had no idea how bad the situation was and how bad the 
network was.  In many areas, I expected that the delivery and reliability of power supplies and services would be 
much better than they were.  I was surprised by that. 

A number of matters were highlighted by the minister and other members.  My electorate of Wagin is a fairly 
old, established area.  It is probably well known as a well-developed area in which one would not think there 
would be too many complaints.  However, in my time as the local member, I have been amazed by the number 
of complaints I have received, particularly from some of the areas that have quite a rich history.  I refer to 
Kojonup, which is my old home town.  On the south east line out of Kojonup, there are ongoing problems with 
delivery and reliability of supplies.  In this day and age, one would think that something could be done about 
that.  There is also another problem.  People keep highlighting to me that when they register complaints, the 
follow-up and response are also a real problem.  These issues are not being raised by people who are just 
whingeing and complaining because they have nothing better to do; these are genuine complaints from people I 
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have known for many years, and I know that they do not complain for no reason.  There is a real problem in that 
area.   

We have talked about an inquiry.  We have a large amount of knowledge, but in many areas we do not 
understand that problems exist.  I have had many complaints from people in Darkan, particularly last year.  I 
have mentioned that in this Parliament before.  One of the issues that concerns me is that there will be a major 
fire disaster because of crumbling lines and poles.  We talked about this issue in Darkan last year, and I raised it 
in the House and with Western Power.  There was a dangerous situation in December last year.  It is lucky that it 
was not this year, because there is much more growth and denser crops around.  It was a bad day, with high 
winds.  A pole was crumbling, the lines came down and a fire started.  It was due only to the fantastic efforts of a 
number of people, and a fair bit of luck, that that fire was extinguished.  However, on another occasion, that may 
not happen.  There is a real danger to the general public, to land and buildings in the area.   
There are other areas east of Katanning and little areas such as Yealering and also the Halfway House.  The 
member for Merredin mentioned what happens with freezers etc.  Yealering is a small place that services a 
farming area.  It has a cooperative that has experienced ongoing outages.  To Western Power’s credit, it has been 
able to correct some of the problems, but the service is still not reliable.  On many occasions, there has been no 
power to the freezers.  People have gone to the trouble of whipping out all the food from their freezer, and they 
have taken it to farms that have generators and tried to keep some of it there.  The Halfway House is a well-
known roadhouse on the busy Albany Highway.  It is experiencing ongoing problems.  After prompting from me 
on behalf of my constituent, we did get some service from Western Power, and the situation has improved.  
However, the problem is still ongoing.  The fact is that people cannot rely on the service.  As I was sitting here 
listening to the debate, some messages came through for the member for Avon.  I could not help but notice that 
one message stated that right now the power is down in Pingelly, and all the bank services there are unavailable.  
As we are talking, this is happening.  This is not just fly-by-night stuff; it is reality, and it needs to be looked at 
more thoroughly. 

I want to raise another matter with the minister.  Recently, people have raised two or three cases with me about 
land in country towns, where there may have been a subdivision or a new industrial estate, or someone may have 
wanted to get power to a block to use it for residential or industrial purposes.  The cost and the requirements to 
get the power connected are preventing development in many country towns.  This is a real issue.  
Representatives of Western Power are coming to see me tomorrow about a couple of these cases.  It is great that 
they are coming to see me.  The funny thing is that since we set up the meeting, a couple of the costs have 
dropped, which is good.  However, it shows that more can be done in that area.  For example, a guy has a block 
in Katanning that he has subdivided.  He has a machinery yard etc.  He has subdivided another block, which is 
probably worth about $40 000.  To service that block, which has nothing on it, he must put up a new transformer 
and upgrade it to 300 kilovolt capacity.  With 200 kilovolt capacity on the other block, it will cost him $40 000.  
At top money, the lot would make $40 000.  He must then spend money on the block which already has 
improvements on it but which will not be used.  Those are some of the issues that the Government needs to 
ensure it is addressing.   

My old home town of Kojonup is having a similar problem with industrial land and the requirements to put the 
power underground.  The cost of that is prohibitive to the development of that industrial land.  The cost of 
upgrading the power service so that it is at the level required to keep our communities going also is prohibitive to 
the development of industry in country WA.  The overall cost of upgrading that power supply and ensuring it is 
reliable is prohibitive to the development of industry.  If disaggregation will help in that way, we need to know 
how that will happen.   

I will not speak about Bremer Bay, except to say that I know about some of the problems there.  Even though it 
is in the member for Roe’s electorate - he is far more up to date with what happens there - a number of people 
from my electorate go to Bremer Bay and some have business there.  The people of Bremer Bay feel forgotten, 
and for the past couple of years they have been making it known in the area.  I know the minister is aware of it, 
but the power supply in that area, which is becoming an important area of our State, needs urgent and immediate 
action.  We have heard about its fishing and farming industries.  However, a lot of people go to Bremer Bay for 
their holidays.  Tourism is a big industry and the power supply to the area needs to be assisted.  The meeting that 
will be held in Jerramungup on 5 November is a measure of the concern of those people.  The proof was in the 
pudding at the Koorda meeting.  People from the Government need to attend the meeting at Jerramungup.  It 
would be great if the minister himself could attend.   

The member for Avon spoke about the need for people in rural WA to be informed about electricity reform, 
disaggregation etc.  Historically, people in country WA have been promised or guaranteed services, which have 
then not been delivered, and that makes them sceptical.  They do not have the information or the understanding 
that the minister has.  As their representatives, we need more information.  The minister has offered briefings 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 22 October 2003] 

 p12492b-12505a 
Mr Max Trenorden; Acting Speaker; Speaker; Mr Brendon Grylls; Mr Terry Waldron; Mr Ross Ainsworth; Mr 

Martin Whitely 

 [12] 

and we have had meetings today.  We need to do more of that to ensure that we understand disaggregation.  The 
member for Avon said that the National Party is happy to assist the Government with that.  However, the 
comments from people in rural WA indicate to me that they are opposed to disaggregation.  They are sceptical 
because, although the power supply is not great at the moment, particularly in the outer areas of the power 
distribution system, they fear it will only get worse if disaggregation takes place.  If it will improve the service 
for the people in those areas, the Government needs to convince them of that and show them how it will benefit 
them; then it will get support.  At times country people are a little reticent about change, as we all are.  However, 
the great thing about country people is that they will listen.  Once they are convinced, they will be the 
Government’s greatest supporters on disaggregation.   

At the moment there are real inequities in the delivery, service and reliability of the power supplied to country 
people.  Those inequities are very much being brought to the fore and need to be addressed.  Country people 
never expect to receive the same level of service as their city counterparts.  They are very realistic and accept 
that there will always be differences and gaps because of the number of people living in and the spread-out 
nature of country WA.  However, in this modern age they expect the service provided to them to be a lot closer 
to that provided to those in the city.  We hope an inquiry will identify those inequities and enable the 
Government to focus on them.  One of the driving reasons for my getting involved in politics was those 
inequities.  When I lived in Perth but worked in the country, I saw it day in, day out.  Those inequities are real.  
Country people do not expect the exact same level of service as that provided to people in the city, but they 
expect it to be a helluva lot closer.   

One other point I want to mention is cost.  I have mentioned the cost of having power connected for 
development.  I do not think the cost of residential power supply in towns is the main issue for country people; 
the issue is getting the service and ensuring it is reliable.  I urge the minister to take notice of this motion.  An 
inquiry is sensible.  It is essential.  A helluva lot of benefit would come out of it.  I urge the minister to better 
inform country people.  I urge the minister and his staff to talk to country people.  First, he would win a lot of 
accolades for visiting country towns; and, secondly, he would learn a helluva lot, particularly as we enter the 
debate on disaggregation.  If he wants that support, he will have to guarantee that disaggregation will give 
country people a service as well as reliability.   

The member for Merredin spoke about the regulations.  Standards for electricity supply can be lowered if they 
must be or if it is needed.  That sends a message to everyone in country WA that if we go ahead with 
disaggregation, they will miss out.  Currently power services are not good.  We need to show people that, in the 
future, those services will improve across the board, and not just in the city, Bunbury, Narrogin or wherever.  
The member for Roleystone mentioned his own area.  This is not just about outer areas.  It is very important for 
people living in country areas to have a guarantee.  However, it is also a guarantee for everyone.  I support the 
motion.   

MR R.A. AINSWORTH (Roe) [6.46 pm]:  I also support the motion.  A couple of the previous speakers 
mentioned the meeting in Jerramungup on 5 November.  Jerramungup is in my electorate.  The meeting was 
called on the initiative of three neighbouring shires: Jerramungup, Ravensthorpe and Gnowangerup, all of which 
are in my electorate.  There is a very good reason that these three shires have called a meeting in November to 
discuss the shortcomings in Western Power’s power supply.  Jerramungup contains the town of Bremer Bay.  I 
have certainly mentioned Bremer Bay in this place before.  We have heard examples of Western Power’s power 
supply to Bremer Bay being so poor that, for example, the local general store, which must service not just a 
population of a few hundred but of several thousand in the weeks over Christmas and the new year when the 
population quadruples and more, has had no power for a couple of days.  Members can imagine what that means.  
The owner of that store must have a backup supply.  His fridges and freezers are absolutely bursting with ice-
cream and other frozen and refrigerated foods.  It is a real concern for him that he must have expensive backup 
power just because the supply of energy, which most people in the city take for granted, is so poor that he cannot 
rely on it.  The same applies to the abalone farm that has started up in Bremer Bay.  The owners of that abalone 
farm have a multimillion-dollar investment.  Yet their workers must camp on the floor of the factory at night to 
ensure that, when the power goes out, the pumps can be turned back on and that the whole system is operational 
because otherwise they would face major losses.   

The town of Ravensthorpe, which is further east, is on one of the longest leads from the source of power 
anywhere in the world.  It is like a giant garden hose.  By the time the power gets to the end of it, there is just a 
trickle of power.  At the moment that power supply is barely servicing the needs of the people of Ravensthorpe.  
New mines and businesses wanted to start in Ravensthorpe but could not be supplied with energy at all.  At one 
stage the Department of Health was told that Western Power could not guarantee an adequate power supply for 
the increased needs that the proposed new hospital, which is now under way, and its upgraded equipment would 
require.  It is an absolute disgrace that that could happen in 2002, which is when this happened.   
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The power supply to the town of Gnowangerup has been inadequate for some time.  That town also has lost a 
major business that produced fabricated fencing.  It was a small company, but one that was in competition with 
the big fence manufacturers.  It was making great inroads into Western Australia with its sales.  It was doing so 
well that it wanted to establish a bigger factory and employ more people.  It was a small regional town that had a 
major industry growing in it and it all looked quite rosy until such time as the company applied to Western 
Power for additional energy.  It was told that it could have the power, provided it paid for a direct line from 
Katanning to Gnowangerup, and that that line would cost the company $2 million.  Members can imagine what 
happened; the company did nothing about it and it has now left Gnowangerup.  That town has totally lost that 
industry to the metropolitan area.  Members can see quite clearly why these three towns are saying that we have 
to do something about the power supply.  We know there has been a meeting in Koorda and we know that at 
least one of these shires has been featured in the report from the Energy Safety Directorate in the Shire of 
Jerramungup and the township of Bremer Bay.  These three towns have missed out, in one case, on major mining 
opportunities and, in another, on some significant industrial opportunities.  The town on the coast still has major 
industrial opportunities as far as its fishing industry is concerned.  There are three abalone leases in Bremer Bay, 
only one of which is being developed.  Western Power cannot supply power to the other two even if they wanted 
to start up business tomorrow.  That is the sort of thing with which we are dealing; the lack of quality and the 
total uncertainty about the power supply.   

An inquiry of this nature is warranted because Western Power has some recorded information on the outages and 
the problems that people ring in about - that is acknowledged.  However, a lot of people get heartily sick - as I 
mentioned to the member for Roleystone before - of ringing Western Power every five minutes to say that their 
power is down.  They do not bother recording these outages after a certain time.  Those people have come to the 
view - I can understand why - that there is absolutely no point in ringing up and complaining all the time because 
nothing has happened, which is absolutely correct.  Some steps have been taken towards improving the supply to 
Bremer Bay but it has an awful long way to go, and the same applies to Ravensthorpe and Gnowangerup.  If this 
inquiry goes ahead - I certainly hope it does - it should focus on not just the inadequacy of the existing system 
for the customers who are affected by it, but also the opportunities that have been lost to regional WA.  People 
have made inquiries about investing in regional towns and have been told that if they want to invest in towns 
such as Gnowangerup, Jerramungup, Ravensthorpe or the hundreds of other country towns I could mention, they 
need to find out whether they can get a power supply, whether the price will be right and whether the service will 
be reliable.  In most cases, the answer to all those questions is a resounding no.  We have lost an awful lot of 
opportunities we do not even know about because people have come and gone from these places without making 
a fuss and without there being a headline in the local paper.  They have done their investigations and due 
diligence, or whatever it is called, and they have gone away and invested their money somewhere else where 
they know they can get a reliable power supply.  That means that there is a “them and us” situation in the 
opportunities that this State provides to its citizens.   

Those are the sorts of questions that this inquiry should consider.  It should not consider just the problems that 
are visible and readily quantifiable because customers have evidence of the lack of supply or quality of service 
from Western Power.  This inquiry should consider the lost opportunities that regional areas have suffered.  
When that is done people might realise that the amount of money required to upgrade the system in regional 
areas could have added to the government coffers through the benefits from these businesses located in country 
areas.  Then we would not see declining numbers of students in country schools, businesses closing in some 
places because of a lack of customers and some of the social issues that might be prevalent in some towns 
because of the lack of job opportunities for people who are now engaging in antisocial behaviour.  On a whole-
of-government basis, I suspect that if the money had been invested properly in Western Power infrastructure and 
if it had not had another $20 million taken from it, which the Minister for Energy said was necessary to fund 
other areas, that investment would have been soundly based and it would have helped to improve the social and 
business life of those regional areas.  Instead, the quality of life has diminished in many places.  I welcome the 
inquiry and I hope it goes ahead. 

MR M.P. WHITELY (Roleystone) [6.55 pm]:  During the speech by the Leader of the National Party, I 
interjected to highlight the fact that there are some issues about continuity of power supply in the metropolitan 
area, particularly where I live in my electorate of Roleystone.  Last week I had a meeting with Western Power 
because I was concerned with a number of blackouts that occurred in Roleystone.  I was surprised by Western 
Power’s statistics that highlighted that there had been 27 power outages in the past year.  It highlighted that it 
was a particularly bad year due to some unusually heavy storm activity.  However, the figure for the previous 
year was 14.  Even in the metropolitan area we have some issues with continuity of power supply.   

I live on the outskirts of Roleystone - west Roleystone - on a scarp above Kelmscott.  As well as having 
problems with the continuity of power supply in that area, there is also no access to mains water.  We rely on 
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bore water for our drinking water.  I accept that because I live in the outer metropolitan area and the level of 
services is somewhat less than that in the more populated areas.  However, I have been somewhat frustrated with 
the problems created by a lack of power supply because when the power goes out the bore does not work and we 
do not have any water.  Earlier this year there was a 28-hour blackout as a result of a very heavy storm that 
affected power supplies throughout the Perth metropolitan area.  In central Roleystone, where it was not as bad, 
the power came back on much more speedily.  However, where I live the power was out for 28 hours and, 
therefore, I did not have a water supply.  Although I had not had a shower and I did not have any power, 
unfortunately, my phone was working.  People know where I live and they know that I am the local member so 
they rang me to complain about the fact that the power was out.  I pointed out that I was acutely aware of 
problem and I was highly motivated to deal with it.  Anyway, as I said, I accept the difficulties of the situation 
and I was pleased that Western Power could inform me of the difficulties and outline its plans to deal with the 
problem.   

Roleystone has some particular difficulties.  People live in Roleystone because they are attracted by the bush 
environment and the large trees, but that poses some challenges to the continuity of supply, some of which can 
be addressed by Western Power through its vegetation trimming processes to protect the overhead powerlines.  
However, sometimes the outages are caused by residents not trimming their own trees.  In some ways, people are 
sometimes responsible for their own loss of power.  The terrain is basically gravel on rock, which means that 
underground power is not an option.  Even the smaller blocks in Roleystone are half-acre blocks and many 
people live on five to 10-acre blocks so they simply have longer feeder lines.  All those issues present problems 
for the continuity of power supply.  Western Power has informed me that one of the reasons for the lack of 
continuity in power was that the stalker feeder line from Gosnells is notoriously unreliable.  Western Power has 
identified that as a problem line and come up with a number of different strategies for increasing the reliability of 
supply on the stalker line, one of which is to increase its vegetation clearing program.  Another is to put in extra 
closers on the line that can minimise the likelihood of blackouts and help to localise the effects if a blackout is 
caused by a tree falling or whatever.  Another option it was considering was the use of insulated cable bundling, 
particularly in problem areas where a number of blackouts are caused by branches falling onto powerlines.  
Western Power assured me that it can identify where these problem areas are likely to be and, by simply 
spending some extra money on bundling up to about five per cent of the stalker line, it would be able to 
significantly reduce the number of problems.  The other solution from Western Power was to install better 
linkages in the feeder lines rather than rely solely on the stalker line.  There is a problem in my electorate.  I 
know it; I live in it.  I was heartened that Western Power acknowledged it and was not defensive about it, but 
came up with strategies to deal with it. 

I cannot support the motion because it calls for an inquiry to investigate the deteriorating infrastructure and poor 
customer service.  In my experience, Western Power is perfectly aware of the problems.  We do not need an 
inquiry to investigate those problems.  

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders.  

House adjourned at 7.00 pm 
__________ 

 
 


