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WESTERN POWER — VEGETATION MANAGEMENT 
Grievance 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton) [9.12 am]: My grievance, of which I believe some notice has been given, is to the 
Minister for Energy in regard to Western Power’s vegetation management system, whereby contractors working 
on behalf of Western Power identify and clear vegetation under powerlines. In raising this grievance, I am not 
seeking to make a partisan or political point; I am raising this issue on behalf of local residents in an attempt to 
identify a better solution that ensures appropriate levels of clearance around Western Power infrastructure without 
placing significant financial burden on homeowners. 
Recently, Mr Rengasamy of Willetton contacted me about a bill that he received from Western Power for works 
completed by a Western Power contractor to ensure there was no vegetation within the clearance zone. I am not 
complaining about Western Power contracting out this issue; it is an appropriate way to do the work. Mr Rengasamy 
is not the first resident who has contacted me on a similar matter. In raising the issue, I understand and agree with 
the need to ensure there is no vegetation within the clearance zone around Western Power infrastructure. However, 
the remarkable thing for Mr Rengasamy is that he was charged $419.27 for a few minutes’ work to remove about 
five side branches. That is about $80 a branch—good work if you can get it! 
Mr Rengasamy is aware of his obligations and has a good history of trimming trees in the area to ensure compliance. 
Looking at the picture that I provided to the minister, one can see that Mr Rengasamy has trimmed the trees regularly. 
I cannot say whether they needed to be trimmed at all in this case—I doubt it—but, clearly, it was only a few branches. 
Mr Rengasamy’s attempt to comply by trimming the tree meant that very little was left to remove; he sent me a photo. 
I understand that the sum of $419.27 is a fixed amount that is charged regardless of the amount of clearing completed. 
Western Power has advised that the adoption of a fixed cost removes any speculative assessment of the value of 
the work being carried out by the contractor on properties, and produces a simplified regime based on the average 
cost across houses. Before I ceased being Minister for Energy in 2016–17, I asked for a review of this system given 
the costs put onto individual householders. Although I recognise that some residents do not attempt to comply with 
their responsibility and Western Power needs to take action to ensure a safe clearance, there are some people who 
do. There are people, such as Mr Rengasamy, who have attempted to clear the zone, but for whatever reason, the 
contractor has determined that there is still an amount to clear. I do not believe people like Mr Rengasamy should 
have to pay an exorbitant amount for a few branches. In fact, it was previously Western Power’s policy to provide 
discounts, sometimes up 100 per cent, to those billed who had attempted to clear vegetation and have a history of 
compliance. I know this because I have raised this issue with Western Power in the past on behalf of another 
aggrieved constituent, and Western Power graciously waived the bill as an act of goodwill, and an incentive to 
people who do the right thing. However, I understand that this is no longer Western Power’s policy. 
There is a clear aim by many local governments to increase the level of tree canopy cover across metropolitan 
Perth. As the minister would know, the City of Canning is one of the lowest ranked local governments in Perth in 
terms of its tree canopy cover, and is investing significant funds to rectify this. I might add that there is a strong 
desire for and incentives to act, at least in my electorate, to diminish tree cover. In my first term, I assessed all the 
issues constituents brought to my office. The issue that ranked number one was difficulties with neighbours or 
individuals about trees. The issues tended to be that the trees dropped leaves and bark, and people had to pay to 
have them trimmed under powerlines. As a result, people were chopping down too many trees. 
Another issue that applies to the City of Canning, and across metropolitan Perth, is that as infill continues to meet the 
government’s target, it has become necessary to reduce the tree canopy even further. We have to go to greater lengths 
to ensure that private residences maintain or expand the tree canopy. The costing distortion that Western Power 
has put on Mr Rengasamy and others is a further disincentive for people to maintain trees. The City of Canning is 
doing a great job promoting this important issue. 
I would appreciate the minister looking at this issue. I understand that this is a longstanding issue, and I am not making 
political points. I understand why Western Power has a fixed cost for everybody, but the problem is that people 
who do the right thing, like Mr Rengasamy who trims the trees and keeps the costs down for Western Power, are 
being exploited, if you wish, by people who do nothing. A fixed price is an incentive for people to do nothing and it 
will actually increase the cost overall. I ask the minister to look at this issue; it is one that I had to look at when I was 
Minister for Energy. To date, Western Power has been very good at dealing with this, I just ask it to see whether it 
can fix the pricing and make sure that there is an incentive to reward people like Mr Rengasamy and his family 
and indeed send a clear signal to the public that we need to maintain and enhance our tree canopy not reduce it. 
MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington — Minister for Energy) [9.18 am]: I appreciate the member bringing 
this matter to Parliament. This is the sort of matter that grievances were established to deal with—a genuine issue 
for an individual constituent. It is important that these matters are brought to the government’s attention, and 
I appreciate the member doing that. This is a very good use of Parliament’s time. 
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I was not aware of the details of this case prior to yesterday, when the member indicated the grievance to the 
government, and I got a briefing from Western Power through my office. This is the first occasion that these 
matters have been brought to my attention. I am not saying that it is not an issue; I am saying that it is the first time 
it has come to my attention. I look forward to catching up with Western Power. I have already had my monthly 
meeting with the senior management of Western Power for this month, but, next month, when I have my catch up 
with them, I will discuss with them what we can do. Of course, I have some information. I have the same before 
and after photos that were provided to the member’s constituent by Western Power. 
I want to highlight a couple of things. I know that the member is not arguing about this, but I want to emphasise 
the need for safety around live infrastructure. There are two issues there. The first is the risk to life from damage 
to electrical infrastructure. They are dangerous items. Western Power overhead infrastructure can literally kill 
people, so we must make sure that it is safely maintained. That means that a significant gap is needed around that 
infrastructure and that there is no contact between vegetation and the overhead infrastructure that might lead to 
safety questions. The other reason we need significant space around that infrastructure, of course, is reliability. 
Electricity flows in a circuit, so if any part of the circuit is broken, electricity stops flowing. That means that not 
only the house where the vegetation is, but also other houses on the same circuit, will be directly impacted and lose 
service. Those two issues—reliability and safety—are directly involved. Western Power examines its infrastructure 
on an ongoing basis. The reason a large gap is needed is that inspections are done every 12 months and, of course, 
vegetation continues to grow. The vegetation has to be at least two metres away from the infrastructure because in 
the interim that vegetation will grow back. That is why a large gap is needed, even though the vegetation might 
not be in contact with the infrastructure at the time of an inspection. 
I understand that Western Power’s perspective on this is that although your constituent cleared the branches, his 
efforts were not sufficient enough to create a two-metre gap, so Western Power engaged its contractor to go back 
again. Effectively, the way Western Power charges has nothing to do with the number of branches that are removed; 
that makes no difference to the contractor. As the member said, it takes only a couple of minutes for a contractor 
to cut down branches using all their equipment, but, of course, the real cost is in getting the contractor on site. That 
is why Western Power charges $419. It is not making a margin; that is what it costs to clear the vegetation. The 
distance between two poles is one bay, so it costs Western Power the same amount no matter how many branches 
are within the safe zone of a particular bay. It still costs Western Power the same amount of money to mobilise the 
contractor to site and the price is effectively the same whether it is cutting one branch or a hundred branches. That 
means that the costs are now higher than they have been in the past. I will be happy to talk to Western Power about 
what alternatives there might be, but I wanted to emphasise that. 
Interestingly, where there are underground powerlines, the issues with tree branches is eliminated. One of the great 
benefits of undergrounding powerlines is that there is higher reliability and the question of the tree canopy is 
completely resolved. The powerline from overhead infrastructure to my house crosses a road and goes underneath 
a tree. It is not my tree; it is the council’s tree. Therefore, that is the council’s problem and not my problem, but 
I understand the challenges that are created by overhead power infrastructure. 
As the member knows, we are continuing to rollout the approvals on the undergrounding program that were given 
in his last year as minister. He issued approvals for four years and they are being rolled out. But we are looking at 
what we can do to change the way powerlines are run underground, because we think that we can do an even better 
job. That would make a big difference because it would improve the security and reliability of the network and 
avoid problems caused by this vegetation. Of course, the member’s friend the member for Cottesloe knows that 
one challenge when there is an outage is that it is much harder to repair. With overhead infrastructure, the engineers 
can see an outage and repairs can be done relatively quickly. The challenge with underground infrastructure is, as the 
member for Cottesloe knows, it is not possible to see where the issues are, so they are harder to diagnose. Instead 
of it taking a couple of hours to resolve, it may take a day or a day and a half because of the necessity to excavate. 
Dr M.D. Nahan: Minister, are there very many outages with the underground lines, particularly in the retrofit places? 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: No, it is much more reliable where there are underground powerlines. But the member 
raises an interesting issue on behalf of his constituent, and at the next opportunity I will talk to Western Power 
about this matter. 
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