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Western Power, $386 000 000 - 
Hon Jon Ford, Deputy Chairman. 

Mr N. Ninkov, General Manager Strategic Services, Western Power Corporation. 

Mr G. Eley, Principal Policy Adviser - Energy, Office of Deputy Premier. 

Mrs C. Chatfield, Government and Corporate Relations Executive, Western Power Corporation. 

Ms S. Mortas, Principal Policy Adviser, Housing.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  On behalf of the Legislative Council Estimates Committee I welcome you to 
today’s hearing.  Government agencies and departments have an important role and duty in assisting Parliament 
to scrutinise the budget papers on behalf of the people of Western Australia.  The Committee values that 
assistance.  Members are asked to sit towards the front of the Chamber where practicable so that witnesses will 
not have to turn their heads when answering questions.  It will greatly assist Hansard if, when referring to the 
Budget Statements, volumes or the consolidated funds estimates, members give the page number, item program 
amount and so on in preface to their questions.   

If supplementary information is to be provided, I ask for your cooperation in ensuring that it is delivered to the 
Committee’s clerk within five working days of receipt of the questions.  An example of the required Hansard 
style for the documents has been provided to your advisers.  I remind those members of the public in attendance 
that only accredited media representatives may take notes.  However, full Hansard transcripts will be available 
to the public within a week of the close of these hearings.  The Committee reminds agency representatives to 
respond to questions in a succinct manner and to limit the extent of personal observations.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  First, I apologise to the Committee that the chief executive officer of Western Power is 
not at this Estimates Committee hearing.  I can see from the look given to me by Hon Peter Foss that he wants an 
explanation.  I do not have an adequate explanation that I am prepared to give to the House for that non-
appearance.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  Before we begin questions, in view of the matter that we mutually agreed to and discussed 
in this House, I ask that the Committee write to Mr Eiszele and point out to him the importance of having chief 
executive officers attend these meetings and, in the absence of their capacity to do so, of their giving an adequate 
excuse and for that excuse to be accepted by the Committee.  It is disturbing that a chief executive officer has not 
attended.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  We will send that letter.   

Hon PETER FOSS:  I draw the attention of the Committee to page 220 of budget paper No 2 and to the section 
headed “Connected to our Environment” of Western Power’s annual report.  I take it that Western Power is 
serious about its environmental responsibilities.  I wonder whether Western Power has calculated the impact of 
its undergrounding of power program.  It does not seem to be referred to in either the budget papers or Western 
Power’s environmental plan.  However, I understand that the undergrounding of power allows street trees to 
grow, which removes the heat sink effect of bitumen roads.  Has Western Power calculated that effect?  I also 
note that there does not appear to be a commitment to the undergrounding of power beyond this year.  Is that 
simply because it has not been included, or has Western Power not made up its mind on the matter?  How do this 
year’s expenditures and the projected expenditures compare with past expenditures?  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  If it is convenient for the Committee, I would like the general manager to respond to 
the question.  

Mr NINKOV:  We have not made any estimates of the environmental impact from those sorts of calculations.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  Are you even aware of the suggestion?  

Mr NINKOV:  Of what?  

Hon PETER FOSS:  That it might have some impact.  

Mr NINKOV:  No, I do not think that it was a major consideration when we introduced it during the time of the 
previous Government.  As the member is aware, the undergrounding became compulsory for new subdivisions in 
the 1990s.  A few years ago, Western Power implemented a pilot program to discover whether it would be 
economic and, a couple of years ago, it became a full-scale program.  We are involved in a joint funding 
arrangement with the State Government, local governments and Western Power to retrospectively underground 
power.  We are now in stage 2 of that program.  By the end of this financial year, about one-third of Perth will 
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have retrospectively been provided with underground power.  If we have the support of local governments and 
the State Government, we intend to continue that program through the rest of this decade.  Members will recall 
that the previous Government’s target was to have 50 per cent of Perth’s power undergrounded by 2010.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  The undergrounding program is not provided for in the future estimates.  Is there any reason 
why it is not provided for beyond this year? 

Mr NINKOV:  It is intended that the undergrounding program will continue.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  Do you not yet have the figures for it?   

Mr NINKOV:  I am not sure why that is the case.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  It might be included in the global figures on page 221, but it is not shown in the specific 
figures on pages 220 and 221.   

Mr NINKOV:  No.  However, we have an allowance in the out years.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  Is it or is it not included?   

Mr NINKOV:  Under the heading of new works on page 221, $26 981 000 is provided for the undergrounding 
project in 2001-02.   

Hon PETER FOSS:  I know that; however, it is not shown in the out years.  Pages 220 and 221 show figures for 
this year but not for future years.   

Mr NINKOV:  It is probably included in the global figures.  Our share is 25 per cent; the other components come 
from the State Government and local governments.  

[2.10 pm] 

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  I also wish to explore that line item for the undergrounding project on page 221.  I did 
not catch all of the witness’s advice to Hon Peter Foss.  I heard him say that the program was to achieve 50 per 
cent coverage by the year 2010.  What proportion will be covered by June 2002?  

Mr NINKOV:  Our estimate is that at June 2002, 33 per cent of Perth will have underground power.   

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  Obviously, there are aesthetic advantages in removing overhead power lines, and road 
safety advantages in removing power poles.  I understand that if a cable is underground, it is less likely to be 
subject to storm damage.  What other advantages are there, in terms of the reliability of power supply, in 
undergrounding electricity, or is it just protection from storm damage?  

Mr NINKOV:  Apart from the protection from storm damage, underground power also provides for a much more 
reliable power supply.  It also reduces losses of electricity through the line.  A number of benefits can be gained 
from undergrounding power supplies.   

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  Is the loss of transmission efficiency improved? 

Mr NINKOV:  Yes.  

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  I presume that motor vehicle accidents involving power supplies would also interrupt 
electricity supplies .  

Mr NINKOV:  That is right, fewer power supply interruptions occur. The benefits to Western Power include 
lower costs in distributing electricity around the system, and lower maintenance costs.  

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  Is the effective life of the cable extended?  

Mr NINKOV:  The life of the cable is not necessarily longer, but less maintenance is required, because the cable 
is not subject to the elements.  

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  Which areas are next on the schedule for underground power?  

Mr NINKOV:  There are quite a large number at the moment - East Fremantle, Rivervale, Bicton, Mt Pleasant, 
South Perth, East Victoria Park, Carlisle, Mt Lawley, Subiaco, West Leederville, north Wembley, Nedlands, 
Claremont and Mosman Park are all currently under way.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  I remind members that it will assist the process if they keep their questions 
succinct, so that they are not a running dialogue.  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I refer to the debate between gas and coal for electricity generation.  What criteria does 
Western Power apply when choosing between gas and coal as a medium for electricity generation?  Which is the 
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cheaper medium for servicing the metropolitan electricity market?  How much does Western Power pay for coal 
and gas used for electricity generation?  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Before I turn to Mr Ninkov for a reply to that question, I will say that I suspect that the 
answer to the question is price.   

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I agree that price would be a factor, but I would expect that other criteria exist.  

Mr NINKOV:  Two kinds of issues are involved here.  The first is that, under of the Electricity Corporation Act 
1994, schedule 7 sets out what Western Power is required to do under the Act when any new generation plant is 
built.  The schedule requires a tender process, in which procedures are set out.  Our primary objective is to 
minimise the delivered cost of electricity to Western Power, when bringing new plant onto the system.  Western 
Power is required to comply with the Act passed by this House when the corporation was formed.  On the other 
side of the equation, Western Power is interested in producing the most efficient form of energy.  Obviously, 
cost is a factor, but as in the case of the recent announcement of the replacement of the Kwinana B power station 
with the combined cycle plant, environmental benefits as well as cost factors must be considered.  The plant will 
save two million tonnes of carbon dioxide each year.  Financial criteria and environmental and social impacts are 
considered.   

As regards coal and gas for electricity generation, it is the view of Western Power that both should be equally 
considered in any new power station, and that ultimately the power station that wins, strictly from a financial 
viewpoint, will be the one that provides the lowest delivered cost of energy.  It will be up to the various coal and 
gas suppliers to compete aggressively to give the best price.  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  What is the cost of coal and gas?  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The witness may have the question placed on notice if he wishes.  

Mr NINKOV:  My reason for not answering the question is that Western Power has a confidentiality clause in 
both its coal and gas contracts.  I am not sure that I can release that information.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  In those circumstances, I am sure Hon George Cash will not mind my asking for that 
question to be placed as a formal question on notice, and that the minister then discuss with Western Power the 
opportunities for making information available to the Committee and the form in which it may be made 
available.  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  I would be happy with that course of action, recognising that the use of the term 
“confidentiality clauses” probably holds no water whatsoever when it comes to answering a question in 
Parliament.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  For the record, I will add that there may well be an opportunity for the information to 
be made available to the House and the Committee in a format that can both comply with the desire of the 
Committee while meeting the contractual obligations of Western Power.  

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  I refer to the annual report of Western Power, page 56, which relates to sustainable 
energy.  In particular, there is mention on that page of the commonwealth Renewable Energy (Electricity) Act 
2000.  Reference is also made to the national competition policy package legislated in 1995, which guarantees 
access to third party utilities.  Given the importance of renewable energy mentioned in this report, how many 
applications has Western Power received since the 1995 competition policy legislation for guaranteed access was 
put through?  Of these, with how many people has Western Power been able to negotiate access?   

Mr NINKOV:  I cannot answer the member’s first question.  Under the Act, Western Power is required to have 
ring-fenced business units and the information is confidential.  The only person who can answer the question is 
actually in the wires business of Western Power.  We cannot exchange information due to the open access 
provisions of the Act.  I will have to take the question on notice and ask that person to supply the member with 
that information.  Certain parts of the organisation do not see all the information.  The only people who see the 
information requested by the member is our wires business.  I will get those people to respond to the member 
directly with the answer.   

[2.20 pm] 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The question will now be placed on notice.  The minister will organise the information 
in a way that responds to both the requirements of the Estimates Committee and the statutory responsibilities of 
Western Power. 
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Hon DEE MARGETTS:  Thank you.  I look forward to his response.  I am interested in the potential to use or 
develop other power sources in conjunction with, or instead of, the proposed Pinjar-Cataby powerline, which 
will eventually go through to Eneabba and Geraldton.  Can you provide any definitive information on whether 
the proposed system has all the loop mechanisms that would enable renewable power to be developed along that 
powerline? 

Mr NINKOV:  Once the new 132 kilovolt line is in place, it will be able to accommodate renewable energy, as 
any power station up to a certain size is able to.  The proposed expansion to 132 kilovolt would not be large 
enough to accommodate a very large power station, such as a 1 000 megawatt power station in Geraldton.  There 
is a limiting capacity on the line.  It can accommodate a power station at the other end, but that station cannot be 
of any great size.  The transmission line is fitted to a certain size. 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  I ask for clarification on that.  I have been told that there would be problems linking 
renewable energy sources to the proposed structure of the powerline.  What advice can you give the committee 
on any such problems? 

Mr NINKOV:  I will look into that question and ask our networks people to provide the committee with an 
answer. 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  Thank you. 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  My question relates to Western Power policy on the construction of powerlines.  Does 
Western Power have a hierarchy of priorities?  For example, does it use public land in preference to private land, 
or cleared land in preference to vegetated land?  How and when does it decide to use underground powerlines 
instead of overhead powerlines, and how does it incorporate compensation into its decision-making process?  
What is the broad policy that Western Power adopts - what criteria are used when making those decisions? 

Mr NINKOV:  I would like to take that question on notice because it involves a number of issues concerning 
land-holders and compensation, at which point the Valuer General gets involved.  Rather than provide a half 
answer now, I would like to take that question on notice and provide a full written response at a later stage. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  I refer to page 220 of the Budget Statements and to the improvement in the supply of power 
to Aboriginal communities in regional and remote areas.  Can somebody tell me what action is being taken, or is 
planned, to improve the power supply to those areas? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I would like the opportunity to handle this question, because it is something in which I 
have taken considerable interest.  I am pleased to be able to tell the committee that on 23 July Cabinet approved 
a pilot project to conduct an Aboriginal and remote community power procurement process for three remote 
Aboriginal communities in west, east and south Kimberley - Bidyadanga, Warmun and Wangkatjungka.  The 
two major issues that motivated this decision were the poor quality of electricity supply to some remote 
communities and the resulting environmental health problems, and the issue of equity in the delivery of essential 
services to remote communities.  Most sizeable regional gazetted towns receive electricity on a subsidised 
uniform tariff basis from Western Power.  I hope that the pilot project will take on board, at least for the Warmun 
community the opportunity to explore the Government’s pre-election commitment to consider the extension of 
the Ord hydropower scheme to that community.  That is one option for this pilot project.  The identification of 
those three communities was done in cooperation with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission.  
That will be one of the hallmarks of the way in which this Government will operate while in office.  During its 
discussions with the Office of Energy, ATSIC identified the three communities it wanted in this pilot program.  
The project involves the assessment of the future energy needs of each community, drawing on information 
collected under the existing remote area essential services program.  Tenders for supply will be called and 
evaluated, taking into account factors such as technical specifications, environmental impact, community 
benefits and the cost of supply.  Power purchase agreements will be negotiated and concluded, and the 
implementation and commissioning of new power stations will be overseen.  The project and recommendations 
on the ongoing program will be evaluated.  Near the completion of the pilot project, the Office of Energy will 
provide the minister with a report on the project and recommendations about any ongoing payments by the 
Commonwealth and the State to support continued secure energy supplies at the uniform tariff for these pilot 
communities.  Members need to be aware that the cost of providing electricity to remote communities has 
effectively debilitated ATSIC’s capacity to carry out programs that otherwise respond to the disadvantage 
experienced by Aboriginal communities.  The cost of diesel power generation through the various systems that 
operate throughout the regional and remote areas of Western Australia will effectively rob those communities of 
the chance to get substantive financial support to respond to the many areas of disadvantage they experience, of 
which access to power is one.  It is important that we use the opportunity of this committee to truly understand 
this issue and its interplay with legislation.  The governance of Western Power and the opportunity for policy 
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settings on questions of access to power, let alone access to other things like water and telecommunications, 
must be appropriately set to respond to people’s legitimate rights to get what people in the metropolitan area take 
for granted.   

I am also told that the communities that participate in the procurement process will, at its completion, no longer 
need to manage their own power generation and distribution or earn revenue to cover the costs of power.  I am 
not advised about whether Western Power is considering positioning some of that financial support to utilise 
underground power programs so that some communities can have their powerlines put underground.  For 
example, the coastal Bidyadanga community has been hit by a number of cyclones in recent times, not least of 
which was cyclone Rosita.  Western Power would be well advised to consider including such communities in its 
underground power program.  However, that will be subject to consideration following the outcome of the pilot 
project and the ongoing scheme to competitively procure power supplies for other large remote communities - 
that is, those with more than 200 people.  There will be opportunities for those programs to be implemented.  I 
get the impression that despite the Deputy Chairman’s avid interest in this topic, I may have come to the end of 
my time for this answer.  

[2.30 pm]  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  You could seek an extension of time! 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The member wants me to seek an extension of time. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  I think the answer is adequate.  

Hon GEORGE CASH:  What have been the changes to previous policy since the change of Government in 
February 2001, and are any changes contemplated in the near to mid term as a result of that change of 
Government?  Is Western Power bound by the state government wages policy, and if not, why not?  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  We appreciate Hon George Cash’s questions, and I am more than happy to put them on 
notice and make the Minister for Energy’s answer available to the Committee.  The Chamber will appreciate that 
Western Power is a government trading enterprise; a government agency whose policy settings and relationship 
with its minister and the Government, and therefore the people of Western Australia, operate differently from 
those of other agencies.  In fact, Hon George Cash, Hon Norman Moore, Hon Barry House and I probably have a 
greater awareness than most members of the particular complexities of the relationships and policy settings of 
such trading enterprises because of our joint authorship of that well-renowned document, the report of the 
Standing Committee on Government Agencies.  

Hon N.F. MOORE:  We are fascinated by your new understanding.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Our joint understanding might provide us with the opportunity to review the legislation 
under which the trading enterprise operates.  Hon Barry House has suggested selling it.  Although I appreciate 
that that may have been a strategy of the previous Government to recover recurrent costs, we will not sell it; 
hence we are reining in recurrent expenditure.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  That draws this division to a close.  I thank the minister and his officers for their 
attendance.  If the members have any other questions, they should give them to the Committee officers within 
the next five working days.  
 


