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WESTERN POWER 
Statement 

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [9.45 pm]: Tonight I will make a further contribution to the debate 
held a little earlier today on the Standing Committee on Public Administration’s report titled “Unassisted 
Failure”. What I will talk about beautifully demonstrates what the minister was saying in his response; that is, 
the attitude of Western Power is nothing new and is not something that has come along in this term of 
government but has been in place for a very long time and is endemic throughout the organisation.  

I will share with the Council this evening some words spoken on 26 April 1972 on the motion of a former 
President of the house, Hon Clive Griffiths, who moved — 

That this House deplores the decision of the Government to adopt a dual route for the 330kV Kwinana-
Balga power line resulting in environmental desecration and personal hardship to a greater number of 
people than would lines installed along one route. We ask that the Government reconsider the decision 
after a report is made by the Environmental Protection Authority and that, in any event, they adhere to 
the clear recommendation of the Metropolitan Regional Planning Authority not to construct the lines 
through, or near, the Guildford Grammar School. 

That was the motion. The seconder of the motion was Hon John Williams—as some members may know, my 
late father. The contribution I am now reading is from Hansard of 26 April 1972, commencing at page 897 in 
volume 193 — 

In rising to second this motion I will not go into as much detail as my colleague, The Hon. Clive 
Griffiths. Indeed, I am not fitted to do so because I have not made a detailed study of the subject. 
However, I am profoundly disturbed about certain issues. 

This Government is supposedly very concerned about environmental protection.  

Bear in mind that the government in 1972 was the Labor government led by then Premier John Tonkin — 

It wanted an Act with big teeth. It seems to me the Government has discarded the Act and thrown the 
big teeth around in the form of electric pylons, which are a form of visual pollution. 

A remark which has been made by many people on different occasions comes to mind, and I do not see 
when or how the statement can be refuted. The statement is, “The State Electricity Commission in this 
State is a law unto itself.” I have heard it said this weekend, “No matter what the State Electricity 
Commission wants to do, it will do it when it wants to do it despite the colour of the Government.” 

When I look at the issues in this case, I am reminded of a quote of Shakespeare’s — 

O what a tangled web we weave  
When first we practise to deceive. 

I have seen many electric pylons in Europe. In 1935 when I was a boy I saw pylons spanning rivers and 
gorges. I remembered these when I heard of the idiotic remark made in another place — 

As usual! I continue — 

—that pylons were things of aesthetic beauty. A clown who makes a remark of that type needs to have 
his eyes tested. They are not things of beauty, although they do serve a purpose. We cannot do without 
them. Power lines have to span gorges, rivers, and large tracts. However I wonder whether the present 
authority has studied … putting the lines underground.  

In 1972! I continue — 

The State Electricity Commission says that very little can go underground in this State. One only has to 
travel our streets to see the visual pollution and traffic hazards created by electric light poles. 

It is not good enough for Government members to stand up and say, “What did the previous 
Government do about it?” That is beside the point. In 50 years’ time —  

Or 40 years’ time — 

our descendants will be able to see the results of our legislation today. We are here to legislate for 
tomorrow, not just for today. It may be practicable to take the wires underground in small stretches 
although possibly at great cost. The State Electricity Commission will say, “How will you dissipate the 
heat?” Power runs underground in the United States through aluminium cables sheathed in helium 
cases. So the State Electricity Commission cannot say it cannot be done. Electricity could be reticulated 
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to large portions of the metropolitan area in this way. However, I suppose this would not suit certain 
people. 

When a body such as the State Electricity Commission is created, technical experts are necessary. Any 
lay person appointed to the board can be thrown into confusion by technical expertise. The experts will 
stick together throughout the length and breadth of Australia. These men do not wish to seek an 
international opinion, as international experts would be amazed at the antiquity of our electricity supply 
system. 

As a boy I gazed at the electricity supply system as my father did before me. The electricity supply 
system we have in the metropolitan area, including the street lighting, equates roughly to the standard at 
which he first looked in 1897—and this is the age of progress! 

The State Electricity Commission wishes to desecrate a perfectly charming school and grounds. I do not 
care whether the school affected is Guildford Grammar, All Saints, Trinity, or a State school, but the 
school in question is in a beautiful setting which can be seen as one drives along Great Eastern 
Highway.  

… 

Why desecrate this? Why create a pair of monsters to straddle the school grounds? 

The Hon. Clive Griffiths mentioned the safety hazard. Every past or present schoolmaster knows that he 
can say to the children, “You will not,” and the moment the words leave his mouth the children are 
determined that they will. At least a few will try and then a safety hazard is created. 

This is what we are here to control. The State Electricity Commission is answerable to Parliament, and 
it has been ducking, bobbing, and weaving on this issue since 1968. In 1968 negotiations were entered 
into between the State Electricity Commission and the shires concerned, and the decision was made to 
route the lines behind the hills. That was four years ago. In January, 1971, the State Electricity 
Commission made a submission to the M.R.P.A. which in turn recommended that the lines go along the 
face of the escarpment and that no lines pass over or near Guildford Grammar School—that is a 
recommendation from another body.  

On the 7th June, 1971, the General Manager of the State Electricity Commission said the decision must 
be made within two months. The decision was actually made in January, 1972. We have heard an 
ultimatum of this type in Parliament during the last session when it was said, “It is absolutely 
imperative that a decision be given by such and such a date.” Six months later the decision was given. 
In between that time the Environmental Protection Act had been passed. This motion simply asks that 
we use the instruments we have created, and refer matters of importance such as this to the 
Environmental Protection Authority. 

Let that body have a further look at it to ascertain how much the public does not want such structures. 
We sometimes think that we tell the public what to do, but our position is very simple; we are the 
servants of the people. No matter what colour a member’s Government may be, if people in any 
particular area have some real objection to a proposal the Government should have another look at it. 
The Opposition should raise its voice in protest to let the authority created by a Government—in fact, 
specially appointed to investigate these matters—look at the angles of visual pollution, because 
pollution is not just a question of throwing things into rivers or chopping down trees. There are many 
other hideous features which the Environmental Protection Authority can look at. It is now properly 
constituted and has big teeth. Let it go ahead and put its big teeth into this question so that these power 
lines may be put elsewhere, because the people concerned do not want them erected along the suggested 
route.  

Unless the Environmental Protection Authority or any other authority is requested by Parliament to 
investigate such matters, why bother creating them? Are we just creating them so that the Government 
appears popular as a result of pressures put upon it, or are they created to a certain job of work? I 
deplore the fact that the planning by the State Electricity Commission is so devoid of ideas that it seeks 
to desecrate the area in question by erecting power lines on the suggested route when, as my honourable 
colleague has said, there is an alternative. Therefore, I have no hesitation in supporting the motion. 

He spoke those words 40 years ago, and nothing has changed! Western Power is still a law unto itself. I know the 
minister is trying, but it is really telling when we read the words that were spoken in 1972 about the powerlines 
going past Guildford Grammar School. I thought the house might find it interesting.  
 


