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ELECTRICITY OUTAGE — WOODVALE 

Grievance 

MS A.R. MITCHELL (Kingsley) [9.30 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Commerce representing the 
Minister for Energy; I thank the Minister for Commerce—I know he is coming back to the chamber. 

I am very fortunate to have a very good local business in my suburb that is open seven days a week from 8.00 
am to 8.00 pm, and has been since before the changes to retail trading hours. This business has been running for 
a number of years and combines a pharmacy, newsagency and other things. It is a very comprehensive small 
business, operating very successfully in the suburb of Woodvale. The Woodvale Boulevard Pharmacy is owned 
and operated by Vince Scanlon. Vince is a very experienced small business operator. He has been very 
successful and has run a number of businesses; he has run this business for an extended period. He is a good 
operator and his shop is patronised by many local people. Many people around the district know that Vince’s 
business will be open, that it is a good business and that they will be able to get what they need; they can pop in 
there and get just about anything they need on a Sunday. It is one of those small businesses that is really the 
backbone of the community, and it is well known in my suburb. I use it quite a bit myself; I am one of those 
people who probably does not quite get around to getting all the things I need during the week, but I know that I 
can go there on a Sunday. I daresay it is probably a bit quieter than usual on a Sunday, but I know that I can get 
what I need. It also gives me a chance to have a bit of a chat with the staff to see what is going on and what is 
happening in the community, so I find my Sunday visit to Vince and his staff very useful. He would probably be 
quite concerned to hear me say that it is quiet, because this store is actually never quiet. There are no other shops 
open in that shopping centre on a Sunday, so it is quieter than it would normally be, but it is still a very busy 
store. 

One Sunday, as I was driving into the car park—there were a couple of other cars in the car park—I noticed that 
there were a lot of Western Power vehicles at the major intersection of Whitfords Avenue and Trappers Drive. 
There were also lots of cherry pickers and trucks, and there were people everywhere. I was trying to work out 
what had happened—whether there had been a major accident or something. But I did not think too much about 
it and kept on driving into the car park, parked my car, and walked up to the door of Vince’s shop. Not all the 
doors can be opened on a Sunday; it is only an external door that is usually open. On this occasion, the door was 
closed. I looked around and finally saw a sign that read, “Closed on Sunday due to power outage”. I thought that 
that was a bit inconvenient and rearranged my plans for the day, but I did not think about it too much. I changed 
my plans, got on with my business and kept going.  

A few days later I went back to the store, saw Vince and said, “Hey, how come you’re letting your customers 
down? You weren’t open on Sunday.” Members will not believe what came out; I certainly was not prepared for 
what Vince had to say, which is the basis of my grievance. I need to put on the record some of the things that 
concerned a very successful small business owner. 

Vince had been given five days’ notice that this was going to occur. He was not given any reason for the power 
outage, but he had been told that the power would be out from 8.00 am, when his shop usually opens, and could 
be back on by 4.00 pm, but Western Power could not actually tell him exactly when it would be back on. He was 
told that it might be back on sooner and that if he wanted to be prepared for that, he was free to do so. 

I might just explain that this store has only a small external door that is used on Sundays. There are no windows 
and the main part of it is inside the shopping centre, so it is actually very dark; it has no natural light at all. Vince 
thought about all this; he had actually never before shut down for a day’s trading because he had never had to do 
so. He was obviously very concerned about his customers; he is a small business owner, and any day’s takings 
are very important, so he was tossing and turning. He thought that he might come back at midday to at least get 
the afternoon trade and that sort of thing. 

In the end, he did not come back; he kept ringing to see how things were going, but could not get an answer. 
What actually happened was that the power eventually came back on at 6.00 pm. It had been out since 8.00 am 
and had therefore been off for 10 hours. Vince would normally have had four staff at work that day, so they did 
not receive any wages. The loss of revenue was critical to Vince. The loss of power to the store had other 
indirect effects—for example, to the computer systems; it is a pharmacy, so there are pharmaceutical things; and 
to the security. There was certainly a negative impact on the local community because there was no service. 
Overall, it was a very negative situation. In all his years of experience, Vince had not experienced anything like 
this before. 

My question to the minister is, I hope, quite simple. It almost seems unthinkable in this day and age that power 
outages need to occur, and they should definitely not last for 10 hours or so. Small business is the backbone of 
our business sector. In my area, they are small businesses owned by local people; they are not franchises and big 
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businesses. They cannot afford to have a government agency such as Western Power prevent their trading for 
more than 10 hours in one day. I ask the minister: what is Western Power doing to ensure that small businesses 
will not be impacted in this way in the future? 

MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands — Minister for Commerce) [9.36 am]: I thank the Minister for Energy for 
providing me with some notes for this grievance. I also thank the member for Kingsley for bringing the 
grievance; I know that she looks after her constituents very well and that she, in fact, cares a lot about the small 
businesses in her electorate. As Minister for Commerce with responsibility for small business, I recognise that as 
well. 

If there is a theme that runs through the previous grievance and this grievance, it is communication. Small 
businesses need power to survive. I refer now to the notes provided by the Minister for Energy. He advises that 
on Sunday, 31 October, it was necessary for Western Power to interrupt power to a section of the Woodvale 
Boulevard shopping centre so that it could replace a high-voltage power pole. It was not possible to carry out this 
essential work safely without shutting down power supplies. As members know, electricity at that voltage is 
quite dangerous. Western Power scheduled the work for a Sunday to minimise disruption to the 33 businesses in 
that section of the shopping centre, many of which do not open on Sundays. The majority of Sunday trading 
stores in the complex did not lose power because they are fed by a different transformer. As the member for 
Kingsley mentioned, store owners were made aware of this disruption five days prior to the work being carried 
out, via hand-delivered cards to their business premises. The card provided an email address and a telephone 
number for customers to contact Western Power’s planned outage team if they had any questions or concerns. 
Western Power received three queries, which it was able to address. Western Power does not believe that it 
received any contact from Woodvale Boulevard Pharmacy. On the day of interruption, the pole changeover 
proceeded according to plan; however, when the crew tried to turn the shopping centre’s main switch back on, it 
failed. The crew was able to repair the switch, and power supplies were restored by 6.00 pm.  

While Western Power appreciates the inconvenience that the loss of power can cause, work carried out during 
the planned power interruption is vital to maintaining a safe, reliable electricity supply. For example, planned 
outages are generally necessary when Western Power replaces poles that are no longer serviceable, replaces 
overhead conductors to improve capacity and reliability, or installs a new or bigger transformer. It is likely in the 
future that all businesses may have some disruption to their power in those situations. A planned outage may also 
be necessary when work is done on the underground network, for example, when a ring main unit or a ground-
mounted transformer is changed or underground cable upgraded. Essentially a planned outage is necessary when 
it is not possible to back feed an area from another part of the network. Planned outages during the day are rarely 
longer than eight hours, unless there is significant and difficult emergency work to be done or an unexpected 
fault or event. When planned outages are scheduled at night, they may take up to 12 hours because fatigue 
management practices and darkness make the work slower. I am advised that the issue of planned outages is one 
that was reported to the Minister for Energy’s office on a number of occasions earlier this year. I understand the 
minister raised the matter directly with the Western Power board.  

In August this year Western Power established a dedicated planned outage coordination team to manage 
customer issues surrounding planned power interruptions. The team has developed a range of measures to assist 
customers affected by a planned power interruption, including increased notification time, more information 
about the work to be carried out and access to dedicated staff to raise any queries or concerns.  

Under its new process for notifying customers, Western Power is now providing a minimum of a week’s notice 
of a planned outage. The requirement under the electricity regulations is three days. In further examples, the 
planned outage coordination team has in recent weeks provided a generator to prevent a wedding from being 
disrupted, moved a proposed outage in the Wangara industrial area from Saturday morning to Saturday 
afternoon, so the few businesses that operate on Saturday morning were not inconvenienced, and provided 
additional resources so the duration of an outage planned for Wembley this Friday, 26 November, can be 
reduced to three hours. The member for Churchlands is very happy about that.  

Dr E. Constable: It might be in your electorate.  

Mr W.R. MARMION: It could be. I hope it is not the IGA in Wembley!  

Following discussions with customers in Cottesloe, a planned power interruption has been rescheduled from last 
weekend to this weekend and the time altered to minimise the disruption. Power will now be out from midnight 
to 4.00 am, during which time Western Power will install generators to provide the power for the remaining 
eight hours. This particular outage is necessary to connect a new business, which requires a new ring main unit. 
This is a complex task requiring the relocation of several cables and associated cable jointing. Those examples 
show that, if one picks up the phone, Western Power is endeavouring to minimise disruption.  
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Western Power is developing the capability to advise customers of planned interruptions via SMS and email in 
future. This will allow for more up-to-date information to be conveyed in even longer time frames. Western 
Power makes every effort to assist customers impacted by planned outages. Its improved focus on customer 
service is evidenced by the establishment of the planned outage coordination team, and the above examples 
demonstrate its commitment to flexibly meet the needs of customers.  

I am sure all members will appreciate the need for planned outages. I am encouraged by the new process 
implemented by Western Power, and I am confident this process will significantly limit the impact on customers 
while also allowing Western Power to maintain the reliability and safety of the network.  

More broadly, the state government has provided $2.7 billion in the 2010–11 budget to build a safer and more 
reliable network and has recently approved additional funding of $155 million for wood pole maintenance, 
bushfire mitigation and safety programs. In addition, the government’s commitment of an additional $20 million 
in the 2009–10 budget to allow for a fifth round of the state underground power program may reduce the need 
for planned outages in the future.  
 


