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WESTERN POWER, ELECTORATE OF SWAN HILLS 
Grievance 

MS J.A. RADISICH (Swan Hills) [9.16 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Energy about an issue that has 
been of ongoing concern to me and the people in the electorate of Swan Hills, not only during my term in office 
but also during the time that my predecessors held the seat.  That issue is Western Power’s level of service to the 
electorate; in particular, the quality and reliability of the electricity supply delivered to the areas that I represent.  
This is a significant issue for me and Swan Hills residents.  It is regularly and consistently raised with me, 
because, unfortunately, as I have mentioned, the difficulties are not new.  I need to tell the minister that my 
constituents are less than happy with the quality and reliability of the electricity supply that they receive.  I have 
raised this issue with the minister a number of times since the Government came into office, as the people in my 
electorate have raised the issue with me, but today I formally place on the parliamentary record my concerns on 
behalf of the electorate of Swan Hills and request that serious attention be given to improving the maintenance 
and upgrade schedule for the electricity infrastructure that services the electorate of Swan Hills.   

Over the years I have received a plethora of anecdotal evidence about the electricity supply problems that are 
being experienced in the electorate of Swan Hills.  They include frequent power outages; long duration of 
outages, sometimes for three hours, sometimes for 11 hours, and sometimes for 30 or 40 hours; lack of reliability 
with the power supply, including power surges, which can affect small home electrical appliances; and 
brownouts.  Concerns have also been expressed to me about the quality of Western Power’s automated response 
system.  When residents telephone the information number to find out the expected duration of a blackout, the 
message might be that the problem will be fixed by 6.00 pm, yet it is 8.00 pm when the call is made and the 
problem still has not been rectified.  These are the kinds of issues that the residents of the electorate of Swan 
Hills are facing.   

In order to verify the anecdotal evidence that I have collected over the years, I recently distributed a survey to all 
of the people in my electorate to give local residents the opportunity to express their concerns about the quality 
of service that they are receiving from Western Power and their ideas about what the Government can do to 
make things better.  Not surprisingly, my concerns about the electricity supply were validated by the survey 
responses.  The survey that I distributed attracted a great deal of attention.  Almost 600 responses were received.  
It was conveyed to me through those survey responses that 98 per cent of the respondents had experienced a 
blackout in the previous six months.  To me that is extraordinary and indicates that a great deal more work must 
be done to ensure that the frequency and the massive impact of these power outages are reduced.  Two-thirds of 
the respondents said that blackouts occurred between once a month and once every three months.  The average 
duration of blackouts experienced by respondents was between one and four hours, although some people had 
experienced blackouts for much longer periods. 

As the minister knows, most of my electorate has above-ground powerlines, which multiplies the incidence of 
outages, and does not have the benefit of underground power.  Although I accept that it is not practical to 
implement a broadly spread underground power program, particularly in the hills portion of my electorate, where 
the rocky terrain is less than friendly, the above-ground system must work better.  Outages are a problem for a 
range of reasons, particularly for many small businesses in my electorate that do not have their own generators 
and must rely on facsimile machines and computers to earn their income.  People need electricity to run bores, 
which is particularly important for those who pursue agriculture and viticulture as a means of income.   

As I mentioned earlier, inconsistencies in the power supply cause breakdowns in small home appliances, which 
cost money to replace.  A new kettle costs about $80 to $100, depending on the brand, although good ones can 
be bought on sale for $25 or $30.  However, people should not have to run to the local whitegoods retailer to 
replace a home appliance every time there is a power outage.  People have reported to me that outages often 
occur around mealtimes, which makes it difficult for caregivers to prepare a family meal.  Also, as many Swan 
Hills residents rely on rainwater tanks for their domestic water, when there is no power their pumps do not work, 
they cannot flush their toilets and they cannot access their water tanks to fight fires.  Those are yet more 
challenges of living in the hills that affect a portion of my electorate. 

We must bear in mind that Swan Hills is in the metropolitan area.  In many parts of the electorate there is no 
scheme water, no underground power, no reticulated gas and no footpaths.  There is a balance, which is accepted 
by many people who choose the rural lifestyle, between getting away from it all and still having access to a 
reasonable level of public utility service.  In my electorate there is provision for power, although it is overhead 
power; however, too often it does not work well enough and it must be rectified.  We know what the natural 
causes of outages are: birds, small animals, overhanging and fallen trees, storms, dust on the lines and lightning.  
However, we must do something about the other causes that we can pre-empt.  We can do something about 
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transformer overloads, problems with reclosers and feeder lines, ageing and inadequate substations and the 
quality of recorded information messages. 
I urge the minister to give serious attention to improving the maintenance on the Western Power infrastructure in 
my electorate.  It must be upgraded to ensure that appropriate resources are on hand for a rapid response when 
outages occur.  Western Power must better communicate with customers, better forward-plan for residential and 
commercial developments, replace the infrastructure, overcome the known causes and install more aerial-
bundled cabling in my electorate.  I thank the minister for his attention, which is appreciated.   

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont - Minister for Energy) [9.23 am]:  I very much appreciate the arguments put 
forward by the member for Swan Hills.  This is not the first occasion on which she has advocated strongly for 
the needs of her constituents on the reliability of their electricity supply. 
Mr M.J. Birney:  What did you do last time? 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The member for Kalgoorlie asked what I did last time.  The member for Kalgoorlie should 
understand that the Government has increased expenditure on the network by $400 million over the next four 
years.  The network will have $1.8 billion spent on it.  That is a considerable advance on the level of expenditure 
on the network engaged in by the previous Government.  Everyone knows that we have an ageing electrical 
network.  We are now suffering the consequences of insufficient investment in the network over the past decade, 
or probably over the past 20 years.  This Government is responding to that long history of inadequate investment 
in the network with a significant advance in expenditure - an increase of $400 million - taking the total to be 
spent over the next four years on the network to $1.8 billion.   

Earlier this week I had occasion to talk to the House about the reliability - or unreliability - figures and the 
objective evidence on the reliability of Western Power’s network.  I will not go over all those figures, but it is 
worth quoting the figures for the average outage duration per customer.  In 1999-2000 the average outage 
duration per customer was 231 minutes; in 2002-03, 221 minutes; and in 2003-04, 189 minutes.  Those are not 
acceptable figures but they indicate that the network has roughly the same level of unreliability this year as in the 
past decade.  The problem with those average figures is that there are areas in which customers experience much 
worse than those average outage times.  It may be that portions of the Swan Hills electorate contain areas where 
the reliability performance has been much worse than the average figures show.  There tends to be worse 
reliability figures in areas where there are long feeders and where those feeders are particularly vulnerable to 
wildlife, vegetation interference, fires, storms or pole-top fires.  I do not believe the Swan Hills area is 
particularly vulnerable to pole-top fires, but it would be vulnerable to those other elements.  Nevertheless, those 
elements cannot be put forward as excuses.  Those are the circumstances that Western Power must manage and 
all customers are owed a decent level of service for their electricity needs. 
Taking the south west electricity system as a whole, the Government and Western Power are not happy with the 
reliability figures.  We both want an improvement and we are putting money into the system to get that 
improvement - an extra $400 million.  That will result in programs for the installation of devices to isolate faults 
so that fewer customers are affected by those faults, the location of a fault is identified more readily and the 
fault, therefore, is fixed more quickly.  We are investing in special programs to silicone-coat insulators to 
prevent pole-top fires.  We are adding an additional 100 people to line crews so that there will be a faster 
response when a fault is identified.  Western Power has received permission to equip its vehicles as emergency 
vehicles.  Therefore, Western Power’s response vehicles will now have the same equipment and rights as other 
emergency response vehicles.  
I turn quickly to the situation in Swan Hills.  Western Power has three approved projects that will provide 
capacity upgrades in the Swan Hills area within the next 12 months.  The projects have an estimated expenditure 
of $3.3 million, of which half has already been spent.  The projects are for upgrades in three stages to the 
network supplied from the Beechboro zone substation to ensure that Western Power can continue to deliver 
sufficient capacity at an acceptable voltage level to the Ellenbrook and surrounding areas.  This work includes 
new regulators, open point changes, additional carrier construction, new conductor sections and a new regulator.  
The Darlington network will be reinforced to improve the capacity and reliability of the Helena Valley pump 
feeder, which supplies load to the west of the Darlington zone substation.  An essential aspect of that project will 
be the construction of aerial bundled cable in Leithdale Road.   

The continued low growth in the south west and north-east sectors of the Beechboro zone substation will also 
require ongoing reinforcement.  There is a five-year plan for the Beechboro zone to create additional feeder 
capacity.  Stage 1 of that has been completed.  Under the proposed next stage, a new feeder will create further 
capacity while significantly improving reliability and reducing losses.  The proposed third stage will respond to 
the strong projected low growth in the north-east sector in the areas of Ellenbrook, Henley Brook and the Vines.  
The proposed second and third stages of the plan will address immediate voltage issues and provide some 
capacity for future load growth.  An additional feeder is being installed to provide feeder capacity to an area of 
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high load growth to the south west of the substation.  Voltage regulators will be installed on two feeders 
supplying the north-east sector of the load to provide voltage with an acceptable limits to the residential and 
commercial loads being developed.  Constraints are also to be removed from feeder backbones to permit load 
growth.   

There is a plan to improve electricity reliability in the Swan Hills district.  It is part of a broader plan right across 
the State to improve electricity reliability.  I agree with the member for Swan Hills that the service is not good 
enough.  However, we are working hard to improve it.  I will continue to consult with the member for Swan 
Hills to get her feedback from her constituents so that we can get the best possible result for that area.   
 


