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ELECTRICITY SUPPLY — RAVENSTHORPE 
Grievance 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre) [10.10 am]: I thank the Minister for Energy for taking my grievance. It is about the 
regular power supply for a small but significant town called Ravensthorpe, which is 541 kilometres south east of 
Perth, has a population of 1 200 and is a significant commercial centre for the nickel mine formerly owned by 
BHP Billiton and now by First Quantum Minerals (Australia) Pty Ltd, and for Mt Caitlin lithium mine on its 
doorstep. This concern has been going on for some time. I remember a Ravensthorpe community forum at the 
beginning of 2013 with significant attendees, including council members, the local constabulary, the progress 
association and residents from the region. 
By way of some background, Ravensthorpe draws about half a kilowatt of power. It is on a 270-kilometre spur 
line and therefore inherently on the south west interconnected system from Gnowangerup. There had been  
a two-year grace period from the spur, as the power was from a stand-alone diesel generator run by a private 
company, UON Pty Ltd, and the power was sold under contract to Western Power. Fuel costs were funded under 
royalties for regions and a future fund, which was created by BHP and the Ravensthorpe nickel operation. Then 
BHP exited from the space in Ravensthorpe. Of course the operation was subsequently taken up by 
First Quantum, which is a Canadian company, and the mine is again operational. Significant power outages and 
brownouts have occurred, which is unacceptable, and have been unacceptably frequent during hotter weather. 
I ran a survey of a significant number of residents on how often the power had gone out. A sample of the 
comments are—three times a week for half an hour to four hours; brownouts are commonplace and daily; once 
or twice per month, so it is varied; three hours at least is the average time that the power has been out; two to 
three hours at a time the power has gone out several times in a month; and businesswise, it is very inconvenient 
especially in December with the concept of lost income and of course inconvenience to the residents. 
Money for the stand-alone generator has run out. The power outages due to the spur line events as the town went 
back on the spur line could be alleviated by changing to stand-alone power but this is a manual process involving 
local electricians. When the power goes out on the spur line, the local electrician goes to the generator and 
cranks it up to activate the reserve back-up power. Automation with an automatic flick over the diesel would 
shorten outages if the outages were due to spur events; of course that is if it is affecting the town itself. It is 
important to remember, of course, that automation in the stand-alone power will only help the local town 
residents because the outliers would be still on the SWIS. 

Consideration led to Western Power at that time early last year putting Ravensthorpe back on diesel generation 
for a month, and that had happened. Work was done, not only on the line itself but also on automation. However, 
it seems that this problem has returned and, again, community members are contacting me concerned about the 
frequency of outages. Stephen Ball, Larry and Peggy Cox and a number of people have encouraged me to 
implore the minister to have a look at this issue again for Ravensthorpe. I understand all the challenges in 
supplying a relatively small capacity on a very long line, but if there is anything in the least that the minister 
could do, it would be to keep outages as short as possible by having a fully automated relay mechanism for the 
power to be activated from the diesel generator. The community asked Western Power some questions directly 
about the outages on 5 and 12 November. I know that 12 November was a particularly hot day and there was 
actually a fire ban. The answer from Western Power apparently was that it could not crank up the diesel 
generator because of the fire-hazard potential for it to throw a spark. I think the minister would concede that 
those facilities need proper fire arrestors and spark arrestors that would allow the power to be supplemented 
when needed even on the hottest of days. 

I suppose there are a number of options. Perhaps we need to look at upgrading the line further. Perhaps we need 
to revert to diesel permanently, although that is very costly. Perhaps consideration could be given to a stand-
alone model in Ravensthorpe, much like the Hopetoun model 40 kilometres south where there is a wind interface 
diesel generator to supply power to Ravensthorpe. I thank the minister for taking my grievance. I encourage him 
and his office to have another forum with Western Power in Ravensthorpe, as it is a Western Power jurisdiction, 
to see whether we can work through some of these challenging issues that need to be addressed in Ravensthorpe. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Minister for Energy) [10.17 am]: I thank the member for the grievance; it is 
a very valid one. The member has gone through the history of this matter; I have no disagreement with that. For 
a long time Ravensthorpe was serviced by a power station owned by the State Energy Commission of 
Western Australia. SECWA closed it down and went to diesel. The station was affected significantly by the 
expectation of other ones around the Ravensthorpe nickel mine. Projected growth in Ravensthorpe at the time 
was very high, but that growth did not eventuate. There was then a closure and a reopening of the mine. First 
Quantum, by the way, might be registered in Canada but it is very much a Western Australian firm. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: Absolutely! 
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Dr M.D. NAHAN: It is a great firm. This is a classic issue raised by the member in that this very long,  
300-kilometre line services a centre that is quite small, in this case Ravensthorpe. A large number of other users 
are served along that 300-kilometre line, not just Ravensthorpe. It is not a long, isolated grid line to serve 
customers in a pocket at Ravensthorpe. A number of people—exactly how many I do not know; they are the 
member’s constituents—are serviced on that line. That is a real complication here. We cannot solve the problem 
solely by addressing the issues of the majority of people in Ravensthorpe without also addressing the problem 
along the line to farms and other places. I have looked at the outages. They are unacceptable. Some were of 
a very long duration. One outage this month alone lasted for over a day. That is unacceptable. They were largely 
all caused by lightning strikes or strong winds blowing the lines down. There is also a problem—I do not have 
any data in this case—of salt intrusion and encrustation and arcing and poles catching on fire. That lengthy 
isolated area of the grid is exposed to nature, and that exposure to nature causes problems with reliability at the 
end of the grid. So what do we do? The member outlined what was done for a while. As he indicated,  
a diesel-powered generator, subsidised by royalties for regions, was put on. That serviced the town all right for 
a period, but it did not service the farms very well. The grid was then extended, some investment was made into 
the grid line, the diesel-powered generator was taken off—I suppose royalties for regions stopped funding it—
and it was tried to be serviced through the wider Synergy supply. The problem is that Ravensthorpe is still 
exposed to the gauntlet of nature along that grid line. 

Western Power has invested in two stages of upgrades and has tried to make it more automated; in fact, it has 
indicated that it is largely automated. It has done certain things to it. It is automated at peak times, so the switch 
between the grid and the diesel power is automated during peak times, and Western Power can predict that quite 
easily. It can also isolate the town from the grid at times and the diesel generator can come on when the outage is 
longer than 30 minutes. A 30-minute outage is quite significant. So what do we do? We have looked at 
Horizon Power building a grid, but it is too costly at $400 million; it has to come through a route. Can we 
upgrade the quality of the line? It is not the capacity of the line that is the problem; it is the exposure of the line 
to nature—lightning strikes, wind and weather. I do not think we can protect it very much. The option is to have 
a stand-alone facility such as in Hopetoun and a number of other places. When the member referred in his 
grievance to moving to Horizon, he was focusing on Horizon doing a stand-alone micro-grid system. This is one 
of our biggest challenges. Western Power can invest in generation, but it is not easy because it is a regulated 
poles and wire company. It can, under certain conditions, apply to the Economic Regulation Authority for a right 
to put in a generator, but it is cumbersome. Horizon Power does not have that issue, so I have asked Horizon to 
beef up its capacity in building micro-grids. Ray Wills, who is the former head of the Western Australian 
Sustainable Energy Association, has recently joined the board. I have given Horizon the task of looking at how 
to deal with these long isolated grids, not just in the case raised by the member, but also across Western 
Australia. We have many of them. If there is a place in the world where we can make the cost and nature of these 
isolated grids profitable and worthwhile, it is in Horizon’s area. I have entrusted it to build up the technology. It 
is working with Western Power, Synergy and some private sector people to look at alternatives, the technology 
and the mix and to try to address that. 

I will visit Ravensthorpe. I cannot say when, but it will be soon. I will have Western Power talk with Horizon to 
see what the issues are and address them. Ravensthorpe has a complication, just like other towns. Hopetoun is 
basically a little isolated town. In Ravensthorpe, we have to worry about the many farmers who utilise the  
300-kilometre grid line; we cannot leave them high and dry either. It is not a matter of just having it drop off the 
grid line—it is built anyway and is very expensive to maintain—but also augmenting it in Ravensthorpe in some 
way. There are many ways to do it. I am not a technologist. We could tell everybody in Ravensthorpe to put in 
solar and have a wind–diesel–solar combination. They already have a micro-grid. These are the things that 
Horizon is supposed to look at, and we will go down and discuss it. 
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