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ELECTRICITY CORPORATIONS BILL 2005 
Consideration in Detail 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

Clause 34:  Terms used in this Division - 
Debate was interrupted after the clause had been partly considered.   

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  The minister has indicated that the reference in this bill to 
telecommunications services has been provided specifically because of Western Power’s dabbling in this area 
through Bright Communications, or whatever it is called.  

Mr A.J. Carpenter:  Yes. 

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  It provides for two of the new corporations to get involved in 
telecommunications services.  For two reasons, I would have thought that this is not a good thing: firstly, 
because it is not the purpose of these corporations to get involved in communications and start competing with 
Telstra or Optus; and, secondly, it is my understanding that the Bright Communications situation was a disaster.  
Can the minister give us a run-down of what happened with Bright Communications and what sort of write-
down might be expected?  What is the current situation?  I repeat the question: why should these corporations be 
saddled with an experiment, in which Western Power engaged, involving telecommunications services? 
Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I had some exposure, if that is the right word, to Bright Communications, because, 
when I was the Minister for Education, we were involved in bringing in the 100 schools telecommunications 
project.  Bright Communications was a pilot program for Telecom in South Perth delivering broadband 
strategies, bearing in mind that I was not the minister responsible at that time.  The issue was that it simply could 
not compete with the other major telecommunications service providers, because it did not have the economies 
of scale.  I understand it was decided by way of a business decision that the experiment would be wound up and 
so on.  I am not uncomfortable with this capacity being left in the bill for these corporations.  Any significant - I 
would consider this to be significant - investment decision along these lines would be subject to possible veto or 
ministerial approval.  There would still be the oversight of the minister.  I understand the point the member is 
making, but I do not think we should delete this provision.  However, I must agree that it does not sit with the 
core function of the legislation as we know it today.  However, it does provide that opportunity in the future.  
Potentially, whoever is the minister or the Parliament itself could review the capacity of the telecommunications 
services provision for the two corporations, which would be the Electricity Networks Corporation and the 
Electricity Retail Corporation.  If at some future time it was deemed that another example proved that it was not 
only not viable but also an unwise investment capacity, we could address it then. 

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  What about the performance of Bright Communications?  Can the minister 
give us a run-down on how successful that company has been? 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I have only scant knowledge of Bright Communications, but if the member gives me 
the opportunity I will try to access some more information about it.  My understanding is that it was simply 
wound up because it was not considered to be competitive with the major telecommunications providers.  It was 
a pilot program around the South Perth Primary School area.  That is how I became aware of it.  I do not know 
whether it was financially unsuccessful or a financial loss maker.  It was cash flow negative.  If the member 
wants, I can provide some additional information at some other stage. 

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  It is my understanding - the minister has just confirmed it - that Bright 
Communications was cash flow negative; in other words, it ran at a profit.  There was a significant write-down 
on that entity or corporation, and it was an unmitigated disaster.  For two reasons, I am suggesting that any 
reference to telecommunications services should be removed from the bill.  Firstly, if this clause is being 
included in the bill to accommodate Bright Communications, it should not be there.  In other words, a conscious 
decision should be made right now that none of these corporations will be saddled with the remnants of Bright 
Communications; in other words, we should wash our hands of them once and for all.  Secondly, nowhere in the 
whole electricity reform program - I have ploughed through reports and have had briefings and so on - does it 
say that we will have cheaper electricity if the new corporations engage in telecommunications services.  This 
legislation is not about telecommunications; it is about electricity reform.  If someone can tell me that there is a 
need for the corporations to become involved in telecommunications services as an adjunct to the provision of 
network services or generation capacity or whatever, that is fine.  However, even then, this matter must be 
looked at because this legislation provides for it to be open slather.  At the moment this legislation means that the 
two network and retail corporations could go into competition with Telstra.  In conjunction with the other 
clauses in the bill, the legislation says that those corporations could set up in competition with Telstra.  They 
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could reinvest money that could otherwise go to improving the reliability of the system and so on.  The minister 
might say that no board would ever do that and that the minister could veto the proposal.  The minister could, but 
he would have to report to Parliament on it, etc.  In the meantime, the minister might not know that certain things 
had occurred.  Some fairly minor decisions that do not need to be referred to the minister under this legislation 
could be made and take effect to allow one of the corporations to become involved in this area.  A minister might 
think that is a great idea.  It might not be the current minister; however, a future minister might believe it would 
be great to compete with Telstra and Optus to make money and to cross-subsidise the systems to provide cheaper 
electricity.  However, that is not what this is about.  We want these government corporations to deal with 
electricity rather than telephones, mobile phones, short message service messaging etc. 

Before this legislation is sent to the other house, I want the minister to provide some extensive information on 
matters other than Bright Communication, because the minister’s officers have briefed me on that already, and I 
have picked up from industry that it was a disaster.  What would be the downside to removing the reference to 
telecommunications from the bill or limiting the reference to mean only when it is an adjunct to the provision of 
electricity services?  An example of that would be requiring linesmen to have radios in their cars.  I cannot see 
any reason that that is not covered in the legislation anyway.  I cannot see why the corporations cannot use the 
usual telecommunications services.  We should prevent these corporations from becoming involved in 
commercial operations regarding telecommunications services.  Before this legislation gets to the upper house - I 
have not moved amendments to this matter yet - we must remove the references to telecommunications services.  
If there is a specific reason it is needed, we need to put the brakes on the provisions. 

Clause put and passed. 

Clause 35:  Principal functions - 
Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  I was going to ask the minister about the situation regarding Alinta.  The 
generation division is to be split from the retail division.  That is obviously one of the areas the minister alluded 
to in his earlier answer in which he confirmed that Alinta and other companies that are very keen to get involved 
in retailing - for example, Perth Energy Pty Ltd - would benefit from this legislation.  I do not think we need to 
go through this in detail. 

Clause put and passed. 

Clauses 36 to 39 put and passed. 

Clause 40:  Extension of designated period - 
Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  Under part 3, for example, the Electricity Generation Corporation is 
restricted from becoming involved in retail operations for a certain time.  Clause 40 stipulates that the period 
shall be seven years from the commencement of this section, although that can be extended to 10 years.  I have a 
simple question: why does the government not make it a more flexible arrangement?  Indeed, why not make 
provision for the possibility of the generation corporation getting involved in retailing earlier than seven years?  
Hopefully, by 2010 Western Power’s generation will be light years ahead in competitiveness with the 
renegotiation of coal contracts in the interim, the expiry of the coal contracts in 2010 and a number of other 
measures in the meantime that will enable generation balancing operations and so on to be carried out as 
efficiently as possible.  In 2010 we might have a lean, mean and competitive generation corporation.  If a major 
conglomerate that was growing at a rate of knots presented difficulties rather than reintegrate the generation and 
retail sides, one solution might be to allow generators to become involved in retail and retailers to become 
involved in generation.  Why is there no provision for more flexibility?  Even though the minister can come back 
to Parliament to change these provisions, I would have thought that giving the minister more leeway - provided 
that he explains the situation to Parliament when he makes a decision on a matter - or a five-year expiry period 
would have been more appropriate.  Obviously this issue relates to the retail corporation which, under clause 47, 
is prohibited from engaging in electricity generation for seven years.   

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I take the member for Leschenault’s point.  However, clause 38(3) reads -  

The Minister may, by order published in the Gazette - 

(a) authorise the corporation in the performance of its functions under section 35(a) to supply 
electricity to specified customers or any specified class of customers during the designated 
period; and 

(b) amend or revoke an order made under paragraph (a).  

Therefore, there is some degree of flexibility in the seven-year period.   
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Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  Clause 38(3) refers to the supply of electricity to specified customers.  The 
minister can authorise the corporation to supply electricity to specified customers.  Again, that comes under the 
heading of “restriction on sale of electricity to customers”.  Why is the provision so specific?  I would have 
thought that would be specific to particular categories of customers.  It will not allow wholesale competition in 
the retail market.  For example, in 2010 it may be decided that it is a good thing to allow generation corporations 
to engage in retail services.  Clause 38(3) states that every time they come up with customers, the minister must 
give authorisation.  That is a pretty cumbersome way of running a business.  Either generation corporations will 
be allowed to get into retail properly or they will not.  That provision gives some leeway, but it is a cumbersome 
way of running a business.  If we want them to run efficiently and if we want to give them leeway, why not make 
it a five-year restriction instead of a seven-year one?   

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  Again, I take the member for Leschenault’s point.  A significant amount of work has 
gone into the development of the model.  Seven years was considered a more desirable time frame than five 
years.  That is basically it.  To some extent, one could ask why not a six or eight-year time frame.  In a sense it is 
arbitrary; however, a seven-year period is considered to be most beneficial for all parties.   

Clause put and passed.  

Clause 41:  Principal functions -  
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  This is the first clause that deals with the Electricity Networks Corporation.  In considering 
this bill, my main focus, and that of my National Party colleagues, has been the Electricity Networks 
Corporation.  This clause also provides members of the National Party with our first opportunity to future-proof 
the electricity network by ensuring that regional and rural customers who live in areas that are deemed not to be 
viable and not able to return a profit to the networks corporation will continue to receive funding into the future.   

Before I move my amendment, I will foreshadow what the rural power improvement program currently achieves 
and what the National Party believes it will be able to achieve into the future if this amendment is enshrined in 
this legislation.  The rural power improvement program arose as a consequence of the more than 270 complaints 
that had been made to the Energy Safety Directorate, and after meetings had been convened by the National 
Party in Koorda and across the state.  The rural power improvement program was the first time that this Labor 
Government had recognised the fact that there is a major crisis in electricity supply in regional Western Australia 
and that urgent action needs to be taken to ensure that all Western Australians are able to access a reliable supply 
of power.  Under the rural power improvement program, $48 million was targeted to those areas in regional 
Western Australia that are described - to use the words of the Office of Energy - as “the worst of the worst”, 
without the need to take into consideration how many people were serviced by the affected lines.  That was 
obviously focused on those people who are living in the sparsely populated rural areas of the SWIS.  The rural 
power improvement program was targeted directly at those areas about which the most serious complaints had 
been made.  It recognised the fact that it was not a commercial proposition for Western Power to upgrade these 
areas; therefore, it was necessary to put this program in place.  It needs to be understood that under the RPIP, no 
one project can receive more than 10 per cent of the entire funding pool, so it is obviously spread out over many 
projects.  We are advised that the Office of Energy intends to seek an extension of the program in next year’s 
budget because of the benefits that have flowed from the program.  It is imperative that this legislation provide 
some guarantee to people who live in rural areas and who have suffered poor quality power supplies for much 
longer than four years, but in the past four years in particular, that this situation will be remedied.  I have had 
conversations with the minister outside of the Parliament, and he has given me his commitment that the rural 
power improvement program will continue.  However, we would like that to be enshrined in the legislation, 
because even though this minister may make that commitment, the next minister may not make that same 
commitment.  We are very concerned that after 2009, when one vote, one value will have come into effect in this 
place, there will be fewer members in this Parliament to raise issues about some of the non-viable areas of the 
south west interconnected system.  If it is not enshrined in this legislation that the RPIP will continue to receive 
funding on an ongoing basis, it will be left at the whim of the Parliament of the day.  As every member on this 
side of the Parliament knows, the country voice in this Parliament will be reduced after 2009.  Therefore, the 
National Party believes that we need to enshrine this program in the legislation in order to future-proof those 
areas of the network that are not viable.  I therefore move -  

Page 22, after line 18 - To insert- 

(b) in respect to 41(a) this is to include the Rural Power Improvement Program; 

(c) in subsection 41(b), “Rural Power Improvement Program” means the program to 
improve power supplies on the South West Interconnected System in rural Western 
Australia jointly funded at not less than $12 million per annum by the Corporation 
and the Minister. 
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Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I thank the Leader of the National Party for his amendment.  As he indicated, I had a 
conversation with him in which I indicated that although I did not believe we should include this by way of 
amendment, because I did not believe that it fitted into legislation of this nature, I was prepared to give the 
funding commitment that he was seeking.  This is not dissimilar to the commitment I gave to a tariff cap in the 
conversation I had with the member for Leschenault.  There was some discussion with the member for 
Leschenault about its being incorporated in the legislation, but I think that we both agreed that it would be 
cumbersome and unnecessary, and better delivered by way of public affirmation from the minister on behalf of 
the government.  I believe that this is another example of that.  The government has committed to fund the rural 
power improvement program, including funding for a four-year period.  The conversation that the Leader of the 
National Party and I had relating to this commitment was that the funding commitment should extend for another 
year, which would be the same time frame as that of the tariff cap commitment.  That time frame is effectively 
until the next election, when the Leader of the National Party might anticipate having greater influence in 
government decision making.  I understand that the intent of the proposed amendment is to commit the 
government to the program in perpetuity.  I do not think that is wise legislation.  I do not think that it would be 
acceptable to anyone taking an objective view.  The government must in the future be free from legislative 
constraint to consider the merits and success of the program.  However, I would like to make that commitment as 
the minister on behalf of the government to fund the program at a level comparable to that at which it is being 
funded.  What is more, we should also look to see if there are any ways in which we can alter the program to 
improve it, rather than merely leaving it as a static program and saying that we have funded it, we will just leave 
it there and it will deliver what it is delivering.  Not only should we commit to that additional period of funding, 
but also we should look at whether we cannot alter the nature of the program and the way in which it is delivered 
to improve its effectiveness.  I know that is not what the Leader of the National Party is directly seeking by 
moving the amendment, but I think he would be able to take back to his constituency the fact that he had 
extracted that government commitment for not only funding but also an examination of the program to see 
whether its effectiveness cannot be improved.   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Could the minister outline his concerns with enshrining this in the legislation?  He 
mentioned that he sees it as being cumbersome, but I have examples of quite prescriptive amendments that have 
been made to previous legislation before the house.  I have some examples from when the minister was an 
opposition member.  For example, provisions for certain programs and extensions under the Rail Freight System 
Act 2000 became very prescriptive.  I am sure that the opposition of the day put those provisions in place to 
ensure that it could have some confidence in the fact that those programs could continue.  We need to be very 
clear on where we are at.  We are talking about the worst of the worst areas that are not viable; that is, those that 
nobody in any corporation, disaggregated or not, could see their way clear to fund on a commercial basis.  It is a 
loss leader, if that is the best way to put it, and constituents in country areas would be happy to accept that 
$12 million plus a review would be in place until 2009.  However, they need to know that their power supply 
will be upgraded further down the track than that.  By enshrining that program in the legislation, that money will 
be continually made available by future governments of all persuasions.  That is why the amendment should be 
supported. 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I appreciate the member for Merredin’s ambition in this matter.  We are not engaged 
in debate on the budget process or on an appropriation bill.  This bill is about restructuring, about principles and 
so on.  The written advice I have is that clause 41 deals with the functions of the Electricity Networks 
Corporation and that a provision cannot impose an obligation on the minister as part of those functions.  I 
understand exactly what the member for Merredin is trying to achieve.  However, it does not augur well for good 
legislation to insert in a bill of this nature provisions prescribing the expenditure of specific amounts of money in 
perpetuity, such as $12 million per annum or more.  I proffer the position I put to the member for Leschenault: in 
light of the member for Merredin’s amendment, he has a public commitment from the minister on the funding of 
the program.  If I or another minister, renege on that commitment between now and the next election, the 
Nationals would be delivered a very powerful weapon with which to attack the government.  I assure the 
member for Merredin that it is not my intention to renege on a commitment such as that.  

I refer to the broader point about funding for non-metropolitan networks that the member made today and the 
member for Avon made last night.  If I recall correctly, the figures I provided to the chamber last night, the 
allocation for networks and capital works in this 2005-06 budget is about $400 million.  Of that, $138 million - 
roughly 30 per cent - is for non-metropolitan application.  I consider that to be insufficient, given the nature of 
the problems I am aware of in many non-metropolitan areas and specifically in reaction to the incident that 
caused the deaths in Tenterden and Wyndham.  If the member for Merredin examines the information we 
provided to Parliament last night, he will see that, by the end of the budget period of 2008-09, the figures for the 
capital works expenditure on networks in the south west interconnected system will have increased to 
$426 million.  By my recollection, of that, $208 million will be applied to non-metropolitan network spending.  
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That is a growth from about 30 per cent to no less than 50 per cent.  It is a very significant change and a major 
shift in the emphasis on spending.  In addition, there is the rural power improvement program, bush fire 
mitigation and so on.  On the evidence available to the member for Merredin, there is clearly a demonstrated 
commitment to do something about the issues his constituents face.  As I said last night, I am aware of them, 
although I might not live in country areas, and we need to address them.  I had a struggle to convince Western 
Power management to give me clarity about where it intended to spend the money if it was given to it.  I 
requested a shift in focus so that the areas of high critical need were addressed first, rather than its taking a 
broad-brush approach and spreading the butter as thinly as possibly across a piece of bread.  The member for 
Merredin should take from me that commitment.  His amendment would render the legislation clumsy.  
However, that does not mean that I reject the intent of the amendment. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  It is important that the National Party outline that, although it supports the minister’s 
proposals to roll out programs for the rural power improvement program, the 10 worst feeders and so forth, there 
is, nonetheless, a political imperative at the moment to do so.  Western Power is in the process of disaggregation 
for which the government is seeking support.  In 2003, in response to our questions, the Minister for Energy told 
us there was no crisis with regional power supplies.  The information that is available today was made available 
to the minister then.  From this side of politics, it seems that the only reason these programs are in place is 
because this disaggregation bill is before the house.  If we were not debating the bill, we would be arguing the 
same points without those programs.  Our very clear concern is that the money be put into these programs to 
facilitate the support of the Electricity Corporations Bill.  Disaggregation has the opposition’s support, and that 
means the bill will pass through both houses of Parliament and become legislation.  We are concerned that once 
that occurs, the requirement will no longer exist to provide improvements to the areas worst affected and that are 
not commercially viable.  Although today we see a lot of money directed to problem areas, this funding must 
continue in the future.  We would let down our constituents if we missed this opportunity with the legislation 
before us to enshrine in statute the allocation of the $12 million for this purpose for time immemorial.  As I said 
earlier, one vote, one value will come in, and country representation in Parliament will be taken away.  Western 
Power will be no more, and no electricity legislation will come before this house by which we could raise such 
issues.  We have only one chance.  Therefore, the National Party strongly supports the amendment. 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I understand the member’s point, although I disagree with some of his assertions 
regarding the way in which this government responds to the needs of people, particularly those in his 
constituency in country Western Australia.  The Leader of the National Party should bear in mind that the 
government of the day does not necessarily, on a day-to-day basis, expect support from the National Party - even 
now.  However, if the member considers the budget figures I put to him, he will note that a shift in emphasis on 
activity is taking place now.  This is based not on a political need or aim, but on the needs of the communities 
and the people who live in them.  The politics of whether five, eight, three or two members represent those areas 
is irrelevant in the context of this discussion.  I look at the needs of people who live in those areas.  That is why I 
adopted this approach in relation to the broader budget spend.  To allay the concerns a little more, the 
amendment refers to an allocation of $12 million annually.  If the member winds back the tape a few minutes, he 
will recall that I referred to moving from a $138 million spend in non-metropolitan areas to almost $200 million.  
That is almost a 45 per cent increase in the spend, irrespective of the politics.  It is about what needs to be done.  
I got Western Power to show me colour-coded maps - I understand pictures better than figures - of the areas of 
highest need on the grid.  I said that the corporation would receive an increased allocation if it could show me 
that the areas of highest need would be addressed first.  On that basis, Western Power received a large budget 
allocation.  The assertion that the government is spending this amount because of the passage of the legislation is 
not true, either.  The first significant increase in the allocation, I believe, came last year after the failure of the 
first attempt at this reform.  It could be said that the government had in mind that another attempt would be 
made.  However, it is only the generational change in the leadership of the Liberal Party that provided the 
opportunity of the second go.  I cannot accept the amendment, even though I accept its intent.  For what it is 
worth, the member has the commitment on the record. 

Mr D.F. Barron-Sullivan:  While addressing the amendment, what is budgeted at the moment under the rural 
improvement program for each fiscal year from 2005-06 to 2008-09; in other words, until the end of the budget 
period? 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  It is $12 million each year. 

Mr D.F. Barron-Sullivan:  Roughly what percentage of Western Power’s profit is currently attributable to the 
networks division? 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I hate being unable to readily provide answers to some of the questions that the 
member for Leschenault has asked.  The advisers cannot provide me with a response to the issue the member has 
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raised that I am confident would be accurate.  With the member’s indulgence, I might be able to provide that 
answer with some notice.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I have grave concerns about what the minister has said today.  His predecessor told 
the house two years ago that the provision of power in the country was a privilege.  The Electricity Reform Task 
Force said to the National Party three years ago that power generation in the country should go back to farmer or 
community-owned generators.  The minister has said that in two or three years, capital expenditure will be in 
excess of $200 million.  That means nothing to me.  I need to know that power will be available when my 
constituents flick the switch.  That $200 million has been spent many times over.  The previous Minister for 
Energy said that $1.8 billion was available.  People in my area were asked for four years what all the noise was 
about, because $1.8 billion would be spent in the regions.  This was all noise.  The lights are still not coming on.  
The issue is not how much capital will be spent in the regions.  I would support the minister 1 000 per cent.  One 
thing that the minister has my absolute support for is the growth that must happen, on which money will be 
spent, which might be $200 million.  There are 600 000 timber poles in this state.  The replacement program will 
replace 3 000 poles a year.  That is unacceptable.  The lines that are held up by the 600 000 poles fall down in 
any sort of breeze.  That is unacceptable.  I am not really interested in how much money the minister says will be 
spent in the regions.  I want reassurance that when my constituents flick the switch, the power will come on.  
That is the issue.  Nothing that the minister has said to this date has given me any assurance that a constituent in 
Toodyay or York will get power when he throws the switch.  That is the bottom line.   

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I understand the scepticism of the member for Avon.  We could make the same 
assertion about any area of government spending outlined in the budget.  I will not repeat what has been said, as 
the member does not accept it.  However, there is a major shift in the allocation of expenditure in this budget 
period into areas of highest need.  Many of those areas of highest need are in rural Western Australia.  I made a 
point of that when we went through the budget process with Western Power.  The granting of increased 
allocations was contingent upon those issues being addressed.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  We have reached the point in the bill that deals with the functions of an 
infrastructure corporation.  What I need to know, and what the minister unfortunately cannot tell me, is how it 
will interact.  I have no doubt that the infrastructure corporation will know exactly what it has, and how good the 
good is and how bad the bad is.  What will be the process to establish where expenditure should be directed?  
The advisers who are sitting next to the minister told me a few months ago that it is a billion-dollar problem.  
How will the decisions of the new entity on areas of need interact with the matters allowed by the regulation 
authority?  The minister is telling us that this is a state-owned corporation.  I agree with the parts of the 
legislation that give the minister the ability to direct on those issues.  I believe that ministers should be given that 
capacity with state corporations.  I am very concerned that the board will control the infrastructure and will 
decide that an amount of money must be spent on those lines.  It will make a bid, and this bill provides that that 
bid will be commercial-in-confidence.  The public will not know what the bid is, and I will talk about that later.  
A clause in the bill provides that the board can apply to the minister to ensure that any commercial-in-confidence 
matters are removed from reports.  I have asked a question of another minister about expenditure under a 
different bill.  Any application to cabinet is commercial-in-confidence; it cannot be seen.  The likelihood is that 
when this entity makes its bid for an allocation of funds, that figure will never be made public.  We will never 
know whether the corporation is batting for us.  The ballast to that is the regulator.  The regulator’s response will 
be to keep the price as low as possible, and both the minister and I know that is as sure as the sun will come up.  
Regulators believe that they are about the lowest common denominator.  The regulator will say to the new 
corporation that it may wish to do that, but that will put the price beyond what the regulator is prepared to accept, 
so the corporation cannot have it.  All that process will happen behind closed doors.  Regional people will not 
know what was the corporation’s bid for the funding for that infrastructure.  The minister is offering us no more 
today than he offered us before this bill was introduced.  If that is the case, the bill cannot be supported.   

Mr D.T. REDMAN:  I made some points in my second reading contribution that were particularly relevant to 
local issues in my constituency.  I mentioned a wide range of issues, including issues with the Tenterden fire and 
capacity, particularly in the Frankland area.  I agree that there is no panacea for the problem.  It is a huge issue 
that has been neglected for many years by governments of both persuasions.  Governments have been faced with 
a huge task to get the infrastructure back up to scratch.  The problem will not be fixed quickly.  The very strong 
view of my constituency - it has been confirmed by other National Party representatives in regional areas - is that 
there is a need to ensure that, over a long period, a proportion of funds will be allocated to the hardest-hit, worst 
of the worst areas, as referred to in our amendment, because there will always be a worst of the worst area.  We 
are trying to enshrine that in legislation on a long-term basis so that those funds will not be taken away by 
successive ministers or governments.  It is the only way we will be able to build up infrastructure to rectify what 
has been an issue for a long time.  In response to a letter I wrote to the minister about the Frankland area, he 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 29 June 2005] 

 p3619b-3628a 
Mr Dan Barron-Sullivan; Mr Alan Carpenter; Mr Brendon Grylls; Mr Max Trenorden; Mr Terry Redman; Dr 

Graham Jacobs; Mr Terry Waldron 

 [7] 

referred to stage 2 of the rural power improvement program that will be rolled out in the area in 2007.  I can see 
the value of that.  I would like it to go beyond the four years that the minister has said it will last.  It is important 
that we address this issue on a regular basis.  In an attempt to quarantine funds for the program, I would like 
some support for the amendment put forward by the National Party. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Further to the comments made by the member for Stirling, Tenterden, where that terrible 
tragedy occurred, is in the electorate of Stirling.  I know that the previous member for Stirling played an 
important role in helping that community get back on its feet.  So that the minister understands the depth of 
anger about the situation, I can advise him that Tenterden is one of those classic small rural towns that do not 
have population growth or big new businesses that want to buy a lot of power.  It is just a strong rural 
community, and people get on with the business of looking after their families, growing their businesses and so 
on.  The members of that community have suffered a terrible tragedy at the hands of a system that they watched 
get wound down and wound down to such an extent that complaints were made about sagging lines.  Strong 
winds were then experienced and Tenterden lost two important members of the community.  It is an absolutely 
terrible tragedy.  I do not want to use that tragedy to make the point about this amendment, but we must be able 
to assure those people in Tenterden that for time immemorial money will be placed in the system to allow the 
issues they raise, such as sagging lines and fire risks, to be addressed.  

I turn to the briefing that the Office of Energy has provided to the National Party over a long time.  We have had 
two goes at this bill now.  The capital program states that $1.6 billion will be spent on the system.  I am sure that 
when the people in Tenterden hear that $1.6 billion will be spent on the system, they will think that their 
problems will now be solved.  However, the point was made in a handout after the briefing from the Office of 
Energy that capital expenditure is largely driven by growth, especially where there is a fast-growing state 
economy and strong residential development.  Many people in Tenterden and other country areas would like to 
think they have a strong residential development in their communities, but they would not be able to prove that 
under any test.  That is why there should be some mechanism to remove the key criteria of a fast-growing state 
economy and a strong residential development and take the criteria back to the worst-of-the-worst program to 
find those areas.  There must be a designated program that those communities know they can turn to.  The people 
from Tenterden know that their area is not commercial and that there would be no commercial prerogative for 
the Electricity Networks Corporation to go there and solve their problems.  However, the community could be 
assured that each year a fund of $12 million - 50 per cent funded by the corporation and 50 per cent funded by 
the government - would be set aside to deal with such problems.  The community would be able to go to Western 
Power, or the networks corporation representative under the new structure, knowing that there is a program to 
which it can apply for funds.  Without that program, the community will have to apply for funds to the capital 
works program and as soon as it does that, all these parameters will be put in place and, as happens so many 
times in country areas, the application will be rejected because there is no strong residential development, no 
strong demand and no ability to return a profit.   

I do not want to go over the same points.  The National Party has clearly outlined why this amendment is 
important to its members.  We will do everything we can to put the amendment forward, not only in the debate in 
this house but also when the legislation is debated in the upper house, to ensure that we are doing everything in 
our power to make this program mandatory in the legislation.   

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  Like the members of the National Party, I too have concerns about verbal assurances, 
however sincere they may be.  I commend the minister for his sincerity.  However, as I said in my speech earlier, 
I want to see some documented assurances in the bill.  That is what I am trying desperately to find because, like 
the members for Merredin and Stirling, I too have significant concerns about the networks.  I suppose there are 
probably three things that would reassure me, and perhaps the minister will clarify the issues for me.  One is the 
issue of a networks reliability code.  As we have heard, the issues of reliability are important.  There are 
significant deficiencies in the networks, and the reliability code will be administered like the body referred to in 
clause 39, the Economic Regulation Authority.  The reliability code is mentioned in clause 41(b), which states - 

to do anything that it is authorised or required to do by the Electricity Industry Act 2004 . . . and 
regulations and Code made under that Part; 

I suppose that is some reassurance.  The second reassurance I would like to see in this bill, which does not need 
any amendment like that proposed by the member for Merredin, is on the funding of those key performance 
indicators, to use a different terminology.  What is a benchmark standard, for example, for the 3 000 kilometres 
of the non-interconnected grid out of Esperance?  Are those key performance indicators, or reliability codes, 
being met, and what needs to be done to make sure they are met?  What funding would be allocated to bringing 
those standards up?  With all due respect to the member for Merredin, a particular figure of $12 million, or a 
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particular quotient, may undersell my area, because the funds need to go where the problems are.  To allocate 
$12 million to this project may undersell some areas, because more than that may be required.  

Mr B.J. Grylls:  The amendment does not limit the amount to $12 million.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  The member for Merredin must concede, however, that $12 million could be spent on the 
non-interconnected system in my electorate tomorrow.  I believe $12 million is absolutely paltry.  It would take 
tens of millions of dollars more than that just to fix the network in my region.  I would rather see some stand-
alone reliable benchmarks in this document that will reassure me that adequate and appropriate funds will go to 
where the network needs to be fixed.  If I could be reassured of that, I could then reassure my constituents.  That 
is the message I need to take back, rather than some verbal assurances, however sincere they are.  

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  Having listened to the arguments of the National Party, I think I can commit 
the Liberal Party to supporting this amendment, knowing that it will be lost on the numbers.  It really is a 
symbolic amendment.  I want to put a few things on the record, because the Liberal Party has done a huge 
amount of research into what is required to improve the country system.  The member for Roe summed it up, and 
the member for Avon said something very similar.  We tend to be diverted to considering how many millions of 
dollars are being spent here, and whether enough is being spent over there, and what proportion should be spent 
around the place.  At the end of the day, we want a situation in which people in country and regional Western 
Australia can flick a switch, and turn on the power.  They have the same right to expect that standard of service 
as their colleagues, family and friends in the Perth metropolitan area.   

With this amendment, the National Party is really asking for the status quo.  The minister has just confirmed that, 
during the next regulatory period for the electricity reform program, including this financial year, right through 
2008-09, $12 million a year will be provided for the rural power improvement program.  I take what the member 
for Merredin said to mean that the National Party is asking for this to be a minimum.  However, when a 
minimum is set, that is what is spent.  If the National Party wants more money, it had better tell the government 
that now, but it does not want more money just for this program.  I will provide a couple of points to illustrate 
what I mean by this.  First of all, across the board, the amount of money being spent on improving the network in 
country areas is woefully inadequate.  Although the minister quoted some figures earlier, he was quoting total 
capital expenditure, which includes new growth areas such as my area of Bunbury.  I have some of the fastest-
growing residential areas in the state.  They require improvements in the distribution and transmission systems 
and so on.  That is included in the capital expenditure figures.  We should look at the non-growth capital 
expenditure on reliability measures; that is, money spent to improve reliability in the existing system.  For 
example, this year $46 million will be spent.  Of that amount, $21.5 million will be spent in the country.  If the 
$12 million of the rural power improvement program is removed, only $9.5 million remains for all of the south 
west interconnected system’s country networks to improve reliability.  As the member for Roe just said, the 
government could spend $12 million in his neck of the woods without blinking. 

Let us look at the power pole replacement program.  It is allocated $7 million this year.  A total of 0.6 per cent of 
power poles are replaced each year.  If the government is to prevent the sort of situation that occurred at 
Tenterden, and it wants to replace power poles and install more poles and low voltage spreaders, it needs to 
spend a lot more than $7 million a year.  The same applies to the pole-top maintenance and replacement 
program.  That is allocated only $6 million this year.  I could refer to other programs such as underground 
power, which country towns hardly ever see one cent of.  I could refer to the need to improve the number of 
linesmen in country areas and so on to improve the quality of service.  This amendment does not deal with all the 
other programs that are also very important in improving reliability for country people.  If we get hung up about 
$12 million, we should remember that, in 2008-09, that money will be worth only $11 million because of 
inflation.  That is effectively saying that the National Party is happy for that money to decline in real terms.  The 
Liberal Party is not and I am not.  We want to see real improvements in reliability, which means real increases in 
spending in a range of programs and not just the rural power improvement program. 

As the members for Avon and Roe said, if standards are set and the Electricity Networks Corporation and the 
Regional Power Corporation are made to meet those standards, the government will be doing something that will 
have a future benefit.  I will touch on that in more detail later.   

The Liberal Party will support this amendment because it is important to send a message to the government.  
However, I believe the National Party is selling itself a bit short with this amendment. 

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I support the amendment.  I have listened to the points made by the last two members.  
They have stated that the amount should be more than $12 million.  However, the amendment states that the 
amount should be no less than $12 million for the program.  It provides a base.  I do not doubt the minister; he 
has given his word for the next four years.  I will speak further when we deal with the next amendment about 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 29 June 2005] 

 p3619b-3628a 
Mr Dan Barron-Sullivan; Mr Alan Carpenter; Mr Brendon Grylls; Mr Max Trenorden; Mr Terry Redman; Dr 

Graham Jacobs; Mr Terry Waldron 

 [9] 

other funding and other guarantees.  I take the point that the amount could be more than $12 million.  However, 
it will be not less than $12 million.  Without that, we will have no less of nothing.  That is my point. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I have a further point on this.  The minister has made the commitment that the rural power 
improvement program will be extended to 2009, which is the end of this term of government.  He made a verbal 
commitment in this Parliament.  The only concern for the constituencies that National Party members represent 
is that, before the last election, the Premier made a commitment that one vote, one value would not be on the 
political agenda.  We now have a situation in which the number of country members of Parliament will be 
reduced and the number of metropolitan members will be increased.  That does not inspire country people to go 
on the word of any member of this current Labor government. 

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  It is very easy to be cynical in politics.  If we introduce a legislative 
provision that requires the government to ensure that $12 million is spent each year on the rural power 
improvement program, there is nothing stopping money being taken from other programs to fund it.  For 
example, the power pole replacement and the pole-top programs this year, combined, will cost $11 million.  I 
hope no government would ever do this, but what is to stop the government or the Regional Power Corporation 
saying that they are strapped for cash and, therefore, the two programs will be cut so that they can make up the 
funding they need for the rural power improvement program?  It is all very well looking at one program.   

We will support this amendment because it is a symbolic message to the government.  However, we need to look 
at the total amount of money going into country services and other programs, including line upgrades, LV 
spreaders, improvements to transformer systems and a range of other things.  We will support this amendment.  
The motivation is correct.  I stress what I said up-front: we have not achieved anything with this amendment 
because the minister has not given that commitment of $12 million.  One of the briefings I had with Western 
Power revealed that $12 million has been in the budget for a while.  Perhaps the minister’s advisers can advise 
how long it has been there.   

Mr A.J. Carpenter:  This takes it to one additional year.   

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  Therefore, this commitment takes it on one additional year.  The money is 
available and by the end of that additional year it would have reduced in real terms.   

Mr D.T. Redman:  It is the sharp edge of the stick.  It is the worst of the worst.  We will be going for a long 
time to bring these things up to scratch.  As I said, it is the worst of the worst. 

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  I know and it is a great program.  The point I made earlier is that we need to 
spend more money in these areas.  This program actually does not make a huge difference to the indicators of 
reliability and those sorts of things.  This is dealing with individuals who really are copping it, and the member 
for Moore and the members of the National Party know that better than I do.  The member for Stirling is right.  
However, if we want to stop incidents such as that at Tenterden and the like, we need to make sure the power 
pole replacement and maintenance programs are well funded.   

As I said early, the power pole replacement program provides enough money for 0.6 per cent of the 850 000 
power poles in Western Australia to be replaced each year.  Blind Freddy could tell us that that ain’t nowhere 
near enough.  In fact, Western Power has told me it wants to try to jack it up to about 1.5 per cent.  The advice I 
am getting is that it may need to be considerably higher than that.   

We are not knocking the National Party’s amendment; we are supporting it.  However, in the scheme of things 
much bigger improvements are needed, and we will touch on that in more detail in some of the other clauses, 
particularly the clause to which the National Party has an amendment on the notice paper.   

Amendment put and a division taken with the following result - 
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Ayes (21) 

Mr D.F. Barron-Sullivan Mr B.J. Grylls Mr A.J. Simpson Mr G.A. Woodhams 
Mr M.J. Birney Dr K.D. Hames Mr G. Snook Dr J.M. Woollard 
Mr T.R. Buswell Ms K. Hodson-Thomas Mr T.R. Sprigg Dr G.G. Jacobs (Teller) 
Mr G.M. Castrilli Mr J.E. McGrath Mr M.W. Trenorden  
Dr E. Constable Mr P.D. Omodei Mr T.K. Waldron  
Mr M.J. Cowper Mr D.T. Redman Ms S.E. Walker  

Noes (28) 

Mr P.W. Andrews Mr S.R. Hill Mr M. McGowan Mr J.R. Quigley 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mrs J. Hughes Ms S.M. McHale Ms M.M. Quirk 
Mr A.J. Carpenter Mr J.N. Hyde Mr A.D. McRae Ms J.A. Radisich 
Mr J.B. D’Orazio Mr J.C. Kobelke Mr N.R. Marlborough Mrs M.H. Roberts 
Dr J.M. Edwards Mr F.M. Logan Mrs C.A. Martin Mr T.G. Stephens 
Dr G.I. Gallop Ms A.J. MacTiernan Mr M.P. Murray Mr P.B. Watson 
Mrs D.J. Guise Mr J.A. McGinty Mr A.P. O’Gorman Mr D.A. Templeman (Teller) 

            

Pairs 

 Mr R.F. Johnson Mr E.S. Ripper 
 Mr J.H.D. Day Mr R.C. Kucera 
 Mr C.J. Barnett Mr M.P. Whitely 

Amendment thus negatived. 

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  While we are dealing with the principal functions of the Electricity Networks 
Corporation, I want to ask what might be a rather obscure question: would this provision enable the networks 
corporation to control, run, operate or even own a third gas pipeline if that was necessary for providing gas to 
electricity generators in the south west interconnected system? 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I am advised no, because the networks corporation, as opposed to the retail and 
generation corporations, does not have a specific gas function.   

Clause put and passed. 

Clause 42:  Other functions - 
Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  Under clause 42 is a provision that the networks corporation should seek to 
obtain a profit; in other words, it should run commercially and gain a profit.  The Electricity Networks Access 
Code spells out quite clearly that there will be a requirement for some form of rate of return.  I believe that is set 
out under the price control provisions of chapter 6 of the access code.  How relevant is this for the Electricity 
Networks Corporation?  I can understand that the Electricity Generation Corporation and the Electricity Retail 
Corporation, which are commercial entities, are competing with privately owned operators, but we are dealing 
with a monopoly infrastructure provider owned and operated by the government.  I wonder why we need to have 
profit included at all, for a couple of reasons: first, if we operate on the basis of providing shared services for 
users of the electricity network, realistically that can be done efficiently without necessarily having a profit 
motivation.  Secondly, a government, a minister or a Treasurer may, overtly or covertly, put pressure on a chief 
executive officer of the networks corporation to ensure that it ends up with a high profit.  The government of the 
day could use it as a milch cow and take dividends and tax equalisation amounts from it.  The networks 
corporation is the main profit generator for Western Power.  I look forward to receiving an estimate of the profit 
it may achieve, because so far we have not been able to obtain that advice by way of physical modelling or 
anything like that.  However, taking the profits of Western Power and accepting that the networks corporation 
accounts for the bulk of those profits, the networks corporation could be put under a lot of pressure from a 
government to be extremely profitable at the expense of electricity users, and ultimately electricity customers, 
because those costs would simply be passed on in the access fees and the tariffs that are charged.  The proof is in 
the pudding, because we all know that in 2002 Western Power was very profit-orientated and its directors even 
received bonuses.  At the time this government was pegging back Western Power’s borrowing capacity and it 
was not able to spend money on the networks, which many of the senior officials wanted to do, so we are now 
going through a catch-up process.  The current government has also used Western Power as a milch cow by 
taking extra dividends from it.  Why do we need this profit motivation?  If we did not have this profit motivation, 
that would instantly free very significant additional funding for the networks corporation to spend on 
infrastructure.  I will give the minister some idea of the sort of money that would be available to improve the 
standards in the system, especially in country areas.  We have just had a debate about the need to improve 
standards in country areas.  We only have to consider that Western Power’s dividend and tax equalisation 
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payments to the government over the next regulatory regime, including 2005, will amount to approximately 
$320 million.  I do not know what the figure is, and hopefully we will get some advice about that later, but if we 
assume that approximately $250 million of that is attributable to the networks corporation’s profits over that 
period, we can see that ploughing $250 million back into the corporation over four years would provide some 
major improvements.  There would be $250 million-worth of additional maintenance, improvements and 
recurrent expenditure, or hundreds of millions of dollars worth of capital expenditure could be serviced by that 
new stream of revenue.  The amount of $12 million or $20 million - whatever is needed for Esperance or 
Ravensthorpe - that is required to improve lines going through the country could be an achievable aim.   

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I thank the member for raising that issue.  When this issue was raised last night I said 
that I did not believe it would be a good business practice, nor would it be a good piece of legislation, to enable 
such practice to excuse the networks corporation from having to operate in such a manner that it delivers a return 
to its owners who, through the government, are the people of Western Australia.  It would excuse it from the 
need to operate efficiently and in a businesslike and commercial manner.  That would be most unfortunate and 
would set in place an inefficient, unaccountable and unbusinesslike model, which is what we typically associate 
with state-owned monopolies and their operations.  The objective is to ensure that those outcomes do not befall 
the new corporation.   

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 3656.] 
 


