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ENERGY INFRASTRUCTURE — UNDERGROUND POWER 
Grievance 

MR C.D. HATTON (Balcatta) [9.22 am]: My grievance today is to the Minister for Energy, 
Hon Dr Mike Nahan. I take this opportunity to put forward some concerns regarding basic energy infrastructure 
in Western Australia, centred on power poles as part of the government’s program to convert overhead power to 
underground power. I have been having discussions about power poles and overhead wires for some time now 
with a number of residents living in Balcatta, Stirling and other suburbs. Conversation typically focuses on 
questions about why a suburb or street down the road has underground power although their own street or suburb 
has overhead power. Conversation then moves to stories about power outages and ugly, unsightly poles. 
A resident living in Woodhall Street, Stirling, Mr Alex Polglaze, has explained to me that there has been 
problems with overhead power in his street and in other locations. Mr Polglaze and I have discussed the benefits 
of having underground power, such as more reliability and fewer blackouts during inclement weather; a 
reduction in the occurrence of pole-top fires; an enhanced visual appearance; improved property values; reduced 
street tree-pruning requirements, and trees growing to more mature heights; and also brighter, safer and more 
evenly lit streets, with a newer lighting system. 

Around Balcatta and Stirling there is considerable housing redevelopment and we have noticed that new houses 
and redevelopments are getting underground power, which is very good, minister. However, it is also noted by 
Mr Polglaze and other residents that sometimes, or often, more houses are connected underground and “up the 
pole” than there are houses connected above ground. Mr Polglaze and residents have noted to me that there are 
issues with pole-top fires and poles having to be replaced on occasions. It is a concern for such residents that 
there are power outages that impact on them and sometimes on their business operations. It is my understanding 
that over many years the state government has conducted the state underground power program. It is also my 
understanding that the program is designed to engage with communities when there is a desire to move to 
underground power and to confirm the communities’ preparedness to invest some of its own resources into 
achieving that outcome. 

I believe, minister, the Stirling area was considered during one of the previous stages of the WA underground 
power program. However, the program was eventually rolled out in other areas, maybe due to greater interest in 
other suburbs. I am aware of a number of constituents and business owners who would very much like to have 
the Stirling area re-examined due to changing circumstances in the area since the last round of the program was 
run. Along with these stakeholders, Mr Polglaze is keen to see the benefits of underground power become a 
reality. Above all else, reliability of the service is something that he and his neighbours are keen to enjoy. 

The minister will have to correct me if I am wrong, but as of the time of the presentation of this grievance, I 
believe that the government is drawing stage 5 of the state underground power program to its conclusion. From 
information on the website, I am informed that Coolbinia was the last suburb in the Stirling area to be included 
in this important program. From a state government perspective, I seek some clarity, please, as to the status of 
the round 5 projects. I looked at the website, and for some reason it showed only round 4, with nothing much 
about round 5. I would like to know a little about that. 

To round off this grievance, I have some general and more specific questions for the minister, and I hope to gain 
some understanding for residents, and particularly for Mr Polglaze. I ask the minister: What is the status of all 
the round 5 suburbs? Although all new suburbs get underground power, why does the state government not 
install underground power in existing suburbs as a matter of course? I understand that there is a financial burden. 
Is the government planning any further rounds of the state underground power program, and, finally, what cost 
constraints may have arisen since the program started way back in 1996? 

Underground power has a lot of benefits to electricity consumers and also, presumably, to the government in 
saving on maintenance of the wooden pole program. I ask the minister what he thinks will be the eventual fate of 
the overhead power stocks. Thank you. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Minister for Energy) [9.27 am]: I thank the member for the grievance. 
Underground power is a very popular program, and the member is right—it has been around since 1996. There 
are three aspects to enhancing underground power. First, all new developments have been required since the 
mid-1990s to implement underground power. This is mandated by the state and funded by the developer, and 
eventually the household. All new subdivisions, and even some kinds of compact housing developments, have 
underground power. The member will notice in his area, particularly when a number of units are built on a block 
of land, power will be at least partially underground. Second, the state underground power program has been 
rolled out in residential areas. We are now in round 5, going into round 6. Third, there are the local enhancement 
projects that basically focus on beautification, mainly of regional centres. The main issue the member is 
interested in is underground power or the major residential projects. There have been 52 major residential 
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projects in the last 20 years since 1996, which have covered 86 000 properties. It is extremely popular for the 
reasons the member enunciated. There are all sorts of benefits, including security, safety and tree pruning, but 
most importantly it improves the land value of the property. That is the key issue. It is funded 50 per cent by 
local governments, 25 per cent by the state government and 25 per cent by Western Power. It is really left up to 
the local governments to decide to put in bids for their areas. In large part, they are provided by suburb, but it 
actually goes by Western Power’s network. That is the way it goes. They are not organised completely by 
suburb. There has to be some benefit to Western Power in terms of its judging criteria, but it is really put out by 
the local government. Local governments choose which area to bid for. It is up to the City of Stirling to put in a 
bid. It is so popular that in the last two rounds—rounds 4 and 5—only 10 per cent of local government bids were 
accepted, because the rest consumed the money. 

The decision-making is done by an independent group that looks at all the bids and puts forward a 
recommendation. Round 5, which was announced in 2010, has taken a long time to come to fruition. As the 
member indicated, the cost has increased. When it was first started in 1996, the average cost was 
$3 244 per dwelling; it is now $10 954. Half of that is about $5 000. In suburbs where housing values and 
incomes are lower, even if the majority of the community supports it, there are certain people who will struggle. 
One problem is we have chosen areas that were suggested by local government, and even though surveys have to 
be carried out in the community and the majority needs to support it, a sizeable minority, quite rationally, has 
trouble with it. Local governments have been looking at various ways to accommodate low-income people. This 
has led to certain allocations needing to be rebid. It is a real issue. I have one in Parkwood in my electorate, and 
there was another one in Wilson, where there was more antipathy than support for the whole program. It is a 
problem we have. 

We have ruled out round 5; round 5 is finishing. Stirling has received several, including Woodlands in 2000, 
Mt Lawley in 2003, and Churchlands and Wembley Downs in 2008. The most recent project was completed a 
couple of months ago, in March 2015, and was the one in Coolbinia that the member for Balcatta mentioned. 
The local governments that have done the best include the Town of Bassendean, which got one, and the 
City of Canning, at Wilson east, which also got one. That was very controversial because of funding problems. 
Cockburn has completed two and Melville has done very well—it has four. I do not know why it has done so 
well. Rockingham, South Perth and Stirling have one each, and Victoria Park has two. The government has 
allocated $30 million over three years for round 6. The Economic Regulation Authority undertook a review of 
the program. Its report indicated that the overwhelming benefit went to the landowners. There was a problem, 
particularly given the increase in costs, in imposing the cost on lower income people. It is becoming a struggle as 
we go into lower income suburbs. 

We have looked at the ERA report. We have developed a slightly different approach to the underground power 
program. We will announce that soon during the allocation of round 6. It will give a bit more weight to 
Western Power’s requirements. When that is being done, we want to enhance the quality of the grid. If the 
regulator—ERA—said that it was not necessary, it was not included in Western Power’s regulatory base and it 
could not get a rate of return on it. We will look at local governments, if they wish, paying more. One leader has 
been the City of Subiaco. It has undergrounded its whole area. I might add that Subiaco funded it in full. The 
City of Subiaco finished off Shenton Park this year—I opened it. It should be open to other cities to do that if 
they so wish. We will look at facilitating that. It is a very popular program. It is overbid. Because areas are so 
extensive, councils have a hard time funding it. We have to look at creating ways to deal with it. 
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