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COUNTRY POLICE RADIOS 
Grievance 

MR M.J. COWPER (Murray) [9.35 am]: My grievance today is to the Minister for Police and Emergency 
Services and it relates to country police radios. To explain to members present, there are three police radio 
systems operating in Western Australia. We have a metropolitan system, which has been recently upgraded to a 
digital system and will be switched on. It is the latest and greatest, and hopefully it will do everything that we 
hope it will do with its link-up to the computer-aided despatch system — 

Mr J.C. Kobelke: The metro digital is already operational, if that is what you are saying.  

Mr M.J. COWPER: That is what I am saying. 

Mr J.C. Kobelke: I thought you said that it was going to be switched on. It is fully operational. 

Mr M.J. COWPER: My understanding is that it is a secure digital system, and that there are still some 
questions and concerns in certain sectors—including the media—about whether they will be able to tune in to 
this system. Once upon a time people could go down to the electronics shop in the town, buy a receiver and tune 
in and listen to what was going on. That can no longer be done in the metropolitan area. 

Two other systems operate in police stations in regional Western Australia. The south west region has a system 
that operates across probably about a 30-kilometre radius on ultra high frequency and very high frequency. The 
30-kilometre radius relies on repeater systems that are spread out across the south west land division and enable 
radio stations to communicate with the next police station down the line. The problem is that a vast number of 
police stations do not operate on the same channel, although they can switch channels and communicate with the 
next police station, and so forth. More remote areas of Western Australia, like the Kimberley, Pilbara and the 
goldfields, have a VHF system. When I used to travel the vast tracks of outback Western Australia we had 
Codan receivers. These receivers allowed officers to turn on and dial in a number and switch around on the aerial 
frequency and sometimes pick up another police mobile or a police station. Generally speaking, it was not the 
one down the road. When I was in Halls Creek, for instance, we always seemed to get Norseman, for whatever 
reason, because the radio frequencies bounce along on a cosine or a sine wave. We would either get Onslow or 
Norseman. They would then have to be relied on to relay messages. If we were at Balgo, for instance, on the 
Canning stock route, or at Billiluna or the Mullen community, Norseman would have to ring back to Halls Creek 
to tell them where we were and what we were doing after we had reported in our positions. Officers can be away 
for days on end and not have radio communication, encountering natural hazards such as flash flooding and the 
like, and they can find themselves in a lot of trouble.  

The problem is not so much the long-range system, but the UHF system, which operates between regional police 
stations in Western Australia. Certain parts of the south west land division have geographic obstacles, such as the 
Darling scarp and forests. For example, when I was in charge of the Denmark Police Station, as soon as officers 
got about 10 kilometres out of town—towards William Bay and Kent River—the radios would experience dead 
spots and the radio systems would not work. In 1995 I was in charge of an operation in Walpole, the other side 
of Mt Franklin in the Sharpe block, where there was a logging protest. I had 32 police officers and about an 
equal number of forestry officers dealing with a protest about the logging program, which was probably well in 
hand at the time. We had the problem of not having access to police radios, so we relied on the Department of 
Environment and Conservation’s communication system, as it was better than the police’s. Often there are 
transmitter towers throughout the forest region—and one is on top of Mt Franklin—and the police can piggyback 
on the back of the Department of Environment and Conservation system so that they can get some radio 
communication.  

The problem throughout the system that is operating in regional Western Australia is that it is over 20 years of 
age. By any stretch of the imagination, any technology that is over 20 years of age is obsolete. This radio system 
is so antiquated that when it breaks down there is difficulty repairing the system because parts are not made for a 
system that is obsolete.  

In the past 12 months there have been 117-odd critical incidents where police have been requested to respond to 
jobs in provincial areas and they have lost radio communication. I am sure we are all aware of the dangers that 
presents. One could only imagine what would have happened had we not had a very well-trained individual 
police officer in Sergeant Shane Gray in Karratha a couple of years ago when he intercepted that double 
murderer from Victoria. Had he not been as well trained as he was, had it been a junior officer, one could 
imagine what might have been the net outcome had it not been for the fact that there was a very capable police 
officer in that instance.  

One of the problems we have, as the minister well knows, is that we have had a huge turnover in staff in the 
police service—our overall experience is not what it used to be—and therefore we require a lot more of our 
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younger police officers to be out in remote areas, and they need to be supervised. They cannot always be 
supervised in person, but they can be supervised by way of radio, and radio communication is very important. 

I was talking to police officers at Gingin and they told me about a couple of incidents there. The member for 
Moore was telling me about some incidents at Dalwallinu. There, the police go out towards Paynes Find, they 
get about 10 kilometres out of town and there is no communication. Satellite phones are limited in number and, 
of course, they are very expensive. They are usually designated to regional offices but often used sparingly 
because there are not many of them. In the south west land division, individual police officers are required to use 
their own mobile phones. I believe we need to have a look at police radio systems and come up with something 
tangible for a replacement program so that we can have this issue of occupational health and safety resolved for 
our police officers. 

MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta — Minister for Police and Emergency Services) [9.42 am]: I thank the 
member for his grievance. He has quite rightly pointed out how critical communications are for police, not only 
for the efficiency and effectiveness of their operation, but also for the safety of officers who might be in a remote 
area or caught out if they are in a very dangerous or difficult situation. 

We have certainly been improving and enhancing that communication and will continue to. I think it started 
under the last coalition government, with a lot of money for communications. There were a few false starts 
when, unfortunately, things did not work. When we came to government that situation was reorganised. We have 
now been able to deliver a range of communications. It has cost $58 million for the police metropolitan radio 
network that was rolled out with the tasking and dispatch information system, generally referred to as TADIS, 
and this is improving the police operations within the metropolitan area quite substantially. 

Under the old system, if the police had a query about a car, they would have to get on their radio to someone at 
headquarters, who would go into the computer and check the numberplate and relay the information back. With 
the TADIS system, they can immediately tap the registration number into the computer situated in the car, which 
is cross-matched with drivers’ licences, and it can even give them immediately a photograph of the licence 
holder. When the police pull people over and they are approaching them, they will already know who the owner 
of the car is, they will potentially have a photograph of that person and they may also have a cross-reference 
indicating that that person has a firearms licence; all that information is available to them immediately. In 
comparison with what we had, it is a huge step forward.  

It is proving a problem with its success in that it has generated hundreds of thousands of queries. The estimate 
made was that these queries could number over two million a year, which is a huge leap over what was made 
before. It now means police are going to catch a lot more people, which is great, but there is also a lot more 
processing involved. The success of making police more efficient means they actually end up with more work, 
because there is a huge amount of work out there. The better resourced the police and the more police we have, 
the more cases they come across and the more work they have to pick up. The police have been aware of that 
when setting their target priorities. That is now in place. The old system that covered the metro area is pretty 
well finished now. 

Mr M.J. Cowper: It is the country ones we are interested in.  

Mr J.C. KOBELKE: I come to the point that the member for Murray makes, which is the issue of how do we 
actual upgrade in the country. Upgrading in the country has two aspects: one is to improve the capability, but the 
more important one that the member has alluded to is that our current system is getting to the end of its useful 
life. It was built in the mid-1980s and it has 160 sites. I am not sure how extensive that coverage is, because the 
member himself has alluded to the problem of coverage in remote parts of Western Australia. In a state as big as 
Western Australia there is going to be trouble getting total coverage with a terrestrial-based radio system; then, 
of course, in some areas satellite phones are used. 

The current system we have, including the 160 sites, is getting towards the end of its life and does need to be 
replaced. The estimated cost of replacement is in the order of $80 million. A business case has been developed 
for how we can start to do that. Western Australia Police and the Commissioner of Police have made it clear to 
me that the project has some priority. I will certainly be looking at how we can advance that in the next year or 
two, to not only patch up the problem, but enhance that system. We have now got a fantastic system in the 
metropolitan area. What we need in regional areas may be slightly different, but the ability to extend some of 
that capability out into other parts of the state would be very useful. It is absolutely essential that police do have 
that communication.  

We have seen huge advances over a number of areas in the past six or seven years. For instance, we had a 
situation—and I alluded to this yesterday—where a lot of people who were calling the police simply could not 
get through. They would hang up the phone simply because they had been on it for so long and could not get 
through. We put in place the new Police Assistance Centre at Midland, and we now have a very efficient system 
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for taking calls from the public. Again, it has been so successful that the number of calls is now well above what 
the system was designed for. The pressure is being applied because we have a system that has the response time 
down to a very low level—within the guidelines—whereas previously it was just ridiculous.  

I will give one example. I was driving on the freeway in the late 1990s, going home about 10 o’clock at night, 
when I saw someone walking along the freeway. I did not know whether the person was drunk, going to a 
broken-down car, or suicidal. I rang the proper police number so that I could alert them about this person. I 
actually timed how long the phone rang. I got home nine and a half minutes later and the phone was still ringing. 
I could not even get through to the centre. Of course, that does not happen now. With the new call centre, the 
phones are answered in a very short time, quite often in seconds. The issue then is that those jobs have to be 
tasked. That is where the radio network comes in, so we can get that information out to the police in their cars or 
in their police stations and they can respond. 

We have jumped up a huge step in efficiency with the system in the Perth metropolitan area. The member for 
Murray quite rightly points out that we have a system outside the metropolitan area which is ageing, which has 
problems of being maintained and which we need to improve. I certainly take on board the urging of the 
member, as I have from the Commissioner of Police, that we do need to make sure that we make it a priority to 
improve our radio network, that we continue to roll out those efficiencies—most importantly, so that we can 
provide security for police officers, that they are in contact, through their radio link, with other police—so that if 
they do find themselves in a difficult situation and need back-up, they will not be in a position where the radio 
system has failed them and leaves them without back-up. 
I certainly thank the member for Murray for his grievance.   
 


