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UNDERGROUND POWER PROJECT 
Motion 

MR DAY (Darling Range) [4.03 pm]:  I move - 

That this House calls on the Minister for Energy to - 

(a) explain the current status of round two of the underground power project; 

(b) explain whether there has been a change in the process for awarding contracts, and, if so why; 

(c) explain why there has been a delay in completing the remaining area of round two; 

(d) ensure that work can proceed forthwith on the remaining areas of round two so as to avoid 
further job losses and endangering the future of companies which have invested substantial 
funds on specialist equipment in good faith on the basis of there being continuity of work; and 

(e) advise what is intended regarding future stages of the project. 

The motion is self-explanatory.  The underground power program in Western Australia was developed initially 
from small beginnings.  However, it is now regarded as being quite large.  It has been a very successful exercise 
with government working together with Western Power and local government authorities and ratepayers in both 
metropolitan and regional parts of Western Australia.  It is worth noting that the underground installation of 
electricity cables is now required, as it has been for a decade or so, in all urban developments.  We are referring 
to the retrospective installation of underground power.  

The installation of underground power cables is desirable for a number of good reasons.  First, it leads to lower 
maintenance needs.  Obviously if cables are hidden and protected under the ground, they are less likely to need 
maintenance than if they are placed overhead.  Secondly, it leads to more reliable electricity supplies without the 
outages caused by tree branches and other problems, particularly during winter storms.  Thirdly, in bushfire-
prone areas the risk of bush fires as a result of cables being blown together causing sparks that could initiate fires 
is reduced.  Fourthly, underground installation of power cables has a far more aesthetic result than the overhead 
cables which have, until a decade or so ago, been the standard form of installation in Western Australia.  The 
“retrospective” installation of underground power has occurred more recently and there is a requirement for it to 
be included in all new urban subdivisions.  Initially, some local government authorities in Western Australia 
took action.  I am mindful of the City of Subiaco, for example, which commenced its own below-ground power 
line installation program, I think, around the early 1990s.  It was in the time of the former Government, but that 
is not why I am raising the issue today.   

It became clear that if there were to be a much broader scale of installation of underground power cables, it 
would require state government involvement through leadership, bringing parties together and contributing 
funds.  Proposals were developed early in the first term of the previous Government.  At that time, the now 
Leader of the Opposition was the Minister for Energy, as he was during the whole period of the former 
Government.  He is very familiar with this program and I believe he can take a great deal of credit for building a 
program that has been welcomed and accepted by the community in Western Australia.   

A seminar was held in October 1994 that I had the pleasure of chairing.  Contributions were made by Western 
Power, local government, engineering professionals and the urban development industry in which various views 
were expressed and ideas thrashed out.  Subsequently, a pilot program was announced and expressions of 
interest were called in March 1995.  That led to the first pilot project being implemented through agreement 
between the then State Government and the City of Melville in April 1996.  From that pilot program, round one 
of the underground power program subsequently grew and in 1996 underground power was installed in areas 
including Applecross and the Middleton Beach and the Mira Mar areas of Albany.  Installation commenced in 
1997 in Wembley, Cottesloe and Claremont.  

The successful completion of round one of the program led to its being further expanded.  It was announced in 
December 1999 by the then Minister for Energy that 15 additional suburbs would be included in the program in 
round two.  Without naming the exact locations, they included East Victoria Park, Carlisle, South Perth, Mosman 
Park, Wembley, West Leederville, Rivervale, Mt Pleasant-Booragoon, Claremont, Subiaco, Nedlands, Bicton, 
East Fremantle and Mt Lawley.  It is apparent from the list I have just read out that not only the more affluent 
parts of the Perth metropolitan area have been included in the program but also some of the less affluent areas.  
One of the very strong desires of the former minister was to ensure the benefits of this program were available to 
residents of Belmont, the electorate of the current Minister for Energy.  I know he took a great deal of pleasure in 
announcing the establishment of the program in Rivervale, and part of round two includes East Victoria Park.   

Mrs Edwardes:  He also liked the infill sewerage program we put in.   
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Mr Barnett:  And the redevelopment of Belmont.   

Mr Ripper:  The previous Minister for Energy arranged for underground power to be delivered to my house.  
When I saw the workers arrive I was concerned to ensure the decision had been made by the former minister, not 
the current regime. 

Mr Barnett:  We didn’t put the earth wire in though! 

Mr Ripper:  That’s all right, I’ve moved house! 

Mr DAY:  Perhaps the fact that the minister’s house and a significant part of his electorate were supplied with 
underground power explains why he has been smiling so much during this debate.  We welcome the fact that he 
appreciated the program.  As I said, the clear desire of the former Government, and I trust of this Government, 
has been to ensure that the less well off areas benefit from the program as well as the more wealthy areas.  That 
is evident from the suburbs included in round two of the program. 

Mr D’Orazio:  I didn’t notice Ballajura on that list. 

Mr DAY:  Much of Ballajura probably has underground power because it is a more recent subdivision.  
However, if it is not included and does not have underground power now, it will ultimately if this Government 
continues the program. 

Mr Barnett:  The former Mayor of Bayswater was fairly slow to submit his application.  

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  The member for Ballajura is out of his seat.   

Mr DAY:  That may well be the case.  For a major project like this to be successful, it obviously needs 
contractors with the expertise, skill and machinery to undertake the work in addition to the contributions from 
the State Government, Western Power and ratepayers.  Companies involved in this work need to acquire 
specialised drilling equipment to reduce their costs and to ensure that damage to the local environment is 
minimised.  That equipment is expensive and the companies involved usually need to borrow substantial funds to 
purchase it.  In that situation, security must be provided to the financier.  For small businesses, that often means 
that the directors’ homes are mortgaged.  If funds were to dry up, those homes could be at risk.   

If this program is to progress and the companies are to stay in business - not to make huge sums but simply to 
stay viable and to retain employees - there must be continuity of work.  An assurance was given by the former 
Government, the former minister and Western Power that there would continuity of work for about five years.  
On that basis and with that certainty, the companies borrowed to buy the required specialised equipment.  This 
Government has the right, if it chooses to do so, to change that arrangement.  However, it has a strong moral 
obligation to maintain that level of work.  

Mr Hyde:  Did you fund this project?   

Mr DAY:  The former Government well and truly funded this program in the forward estimates to the tune of 
$6 million a year.  Western Power has also committed to contributing $6 million a year.  That combined amount 
constitutes 50 per cent of the cost of the program.  The other 50 per cent is being provided by local government 
authorities and ratepayers through a levy on rates and repayment schemes.  The total commitment to the program 
is $24 million a year.  That substantial budget was arranged cooperatively by Western Power, the former 
Government, local government authorities and ratepayers.   

The problem is that this Government announced in the previous budget that its contribution had been reduced, 
although we do not know by how much because it was not spelt out.  It appears that, from an estimated actual 
expenditure of $5.8 million in 2000-01, the government contribution has been reduced to $3.3 million in 2001-
02.  That is a substantial reduction of $2.5 million.  Western Power has maintained its $6 million commitment 
despite the fact that it is under great pressure because the Government ripped an additional $20 million out of its 
profits.  The reduction in funding means that $9.9 million will be contributed from general government sources.  
That amount is matched by ratepayers and local government authorities, giving a total of $19.8 million this 
financial year compared with annual funding of $24 million provided by the previous Government.  That is a 
substantial reduction of $4.2 million because of the multiplier effect.  The result of that reduction is the deferral 
of the completion of round two of the program.  This motion asks the Minister for Energy to explain the status of 
the program and a number of other issues.   

The areas in round two yet to be completed include East Victoria Park, which is in the Premier’s electorate.  I am 
sure his constituents will be letting him know -  

Mr Barnett:  They will be very disappointed.   

Mr DAY:  They will be very angry if this program is not completed in a short time frame.  Other areas not yet 
completed include Carlisle, which is in the Minister for Energy’s electorate.  
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Mr Ripper:  That is in the Premier’s electorate.   

Mr DAY:  The Premier can worry about that.  An area in Mosman Park, which is in the Leader of the 
Opposition’s electorate, an area in Subiaco, which is in the member for Nedlands’ electorate; and an area in 
Nedlands, also need to be completed.  If it is not now, this soon will be a bipartisan issue.  The current rate of 
progress must be maintained.   

As a result of this reduction in funding by the Government, little is happening - the program is on hold - and that 
is leading to job losses in the industry.  The employees involved in this work need to be trained and, when they 
are, they have a high level of expertise.  Once they leave these companies, they are lost from the industry and it 
is hard to get them back.  That puts the program in jeopardy.  I am aware of one company that had to lay off 12 
staff last week.  If the Minister for Energy does not take action today, or tomorrow at the latest, that company 
might be forced to close its doors and lay off another 30 staff by the end of this week.  Another company has 
recently had to lay off 15 staff.   

Mr Ripper:  Can you privately or publicly give me the name of that company?   

Mr DAY:  I cannot provide it publicly, but I am happy to do so privately.   

Other businesses have had to reduce the number of contractors they engage.  In recent times, 60 positions have 
been lost as a result of this slowdown in the underground power program.  The other issue of concern the 
minister has been asked to address is whether the process for awarding contracts in round two of the program has 
been changed.  Under the former Government, it was agreed that each area would not be subject to tender.  
However, rates would be agreed with the companies at the outset and those rates would apply until the 
completion of the program.  That approach provided certainty, which allowed the companies to arrange loans 
and service them.  The process has now been changed and tenders will be invited.  Obviously that will cause 
delays, and companies that previously had certainty will no longer have it.  The delay and the uncertainty about 
the continuity of work are causing concern.  If the process of awarding contracts requires amendment, that 
should be done at the end of round two.  It is appropriate to assess the round two process to ensure that taxpayers 
and ratepayers are getting value for money.  However, given the assurances offered in good faith in the past, it is 
not appropriate for companies to be placed in jeopardy as a result of a change to the process.  

Individuals and at least one company, if not more, are in a precarious situation.  

I do not believe the Government wants that.  The Opposition certainly does not want that.  If urgent action is 
taken by the Minister for Energy, maybe the situation can be retrieved somewhat.  The Opposition very much 
hopes so.  The situation needs urgent action by the Government.  The minister must ensure that round two is 
proceeded with forthwith, otherwise there will be further job losses, which can be prevented, and business 
failures.  That will be sheeted home to the Government if urgent action is not taken. 

The other aspect of the motion is that the minister is asked to provide information about round three of the 
program.  What are the Government’s intentions?  Does it intend to continue funding this program at a 
reasonable level?  Does it intend to ensure that people who have a reasonable expectation that underground 
power will be made available in their area will see that come to fruition?  The Opposition asks the minister to 
provide information about his intentions for future stages of the project. 

In summary, this is an urgent situation.  The Opposition does not raise it lightly.  It believes that it is possible for 
the minister to take urgent action to ensure that funds flow as a matter of urgency.  Not a large amount of money 
is involved.  However, significant action must be taken to sort out the funding situation and the awarding of 
contracts, and to ensure that the tender process, which appears to have been introduced midway through the 
project, is changed. 

MR BARNETT (Cottesloe - Leader of the Opposition) [4.21 pm]:  I will be brief because the member for 
Darling Range has outlined the issue fully and accurately.  Far be it from me to say so, but the truth is that the 
underground power project was and is successful and popular.  What is perhaps not widely understood is that, to 
the best of my knowledge, Perth remains the only significant city in the world to have set about putting its 
powerlines underground retrospectively.  In 1991, in the time of the previous Labor Government, a sound 
decision was made that all new subdivisions and all new redevelopments would require underground power.  
That effectively meant that the growth of Perth from 1991 onwards was with underground power.  That was 
wise.  The decision made in 1996 to undertake a trial program and to then introduce the program to put the old 
powerlines underground retrospectively was an equally good decision. 

There were critics in this Chamber at the time.  It was seen as elitist, that only the wealthy could afford it, that it 
was unnecessary and the like.  Indeed, many local governments were wary of the proposal.  They believed that 
the Government, or Western Power, was trying to shift responsibility for something onto the community.  
However, two factors were important.  Some good does come from any dark cloud, I guess.  In May 1994 when 
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a severe storm hit Perth for 12 hours, there was an enormous disruption to power supplies not only in Perth but 
also throughout the southern part of the State.  As minister, I commissioned a report from Major General Ken 
Taylor, because it was an unacceptable collapse of our power system.  One of the conclusions in that report was 
that 80 per cent of the power failure was attributable to trees and branches falling down over powerlines.  That 
was a severe situation.  Members may recall that many people in Perth suburbs lost power for two to three days.  
It was a major failure of electrical services. 

That certainly changed the attitude within government.  I received more support for the project.  I believe it 
changed the view within this Parliament, and certainly local government.  The public, in particular, suddenly 
became far more interested in underground power.  I do not need to restate the benefits that have been outlined.  
Underground power adds to the aesthetics of an area and reduces the safety and maintenance requirements.  The 
supply of electricity is improved.  Energy efficiency gains also come from an underground power supply system.  
For the property owner, it is estimated by real estate agents that, generally, it may add up to five per cent of the 
value of a property.  The biggest direct financial gain goes to the owner of a property.  People like it.  There was 
resistance, but that was overcome. 

The trial program was started in Applecross and Albany in 1996.  That was successful.  Much was learnt from 
the trial and the first round of projects.  One thing that was learnt clearly and identified by all parties was that 
this project was expensive.  The cabling and the work were expensive.  Often, when going into areas in which 
there are a range of utility services, the work can be slow and difficult.  People do not like to see gardens, 
pavements and roadways disrupted.  Many practical difficulties were encountered.  However, once the 
management issues and the handling of public issues were sorted out, it became clear that to carry out this work 
at the minimum possible cost it would require a contractor that could compete and tender for the work, and that 
contractors would need to be skilled, as the member for Darling Range said, and have the appropriate equipment.  
A number of businesses essentially purchased equipment, which cost in the order of $3 million a unit, that would 
allow horizontal drilling below ground.  Therefore, they did not have to dig for cables; they could drill.  Most of 
us have probably seen that equipment in operation.  It is very efficient and effective.  It does magnificent work. 

As a result of acquiring that equipment and having a regular flow of work, the cost of carrying out the work fell.  
That was to the benefit of Western Power, the taxpayer, local government and, in particular, the residents.  When 
the trial started, we were looking at a total cost per typical residential house of around $4 000.  That cost has 
decreased progressively, and now it is in the order of $3 600.  Obviously, it varies with conditions and 
topography.  However, the cost fell significantly, and that was because of equipment and continuity of work.  
People knew that they could employ, train and maintain workers and plan accordingly.  That gave a competitive 
edge to the people competing for and doing the work.  That has been fundamentally important.  As the member 
for Darling Range said, if the new Government chooses not to place the same priority on undergrounding power 
supplies as the previous Government, then that is a wrong decision or a wrong priority.  However, it is entitled to 
make that choice. 

In December 1999, the round two proposals were announced for 15 or so suburbs.  Local governments had 
worked with their constituencies, made decisions and wanted to be part of the project.  It is a responsibility of 
incoming Governments to see projects through to their completion.  The time for the Government to change its 
priorities was at the completion of round two.  In reality, it did not have very long to go.  It needed to be 
completed.  If the Government wanted to have a lesser round three than the previous Government had envisaged, 
or to even change the tender or contracting procedures, it should have been done at that point.  East Victoria 
Park, Carlisle, Mosman Park, Subiaco and Nedlands are the areas that had an expectation that this work would 
be going on, and it is not.  That is wrong.  It should be going on.  The residents will discover sooner or later that 
they will not get underground power when they thought they would get it, but the immediate consequence is that 
independent, small to medium size businesses that invested and borrowed heavily to buy equipment do not now 
have that continuity of work available to them.  As the member for Darling Range outlined, sadly, one company 
laid off 12 workers the other week, another one has lost 28 workers, and another is looking at closure.  That is 
not good government or good management of a program that is worthwhile.  It has many benefits.  I cannot think 
of a downside.  After initial teething difficulties - there were many issues to confront - the program now runs 
smoothly and is well endorsed. 

When the pilot program started in 1996, only 18 per cent of Perth was serviced by underground power.  
Admittedly, the proportion has risen because of the mix of the retrospective underground power project and new 
subdivisions.  Had the round 2 project been completed as expected, over 30 per cent of Perth would have had 
underground power.  By 2010, that would have risen to 60 per cent.  Essentially, it would have taken almost a 
generation to do it.  However, in the space of maybe 20 years, Perth would have gone from a city with 18 per 
cent underground power to the only city in the world to have retrospectively installed underground power, and 
one of the few cities, if not the only city, in the world to have underground power throughout its entire area.  
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That would have been an amazing civil and civic cooperative achievement by the State Government, Western 
Power, local governments and property owners - the residents themselves.  It was a worthwhile project. 

Mr Hyde:  You are saying that you could have achieved 60 per cent coverage by 2010.  What projects would you 
have cut to do that? 

Mr BARNETT:  I would not have made $1.2 billion worth of election promises.  That is the difference between 
the Liberal Party and those on the government benches.  I do not need to listen to the member for Perth.  He and 
his mate from Riverton have the job of coming in and having a go every time I get on my feet.  They pop up one 
after the other.  That is their little job.  That is the height of their parliamentary expectation.  

Ms Quirk interjected. 

Mr BARNETT:  I will not delay the House, because I want to discuss some other issues, but I make one other 
point.  The program came under political opposition and questioning by the then Labor Opposition.  It was put to 
us that it was some sort of silvertail policy and that the coastal and leafy river suburbs would receive the benefits 
of the program.  The early projects did follow that trend, for the simple reason that the program is expensive.  
The State and Western Power each contributed 25 per cent of the total cost; however, the remaining 50 per cent 
of the cost was essentially borne by the residents, although they were sometimes assisted by local government or 
by deferring payments.  The cost to the residents was in the order of $1 800 to $2 000, which is significant.  It 
was natural that the better-heeled and wealthier suburbs were the first ones to be able to put up their hands and 
indicate a high level of support, willingness, preparedness and capacity to pay.   

It is little coincidence that the first suburbs involved in the project were Cottesloe, Applecross and, more 
recently, parts of Dalkeith and so on.  However, there was a sound technical reason for that.  The criteria for 
selecting suburbs was not politically motivated.  From day one, I was very conscious that the suburbs that would 
be applying to participate in the program would include most of my electorate of Cottesloe.  I was very careful to 
ensure that the selection of suburbs was not handled by myself as minister.  We set up an independent steering 
committee comprising the Office of Energy, which represented government; a representative of the Western 
Australian Municipal Association; and Western Power, which had to manage the technical side of the project.  
That arrangement has worked well.  Another reason those so-called wealthy suburbs were dealt with early on in 
the project is that they represent the areas most prone to storm damage - the coastal belt and river areas.  Areas 
further along the coast, such as Scarborough and Innaloo, also need underground power.  They also have the old 
reticulation systems, which are less efficient and reliable and more prone to storm damage than underground 
power systems.   

The member for Darling Range detailed to the House the list of suburbs which have applied for underground 
power.  They include East Victoria Park, Carlisle, South Perth, Mosman Park, Wembley, West Leederville, 
Rivervale, Mt Pleasant, Claremont, Subiaco, Nedlands, Bicton, East Fremantle and Mt Lawley.  The program 
has moved away from the most wealthy suburbs and is spreading into areas east of Perth.  My vision is for that to 
continue.  If this program had been retained, it would have quickly spread throughout Perth and into the regional 
areas.  Some councils, particularly country councils, did not have the desire to install underground power over a 
broad suburban area, so we developed the concept of a local enhancement policy in which underground power 
could be installed in a streetscape, town centre or foreshore area surrounding a lake or river.  That has proved 
popular.  

I hope that the minister will reconsider his decision and reinstate on the original timetable a sufficient number of 
the round 2 projects to ensure that no more jobs are lost from this industry and that the existing contractors 
continue to have, if not the full amount of work they expected, at least sufficient ongoing work to maintain their 
work force and presence in the industry.  I think it is a mistake for the Government to cut the program.  
However, if it does cut it, it should not do so during round 2.  Any policy decisions should be effective from 
round 3.  The Government should honour the commitments that have quite properly been made and in most 
cases signed off by the Government, Western Power and local authorities.  The Government should not dud 
those prior commitments.  They should be fulfilled.  

MR RIPPER (Belmont - Minister for Energy) [4.34 pm]:  I assure the House that the Government is committed 
to continuing with the state underground power program.  The Leader of the Opposition pointed out that the 
efficiency of the program has improved since it first commenced.  Obviously, once the efficiency of a program 
has improved and the same amount of work can be done for less money, we must look at the budget allocation 
and see whether that allocation is still required.  I advise that round 2 of the state underground power program is 
proceeding, with eight of the 12 committed major residential projects well under way or close to completion.  
Those members who are good at mental arithmetic will note that four projects are yet to start.  The outstanding 
major residential projects are Subiaco, East Victoria Park, Nedlands and Mosman Park.  It is intended that the 
Subiaco and East Victoria Park projects will commence by the end of March 2002, and that Nedlands and 
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Mosman Park will commence from July 2002.  That is a delay of about six to nine months for the four major 
residential projects.  

Localised enhancement projects are also proceeding, with three projects completed or in progress and a further 
five expected to commence in the next four months.  The remaining four projects will commence in the next 
financial year.  

Mr Barnett:  What about Carlisle?  

Mr RIPPER:  I have not been advised about Carlisle, but I will seek some advice and provide that before I 
conclude my remarks.   

Mr Day:  Are you aware that that nine-month delay is causing major problems? 

Mr RIPPER:  I will come to that.  I am certainly aware that some companies have experienced difficulties and 
that those difficulties have arisen because they have invested in specialist equipment that is applicable to only 
this program.  Cash flow problems will be created if the work flow expected by those companies does not 
eventuate.  I am aware of that; in fact, my office has been dealing with at least one of the companies involved in 
those circumstances.  Naturally, I can understand their position.  Difficulties will obviously be created for 
companies which may have invested in specialist equipment that cannot be transferred to other jobs, and which 
experience, from their point of view, an unanticipated delay in the awarding of contracts.  I am not unaware of 
the circumstances. 

Mr Day:  What will you do about it?  

Mr RIPPER:  I will come to that.  My office has been in discussions with one of the companies.  I will provide 
the response of that company before I finish my remarks.  

Mr Barnett:  The other point of the member for Darling Range, which is equally important, relates to the change 
in the way in which the work is awarded.  The idea was to have rolling work.  That has now been changed to a 
tender process.  That should not happen midway through round 2.  If the Government wants to make that change, 
it should make it at the beginning of the next round.  

Mr RIPPER:  The second point of the motion states -  

explain whether there has been a change in the process for awarding contracts, and, if so why;  

I am advised that there has been a change in the process for awarding contracts.  This is due to a number of 
factors, including the need to reassess contractors’ schedules of rates.  Due to the time that has passed since this 
was last undertaken, and coupled with increasing interest from wide sections of industry to become involved in 
the state underground power program, revised quotes will be sought from contractors who are currently engaged 
in the program.  In round 3, a request will go to a wider group of contractors to provide quotes to participate in 
the state underground power program.  In addition, there has been a need to decelerate the rate at which drilling 
is undertaken in order to better manage work programs.   

Mr Day:  What does that really mean?  

Mr RIPPER:  I ask the member to listen to what I am saying.   

A situation arose in which drilling work was proceeding far ahead of the wiring and installation of electrical 
equipment.  That caused concern in the communities in which the projects were proceeding.  I experienced that 
in Rivervale, where I live.  The underground power program was proceeding courtesy of the decision by the 
previous minister.  The drilling was way ahead of the other electrical work.  There was quite a gap between the 
drilling and the arrival of an electrician to connect my house to the underground power supply. 

Mr Bradshaw:  It is not a big deal.  I have a unit in Como and they did it there.  It took a fair while before the 
project was finished.  They drilled and it took ages for somebody to come to connect it all up, but it was not a big 
deal.  

Mr RIPPER:  A number of things are happening.  It is now cheaper to put in underground power than it was at 
the beginning of the program.  Therefore, there is scope for some taxpayer funds to be saved.  The Government 
made a decision to save some money on the underground power program to help fund other priorities.  I am also 
advised that in some cases the drilling was proceeding too far ahead of the installation of the electrical 
equipment, which was causing concern in the community.  There was a need to slow down the drilling so that 
the rest of the work could catch up.   

All contractors currently employed on state underground power work were advised of the new arrangements at 
least six months ago.  That was believed to be a sufficient period for contractors to undertake whatever steps 
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were necessary to alter their arrangements.  It is true that there are delays of between six and nine months in 
round 2 of the state underground power program, which affects the four outstanding projects.  Those delays were 
foreshadowed with the industry.  I am also advised that there have been technical difficulties with underground 
powerlines in some project areas.  It is also true that the Government has changed its priorities in the energy 
portfolio and has modestly reduced the state underground power program budget.  That was known at the time of 
the last budget.  Delays in the local enhancement program for the state underground power program are due 
largely to doubling to 12 the number of local enhancement projects selected under round 2, which has required 
the implementation to be spread out.  In other words, the Government is doing more local enhancement projects 
under round 2 than was previously envisaged, which is delaying the timetable for the program.   

I am advised that the Carlisle work is included in the East Victoria Park project and that work will commence by 
the end of March 2002.  If members have any difficulty with that, I hope they will let me know. 

Mr Day:  Are you saying that they are going out to tender, or that you have changed that process?  How will that 
occur by the end of March?   

Mr RIPPER:  I am advised that it will occur by the end of March.  The tendering for this project is handled by 
the Office of Energy.  I do not have that information.  If the member wants that information, he can put a 
question on notice and I will get it for him. 

Mr Day:  What if companies go bust in the meantime? 

Mr RIPPER:  I agree that is an issue.  I will come to that.  The Government is committed to the completion of all 
projects in round 2 and has advised contractors of the schedule under which this will be undertaken.  My office 
has had some discussions with at least one contractor about his situation.  Efforts have been undertaken within 
the available budget to expedite the awarding of contracts.  My advice is that the concerns of the companies were 
alleviated following discussions between them, Western Power and the Office of Energy.   

A letter from one of the companies states - 

We would like to thankyou for meeting with us last week and hearing our concerns in regards to the 
Retrospective Underground Power Program.   

It is our belief that Western Power are bringing forward the Cambridge Street project which will enable 
our company to survive until tenders close on the Victoria Park and Subiaco projects. 

Your assistance in this matter is greatly appreciated. 

A company approached my office and put forward its difficulties.  The matter was taken up by the Office of 
Energy and Western Power.  We seem to have reached an arrangement to provide a sufficient flow of work to 
the company, which will enable it to proceed with its anticipated program.  That is a good result.  I am pleased 
that we have been able to alleviate some of the concerns of that company 

Mr Day:  Whether it is that company or another, it may not be out of jeopardy.  My understanding is that the 
project for the Cambridge Street area in Wembley will go out to tender.  That will take some time; in reality, it 
will take seven or eight weeks.  Despite what you have said, will you undertake to take action to alleviate a 
problem if one arises?  

Mr RIPPER:  That company came to the Government and said that it had a problem.  That matter was attended 
to and a result was achieved which, according to the letter addressed to my chief of staff, seemed to be 
satisfactory to that company.  It may not be perfect, but it was at least satisfactory.  If another company has a 
significant difficulty with the way the program is proceeding, I will have my office and agencies examine the 
situation to see what can be done.  The budget cannot be blown.   

This Government will not follow the pattern of behaviour of the previous Government.  It will not blow budget 
allocations.  If there are ways in which we can alleviate the concerns of companies involved in this program, the 
Government will do that.  We are not in the business of allowing companies to get into financial difficulties 
simply because of government programming of work.  We can attend to that.  If the member wants to draw a 
particular case to my attention, or if a company wants to make a direct approach, the Government will examine 
the circumstances. 

Mr Barnett:  Are you prepared to meet with the companies if they are not satisfied?  The problem the 
Government has is that it must ensure that existing companies have enough work to remain viable.  Otherwise, 
when it gets onto the project in future years, the Government will find that it will have a less competitive bidding 
position because fewer companies will be around.  The smaller ones will disappear.  
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Mr RIPPER:  The Government benefits from there being competition within this industry and its suppliers.  It 
does not provide a benefit to the Government if a company that has made an investment in specialised equipment 
that can be used only in this sort of project, and which has reduced the price of its work to enable this project to 
proceed, gets into financial difficulties or disappears from the industry.  

Mr Barnett:  I am not sure you are grasping the concept that the benefits of lower contract rates are coming from 
not so much competition in bidding for work as continuity of work.  That allows companies to make bids.  There 
will be a competitive tender process even if the continuity of work is taken away, but all bids will be well above 
what the Government thought they might have been.  The continuity of work has been the key to lower prices. 
Mr RIPPER:  I agree that continuity of work is important.  It is particularly important when people have made an 
investment in specialised equipment that cannot be used in any other way.  In a sense they are hostage to the 
program, and the Government will lose in the purchase of those services if they go out of business because of a 
lack of continuity of work.   
We have budget constraints, and we did reduce the funding for this program.  We cannot go outside those budget 
constraints, but we can talk to the agencies administering the program and to Western Power.  We can discuss 
ways to alleviate the difficulties that particular companies might have.  We have already done that.  I quoted a 
letter to the Leader of the House to demonstrate that.  My advice is that the concerns of the companies have been 
alleviated.  However, if the advice that I read to the House is wrong, and companies still have serious concerns, I 
encourage them to take them up either through the member for Darling Range or directly with my office, and we 
will have discussions.  I do not think it would be necessary for me to meet personally with the companies.  I am 
right in the middle of a budget process that is taking - 
Mr Barnett:  Forty jobs have gone and you are not willing to meet with them.   
Mr RIPPER:  I said I did not know whether it would be necessary for me to meet with them; I am right in the 
middle of the budget process.  It may be that either my ministerial staff or agencies can do the necessary work.   
Mr Barnett:  Are you too important now?   
Mr RIPPER:  I do not know how the Leader of the Opposition manages his time, but if a job can be done by 
someone else and if it can be done more quickly than it would be if it were to wait for a slot on the ministerial 
timetable, I would prefer to get the job done and the problem fixed than to wait.  That would seem to be a 
reasonable use of time.  If the Leader of the Opposition thinks that every problem should wait until someone can 
meet with the minister, and that the minister should then fix it, even if that causes a delay, he has a strange idea 
of time management.  If I can get the Office of Energy to meet with the company, and they can arrive at a 
solution without needing to wait for a slot in my diary, I will go ahead with that approach.  However, if 
discussions do not result in a solution, of course I am prepared to meet with companies when jobs are at risk.  
The way in which the Leader of the Opposition has handled that issue is surprising.   
I come now to the fifth point in the motion.  In April 2002 local authorities will be invited to submit proposals to 
participate in the third round of the State’s underground power program.  Guidelines for participation in this 
program, and other related documentation, are currently being developed and will be issued shortly.   
That deals with the concerns that people have had.  It is undeniable that there has been a budget cut in the 
program.  Part of the reason for that budget cut is that costs in the program are less now than they were in the 
beginning; therefore, it is possible for more work to be done for the same amount of money.   
Mr Day:  You have effectively admitted that budget losses have affected that program.   
Mr RIPPER:  I do not know whether that is the case, because the advice given to me is that, following 
discussions with the companies concerned, Western Power, and the Office of Energy, the concerns of the 
companies have been alleviated.  That is the advice I have received from my agencies.  If that advice is wrong 
and the concerns of the companies have not been alleviated I will arrange for further meetings to occur.  If those 
further meetings do not solve the problem, I am happy to meet with the companies concerned myself.   
We do have budget constraints.  The Opposition asks what we are doing about this program.  We would find it 
much easier to do something about this program if we did not have to fund $400 million-plus of unfunded 
commitments left to us by the Leader of the Opposition.  The Opposition cannot get away from this issue.  The 
former Government left us with very significant budget pressures; it left us with unfunded promises on class 
sizes and laptop computers for teachers, and it sunk $70 million to $80 million into information technology 
projects in the Police Service.   

The Government is in a difficult position; if it goes forward with those projects it will cost a bomb and if it junks 
them it will waste $70 million or $80 million.  That is the sort of pressure situation in which members opposite 
left this Government.  It is not wise for members opposite to complain that we are trimming a program, when it 
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is one of a huge number of decisions that have been made necessary because of the unfunded commitments they 
left us.   

On a number of occasions the Leader of the Opposition said the Government’s $852 million worth of cuts for the 
priority dividend were illusory.  The cuts to the underground power program were part of the $852 million worth 
of cuts that the Government made to achieve the priority dividend and to fund its election commitments.  The 
Leader of the Opposition cannot have it both ways.  He cannot say on the one hand that the cuts are illusory and 
the next day come into the House and argue that the cuts are only too real, they are causing job losses and the 
Government ought to be do something to reverse that decision.  Either the cuts are real or they are illusory.  The 
Leader of the Opposition cannot hold both positions simultaneously.   

We have made some modest cuts to this program.  If those cuts are causing a problem in the timing of work, 
which is impacting unfairly on small companies that have made investments in specialist equipment, the 
Government has already shown that it is prepared to go to its agencies and to Western Power to seek to have 
those problems alleviated.  We have received a letter from the company thanking us for what we have done.  If 
other companies are involved in similar problems, I am prepared for my agencies to meet with them to try to 
resolve those problems.  The Leader of the Opposition, for cheap political point scoring, asked me whether I 
would meet with them personally.  Of course I will if the problems are still unresolved following the initial 
handling of the issues by agencies and ministerial staff.   

Mr Hyde:  They should have come to you first, instead of wasting their time with the mob opposite. 

Mr RIPPER:  I am sure people get a better result if they go to the Government rather than the Opposition.   

I am not sure exactly what to do with the motion before the House, because it calls on me to do things that I have 
already done.  It would be silly for the House to pass the motion as it is.  I was asked to explain this and that, and 
advise this and that, which I have done.  I do not want to do what is sometimes done and make the Government’s 
amendment overly political.  To ensure a reasonable outcome from this motion I propose to move that this House 
note that the Minister for Energy has responded to calls.  The rest of the motion would then be an accurate 
account of what has occurred in the House.  We had a call for an explanation, and an explanation was provided.  
I hope the member for Darling Range acknowledges that.   

Amendment to Motion 

Mr RIPPER:  I move - 

To delete line 1and substitute the following - 

That this House notes that the Minister for Energy has responded to calls to:   

Amendment (words to be deleted) put and a division taken with the following result -  

Ayes (29) 

Mr Andrews Mr Hyde Mr McRae Mrs Roberts 
Mr Bowler Mr Kobelke Mr Marlborough Mr Templeman 
Mr Brown Mr Kucera Mrs Martin Mr Watson 
Mr Carpenter Mr Logan Mr Murray Mr Whitely 
Mr Dean Ms MacTiernan Mr O’Gorman Ms Quirk (Teller) 
Mr D’Orazio Mr McGinty Mr Quigley  
Dr Edwards Mr McGowan Ms Radisich  
Dr Gallop Ms McHale Mr Ripper  
 

Noes (22) 

Mr Ainsworth Mrs Edwardes Mr McNee Mr Waldron 
Mr Barnett Mr Day Mr Masters Ms Sue Walker 
Mr Barron-Sullivan Mr Edwards Mr Omodei Dr Woollard 
Mr Birney Ms Hodson-Thomas Mr Pendal Mr Bradshaw (Teller) 
Mr Board Mr House Mr Sweetman  
Dr Constable Mr Johnson Mr Trenorden  

Amendment thus passed. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  The question is that the words to be substituted be substituted. 
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MR DAY (Darling Range) [5.02 pm]:  Contributions have been received from both sides, including a response 
from the Minister for Energy.  I acknowledge that he at least took the issue seriously.  However, he referred to a 
letter sent by a company apparently expressing its approval of the process so far.  I now have information that 
that company, for whatever reason, is not satisfied.  I am not sure of the reason.  I implore the minister to get to 
the bottom of this issue.  I believe his adviser will be able to speak to the representatives of the company in a 
short time.  I will facilitate that, but I place on record that this matter is not fully resolved.  The Opposition does 
not want to see a company go out of business.  We do not want to see employees lose their jobs, particularly 
skilled employees, who are necessary for this program to continue in the long term.  

I implore the minister to do whatever is necessary to ensure the problem is resolved.  We do not expect 
taxpayers’ money to be wasted.  Equally, we believe that the commitments should be fulfilled that were 
established by the former Government to ensure continuity of supply, so that companies could finance 
borrowings to purchase specialised equipment and skilled employees could be kept in work. 

MR HYDE (Perth) [5.04 pm]:  I agree with the words to be substituted and congratulate the minister for the 
work done on this project.  It is important to note that he has outlined clearly that he has addressed these issues.  
In my electorate in Mt Lawley an underground power company has been working every day providing 
employment as the rollout continues there.  It is very devious of the Opposition to try to paint a picture that this 
project has come to a standstill.  People are being employed and projects are proceeding.  As the minister said, 
round two got under way in April.  Perhaps our friends on the opposition backbench have joined the agrarian 
socialists.  They want the Government to do everything.  They forgot to mention that point when Optus, which 
has been taken over by Singtel, removed its funding from Perth and the great underground project to install lines 
and the multiple-use cables in the inner city, which was being undertaken at the same time.  The work to be done 
by Telstra to bring the line from Indonesia through City Beach has dried up because the private sector has cut 
funding, not by a mere two or three per cent, as has the Government, but by 100 per cent.  

We welcome the Opposition’s concern for the alleged loss of perhaps up to 30 jobs with this project.  We would 
welcome similar concerns about metal workers and others who have been subject to changes in our economy.  
The private sector must restore its investment in underground projects throughout the city, particularly the inner 
city in my electorate.   

MR BOWLER (Eyre) [5.06 pm]:  A claim was made that the underground power installation equipment is used 
only by Western Power and that any slowdown by Western Power on the rollout would jeopardise the use of that 
equipment.  In the goldfields the same equipment was used for the rollout of the natural gas lines.  Parts of my 
electorate of Eyre were promised that following the privatisation of AlintaGas, they would benefit from the 
rollout of natural gas.  However, that did not occur.  I am now endeavouring to survey people in areas of Boulder 
and will follow up that in areas of Kambalda to find out who would use natural gas if it went past their house.  If 
AlintaGas had not been privatised, more houses in those areas would have natural gas and the equipment would 
still be in use. 

Mr Barnett:  Do you realise that the bid to do DAS in Kalgoorlie was a competitive process which AlintaGas 
won against competition when it was in private hands?  It has nothing to do with the privatisation of AlintaGas.  
It was run independently of that.   That shows how little you know about your own electorate.  

Mr BOWLER:  AlintaGas reneged on half of its promises in Boulder and stopped work.  The equipment that 
could be used for that in my electorate, but which the Leader of the Opposition is putting at the feet of Western 
Power, is not being used.  I am trying to pressure AlintaGas to complete the rollout in Boulder and places like 
Kambalda, where no rollout has occurred, but where AlintaGas promised there would be a rollout.  It is not 
down to only Western Power.  If AlintaGas took up some of the slack some of these companies would have other 
work to do.  

Amendment put and passed.  

Motion, as Amended 

Question put and passed. 
 


