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ELECTRICITY CORPORATIONS BILL 2005 
Third Reading 

MR A.J. CARPENTER (Willagee - Minister for Energy) [12.02 pm]:  I move - 

That the bill be now read a third time. 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [12.03 pm]:  I stand in this place today because I have some concerns about regional 
power delivery, particularly in the non-interconnected grids outside the south west interconnected system.  The 
region that I represent in the south east of Western Australia has a major power source supplied by Burns and 
Roe Worley, the private generator that supplies electricity through a 3 000-kilometre long transmission network 
system.  It has six quite newly built gas turbine generators that are fuelled by gas from the North West Shelf via 
the goldfields.  Significant concerns about the electricity supply were identified in a recent survey and, as I have 
elucidated previously, significant problems with the reliability of supply.  A recent small survey was conducted 
from Esperance, which is the base from which the power is generated to a relatively significant area in south east 
terms compared with metropolitan terms.  The area is sparsely populated, but is supplied by a network and a 
service that is core business for state government; that is, to supply reliable electricity. 

I will recount a story that will indicate to the house the state of the network.  It has been said in this house before, 
and I concede that the current state of the network did not happen overnight.  Equipment deficiencies in the 
transmission network have existed for some time and we are now starting to see the consequences of those 
deficiencies.  The story I will recount is about a Lake King experience I had when I was travelling to 
Ravensthorpe, 200 kilometres west of Esperance, on another electoral matter.  My office rang me and said that 
the operator of the general store in Lake King, Peter Harwood, wanted to talk to me.  When I finally got on to 
him, in the only store in the area that supplies goods and significant amounts of farm merchandise to farmers and 
townspeople, he told me that by the time I spoke to him he had had a significant blackout for 24 hours.  In fact, 
the whole town had a blackout.  He told me of his unfortunate experience of a truck that had pulled over to the 
side of the road and clipped a pole stay.  The pole and the two poles next to it fell over.  That brought the lines 
down and put not only his store, but also the whole town of Lake King out of power.  I inspected the pole and it 
is unfortunate that I cannot show you, Mr Acting Speaker (Mr P.W. Andrews) and members some photographs.  
In fact, I took a photo of Peter Harwood with his arm up in the hollow log that had been one of the poles that fell 
over.  Yes, the stay had been clipped by a truck but, in fact, it was inevitable from the state of the pole that it 
would fall over.  It was, in fact, totally hollow inside. 

I recounted that story to indicate to the house the state of the network.  I asked the minister a few questions at the 
consideration in detail stage.  However, what I really want is a reassurance from the minister that the Regional 
Power Corporation will attend not only to the SWIS but also to the non-interconnected systems in this state, one 
of which serves my very large electorate.  My concern, despite what I am sure are sincere reassurances by the 
minister, is that there should be provisions documented in the bill giving reassurance that the non-interconnected 
grid will not be forgotten, that it will come up to a minimum standard and that the funding to achieve that 
standard will be appropriate.  Clause 41 of the Electricity Corporations Bill 2004 outlines the principal functions 
of the Electricity Networks Corporation, and includes reference to the Electricity Industry Act 2004, to ensure 
that regulations and codes will be adhered to.  These functions include performance indicators, standards or 
benchmarks deemed acceptable for delivery of reliable power supplies to country people on non-interconnected 
grids.  Clause 50, which outlines the principal functions of the Regional Power Corporation, which will look 
after these non-interconnected grids, deals with generating, purchasing and otherwise acquiring electricity.  This 
allows the scenario that already exists in Esperance, where Burns Rowe Worley, a private generator, sells power 
to Western Power, which owns the transmission system that conveys electricity to farms and households.  The 
problem there is that a twenty-first-century generating unit is trying to interface with a nineteenth-century 
transmission system.  I am concerned that that transmission system will not be upgraded, and will be forgotten, 
under this legislation. 

The Electricity Industry Act 2004, which is mentioned at clause 41 in the bill in reference to the south west 
interconnected system, is not mentioned in reference to the Regional Power Corporation and the non-
interconnected grid.  I suggest that the provisions of the Electricity Industry Act and the Electricity Networks 
Access Code 2004 need to be inserted in clause 50, which refers to the Regional Power Corporation and the 
networks not covered by the south west interconnected system.  I will quote from chapter 3 of the Electricity 
Networks Access Code 2004, which was created by the Electricity Industry Act 2004.  This chapter states that 
the portions of the south west interconnected system that are owned by Western Power are to be designated as a 
covered network from the commencement date of the code, unless coverage is subsequently revoked.  Then the 
chapter goes on to discuss other non-interconnected networks.  Section 3.2 in subchapter 3.1 states - 
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A network other than the covered network that is covered under section 3.1 may become covered after 
the Code commencement date where a person make a coverage application in respect of the network 
and the Minister decides under section 3.3(a) that the network should be covered. 

I suggest that we need that cover, and to have those conditions enacted in this legislation so that the non-
interconnected grids are not forgotten.  

There are three very important components to achieving standards in a network that is literally falling over.  
Firstly, the Regional Power Corporation will be subject to obligatory service standards.  As a member 
representing a regional area with a very deficient transmission network, I consider these service standard 
obligations to be very important.  It is important that we seek reassurances.  Sincere verbal reassurances are 
welcome, but they need to be written into the bill.  I look forward to the opportunity over the six-week break of 
working with the minister to place those reassurances into the legislation.  I was supportive of and understood 
the concerns of the National Party about the standards and obligations, where the funding will be coming from, 
and whether it will be assured.  The standards obligations are set out in the Networks Reliability Code, which is 
administered by the Economic Regulation Authority.  It is important to write the obligations of the access code 
into the bill.   

The second component of achieving standards is the tariff equalisation fund, which provides funding for the 
standards obligations to be met.  The funds needed to upgrade the network coming out of Esperance are very 
significant, so it is important that the issues of tariff equalisation are addressed to provide funding to meet 
standards of electricity service delivery.   

The third component is the licence conditions imposed by the ERA to make sure that the standards are met.  We 
have heard today, and we heard yesterday - the days seem to be clouding into one another - about the reliability 
issues for power in regional Western Australia.  It is important that we tighten up the clauses referring to the 
Regional Power Corporation.  It is very important, if members will excuse the pun, that the minister flick the 
switch to allow these upgrades to occur, because there are some significant misgivings, and even suspicions, that 
the upgrades will not occur.   

In closing, I have some major concerns.  The assurances provided by the Electricity Networks Access Code need 
to be written into the Electricity Corporations Bill 2005, so that maintenance and capital works upgrades to the 
network can take place.  The other assurance I would like to take back to my constituents is that the situation of 
significant degradation will be given attention.  The Regional Power Corporation will be a stand-alone, 
transparent organisation that will set standards of power transmissions for consumers, and it will be overseen by 
the Economic Regulation Authority.  

A survey was conducted of 274 respondents, of whom 75 faxed back that they had experienced more than 30 
power outages each year.  I understand, as Western Power has rightly pointed out, that some of those outages 
were acts of God: some were caused by lightning strikes and some by birds flying into powerlines.  However, I 
suggest that many of such outages resulted from equipment failures.  I must commend Western Power for its 
response at the meeting at which some of these survey results were presented.  Some issues are already being 
dealt with.  I would hate to see those commitments jeopardised.  I hope that the initiatives will proceed under the 
new corporatised arrangement for the Regional Power Corporation.  One cause of outages is power surges on the 
very long 3 000 kilometre line network, causing a back surge on the gas turbine generators, causing a cut-out 
switch to be activated to protect the generating unit.  Other causes include clashing wires, as long spans between 
poles clash together in high winds.  It is important that two special transformers protecting generators from back 
surges be installed.  That is proceeding.  However, those two reactors will not be installed until the beginning of 
next year.  A commitment has been made to dustproof insulators; to install wider crossbars to keep wires apart in 
heavy winds; to run a steel pole replacement program; to bird-proof appropriate areas; and to provide insulator 
spacers on wires to stop wires clashing together.  Some progress is being made to try to address some of these 
problems.  A commitment has also been made to provide underground wire power for new connections.  
Therefore, some will is evident to proceed with those programs.  They are not before time, and significant 
deficiency problems require significant upgrades.   

I support this new legislation in concept.  In essence, I tell my constituents that things cannot get any worse.  The 
electricity network transmission system cannot get any worse.  Whatever we do must be an improvement on the 
current situation.  However, I do not want to be seen with egg on my face some years down the track, having 
stood in this place and supported this measure only to find that nothing changed.  I would then incur the wrath of 
my constituents and suffer people’s concerns at Lake King, Munglinup, Salmon Gums and even in the larger 
towns.  I seek a reassurance from the minister that we will enact and write in, in the Regional Power Corporation 
clauses of this bill, those access and reliability safeguards.  I would be very keen, as would be many other 
country members, to work through these issues to reassure regional constituents.  The minister gave such 
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assurances in the house yesterday.  Therefore, I ask for documented assurances in the bill so that the minister and 
I will not end up with egg on our faces for failing to address significant concerns regarding regional power 
delivery.  I thank the minister for the opportunity for future input.  I hope we can work on the documentation 
issue relating to clause 50 in enacting some of the reliability and access codes.  I look forward to working with 
the minister, along with other regional representatives here, to flick the switch and deliver reliable power to 
regional Western Australia, and particularly to those people on the non-interconnected grid. 

MR M.W. TRENORDEN (Avon) [12.27 pm]:  All members in this place face the quandary of having two 
responsibilities.  The first is a responsibility to the state as a member of Parliament; the second is a responsibility 
to the electorate.  In reference to the responsibility to the state, I think all members support a change in the role 
of Western Power.  I certainly do.  I would have split the corporation into two, not four, minister.  However, the 
course of this process was resolved in February when members opposite won the election.  The minister has the 
right to do what he is doing, and he has not heard a lot of criticism from me in that process.  However, this plan 
was put together in 2001, and the government promoted it during its previous term and has continued to do so 
into this term of government.  It would have been a good idea to consider administration changes in the 
international arena and brought some of that into this bill.  Nevertheless, the government is the government, and 
it has the right to propose this plan, which will progress matters in this industry.  As I said in the second reading 
debate, big business has already received the benefit of power reforms that finished this year.  Big business cares 
only what Western Power will look like under this reform.  Otherwise, the top end of town has no interest in the 
bill.  People in the medium-sized operations will be interested in the contestable market established under the 
bills dealt with last year.  It will be interesting to see how those matters progress.   

I do not share the member for Roe’s optimism: matters can get worse in the regions.  As member for Avon, I will 
not support the minister’s bill.  When the call comes at the end of this debate, I will vote against the bill because 
of the clear inequity in the situation between the city and the country.  This is making me very unhappy at this 
time.  I re-read yesterday a Boyer Lecture by Professor Geoffrey Blainey on this issue in which he outlined the 
conflict in Australia between city and country over the past 150 years.  He made the point in 2001 when he gave 
that lecture that in Australia that division is getting greater as time goes by.  There is an argument, with which I 
agree, that this is the Parliament of Perth, which a few country people visit.  That is a relevant argument.  It 
saddens me greatly to think that is the case.  When the next election occurs this will be the Parliament of Perth, 
with even fewer country people turning up.  That will become an issue for Western Australia, but it is not an 
issue in this bill. 
My greatest concerns are about the Electricity Networks Corporation.  During the processing of this bill we have 
been told that the networks corporation has to make a profit, look for new connections, maintain that process, 
and deal with a range of access issues, including renewable power, and that as part of that process it must find 
time to involve itself in the renewable process within the regions.  Nothing in this bill gives comfort to my 
electorate about the renewal of the network.  Nothing in this bill gives me comfort about service standards.  In 
fact, one of the alternatives is clearly outlined in a document from the Energy Safety Directorate dated 22 
September 2003, which states -  

Western Power can, if it feels it is appropriate and necessary, apply to the Director of Energy Safety to 
request that lower standards of electricity supply, quality / reliability be approved for certain areas. 

That still forms part of this bill.  If there were a genuine push by this administration to provide equity to country 
people, that would not form part of the bill.  The clear message is that it will be included.  As I said in my speech 
at the second reading stage, the previous minister told this house that power in country areas was a privilege.  
When the task force was putting these bills together some years ago it told a meeting of National Party members 
that we should go back to our own on-site generation.  Some people in this place gave a few instances of what it 
was like to have on-site generation.  That matter sparks a lot of anger.  What people have forgotten is that in the 
1960s and 1970s, when power was reticulated to country areas, country people paid tens of thousands of dollars 
to receive that service, but the system has not been maintained and delivered by governments since then, 
including governments of my colour.  It can be stated with a fair amount of rigour that country people expect a 
better service now than they did in the 1960s and 1970s.  The equipment they wish to service on their properties, 
both domestic and commercial, is more sophisticated.  It is exactly the same in the city.  People in the 
metropolitan areas have the same desires as people in the country.  The fridges, the computers and all the 
communications equipment are more sophisticated.  However, it seems that it is fair for the city people to ask for 
those services, but it is unfair for country people to ask for them.  I will never stand here as the member for Avon 
and say that that is all right.  Even though I am in broad agreement with what the government is doing with 
power, I cannot vote for a bill that will reduce services to my electorate. 
Mr A.J. Carpenter interjected. 
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Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It will reduce services to my electorate.  The Minister for Small Business has just 
told us that he is proposing to remove four BEC operators from the central wheatbelt area, and that it will be a 
great thing. 
Mr A.D. McRae:  Three. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  That is right.  He said it would be a great thing for us and we should appreciate it. 
Mr A.J. Carpenter:  I thought I had just acted to improve services to your area. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  The Minister for Energy has significantly improved the delivery of services to my 
area.  I owe him a big tick for that.  I was going to refer to that towards the end of my speech.  I hope the Avon 
Industrial Park will get power in a few months’ time, directly because of the efforts of the Minister for Energy.  I 
am extremely appreciative of that.  I just cannot put that high enough in the spectrum of services in the Avon.  
The minister and Western Power deserve a considerable amount of praise in my electorate and I will make sure 
they get it.  However, I must balance that against the single mother who is living outside the town of York who 
rings me in fear when she hears that it will be 42 degrees and there is a high risk of fire but her water pump is 
driven by power.  I must also balance that against the fact that I also hear from a person who is extremely ill, 
who lives 15 kilometres out of Toodyay, and some 50 kilometres or 60 kilometres from the closest hospital, and 
whose dialysis machine is driven by power.  I have power.  I definitely do not want to be critical of the Minister 
for Energy personally.  As the process proceeds I will make sure that the people of Avon know what the minister 
has done for the Avon Industrial Park and for the economy of the Avon region.  I cannot deny that, and the 
minister deserves the highest praise for it.  However, I still have a problem when a significant number of my 
constituents call me regularly because the power is not on.  The minister is a fair person, and I do not think he 
will disagree that I have a point. 
Mr A.J. Carpenter:  You are describing a situation that needs to be addressed.  That is what this is about. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  This bill does not give me comfort.  I will say on record, and the minister can quote 
it back to my constituency any time he likes, that I have no doubt about his intent.  However, this legislation is 
not only about the minister’s intent.  This is a bill that we are passing through this house, and the minister will 
not be the Minister for Energy forever. 

I want to make a couple of other points.  I understand that the minister has given in-principle support to Avon 
Energy Pty Ltd.  Again, I agree that that matter is in progress, but this bill is really not about that process.  
Western Power’s argument against Avon Energy relates to the distribution lines.  The distribution lines around 
the Avon area must be significantly improved to enable Avon Energy to connect.  That is the problem.  I am told 
that the cost of that work is between $6 million and $8 million, and that is a problem.  It is not that the Avon 
Energy project is not a good idea, but if 70 megawatts of power was put into the Avon Industrial Park and the 
switch was thrown, the transmission lines would not be capable of receiving the energy unless there was a 
significant upgrade.  That is the problem.  That relates back to this bill.  Even though I said it only seconds ago, I 
say again that I know that the minister is batting for the Avon community in that area and I appreciate it.  I give 
him a tick.   

The last matter I refer to is the freezing of charges for uncontestable areas.  I know why the minister is doing that 
and I will not pick on him for it, but it is a joke.  That has not changed in 13 years.  However, that is not the 
issue.  The issue is that my electorate office has not received one complaint about the price of power in the past 
10 years.  Alternatively, however, I have received thousands of complaints about power not coming on.  When 
people throw a switch, they want the lights to come on, as does an arc welder in the light industrial area of 
Northam, Beverley or Pingelly so that he can do his job.  As the Leader of the National Party said in his speech, 
the costs are nowhere near as great as the costs incurred when a business loses one or two days’ trade as a result 
of there being no power.  That is the greatest penalty.  A woman from Bolgart, which is not in my electorate, 
regularly rings me in tears.  The last time she rang she was crying her heart out because after she had been 
shopping to fill her cupboards with groceries for a sizeable family event, she had to throw out the groceries two 
days’ later when the power failed.  She had done the same thing previously on three or four occasions.  She had a 
family event that she had been planning for months.  However, the food went to the tip because there was no 
power to keep it fresh.  That is the bottom line.  

The non-receivable power issue is important.  I will watch the Electricity Networks Corporation.  I will be 
fascinated to see how it will establish a profit when it has significantly liabilities.  

MR D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN (Leschenault) [12.44 pm]:  The Liberal Party put forward the idea of a price 
cap.  When it did so, it pointed to a number of concerns about the uncertainty of what might happen to electricity 
prices over the next couple of years.  During debate on this legislation, those concerns have proved to be valid.  I 
will remind members of what we said could happen and, consequently, why there is a need for a price cap.  
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First, we pointed to the absence of detailed official modelling to determine the financial situation that will 
confront the new corporations after the legislation is passed.  To date, no detail has been provided by the 
Minister for Energy.  For example, we still do not know what component of Western Power’s borrowings has 
been allocated to each of the new corporations.  As a result, we cannot get a handle on the viability of each of the 
corporations.  If it turns out in a couple of years that one of the corporations is suffering problems or has been 
overloaded with a debt burden, there would be pressure for increases in tariff revenue and, hence, electricity 
prices.   

The second uncertainty is that we do not how long the coal price renegotiations will take and how successful 
they will be.  Hopefully, that will be the saving grace of the system with the government looking for major cost 
reductions.  Candidly, we will not know the outcome until 2010.   

The next uncertainty we raised was about forecasting the capacity needs in the system.  We pointed out that the 
independent market operator will not present a report on this matter until 1 July.  If it is determined after that 
time that current projections for capacity requirements in the system are inadequate, there may be a significant 
cost boost both in capital required for new generation capacity and new transmission works.  

One of the most significant points raised by the opposition in this regard, which was confirmed by the minister, 
is that there is currently pressure from Western Power to increase electricity prices.   

Mr A.J. Carpenter:  There was a discussion.  I did not say there was pressure.  I said we had that discussion.  A 
scenario was outlined and I said no.  I am not under any pressure.   

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  Western Power would not ask for an increase in tariffs unless it had some 
justification.  The difficulty we have in opposition is that we are not privy to the arguments that Western Power 
used in an approach for an increase in fees and tariffs.  The point I am making is that Western Power has been 
pushing for an increase in prices.  The point that the opposition made was that if that is the case, there is an 
argument that there is built-up pressure for an increase in prices - hence the need for a price cap.  

Another matter I raised in this regard was the fact that the Electricity Networks Access Code provides that the 
Economic Regulation Authority will determine an appropriate rate of return for the corporations.  The legislation 
itself has specific profit requirements.  It is just about impossible for us in opposition to get any idea of whether 
the projected rate of return for the new networks corporation will be in line with national standards or rates of 
return for other corporations involved in this area.  Again, if the economic regulator determines, for example, 
that the networks corporations rate of return is too low, there could be pressure for an increase in prices.   

The final point is that the Economic Regulation Authority will have to set the service standard benchmarks by 
which the corporations must abide.  I pointed out that if we consider one of the key benchmarks at the moment, 
the system average interruption duration index, the projection for the years 2006 to 2009 bring that particular 
indicator down to a level that is still above the national average and still above what everyone has been telling 
me should be the benchmark in Western Australia in the short term, but a long away above what should be the 
benchmark in Western Australia in the medium to long term.  If the Economic Regulation Authority decides that 
it has to raise the bar and improve the benchmarks, the money has to come from somewhere.  If the networks 
corporation, for example, suddenly finds that it has to roll out more of its expensive infrastructure, again there 
will be pressure for higher access fees and so on.  

I have outlined six causes of uncertainty and concern about electricity pricing and, hence, the need to safeguard 
the non-contestable market, principally the small business sector and households.  I am glad that the government 
has agreed to that measure.  The minister has given that commitment.  From the opposition’s point of view, we 
did not see a need for extensive legislative changes, provided the government was prepared to make that 
commitment publicly.  It would have been difficult to make those changes legislatively.  If the government had 
not agreed we would have insisted it do so, and the bill would have hinged on that matter.   

I stress that we still expect the government to strive for a reduction in electricity prices.  A price cap is exactly 
that - it stops prices going up.  It does not stop them from going down.  I have referred to the example in Victoria 
a couple of times.  The economic regulator in that state is contemplating nothing short of a 23 per cent reduction 
in electricity prices.  The regulator might decide not to go for a 23 per cent reduction; rather, it might opt for a 
15 per cent reduction while putting additional money into improvements in the network system.  Deciding 
whether to reduce prices or put more money into improving reliability in the system, or both, would be a 
marvellous dilemma for Western Australia.  Hopefully that will be the situation in Western Australia one day.  
That is what we should be striving for.   

Because we in the opposition have seen the mismanagement of this portfolio in recent years, we decided that 
nothing short of a firm price cap could provide the sort of safeguard that is necessary for small businesses and 
householders generally.  However, we still say to the government that we expect a reduction in electricity prices.  
We are quite sure that the big end of town can look after itself.  With this price cap in place, we at least have 
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some surety that small businesses and householders will not suffer if the government mismanages the reform 
process over the next couple of years. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders.  

[Continued on page 3799.] 
 


