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The Secretary 

Senate Select Committee on Agriculture and Related Industries 

PO Box 6100 

Parliament House 

Canberra ACT 2600  

 

 

 

Inquiry into bushfires in Australia 

 

Having been the Federal Member for the Seat of Pearce, an electorate of approximately 26,251 

square kilometres, I have seen the destructive power of bushfires and the emotional impact on 

people in the aftermath. 

 

The most recent fire in December 2009 injured one person with burns to ten per cent of her body, 

placed the lives of fire-fighters, shire rangers and emergency services workers at risk, burnt 

through 3,000 hectares of land, burnt down 38 homes and damaged several others. The fire 

destroyed and damaged sheds, fencing, machinery, crops, orchards, vineyards, dairies and olive 

groves. It killed farm animals, native fauna, birds and family pets. The fire destroyed or 

disrupted the business interests of many people in the community and for those who lost their 

homes and personal possessions the event has caused terrible trauma and a long period of 

disruption and rebuilding. 

 

A Report on this most recent fire titled Bushfire near River and Folewood Roads, Toodyay 

Western Australia 29 December 2009 was completed by Energy Safety (a Western Australian 

State Government Agency) and released on Friday 18
th

 February 2010. It could not find any 

definitive evidence that a fault in the power reticulation system caused this fire, but a careful 

reading of the Report will show that the enquiry was inconclusive and the people of Toodyay 

continue to live with the uncertainty. Please see Annexure A for full report. 

 

In the Introduction and Summary of the Report Energy Safety made the following comments: 

 

“The Fire and Emergency Service Authority (FESA) notified Energy Safety on 29
th

 September 

2009 that the bushfire (FESA incident number 141266) originated in the vicinity of Western 

Power’s T303 spur overhead single-phase high voltage 12.7 kV power line. 

 

“Energy Safety has been unable to determine if electricity from Western Power’s distribution 

system caused the bushfire on 29 December 2009.” 
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In the conclusion the Report said: “There is clear evidence of arcing between the conductors in 

the span between poles T303-42 and T303.43. The reason for and timing of the arcing or 

whether this caused the ignition of the fire could not be determined.” 

 

Toodyay was also the site of a fire in 2007 that tragically took the life of one person (young local 

school teacher Ms Michelle Mack).The fire burnt through several farms in the district.  

 

Since that time, I have brought to the attention of both State and Federal Government the risk 

that ageing power reticulation systems pose to many areas in the Pearce electorate and beyond.  

 

The ageing power reticulation system in Western Australia appears to have been the cause of 

many fires. Fires which have caused loss of life, injury, destruction of the built infrastructure, 

damage to the natural environment and ecology, loss of livestock, damage to businesses and 

traumatised residents. Please see Annexure B for a press report from The West Australian 

newspaper of 23
rd

 February 2009 (“Powerlines started $10 million fire”, by Georgina Loney). 

 

One of the problems has been wood poles. As far back as 2005 concerns about the safety of 

wood poles physically failing in Western Power’s networks led to EnergySafety undertaking an 

assessment to examine whether the power generator’s management system complied with 

Electricity (Supply Standards and Systems Safety) Regulations 2001). That assessment was 

concluded in 2006 and the Audit Report was issued to Western Power in November of that year.  

 

The State of wood power poles is well articulated by the 2008 Distribution Wood Pole Audit 

Review, which highlights the age of many of the poles: 

 

“Untreated jarrah poles were installed in the SEC’s and SECWA’s (now Western Power’s) 

distribution network from the late 1940s until the late 1970s. The youngest of these untreated 

jarrah poles are 29 years old and the oldest are approximately 60 years old. The Australian 

Standard for wood poles (AS 2209) quotes the service life of untreated wood poles in ground to 

be 15 to 25 years, and above ground 40 years. 

 

“Many of these untreated and un-reinforced jarrah poles are well beyond their prudent service 

life of 25 years. Any reinforced, but untreated, jarrah poles older than 40 years are also beyond 

their prudent service life.” – (page 62) 

 

EnergySafety monitored Western Power’s progress on the issues identified in the 2006 Audit 

Report. The office resolved to follow up with a Report in 2008 and to make the Report a public 

document. 

  

In summary, the 2008 Distribution Wood Pole Audit Review, completed in May 2009 by the 

Office of Energy Safety, highlights deficiencies within Western Power’s Distribution Wood Pole 

Management Systems. Please see Annexure C for full report.  

 

The report identifies a number of critical safety issues that have not progressed satisfactorily 

since the 2006 Audit and which need specific attention to achieve acceptable wood pole safety 

performance. These include: 
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1. Wood pole inspection practices including their application in the field. 

2. The “good wood” serviceability criteria should be replaced. 

3. Procurement processes quote technical and performance requirements, but lack adequate audits of 

the supply chain and inspection of the components supplied. 

4. Pole replacement plans at levels that are sufficient to deliver acceptable wood pole safety across 

the entire population of some 630,000 wood poles. 

5. Overview and continuous improvement of the wood pole management from design through to 

network performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The risk of fires due to ageing power reticulation infrastructure is a risk that can be almost 

entirely eliminated by a commitment of capital to update the system.  

 

It will require political will at both a State and Federal level for this urgent work to go ahead, but 

there is little doubt that putting the lives of fire-fighters and citizens at risk, due to failure to 

renew the system is unacceptable. The financial cost of such fires is another issue and the 

Government should consider a Productivity Report into the cost of bushfires with particular 

attention to links between ageing power reticulation systems and fire risk. 

 

The challenges of rectifying ageing power infrastructure are not insurmountable but 

complications arise due to a confluence of factors. 

 

Apart from power generation falling within the purview of the State Government, restraints to a 

solution were articulated by the journalist Georgina Loney in the article “Powerlines started 

$10million fire” (please see Annexure B). Comments by Western Power’s customer services 

general manager Mark de Laeter illustrate how this can create a poor culture of maintenance. 

 

“Whilst we’d like to fix everything straight away, it’s just not possible, we prioritise according to 

risk,” Mr de Laeter said. “That’s the challenging task, we’ve got a limited amount of funding 

and a limited amount of people that funding will pay for.” 

 

Mr de Laeter went on to say that money needed to be allocated for conductor clashing issues, 

pole-top insulation and managing vegetation. 

 

It is evident that power utilities once wholly Government owned and controlled have in most 

cases become corporate or privatised entities and, over the years, insufficient capital has been set 

aside to manage an infrastructure replacement program that minimises the risk of fires from this 

source and indeed power outages. 

 

In view of the obvious threat outlined in the Audit by the Energy Safety 

regulator in Western Australia, it is disappointing that it is not given a 

priority in the national infrastructure development program in 

partnership with the states, because this audit clearly outlines the risks 

of doing nothing or doing too little to redress the deficiencies. 
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In addition, the political issue of the cost of energy to industry and domestic consumers means 

that power charging policies bear no resemblance to the real cost of delivery and therefore inhibit 

the capacity for generators to make adequate provision for a sinking fund out of general revenue. 

 

On August 13 2009 in response to my earlier correspondence to the Prime Minister regarding the 

risk of ageing power reticulation systems, The Hon Martin Ferguson AM MP, Minister for 

Resources and Energy, Minister for Tourism responded in part: 

 

“…In terms of a cooperative national approach to this issue, while the Ministerial Council on 

Energy (MCE) is not specifically focussed on pole infrastructure, it is promoting a range of 

initiatives to address consistency in the technical and safety aspects of regulation. Its Energy 

Technical and Safety Leaders Group, which includes industry, regulators and union 

representatives, will develop an implementation plan for the harmonisation of energy technical 

and safety regulation by the end of this year (2009). This reform is in addition to the work on 

extreme weather events and economic measures outlined in my previous letter.” 

 

Please see Annexure D for full correspondence from the Minister. 

 

Although the energy network infrastructure falls within the responsibility of the States and 

Territories, it could be argued that given the scope and the risks posed by the problem the 

Australian Government has a role in supporting the States to make the necessary upgrades. 

 

While acknowledging the difficulties confronting the State Governments and the power 

generators, the continuation of these practices is patently unacceptable and the re-instatement of 

the matter on the COAG agenda should be an urgent priority. 

 

Following the devastating Black Saturday bushfires in Victoria and recognising the bushfire 

prone nature of much of the Pearce electorate, I again raised the issue of the ageing power 

reticulation systems and other matters of fire safety in Pearce with Federal, State, Local 

Government and volunteer bushfire brigades as follows:  

 

 23 Feb 2009 – Wrote to Prime Minister Hon Kevin Rudd MP asking for greater attention 

to ageing power reticulation system given the potential fire risk. 

 27 March 2009 – Wrote to bushfire brigades in the Pearce electorate asking them for their 

suggestions to prevent tragedies similar to the Victoria Bushfires occurring in Australia. 

 29 April 2009 – Wrote again to Prime Minister Hon Kevin Rudd MP asking him to put 

issue of ageing power reticulation on the COAG agenda. 

 29 April 2009 – Wrote to Federal Minister for Resources and Energy, Hon Martin 

Ferguson AM MP, regarding ageing Power Reticulation. This correspondence was copied 

to Hon Peter Collier MLC, WA Minister for Energy. 

 8 May 2009 – Met with Members of Julimar, Coondle, Central, Morangup and 

Bejoording volunteer bushfire services in Toodyay to discuss bushfire safety. 

 15 July 2009 – Wrote to Hon Peter Collier MLC, WA Minister for Energy, enclosing a 

copy of Minister Ferguson’s response asking him to consider WA’s ageing electricity 

infrastructure and the 2008 Distribution Wood Pole Audit Review.  
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 13 August 2009 – Sent collated data of fire prevention suggestions received from Pearce 

volunteer bushfire brigades to the Hon Rob Johnson MLA, WA Minister for Emergency 

Services, and the Hon Peter Collier MLC, WA Minister for Energy 

 17 August 2009 - Sent summated results of fire prevention suggestions to local 

government’s in Pearce including Beverley, Boddington, Brookton, Cuballing, Gingin, 

Kalamunda, Narrogin, Northam, Pingelly, City of Swan, Toodyay, Wandering, Williams, 

City of Wanneroo and York and Pearce volunteer bushfire brigades. 

 29 January 2010 – Met with Ms Jo Harrison-Ward and Mr Craig Hynds from FESA for 

de-briefing on Toodyay fire.* 

 4 February 2010 – Wrote to Minister for Emergency Services, Hon Rob Johnson MLA, 

raising specific issues regarding the Toodyay fire. 

Please see Annexure E for correspondence and summary of ideas from volunteer bush fire 

brigades. 

*In the course of the debriefing meeting with FESA, Ms Harrison-Ward and Mr Hynds outlined 

the effectiveness of recent State Government actions which have assisted with fire prevention 

and management including: 

 

 recent bush fires legislation amendments  

 total fire ban implementation  

 State alert  

 new National Fire Danger ratings  

 community warnings and preparedness  

 observed weather condition (rapid fire development)  

 State risk assessments (mobilisation of resources) 

 

These new measures undoubtedly assisted FESA to minimise the scope of damage in the 2009 

Toodyay fire. 

 

As well as asking the Prime Minister (23 February 2009) and the Minister for Energy and 

Resources, the Hon Martin Ferguson MP (29 April 2009, to place the issue of ageing power 

reticulation on the Council of Australian Government’s Agenda, I have also spoken in the 

Parliament. Please see Annexure F for Hansard copies of speeches made on 10 February 2009, 3 

February 2010 and 4 February 2010. 

 

With the Federal Government’s announcement about a substantial fund for infrastructure 

development I felt that such a project as power reticulation might be given a priority in the 

schedule of works.  

 

Power poles are not the only fire risk factor that the ageing power reticulation system poses for 

the community. The following concerns were also raised in the 2008 Distribution Wood Pole 

Audit Review (Annexure C):   

 The audit could not locate the records of the structural designs for each of the compatible 

units and the elements within them (comprising poles, cross-arms, insulators, stay wires 

and Conductors).  
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 The audit was unable to demonstrate that these elements and compatible units comply 

with the relevant standards, guidelines and codes of practice.  

 Western Power’s Poles’n’Wires Verification Report states current designs using the 

Poles’n’Wires software do not comply with the Electricity (Supply Standards and 

Systems Safety) Regulations 2001. EnergySafety accepts Western Power’s view that the 

design outcomes from the Poles’n’Wires program comply substantially with the 1999 and 

2006 versions of C(b)1.  

 There is no technical oversight of the stay components and materials purchased to ensure 

they are fit for purpose within the network.  

 Western Power is reviewing the structural adequacy of the components that make up the 

compatible units for stays and producing the necessary technical specifications for the 

procurement of both poles and stays. 

 For pole and stay inspections the audit found there were no standards or policies defining 

the outcomes and accountabilities for the performance of the activities within the 

inspection processes. 

 

 

 

 

VOLUNTEERING 

 

The feedback I received from bushfire brigades regarding volunteers was significant. Many of 

the volunteer fire fighters sighted the need for better communication and a closer working 

relationship with local Government. A break down in communication between these two groups 

can have a detrimental impact on planning for bushfires and in the response to fire threats. 

 

Volunteer bushfire brigades consist mostly of volunteers approaching retirement and these 

members have expressed concerns regarding a lack of new young volunteers joining the service. 

Many fire fighters would like to see more done to promote joining the fire service, either as a fire 

fighter or in a support role. Please see Annexure E for list of recommendations from volunteer 

bush fire brigades. 

 

BUSINESS AND COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS 

 

An opportunity exists for creating partnerships with business and community groups. This may 

also assist communities by integrating response and recovery activities and arrangements. Such a 

partnership between the Private sector and a volunteer body was announced in the 2009 Budget 

as part of the Disaster Resilience Program (DRP) and has scope for further development.  

 

AUSTRALIAN BUILDING STANDARDS 

 

The Building Code of Australia is produced and maintained by the Australian Building Codes 

Board (ABCB) on behalf of the Australian Government and State and Territory Governments. 

The BCA has been given the responsibility for building regulations by all States and Territories. 

 

Fixing the ageing power reticulation systems could eliminate a 

significant risk of fire, particularly in rural areas. 
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I understand however, that there is no obligation on local Government to enforce standards in 

relation to recommended materials for building in bushfire prone areas. The result is that many 

buildings fail to meet the criteria of the BCA. In high risk fire areas this can be problematic. 

The comments of Cr Chris Firns, President of the Shire of Toodyay, reported in The West 

Australian Newspaper of Tuesday 25 February 2010 (“Toodyay alerted to fire danger”, by 

Angela Pownall) provides some insight into the challenges of local government in this respect. It 

is a matter that requires further community dialogue around cost-benefit and community safety. 

Please see Annexure G for full article.  

 

Further, the building codes require that powerlines in new developments go underground, yet 

when Western Power replaced lines in the Majestic Heights housing development in Toodyay 

following the recent fire they replaced the old timber poles for new timber power poles. Many 

residents of Toodyay expressed dismay that the lines were not placed underground given the 

continuing high risk of fire. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. By taking immediate action on ageing power reticulation there is the potential to save 

many lives, millions of dollars of built infrastructure, stock, crops, flora and fauna as well 

as prevent the degradation of land for years to come. 

 

2. State and Territory Governments together need to financially assist State utilities to 

upgrade energy infrastructure to an acceptable level to avoid future catastrophes. 

 

3. There needs to be greater support for volunteers, particularly to address the challenges of 

volunteer recruitment, retention and training. Projects may include initiatives to increase 

the recruitment and retention of volunteers to emergency services and other groups that 

contribute to individual and community resilience. They may also be directed at 

improving operational capability. 

 

4. Creating partnerships with business and community groups can assist communities by 

integrating response and recovery activities and arrangements during bushfires. 

 

5. Thoroughly investigate the application of the Building Code of Australia and its 

implementation by States, Territories and Local Governments with a view to minimising 

fire risk.  

 

6. Implement a public education service, to ensure that the public is able to access 

information about best building practices in fire risk prone areas. 

 

7. Consider a Productivity Commission Report into the cost of fires in Australia with 

particular reference to ageing power reticulation systems as a catalyst for such events.  

 

8. Power reticulation should be made a priority in the schedule of works under the Federal 

Government’s announced fund for infrastructure.  

 

I thank the Senate Select Committee on Agriculture and Related Industries for having the 

foresight to call such an inquiry and for the opportunity to make a submission. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 
 

HON JUDI MOYLAN MP 
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ANNEXURE B 
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ANNEXURE D 
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ANNEXURE E 
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ANNEXURE G 


