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Division 35:  Swan River Trust, $8 912 000 - 
Mr P.B. Watson, Chairman. 
Dr J.M. Edwards, Minister for the Environment.   
Mr R. Hughes, General Manager. 
Mr D.J. Miller, Manager, Strategic Programs.   
Mr D. Carew-Hopkins, Acting Director General, Department of Environment.   
Mr P. Parolo, Manager, Finance and Administration, Department of Environment.   
Mr B.J. O’Neil, Director, Corporate Services, Department of Environment.   
Ms K. HODSON-THOMAS:  The second dot point on page 560 of the Budget Statements relates to on-ground 
work being important and critical to a coordinated, targeted and technically sound approach to drainage 
management.  My question relates to the Environmental Protection Authority’s annual report, which made a 
number of recommendations, some of which are in bulletin 1131.  It suggested the need for drainage to be 
managed as part of the total water cycle and the implementation of a three-tiered governance model based on a 
policy and approval authority, catchment manager and service provider.  It made a number of points.  One of my 
colleagues in the upper house asked a question via the minister’s representative and I was surprised by the 
answer.  The question related to the agency that would have the lead role in the development of this study and 
when the study would be commissioned.  The answer was that no decisions had been made.  It is a serious issue.  
I know that the minister and her agencies do not view this issue lightly.  When will the study be completed?  
When will the minister be better placed to know how much funding she will commit to protecting the Swan and 
Canning Rivers, which are important to all of us and are treasured assets?   
[12.20 pm] 
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  This issue was recently considered in cabinet after I presented it with a submission.  I 
believe that the best type of framework for drainage is one in which there is a policy setter, a high-level regulator 
who oversees the whole issue and catchment managers and service providers.  One of the difficulties we 
experience is that there are a number of different types of drainage in the state.  Drainage in the Swan-Canning 
catchment is very much in our face and is something of which we are all aware.  In this division, particular 
programs target those drains.  Drainage is being conducted in the agricultural areas, which was alluded to in the 
member for Roe’s question.  In the member for Vasse’s electorate, drains were constructed over time to lower 
the watertable and allow settlement development.  There is a historical legacy and the drainage issue in the 
agricultural region is contentious.  There is also the more pressing issue of drainage in the city and the Swan-
Canning catchment.  The main drains in the Swan-Canning catchments fall under the control of the Water 
Corporation while the lesser drains fall under the control of local government.  Some drains also run through 
private land.  Within the metropolitan area, some of that land is rated and some is not.  In my electorate, the 
Bayswater main drain was constructed to pull together a number of different wetlands and drain them, initially 
so that market gardens could develop and, later, so that development could occur.  We are inheriting a lot of 
history and also some legacy.  Nevertheless, the overarching policy framework for the state should be at the 
three different levels to which I have referred.  This minute has gone to cabinet, it was considered, and it has 
been referred to the Premier’s water task force for further investigation of how we move forward and lay this 
out.  In the meantime, we are not resting on that.  We have continued with the drainage intervention program in 
the Swan and Canning Rivers.  It is a bit like the engineering evaluation initiative.  We are trialling a number of 
different measures in different drains and looking at what works best to take out the nutrients and prevent them 
entering the Swan and Canning Rivers.  This is not a new issue.  In 1991 I chaired the first urban catchment 
group on the Bayswater main drain.  I have personally been involved in working through some of these 
difficulties, such as those involving different owners of drains and the regulation of water quantity in the past.  
We must remember that these types of drains in the main were built for heavy rainfall events in the 1950s and 
1960s to get water out of the areas that had increasingly become inhabited and into the Swan River, which was a 
main receival point for all this water.  We have good regulators of water quantity and good systems.  We need to 
pay more attention to water quality, and that is where our legislation becomes incredibly important to the Swan 
and Canning catchments, because that will set environmental water quality values for the waters coming in.   
Ms K. HODSON-THOMAS:  The minister has said that that has been referred to the Premier’s task force.  
Does she have any time line for when she anticipates the task force will make a recommendation to the Premier 
or to cabinet?   
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  No, I do not, but I have said both in cabinet - perhaps I should not say that - and to 
colleagues that there is some urgency to get on top of the issue.  As we do that, clearly we do not want one 
framework for the city and some other framework for other parts of the state.  The framework that I have been 
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talking about - it is not made up by me; lots of people are talking about the same framework - is the best type of 
framework for drainage across the whole state.  We will run into issues over time.  When the Liberal Party was 
in government, it lifted the rates for drainage in certain parts of the state.  If the people in the member for 
Merredin’s electorate want big drainage proposals for that area, they need to think about who will manage the 
drain in the future, who will do the maintenance on the drain, who will pay for that maintenance, who will 
benefit from the drain and to whom it will be a big cost.  There are implications that need to be teased out and it 
will need some careful work.   
Mr J.E. McGRATH:  How many drains run into the Swan and Canning Rivers?  Can the department provide 
information on the phosphate and nitrate levels in those drains?  What sort of information does the department 
have on those levels and is it possible for that information to be made public as part of an awareness campaign?   
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  A lot of that information is already available.  In the main, catchment groups oversee the 
main drains, and state and local government representatives and many community representatives work on those 
groups.  Bayswater and Claisebrook are two main examples of catchment groups, as well as the Bannister Creek 
catchment group.  Local government is also increasingly getting involved in this area.  I am not sure of the value 
of directly providing the member with that information.  We have some of that information, and the Water 
Corporation has the rest of that information.   
Mr J.E. McGRATH:  If it is a major issue, that would help us with the river.  How much knowledge does the 
Swan River Trust have of these drains and the phosphate and nitrate levels?  How damaging are they and how 
urgent is it that these problems be fixed?   
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  The Swan River Trust has very good information about the nutrient inputs from the 
major tributaries into the Swan and Canning Rivers, such as Ellen Brook and some of the smaller systems that 
flow into the Canning River.  On top of that it has information about the main drains.  We have a catchment 
report card that is updated annually.  Perhaps we can send the member some booklets, because it has good visual 
representations of the nutrients coming in and how they have changed over time.  Generally speaking, we are 
pretty pleased with the efforts that people have made on those nutrients.  However, one of the issues we are 
dealing with is that rainfall has changed.  We are not getting the flows down the rivers and the flushing that we 
used to get.  In the past two or three autumns, we have had some strange conditions; there have been very warm 
and still days.  Previously, rain has brought in flushes of nutrients.  We have seen unusual algal blooms, such as 
the Karlodinium bloom.   
The CHAIRMAN:  Is the minister going to provide some information? 
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  If the member is happy, we will post that information to him directly.  The format does 
not lend itself to incorporation in the transcript of the estimates hearing.  I will provide to the member for South 
Perth a package with the catchment report card.   
Dr G.G. JACOBS:  I draw the minister’s attention to the third dot point on page 559, which refers to the Swan-
Canning Cleanup program.  What is the clean-up program and what does it do to reduce nutrients?  Some 
methods of removing nutrients were trialled.  Can the minister elucidate on those methods?  We seem to have a 
lot of information and we have done a lot of studies, but what are we doing about this nutrient load?   
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  A lot of work is taking place on the ground.  One example is the Swan Alcoa Landcare 
program.  The results of its funding round, which were released in January, indicate that 100 different projects 
from 44 groups along the Swan and Canning Rivers were directly funded.  That is just a tiny example of some of 
the work that is taking place on the ground.  The Swan-Canning Cleanup program was started by the previous 
government in 1999.  A number of programs are associated with the Swan-Canning Cleanup program, and 
people have been working under different program headings.  The Swan-Canning Cleanup program is divided 
into four areas: it supports integrated catchment management to reduce nutrients, improves planning and land 
use management to reduce nutrients, modifies river conditions to reduce nutrient inputs, and monitors river 
health to fill critical gaps in knowledge.  That program has now run for more than five years.  This year we have 
been evaluating the program.  The final evaluation report will go to the trust most likely in July this year.  We 
anticipate that that program will continue but that we will make some modifications to it.  It is a bit hard to 
predict what the review will come up with.  If it is like the reviews of other such programs, it may well indicate 
that we should be more strategic with the money that is allocated to different groups.  I look forward to getting 
advice on that.  When I have that report, I will go through it carefully.  However, I anticipate that the program 
will continue but probably in some modified way.   
On the question about other initiatives, when we came to government, we initiated the river foreshore restoration 
program.  We have put new moneys into that program.  In 2004-05, 23 projects attracting $600 000 have been 
funded.  That is one result from one program.  We also have the drain rehabilitation and nutrient stripping 
program, funding for which has been boosted to $1 million a year.  That program has allowed work to be 
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undertaken at the Liege Street drain in the Canning River.  We are also looking at a number of other projects that 
are mainly in the Canning River because it was identified as having greater need.  In addition, Phoslock has been 
applied.  It is a product that was developed by the state in conjunction with the Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation.  The product locks in phosphate and gets it out of the system.  We have been 
evaluating that program as well.  Those are a few examples of the action on the ground. 
[12.30 pm] 
Dr G.G. JACOBS:  May I avail myself of the evaluation when it becomes available in July? 
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  It will probably go to the trust in July and to me afterwards.  The report will be made 
public.  As there are so many people working in this area, we want to make it public.  There has been a lot of 
input into the evaluation; it is part of the process. 
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I refer to the significant issues and trends at page 559.  Reference is made to the intense 
algal bloom and fish kills this year.  The last line in the second dot point states - 

These initiatives necessarily involve government and the community as a whole and will take many 
years to significantly improve the health and amenity of the river. 

If that statement does not send alarm bells about what is going on with the Swan River, nothing will.  It is the 
state’s number one icon.  It is lived on, recreated on and enjoyed by all Western Australians.  We had a bad 
bushfire season last year.  An additional amount of $12.6 million was found for out-of-budget expenditure on 
bushfires, yet the Swan River has dead fish and algae in it every other week but the total budget for the Swan 
River Trust is less than the $12.6 million.  In an economy that is growing at the rate ours is, and in a budget of 
$14 billion, if we cannot find more than $8.912 million for the Swan River Trust, our generation will be 
remembered as the generation that did nothing about the Swan River.  There needs to be a serious injection of 
funds.  The minister will receive bipartisan support to get money into the Phoslock program and all the works 
she talks about.  The money should be doubled, tripled or quadrupled so that we can get a result with the Swan 
River.  The minister cannot tell us that more money would not go towards getting better results for the Swan 
River.  The state is calling for it and there is bipartisan support.  We need to do it; we should not be looking at 
these sorts of figures now! 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  A bit of passion!  Fantastic.  As the member would be aware, the government injected an 
additional $15 million into the Swan River Trust early in 2004.  The money is flowing through in this budget and 
the next couple of years.  The base budget is approximately $5 million per annum.  The injection of funds is 
significant.  It has raised the bar on what the government is doing.  We need to properly evaluate the programs 
we have been carrying out.  We could throw lots of money at the issue, but we need to make sure that we are 
targeting the money for programs and projects that will have the most impact and give us the best value for 
money.  It is also better to look at a slightly longer time frame.  The member may not be old enough to remember 
but it was not that many years ago that there were algae harvesters on the Swan River at Crawley.  There were 
very big fish kills.  No fish kill is acceptable but the kills this year and over the past few years are small by 
comparison with what used to happen.  We are being honest about that.  There is no magic wand for the Swan 
River.  If there were, we would use it.  The things that have been said are exactly the same things that Hon Peter 
Foss said in this chamber some years ago when he referred to the Swan and Canning Rivers.  We are delighted 
that so many people are involved in the issue.  We are also delighted that we have the support of the member.  I 
will mention it when I receive the evaluation of the Swan and Canning Rivers clean-up program.  It is the best 
vehicle for me to look at what is a very successful program, which was instituted in 1999.  We have greatly 
increased funding to the program.  We need good information about what works, why it works and where it 
works before we throw large sums of money at an issue just for a political reason. 
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Is the minister saying that there would be difficulty in the Swan River Trust spending an 
additional $10 million a year because not enough research has been done on the best way to spend the money? 
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  This is a fishing expedition.  Of course, all ministers want more money for their areas.  I 
am the first to say that environment is the most critical issue for the state.  The education minister will say the 
same about education.  The same applies to health; it is the same argument.  All ministers would like a lot more 
money to throw at a particular issue.  However, we need to make sure that taxpayers’ money is being spent to 
greatest effect.  We must not be frivolous about it.  We also need to remember that the state contributes to a lot 
of other programs that help this issue.  Friday will see the launch of the Swan catchments investment program.  
Approximately $12 million to $13 million will be used directly for the catchments and will directly benefit the 
Swan and Canning Rivers.  Excellent work is also going on in the Avon.  The outer areas of the catchment 
impact on the city part of the river that we are talking about.  Tens of millions of dollars are being spent that 
benefits the metropolitan area.  I look forward to receiving the evaluation report towards the middle of the year.  
We will study it carefully.  More money will be flowing in but it needs to be targeted to get the best outcome. 
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Ms K. HODSON-THOMAS:  The member for Merredin is concerned about the issue and is passionate about it, 
just as I am and anyone who is asked in this state.  I have a pleading request - 
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  What page does it relate to? 
Ms K. HODSON-THOMAS:  It relates to the second dot point at page 560.   
The CHAIRMAN:  Is this a follow-up question? 
Ms K. HODSON-THOMAS:  It is a follow-up to the question asked by the member for Merredin about a 
commitment to funding the clean-up of the river.  I hope that, after the evaluation has been done, and when we 
are sitting in budget estimates next year, the minister will have delivered because she will have convinced her 
cabinet colleagues that the river is one of the state’s best treasures and requires the funding that is needed to 
clean it up. 
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I look forward to that event as well.  I have to say that I think my track record is pretty 
good!  The $15 million injection of funds is very significant. 
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Not compared with the additional $12 million given to bushfires! 
The CHAIRMAN:  Order, members!  We have only 23 minutes left and another division to deal with.  Four 
further questions are due to be asked on this division.  I understand that members from both sides want to ask 
questions about the Zoo. 
Mr J.N. HYDE:  We are prepared to forgo our questions if we can move directly to dealing with the Zoo. 
The CHAIRMAN:  Questions are due to be asked by the members for Perth, South Perth, Roe and Swan Hills.   
Dr G.G. JACOBS:  I will forgo my question. 
Mr J.E. McGRATH:  I refer to the significant issues and trends at page 559.  I have a point similar to the one 
raised by the member for Merredin.  I wonder whether the minister can put my question to the experts in her 
department because I am not a scientist.  It is stated that it will take many years to improve the health and 
amenity of the river.  Are the experts able to tell us whether it is possible to fix the river; how long that would 
take, given the appropriate funding; and how much funding is needed to do the job properly?  One point that has 
been raised with me is dredging.  How valuable would dredging be in helping to fix this problem with the Swan 
River?   
[12.40 pm] 
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  That is a very good question.  I will perhaps start with dredging.  Dredging historically 
occurred in the river, but it was perceived that it created a lot more problems than it ever fixed.  Initial dredging 
removed substances from the river for use in construction, but that left an artificial surface.  It is a bit like the 
river training that occurred further upstream, which in the 1960s was thought to help with flooding but really just 
resulted in silting.  We know that a lot of nutrients are bound with the sediments in the riverbed.  When 
conditions change within the river, nutrients are released from the sediment and cycle up and down the river 
depending on the time of day, the oxygen levels, the temperature and the flow rate.  A host of variables 
determine how the nutrient cycles in a localised area.  I recently had some discussions about whether we should 
again consider dredging, because it may well be that an option out of left field, such as dredging, which 
historically has been frowned upon, might be an engineering intervention that could have a benefit.  If we were 
to do that, we would first need to talk to the community about such a major change in policy.  We would also 
need to know precisely what we were doing to make sure that we did not do more harm than good.   

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  Can we ask the experts about dredging?   

Mr J.N. HYDE:  No, members must ask the minister.   

The CHAIRMAN:  I am the Chairman, member for Perth.   

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  The experts or scientists may have an opinion on dredging.  They might know how long 
it would take to fix the river, given the right funding, or whether it might never be fixed.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  The advice has always been against dredging.  I have been talking to people, as the 
member has been doing.  We have been thinking about things out of left field and have looked at all the things 
that have been done under the Swan-Canning Cleanup program, which are being evaluated.  A suggestion has 
been made to open our eyes wider.  There comes a time when it is worth revisiting certain things that we do not 
do to check that the arguments against them are still valid.  A scientific advisory committee will be set up under 
the Swan River Trust to provide more expertise and to come up with these sorts of ideas.  I look forward to 
seeing what the committee provides to the trust.   
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Ms K. HODSON-THOMAS:  I refer to the first table on page 561, which states under “Service(s)” that water 
information will be collected to support state planning, agencies and the community.  The total cost of that 
service was budgeted at $1.332 million in 2004-05, but the estimated actual amount spent was $1.087 million.  
Why was that budget underspent?  Who receives the water collection information?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Quite a lot of water collection information is published each week in The West 
Australian.  The member has probably seen the graphical representations towards the back of The West 
Australian.  I will ask Mr Hughes to comment.   

Mr R. Hughes:  The data is largely collected on behalf of the Swan River Trust by the aquatic science branch of 
the Department of Environment.  That information is used by the trust in reporting the condition of the 
waterway, and is largely available on the Swan River Trust web site.  There was not a reduction in the service as 
part of the shift of figures; it was an apportionment of our administrative costs.   

Ms J.A. RADISICH:  I refer to the final dot point on page 559, which refers to the proposed Swan and Canning 
Rivers management bill.  How is the development of that bill progressing?  What benefits will arise from the 
change in management arrangements as a result of that legislation?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  In drawing together the draft bill, a lot of consultation occurred with stakeholder groups.  
The draft bill was then put out for comment and 50 submissions were received.  The public comment period 
closed at the end of April, and those submissions are being considered.  A bit more consultation will occur 
towards the middle of the year.  I want to introduce the bill to Parliament in the second half of the year.  A 
number of outcomes will flow from the bill.  The bill will change the nature of the trust to include more 
community representation, which was recommended.  It will create the Swan and Canning Rivers park, which 
will enable the development of more cohesive management plans.  It will also provide a greater capacity to 
regulate water quality and nutrient levels, and to issue river protection notices to people who are recalcitrant 
about their nutrient responsibilities.   

Ms J.A. RADISICH:  Will that be domestic or commercial users?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  It will affect broadscale users, verging on commercial-type users, rather than households.   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I refer to the major initiatives for 2005-06 on page 565 and to the implementation of 
recommendations of the evaluation of the Swan-Canning Cleanup program, specifically the creation of a new 
action plan and new management framework.  With regard to what has already been said today, this will provide 
an opportunity for new recommendations for expenditure.  My concern is that I cannot find any allocations for 
that.  Given that an extra $12.6 million was found to implement the bushfire policy because of the immediate 
necessity for that money, is there a chance that the same sort of allocation could be made to ensure that the 
recommendations of this program are implemented immediately rather than phased in when money becomes 
available?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Yes.   

The appropriation was recommended.   
 


