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WATER — LICENCE FEE — REFORM 
Grievance 

MR D.T. REDMAN (Warren–Blackwood) [9.44 am]: My grievance today is to the Minister for Water. In short, 
through this grievance I am asking the minister, firstly, to shelve any short-term notion of seeking cost recovery 
for water licence fees from the agriculture sector and, secondly, to immediately start a process of seeking industry 
support for water reform. In my view, that is the most significant issue affecting the agriculture sector right now, 
certainly in my electorate. 

The current legislation on water as it applies to irrigation is a 1914 act. The act is very old. It is quite robust because 
it has obviously stood the test of time and it is still very applicable today. It needs upgrading and to be made 
contemporary to take into account the current pressures on managing what is becoming an increasingly limited 
resource. A number of efforts have been made over time, certainly in my time in Parliament. I remember when 
I first came in here, Hon John Kobelke brought in legislation to look at water reforms. At the same time, he 
introduced some licence fees. Members can look at that debate. Past Ministers for Water, including the members 
for Central Wheatbelt and Nedlands and me, and others have also progressed the water reform challenge. There is 
certainly recognition of past efforts. Every time there has been engagement with industry on that, the debate has 
moved along. That has built up a level of knowledge, support and understanding of why it needs to happen. Some 
of the issues—for example, changes to water licences and water entitlements—are fairly complex. There is 
recognition that water reform is complex and therefore it needs to be done in an unthreatening environment. My 
view is that it is overdue. I take it on the chin, and I am sure the minister will raise that. We made every effort to 
progress it and I think it is important that the government still has it on its agenda. The reforms will bring greater 
water security to industry. That is very important because it helps them to invest. It will provide a much more 
robust process for managing the allocation limits, which is one of the great challenges. 

To talk a bit about what is happening in my electorate, many of the catchments for the surface water users in my 
area are fully allocated or over-allocated, which is very challenging. Those who have water licences fully engaged 
in the system understand how it works because they have been engaging with the Department of Water for many 
years. We are now seeing a bit of a resurgence in the agriculture sector and some fairly significant economic 
momentum happening on the back of investments. Those who have not been engaged in the water licencing 
process are now seeking licences and in some cases they cannot get them because the systems are either fully 
allocated or over-allocated. They are incensed that they cannot access what falls out of the sky on their property. 
We can imagine that there is some debate. Water security and licensing is a massively hot topic. It is a hot topic in 
my electorate right now and it is tremendously important. 

The government introduced in its last budget the notion of cost recovery of some licence fees for the mining sector 
and those who supply water for municipal purposes. I asked questions in estimates about whether the ag sector is 
next. I think the minister was talking about that somewhat, but fairly globally. A discussion paper is now out 
seeking feedback from the agriculture sector about the notion of cost recovery and, therefore, looking at cost 
recovery of licence fees for the agriculture sector. I am making the very strong point that industry needs new water 
legislation for a range of reasons, not the least of which is water security and to support investment. My view is 
that if government wants to deliver on those reforms—I hope it does, and it would certainly have our support—
trying to progress that while there is a public debate in the agriculture sector around water licensing cost recovery 
and fees will massively set back goodwill and a level of established trust with the Department of Water. Having 
that debate running at the same time or even close to the notion of trying to bring in some water reforms will create 
a lack of trust in that discussion and, in my view, we will not get the level of engagement that we need for these 
very, very important changes in water legislation. 

This issue is heavily nuanced and we need consultation on it. We need feedback to ensure that we get it right. 
History says—I think it will emerge soon once the minister gets feedback on the consultation that is occurring—
that we will see farmers pitted against farmers. There are big differences between the surface water users in the 
Manjimup–Pemberton area in my electorate where farmers essentially fund their own dams and get licensed to 
use them. In some cases, the dams are worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. The cost is largely borne by the 
farmers and they have to get a licence to use the dams. It is very different from Harvey Water. Harvey Water is 
an irrigation scheme that is drawn largely from a couple of sources under one or two licences and goes to 400 or 
500 or 600 farmers. The way that is spread is very different. Compare that again with the Gascoyne food 
bowl, the Ord River irrigation scheme and we find that they are very different schemes. Trying to implement 
a strategy to get what is seen as a fair level of cost recovery across those very different systems will be very 
difficult. That is what all water ministers in the past 10 years have had to butt their heads against. My view is 
that if we start talking about the notion of having a meaningful discussion around water reforms, which is about 
a new system of legislation, it will be very difficult. 
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On the back of that, I dearly hope—I know it is at early stages and it is one of the reasons I am raising this grievance 
now—either the minister shelves the notion of water licence cost recovery in the agricultural sector or he takes that 
debate out over a long period so that it does not interrupt and disrupt what I think is the main game, which is water 
legislation reforms through this place, by getting industry onside to the chambers that we know they need. Upgrading 
the Rights in Water and Irrigation Act 1914 is really important. We have all had a go at it, but if the minister were 
to progress that path, he would have support from this side, certainly from me. I know from the investment in my 
electorate that this will be so critical because it will provide water security. It will also provide a much more robust 
process for managing water allocations, which can sometimes be very challenging for locals to understand. 

MR D.J. KELLY (Bassendean — Minister for Water) [9.50 am]: I thank the member for the grievance. I am 
pleased to hear the member say that he continues to support the need for new water legislation. As he rightly 
pointed out, the existing legislation, the Rights in Water and Irrigation Act 1914, is 100 years old in some parts. 
Successive water ministers, from John Kobelke through to water ministers under subsequent conservative 
governments, have all had a crack at this issue. There has been a consensus amongst water ministers that the water 
legislation needs to be updated. The current legislation is not fit for purpose anymore. Although the member says 
it has been robust in that it is still operating, to an extent that is true but the workarounds are enormous. The 
challenges of climate change in particular are not well dealt with by the existing legislation. That legislation was 
really trying to facilitate industry in an era when water was seen to be plentiful. As the member rightly pointed 
out, a lot of catchment systems are either fully allocated or over-allocated now. An absurd situation in the current 
legislation means that when people apply for a water licence, the department has to go through the process of 
assessing that licence even when it knows the catchment is already over-allocated. The department wastes its time 
processing an application that it knows will not be granted. That is one example of how the current legislation does 
not fit the bill. The current legislation does not properly deal with things such as managed aquifer recharge, even 
though we have managed to progress that in some parts of the state. Again it was a case of workarounds rather 
than the legislation facilitating what is potentially a very good future water source. 

I appreciate the member’s continued support and I also appreciate his understanding of just how difficult it is to 
get this legislation through. I looked at some of the press releases that came out in 2013 when the member for 
Warren–Blackwood was the Minister for Water. He basically announced that the government was going to take 
action to modernise water resource management. He basically said the government was going to get on with it. 
That press release was pretty much followed by Hon Mia Davies when she became water minister. She again 
committed that the government was going to reform this legislation. In 2015, Mia Davies announced that drafting 
had begun on the new legislation. Under the previous government, the member for Warren–Blackwood made 
a number of statements committing to doing this, but we know it came to nothing. It has been progressing and 
some of the drafting has been useful in this government’s consideration on this issue. My point in going back and 
looking at some of the recent history is not to chastise the former government for failing to do it, but to emphasise 
how difficult this is. If the member for Warren–Blackwood is genuine in wanting this legislative change, part of it 
is in his hands. We are still considering what we will do. I have to convince my colleagues that this is a worthy bit 
of legislative reform to commit parliamentary time and energy to. The member’s attitude, and that of other 
members of the opposition, will have a bearing on that because if people think this is just going to be — 

Mr D.T. Redman: I am actually tabling my goodwill to the minister. 

Mr D.J. KELLY: I appreciate what the member has said this morning. I think he said there would be support on 
his side, at least from the member personally, and I appreciate that. The member raised the issue of water licences 
in the context of the new legislation. In the budget, we announced some licensing cost recovery for public utilities 
in the mining sector. We thought that would make a small contribution to assist in cost recovery, which in most 
licensing areas is accepted. It does not apply in the area of water licences. We think it is very reasonable that it 
should happen in those sectors that were announced in the budget. The mining sector should not be subsidised by 
mums and dads when they apply for a water licence—so we have done that. I would ask the member not to drag 
the two together because they are quite separate. Cost recovery is something that can be achieved under the current 
legislation; it is not something that needs future legislation. Whether the issue of water licensing poisons the well 
or makes it more difficult when we get to the issue of water legislative reform, this side of the house will not be 
dragging the two together. I have already seen some of the debate out in the community; the opposition has a part 
to play in this. If it is made clear to people that the issues are separate, legislative change will not be impeded 
through this house. The opposition side of the chamber has the ability to deal with the issue of legislative reform 
in a way that is completely different from the licensing issue. That is completely within the opposition’s purview. 
The people who want to bring this together in the community — 

Mr D.T. Redman: I am talking about the engagement of industry here. 
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Mr D.J. KELLY: Yes. We will talk to the industry. Consultation will roll out over the next couple of months. We 
have not made a decision on the issue. We want to talk to people about it. I simply say to the member that the 
opposition has a lead role to play in whether the two issues complicate each other. 
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