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AUSTRALIND — WATER CHARGES 
Grievance 

MR M.J. COWPER (Murray–Wellington — Parliamentary Secretary) [3.26 pm]: I rise on behalf of my 
constituents in Australind. I have recently been contacted by a constituent. I inquired into his complaint about the 
price of residential water charges in Australind, and it appears that there is a difference in the charges that are 
applied to the people of Australind compared with the people next door in Bunbury. My colleague the member 
for Bunbury is supplied with water from a company called Aqwest. These communities live alongside each other 
and are paying for water under different schedules. In fact, after some initial investigation into the various water 
charges to an average home for 500-odd gigalitres per annum, we discovered a difference of about $270 in tariff 
charges for Bunbury people as opposed to the Australind people next door. That caused me to write to the 
Minister for Water on this matter. I received a response from the minister stating that the water supply costs and 
the water bills in Australind are the same as those in Perth. Notwithstanding that water for Australind is pumped 
from the local bores in town, the cost of supplying water to Bunbury through Aqwest is less because Aqwest has 
access to a cheap source of water. I am sure the minister, who is from Bunbury, would understand that the water 
supply to Australind comes from bores at Leschenault. It is pumped into a tank and then distributed through the 
town site of Australind. It is also now pumped out to Brunswick and next door to Roelands. The water aquifer 
that the people in Australind draw from is the same aquifer from which Aqwest draws its water for Bunbury. 
Therefore, if you like, there are two neighbouring suburbs, one covered by Aqwest that is drawing from the same 
superficial aquifer as the Water Corporation does, but with some $270 difference in charges. 

The minister said in his correspondence that Water Corp charges people in Australind and Kalgoorlie similar 
rates of tariff. The difference is that Kalgoorlie water and Perth water is taken from a number of sources, 
including the desalination plant at Binningup, the water from which is pumped 160-odd kilometres to Perth. The 
people who are accessing water, for instance the desal water going to Perth, are charged the same as people in 
Australind who have their water pumped locally. 
The question I posed to the minister acknowledged why Aqwest has access to cheap water, but I could see no 
difference whatsoever for Water Corp to charge an across-the-board flat rate to the people of Australind as 
though they were living in Perth. I therefore ask the minister: why can the people of Australind, who have access 
to virtually the same water body as the people in Bunbury, not have access to the same pricing schedule that is 
evidenced in Bunbury? 

I note that the Treasurer recently initiated an inquiry into the efficient costs and tariffs of the Water Corporation, 
Aqwest and Busselton Water. The information on that inquiry states — 

The Economic Regulation Authority … at the request of the Treasurer, will undertake an inquiry into 
the efficient costs and tariffs of the Water Corporation, Aqwest and the Busselton Water Board for a 
three year period to 2015–16. 

In accordance with the Terms of Reference, the Authority is required to investigate and report on the 
efficient costs and appropriate charges for the services provided by the Water Corporation, Aqwest and 
the Busselton Water Board. 

Clearly, Treasury and the Economic Regulation Authority identify that an inequity occurs between these 
three entities and hence they have asked for a report. I do not think that people need to be great investigators to 
work out the discrepancy that occurs; they can simply go onto the internet and look up the Water Corporation’s 
tariffs for water. As we know, the tariffs are scheduled in such a fashion that the more water people use, the 
more they are charged. That is acceptable. However, Aqwest’s charges are significantly lower than the Water 
Corporation’s charges. 
When I wrote to the minister’s office, I received the following letter in response — 

Thank you for your letter dated 17 January 2012 querying the difference in charges between Aqwest 
and the Water Corporation (Corporation). 

Residential water charges are set on the general basis based on advice from the 2009 Economic 
Regulation Authority inquiry into the Tariffs of the Corporation, Aqwest and Busselton Water. The 
inquiry examined the costs of Aqwest and the Corporation as separate companies. 
The cost of supplying water varies significantly between cities and towns across Western Australia, 
depending on the costs of water sources, treatment and location. 

The Corporation’s water service charge and charges for water consumption of under 300 kilolitres per 
year are the same for all residential customers across the State. 
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If the minister looks at the website, he will see that is not correct. The letter continues — 

Charges in each town for consumption above 300 kilolitres broadly reflect the cost of supplying each 
town. Water supply costs and water bills in Australind are similar to those in Perth. 
Aqwest has access to low cost, high quality groundwater and Aqwest passes the benefit of these cost 
savings on to its customers. Aqwest’s charges are among the lowest in Australia. 

As I have stated, if Aqwest’s costs are low, so too are the Water Corporation’s costs because there is simply no 
difference in the manner in which they go about drawing water from the same water body. The only difference is 
that Australind people are charged prices similar to those people in Perth are charged, but they are not connected 
to the integrated water system. It would be a different matter if they were connected, for instance, to the 
desalination plant and had access to water from that plant or from the integrated system, yet currently they do 
not. Therefore, I simply ask that the minister examine whether there can be some sort of consistency with Water 
Corporation and Aqwest charges, or simply allow Aqwest or some other company to take over responsibility for 
supplying water to Australind. Perhaps they could do a more efficient job than the Water Corporation. I await 
with interest the response that we will get from the Economic Regulation Authority about Busselton Water, 
Aqwest and the Water Corporation.  

MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands — Minister for Water) [3.33 pm]: I thank the member for Murray–
Wellington for his grievance and for giving me some notice of it. Indeed, the more detailed responses I have 
from both the Department of Water and Water Corporation have been of great interest to me and do explain the 
situation very well. Hopefully, I can give the member the answer in the next seven minutes, but if we run out of 
time, I will be able to give him a bit more detail later. 

The member is correct. Indeed, when I became Minister for Water, I went to Bunbury and Dalyellup, which have 
a similar situation to Bunbury and Australind. People in Dalyellup get charged—we will stick to the example of 
charges for water usage up to 150 kilolitres—only 50c a kilolitre. That is what Aqwest charges for the first 
150 kilolitres of water use. As the member said, the Water Corporation in Australind is not connected to the 
integrated system, so it has a different cost structure that is calculated by the Economic Regulation Authority, 
which I will get to in a minute. The Water Corporation charges $1.192 a kilolitre, which is the same as what is 
charged in Perth. The important thing to realise is that the charges are based on not only the cost of supply but 
also the depreciation of the assets. I will get to that in a minute. Aqwest’s assets are in a smaller area, so it does 
not have to pipe water as far; therefore, distribution is another difference. However, one of the principal 
differences between the Water Corporation’s assets at Australind and Aqwest’s assets is that the ERA valued 
Aqwest’s assets at one-third their actual replacement value. The reason is that a lot of Aqwest’s assets were 
provided by developers and the ERA will not allow a licensed water provider to recoup revenue from assets that 
were given to it, basically, for free. There is a structure in place that the ERA looks at. I know that the ERA is 
looking to revisit that at the moment, so that may change the situation. In fact, Aqwest would like to charge more 
for its water and we could allow it to charge more, but at the moment it charges what the ERA recommends is 
the right price without basically slugging customers by making abnormal profits. That is the situation. 

The member for Bunbury last year raised this issue with me. When I was at Dalyellup I was told that on one side 
of the road people are charged 50c a kilolitre and on the other side they are charged $1.19 a kilolitre. How could 
this be? At the time, like the member, I thought that obviously something was going wrong and that maybe 
one provider was not providing water efficiently. I wondered why the Water Corporation did not just dump its 
assets and let Aqwest run the show and charge everyone less. Let us look at that in the time we have. There are 
three options.  

The first option is that the Water Corporation’s Australind assets could be transferred to Aqwest. The Water 
Corporation’s assets in Australind are valued at a higher figure and the assets of Aqwest are valued at a lower 
figure, so if we merged them and came up with a figure to charge, we would find that there would be cross-
subsidisation. It would balance out. The people in Bunbury would pay more, but the benefit, I guess, is that 
people in Australind would pay less. There would be a problem with Aqwest prices rising. 

The second option, which was looked at in 2008, was a merger of the Aqwest, Busselton Water and Water 
Corporation assets that are not connected to the integrated system and to have an entity that looked after those 
assets. Allen Consulting Group, I think in 2008, looked at that and showed that there could be some savings over 
a 20-year period. However, it found that most configurations would increase the cost. I am happy to have another 
look at that to see whether something can be done there.  

The only other way to get Australind water prices down would be for the Water Corporation to subsidise the 
cost. However, the actual costs of producing water by the Water Corporation at Australind are assessed by the 
ERA. There are inefficiencies in producing water on a small scale, compared with the integrated system, whereas 
there are some efficiencies that it gets out of desalination. Even though desalination is expensive, because the 
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integrated system is a big network and has the benefit of cheaper water from dams and not as cheap water from 
bores—but cheaper than desalination—the combined process means that the cost of the integrated system is very 
similar to the analysed cost of producing water from Australind. I thought that was hard to explain but the reason 
for it is that there is a huge discrepancy in the value of the assets. Aqwest believes that its assets should be 
valued at $100 million but the ERA valued the assets at only about $30 million. Therefore, because the assets are 
valued at only $30 million, the depreciation Aqwest incurs in maintaining those assets means that its actual real 
charges are less. 

Mr M.J. Cowper: I can’t understand how Australind people get charged the same as Perth people, yet the 
people in Bunbury, who are just a couple of minutes down the road, get a significantly lower tariff. 
Mr W.R. MARMION: I just explained that it is because of the cost structure of — 

Mr M.J. Cowper: So are you saying that the cost of pumping groundwater out of the same aquifer at Australind 
is the same as desalination? 

Mr W.R. MARMION: No, I did not say that, because it is not desalination; it is desalination, dams and bores. 
 


