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SEAPLANES — PERTH WATER 
Grievance 

MR J.E. McGRATH (South Perth — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.55 pm]: My grievance is with the Minister 
for Environment about a proposal for the operation of seaplanes in the area of the Swan River known as Perth 
Water, the area between my electorate of South Perth and the actual city. Most residents of Perth and indeed 
residents of Western Australia would be aware of a catamaran hire company that operates funcats from the 
Coode Street jetty, which is in my electorate. These are small boats that tourists and visitors to Western Australia 
use, and many families indeed have been able to take their children onto the river and learn a little about the art 
of sailing. I remember taking my two young kids there about 30 years ago. We went out in one of these boats 
and I was not the most proficient yachtsman of all time. At one stage we became becalmed. It was a lovely 
summer’s day and there was no wind at that stage. The next minute a puff of wind came up and the boom swung 
around and hit me right in the head and nearly knocked me out. The kids were saying, “Are you all right Dad?” I 
said, “Yeah, I’m fine, I’m fine.” I was seeing stars and thinking to myself, “This is fantastic, this yachting 
caper!” The point is that this is a recreational activity that many Western Australians enjoy. The company has 
been running for about 30 years. The owner has a fleet of 40 small yachts, and he is licensed to have up to 54 
catamarans. I am told that in summer, especially during the holiday period, all 40 yachts are out on the Swan 
River and people are waiting on the shore with their name down to take out the next yacht that comes in. It is a 
very busy operation with a lot of boats on the river.  

In recent times, an application has been made to the Swan River Trust by a company that wants to operate two 
seaplanes. The first is a Cessna Caravan that is intended to transfer passengers to Rottnest, Mandurah and 
Margaret River, and to be used for sightseeing. The second is a bigger plane called a Grumman Albatross or 
G111 flying boat—it sounds like something from the Second World War. This is a twin engine, twin pilot plane 
that can carry up to 24 passengers. This craft is intended to fly from Perth Water to the Abrolhos Islands for 
diving and snorkelling. Perth Water has a history of flying boats that goes back to the Second World War when 
the famous Catalinas used to land—before my time—around Matilda Bay. Sometimes they came up into Perth 
Water because that was before the Narrows Bridge was constructed in 1959. There is a history of flying boats 
having access to our river. The Swan River is one of the great icons of our state and certainly our city, and I am 
proud that my electorate borders onto it. All Western Australians and visitors to our state should have access to 
the river. What worries me about this application to have flying boats land on the Swan River is that it poses a 
risk to those people who are not experienced yacht persons out on the river in these little funcats.  

The operator of the business told me that yachts can be affected by various wind conditions. If the wind comes 
up and an inexperienced person is sailing the yacht, the yacht can go off course quite easily. Of course, planes 
can also be affected by wind conditions. We know that that area of the Swan River can be very affected by wind.  

An application has made been to the Swan River Trust. It was obviously made in good faith by the people who 
want to operate this flying-boat business, which I think would be genuinely good for tourism. The problem is 
that I do not think we can have planes landing on the river at the same time as people are on the river sailing 
yachts, a lot of whom would be inexperienced. I am standing up for the small business operator in my electorate. 
I hope that another part of the river can be found for the flying boats. Flying boats land in Sydney Harbour—I 
have seen them—but Sydney Harbour is a lot bigger than the Swan River.  

Dr M.D. Nahan: They do it in Brisbane, too.  

Mr J.E. McGRATH: Yes. I think part of the Swan River could be used. Maybe a more suitable area is the other 
side of the Narrows Bridge where the old brewery is, towards Matilda Bay. I ask the minister to shed some light 
on how the process is going, what power the Swan River Trust has to grant a licence to someone who wants to 
run an air charter business and land planes on the Swan River, and whether the Department of Transport has any 
say in this matter and whether it has been contacted. It is an area that I have some concern about. If the two 
operators can operate together with guaranteed safety, I would totally support it, but I am not sure that that can 
happen. It is a difficult matter and I hope that we can get a good outcome.  

MR A.P. JACOB (Ocean Reef — Minister for Environment) [10:02 am]: I thank the member for South Perth 
for providing me with some notice of this grievance. I also thank him for providing the historical aspect. The 
issue involves an element of heritage and might require a response from me as Minister for Heritage, too; I do 
not get asked much about heritage.  

The member’s grievance relates principally, as he has outlined, to a proposal for the commercial operation of 
seaplanes to take-off from and land on the Swan River. I confirm that the Swan River Trust has received an 
application for a commercial seaplane operation on the Swan River near the western end of — 

Mr C.J. Tallentire: It is gone. You have just sacked the Swan River Trust!  
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Mr A.P. JACOB: The member for Gosnells did this to me last time I had a grievance. If the member does not 
mind, he has the rest of the day —  

Mr C.J. Tallentire: You are referring to a body that you just sacked. 

Mr A.P. JACOB: Don’t be cute, member. The member for Gosnells can raise a grievance, ask me a question or 
do whatever he wants all day, but I am responding to the member for South Perth’s grievance. The member did 
this to me when I responded to a grievance from the member for Eyre.  

Mrs M.H. Roberts interjected. 

Mr A.P. JACOB: Does the member mind? Thank you.  

Several members interjected. 

Mr A.P. JACOB: Madam Acting Speaker, I am trying to deal with the member for South Perth’s grievance. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Ms L.L. Baker): Go on, minister. 

Mr A.P. JACOB: The Swan River Trust has a policy that currently restricts the landing of seaplanes on the river 
to one-off events, such as Australia Day. Until now, it has not seriously considered the commercial use of the 
river for landing seaplanes on a regular basis. It is interesting to note—I do not know whether the member for 
South Perth is aware of this—that the Swan River Trust has also been approached by other interested parties. 
Catalina Adventures is not the only operator that has flagged an interest. However, no other company has put in 
an application at this stage, so we are dealing with only a single application.  

I say from the outset that as the minister responsible for the Swan and Canning Rivers, I strongly support and 
encourage the public use of our rivers and foreshores. I acknowledge the significant tourism value that our rivers 
provide. It is inevitable that as people come up with new ideas or different ways to utilise opportunities on the 
Swan River, there will be crossovers and clashes with existing uses. How we manage such new proposals is a 
key consideration, which I think was the gist of the member’s grievance.  

It is the responsibility of the Swan River Trust to consider such proposals, particularly aircraft activity, which 
falls under the trust, in accordance with the provisions and regulations of the Swan and Canning Rivers 
Management Act. Proposals to land seaplanes on the river are considered via a permit or a licensing system. I 
understand that the proponent, Catalina Adventures, has been working closely with the Swan River Trust on its 
proposal. Given the significant nature of the proposal, it will ultimately be presented to the board of the Swan 
River Trust, which will make a final decision on the Swan River Trust element of the planning approval. I will 
address that in just a moment. 

Mr C.J. Tallentire: How ridiculous! You are referring to a body that, half an hour ago, you announced — 

The ACTING SPEAKER: Member! 

Mr A.P. JACOB: Why does the member not listen? The board remains.  

Mr C.J. Tallentire interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER: Member for Gosnells! 

Mr A.P. JACOB: I will get the member for Gosnells a copy of my brief ministerial statement, which I suggest 
he reads; but I am dealing with the member for South Perth’s grievance at the moment. 

Catalina’s application has followed the required process so far; I have to give it a tick for that. It has also been 
referred to other relevant agencies, decision-making authorities and targeted stakeholders for comment. I am 
advised that several key issues have been raised, as the member for South Perth flagged in the grievance, as a 
result of the referral process. The issues that have been raised through stakeholder consultation are currently 
being considered, and include potential collisions and congestion with other users such as sailboats or even 
paddle craft. More of a key consideration for the trust is potential impacts on aquatic life, such as dolphins and 
birds, noise management and the feasibility of using relatively shallow areas of the river for take-off and 
landing—apparently they only need a draw of 40 centimetres, or 400 millimetres. 

I am advised that during the referral process, Catalina was asked to address the safety and environmental 
concerns that were raised about the proposed operation. Once these concerns have been satisfactorily addressed, 
the matter will be considered by the Swan River Trust board. That is likely to happen towards the end of 
November, so that is coming up for consideration soon. The proponent will be notified of the board’s decision 
immediately after it has considered the matter. Consideration by the trust will be dependent on it receiving a 
response from the proponent ahead of the meeting, which I do not believe it has received yet. 

It is very important to state that notwithstanding the approvals process of the Swan River Trust, the Civil 
Aviation Safety Authority is also required to endorse and approve the proposal from an air safety perspective. I 
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suggest that it perhaps has an even larger role to play and is of paramount importance. The Civil Aviation Safety 
Authority will also consider the flight approach and the location of the landing area on the river, about which the 
member raised concerns. Approval from CASA is absolutely vital. Whether or not the Swan River Trust board 
approves the operation will have no bearing on CASA’s approval. Similarly, the Department of Transport plays 
a very large role in the interaction of vehicles or vessels on the river. 

The Swan River Trust has advised Catalina that should the proposal be deemed acceptable from a safety and 
environmental perspective—I am not foreshadowing that it will be; approval also has to be obtained from CASA 
and the Department of Transport—any such approval given by the trust would be subject to a trial period of 
between 12 to 18 months. Even then, the Swan River Trust has already flagged that it would want to review the 
approval after 12 to 18 months. It would be only a trial in the first instance, and that trial would also involve 
community consultation to see how it is functioning. It is good that some safeguards are being put in place as the 
Swan River Trust considers the application. In addition, should any further application be made for seaplane 
activity on the river, an expression of interest process would be considered to control the number of seaplanes on 
the river. We do not want this to set a precedent and for it to become an open slather. If we start receiving 
multiple applications, we will also limit the number. If we were to approve any, they would be of limited 
number.  

If the Swan River Trust board approves the application, the ultimate final guiding decision on whether this 
proposal is deemed successful will rest with the Civil Aviation Safety Authority. Its decision is obviously made 
independently of any decision made by the Swan River Trust board. 
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