
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Wednesday, 30 August 2006] 

 p5440a-5441a 
Hon Giz Watson 

 [1] 

SWAN COASTAL PLAIN WETLANDS POLICY 
Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [9.46 pm]:  I want to take a few moments to express the Greens’ 
deep disappointment at the decision of the government, particularly the Minister for the Environment, to 
abandon the environmental protection policy for the Swan coastal plain wetlands.  The government has come to 
this decision over the past few days, and it has received a reasonable amount of coverage in the media, as it 
should.   

The promise that was made by the Labor government, particularly the previous Minister for the Environment, to 
ensure that the few remaining wetlands on the Swan coastal plain were afforded proper statutory protection has 
been abandoned.  This is deeply disturbing and is absolutely the wrong approach.  We are deeply concerned that 
the Minister for the Environment has given in to those pressuring for further development on the Swan coastal 
plain, particularly the property development lobby.  Members will no doubt be aware that 80 per cent of the 
wetlands on the Swan coastal plain have already been lost.  When we say “wetlands”, people may think of little 
muddy puddles of water, but in fact the wetlands of the Swan coastal plain - the few that remain and are in good 
condition - are some of the most significant jewels of biodiversity.  They are pockets of native vegetation that 
preserve bird species and native fauna, and they are of enormous value to the community.  It is very sobering to 
realise that we lose 440 hectares of conservation-category wetlands per annum. 

It is a deep disappointment for me personally, having been involved in lobbying for better protection of wetlands 
in the coastal area for many years, and also for the conservation movement, which has spent seven years in 
exhaustive negotiation and discussion with the government to try to ensure that conservation-category wetlands 
on the Swan coastal plain are given statutory protection.  The announcement of the decision by the government 
that it is abandoning this approach to wetlands conservation is the first significant sign that this Minister for the 
Environment does not understand what his job is.  That is the only way in which I can read it.  To her credit, the 
previous Minister for the Environment worked long and hard, in our view, to try to negotiate a situation in which 
the Swan coastal plain wetland environmental protection policy would come into effect.  We have seen with the 
change of minister a fairly rapid capitulation to various pressures that we all know are real in the urban area.  We 
are not unaware of the pressures to find more areas for housing and to allow further clearing.  However, the 
20 per cent of remaining wetlands on the Swan coastal plain play an enormous role in ensuring that we have the 
sort of urban environment that we can enjoy and in which we can see native birds and take a walk around a 
wetland.  I regularly walk around my nearest wetland, where I can still see tortoises and other native fauna in the 
middle of the city.   

Without this statutory protection, it is absolutely incorrect for the government to suggest that adequate protective 
measures are in place for those wetlands.  We have seen many developments.  During my time in this place I 
have argued about specific wetlands, such as Lake Carine and Lake Karrinyup.  I mentioned Lake Karrinyup 
recently when I raised issues about reduced buffer zones and the impact of acid sulfate soils.  Without an EPP, 
the provisions for protecting wetlands have been undermined.  The opportunity to have statutory protection has 
been removed.  It is deeply disturbing.  I speak on behalf of many friends and colleagues who have worked in the 
conservation movement for many years.  There was an understanding that this Labor government appreciated 
what wetland conservation was about.  This decision has completely undermined that.  The remaining wetlands 
are now very vulnerable.  It is important to realise that it is not simply a matter of aesthetics.  Those wetlands 
play a significant role.  I remind members that not that long ago in this place we had an interesting debate about 
the value of the black swan as the state’s symbol.  I made the comment that it was an excellent and appropriate 
symbol but that we must remember that because of the changes that occurred after European settlement on the 
Swan coastal plain, black swans are relatively few.  If we continue to impinge on the remaining wetlands, 
sightings of black swans will become increasingly less common.  That is just one of the bird species that rely on 
those wetlands for their survival.  Members must understand the ecology of waterbirds.  They do not simply live 
on the Swan River; they feed in the wetlands, which is where we see them mainly get their food.  They generally 
do not get it from the Swan River.  If those refuges are not adequately protected, they will no longer be able to 
provide that function.   
I put on record that the Greens are deeply disappointed with the Minister for the Environment’s lack of 
commitment to a fundamental promise that has been understood by the green movement and conservationists in 
this state for almost a decade.  Capitulating to the pressures, which we again acknowledge exist, does not bode 
well for the minister’s judgment and understanding of what environmental factors are significant to people in 
Perth and what environmental factors are worth protecting.  The remaining wetlands on the Swan coastal plain 
are some of the biological hot spots in this area.  We are deeply concerned that if they are not given statutory 
protection, we will continue to see those areas degraded; in fact, they are already being degraded and filled in 
and built over.  The existing law contains no adequate provisions to prevent that happening; indeed, we have 
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seen it happen.  We have argued in this place that the environmental protection policy that was to come into 
place would have ensured buffer zones and would have ensured that Lake Carine, for example, would not have a 
highway impinging on its buffer zone.  It would have ensured also that the assessment of Lake Karrinyup would 
have been carried out at different level.  It is a very black day for environmental conservation in the Perth coastal 
region.  The Greens are deeply disturbed at the trend we are seeing under the new Minister for the Environment. 
 


