
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 19 May 2004] 

 p235a-240a 
Mr Brendon Grylls; Dr Judy Edwards; Mr Bernie Masters; Chairman; Mr Jeremy Edwards 

 [1] 

Division 41:  Water and Rivers Commission, $51 487 000 - 
Ms J.A. Radisich, Chairman. 

Dr J.M. Edwards, Minister for the Environment. 

Mr D. Carew-Hopkins, Acting Chief Executive Officer, Department of Environmental Protection and Water and 
Rivers Commission. 

Dr D.J. McFarlane, Director, Resource Management, Department of Environment. 

Mr G. Ticehurst, Manager, Finance and Administration, Department of Environment. 

Dr R. Field, Chief of Staff, Office of the Minister for the Environment. 

Mr K.J. Taylor, Director, Water Resources Business Review, Department of Environment. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Output 2 on page 664 refers to the assessment of feasibility of the south west Yarragadee 
aquifer.  First, how much funding will be allocated to this?  Secondly, how much has the Government already 
spent on conducting these studies?  Thirdly, can the minister outline some of the outcomes of the studies carried 
out until now on the south west Yarragadee ?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I thank the member for that question.  The funding is to be found in the budget under 
grants and subsidies, because it is funding that was obtained in that manner.  The figure is $1.7 million.  That is 
what has been spent to date.  In respect of the outcomes, although this process has been controversial, I have 
been very pleased with it.  If all we got at the end of the day was a Blackwood subregional management plan, I 
would be very happy with that.  However, I have been very pleased that the way in which it has been conducted 
has meant that we have looked at current and future demand.  We have looked at what the dairy industry, for 
example, will need into the future and its horticultural needs.  We have looked at the social aspects, and I know 
that at times that has been incredibly contentious.  We have looked at Aboriginal heritage values.  We have tried 
to look at the full suite of values that people place on that water.  We have also looked at the environmental 
values.  Speaking a bit superficially and very generally, I think it would be fair to reflect that the more we started 
to look at the environmental values, the more we realised that we needed further information.  I have been very 
clear with the commission, people such as Don McFarlane, who is the director in that area, and the staff in the 
Bunbury office who have been running the project that government should not be making decisions about the 
allocation of water, particularly of this magnitude, unless we have the information on the table and we can say 
totally why we have made any particular decision.  I will ask Dr McFarlane to comment on further outcomes of 
that study.   

[12 noon] 

Dr McFARLANE:  We thought that the information we gathered would be sufficient for the commission’s board 
to make a decision on the 45 gigalitre licence application that the Water Corporation provided to us.  When we 
began the study, we had only regional ground water bores and some information on water that had been taken by 
private irrigators in the area.  Of course, the Bunbury and Busselton water supplies also were taken from the 
aquifer.  We started with a regional study.  We have now spent $1.7 million in association with the Water 
Corporation.  We have a much better understanding of the aquifer.  Particularly, we know a lot more about the 
ground water dependent ecosystems in the area.  The member is probably aware that the aquifer discharges into 
the lower Blackwood River.  A number of river pools and streams are dependent upon the ground water.  Some 
lakes on the Scott coastal plain are also affected by the south west Yarragadee aquifer.  It would be fair to say 
that our knowledge of the south west Yarragadee aquifer has increased manyfold as a result of those 
investigations.  Even having done that extra work, we are still requiring additional work on what is likely to be 
the impact on specific ground water dependent ecosystems.  We have asked the Water Corporation to do some 
additional work in that area.  I am not sure how much money it is committing, but it is over $1 million to further 
investigations throughout this year to improve its knowledge of the ground water dependent ecosystems in the 
area and to try to work out if a wellfield could be located which could safely extract 45 gigalitres from that 
aquifer. 

[Mr A.J. Dean took the Chair.] 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Given that the 45 gigalitres is such an important plank of the water options for the State, does 
the minister have a time line for when she thinks those studies will be completed?  The other projects that have 
been mooted to come on line will come into being should the 45 gigalitres not be allocated.  It is therefore 
important that those studies are completed so that we can move to the next stage if it is deemed necessary. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  That is a very good question.  As minister, I suppose to some extent I have resisted having 
a time line, because I did not want to say to people that we would make the decision at a certain time.  I have 
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been saying to people that there are time lines and that it cannot drag on forever.  If we do not have the 
information, we should not rush into a decision that is not based on good information.  I guess what I am saying 
is that we should not make a short-term decision that will give us medium and long-term problems because the 
water resource is not sustainable.  It is useful to point out that the Environmental Protection Authority is about to 
publish a bulletin, if it did not do so on Monday, looking at the Water Corporation’s application to increase the 
size of its desalination plant from 30 gigalitres to 45 gigalitres.   

The Government is very aware, despite what some of the member’s colleagues say, that the water situation is 
quite tight; that in every year demand continues to grow despite people responding very well to the sprinkler ban.  
The demand will continue to grow.  Certainly the first four and a half or five months of this year were very dry, 
which has had a number of us very worried.  The predictions for winter rains are not that flash.  Although the 
dams are reasonably full at the moment, we have some quite deep concerns about the state of the Gnangara 
aquifer, for example.  At the moment water in the dams and from the Gnangara mound is sent to all parts of the 
State.  The Water Corporation has a proposition on the table that water from the south west Yarragadee aquifer 
be investigated for the possibility of interregional transfer, but at the same time there is serious consideration of a 
desalination plant.  In fact, it has environmental approval for 30 gigalitres.  Although being unaware of what the 
Environmental Protection Authority will finally decide, it will shortly decide on the application to increase the 
amount to 45 gigalitres.   

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  Output 6 on page 669 is on water resource information, protection plans and works.  The 
total cost of the output from this year to next year is budgeted to decrease by almost 25 per cent or $5 million.  A 
note on the page says that there is a carryover from 2002-03 to 2003-04, but even acknowledging the existence 
of that carryover, the budget estimate is still $2.5 million less than the budget estimate for a year ago.  Will the 
minister provide some detail of why this output item seems to be suffering such a significant reduction in 
funding at a time when I would have thought that water resource information and related work are increasing 
rather than decreasing, especially considering the comments that the minister has just made in reply to the 
member for Merredin? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  An additional $4.5 million of funding in 2003-04 was made up of the deferral of salinity 
funding of $2.2 million and rural water grants of $2.3 million.  The figure was artificially inflated because of 
those deferrals.   

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  Is this under output 6? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Yes. 

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  I thought rural water grants came under a different output item; that is, output 4 which 
deals with rural water supply assistance. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Sorry, I am being corrected.  I am told that although it is written here, it only relates to the 
deferral of salinity funding of $2.2 million.  My apologies.  Rural water grants come under a different output.  
Nevertheless, the amounts go up and down a bit depending on the carryover of that salinity money.  The most 
important aspect is to look at the full-time equivalents and to be reassured that we are maintaining the number of 
people to do the tasks.  In fact, last year, following the report of the Auditor General, new money went into this 
part of the budget.  That was in 2003-04.  There is now money in the budget for 2004-05 and onwards as a result 
of that review. 

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  Is it possible by way of supplementary information to have from the minister a more 
detailed breakdown of output 6, comparing the current year’s estimated actual expenditure with the following 
year’s budget estimate? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Yes, we are happy to do that, but we can provide the information immediately if the 
member wants it. 

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  I would prefer it in written form. 

The CHAIRMAN:  Could the member reiterate what information he is asking for? 

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  I am asking for a detailed breakdown of the total cost under output 6, which deals with 
water resource information, protection plans and works, for the current year’s estimated actual and next year’s 
budget estimate. 

The CHAIRMAN:  Does the minister agree to that? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I do. 

[Supplementary Information No B15.] 
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Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  If the member looks at revenues on that same page, one of the issues that we must deal 
with is the way in which revenue has been going up and down.  A large part of the revenue in this area is to do 
with the Natural Heritage Trust, which unfortunately for us peaked in 2000-01, was not too bad in 2001-02, but 
has declined markedly since then.   

Mr J.P.D. EDWARDS:  I suspect that the minister may have in part answered this question.  On page 659 there 
are two dot points for significant issues and trends.  I could read them out if the minister wishes.  There seems to 
be a budget cut of about three per cent for the Water and Rivers Commission.  These are obviously very serious 
issues.  We have just been talking about rural water supply.  Why has funding been cut?  Last year the Auditor 
General released an audit of water management in Western Australia which stated that some major challenges 
faced water management in Western Australia.  How is the Water and Rivers Commission meeting these 
challenges in the face of a budget cut? 

[12.10 pm] 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  At the top of page 659 reference is made to item 72, net amount appropriated to deliver 
outputs, $50.57 million.  What needs to be taken off that is the $1.5 million in the farm water grants scheme, 
which has now been allocated, and the cash flow adjustment for salinity of over $2 million.  New money then 
came in in response to the Auditor General’s report, which in 2003-04 was $1.164 million.  There were some 
other minor changes due to capital user charges and cost escalation, which came to $750 000.  If those 
subtractions and additions are made, it comes to $48.806 million, although my notes say $48.807 million.  I 
think there is a typo in my notes.  As I have said to the member for Vasse, we need to recognise that the number 
of FTEs has increased from 357 in 2002-03 to 377 in 2004-05.  We have more staff and we are making sure that 
we focus on the issues raised by the Auditor General.  Cabinet made a decision on the new money towards the 
end of last year.  That is now flowing through.  In addition, there is new money in this budget to add to the 
response to the Auditor General’s report.   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I refer to the third dot point on page 670, which refers to management options for the 
Wellington Reservoir in Collie.  I refer to our earlier discussion on the $15 million allocated by the Treasurer 
under the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality for that project, with the hope of receiving 
matching commonwealth funding.  Will the minister outline how much will be spent in 2004-05 on the 
Wellington Dam project, and the part of the project that the money will cover?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Essentially, $15 million is sitting in the budget of the Water Corporation to be matched by 
federal money.  It is sitting there waiting for the final outcome - the natural resource management strategy and 
the investment.  A lot of work is already occurring in the Collie recovery catchment area.  I gave the example of 
the ground water pumping trial at Maxon Farm.  On top of that, other projects are continuing.  I will check with 
Dr McFarlane on whether there is more information on the exact amount being spent in the recovery catchment.   

Dr McFARLANE:  It will depend to a large degree on whether the commonwealth funding is made available.  A 
lot of work is going on at the moment into the most cost-effective way of improving the salinity of the 
Wellington Reservoir.  The likely solution at the moment is to look at diversion of the east branch of the Collie 
River into one of the Collie mining voids.  A lot of work has been done on evaluating three of these voids to see 
whether the water could be safely diverted into that area and have an immediate impact on the salinity of the 
Wellington Reservoir.  There is still a lot of work to be done in that area, because in some cases the voids need to 
be kept at a lower level because they are required for mining.  Mining will come close to one of these voids in 
the future.  We need to make sure that if saline water is put into some of the voids, it will not cause a problem for 
mining in subsequent years.   

The other issue being investigated at the moment is whether the brackish water in the east part of the Collie 
River would have a detrimental effect on ground water in the Collie basin.  A number of those things are being 
investigated at the moment.  That has not stopped the work that is currently occurring in evaluating pumping as 
an option in the east Collie area.  As the minister mentioned, a trial is being held at Maxon Farm.  A eucalypt 
sawlog industry is also being developed to try to get long-term economic trees into some of those catchment 
areas.  We are also looking at revegetating some lower parts of the aquifer in a non-commercial way.  The final 
decision has not yet been made on how the $30 million will be spent, but we are getting closer to coming up with 
viable options to improve the salinity of the Wellington Reservoir catchment.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  We believe the money will be spent in a certain way and have allocated it as follows: 
$200 000 in 2003-04, $6.9 million in 2004-05, $3.5 million in 2005-06 and $4.4 million in 2006-07.  These are 
indicative figures on our part, because we are waiting for it to be signed up.  It would flow out by way of a small 
lump for planning, and a big lump over time for works, and will then tail off.   
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Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I alluded to this point earlier: is the $6.9 million in the budget for 2004-05 subject to the 
Commonwealth providing matching funding?  If the matching funding from the Commonwealth does not come 
through, will that mean that the $6.9 million will not be spent in 2004-05?  The key issue I am trying to get to is 
that there is $15 million in the national action plan for the Wellington recovery project.  Will that money be 
spent, aside from the other $15 million from the national action plan?  The key argument we have been making 
is that if funding is dependent on matching commonwealth funding, we will perhaps be having the same 
conversation next year as nothing will have been spent on the Collie-Wellington recovery.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  The truth of the minister’s question is that it is a no-win question.   

The CHAIRMAN:  The member’s question. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Hoping to be a minister!   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  If I say to the member that we will spend that money anyway, the Commonwealth will say 
that it will not match it because we will spend it.  However, if I say to the member that we will not do that unless 
we receive matching funding, that would not be the truth.  We released a salinity situation statement that outlined 
a range of actions that we need to take in that catchment to build on the excellent work that has been done over a 
couple of decades.  I believe we need to use some engineering interventions.  That will be the icing on the cake 
and the bit that will take us further.  Having visited parts of that catchment on a number of occasions, I do not 
think it is totally viable to tell those communities to plant a whole lot more trees.  That area already has a 
controlled catchment; clearing is being controlled.  There are many plantations outside the catchment area in 
addition to those inside the area.  We will be doing more work to follow through on the Collie salinity situation 
statement.  We have the money sitting there to do that.  Regardless of what happens, action will be taken.   

The CHAIRMAN:  I remind members that we must get through four divisions before one o’clock.   

Mr J.P.D. EDWARDS:  I refer to output 1 on water allocation policies, listed on page 662.  I refer particularly to 
water licensing.  I understand that licensing of 13 of the State’s 44 ground water management areas exceeds the 
estimated sustainable limit.  I may stand corrected on that.  I have also been told that the Water and Rivers 
Commission is falling behind in its processing of water licences, despite staff efforts to improve licensing 
procedures.  I understand that the average waiting time for licences is now three months, with some licences 
taking more than nine months to process.  I gather that at June 2003 there were some 1 000 new applications 
waiting to be processed, while thousands of existing licences were being renewed after minimal assessment.  I 
ask the minister to indicate what progress is being made on that issue.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Progress has been made on those issues.  The number of licences in the backlog and the 
length of time being taken to assess them were of concern to me.  For that reason we have appointed Mr Kim 
Taylor, who is sitting behind me, to manage this whole area as a project.  I will ask Mr Taylor to answer the 
question.   

Mr J.P.D. EDWARDS:  Could I just interrupt?  May I ask a follow-up question, as Mr Taylor may be able to 
answer it for me?  The answer I will receive will be on the strategy being used to fix this problem.  I would also 
like some information on the funding involved and the time line for fixing the problem.   

Mr TAYLOR:  The department prepared a preliminary response to the Auditor General’s report, which 
identified actions that need to be taken to address the highest priority areas, including the licensing backlog.  

Mr J.P.D. EDWARDS:  Excuse me, Mr Chairman, but there are conversations going on to my left and I am 
finding it hard to hear Mr Taylor.   

The CHAIRMAN:  Order, members!   

Mr TAYLOR:  In response to the department’s submission, the Government has provided an additional 
$1.136 million this year, $2.3 million in the next financial year, and $3.2 million in the subsequent financial year 
to help address these areas.  We have taken on an additional 25 licensing officers, who are now trained and 
operating in regions throughout the State.  With those officers coming on board earlier this year, we have been 
able to reduce the backlog of licensing from about 1 200 in June last year to just over 700 now.  We have also 
been able to reduce the number of expired licences within the system.  With the resources that have been made 
available, we expect to largely remove the backlog of licences over the next six months.  We then expect to be in 
a position to continue to keep up with the licensing load, given the additional 25 staff we have taken on.   

[12.20 pm] 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I refer to page 667 of the Budget Statements and the major initiatives for 2004-05, one of 
which states - 
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The implementation of a fully integrated regional water supply planning model in cooperation with 
dryland rural communities and Local Government in priority areas.   

Will the minister outline which areas are a priority, the criteria used to determine them and the level of funding 
directed to this policy?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I will get the chief executive officer, Mr Carew-Hopkins to outline that.  Did the member 
say page 667?  

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Yes, the first dot point under major initiatives for 2004-05.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  We have had the review of the rural water plan.  The rural water portfolio was transferred 
from the Office of Water Regulation into the Water and Rivers Commission.  That was done because we think it 
is an excellent program.  I have to say - I will get the public servants next to me to close their ears - that over the 
years I have been asked to cut the program but I have refused.  I think it serves an excellent purpose in the 
community because it is a really good program that also helps to build communities.  The money we put forward 
into these community programs are matched by the community, often, in kind.  That area was placed in my 
portfolio because we have been encouraging the people who make the applications, which are often made with 
assistance from local government, to look at the slightly broader catchment issues.  In the past, the applications 
have tended to focus on water supply on farms or a local government dam in an area.  We have asked applicants 
to be a bit more creative, and they have responded well.  I have seen some excellent facilities in areas such as the 
member for Roe’s electorate in which the hard stand area for the Co-operative Bulk Handling Ltd grain terminal 
was used as a water collection area with all the water running off into dams.  We have been getting people to 
look at the broader community and supply issues in a particular area.  The rural water plan is now complete but 
we are taking it back to stakeholders for their final comments on how we incorporate the proposals.  The 
communities involved are worked out according to a list of criteria with regard to the need for water, which I do 
not have with me.  I will see whether Mr Carew-Hopkins can add to that. 

Mr CAREW-HOPKINS:  I will provide some more information about the rural water plan, which has been in 
existence since 1995.  Up until then, it largely focused on addressing serious water deficiencies in dry land areas.  
As the minister said, in the past 12 months or so, in conjunction with the Rural Water Advisory Committee, we 
have undertaken a review of the plan and developed a draft position paper that looks at some new directions for 
the plan.  The consultation process referred to is aimed at gaining feedback on those directions, promoting a 
greater interest in the role played by the rural water plan and ensuring that the plan provides an impetus for the 
ongoing improvement, management and development of rural water supplies.  We hope that that consultation 
process will be finished by the middle of June when we will submit that proposed new directions paper to the 
minister for consideration and approval.   
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  By way of supplementary information, can I get the list of communities in the plan.  During 
the drought, the Hyden community was looking at the prospect of having no water and having to truck it in.  I 
assume and I hope that that community is part of that plan.  It would be good if we could access that information 
so we can cross-reference it.   
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  By way of supplementary information, we will provide a list of the priority areas and the 
criteria used to determine those areas.   
[Supplementary Information No B16.] 
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I refer again to the clearing of the catchment areas for creating run off into dams.  Will the 
minister’s adviser provide some extra information?   
Dr McFARLANE:  It is not so much clearing that is done in the water source catchments.  A pilot project has 
been proposed for the Wungong catchment, which has been affected by dieback and large areas of bauxite 
mining.  It is an area that has obviously been logged over a number of years and it is considered to be a highly 
disturbed catchment; however, it has a high quality water supply.  At the moment, because of the lower rainfall 
years and the catchment management, the yield into that dam is much lower.  The plan is to look at a pilot 
project to thin out some of the regrowth forest in that area.  This will allow some of the trees to grow through 
like they do in the old-growth forests in which there are a few very large trees and not so many small trees.  In 
the Wungong catchment area, many small trees have been allowed to grow through.  A lot of early bauxite 
rehabilitation areas were over-planted to a large degree and have come back very dense; it is difficult to get a lot 
of run off from those areas.  The proposal at the moment, which the Water Corporation is leading with a number 
of agencies, is to look at the potential for catchment thinning on parts of the Wungong catchment.  If it responds 
similarly to experimental catchments, we might get an extra four gigalitres of water into the dam at a cost of 20c 
per kilolitre - 
Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Is that four or 40?  
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Dr McFARLANE:  Just four for the Wungong catchment.  If that were to occur, and it could be repeated in the 
other metropolitan reservoir catchments, a significant amount of water could be gained in that manner.  Of 
course, that raises many issues to do with the environmental management of the forest.  The Conservation 
Commission and the Department of Conservation and Land Management particularly need to be involved in 
much of that process.  A lot of consultation will occur early on in field trips, and a position paper has been 
developed through consultancies run by the Water Corporation.   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I am sure that the Water Corporation showed me that plan for the Wungong catchment about 
two years ago.  Are we any closer to getting a decision on that?  As with all water resource issues, we know it is 
necessary that they be progressed, but we never seem to get to that stage.  Is there a time line on this plan or is it 
just another one that is in the process, so to speak? 
Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  As Dr McFarlane said, work is going on on that, but I will ask him to talk about the time 
line.   
Dr McFARLANE:  At this stage the Water Corporation is trying to identify whether there is a drop-dead issue, 
as it is called, in which a significant factor may arise and therefore whether it should stop funding research into 
this area.  Certainly, the knowledge of how catchments perform as a result of catchment thinning, particularly the 
water response and the impact on nature conservation values, has progressed through a number of studies.  There 
are also some issues to do with the release of conditions that Alcoa has on it at the moment.  There is no passing 
back of the rehabilitated bauxite pits until they are in a condition whereby they can be managed similarly to the 
remaining state forest areas around them.  A lot of work is going on at the moment to see whether, for instance, 
those rehabilitated bauxite areas could be managed similarly to the state forest, particularly to do with burning.  
We do not want specialised burning regimes for the bauxite rehabilitation areas that are different from the 
surrounding state forest burning regimes, because that would add a lot of expense to the management of those 
areas.   

The appropriation was recommended. 
[12. 30 pm] 
 


