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WATER CONSERVATION AND MANAGEMENT BILL 2003 
Second Reading 

MR P.G. PENDAL (South Perth) [4.01 pm]:  I move -  

That the Bill be now read a second time. 

In my opinion, Western Australia is in need of a wake-up call over its water resources, especially the portion that 
is set aside for domestic consumption.  There is considerable evidence to suggest that although ordinary Western 
Australians are becoming increasingly conscious of water use and the need for more effective forms of 
conservation, the authorities with direct responsibility for delivering the product have developed a laissez-faire 
attitude.   

I first emphasise the critical nature of the problem.  The State’s water supplies are under great strain as a result of 
a number of factors, chief amongst which are the climate changes that have resulted in a 50 per cent reduction in 
the amount of water running into Perth dams over the past 25 years.  In addition, there have been significant 
increases in the amount of water used by WA households and equally significant population increases.  This all 
means greater pressure on a precious resource.  The Water Corporation forecasts that by 2031 Perth will require 
an extra 150 gigalitres of water to service the population.  Not withstanding this, the corporation appears to have 
adopted an attitude that something will turn up; that a new dam here or there or the tapping into underground 
supplies will be our salvation.  Those two measures will, of course, cost huge sums of money.   

In any event, various people refer to these underground supplies as capable of lasting us 1 000 years.  Left unsaid 
is the implication that that time span is all this generation needs to address itself to.  The attitude expressed by 
both government and the corporation appears to be as short-sighted as the official views towards the 
accompanying salinity crisis in Western Australia.  That issue is treated with the appearance of urgency, but little 
has been done to fundamentally address it.   

Currently, 197 gigalitres of water are stored in our dams.  That is about 29 per cent of the maximum capacity of 
678 gigalitres.  I referred earlier to the forecast of an extra 150 gigalitres that will be required by 2031.  Put 
another way, this means we will, by virtue of present planning, be providing storage capacity for 828 gigalitres 
within the next three years.   

In the two years since September 2001, householders have been on restrictions based on watering two days a 
week.  Although that has been difficult for some people to adjust to, the resultant saving in water has had an 
important impact on people’s attitudes.  In the main, people have seen not only that they can survive on less 
water, but also that the feared browning of the suburbs simply has not occurred.  Perth is as green and gardens 
are as colourful as ever.  Thus, an important educational program has triumphed.  People have become 
accustomed to achieving equal outcomes with fewer resources.  Having shown ourselves that we can do with 
less water on an ad hoc, year-to-year basis, we should entrench that conservation and management mentality into 
legislation.  The time is ripe for the ad hoc annual restrictions to be replaced by a permanent, legislation-based 
conservation and management regime.   

I offer three contemporary pieces of evidence that suggest that the Water Corporation is yet to seriously come to 
grips with the crisis that faces us.  First, figures published as recently as this weekend show, alarmingly, that 
Perth consumers on a daily basis use 14 per cent more water than Adelaide consumers, 41 per cent more water 
than Sydney consumers and 44 per cent more water than Melbourne consumers.  Perth residential users consume 
25 per cent more water than the average of all capital cities; yet, the Water Corporation affects disinterest in this 
Bill.  Secondly, in a weekend article, John Colwill conceded that twice-weekly watering was not “a huge 
problem”.  He wrote - 

Most gardeners were able to sail through last summer on twice-a-week watering with little or no visible 
effect which makes one wonder how much water we have been wasting in the past.   

Thirdly, a Water Corporation television commercial continues to tell us that when something is full, it is full, and 
urges us to turn off our reticulation systems after it has rained.  Yet, the public authority responsible for the 
reticulation of the road verges west of the Narrows Bridge below Mt Eliza obviously feels that it can flout these 
urgings, given that it was in full watering mode on Sunday evening.   

The first of these examples indicates that even the Water Corporation has little real appreciation of how thirsty 
we are compared with other capitals.  The second strongly suggests that even the garden lovers - apparently 60 
per cent of our domestic water is used on the garden - acknowledge that twice-weekly waterings are hardly 
onerous.  The third example tells me and other consumers that public authorities do not have to concern 
themselves with water conservation.   
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I turn to some features of this Bill.  This Bill will retain the existing power of the Water Corporation to adjust the 
degree of water restrictions by notice published in the Government Gazette.  This will mean, and has always 
meant, that in the good rainfall years restrictions will presumably be light or even non-existent and that in years 
of poor rainfall restrictions will be more severe.  The existing restriction stages of one to seven, rising according 
to the level of severity, will remain.  The Bill will effectively replace the existing by-laws by turning them into 
an Act of Parliament.  Under this measure, once the Water Corporation has decided the level or stage - that is, 
one to seven - of the intended restrictions, it will be required by law to prepare for Parliament a report on the 
reasons for specifying a particular state of restriction.  In turn, the responsible minister will be required to table 
that advice.  The transparency of that will be apparent for all.  To protect the public against any Water 
Corporation decision being oppressive or unreasonable, the minister will have the power to cancel the notice of 
restrictions.  However, to further protect the public, the minister will be required to report to Parliament giving 
reasons for his cancellation.  These accountability provisions are absent from the current by-law system and are 
intended to guard against restrictions being introduced in an arbitrary fashion, or for ulterior motives.  The fines 
that exist under the by-laws will be retained at their present levels.  This Bill does not seek to increase them, 
given that the whole point of the Bill is to achieve water conservation rather than impose increased sanctions.   
I have received a variety of input to this measure from individuals and professional bodies since I announced my 
intention in July.  One such input came from the Nursery and Garden Industry of Western Australia, the peak 
body for nurseries, and was to the effect that twice-weekly restrictions could be injurious.  Ms Libby Gaggin, 
representing this group, made the point that the Water Corporation had previously advised her that thrice-weekly 
watering might be possible if and when dam capacity returned to 50 per cent.  I have no difficulty in making 
adjustments of that kind, and in the event that the Government gave some in-principle support to the Bill such an 
adjustment could be made in the upper House.   

In conclusion, I reiterate that the central point of the Bill is to take advantage of the high level of public support 
for the current ad hoc restrictions.  The Premier himself made a recent commitment for Western Australia to 
become one of the most water-efficient communities in the world.  This Bill now gives him the opportunity to 
give substance to that aspiration.  I commend the Bill to the House.   
Debate adjourned, on motion by Mr J.L. Bradshaw. 
 


