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WASTE-TO-ENERGY PROJECTS, LOCATION 
Grievance 

MR WHITELY (Roleystone) [9.26 am]:  Before proceeding with my grievance, which is directed to the 
Minister for the Environment and Heritage, I echo the comments of the Minister for Health.  It is necessary to 
make sure that the treatment of ADHD is evidence-based, and I congratulate the opposition spokesperson on 
health, the member for Murdoch, for raising the issue in the House in a spirit of bipartisanship.  I am interested 
in having discussions on the issue later.  

My grievance relates to a statewide issue, although my interest in it has been generated out of a local issue in my 
electorate.  This issue has attracted much attention, both in the House and outside it.  The issue is the appropriate 
location of waste-to-energy projects, or waste-fuelled power plants.  The issue that sparked my initial interest 
was the proposed Maddington solid waste to energy recycling facility.  Although I am happy that the local issue 
has been resolved, the House needs to pay some attention to the problem of where waste-to-energy projects, if 
they are to get the go-ahead after appropriate environmental assessment, are located. 

The Maddington SWERF is one of a range of waste-to-energy proposals currently on the books in Western 
Australia.  I am aware of three, but there may be more.  The first that I am aware of is the Global Olivine 
proposal for Kwinana, which is basically a municipal solid waste incinerator.  Unfortunately, that project was 
approved by the previous Government in January 2001, so some water has passed underneath the bridge, which 
may prevent the present Government from moving on this issue.  Nonetheless, it represents one of the kinds of 
facility I am talking about.  The second I am aware of is a proposal from a company called Pyrotech to build an 
industrial and commercial pyrolysis plant in the goldfields.  The third was the Maddington SWERF, which was 
proposed as a pyrolysis plant dealing mainly with municipal waste in the city of Gosnells.  

Waste-fuelled power plants fall into two categories: waste incinerators, which involve the direct burning of 
rubbish; and pyrolysis plants, of which the SWERF and the Pyrotech plant are examples, which involve the 
gasification of waste and the burning of the gas to generate electricity.  Both of these are developing 
technologies.  There is no internationally successful track record for either pyrolysis plants or waste incinerators.  
In fact, the international record is not good.  However, they are developing technologies, and perhaps they have 
potential to service a need in the community.  They also all produce some level of noxious emissions as by-
products.  That is obviously of concern.  I opposed the proposed Maddington SWERF on two grounds: first, it 
was unproven technology and, secondly, it was the wrong location.  That is the substance of today’s grievance.   

All these technologies involve the production of noxious emissions, and it is very important that as a 
Government we develop policies to make sure that if these facilities are ever constructed, they are located in the 
right area.  The main point of this grievance is to highlight the fact that as a Government we need to take the lead 
on this issue and stipulate that if waste-to-energy proposals ever get the green light, the facilities must be located 
well away from where people live, and with appropriate buffer zones.  This is not a nimby, or “not in my 
backyard”, issue.  I am arguing that these facilities should not be in anybody’s backyard.  I am confident that the 
Maddington SWERF will not get the go-ahead.  I am anxious that other members of this place do not face 
similar issues.  This Government needs to take leadership in the location of waste-to-energy facilities.  To date, 
that process has been directed by local government, which lacks the expertise and the overall vision required.  
The process should be controlled by the State Government, which has the expertise and the power to see the big 
picture.  I am not suggesting that locating a waste management precinct is an easy process.  Two factors need to 
be balanced.  First, municipal solid waste tends to be a low-value, high-volume item, and the economics of 
transporting this sort of waste must be taken into account.  Second, if municipal solid waste incinerators, or 
pyrolysis plants, are located too far from the source of the waste, further noxious emissions will be produced in 
the process of transportation.  These things need to be balanced and taken into account.  Only the State 
Government has the capacity to do that.  We need to show leadership.  Local government is obviously 
encountering problems dealing with the waste the city creates.  Landfill is no longer an acceptable option.  We 
need to take a cautious approach and show leadership.   

I am encouraged by the work of both the Minister for the Environment and Heritage and the Deputy Premier as 
the Minister for Energy.  The Minister for the Environment and Heritage insisted that the environmental 
assessment of the Maddington SWERF be conducted at an environmental review and management program 
level, the highest possible level, and the Minister for Energy has indicated that he will not give approval for 
Western Power to become a customer of or partner with the Maddington SWERF.  We have taken two very 
important steps in regard to a local issue, and it is now time to demonstrate that our Government is grabbing the 
ball in this statewide issue.  

DR EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment and Heritage) [9.33 am]:  I thank the member for the 
grievance and his concern and interest in this area.  I reassure him that the Government is taking leadership in the 
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area and is developing a comprehensive framework for dealing with waste management.  This framework will be 
built on the principles of the WAste 2020 report and will reinforce the waste management hierarchy, which I 
think is very important in this issue.  When we came to government, we discovered that we had three parallel 
processes for waste management: the advisory committee on waste management, which advised the minister and 
looked after the waste management and recycling fund; the state recycling advisory committee, which had done 
some good work, particularly in educating young people about recycling; and the WAste 2020 strategic group, 
which had got about three-quarters of the way through its strategy plan.  In our first year in government, we 
talked to those people and local government to get a feel for how we should pull that together.  On 1 January the 
Government announced the formation of the Waste Management Board, which pulls together the very good 
work of the three previous groups.  It is built on the need to be more strategic, to look towards the future and to 
make sure that we have the best possible policy framework to guide state government decisions.  We made sure 
local government was represented on the board.  In choosing people for the board, we advertised widely and 
followed a proper selection process.  By chance, a member of the board chairs a metropolitan regional council.  
Both practical experience and local government experience are represented on the board.   

One of the first things I said to the Waste Management Board when it was convened in January was that we want 
it to actively engage the community.  We need better engagement with the community about how we manage 
waste, how waste is generated and the options for waste.  As the member for Roleystone said, dumping landfill 
on the Swan coastal plain is no longer an option.  We must be smarter about managing waste.  We also told the 
Waste Management Board that we want it to pay particular attention to how we manage hazardous waste and 
deal with secondary waste processing, and to determine how we should properly evaluate the increasing number 
of waste-to-energy proposals.  We pointed out that we felt there was a deficiency in the policies for these 
emerging technologies at that high strategic level.   

I have been clear with all the parties involved about their roles.  The role for the Waste Management Board is to 
develop the overall policy framework.  At the moment it is looking at hazardous waste and waste-to-energy 
proposals.  It is also developing selection criteria for determining sites for these proposals.  I pick up on the 
member’s point that we need to ensure that we have proper selection criteria for these sites, and that they are 
sited in appropriate places.  We have also asked the Waste Management Board to develop a process for assessing 
new waste management technologies, particularly in the area of secondary waste treatment.  I need to know as 
the minister, and we need to know as a State, that we have the proper capacity to evaluate these new 
technologies.  I am confident that the board can do that.  Finally, we made it very clear that the board must 
engage the community and communicate with it about these waste management issues.   

In working out the role of the Waste Management Board, particularly the work it is now undertaking, I had close 
discussions with the Environmental Protection Authority.  I have also had joint meetings with the board, the EPA 
and the Department of Environmental Protection.  The EPA will continue to assess the environmental 
acceptability of proposals and make recommendations to the minister, but it will be guided by the work of the 
Waste Management Board, particularly for site selection and technological assessment.  The DEP will continue 
to license and monitor facilities that have been assessed and selected.  The Waste Management Board is working 
on setting up a stakeholder reference group comprising people from the community and industry and with 
particular expertise to develop a framework for engaging the broader community in discussions about waste.  
Hazardous waste is one of those issues; however, many more waste-to-energy proposals are emerging and being 
placed on the drawing board.  We need to make sure that the community is thinking about the waste 
management hierarchy; and that we get input from the community about recycling, the one-bin notion and waste-
to-energy proposals, particularly where it thinks these should be sited.  We need to say to the community that we 
are all involved in generating waste; therefore, we must all accept some responsibility for solving the waste 
problems and determining where waste goes.   

We also need to see waste as a resource.  There are opportunities for people to use it as something productive; 
one person’s waste can be another person’s resource.  That fits into the notion of recycling.  However, it is 2002, 
and we need to be more sophisticated in our approach.  As I said, the Waste Management Board is working 
through the site selection criteria and determining how it evaluates emerging technology.  In the face of all of 
that, the Brightstar Environmental proposal to convert solid waste to energy that is currently under 
environmental assessment has been suspended until the Waste Management Board has completed its task of 
defining site selection criteria and its evaluation of these technologies.  Brightstar’s proposal is being assessed 
under the environmental review and management program, the highest level of environmental assessment.  
Brightstar has agreed to keep it on hold until the Government has clear information from the Waste Management 
Board, compiled in consultation with the community, about what the site selection criteria should be, where 
these facilities should be located and exactly how we should assess them.  The message we are giving to 
industry, which is being reasonably well received, is that if companies have a proposal they should talk first to 
the Waste Management Board about the site, how the technology will be evaluated and how better 
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communication can be undertaken with communities.  Liaison should then occur with the Environmental 
Protection Authority, which ultimately will assess these proposals. 
 


