
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 4 December 2002] 

 p3950b-3959a 
Mr Brendon Grylls; Acting Speaker; Mr Paul Omodei; Mr John Bowler; Dr Judy Edwards 

 [1] 

SUSTAINABLE WATER SUPPLY FOR REGIONAL WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
Motion 

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin) [4.55 pm]:  I move - 

That this House calls on the Government to take immediate and decisive action to facilitate the role of 
private enterprise in developing innovative water management projects for the establishment of a 
sustainable water supply for regional Western Australia. 

As this is the last opportunity this year for members on this side of the House to introduce new business, it is 
quite important that this motion should be moved, because the water issue has certainly been on the top of the 
Government’s agenda for the whole of this year.  Across Australia, people have gone through perhaps the worst 
drought in history, and water, water resources and related issues have proved to be very important. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  It is an exaggeration to say that it is the worst drought in history. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  No, it has been said that it is the worst drought in the history of Australia.  That is no 
exaggeration.  I believe the records back that up.  The aid being provided to farmers in the eastern States was 
mentioned on the news again this morning.  On our farm, it has certainly been the lowest rainfall ever for this 
period.  It is certainly no exaggeration to say that the drought is the worst on record. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  It is terrible.  It is very bad. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  As well as that, it is the worst on record.  There is no argument that it is terrible.  However, 
the facts also support the view that it is the worst drought on record.  It is important that we recognise this issue.  
From the National Party’s point of view, with the drought being in the heartland of the National Party 
electorates, it is important for us to speak to it on the record and for these issues to be put to government. 

All year, the National Party has promoted the idea of water management in the regions and more innovative 
ways of managing our water resource.  It is certainly one of the most important issues facing our State and one 
that has been exacerbated this year after several successive years of drought. 

The National Party called for a water summit to be held to address the key issues of water resources and 
management.  Following that call, we were happy that the Government announced its water symposium, which 
was held earlier this year.  We were certainly optimistic that the Government had put this issue at the top of the 
agenda, and, as has been mentioned previously, the Premier took control of this issue and prioritised it.  The 
water symposium brought together experts in the field of innovation in water management from all over the 
State.  They all came to Parliament House to investigate water management and related issues.  Unfortunately, 
we were disappointed with some of the outcomes of the water symposium.  We viewed it as being quite 
citycentric, as it addressed only the issues of water supply for the metropolitan area.  It certainly failed to 
examine the issue of inland ground water. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr A.J. Dean):  Members, there is too much conversation in the Chamber.  I am 
having trouble hearing the member for Merredin. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Thank you, Mr Acting Speaker.  The water symposium certainly did not deal with the usage 
of inland ground water.  As we all know, a big resource is out there, and one would have thought that a water 
symposium that addressed the future water needs of the whole of Western Australia would have included inland 
water as part of the process.  The water symposium did not focus on any regional issues.  We were disappointed 
about that, and I certainly want to take this opportunity, during private members’ business, to put some focus 
back onto regional water issues and some of the innovative ideas that can be used to address these issues. 

We have been telling the Government all year about the importance of water and water issues, especially in the 
regions, but also in the metropolitan area.  We have been listening to people in regional Western Australia and 
also to the experts in their fields, who all have their opinions and ideas on how we should further progress this 
issue.  Earlier in the year the National Party organised a very successful liquid assets seminar to look at the 
issues of inland ground water and some of the ideas the community had for harnessing this resource.  This 
seminar was well attended and generated a lot of interest.  A report was produced and delivered to the Water 
Symposium.  We hope the Government will take note of that report in framing its plan for WA’s future water 
needs.  We have talked about inland water desalination and other options, but the Government does not seem 
keen to follow up on those options.  The only desalination that has been mooted by government is at the 
Kwinana desalination plant.  The National Party has gone on the record right from the beginning of this debate to 
say that, instead of desalinating water on the coast and pumping it to the inland regions, it would be better to 
reverse that cycle and pump the water out of the ground in the inland regions back to the coast.  We are 
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concerned to keep the Government on the front foot on this issue to make sure it carries on into the future as this 
State’s water plans are developed. 

Last week the Premier called on the federal Government to provide extra funding to assess the resources 
available in the inland regions.  I can explain to the Premier that that resource is there and it is well researched.  
The modelling and the groundwork have been done.  The Premier and the Government should come on board 
and move forward with some of the solutions that have been proposed for that inland ground water.   

There is a desperate need for the Government to be innovative in its approach to water management.  One of the 
most important aspects of this innovation is the involvement of private enterprise in this discussion.  Private 
enterprise is a stakeholder in water management, just as it is in everything else in the State.  As I have mentioned 
previously in this House, the Government has just moved to involve private enterprise more in the provision of 
electricity, and we are calling on the Government to look closely at private stakeholder involvement in the 
provision of water resources for this State.  Private enterprise can be a conduit for research; it can contribute to 
innovative projects through the involvement of industry; and it can more directly supply land, equipment and 
expertise when working closely with government to assist in developing these projects.  There is no shortage of 
private enterprises interested in investing in capital and operating costs to set up innovative water management 
projects.  Unfortunately, at the moment these companies are not getting a lot of encouragement.  I am taking it 
on myself to champion their cause and to present some of their ideas to Parliament to see whether the 
Government will come on board and support them. 

I will share a couple of examples with other members of how private enterprise can get involved in some of the 
innovative plans that have already been progressed to a certain stage, where feasibility studies have been carried 
out, plans have been put in place, and costings have been done.  I hope that next year when Parliament resumes, 
these ideas can be put back on the agenda and progressed further.  The first example I want to speak about - and 
the member for Collie will be happy about this - is Griffin Energy’s proposal for Collie water supplies.  At the 
moment the Wellington Dam in Collie is a potable water source.  It contains 880 parts per million of salt.  Much 
of the salt is carried into the Wellington Dam from the eastern tributary of the Collie River.  The Collie 
catchment recovery team has for some time been investigating sustainable solutions for land and water 
management.  A workshop recently held in Darkan, attended by the member for Wagin, examined and prioritised 
13 options for management of that catchment.  Its first priority was a fairly recent addition to the list of options, 
and it was suggested by Griffin Energy.  The option involves diverting salty water from the east Collie River, 
and possibly later from the southern tributary, into disused mine voids.  Once diverted into storage, different 
options are available for that water.  Some of this water could be used in the nearby power station, which 
currently uses potable underground water for the mine.  However, the power stations are able to use salt water 
for the same purpose, and there is no doubt that this fresh water could be put to better use.  Other uses for this 
salty water include desalination, either by the Water Corporation or by private enterprise.  We believe 
desalination of this water would be far more economical than the Government’s $200 million proposal to 
desalinate seawater at Kwinana.  It is time the Government looked to the regions for possible desalination 
projects, and the Griffin Energy proposal is one of those.  Seawater contains 33 000 parts per million of salt 
compared with the water in the Collie River which contains only 3 000 parts per million.  Obviously, it is 
cheaper and more economically viable to desalinate water with a lower salinity level.  The use of this desalinated 
water could be part of a Water Corporation project or a joint venture with private enterprise.  The Water 
Corporation and the Water and Rivers Commission have been closely involved in this project and want to 
progress it, and the National Party puts its support behind that project. 

For the benefit of members I will present a few more facts about this proposal.  About 22 gigalitres of saline 
water could be stored in the two Chicken Creek mine voids, and when the Muja mine comes to the end of its 
working life in 2011, that void, which would provide 150 gigalitres of storage, could also be used.  Western 
Australia’s water usage is 330 gigalitres a year, so the storage capacity in that Collie catchment area is pretty 
amazing.  When utilising these mine voids, the fresh underground water from the mine sites could be put to good 
use by being pumped into the river system that runs into the Wellington Dam or into the mine voids to help 
dilute the saline water.  The Wellington Dam water currently contains 880 parts per million of salt, and this 
needs to be reduced to 550 parts per million to be a potable water source.  If we can shandy fresh water pumped 
from the mines with some of that salty water, we can reduce the concentration to 550 parts per million and 
provide a potable water source.  Reducing the salt level in the Wellington Dam will make this water suitable for 
horticulture and other uses, and also give industry the opportunity to expand.  I am sure this is a government 
priority.  It is one thing to talk about expanding industry in the regions and allowing regional businesses the 
opportunity to grow and invest, but the Government must make sure that the basic industry requirements are 
available and energy and water are two of the main components.  This all ties together, which is an indication 
that there is more benefit to the Collie catchment project than just a water supply.  This project has the potential 
to offer more than 100 gigalitres of fresh water per year, which would be of great benefit to the State’s water 
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supply.  Private enterprise can, and should, be involved in our water management projects to benefit not only the 
State, but also industry in the regions.  

I will refer to other examples.  It is important to note the link between the water resource and the huge quantities 
of underground or deep groundwater in inland regions.  Approximately 1.8 million hectares of Western 
Australia’s south west agricultural region is already affected by salinity, with the potential for that to increase to 
more than six million hectares.  The rising water table is destroying town infrastructure, affecting roads, public 
buildings and bridges, causing houses to crumble with rising damp, and contaminating ground water supplies.  It 
is estimated that up to 60 towns in Western Australia will eventually experience increased flooding and decay of 
buildings, roads, bridges and other infrastructure.  Reports show that, typically, roads are the infrastructure item 
most affected by the impact of rising water tables and salinity.  I am sure all members have driven on roads 
going through saltpans and noticed that in those areas the roads are under stress and require far more 
maintenance than in the areas where they are not affected by the rising ground water.  Public and commercial 
buildings represent 20 per cent of the total cost in each town, and other infrastructure such as recreation areas 
represent 15 per cent of the cost.  The Department of Agriculture estimates that it will cost between $40 000 and 
$70 000 a town to thoroughly investigate the problem of rising ground water tables and between $50 000 and 
many hundreds of thousands of dollars to treat and nullify the effects of these rising ground water tables.  I have 
heard that the actual cost to remedy the problem for each building in a town such as Katanning or Merredin that 
is affected by a rising ground water table can be upwards of $6 000.  If we multiply that cost across a town the 
size of Katanning, we are talking about a multimillion-dollar problem from the rising ground water table.   

Keeping all this in mind, the proposal to pump underground water and use it as a resource is being ignored at the 
moment.  It is disappointing that it has not been taken up by the Government and run with to a greater degree.  
The pumping and desalination of inland ground water offers many opportunities to reduce the rising ground 
water table, as well as to reduce the damage that is occurring and to alleviate some of the issues on the coast.   

I will share with members what is happening in Merredin.  Under the rural towns program, about 15 bores were 
set up in the town to lower the water table under the town’s infrastructure, where it was at its most critical.  At 
the moment, that pumping project has been stopped.  There is no more funding for the project.  All the good 
work that has been done by and the efforts of the volunteers and agency and local shire staff who put countless 
hours into setting up this project have been put on hold.  As I have already outlined, the effects on the 
infrastructure of Merredin are plain to see.  The rising damp can be seen in many of the town’s historic 
buildings, and obviously there is a cost involved with that.   

We need to look at the multiple benefits that would be available from utilising the inland water resource.  First, 
by pumping and utilising this water, we could lower the rising water table.  Secondly, we could reduce the need 
for importing water into our regional towns, which obviously contributes to the rising water table.  Thirdly, we 
could produce extra potable water for these inland communities.  Fourthly, if regional towns could become self-
sufficient in their water usage, it would reduce the pressure on the metropolitan water source, which is currently 
being pumped from the Yarragadee aquifer to Mundaring Weir, up the C.Y. O’Connor pipeline and onto the 
ground in the Merredin town site.  How the problem has arisen is clear.  The next step is to ensure that we can 
reverse the problem.   

Currently, a private company is willing to invest in the pumping and the desalination infrastructure in Merredin.  
It is not calling for money from the Government, the shire or the community; it is quite prepared to invest its 
own capital in the project.  It wants to pump out the water from underneath Merredin, put it through a 
desalination process and extract the chemicals and minerals from the by-products of the desalination process, 
which have a value and can be sold on the open market.  It will end up with a potable water source that can be 
put back into the Water Corporation’s system, which obviously will alleviate some of the pressure on the 
infrastructure as well as provide benefits for Merredin.  For this to happen the only current impediment is a 
framework from the Water Corporation to allow this private company to supply water to the Water Corporation 
and to use the Water Corporation’s piping and billing structure.  The idea is to put a T-piece in the pipe just 
before the chlorinator station in Merredin.  Obviously the Water Corporation would take it over from there.  It 
would provide water from the inland ground water source rather than from the Yarragadee aquifer, where the 
water is coming from now.  In this motion the National Party is calling on the Government to make it easier for 
private companies to become involved in this sort of situation and for the Water Corporation to develop 
agreements with these private companies to purchase the water from them once they have developed the 
infrastructure.   

As I mentioned, there is also a sideline to this; that is, the mineral extraction.  Four chemical products can be 
extracted from salty brine, one of which is gypsum, a farming product.  Another is commercial salt, which has a 
value.  None of these products is super-high in value.  With a base product such as water, if any of the cost can 
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be remedied by using the by-products, it is a far better option than trying to dispose of the by-products in the 
environment.   

I note that the Government’s pre-election policy, “a fair go for regional WA”, states -  

Labor’s key initiatives for regional Western Australia are to: 
•  establish a $75 million Regional Investment Fund that will allow regional towns and communities 

to facilitate infrastructure projects that build on local strengths.  The focus of the Fund will be on 
capital works projects that meet an identified need for increasing a region’s competitiveness in new 
markets, and that allows for genuine public and private sector cooperation;  

This regional investment fund has been set up to fund exactly the sorts of projects I am talking about.  At the 
moment, private enterprise is saying that it is willing to put up all the money, so it is reasonable to think that the 
framework is starting to line up to allow some of these innovative projects to go ahead.  The Labor party’s pre-
election policy goes on to say -  

Labor believes that one important way in which the State Government can stimulate regional 
investments, jobs and exports is to facilitate infrastructure projects that build on local strengths.  There 
needs to be scope for new activity, and genuine public and private sector cooperation, to achieve it.   

I suggest that this is a perfect example of where government and private enterprise can work together to bring 
substantial benefits to regional Western Australia.  At the same time as it is saving the water resource of the 
metropolitan area, it is also building on local strengths.  At the moment, the rising ground water table in the 
regions is regarded as a negative and a major catastrophe in the wheatbelt.  It is all negative, negative, negative.  
If we can put in place even one of these pilot projects and turn this inland salty water negative into a positive for 
the community, perhaps that will be the catalyst for all regional communities to jump on board and turn a 
negative into a positive.   

I refer also to the Premier’s press release issued on 21 November 2002 and titled “Premier urges Commonwealth 
to help secure regional water supplies”.  I suggest that the Premier is more than keen for the federal Government 
to commit funds to research the water resources in regional Western Australia, but the Labor Government 
certainly has not done that yet.  The regional investment fund is in place and we hope that some of the funds can 
be allocated to this important issue.   
I also share with members an example that I came across on Monday.  A farmer from Hyden with a real water 
crisis on his property rang me.  This farmer has invested very heavily in a feedlot operation in Hyden.  His plan 
is to turn out about 90 head of cattle every week.  The idea is to come up with continuity of supply to market and 
a set quality.  He markets under the banner of “Hyden Prime Beef”.  He is quite well known in supermarket 
circles for what he is doing in trying to come up with a premium product.  At the moment, this farmer has about 
2 000 head of cattle on his property and he has dry dams from one end of the farm to the other.  Quite often I 
hear the comment that farmers should allow for droughts and ensure that their farms are drought proof.  I find it 
a little difficult to comprehend when the Managing Director of the Water Corporation, Dr Gill, says that the 
State could not possibly have been expected to believe that the drought would be as bad as it has been and that 
that is why our State’s water dams are at such low levels.  That is why the water crisis has been spoken about 
and has been one of the key issues of this parliamentary sitting.  The farmer in Hyden has no water.  I went to his 
farm on Monday morning.  It looks like a spaghetti bowl with pipes going in all directions to tap into his 
neighbours’ dams.  He has been doing that since August when the last of his water ran out.  At the moment he is 
pumping water from three farms away where a neighbour has an underground resource into which he has tapped.  
The farmer has spent upwards of $40 000 or $50 000 searching for water.   
People talk about assisting regional businesses through a tough time.  This is a prime example of where the 
Government needs to step in and assist a farmer.  This farmer is not asking for a handout but for access to water 
to keep his innovative regional business going.  I am working with the Water and Rivers Commission, the Water 
Corporation and the Department of Agriculture to try to come up with a solution.  As is often the case, this 
example does not fit into any of the schemes that have been announced.  At the moment the farmer is up for not 
only the $20 000 to buy seven kilometres of piping, a tank and a pump, but also the $2.80 a kilolitre for the water 
he gets from the Water Corporation and $1 500 for initial set-up costs.  In addition, the Water Corporation 
cannot guarantee that the water he requires will be in the pipeline.  He is on a hiding to nothing.  Without a good 
solid downpour, which I hope will happen soon after harvesting, his problems will continue into the new year.  I 
wanted to draw to the House’s attention an example of what businesses are currently facing when trying to 
pursue continuity of supply to the market.  The basic resource of water is simply not available to them.  It is 
costing that farmer thousands of dollars to get access to water.  That is another example of what is happening in 
the regions. 
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A really exciting project that is being spoken of at the moment is Westonia’s desalination project.  Westonia is a 
member of NEWROC, the North Eastern Wheatbelt Regional Organisation of Councils.  It has a proposal for 
solar desalination.  It is estimated that the agricultural region has 60 000 gigalitres of accessible saline water 
stored in the land, which is three times the volume of Lake Argyle.  Salt water is estimated to rise at a rate of 
1 200 gigalitres per year.  Westonia has a resource of 1.3 million cubic metres of saline water in the Edna May 
mine void.  The Westonia community is starting to look at the water in the mine void as a positive rather than a 
negative, and something that perhaps they can tap into and utilise.   
One of the ideas that members of the Westonia community are looking at is setting up small scale solar 
desalination projects, which remove the need for a power source, and using the saline water after it has been 
desalinated through a solar process to trickle irrigate areas of their farms.  Obviously they are going through a 
pretty difficult drought season at the moment.  They are looking at ways of alleviating the drought.  They believe 
that a small acreage of trickle irrigation on their farms from the saline water resource may be one way of moving 
forward after such a difficult year during the drought.  For this group of farmers it will lead to diversification and 
an extension of industry in the wheatbelt.  The water can be used for aquaculture, horticulture, fodder 
production, commercial tree crop production, water supply for mineral processing, livestock and agricultural 
spraying as well as for the community’s recreational oval.   
When I was recently in Victoria for the national action plan on water quality and salinity round table, it was quite 
confronting driving from Melbourne to Mildura.  All the regional towns had let the grass on their town ovals die.  
It reflected how tough times were.  Those towns could not afford to water their ovals any more.  Once towns 
have given up on their ovals, what else is there?  People cannot play football on an oval with dead grass.  People 
hardly want to turn up to a cricket match there.  I have told the people from the towns in my constituency that the 
last resort should be turning off the water for the town ovals.  They should do everything they possibly can to 
keep ovals green, because for many people it is the only green they see in the whole shire.  People flock to the 
ovals to enjoy their recreation and to socialise.  Having a green oval is very important.   

The member for Roe was to speak about the Esperance-goldfields desalination proposal, but because of the late 
notice we received about dealing with this motion, he had already arranged to attend a function in Esperance 
tonight.  Therefore, I get to carry the ball on the Esperance-goldfields project as well.  In June 2001 expressions 
of interest were invited from the private sector to enhance the water supply in the Esperance-goldfields region.  
The Government produced a draft water supply strategy via Welker Environmental Consultancy.  This strategy 
recommended further studies into all the options.  The community of Esperance believed that there was an 
unacceptable delay on some fairly detailed strategies that were put in place.  The strategy appeared to support the 
Eucla Basin option, which was not a subject of the original expressions of interest.  The Eucla Basin and the 
Officer Basin options ignore the water needs of the Esperance area.   

There is no doubt about the real cost of providing water to the Kalgoorlie-Boulder region via the existing 
pipeline.  These facts need to be put out into the community when we start to talk about bringing private 
enterprise into the water debate.  The real cost of supplying water via the pipeline must be taken into account.  I 
am led to believe that in Merredin the cost is about $3.50 or $4 a kilolitre.  In some of the outlying towns it is 
higher than that.  In Beacon it is $8 a kilolitre.  I am quite sure that if it is $3.50 to $4 in Merredin, by the time it 
gets to Kalgoorlie-Boulder -  

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Is that the charge or is it the cost? 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  It is the cost.  A community service obligation means that everyone pays the same price for 
their water.  However, when bringing in private enterprise we must investigate the real cost rather than the cost 
that the Water Corporation charges.  No private enterprise is interested in supplying water to Merredin at 88c a 
kilolitre because that is obviously not viable.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Are you saying that the cost of the water supply is $8 per kilolitre for some of the small 
towns? 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Yes, for those that are about 200 kilometres from the main artery.  These are only estimates 
because we cannot get them confirmed.  

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  I am glad you say that, because I will talk about that during my speech. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  If the member could back it up, that would be good. 

Mr M.P. Whitely:  That is the extent of the cross-subsidisation from the city to the bush, is it? 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  Yes.  The member for Roleystone will be happy to know that I am looking to alleviate that 
cross-subsidisation by bringing in private enterprise.  

Mr M.P. Whitely:  I am glad you recognise that.  It is a step in the right direction. 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 4 December 2002] 

 p3950b-3959a 
Mr Brendon Grylls; Acting Speaker; Mr Paul Omodei; Mr John Bowler; Dr Judy Edwards 

 [6] 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I certainly have no problem in recognising it.  Not only does the National Party recognise it, 
it wants to alleviate it.   

At the moment the quality of water for Esperance is often lower than the National Health and Medical Research 
Council’s standard for drinking water.  The coastal bore fields meet current and projected needs on current 
growth patterns only.  There is no allowance for major increases in usage.  That whole region is very excited 
about the Ravensthorpe nickel mine.  At the moment there is a projected need of 100 new houses in the 
Esperance region for the workers in that mine.  That is a far better result than the fly in, fly out operations that 
sometimes occur in the State.  Obviously the water needs in the Esperance region will increase in the future. 

United Utilities Australia Pty Ltd proposed several options to supply water to the Esperance-goldfields area, 
including tapping into the Officer Basin; pumping sea water to Kalgoorlie, some being desalinated and some 
being used for mining processes; and desalinating sea water at Esperance and distributing potable water 
throughout the region.  The community of Esperance believes that the third option of the desalination of sea 
water at Esperance is the best one.  What this will do is to provide quality water for Esperance and the northern 
agricultural areas of the Esperance Shire as well as the towns between Esperance and Kalgoorlie-Boulder.  This 
project would reduce demand on the Perth water supply by between 30 and 70 megalitres a day, depending on 
the amount fed back into the pipeline.  The United Utilities proposals include indicative costs for 70 megalitres a 
day and 130 megalitres a day.  It is a detailed proposal.  I am sure the member for Eyre has seen that proposal 
and may be able to speak more on it during his contribution to this debate.  

The National Party has made some recommendations on this Esperance-goldfields pipeline.  It proposes a 
public-private partnership with United Utilities to desalinate sea water in the Esperance region and distribute it 
into the goldfields.  This would include a base-load amount, which would reflect the real cost of the provision by 
the Water Corporation of water to the goldfields and would cover the cost of infrastructure upgrades into the 
future.  Some of the benefits of this project will be the supply of quality potable water to all the towns; the 
reduction of water drawn from Perth; the replacement of the use of hyper-saline underground water currently 
used by the mining industry; the expansion of specialised primary and secondary industry along the pipeline 
route; the drought proofing of the Esperance-mallee farming area; the removal of constant water restrictions 
from the towns on the route; and the ability to decommission the Coolgardie-Norseman pipeline.  This is a well-
researched and documented project.  Once again, we put on the record the National Party’s support for this plan.  

I thank the House for the time I have had to move this motion today.  It is clear that the Government has no 
framework in place to deal with these private companies that are willing to invest in regional water management 
projects for the benefit of the State.  It is crucial that the Government make further efforts to encourage these 
companies.  Although the Government must ensure that these proposals are for the greater interest of the State, 
there must be an easier method by which these proposals can become a reality.  We are sick of hearing that the 
Government is committed to regional Western Australia when it refuses to implement proposals that are 
economically viable and would encourage regional development as well as safeguard and make better use of the 
State’s precious water resource.   

Our present water supply and supplies for the future have been the number one issue for the State this year.  We 
cannot afford to finish the parliamentary sitting year and go home and forget about water resource and water 
innovation.  We can guarantee that early in the new year we will get a solid rainfall, the dams on the farmers’ 
properties in the regions will fill, the reliance on the pipeline will be reduced - 

Dr J.M. Edwards:  Can you guarantee that?   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  We hope so.  Let us make sure we provide solutions now so that if the next drought occurs in 
three or five or 10 years we will have solutions to the problems because we will have implemented a framework 
to allow private enterprise to become involved.  We do not want the old fire-fighting mentality of dealing with it 
when it has become a problem.  I call on the Parliament to keep the water issue at the top of the agenda for next 
year to ensure that we can provide some long-term solutions. 

MR P.D. OMODEI (Warren-Blackwood) [5.33 pm]:  The motion is relevant and I congratulate the member for 
Merredin for raising the matter, particularly as this is the last opportunity to debate it.  The motion calls on the 
Government to take immediate and decisive action to facilitate the role of private enterprise in developing 
innovative water management projects for the establishment of a sustainable water supply for regional Western 
Australia.  It is a very pertinent issue.  Over the past 30 years, since 1970, there has been a distinct reduction in 
Western Australia’s rainfall.  Last year’s rainfall was the lowest since 1914.  That has brought a drought, which 
is affecting large parts of Australia, particularly Western Australia.  It is interesting to note that in the media and 
in the national news, much of the talk is about the drought in New South Wales and Queensland and not much is 
said about the drought in Western Australia.  Grain growers in most grain areas are suffering one of the worst 
seasons for a long time.  Most of them will barely get their seed back.  It is a matter of real concern.  
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The fact that the Premier has taken the issue of water resources into the Department of the Premier and Cabinet 
is indicative of the gravity of the situation.  The Government probably did some polling and realised that water 
resources - albeit it is an issue dependent upon rainfall and something beyond the Government’s control - would 
become a political issue closer to the next election.  In reality, we live in an affluent society where one of the 
main commodities is water for human consumption and for irrigation of lawns, gardens and horticultural and 
agricultural products, including grass.  The failure of the Government to provide for water demand will be seen 
as an abrogation of its responsibility.  Many people in our society would be prepared to pay any price as long as 
they could get water on demand.  We must acknowledge that.   

It is only the beginning of the summer; however, throughout the metropolitan area, gardens and verges are 
already dry, partly due to the restrictions the Government has introduced.  The Government had no alternative 
but to do that.  The 45 gigalitres a year savings that will result from the restrictions is not much.  I predict that if 
we do not continue the restrictions or provide an alternative water supply, people will use their water and freshen 
up all their gardens and verges and it will be a very short period before constituents are forced to stop watering 
again.  That would be unacceptable.  It has concerned me for some time.  

I was Minister for Water Resources between 1993 and 1995 when the Water Authority, as it was known then, 
spent $500 million on the water supply for Western Australia.  It concerned me that its projections were finely 
tuned to demand.  The graphs in all the forums show demand, consumption and production of water climbing at 
about the same rate.  It points to the fact that if all the projections are right and the dry continues into the future, 
we must consider alternative water supplies.  We know there is a huge water supply under Perth.  Should the 
Government decide to tap into that water supply?  Would that affect surface wetlands and result in tree deaths 
etc?  Those matters cannot be ignored.  The Government has perpetrated a con on the people of Western 
Australia by conducting the water forums and the water symposium.  I always thought that our public officers, 
no matter what sphere of government they served in, were elected to provide resources for the community to 
ensure that the community’s demands were met.  It is important to consult with the community from time to 
time.  However, a huge volume of knowledge resides within government departments such as the Water 
Corporation, the Water and Rivers Commission and the Indian Ocean climate change group, all of which employ 
experienced scientists who have been around for a long time.  The Water Corporation is “flooded” with 
engineers, hydrologists and scientists who have a broad knowledge of where water is and how it can be tapped.  I 
was very disappointed that, as a member representing the south west electorate and a former minister, I could not 
go to the water symposium.  Surely, at the very least, if I had been able to attend that symposium it would have 
informed me.  I do not profess to be the repository of all wisdom.  Over a lifetime, I have dealt with water issues, 
including 11 years on an advisory committee that advised the relevant minister on water catchments in the south 
west.  I hope that by giving the impression that the water issue is a high priority for the Government because it is 
now being looked after by the Premier’s department, the Government does not come up with a fancy report 
before the next election to try to convince the people of Western Australia not to worry because the Gallop Labor 
Government will do everything it can and will resolve the water issue.  I do not think it can do that.  This motion 
calls for immediate and decisive action.  We want action to be taken now.  The electors want the Government to 
indicate by its actions what the Government intends to do to not only drought-proof Western Australia, but also 
satisfy the demand for water that the consumers expect.  If that will cost more money, the Government should 
consult with the community and let it know how much it will cost.   
Will the Government supply water from the south west?  Some 67 fresh, not saline, water surface sites in the 
south west have not been tapped.  As members know, surface water is the cheapest source of water available, 
followed by ground water, desalinated water and water that has been transported over large distances, whether it 
be from the Kimberley, the desert or the Antarctic.  A proposal has been put forward to float icebergs from the 
Antarctic for fresh water.  There are costs associated with all of those proposals.   
The issues that must be addressed quickly include the salinity crisis action plan put forward by Peter Coyne that 
addresses not only the salinity issue but also freshens water supplies by diverting saline water into a drainage 
system to be used as a hydro scheme.  That project would have multiple benefits.  That proposal has been around 
for a number of years and the Government is well aware of it, as is the Opposition.  It should be given an 
opportunity to work.  It is not unusual for a modern Government and private enterprise to enter into a 
partnership.  The member for Merredin mentioned the Collie catchment, the Griffin project and the Wellington 
Dam.  The Wellington Dam is a bit too saline.  Harvey Water, which was the old water authority that managed 
the flood-irrigation system, controlled most of that water.  That was handed over to the south west area group - it 
was known as SWAC when I was the minister.  Peter Jones, the current chairman of the Water Corporation, 
volunteered a lot of his time to start that project.  It was finally handed over to the irrigators and is now working 
very well.  It would be a great shame and it would be met with great disdain if the Government proposes to take 
that water from Harvey Water and use it for the metropolitan area.  The water is currently being used for 
irrigation.  I cannot understate that point because that would only further divide city and country residents over 
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where the water comes from.  There are 16 surface water supplies in Western Australia, most of which are 
located in the south west.  Mundaring Weir is close to the city.  Wungong has never been filled.   
The Water Corporation and the Water and Rivers Commission can embark upon a lot of strategies to transfer 
water in the middle of winter.  That might initially cost a lot, but it would be cheaper than spending $37 million 
for 15 gigalitres of ground water, which is what has been proposed.  I acknowledge that part of the solution of 
the water supply problems must involve partly ground water and partly surface water.  We must engage those 
people in the community who show some initiative.  The member for Merredin mentioned a group at Merredin 
that is prepared to conduct some desalination.  I facilitated a meeting between Hon Nick Griffiths, who is 
responsible for water, and a group that had invented a new device that would use solar lenses to desalinate water; 
in other words, it was a reverse osmosis project.  It seems that it would be worth giving that group some 
assistance.  If their invention worked, it would save much water in rural Western Australia and some of the water 
from the great southern water supply could be diverted for domestic consumption.  However, that proposal fell 
on deaf ears.  I do not know where that group is today, but it had a good innovative project that should have been 
pursued.   
Another project involves taking water from the north.  Ernie Bridge always claimed he would take water from 
the Ord River.  Propositions for taking water from the Ord River have been around since the dam was built in the 
late 1960s.  I remember the former Premier Brian Burke saying that the dam was the biggest white elephant that 
the State had ever embarked upon.  A former Liberal Government undertook that project and, therefore, it was 
not in vogue during the term of the Labor Government.  The Ord River’s irrigation and hydro scheme is a viable 
project.  The second stage going into the Keep River plain and into the Northern Territory is a joint venture 
between NT and WA; it is a project for the future.  That therefore rules out the Ord River dam or Lake Argyle as 
water supplies.   
However, there are other significant water supplies in the Kimberley.  The Fitzroy River is a major river.  When 
it floods, it is 50 kilometres wide.  It is a huge volume of water.  I was there in 1993 and 1994 when it flooded, 
and it was something to behold.  There are numerous dam sites on that river.  There is a dam site on the Leopold 
River, which is a tributary, on the Margaret River and on the Fitzroy River itself.  There are massive sites.  A lot 
of sites upriver where the peak river flows could channel the water into a turkey’s-nest dam of very large 
proportions.  Those projects should be considered.  The member for Merredin talked about involving private 
enterprise either in a partnership arrangement with the Government or a wholly private initiative.  The cost 
would be well and truly in the ballpark.  Why would we not, under the spirit of reconciliation, allow the 
Aboriginal community to dam the Fitzroy River?  The State and the Commonwealth could jointly fund the 
project.   

Mrs C.A. Martin:  What part of “no” do you not understand?  People do not want to dam it.   

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  The member for Kimberley said that the people do not want a dam.  That is their right, but I 
wonder whether the people of the Kimberley have ever been asked whether they want to own a dam in their own 
right and sell the water.  That makes good commonsense to me.  It would be in keeping with what the broad 
section of the Western Australian community would like to see.  They would like an abundant supply of water.  
Whether they would like the price of water is another matter.  Under that scheme, water would cost about five 
dollars a kilolitre and the project would cost billions of dollars.  However, in the long term, we can build a 
railway line to Mandurah at least 10 years ahead of its time for $2 billion plus that has a recurrent loss of 
$57 million a year.  That is not a problem because it is politically convenient and the major political parties are 
in favour of it.  However, we should consider the broader picture of an abundant water supply for Western 
Australia.  Earlier, I mentioned that there are 67 dam sites in the south west corner of Western Australia.  Some 
of them are located in Warren River, Donnelly River, Deep River, Carey Brook and so on.  In this day and age, 
with green activists the way they are and the way in which the current Labor Party reacts to the demands of the 
Greens (WA), can members imagine the Liberal Party calling some virgin karri forest or old-growth forests -   

Mrs C.A. Martin:  Do it down your end.   

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  I would favour damming some of those water supplies in the south west and using some of 
that water.  

Mr B.J. Grylls:  If you were to use the member for Kimberley’s analogy, the metropolitan area could not have 
your water from the south east. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  How petty do we want to be?  That begs the question: would we build a dam on the Ord 
River in this day and age?  Would the conservation movement and the Aboriginal moment, who are deadly 
opposed to damming those rivers, approve of such a proposal in this day and age?  A bit of commonsense should 
be applied.  I believe that Dr Dolittle will do little by putting the water portfolio within the Department of the 
Premier and Cabinet.  I have no confidence in the Premier whatsoever.  However, somewhere along the track 
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people will have to bend their minds to work out how we will be able to supply water for not only the domestic 
consumption in metropolitan Perth, but also the huge demand in the south west in the next 20 years to irrigate 
horticultural produce.   

In Carabooda in the member for Wanneroo’s electorate, the Leederville aquifer is 10 metres lower than it was 10 
years ago.  That is a result of abstraction by the Water Corporation and by market gardeners, and, of course, a 
lower rainfall.  We cannot ignore the fact that that aquifer is being depleted at such a rate that trees are dying in 
all the lakes in the electorates of the members for Joondalup and Wanneroo.  We need a plan to ensure that 
Western Australia’s water supply is secured.  I put it to members that some of my suggestions and those of my 
good friend the member for Merredin make pretty good sense.  They are not outlandish.  They are about 
harnessing the people who want to get out and do something, such as put a seal at the bottom of a rocky 
catchment to create a dam to catch rainwater, rather than use desalination.  We could establish a program similar 
to the farm water strategy that I oversaw as Minister for Water Resources that could give farmers the incentive to 
catch their own water.  I am sure farmers would be happy to do that.  They already do it.  It probably costs a 
farmer two or three times more to drought-proof his farm just from a domestic consumption point of view, when 
the cost of dams, windmills, pipes and tanks are taken into account, than the people in metropolitan Perth and 
regional cities pay for their water.  There is room to consult with the community on the price of water; and if the 
community is willing to pay a higher price for water, we should embark on major projects and consider damming 
the Fitzroy and piping water from the Fitzroy. 

MR J.J.M. BOWLER (Eyre) [5.52 pm]:  I am a bit confused at the comments of members of the Opposition 
from both the National Party and the Liberal Party, because it was only on 24 October, during a similar debate, 
that the member for Greenough said “I do not believe we have a water crisis”, yet today members of the 
Opposition are saying we do have a water crisis.  Of course today is a rather significant day, because in about 
five weeks it will be the one-hundredth anniversary of the day water first flowed down the Mundaring to 
Kalgoorlie pipeline and past the member for Merredin’s home town on its way to Coolgardie.  On the morning 
of 24 January 1903 the water reached Coolgardie and Sir John Forrest opened that wonderful pipeline, and at 
five o’clock in the afternoon he opened it at Kalgoorlie.  All I will say in the short time available to me is that I 
have supported moves by United Utilities, and others, to build a private pipeline.  Whether that be from 
Esperance or from underground sources in the goldfields, I do not care.  It is up to them to determine the 
cheapest and best way to do it.  All I will say is that our Government will find out what is the cheapest and best 
and will do what is necessary to get more water to the goldfields.  The Opposition has said we do not have a 
water crisis.  It should tell that to the people of the goldfields, who have had water restrictions now for the past 
10 years - a whole decade.  Perth has had water restrictions for only the past couple of years, and everyone is 
jumping up and down.   

During the term of the previous Government, Kalgoorlie came to within 24 hours of having no water.  In the 
member for Warren-Blackwood’s defence, if he was the Minister for Water Resources at the time, that was 
because a bushfire had cut some of the powerlines, and the pumping stations on the way to Kalgoorlie did not 
work for about a week.  For the Opposition to say in one breath that we do not have a water crisis, when 
Kalgoorlie and the goldfields in my electorate have been on water restrictions for 10 years -  

Mr P.D. Omodei:  You have to be fair.  The member for Greenough was talking about the amount and volume of 
water underneath Perth, which is 450 gigalitres. 

Mr J.J.M. BOWLER:  Sure, and the member has just told us how those supplies are going down.  We do have 
problems.  For 10 years the member’s Government literally stood on the hose.  Our Government is now taking a 
major and all-encompassing look at the whole problem.  As I said, nearly 100 years ago the famous goldfields 
water pipeline was opened.  That was a historic occasion, and there will be celebrations again in Kalgoorlie on 
the anniversary and it will be a great day.  Of course by this day 100 years ago C.Y. O’Connor - who is aptly 
described as the chief in the book entitled The Chief: C.Y. O’Connor - was dead; the pressure of it all was such 
that he rode his horse into the surf at Fremantle and shot himself.  I am sure C.Y. O’Connor would turn over in 
his grave if he thought that his wonderful pipeline was not totally meeting the needs of the goldfields and we 
might have to pump water from Kalgoorlie all the way back to the member for Merredin’s home town.   

The first thing we must do as a Government and that the previous Government did not do is establish the true 
cost of getting water from Mundaring Weir to Mt Charlotte.  For more than 15 years, no Government, no 
minister and no Premier has been able to determine the exact cost of doing that.  The member for Merredin 
mentioned figures as high as $8 a kilolitre.  I have heard the Water Corporation say that the cost of getting water 
to Kalgoorlie is $2, $3 or $4 a kilolitre; it changes the sum to suit the occasion and the day.  When we establish 
the true cost of getting a kilolitre of water to Mt Charlotte, we will be in a position to tell private industry that if 
it can get water to the goldfields cheaper than that, from whatever source it wants, we may have a deal.  When 
we have a deal the Government will help drought-proof Perth, because for the past 100 years Perth has been 
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drought-proofing the goldfields with this fantastic pipeline that we all learnt about at school because everyone 
talked about it, but now the goldfields will be able to reciprocate by pumping water back down the line.  I do not 
know whether members are aware of this, but if it does eventuate - and it will eventuate only if the cost is right 
and we can do it more cheaply - it will effectively mean that the metropolitan water supply will increase by eight 
per cent a year.  That will mean that in 12 years we will double Perth’s water supply.  The goldfields will come 
to the party.  People may say that for the past 100 years the people in the goldfields have been living off Perth; 
and thank God for the water that we have been getting from Perth, because without it we would not be there.   
Mr B.J. Grylls interjected. 
Mr J.J.M. BOWLER:  Of course the people in Merredin do nothing.  They just take water from both directions.  
They sit in the middle and take it from Mundaring, and now they want to take it from Kalgoorlie.  
Mr B.J. Grylls:  If what you say is correct and the Government will put up this framework, we will have a race to 
see who will be the first to come up with its own water supply.  That will be a good competition between the 
wheatbelt and the goldfields. 
Mr J.J.M. BOWLER:  Can the member for Warren-Blackwood, as a former Minister for Water Resources, tell 
me the cost of getting a kilolitre of water to Kalgoorlie?  
Mr P.D. Omodei:  I think it was about $2.  
Mr J.J.M. BOWLER:  About $2.  Could it have been $3?  What I am saying is that no-one really knew then and 
no-one really knows now, but we are finding out; and when we do we will be in a position to provide what the 
member has called for in his motion.  The member is calling for immediate and decisive action.  His party was in 
government for eight years and did nothing.  We will do something about it.  
Mr P.D. Omodei:  We spent $500 million in two years when we came to government.  In two years you have not 
spent a cent.  
Mr J.J.M. BOWLER:  And it still was not enough! 
Mr B.J. Grylls:  It is just before six o’clock.  We can all support the motion and go home happy.   
Mr J.J.M. BOWLER:  We are not going home.  We are going on until midnight.  Gee whiz!  The member should 
not think he will get out of it this easy!  The provision of water supply to my town is important.  The Opposition, 
both the National Party and the Liberal Party, has used this issue as a political football in the past four or five 
months.  The Gallop Government is the first to have done something about this issue with its water forums and 
seminar.  I support our Government in the way it has moved on this issue. 
DR J.M. EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment and Heritage) [5.59 pm]:  I thank the member 
for Merredin for the motion.  About a year ago I stood in a paddock in Kalannie, having opened a dam nearby 
through the community water scheme, and I discovered from the farmer there that there was as much good 
quality water under the ground on that site as was needed by the town for a year.  The dream is obvious, if only 
we can find an energy-efficient way of tapping into that water.  
Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.00 pm 
 


