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SOUTH YUNDERUP - CHANNEL MAINTENANCE 
Grievance 

MR M.J. COWPER (Murray) [9.52 am]:  I rise today to speak boldly on behalf of my constituents and the 
boating public of Western Australia.  My electorate has approximately 167 square kilometres of waterways, of 
which the Peel-Harvey estuary is a major part.  The northern part, which is the Peel Inlet, is a vast expanse of 
water that is one of the premier recreational areas for boating enthusiasts in Western Australia.  A person has 
only to go there on any given weekend over the summer break to see the large number of vessels in the estuary.  
Many people use the area to fish for crabs in the Mandurah and Murray district. 

However, there is a problem.  About four years ago the South Yunderup canal system was built.  To facilitate the 
canals a channel was dredged.  The channel is in the middle of the Peel waterway, and stretches approximately 
two kilometres from the mouth of the canal system into the middle of the Harvey estuary.  It was dredged to a 
depth of 1.3 metres.  The original channel was dredged about 40 years ago.  The spoil from the channel was put 
to one side and became an island.  It later became a nature sanctuary.  At that time there were no issues such acid 
sulfate soils.  It was not common in the area.  The channel that links the middle of the Harvey estuary to the 
South Yunderup canal system has deteriorated at a more serious rate.  I have some photographs here to show 
what has been happening. 

Ms J.A. Radisich:  Is that you?  What are you wearing? 

Mr M.J. COWPER:  It is me.  I am wearing my surf lifesaving club shirt. 

Ms J.A. Radisich:  Are you standing in the ocean? 

Mr M.J. COWPER:  It is not the ocean; it is the middle of the Harvey estuary.  I am standing on a dredging 
pipe.  The photograph shows that the depth was 450 millimetres.   

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan:  Are you standing in the channel? 
Mr M.J. COWPER:  I am right in the middle of the channel.  The channel has silted up over time.  A lot of the 
spoil that was used to create the island has moved to a lower level because of the flow of water in the channel.  
There is a public boat ramp at South Yunderup.  During the summer hundreds of people from around Western 
Australia use the boat ramp.  Recreational boaters in Western Australia have put out a warning that the Yunderup 
channel is in need of an urgent upgrade because of the problems I have just outlined.  I have another photograph 
here, which was taken from the back of a boat.  It shows the black mud stirred up by boat propellers in the 
middle of the channel.  It is causing considerable problems and damage to vessels.  The photograph shows 
propellers that have been fouled because of the growth of weed inside the channel.  I am not talking about 
outside the navigable waterway; I am talking about inside a designated navigable waterway.  Because of the 
shallowness of the water, the algae has built up - although I acknowledge that it is a seasonal issue.  A lot of the 
problem has been attributed to the opening of the Dawesville Cut in 1992.  It is alleged that the natural water 
flow in and out of the Peel-Harvey estuary was about 10 per cent of the tide but, with the opening of the 
Dawesville Cut, there is an increasing flow and a flushing of sediments.  That has been good to some degree, but 
the downside is that it has increased the water flow in and out of the estuary.   
This problem has been brought to the attention of the government for some time.  I have copies with me of 1 500 
signatures on petitions from residents of not only my electorate, but also from around Western Australia.  The 
petitioners are appalled at the lack of maintenance of the channel.  The Department for Planning and 
Infrastructure has a policy document that states the depth required for any navigable waterway in Western 
Australia.  The depth for most navigable waterways is one metre, with an additional 300 millimetres for a 
channel that has a sandy or soft bottom or 500 millimetres for a channel that has a rock bottom.  As such the 
channel should have a navigable depth of 1.3 metres.  At the moment it is approximately 450 millimetres.  Other 
issues, such as pipes, have also been brought to the attention of the department.  They have not been rectified. 

A risk analysis and evaluation has being undertaken by a company called Filmer and Associates.  The document 
has been tabled and made available to the government for its information.  I also have a chronology of all 
correspondence about this matter.  Local residents are getting fed up with the matter, and we are now heading 
into another busy summer.  The situation is being ignored. 
There are also opportunities to develop tourist attractions so that the situation can be turned into a plus and not a 
negative.  People are prepared to work with government to develop the channel. 
Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan:  Such as what? 
Mr M.J. COWPER:  The entrance to the channel of the South Yunderup facility. 
Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan:  Develop it as what? 
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Mr M.J. COWPER:  There are options available.  However, I want to get back to the issue of the channel.  I 
have with me a copy of the Stateline program, which has already been highlighted.  I have a copy on DVD.  All 
we need now is a book! 
Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan:  When was the Stateline program? 

Mr M.J. COWPER:  Last Friday week. 
Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan:  What was on the Stateline program? 
Mr M.J. COWPER:  It is on the POWAnet.  If the minister wants to have a look, she can have this copy. 
Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan:  You are raising the issue.  Who spoke on this?  What was it about? 
Mr M.J. COWPER:  The program highlighted the fact that there is a problem in the South Yunderup channel.  I 
understand that a report is available.  I ask the minister to table the report so that we can read it.  Not much 
appears to be happening at the moment.  I am sure that is not the case and that the minister will enlighten us 
about what the department has been doing on this matter.  I would appreciate the minister’s input on this issue 
and the tabling of the report.   
MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale - Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [10.00 am]:  I am not 
suggesting at all that an issue does not exist concerning the depth of that channel and that it should not be 
dredged.  However, in his learned dissertation, my friend the member for Murray failed to mention a key 
document in this matter; namely, an agreement of 1995 between the Minister for Transport and the Shire of 
Murray.  Quite clearly, under the learned leadership of Hon Eric Charlton, it was agreed with the Shire of 
Murray that the shire would be responsible for dredging the channel.  That was an agreement entered into after 
the Dawesville Cut was created.  
Mr M.J. Cowper interjected.  
Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  Yes; it may well be that the effects were not fully known, and I do not disagree 
with that.  But it is important to understand that the fundamental obligation to dredge that channel lies with the 
Shire of Murray through its own agreement.  That little insight seems to have totally escaped the analysis 
presented today by the member for Murray.  Debate continues on this none too easy and less than clear-cut issue.   
The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr P.B. Watson):  Order!  If other members want to have a debate, I ask that they 
please take it outside.   
Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  As with most problems that involve coastal engineering, there are no clear answers.  
A report has been commissioned by the Department for Planning and Infrastructure to determine whether the 
Dawesville Cut created these problems.  I am happy to table the draft report.  The results are inconclusive.  It is 
quite clear that the creation of the Dawesville Cut has generally lowered the water level by, I understand, about 
10 centimetres.  I suspect that was probably known at the time the agreement was entered into by the Shire of 
Murray.  I cannot stand here and say categorically that the Dawesville Cut did not contribute to the increased 
siltation, nor can the member for Murray say categorically that it did.  We must accept that some real uncertainty 
surrounds it and that there could be many other explanations.  I reiterate that after the Dawesville Cut was 
opened, the Shire of Murray entered into this agreement, as have shires up and down the state entered into 
similar agreements.  When shires enter into agreements that involve the state government spending money on 
shire roads, they are watertight agreements that the government must honour.  When the agreements require the 
shires to expend money, as soon as things get a bit tricky, they want to move away from the agreements.   
Although the member has stressed the impact of the water level on the boat ramp, the reality is that the vast bulk 
of the channel users are people who own canal lots in South Yunderup.  We are concerned that the differential 
rate imposed by the shire might not be adequate to fund this dredging activity.  I am not clear in my mind that 
the rest of the taxpayer community should pay for the dredging.  

Mr M.J. Cowper:  It is public.  Like any road, it is open to and used by the public.   

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  That is the case for part of it; nonetheless, it is the responsibility of the Shire of 
Murray.  If, as the member has suggested here today in his interesting proposal - 

Mr M.J. Cowper:  Will you revisit it?   

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  I am prepared to examine this creative idea that the member says he has.  There are 
no details on it.  Apparently it is a sort of multistorey building or something on the canal.  If I understand the 
member for Murray correctly, he is suggesting that there might be a development opportunity for the area that 
could fund the proposal.  

Mr M.J. Cowper:  Yes.  
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Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  If that is possible, the government will certainly be in the business of talking to the 
member and the shire about that proposal.  It may well be a good resolution to this issue.  I am happy to have the 
dialogue with the member for Murray and with the shire to see whether there is a way in which we can deal with 
this on a long-term basis.  In addition, as the member said, since the channel was first created, we have 
developed an awareness of the acid sulfate soil problem.  The department is considering getting a comprehensive 
response to how we manage the whole Peel estuary area given the problem of acid sulfate soils.  However, we 
are reluctant to overturn this agreement that was entered into because many of these agreements have been 
entered into with local authorities.  If we undertake this arrangement with the Shire of Murray, the City of 
Mandurah might make a similar claim.  As I say, obligations are attached to agreements that we enter into.  
However, we accept that the scientific information on this matter is uncertain.  The most productive thing that 
can occur now is for the member for Murray to give us a clearer idea of his proposal for this development.  If the 
government thinks it has some legs, it is more than happy to enter into some further dialogue to see whether we 
can solve this problem for the long term.  

Mr M.J. Cowper:  Do you have any objection to revisiting the arrangements of the agreement.  I have a 
resolution from the council that supports the fact that circumstances have changed since the agreement with the 
shire was entered into and, therefore, should be revisited.   

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  The government might consider a modest one-off contribution.  However, that 
would be the maximum.  I am more intrigued by and interested in this other proposal that the member for 
Murray suggested today, which might create a longer-term solution for the shire in discharging its 
responsibilities.   

The ACTING SPEAKER:  Does the minister intend tabling some papers?   

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  Yes.   

[See paper 2170.] 
 


