
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 20 September 2011] 

 p7217b-7218a 
Hon Alison Xamon 

 [1] 

SOLAR DESALINATOR — DOWERIN 

Statement 
HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [10.03 pm]: I rise tonight because I had the privilege to be 
invited to Dowerin on Sunday to be part of the opening of a solar desalinator. I want to talk a little about that 
tonight. I was joined by Hon Mia Davies, who, I might say, was looking particularly fetching in knee-high 
wellies and a beanie because she had spent the morning participating in the revegetation of a local salt lake. I 
was particularly delighted when I was asked by Adrian Price, who is the natural resource management officer in 
Dowerin, to be part of the opening. The issue of Western Australia’s water supply is very dear to my heart and 
forms a very large proportion of the work that I have been doing since coming to Parliament. I think it is 
particularly pertinent considering the challenges that climate change, a drying climate and, of course, a growing 
state population will hold for our water supplies in the future. I thought it was particularly pertinent to be 
opening a solar desalinator in Dowerin because Dowerin is already starting to experience quite sharply the 
effects of declining rainfall as a direct result of climate change. 

Hon Max Trenorden: They’re having a very good year this year. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: They have, Hon Max Trenorden, and I was very pleased to see that. Nevertheless, in 
the past 20 years we have seen a steady decline in rainfall overall of between five and 20 per cent. We have also 
seen a particular decline in rainfall of between 10 and 30 per cent, particularly during the growing season. I am 
sure that the member will agree that that is obviously of considerable concern, particularly because this decline is 
expected to continue. We have already seen that fewer major rain events are being experienced during the 
growing season. It is already down by one day. Adding to the impacts of declining rainfall, Wheatbelt towns 
such as Dowerin will also see an increase in overall temperatures and more intense heatwaves. In short, we have 
many more drier years ahead. The overall effect is one of shifting existing climate zones effectively westwards 
and southwards, which is serious. It is something that we are going to need to act on. It also means that we have 
to get serious about looking at other sustainable ways to source water in the future. This is where the solar 
desalinator that I was invited to open comes in. 

The desalinator in Dowerin is a single panel that has been purchased by the Men of the Trees at Amery Acres. It 
is a small system, with each single panel able to produce between 16 and 20 litres a day. There are several things 
that excited me about this particular technology. Firstly, the system is able to take effectively any water source 
and produce potable water. In this instance, the system was distilling brackish groundwater, which was 
ordinarily unusable, and was creating water that was able to be drunk. I note that the waste produced can also be 
distilled to the point at which the by-products themselves can be utilised commercially. Adrian referred in 
particular to the salts being able to be used for tanning hides. The system is small, obviously with the capacity to 
be added to as money and space allow. Certainly, Adrian envisaged that there was considerable space in 
Dowerin that would be able to accommodate significant numbers of panels. They are certainly able to be used as 
a quick and easy way to ensure that there is a minimum of potable water available, particularly in impoverished 
areas and disaster zones. 

How are these systems being used at the moment around the world? When countries have been subject to 
flooding, the ordinarily clean water supplies can suddenly be found to be saline or contaminated. These systems 
are able to take even contaminated water and produce potable water as a result of this technology. In terms of 
addressing Australia’s long-term water issues, I am particularly impressed by the fact that the desalinator is 
powered by a sustainable source; namely, the sun. The use of renewable technologies ensures that water is 
produced in a carbon-neutral way, which means that, unlike conventional desalinators, it is not contributing to 
the very problem that is causing the issue of decreased rainfall in the first place by pumping out excess carbon. 
That has always been the primary criticism of the types of desalinators on which Perth’s water supply has 
become so dependent. Apart from the sheer expense, the primary concern with large-scale desalinators is the 
amount of energy they require to operate and that too often the power being used is not renewable. Of course, we 
have to look at alternatives to traditional water sources in the first place because carbon-induced climate change 
means that we are simply not experiencing as much rain as we were, which means depleted dams and aquifers. It 
is a sad irony that we are adding to the very problem causing our water shortages in the first place by investing in 
technologies that further add to the carbon load and, hence, the ongoing water shortages. With a solar-powered 
desalinator, we have a small-scale glimpse into what the future could be, and the sort of hope that emerging 
technologies can bring, because there is clearly scope for such technologies to be employed on a much broader 
scale. 

It is my hope that very soon there will be significant investment by government in these sorts of technologies for 
communities throughout not only the wheatbelt, but also rural Western Australia; perhaps they could even be 
funded by royalties for regions moneys. For cities and towns close to the coast, we know that some really 
interesting new technologies are beginning to emerge that can potentially harness wave power to run on-shore 
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reverse osmosis desalination systems. The point is that we just need to be prepared to invest in these 
technologies and also ensure that our Australian inventions are not being lost to overseas investors because we 
are too short-sighted to support them. 

Examples of these sorts of sustainable technologies are an encouraging sign, and I hope it is something that other 
towns and individual farmers may start expressing an interest in. I think this is an innovative way to start 
mitigating the impacts of climate change and, again, I think we have a really positive glimpse of the future. 

I again pass on my congratulations to Adrian Price; he is an absolute champion. He is committed to sustainable 
land use planning and is a man who, for as long as I have known him, has always been prepared to put in the 
work to improve his community and to help farmers and farming communities to become more sustainable. 

Even though Sunday was a particularly windy and stormy day, and even though Hon Mia Davies and I almost 
blew away as the two of us unveiled the sizeable tarp over the cells, it was an absolute pleasure to be invited to 
be there, because this is the sort of technology that should become commonplace in the future, but I think it also 
has a place now. 
 


