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KIMBERLEY WATER RESOURCES 
Grievance 

MRS C.A. MARTIN (Kimberley) [9.49 am]:  I rise to grieve to the Minister for Water Resources. 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER:  Order, members! 

Mrs C.A. MARTIN:  This mob is very rude. 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  But honest; that’s the difference. 

Mrs C.A. MARTIN:  The member wishes!  Maybe we will discuss that during my grievance. 

I rise to raise some issues about water from the Kimberley, and of course the Yarragadee problems that we have 
here in Perth.  One of the issues which has become really clear to people in the Kimberley and which has been 
ongoing is the belief of some people that the Kimberley has the answer to all the questions in regard to water 
needs.  We have heard about the canals, the big bags, the pipelines and the dams.  However, one thing that 
people in Perth just do not get is that 50 per cent of the population in my electorate is Aboriginal, and most of 
them practise their law and culture.  That means that they have songs, and they practise their law and culture 
regularly.  I would like to table this publication called “New Legend” for the rest of the day. 

[The paper was tabled for the information of members.] 

Mrs C.A. MARTIN:  It refers to the struggle of indigenous people to protect their rights and interests in terms 
of law and culture.  Of course, part of that is their water.  That book states that there are more than 70 language 
groups in the Kimberley, all of whom practise their law and culture and all of whom are concerned about water.  
When I walked outside the other day, I saw posters that said, “There’s water in the Ord.”  We know that there is 
not.  Ord stage 2 is coming on line, and of course that water will all be used to benefit the region and the 14 000 
kids who live there by providing them with a future in terms of employment, economic development and 
participation.  The other thing that I have a real concern about is that if we do not handle the water issue 
properly, we will have another Kalgoorlie.  For 70 years, seven wood mills operated full time.  There were huge 
forests there.  We are paying for that today.  We are providing water from Mundaring to feed Kalgoorlie.  It is 
another issue, I know, but all these issues culminate in my concern that there is an interest which other people 
have in the Kimberley but which excludes the Kimberley in terms of where it should go, what its future is and 
what the future is for the children.  As I said, there are 14 000 children.  It is a very young community. 

I am concerned about the water issue.  Professor Appleyard said that it was not viable to bring water from the 
Kimberley; it did not meet the triple bottom line.  However, did anybody even look at things such as a canal or a 
pipeline going over everybody’s tenure on the way down to Perth?  That in itself would be a legal nightmare that 
would cause more humbug than anyone could possibly imagine. 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  It might save Western Australia, though. 

Mrs C.A. MARTIN:  You have your go every day, mate.  I do not agree with the member.  He has not been 
honest.  He says one thing about it costing a few billion dollars, but when we come down to the guts of it, we 
find that he does not have any economic nous whatsoever.  He misinformed the public at the wrong time.  He 
also misrepresented Tenex.  Let us get this straight.  This needs to go on the record.  The Kimberley will not 
provide the solution.  The Kimberley is not a place to which people can bring their stuffed-up technology from 
the south of the state to do something else.  It took a hundred years to muck up the land down here.  If the 
technology is taken up to the Kimberley, will it take another hundred years to do the same there?  The 
technology does not work.  We need to look at things properly. 

As far as I am concerned, as the member for Kimberley, it is my job to represent my whole community.  I want 
people to look at that book, because Aboriginal culture is alive and well.  The Aboriginal people worship water.  
They know the value of it.  Without water, everything dies.  Water is about life.  It is about life everywhere, and 
it is about opportunities everywhere.  I have been asked to put this on the record because it is important.  Every 
time the water issue arises, of course the Kimberley is seen as the answer.  It is not.  There are problems here in 
Perth.  We must deal with the problems here.  I know the government is doing that.  However, it needs to be out 
there.  People need to know that we are looking for the solution.  Yes, water might need to be taken from one 
place for a little while, but that is just in the interim.  The problem is with us now.  We have known about it for 
years.  What has been done about it?  This government looks at sustainability.  What I really want on the record 
is an assurance for my electorate from the government regarding these stupid ideas about canals, dams, big bags 
of water or getting big tankers to move water down the coast.  Water is not expendable.  Every tiny drop of water 
has a place.  We have a pearling industry in the Kimberley.  How do we get the nutrients into the sea to provide 
the marine diversity that we have? 
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I know that people hate change; I know all that.  However, if the water is to be used, it should be used for the 
future benefit of the children, and the people who have made a commitment to the Kimberley and who share in 
its heartaches.  Members should think about it.  Every time a cyclone goes through the Kimberley, people read 
about it in the paper.  However, we have to clean up the mess.  Yes, there is a lot of water lying around.  It stuffs 
up our brakes; we have to get them changed every season.  We live with all that, and we do not complain.  
However, whenever this question comes up, it is as though that water goes nowhere.  As I said, the marine 
diversity we have off the coast comes from the nutrients in the water that comes off the land.  We believe that the 
industry we have in the Kimberley is viable and worth looking after.  With Ord stage 2, that water is off limits.  
No dibs, guys; it is finished.  We will have trouble providing enough for what we are developing up there. 

As far as the Fitzroy River is concerned, we need to leave something for our children.  It is their heritage.  The 
last wild river needs to be protected in perpetuity for our kids, because I want to teach my grandchildren how to 
catch a barramundi out there; I want to do that.  If it is dammed, we will have another Ord River.  We do not 
want that.  We do not want an Ord dam; we do not want any of that.  We want one wild river to remain that we 
can actually celebrate into the future. 

MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta - Minister for Water Resources) [9.56 am]:  I thank the member for 
Kimberley and appreciate the passion with which she speaks about representing the Kimberley and the interests 
of the people of the Kimberley, particularly when it comes to water.  As the member has pointed out, a very high 
proportion of the population of the Kimberley is Aboriginal, and many of those people are very young.  
Therefore, she feels a particular responsibility to speak up for those young people who do not have the 
opportunity and perhaps do not have the education and the sophistication to be able to deal with people in Perth 
and with the authorities who have the very simplistic view that because it rains more in the Kimberley, water is 
available there, and that water can be taken away.  As the member has quite rightly pointed out, the Kimberley 
people rely on that water for their economy and the maintenance of their environment, but it also has spiritual 
significance for a very large number of people for whom the Kimberley is their home. 
Making decisions about water is quite complex.  It is very easy for people to have a simplistic view that if water 
is in an area and it is needed, that water should simply be taken.  However, we are way past that sort of simplistic 
view.  When we make decisions about water, those decisions must be based on the very best available 
information.  The information and knowledge available are sometimes inadequate, and a lot of work must be 
done to more fully understand the environment, the importance of the water to the environment and how the 
water might be used in various productive ways.  We also need to take account of the interests of the key 
stakeholders - as the member said, in this case they are the communities throughout the Kimberley that rely on 
that water and see the very special values of that water.  It is only when we have gone through all those factors 
that we can make a decision on how that water might be used, whether it is possible, and what the consequences 
will be of taking some of that water for our use.  Even in the Kimberley itself, we need to provide water for the 
towns and their residents.  In many of the smaller remote communities, we have a real problem providing quality 
water.  Those issues need to be addressed. 

As the member has quite rightly pointed out, damming a river has huge consequences for the environment and 
the people who live there, because the environment is changed totally.  Although people go up to the Kimberley 
to see what we have there with the Ord dam and the Kununurra development, and the produce and the wealth 
that are generated there, we must also count the cost of what has been forgone to produce that.  As the member 
has rightly pointed out also, many people are opposed to forgoing the wonderful environment in the Kimberley, 
particularly around the Fitzroy as a wild river, for economic gain.  The considerable environmental consequences 
of putting a dam on the Fitzroy, or a tributary of the Fitzroy, need to be weighed up against the economic gain.  
It has been suggested that, rather than put a dam on that river, we put in bore fields.  However, that will create 
huge problems.  Although the Fitzroy carries a huge amount of water, that water is seasonal.  The environment in 
that area is sustained throughout the dry season by the waterholes and the underground water.  If water is sucked 
out of the groundwater through a bore field, it will have huge consequences for the environment and species such 
as swordfish.  The Kimberley Land Council is doing a study on how to protect the swordfish in the Fitzroy 
River.  If these waterholes dry up, it may destroy the swordfish and a range of other fauna.  These matters need 
to be considered carefully.  There is no simple answer. 

It does not make sense from an environmental point of view to pipe or channel water from the Kimberley to 
Perth.  It also does not make sense from an economic point of view.  To pipe water from the Kimberley is the 
second best option economically by a country mile.  The report states that the cost of piping water from the 
Kimberley to the south west is $5.10 a kilolitre.  The equivalent cost of desalination is $1.16 a kilolitre.  To pipe 
water from the Kimberley to Perth costs four times as much as desalination.  To pipe water from the Kimberley 
also has a huge environmental impact, because it uses more energy.  It requires 5.8 kilowatt hours of energy a 
kilolitre to pipe that water.  The desalination plant in Kwinana needs only 4.5 kilowatt hours of energy a 
kilolitre.  Therefore, to pipe water from the Kimberley is not sustainable either economically or environmentally.  
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It has been suggested that the energy cost would be lower if the water was run through a channel rather than a 
pipe.  However, the environmental consequences of a channel would be absolutely horrendous.  It would be 
impossible to deal with the stream flows, the movement of the sand dunes in that area, and the movement of 
animals over 3 000 kilometres, and to protect the local ecosystems.  It would be the greatest environmental 
disaster ever inflicted upon the state.   
I believe there is a way in which we can bring water from the Kimberley and use it in the south west of the state.  
We should let the Kimberley water flow from the Fitzroy and the Ord into the Indian Ocean, and, when it goes 
into the mighty Indian Ocean, we should put it into a pipe in Perth and desalinate it.  That will be very simple 
and cost effective.  That is the only way in which we should bring water from the Kimberley to the south west of 
the state.  I give the member for Kimberley a guarantee that while this government is in office, water from the 
Kimberley will not be piped to the south west of Western Australia.  That idea is, with the current technology, 
absolutely stupid, and this government will not be pursuing it.  We have done the research.  We know the facts.  
That is recognised also by the federal government and by Minister Turnbull.  The proposition simply does not 
stack up.  It is the second best option by such a huge distance that it simply will not happen.  I know that the 
member for Kimberley will continue to speak on behalf of her constituents to knock on the head this silly idea 
that people come up with from time to time.   
 


