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SWAN AND CANNING RIVERS MANAGEMENT BILL 2005 
SWAN AND CANNING RIVERS (CONSEQUENTIAL AND TRANSITIONAL PROVISIONS) BILL 

2005 
Second Reading - Cognate Debate 

Resumed from 28 March. 

MR G. SNOOK (Moore) [12.48 pm]:  I take the opportunity to congratulate the new member for Victoria Park 
and welcome him to this place.  I note with interest his rural background, which is a passion of mine given my 
upbringing in rural areas and my country representation.  I wish him well in matters of regional interest and look 
forward to him influencing the government to make sure that people in the bush are not forgotten and lost.   

It is with pleasure that I speak to the Swan and Canning Rivers Management Bill 2005.  This is a significant 
piece of legislation of high interest to me.  I would also like to acknowledge the Minister for the Environment’s 
appointment.  He will be faced with a challenging and sometimes difficult job involving decision-making 
processes.  I genuinely wish him well in his stewardship of that portfolio.  There is no doubt that every member 
in this place has a commitment and a dedication to the environment and that iconic river, the Swan River, which 
is the focal point of our capital city of Perth.  Many of us would have experienced very pleasant recreational 
activities and opportunities to enjoy its facilities as a river and a centre of attraction to this great city.  I have 
somewhat pleasant and also mixed feelings about the Crawley swimming baths where rural and city children 
attended swimming lessons.  A recollection of the late 1950s that has stuck vividly in my mind, and in the minds 
of others who were present on the day, is the raw sewage that floated past us while we endured our swimming 
lessons.  I make that point because I am not sure whether it occurred as a result of a spillage.  I understand that 
the river was used in some instances for that purpose, but I am convinced that that does not occur today.  The 
only incidence of that occurring today is when there has been an accident, and I do not want to go down that 
path.  The Swan River is possibly in as good a condition today - if not in a better condition - as it was back in 
those days because of the removal of those types of practices. 

The river is a changed environment.  Since the very early stages of the settlement of this state the natural 
environment was altered, which has transformed the way the ecology of the river functions.  We are dealing with 
a long history of change to and development of the ecology of the river.  That has been said a lot, and I do not 
want to dwell on it.  The most important core impacts upon the river that were caused by the early settlers and 
users of the river have gone.  During that time the river and its foreshore were the most convenient and easy 
depository of waste and other materials.  All of us remember the number of rubbish tips that existed along the 
shorelines of the Swan River.  The impact on the Swan River and its estuary has been considerable, but it has 
been vastly improved. 

At the outset I will emphasise my commitment to the need to maintain a high level of capacity to ensure the 
continued good environmental status of the river.  We must ensure also that the river remains to be enjoyed for 
our children and subsequent generations.  I am solidly committed to that and I emphasise that that is what I 
support.  The challenge we face is getting the balance right regarding the social and economic needs of those 
who use the river.  I refer to not only the residents of the metropolitan region, the estuarine system and the upper 
reaches to the outer edge of the metropolitan region, but also those in the catchment area whose continued 
farming activities are dependent on the state of the river.  To paint the picture clearly, I believe there are two 
major and separate issues for how we should address the future management of the river and its surroundings.  
Consideration must be given to the economic needs of the people in the huge catchment area that extends well 
into the wheatbelt and encompasses an area of about 130 000 square kilometres, which I am informed is 
approximately the size of Tasmania.  When it is considered in that context, it is obvious that the ability of the 
catchment area to impact on the river is enormous.  I point out that I stand here today on behalf of my 
constituents to reflect their concerns.  They have been farming and carrying out their economic activities within 
that area.  I stand here today to ensure that their interests are represented and to express the concerns they have 
raised.  Some of those concerns reflect very seriously on their continuing ability to practise their traditional 
agricultural activities.  It is because of the poor quality of the soil that it is absolutely essential that we allow the 
farmers to use fertilisers to maintain their economic viability.  Therein lies the problem.  In that huge catchment 
area, how do we scientifically identify and prove either to an individual or to a group within a locality that 
certain practices may result in the imposition of a river protection notice upon an individual or a group of 
individuals within a certain area?  I have some concerns about how that process will be addressed.  That issue is 
as important as the issue of maintaining control of the inputs that affect the river and the impact that the 
metropolitan area and the near collection areas have on the estuarine system, which is what we mainly focus on. 

I see two connected yet separate areas that may need to be looked at in different terms.  I acknowledge that it is 
one collection system and that an overarching set of legislation and regulations must apply to it.  Consideration 
must be given to how the same rules and regulations will apply to the different practices that apply between the 
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far reaches of the Swan’s catchment area near Dalwallinu or Westonia where the Lockhart and Mortlock Rivers 
meet.  The impact and practices of the metropolitan and rural areas will come into play. 

I put it to the house and to the minister that when we develop the regulations, we must provide maximum 
inclusiveness.  The bill states that the regime will be inclusive and that consideration will be given to all the 
stakeholders and parties that will be affected by the gamut of regulations contained in this legislation.  The 
economic position of some of the farmers in the far-flung parts of the catchment areas in the wheatbelt is 
tenuous.  It is absolutely vital that when the regulations are implemented, we do not throw out the baby with the 
bathwater.  The farmers have told me that they greatly fear that their ability to stay economically viable will be 
seriously impacted on by the prospect - I know it is only a prospect - of a reduction in the amount of fertiliser 
and other inputs they can apply to the soil.  They need to apply them to remain viable and to keep up their 
production. 

The wheatbelt has been cleared for up to 80 or 90 years.  The vast majority of it has been cleared for many 
decades.  I have had personal experience of that.  I grew up in the Dalwallinu area during the 1950s and had an 
opportunity to enjoy an iconic childhood in the bush.  I did all the things that cannot be done today, such as catch 
tadpoles in the freshwater creek and watch birds nesting.  All those good and youthful things we did in those 
days are now absolute no-noes, which I agree with.  Our farm was located at the headwaters of a tributary of the 
Moore River catchment.  Back in the 1950s, the environment and ecology was wonderful.  It functioned around 
the farm, which had been cleared since the 1920s and which showed no sign of being salt-affected.  My 
recollections of it begin at around the middle to late 1950s.  However, today, in the area where we used to go 
taddying in the puddles in the winter creek, there is a salt score 300 metres wide.  At the very top of the Moore 
River where our farm is, one of the tributaries is decimated, with a huge 300-metre strip through there.  There is 
no question that we must do something.  However, the question is: whatever we do, will it be effective, and what 
sort of scientific input can we put into that to win the battle and start to regain the lost ground?  It is a real 
challenge.   

I do not knock the objects of the legislation; the legislation is needed.  As has been stated by my colleagues on 
this side of the house, we support the thrust of the legislation, and the need to conserve, protect, enhance and 
reconstitute those parts of the river system.  However, as I said, I have first-hand experience of exactly how 
tough it was back in those days, and I know about some of the poor practices.  Nevertheless, I do not think 
people should lay blame and point fingers in an incriminating way, because people followed the normal practices 
of the day.  We have come a long way.  As kids, we used to throw the rubbish out of the car window when we 
came back from the flicks at the drive-in in Dalwallinu.  My kids would hang me now if I did that.  We 
acknowledge that, but the trick is that we must collectively and in a balanced way move forward to maintain the 
economic capacity of that major collection area in the wheatbelt, so that we do not, through our good intent in 
casting the net so as to build and improve the environment, kill off the goose.  Collectively, in the wheatbelt 
there is now a lot of economic strife.  Businesses are closing, and the drift away from the wheatbelt is impacting 
seriously on towns there.  My fear is that it will take only a few incidents to tip many farmers into a state of 
unprofitability.  Whether they be natural weather events such as droughts or well-intended legislation that 
impacts in a small economic way and reduces the capacity of farmers to stay viable, they could create a domino 
effect, whereby an economic knock-on could affect businesses and result in further declines.  None of us wants 
that.  I do not for one minute suggest that anybody on the other side or anybody in the bureaucracy or in the 
departments wishes to see that happen.   

I speak of this because it is of real concern to me.  I express that concern because in many cases I believe we 
have not got it right, not only in the handling of the environment by people who work in that area, such as I did 
through my family farming experiences, but also in the light of recent events.  As an example, I draw the 
attention of the house to the Swan coastal plain wetlands policy.  With the greatest of respect, I say that that was 
a very good example of how not to do things.  I refer to the approach by the departments and by governments.  I 
recognise and acknowledge that the genesis of the Environmental Protection Amendment Bill was prior to the 
current government and the previous Labor government; it was in the time of the Court government.  However, 
as I said, this should not be a blame game.  We must look at what we have done wrong in the application of that 
legislation, the regulations and the policies that flowed from it, and make sure that we do not replicate the 
mistakes.   

One of the greatest mistakes that came from the implementation of the environmental protection policies under 
that legislation was the alienation of the people who sit in this place and make the legislation and the taxpayer 
who foots the bill. 

[Member’s time extended.] 

Mr G. SNOOK:  We must get the best bang for our buck.  The people on the ground such as the farmers, the 
landowners and others are our best soldiers.  Through them, we will get the best economic results and achieve 
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what we are all aiming to do.  Sadly, that never occurred under the Swan coastal plain wetland policy, because it 
was poorly implemented and its definitions etc were poorly couched.  I have said in this place before that the 
definition of a wetland was too broad; it was all encompassing.  The science upon which an application was 
made - that is, the data gathering - was not ground truthed, and there was not enough effort to make it inclusive 
of the landowners.  Therefore, the barriers went up, and there has been isolation between the government 
agencies, the minister, the government of the day and those people who are best able economically to assist us in 
achieving what we want to do.  Let us not repeat that exercise.  I say that with goodwill and good intent.  There 
is no need for us to go back and do exactly the same.  Each of us must listen carefully to what went wrong 
previously and make sure that we do not replicate that in applying the regulations to this legislation.   
I want to talk a little about my recent experience with the Avon River.  We talk about the issue of fertilisers, both 
phosphate and nitrate.  However, there are other issues with the Swan River, such as salt and silting.  I have 
spoken with the minister about this issue.  I met with a group called the Toodyay Friends of the River.  They are 
a great bunch of people.  They are a mixture of people from all walks of life who have serious concerns about the 
state of the Avon River.  With my colleague the member for Carine, who was at that time the shadow Minister 
for the Environment, I have now twice travelled with that group, with full permission of the authorities, the full 
length of the river from Toodyay down to the Great Northern Highway.  It was really an eye-opening experience.  
I was also fortunate enough to travel through that area by train in July last year.  It was amazing to look at that 
river when it was in full flood in July.  One would swear that somebody had tipped many truckloads of Persil or 
some other detergent into the top end of the catchment somewhere, because foam that looked like soapsuds was 
metres high.  Once again, it looked alarming.  Maybe it was the natural tannins and other substances, but it 
certainly did not look good.   

However, what really struck me was what I saw when we went down the river.  That group is talking specifically 
about the silting of the river.  In 1957, the river retraining scheme was put in place for the section of the river 
from the private property just east of the Avon National Park and the Walyunga National Park right through to 
Beverley.  Once again, we can look back and be critical of actions.  However, principally the river was 
straightened and all the trees and rushes were cleared away.  All the timbers were burnt.  The river was widened, 
and straightened where it could be.  Not only that; it was decided to rip the bottom of the river to make sure that 
the water would flow correctly.  That is the information that that group has given to me, so I take it on good faith 
that that actually occurred.  In fact, I have seen photographs of it.  The intent was to stop all the towns from 
Beverley, Northam and York to Toodyay from being flooded.  It worked, but it has created a silting process.  On 
the group’s estimate, hundreds of thousands of tonnes, if not millions of tonnes, of silt are progressing down the 
river.  I have seen it with my own eyes.  We can talk about the good old days of catching taddies in the 
freshwater ponds and creeks in the wheatbelt.  I have seen photographs, taken prior to the river works being 
undertaken, of boats and people swimming at Long Pool, which I am told was 30 feet deep and nearly two 
kilometres long.  It was a permanent pool with beautiful red gums and tea-trees.  It was magical.  I stood with 
that group on 30 feet of sand in six inches of water.  People tell me that the sand is moving at the rate of about 
three to four kilometres a year.  A massive quantity of sand is moving down the river.  In the next decade it is 
estimated it will reach the upper reaches of the Swan River - where the Avon River becomes the Swan River - in 
the Upper Swan-Henley Brook-Belhus area.  That is an issue in itself in determining what the heck we do.  A 
trial program of removing a few thousand tonnes of sand was undertaken.  That made a little mark.  I put it to the 
minister that we really need to look at that aspect to determine what we do about the massive threat that is 
coming down the river. 
The other area of concern is salinity.  My father grew up in the Cunderdin-Meckering area.  The old indigenous 
people indicated to his father that there have always been salt lakes, even prior to the arrival of the white man.  
There were natural salt lakes that were under the control of the environment, vegetation and climate of the time.  
There is no question that the salination of the wheatbelt has been markedly increased by clearing.  We are faced 
with the situation in which the sandbar was removed 100 years ago, followed by the intrusion of salt water back 
up the river.  That began to change the river.  The wheatbelt has become saline and salt is coming down to the 
metropolitan area.  I was absolutely staggered when I started doing some research.  Some of my friends in the 
Toodyay Friends of the River referred me to some documentation.  I refer to “Stream salinity status and trends in 
south-west Western Australia”, which is published by the Department of Environment.  Under the heading 
“Overview of salinity in the south-west” the following amazing figures are cited - 

Calculations of the average annual flows (by volume) from the analysed rivers of the south-west to the 
ocean showed that only 44% of the flow was fresh, 10% marginal in quality, 21% brackish and 25% 
moderately to highly saline.  More than half of the major rivers of the south-west (the largest 30 by 
mean annual flow) were brackish to saline . . .  
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. . . in the period 1960-2002, the rivers of the south-west discharged 4700 GL of water and exported 
about 7.5 million tonnes of salt to the ocean each year.  The Avon River alone, as recorded up to the 
Walyunga gauging station, exported 1.5 million tonnes of salt each year . . .  

Between 1993 and 2002 a mean figure of 1.5 million tonnes of salt moved down.  That highlights the problem 
we have.  Figures and research will indicate the rate at which it is increasing.  I further quote - 

This was the highest salt load in a south-west river although the Avon is only the second largest river by 
volume of flow. 

As has been explained by my colleague, the Swan River is the Avon is the Mortlock is the Lockhart is the 
Yilgarn etc.  A massive amount of salt is coming down the river on a yearly basis.  On reflection, that is an 
impact that has been going on for a while.  As a casual observer, the river appears to me to be much the same as 
when I was a young child having swimming lessons in it, except for the sewage.  The point I am trying to make 
is that we must get the science right.  We must also be able to clearly demonstrate the science to the landowners 
in the broader catchment area; that is, the 130 000 square kilometres of the wheatbelt.   

People have expressed enormous concerns to me.  I again call upon this house to ensure that, as this legislation 
moves through, the authorities and departments must bring on board the people who have expressed these 
concerns.  The departments must be inclusive.  Those people want to help.  They have spent thousands upon 
thousands of their own dollars on conservation and land restoration.  A majority of people in the wheatbelt are 
practising good land management.  They are on the right track.  Let us not alienate them.  Let us not cut them 
off.  Let us not do to them what has happened in the Shire of Gingin, in my electorate, where there is bitterness, 
division and acrimony and people do not trust the departments; they do not trust the system.  Their property 
rights have been impinged upon.  Property rights are not just about a person owning a patch of land and his right 
to do what he likes on it.  That is not property rights.  Property rights are a bundle of rights that go beyond 
owning our own backyards.  They are the rights to be able to continue, as decent citizens, to earn a living.  They 
are the rights that allow people to benefit from their land.  I argue that this legislation should have provision - I 
hope it is included as a result of the member for Capel’s amendment - to recognise the rights of people to 
practise agriculture as it is under the acts that define it.  There is a strong and compelling need for us to be 
inclusive and to allow those people to continue to contribute in a proper and orderly way.   

I hope that what I have said has merit in the minister’s consideration.  I want to participate in this debate in a 
constructive way as a local member.  I thank the minister for his involvement in visiting my patch in Jurien Bay 
the other day and enjoying the hospitality.  The minister saw that there are a great number of decent people in 
that area from both sides of politics and all walks of life who want to work with him.   

Mr M. McGowan:  I have visited the area twice in recent days. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  I only know about the one visit.  Whenever the minister comes along, he should give me a 
ring. 

MR J.E. McGRATH (South Perth) [1.18 pm]:  I was in the minister’s electorate of Rockingham only a week 
or so ago.  I saw his very plush electorate office, which is very close to the old Rockingham jetty.  I spent a lot of 
time during my childhood at the jetty.  The area has improved a lot. 

Mr M. McGowan:  You should have called in for a cup of tea. 
Mr J.E. McGRATH:  It was a weekend; I did not think that the minister would be working. 

Mr M. McGowan:  I was there; I was working!  I saw you. 

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  I appreciate the members of my party who are here to support me in my speech, 
particularly the member for Murdoch who has given up his lunch break!  That is a big sacrifice. 

My contribution will be a little bit different from other speakers whose electorates include the upper reaches of 
the Swan River.  My electorate of South Perth is obviously in the lower reaches of the Swan River.  I am happy 
to say that it is one area of the river that is still in reasonably good condition compared with some parts of the 
upper reaches - not that it cannot be improved.  In fact, 75 per cent of my electorate is bordered by the Canning 
and Swan Rivers.  As such, this legislation is important to the people of South Perth.  The people of South Perth 
have had an involvement with the Swan River dating back to the early settlement of the colony.  They used the 
river for transport and recreation, as well as a source of food.  Most of us can still remember the professional 
fishermen who used to sit in their boats and who could be seen by people driving along the freeway when it was 
first constructed.  They were there until recently.  That is a sad thing, too.  Obviously the fishing stocks have 
been depleted and those people are no longer working in that area.  Boats also brought cargo up the river from 
Fremantle to South Perth.  I heard an interesting story the other day at the South Perth Historical Society that 
large animals that were brought in from overseas for the Perth Zoo were often taken up the river by barge.  One 
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of those was an elephant.  The elephant was unloaded on the Mends Street jetty.  The minister is aware of that 
jetty, because a new development will take place on that jetty - 

Mr M. McGowan:  Are you supportive of that? 

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  The elephant was unloaded on the - 

Mr M. McGowan:  Not the elephant; I am talking about the jetty. 

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  We support anything that is good for South Perth.  The elephant was unloaded on the 
jetty and walked up Mends Street to the Zoo.  Therefore, the people of South Perth have historic links with the 
wonderful Swan River. 

Before the freeway was constructed the only way a person could get from South Perth to the city by road was via 
the Causeway, but the other means of transport was the ferry, which we all know about.  A lot of South Perth 
people have used that ferry over the years to get to and from the city.  I did not grow up in the electorate of South 
Perth, but a big percentage of the people I speak to talk with fondness of the days when the Como jetty was very 
active.  Como beach was a very popular area for recreation on weekends and public holidays.  People visited 
there during school holidays.  A lot of farmers had properties in South Perth and Como, and many Western 
Australians learnt to swim at Como beach.  Sadly, the freeway now divides Como beach from the electorate of 
South Perth, but we still have a very strong interest in the state of the water and the environment in that area. 

A long-time resident of South Perth told me recently that he had been swimming, fishing and crabbing in the 
Swan River all his life and in his opinion the river around Como beach is still healthy enough.  However, 
scientists tell us that is not the case.  A lot of people who enjoyed swimming in many parts of the Swan River 
over the years would not be too happy if their children swam in it now.  That goes to prove that there is a 
problem with the river, as we are all aware.  We are very supportive of this bill because we believe something 
must be done.  The opposition may move some amendments, but the basic thrust of the bill has its support. 

The Swan River Trust has described the Swan-Canning river system as being under severe ecological stress.  I 
guess that is why we are debating this bill today.  At a briefing last week I asked a representative from the Swan 
River Trust what the trust’s greatest area of concern was with the river itself.  I have been to the East Fremantle 
section of the Swan River and that is very healthy, mainly because of the flushing it receives from the ocean as it 
is so close to Fremantle.  The representative from the department said that the greatest area of concern was in the 
upper reaches of the Swan and Canning Rivers.  In those areas the nutrients entering the rivers from 
neighbouring properties are causing a lot of concern.  I concede that that is one of the reasons the department 
must take serious action, which the opposition will support.  The government must give very serious thought to 
this matter and allocate more funds than it has in the past to tackle this problem, so that in 100 years people will 
not be able to say that we, as members of this Parliament, let down the people of Western Australia with regard 
to the health of the Swan river system.  Some years ago I can remember swimming in the Swan River at Ascot 
near the Ascot Racecourse and the river was quite clean.  There were two jetties 50 metres apart, and 
schoolchildren went there for swimming races.  In those days the river was in quite a healthy state.  I do not 
think they would swim there today. 

Earlier this week I spoke to representatives from the City of South Perth on this subject, because they have 
obviously been involved in consultations with the department about the state of the Swan and Canning Rivers.  
In the past there has been criticism that the consultation has not been as good as some of the local government 
authorities would have liked, but the City of South Perth believes that is changing.  It thinks the department is 
eager to become involved with local government, to be informative and to consult about the best processes to 
help improve the health of the Swan and Canning Rivers.  Representatives from the City of South Perth say that 
the quality and maintenance of the river infrastructure is of huge importance to them as a city, and included in 
that infrastructure are the river walls, the banks, cycleways and boat ramps, which are of prime importance to 
local government.  It is very pleasing that included in the legislation is a provision that the government will 
contribute half the funding for the repair and replacement of river walls, so that half will come from local 
government and half from the government itself through the Swan River Trust.  The City of South Perth has 
pointed out that it costs $1 000 a metre to replace a section of river wall.  Members can imagine how many 
kilometres of river wall there are in the electorate of South Perth, stretching from the northern boundary along 
Sir James Mitchell Park to the southern edge of the Canning River near Waterford.  That is a very expensive 
project and without some sort of joint arrangement local governments would not have the money to do the work.  
A shared approach to the repair and replacement of river walls is a good way to go. 

As I said before, there is a need for greater levels of cooperation.  The City of South Perth is keen to establish a 
local government reference group made up of chief executive officers and mayors from each council that has 
river frontage.  I believe there are 17 or 18 councils with frontage onto the Swan or Canning Rivers.  The first 
meeting will be held in May, and it is hoped that such a group will lobby the state government to allocate more 
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funds for management of the Swan and Canning river system.  The budget in 2005-06 for the Swan and Canning 
river system was $8.9 million.  The previous minister has come in for some criticism in this chamber as we have 
discussed this issue, but the minister’s biggest failing is that she has not been able to convince some of her 
colleagues, especially the Treasurer, to allocate more money for the Swan and Canning river system.  The 
government will have to address the fact that the Swan River Trust has been totally underfunded.  We hope the 
Treasurer will increase the budget next year to much more than the $8.9 million that the Swan River Trust 
received this year. 

Deep sewerage is another problem that the City of South Perth has spoken about.  Most of South Perth is now 
covered by deep sewerage, but a triangle in Waterford still is not.  I have written to the Water Corporation on a 
number of occasions about this, because the residences in that little triangle at Waterford - it might be only 100 
or so houses - are still using septic tanks.  That area of Waterford is close to the Canning River and leaching 
from septic tanks into the river could also lead to the contamination that we are talking about. 

The Canning River itself is very delicate.  Anyone who has visited the electorate of South Perth at the back of 
Clontarf and Waterford can see that it is a delicate part of the environment.  The council is keen to construct 
retaining walls to stop erosion.  It would like walkways and cyclepaths to be installed along the foreshore at 
Waterford, from Clontarf to the Mt Henry Bridge.  I am sure the City of South Perth will be discussing that with 
the Swan River Trust.  I will read from an article in The Australian of 26 March that is of some concern to me.  I 
certainly hope that the Swan River is not in this state.  The article reads - 

The muddy river bed of Adelaide’s Torrens River is so polluted with lead it could be mined by a 
minerals company. 

Research by Sydney University and University of South Australia scientists has found that the entire 
stretch of the river running through metropolitan Adelaide contains heavy metals, lead and zinc that are 
in excess of national benchmarks for environmental damage.  

The fertiliser ingredient phosphorus was also found at “dramatic levels” . . .  

That is just a warning that Western Australia is not the only state that has a situation like this with its rivers.  I 
am sure the Swan River is in much better health than the Torrens River, but this is a problem that is obviously 
facing governments around the world.   

River protection notices are a good idea, and I agree with the thrust of the bill - that is, that they should be 
remedial, not punitive.  Farmers and others need to be assisted and educated.  The use of less toxic fertilisers is 
very important.  I do not think that the minister would like to see farmers go out of business.  The aim should be 
that everyone works together.  If science can come up with some sort of fertiliser that is not as toxic or as 
dangerous when leaching into the river, that is something toward which we should all work.  I congratulate the 
minister for the way in which this bill has been drawn up.  There will be consultation, and the department will 
not just be slapping heavy penalties on farmers who are responsible for some sort of contamination of the river 
that may be more the result of ignorance than negligence.   

In conclusion, a few points need to be made about the legislation.  According to the relevant experts we have 
spoken to, the legislation appears to be good.  It allows more effective and integrated management of the 
complex river systems.  It provides for compensation for landholders, which is very important.  We have heard 
the member for Moore talk about that aspect.  Some of these landholders have been on their properties for many 
years, and it is not their fault alone that the Swan River is dying in some sections.  There needs to be some 
compensation if these people are to have land taken from them or if changes are to be made to the way they 
operate their businesses.  The legislation is consistent with the objectives of the Liberal Party on environmental 
management and tourism development for the river system.  I have been saying for a long time that the section of 
the river between the city and South Perth is underutilised.  People from overseas see this beautiful river, and 
there is hardly ever a boat on it.  They may see the ferry going across to Mends Street, or the Rottnest ferry, but 
there is not a lot of boating on this beautiful stretch of river so close to the city precinct.  We should look at that 
down the track, while at the same time protecting the river for the future.  We should be using the river a little bit 
more for recreation.  If the river can be cleaned up and made more healthy, there is no reason we cannot go back 
to the days when there were little swimming spots on the river, such as the old Como beach.   

Development experts believe that Minister Edwards did not do a good job of managing the river system but, as I 
said before, I do not entirely blame the minister for that.  She obviously found it very difficult to get funding for 
the environment.  I heard the speech you made yesterday, Mr Acting Speaker (Dr S.C. Thomas), in which you 
pointed out how little is being budgeted for the environment in Western Australia.  The figure was $210 million 
in Western Australia, compared with much more in other states.  The Swan River Trust describes the Canning 
River system as being under severe ecological stress.  The Water Corporation has contributed significantly to 
this problem.  There have been a number of sewage spills, especially in and around my electorate of South Perth.  
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There was a very bad one at the bottom of Coode Street, and another in the former Premier’s electorate of 
Victoria Park.  

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  You should read your Hansard on that one, because you just made a nonsensical statement.  

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  In what way was it nonsensical? 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  That was not a major contribution to the ecological problems of the river.  

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  No, but do we want to see sewage spills into the river? 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  You connected them to the ecological problems; they are not.  

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  I said that if the ageing infrastructure of the Water Corporation breaks down and causes 
sewage spills into the river, it will not help the river.  How many sewage spills have there been? 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  Of course it will not help, but you said something a little bit different, that is all.  

Mr J.E. McGRATH:  With due respect, I do not think I did.   

I finish by drawing attention to the fact that the opposition thinks that more money should be set aside for the 
environment, in particular for the Swan and Canning river system.  We need to get the best possible practices.  
People around the world are dealing with rivers like this.  The Thames River was cleaned up in a massive 
engineering project.  With modern science and technology, there is no reason, given proper resourcing, that the 
Swan River Trust cannot come up with a solution to help the river and guarantee that it remains in as healthy a 
state as is possible for a long time to come.  We do not want someone sitting in this chamber in 100 years’ time 
saying that the Parliament of 2006 could have done something about the Swan and Canning river system but did 
not.  I personally support this bill.  It is a step in the right direction, but more money needs to be put into the area.  
The Swan River Trust needs to be given a lot of government support.  We can all work together to help restore 
the health of our river system.  

MR G.A. WOODHAMS (Greenough) [1.38 pm]:  In Julius Caesar’s time, all roads led to Rome, and in 
Carpenter’s time, all rivers lead to Perth.  That may seem a facetious comment to make, but the Swan River and 
its tributary, the Canning, are considered to be the showpieces of rivers in Western Australia.  Having said that, 
one of the concerns I have with the bill is the city-centric attitude it invokes.  I know the minister is not in the 
house, but he did have the good grace to inform me that he would be out of the house for a short time.  I 
appreciate his courtesy in that respect.  This bill does not apply to all of Western Australia.  I know that it cannot 
do so in the way it is proposed, but perhaps it could be a template.  While the Swan is iconic for Perth, the 
Greenough River is iconic for Geraldton, and the King and the Kalgan rivers are iconic for Albany.  There are 
many circumstances in regional Western Australia in which the implications and intent of this bill might be 
reflected.  I know they are not reflected in this bill in pure words, but certainly the agencies of this government 
will borrow from this bill, and look at its intent and its impact upon the Swan and Canning Rivers, and say, 
“What can we interpret from this bill to deliver to our regional and local communities?” 

I know that the majority of National Party members agree with the intent of the bill, and we will not be opposing 
the bill.  However, we ask the Minister for the Environment, in framing this bill, to acknowledge the other very 
important river systems of Western Australia.  I know that previous members of this house have highlighted 
some of the issues with other river systems - perhaps those systems that contribute, in a downstream way, to the 
management of the Swan and Canning Rivers. 
Mr Acting Speaker, might I indulge you with the names of the rivers between Perth and the recently flooded 
Murchison River at Kalbarri?  I do not think that most members will recognise all of these names as rivers or 
river systems.  There is the Moore River, which has already been documented.  I am referring only to river 
systems that actually flow to the sea.  There are a significant number of other river systems in the area of 
Western Australia that I am describing.  These are the rivers that flow to the sea: the Moore, the Hill, the 
Arrowsmith, the Greenough, the Chapman, the Buller, the Bowes, the Hutt, the Woolawar, the Oakajee and the 
Murchison - quite a significant number of river systems between here and Kalbarri, one of the most rapidly 
growing parts of Western Australia. 
I do not want to occupy the house’s time for very much longer.  I believe that members on this side of the house 
have evidenced both their concerns about, and their support for, this bill; and I look forward to further 
contributions when the bill reappears before the house.  The National Party acknowledges - albeit reluctantly, 
from a rural point of view - that the Swan and Canning Rivers are the most important rivers in Western 
Australia.  The early settlers in what was then the Swan River Colony decided that this area was the most fertile 
part of the state to settle in - although the earlier settlers at Frederickstown, or Albany as it is now known, might 
disagree.  We acknowledge that there is great importance attached to the maintenance, management and 
improvement of the Swan and Canning Rivers, and this bill will go a long way towards ensuring that these 
measures are carried out.  My plea to the minister and the government is to not stop with this bill on the issue of 
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rivers in Western Australia.  This should instead be the first piece of ongoing legislation by this government - 
and, hopefully, successive governments - for appropriate river management in Western Australia. 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [1.43 pm]:  We need to consider the whole area of the Swan River; not only the 
metropolitan section of the river, but also the wider catchment area that drains into the Swan River.  Without 
being too simplistic, the water goes back to the sea; in light of which fact, the Swan River cannot be viewed in 
isolation.  We have a wider catchment area that is the size of Tasmania.  It is an area that affects my electorate, 
including areas down to Lake Grace - four hours drive from here - and areas such as Pingrup, a further hour’s 
drive.  The lake system of that area, although a long distance away, is intimately connected with the Swan River.  
We have to look at the wider area, and appreciate that there is more to the Swan River than what we see when 
we walk along the Perth foreshore.  We all have a responsibility; not only city dwellers, but people in my 
constituency also.  There are concerns about nutrients, de-oxygenation of the water, phosphates, nitrates and 
even salt - I dare to mention the word “salt”. 

I want particularly to address the issue of salinity.  Later on I will, hopefully, develop the relationship between 
the concerns of many of my constituents, and the concerns that all Western Australians should have, about the 
significant salinity problem.  It is not a problem only for the farmers in Pingrup; it is not a problem only for the 
people who were affected by the significant flooding in Lake Grace; it is a problem for every Western 
Australian.  As I said, that is all connected to the Swan River.   

As the local member, I was witness to the recent floods in Lake Grace.  Mr Acting Speaker (Dr S.C. Thomas), 
you joined the member for Warren-Blackwood, the upper house member for the Agriculture region Hon 
Anthony Fels and me on a tour of the Lake Grace area shortly after the floods.  One of the perks is that we went 
for a ride on a boat - because that was the only way we could get into the town.  The town was completely cut 
off and, yes, it was perhaps a once-in-a-lifetime, once-in-100-years rainfall event - 300 millimetres in less than 
36 hours.  This was a significant event of which people could reasonably say, “No, we could not have actually 
planned for that.”  We could put any number of contingency plans in place, but they would not obviate or 
alleviate their problem. 

It was brought home to me that the water needs to flow into the Swan River.  That is where it naturally goes.  
There are a series of interconnected lakes, even south of Lake Grace, the water of which eventually ends up in 
the Avon catchment, which runs into the Swan River.  What was very obvious was the issue of drainage.  In fact, 
if drainage had not occurred in Lake Grace, the western approaches of the town would still be isolated and cut 
off today.  As it was, flooding of the road and railway line cut the place off for over six weeks.  It was important 
to drain Lake Cemetery into Lake Grace South, which could then drain into Lake Grace North, which could then 
go into Jilakin Lake and up to Kuender and eventually into the Avon catchment.  I say this because it gives 
members a bit of an overview of how the system works.  The system does not work in isolation; it is intimately 
connected in a chain.   

I spoke about the concerns with water source components.  Some of them carry pollutants that could drain into 
the riverpark component of the Swan River from the wider catchment.  As a representative of the bush, there is 
concern about the wider catchment area.  One of the major problems with the wider catchment area, which is the 
size of Tasmania, is the scope of a water component called salt and dryland salinity.  For instance, in the next 
25 years the Pingrup region, which I have just mentioned, south of Lake Grace, will lose 45 per cent of the total 
arable land to salinity.  As the member for Moore has asked: why do we have this salinity problem?  I am not 
suggesting for a moment that there is one solution to the problem.  It is a problem not only for the farmers and 
townspeople in the areas to which I have referred, but also for Western Australians in the city and involves the 
iconic Swan River, which we can see if we take a walk not far from Parliament House.  The argument that we 
have created this salinity problem by clearing land has some validity.  That is true.  However, it is also true to 
reflect that, historically, government legislation, probably agreed to by both sides of the Parliament, was created 
for clearing.  In fact, my father started farming in Esperance in 1957.  At that time, there was a requirement to 
clear land at a certain rate and, if he did not clear the land, he was breaching the legislation under which he was 
issued that land.  Okay, in retrospect, that legislation was probably a mistake.  However, we cannot go back in 
time.  That has occurred.  We also must recognise that the farming land that has been cleared contributes 
significantly in primary produce to the gross state product of this great state.  It is not just a farmer problem; it is 
a Western Australian problem.   
The salinity problem in the catchment of the Swan River cannot be ignored, and neither should it.  As I have said 
previously, there is no one solution to the problem.  The solution is multifaceted, and involves planting trees and 
salt-resistant plants and high-bed planting - all the things that have been partially effective and have been 
indulged in over the past few years as we have realised that we must deal with this problem.   

The more contentious issue for some members in this house is drainage.  In the few minutes I have left before 
question time, I put it to members that we need to look very seriously at some of the drainage issues in that 
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catchment area, and not only the issues that were brought into stark realisation after the Lake Grace flooding, but 
also the issues of coping and dealing with the salt.  Yes, that salt was created by massive clearing, which was 
legislated for by both sides of Parliament in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  That was well before my time, but it 
was a contributor to the salinity problem.  That salt has come from the sea and needs to be returned to the sea.  
We cannot get away from that.  The salt needs to be returned to the sea.  How will we return it to the sea?  A 
number of farmers in the Kulin area and beyond in my electorate have been forced to try to overcome the salinity 
problem by digging their own drains.  That creates a problem, because if it is not done in a graduated way and 
with a view of the whole picture, salt will simply be drained from one farm into a neighbour’s farm.  We need to 
do something very similar with the Swan River and the larger catchment area.  We need to consider a 
responsible, graduated, monitored, scientific way of returning to the sea the salt from that catchment area, which 
is affecting the land and causing Western Australia to lose arable land.   

I assure the house that that process needs to be done, because salt is intimately involved with the other issues.  
Salt is intimately involved with the nutrients phosphate and nitrate.  Vegetation on the banks of the tributaries 
and catchment areas is dying.  That land is becoming non-arable; it is becoming like a desert.  When vegetation 
is lost, that is the time when there is the effluxion of these natural water components into the catchment area and, 
ultimately, the Swan River.  I put it to members that dealing with the salinity problem will deal with a lot of the 
other water component issues that are a threat to the Swan River and the riverpark as we know it in the city.  It is 
so important that we consider the whole catchment.  We must consider what is being put into the catchment, 
because not everything is artificial or added.  Some elements that drain into the catchment area, and ultimately 
into the Swan River, are not added to by anybody and are not put there artificially.  I am referring to natural 
effluxion elements that drain into the Swan River from the soil.  Mr Speaker, I seek an extension of time.   

The SPEAKER:  That is opportune timing, because it is now two o’clock.  An extension of time is granted.  
However, given the time, we will break from the debate and move to questions without notice.   

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders.   

[Continued on page 873.] 
 


