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MURRAY RIVER 
Grievance 

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin) [9.38 am]:  I grieve this morning to the Minister for the Environment on the 
current challenges facing the Murray River in the beautiful Peel region of Western Australia.  I will begin by 
quoting from the Murray News a page by the Shire of Murray and a paragraph headed, “Murray River Water 
Sampling”, which reads -  

Monthly routine water sampling of the Murray River has taken place at key locations over the last five 
years assessing the bacteriological quality of the water for a comparison to Australian Guidelines for 
Recreational Use of Water.  Analysis of the results highlights the unpredictable nature of the water 
quality throughout the year as graphs of the sampling show evidence of elevated bacterial levels 
throughout the year (winter and summer) and are often associated with rain weather events.  As samples 
are only taken on a monthly basis it is impossible to make informed judgments outside the sampling 
days.  However, the public should be advised of the potential hazards all year round.  Council has 
resolved to support the proposed permanent erection of ‘Health Warning Signs’, in prominent bathing 
locations along the Murray River to inform members of the public about the risks of elevated bacterial 
levels and the erection of further signage when algal blooms occur in the Murray River. 

This is obviously of great concern to all Western Australians, and it is of particular concern to the member for 
Mandurah.  I acknowledge his efforts in this matter.  The member for Murray-Wellington has also gone to great 
lengths to try to achieve some resolution of this problem.  The disastrous sewage spill into our river system at 
Caversham has been a prominent issue over the past couple of weeks.  However, I do not believe that we can 
sheet that home to the minister, because failure of the sewerage network is something we do not like to happen 
but is obviously something that does happen.  I am sure that the Water Corporation is doing everything it can to 
remediate the problem and to ensure it does not happen again.   

There is a solution to what is happening on the Murray River but it is not being pushed hard enough by either the 
Minister for Government Enterprises, who is responsible for the Water Corporation, or the Minister for the 
Environment, who has been aware of this problem for a long time.  I refer to a meeting held at Parliament House 
on 8 October 2002 at which the Friends of Rivers, Peel and the member for Murray-Wellington discussed the 
problem of the Murray River.  There were two issues: sewerage and septic systems leaching nutrients into the 
river, and run-off from surrounding agricultural areas.  I will focus today on the sewerage system because it is an 
area in which we can obtain an immediate solution to the problem.  It just needs the political will to make the 
solution a reality.   

After the meeting held on 8 October 2002, when the issue of businesses and houses not being connected to the 
deep sewerage infrastructure was discussed, the Friends of Rivers, Peel wrote to the minister on 7 March 2003.  I 
have a copy of a letter sent on behalf of the minister by the member for Cockburn.  It advised that septic tank 
leakage was an issue for the Minister for Government Enterprises.  The Minister for Government Enterprises 
wrote to the Friends of Rivers, Peel and advised that the Government was aware of the problem of septic tanks 
not being connected to the sewerage system but that the infill sewerage program was advancing.  Many 
businesses and houses in this region are not part of the infill sewerage program.  I have previously made a 
grievance about the scaling back of the infill sewerage program.  However, it is a matter we can debate another 
day.  The infrastructure is in place for houses that have septic tanks to connect to the sewerage system.  Quite 
simply, it is not happening.  There is a five-year window of opportunity for houses to connect to the system.  
Unfortunately, for some houses it will not be until 2006.  The shire is erecting permanent warning signs along 
the river advising of elevated bacteria levels but, at the same time, houses are still discharging into septic tanks.  
Many businesses have huge amounts of discharge going into their septic systems.  They have not hooked up to 
the infrastructure that is in place literally outside their back doors.  This is something on which the Government 
can act.  On Monday this week The West Australian carried an article outlining this problem once again.  It 
simply needs a little bit of action from the Minister for Government Enterprises and the Minister for the 
Environment; they need to put their heads together and encourage the community to connect to the system.  We 
may need to get to the stage of forcing people to connect to the infrastructure.  It is already there; the money has 
been spent.  It is not as if we are asking for a new roll out of infill sewerage, which is an argument for another 
day. 

In answer to a question on notice from the member for Murray-Wellington, we learnt that there are 291 
properties within 500 metres of the Murray or Serpentine Rivers that are not connected to the reticulated 
sewerage system.  They still have septic tanks in the backyards, and it is from these that the raw sewage is being 
discharged.  Those properties have access to the main system.   
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We have the opportunity for the minister to act.  There is also an opportunity for work by the members for 
Mandurah and Murray-Wellington to come to fruition and get the properties connected to the system.  As time 
goes on we may get to the stage that we can remove the permanent health warning signs from along the Murray 
and Serpentine Rivers.  There would not be one person in this Chamber or State who does not think that the area 
is a beautiful part of the State.  We certainly should not ignore the fact that the infill sewerage program is already 
there and that the properties can be connected.  It is up to the Minister for the Environment to use her influence 
in Cabinet and to work with the Minister for Government Enterprises, who is responsible for the Water 
Corporation, to ensure the properties are connected. 

DR J.M. EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment) [9.44 am]:  I thank the member for the 
grievance.  We are all concerned about the health of the Peel-Harvey system.  I welcome the contribution that 
members of the Chamber have made in their comments about what can be done in the area. 

It is important to point out that there are a number of values in this system.  I do not know whether people are 
necessarily aware that the area is a Ramsar Convention-listed wetland, which makes it internationally significant 
for its marine wildlife and bird life.  The Government knows the area needs attention, and it has received 
significant attention over the past few years.  Indeed, work was conducted between 10 and 20 years ago. 

Studies show that it is not just septic tanks that are causing the problem.  The poor water quality is due to both 
catchment-based agriculture and the rapidly expanding urban front.  They lead to high phosphorus loads, which 
is a major part of the problem in the catchment.  The Government continues to work with local government and 
local communities to address the issues.  In fact, since February 2001, the Government has allocated 
$1.96 million to the Harvey estuary and the Peel inlet.  In addition, the Government has been able to leverage 
$780 000 of external funding.  The significant externally funded projects include the ribbons of blue program, 
the Peel waterways economic development and recreation management plan and components of the coastal 
catchment initiative.  In addition, the Peel-Harvey Catchment Council is also very active.  I am delighted at the 
way in which all the different groups are working together. 

I will pick up on some of the comments made by the member for Merredin.  I am informed that in the Murray 
region the proportion of properties connected to the system is almost the same as the state average.  The Water 
Corporation estimates that approximately 80 per cent of lots in close proximity to the Murray River are 
connected.  Nevertheless, in August 2004 the Water Corporation, in conjunction with the Shire of Murray and 
the Peel-Harvey Catchment Council, developed a strategy to encourage the remaining property owners to 
connect.  I would like to think I could take some credit for this.  I had previously been in touch with the Minister 
for Government Enterprises urging that people who were not connected be encouraged to connect.  I also pay 
respect to the member for Mandurah, who has had discussions about this and what we can do to progress the 
issue.  I take on board comments from both members and I will follow up the issue again with the Water 
Corporation. 

The Shire of Murray has forwarded to me bacterial water quality results for a five-year period, 1999-2004.  They 
show elevated levels of bacteria, which appear to be linked to certain conditions.  They demonstrate that it is 
most likely due to run-off after rainfall. 

Mr B.J. Grylls interjected. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  The types of bacteria associated are from livestock, farming activities, domestic animals, 
sewerage effluent and wildlife.  It is not just the sewerage component; it is much broader. 

I will run through some of the programs in the catchment area.  The Environmental Protection Authority is 
developing a water quality improvement plan for the Peel inlet and the Harvey estuary.  Maps of the nutrient hot 
spots and key sources have been developed.  The EPA is now looking at environmental values that will guide 
decision making.  The Department of Environment is establishing a statutory decision support system, which 
will look at the impact of development with or without the application of water-sensitive design and the impact 
of fencing waterways.  There is also a project reviewing environmental protection regulations in the Peel-Harvey 
region.  As a result of that, local laws and regulations have been audited, and prescribed premises are being 
looked at.  There is a particular focus on dairies, piggeries, abattoirs and market gardens.  Regional staff are 
recommending amendments to the existing regulations and/or new regulations, which will set out load 
applications for each category of premises.  Through the Department of Agriculture, we have targeted assistance 
to intensive agricultural activities in the Peel-Harvey coastal plain catchment.  That program of research is 
developing farm nutrient budgets and looking at what we can do on farms with nutrients.  The Department of 
Environment is working on a project and, to date, 14 kilometres of fencing has been approved.  This will exclude 
stock from waterways, particularly in the region of Nambeelup Brook.  A 10-meter wide strip of revegetation 
will occur in conjunction with that.  A number of other programs through the Department of Agriculture and the 
Department of Environment and the Peel Development Commission are looking at water quality issues and what 
can be done in the catchment to ensure that both the nutrients and associated bacteria are not getting to that area.  
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The Department of Environment is finalising a condition statement for the Peel-Harvey estuarine system, which 
will provide the basis on which we will seek funding from the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water 
Quality and the National Heritage Trust.   

There is an issue with the septic tanks.  I will follow that up again with the Minister for Government Enterprises.  
Work has started, and I understand that the Water Corporation will evaluate the strategy that started again in 
earnest in August -  

Mr B.J. Grylls:  Especially those big businesses.  There is a hotel -  

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  My advice is that the hotel is being connected.   

I reassure the House that the most recent results that the Department of Environment has had with algal sampling 
on 21 October are that, to date, there have been no significant levels of nutrient nuisance or harmful algal 
species.  This is a real issue.  However, myriad projects are running and a lot of work is being done in 
government departments.  I am pleased at the way people are pulling together to tackle this issue in what is a 
fantastic part of our State.   
 


