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INFILL SEWERAGE — WILKINS STREET, BELLEVUE 
Grievance 

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland) [9.32 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Water and concerns the 
subject of infill sewerage. I will give members some general context first. Members will recall that in about 2000 
an infill sewerage program was announced by the then Premier, Richard Court. The program would have seen 
infill sewerage provided within 10 years to those areas without it in the metropolitan area. It is true that in 2001 
no part of the program was abandoned but there were some deferments; however, despite that, there was a heavy 
program of infill sewerage. It was a visionary program. It was a call that needed to be made at some time 
because there is an emphasis often by major agencies such as the Water Corporation to focus expenditure on new 
areas and new developments, and existing residential areas can often get left behind and works deferred. In the 
short time I have available, I need not outline the dangers of not dealing with septic tanks, particularly in 
environmentally sensitive areas. Generally speaking, most parts of the metropolitan area, particularly those in 
environmentally sensitive areas, have already been done. In the metropolitan area and in built-up areas such as 
Midland, there should be no septic systems. Everybody should be on reticulated sewerage. 

Mr D.T. Redman: What about regional Western Australia?   

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: I fully support regional Western Australia. I will fast-forward a little and quickly refer to 
Graham Jacobs’ response. In 2009, Graham Jacobs, the Liberal Minister for Water at the time, was asked some 
questions about what was happening with the capital works for infill sewerage. He responded — 

The Water Corporation was requested to reduce its capital works program through the next four years 
by a total of $560million reflecting its contribution to the overall State Budget reduction. This was 
necessary because of current global financial circumstances … 

With respect to the infill sewerage program, he stated — 

… original targets were $800million and 100,000 connections. Currently approximately 90,000 
properties have been connected to the system, including 62,000 in Perth and the balance in … regional 
… 

Some 28 000 connections have been done in regional towns, and most of those were done during our time in 
government.  

I specifically refer to some properties in Wilkins Street, Bellevue, a neighbouring suburb to Midland. Midland 
and Guildford were the earliest towns created in this area, and these properties are very close to the Midland 
town centre. Wilkins Street is a street behind Clayton Road, which members know runs past the Midland railway 
workshops. We are talking about a street that is literally a stone’s throw away from the centre of Midland, and 
the old railway workshops there have had a massive redevelopment. These properties are about one kilometre 
from that area, so we are talking about a street very much in an established area. I will also talk about the nature 
of the soils in that area. Over the years there have been a number of issues in Bellevue, one of which was the 
Omex site, also on Clayton Road. We looked at the clay soils there and the impact of the contamination from 
Omex, and subsequently there was a significant fire. There was fallout from that fire, and again a lot of 
information about the soils in that area was analysed. 

In 2000, when the announcement was first made about the infill sewerage program, there was an expectation that 
although these properties would not be the first on the list to be connected, they would be in about 10 years. That 
is the kind of response I have previously had from various ministers responsible for the water portfolio. The 
program has now been checked and this government has cut its funding. In 2009, the minister admitted that the 
program would be deferred, which would save $85 million that year. These matters are very important. My 
constituents are using septic tanks. I have written to the minister on behalf of one particular constituent, 
Ms Newton of Wilkins Street. When I went out and spoke with her last year, a number of her neighbours also 
had a chat to me at the same time. They have been advised over the years that, “Yes, not this year but sometime 
soon it will happen.” Every year the issue appears to be fobbed off and now it seems that the government can 
give me no indication of when the properties in Wilkins Street will be connected. One little diversion appears to 
be the fact that a property across the road may be developed at some time, and perhaps the Water Corporation 
thinks it will be a cheaper option to get the developer to bring a main sewer pipe down the street, and then the 
properties can feed off that. The fact is that these tanks have to be pumped on a regular basis, which costs about 
$600 on each occasion. The tanks are in clay soil that is low lying, and it floods in winter. The City of Swan 
certainly has a different view from that of the minister’s department. The minister’s department shows that septic 
systems can cause significant amounts of nutrients and algal blooms in waterways and rivers. A small tributary 
of the Helena River runs near this location. I want to know, minister: when can the properties in Wilkins Street, 
Bellevue expect to be connected to infill sewerage?  
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MR D.T. REDMAN (Warren–Blackwood — Minister for Water) [9.39 am]: I thank the member for Midland 
for her grievance. She has written to not only me, but also previous ministers about this issue. I want to go over a 
bit of the history of the infill program, which the member touched on. In the 1990s, a previous coalition 
government put the infill sewerage program in place. From memory, it cost something like $80 million to 
$100 million a year. The goal was to get as many houses as possible that are on a septic system onto a deep 
sewerage system. It was never intended, right from the outset, to cover all circumstances in Western Australia. 
Although there are a substantial number of septic systems in Western Australia—even in the member’s 
electorate, as she highlighted—I am sure the member is well aware that in some cases the soil types in regional 
Western Australia, in particular, make it very difficult to maintain the health standards we require.  

When the Labor Party came to government in the early 2000s, there was a cut to the infill program. It chased 
money from the opposition. When it comes to the historic position of resourcing, this side of the house has a 
pretty strong history of investment in the infill sewerage program. When we came to government and worked 
through all the processes, budget challenges and so on, a decision was made in May 2010 to spend $100 million 
over four years to June 2015. Since its initiation, that program has resulted in about 92 000 connections to deep 
sewerage infill systems. Even in the last term of government, we made fairly substantial investments into the 
infill program. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: Former Minister Jacobs said that there were 90 000 in place in 2009, which means in the 
past three years you’ve done only 2 000.  

Mr D.T. REDMAN: No. I am talking about the $100 million program announced in 2010. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: Minister Jacobs said in 2009 that 90 000 properties had been connected to the system out of 
the original program.  

Mr D.T. REDMAN: The advice I have is that that $100 million program, which goes out to 2015, has connected 
92 000 lots.  

There are two issues before us. One relates to resourcing. Clearly, I would argue we sit on the high ground with 
the historical position that we have taken on resourcing the infill sewerage program. The second issue relates to 
prioritising. It is like any other position that ministers take, and the member has been a minister herself, so she 
would know. When I was housing minister, a range of very challenging issues were raised with me. Ministers are 
asked to intervene and put their mark on the priorities. We have certainly prioritised the infill sewerage program. 
We have a lot of very compelling issues with septic tanks right across Western Australia, particularly in regional 
areas, and the potential risks that they present to public health and the environment through the water supply.  

The cost of some of the smaller programs is raised from time to time; the member has raised it with me. The 
member spoke about Wilkins Street in Bellevue, which is a fairly high cost area on a per unit basis. An infill 
connection in that area would certainly cost four or five times what it might normally cost in the metropolitan 
area. I do not buy that argument as much as others might think, because I represent a part of the state where there 
are fairly significant costs associated with infill sewerage. In many cases we have to accept the costs of getting a 
connection by dealing with the challenges in not only development, but also, and probably more importantly, the 
health risks and associated risks to the environment in some of those areas. I have a number of cases in my 
electorate in which that comes to the fore. We have the two issues of resourcing and prioritising. Water Corp 
exercises a level of prioritisation in these matters.  

As to the particular circumstance the member highlighted, I am advised that there is no evidence of serious 
potential health or environmental impacts to justify Wilkins Street taking precedence over other priority projects. 
That is the advice I have taken. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: The City of Swan has provided different advice, which I forwarded to you.  

Mr D.T. REDMAN: In the letter the member wrote to me, she highlighted the differences between Water Corp 
and the issues that the City of Swan raised. The member’s commentary referred to the potential environmental 
risk of leach drains that are in clay. I accept that that presents a risk in certain areas, including in my electorate.  

I also note in the member’s letter—I will not mention the lady’s name—that the resident she cited was unable to 
carry out any alterations to her existing premises due to having a septic system. I assume she intends to carry out 
some development on her site.  

Mrs M.H. Roberts: The issue is that they are very large blocks, and it would make sense in this day and age that 
in an urban centre like Midland development would be able to be carried out. She has a particular development 
plan, and she cannot put an extension with a couple of rooms on her house.  

Mr D.T. REDMAN: I am sure the member would acknowledge the different drivers for infill development, and 
that the minute deep sewerage goes past someone’s property, there is the potential to go down to smaller lots and 
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therefore there are opportunities to subdivide. There is a financial benefit for getting deep sewerage in place, so 
development proponents, or a group of people who have a number of residences, can share in the cost of that. In 
areas such as that which the member represents, the likelihood of getting a significant benefit from that is high 
compared with the areas that I represent. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: There are pensioners and retirees in the street who do not want to do anything.  

Mr D.T. REDMAN: I absolutely understand that. If the member visited my electorate, she would see that 
similar circumstances apply, but there is not the same sort of potential as there might be in the metropolitan area 
to get significant benefit from the sale of extra lots. 

I highlight those two points. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: When will the department get there? 

Mr D.T. REDMAN: Member, I have only a couple of minutes. On the issue of resourcing, I believe that this 
side of Parliament has a good history on that. On the issue of prioritising, the member would well understand the 
challenges right across the big state of Western Australia. 

Tabling of Paper 

Mr D.T. REDMAN: Madam Deputy Speaker, I beg your indulgence. During the previous grievance, I was 
asked whether I would table a submission that the WA Department of Agriculture and Food made to the federal 
department on the issue of table grapes. I wish to table that submission.  

[See paper 368.] 
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