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SWAN AND CANNING RIVERS MANAGEMENT AMENDMENT BILL 2014 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 13 August 2014. 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral) [3.30 pm]: I rise to make some comments on behalf of the 
opposition this afternoon. At the outset, I indicate that the opposition does not support the Swan and Canning 
Rivers Management Amendment Bill 2014. The state government went to the last election with a commitment to 
strengthen the management of Western Australia’s environment and riverparks, but since then we have seen an 
absolute attack on the system in Western Australia. The first that anybody outside of government heard about 
this disastrous plan to axe the Swan River Trust was on 26 September 2013, when the Minister for Environment, 
Albert Jacob, announced that he would amalgamate the Swan River Trust and the Department of Parks and 
Wildlife in this state. When the environment movement and the environmental non-government organisations 
that operate in this state heard the news on that day, they obviously reacted with dismay. They believe, as do we 
on this side, that the decision to abolish the Swan River Trust will not help to strengthen the management of 
marine parks or rivers in this state; in fact, it will do the opposite. 

We know from the minister’s second reading speech that this bill will transfer the following powers from the 
executive director of the Swan River Trust to the CEO of the Department of Parks and Wildlife: management of 
the river reserve and the Swan Canning Riverpark shoreline, including responsibility for leases and licences; 
responsibility for protecting and enhancing the ecological and community benefit and amenity of the riverpark 
and works or facilities for that purpose; monitoring the state of the development control area and development 
within and adjoining it; the current power of the Swan River Trust to provide assistance to planning authorities 
on various matters; development approvals within the development control area; the ability to provide advice to 
the Western Australian Planning Commission on policies and planning schemes; the power to issue permits and 
licences; the power to issue river protection notices; and financial and audit accountabilities and reporting. This 
bill will essentially gut the Swan River Trust; it will take away any real meaty role the trust has. 

I have heard some conjecture that this bill came about because the Swan River Trust provided advice to the state 
government that it did not want to hear. It is my understanding that the Swan River Trust gave advice to the state 
government about the dredging for the Elizabeth Quay area and that that advice suggested that the dredging of 
Elizabeth Quay would pose problems for the water quality in the area and that there could be problems flushing 
the basin. That was very important advice, and it is exactly advice such as that we should expect from an agency 
such as the Swan River Trust. Given that that advice did not match the one-eyed goal of the Premier and this 
government of building Elizabeth Quay, the Swan River Trust will be gutted; its powers will be taken away. 

Madam Deputy President, I know that in answers to questions you have asked in this place over the past week 
about the future location of the Department of Parks and Wildlife, the Minister for Mental Health on behalf of 
the Minister for Environment told us that at some stage the director general of the Department of Parks and 
Wildlife will be based in Bunbury. The answer states that at this stage, the director general will have two 
homes—one in Kensington and one in the south west. If and when the director general of the department is 
based in Bunbury, we will see a public servant based in and living in Bunbury making decisions about the 
Swan River Trust, whereas at the moment the Swan River Trust is on the banks of the Swan River and lives and 
breathes the Swan River. It has been doing a tremendous job for the Swan River, yet that will dissipate. That 
public servant in Bunbury will make decisions on behalf of the government about a river that they will not be 
near and will forget about. That is obviously what we do not want in this state. We do not want anyone to forget 
about the Swan River. 

In August 2014, the Auditor General released a report titled “Our Heritage and Our Future: Health of the 
Swan Canning River System”. Nobody either in or outside this place could tell us that the Swan and Canning 
Rivers are in good environmental health, because they are not. Although we have seen some small improvements 
over the past year, the river is not in the best of health. It is a very good report by the Auditor General. He has 
come up with a series of recommendations, and I will quote those recommendations because I think they are 
very important to note in Hansard. The recommendations state — 

The Swan River Trust should: 

• regularly inform Parliament and the community on the overall health of the river using 
a comprehensive, and easily understood report 

• take necessary action to have the River Protection Strategy adopted 

• prioritise key threats to the river’s health and the most effective actions to address these 
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• ensure the indicators and monitoring used are sufficient to report to government on the status of the 
river, to better understand the changes that occur, and to provide effective management of the river 
system 

• work with agencies and Local Government Authorities to clarify responsibility for managing and 
maintaining water quality in drains, rivers and tributaries throughout the Perth metropolitan area 
and the Swan Canning river system and identify the additional resources required to enable this to 
occur 

• work with government, agencies, businesses and the community to effectively reduce contaminants 
in groundwater and stormwater from entering drains and the river system 

• review the Fertiliser Action Plan and Fertiliser Partnership to ensure the most effective 
combination of strategies from both are implemented to prevent nutrients entering the river system 

• work with planning entities, developers and other organisations associated with major 
developments and land use changes to ensure that its advice on how to minimise nutrient discharge 
into the drainage and river systems is provided when it is most needed 

• work with the Department of Planning to improve role clarity in the administration of planning 
controls outside the Development Control Area 

• improve dialogue with the Department of Planning on the requirements and appropriate 
interpretation of management guidelines to reduce the release of nutrient and other contaminants 
into the river system by new developments 

• continue the high level of community involvement in protecting and enhancing the river system 
and in educating the public in ways they can assist. 

Madam Acting President, you would have noted that in not one of those recommendations did the 
Auditor General recommend that powers should be taken away from the Swan River Trust. In not one of those 
recommendations did the Auditor General suggest that the Swan River Trust should be gutted. On the contrary, 
the Auditor General said that we should be providing more assistance and more power to the Swan River Trust 
to enable it to undertake its job and to protect the Swan and Canning Rivers in this state. What response have we 
seen from the government on this report? We have seen very little, I have to say. Instead, we have seen it attack 
the Swan River Trust and put the Swan and Canning Rivers at further risk. Nobody in this place can tell me that 
this decision is about protecting the Swan and Canning Rivers, because there is no evidence to suggest that. 

I mentioned briefly the Liberal Party’s policy at the last election. It went to that election with a policy that it said 
was a commitment to strengthen the management of Western Australia’s environment river parks. Nowhere in 
that commitment did it flag changes to the trust. At no time before the election did it suggest that this was going 
to happen. In fact, the Liberal Party promised that the new parks and wildlife agency would work with the 
Swan River Trust. What does it say about this? Is the new agency working with the Swan River Trust? No, it is 
not; it is actually taking over the Swan River Trust. 

Members would have also noted that the last recommendation of the Auditor General’s report related to 
continuing the high level of community involvement to protect and enhance the river system and educating the 
public in ways in which it can assist. However, my view is that by taking those powers away from the 
Swan River Trust and making it an advisory body—that is all it is; it is a toothless tiger—we are taking away the 
strong powers that it has had since 2006, since the then environment minister Judy Edwards updated the act 
under which the Swan River Trust operates. That is the difference between members on this side and members 
on the far side. We recognise how iconic the Swan and Canning Rivers system is. We recognise the importance 
of that to this state and city and we recognise that we need to protect that system. We provided extra powers to 
the Swan River Trust. We gave it the powers to enable it to do its job. What we have seen from the far side is to 
attack, attack and attack. We have seen it attack an organisation that at one stage gave advice it did not like, and 
so it has taken those powers away. That is a major concern for members on this side of the house. 

The Swan River Trust is held in high regard universally. Every organisation that we have talked to in the state—
certainly environmental organisations—has recognised the valuable work that the Swan River Trust undertakes 
and has undertaken. That is not to say that there are no issues facing the Swan River. I have said that 
a substantial effort is needed to restore the health of the Swan River, and they have been working on that. 
Another policy, or initiative, that members on this side had in place when they were in government last was 
a fertiliser action plan. We were working with the agriculture industry to try to phase out the use of certain 
fertilisers in this state. Again, this government has taken its eye off the issue. It has not tackled the issue 
whatsoever and we are still seeing stuff from farmland leaking into our river that should not be. We should all be 
working together to tackle that issue; that should be a priority of the government. The river’s health should be 
a priority of the government. Taking powers away from the Swan River Trust is not going to do that or fix that. 
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The opposition does not support the Swan and Canning Rivers Management Amendment Bill 2014. The bill is 
an attack on the Swan River Trust and puts the health of the river in jeopardy. With those comments, I indicate 
that the opposition will not support the bill. 

HON LYNN MacLAREN (South Metropolitan) [3.46 pm]: I rise to advise the house that I believe that the 
Greens supports the Swan and Canning Rivers Management Amendment Bill 2014. However, much in the same 
way as Hon Stephen Dawson has just outlined, the Greens struggle to see how the bill deals with the main 
problem of river health. The bill seeks to amalgamate the roles and functions of the Swan River Trust with the 
Department of Parks and Wildlife. Decision-making responsibility and operational management will be 
transferred to the chief executive officer of DPAW and the Swan River Trust will remain an advisory body to the 
Minister for Environment. It is not clear to the Greens that this moving of the deckchairs on the Titanic, if you 
will, and the oversight of the trust work will meet the need that has not been met in the past 10 years. What we 
need is a comprehensive approach and a whole-of-government approach. I have not yet heard that the 
government is willing to address clearing on the Swan coastal plain, for example, or address urban expansion. 
Many citizens have spoken up about the health of the Swan River over the past 10 years, and amongst that there 
is a lot of cynicism about the state government’s approach to the Swan River and the trust. Recently, a petition 
was tabled in the other place that read, in part — 

The decision to axe the Swan River Trust will place huge stress on the deteriorating Swan River that 
has been crippled by algal blooms, low oxygen levels, fish and dolphin deaths. 

The petitioners ask further that — 
… the Trust must be reinstated as catchment manager, recognising the complexity of this responsibility. 
Furthermore, the staff, with their unique catchment management skills, must not be lost in a parks 
management agency. 

That is what the people have called for. 
If one looks at the government’s commitment, I question how the government will ensure that the current staff 
on board the Swan River Trust are not lost when they are transferred to DPAW and that their skills are focused 
on, and continue to develop, the problem of river and catchment management. Does this bill set up a framework 
to aid comprehensive management of the rivers and their catchment? What has not been effective has been the 
defunding of community environment groups in the previous state budget, a program that many times multiplied 
the public funds that went into it to empower volunteers to improve and maintain our natural environment 
resources. I have been quoted several times in this place as bringing attention to the government’s shame of 
withdrawing that funding to community groups. It particularly affects the South Metropolitan Region, which has 
many volunteers, over many local government authorities, who are passionate about taking care of the foreshore 
and the river area. 
I want to briefly comment on the fertiliser action plan. In 2013 the then environment minister was reported as 
saying that the Liberal Party had no plans to ban water-soluble fertilisers that enter the Swan and Canning Rivers 
despite their role in causing algal blooms. I therefore now ask the government: how much has it invested in 
reducing the inflow of nutrients? We have to stop this blooming toxic algae and the flows from nitrogen and 
phosphorous. We know that most of these are from water soluble fertilisers used in the catchment in agriculture. 
I understand that we may not be able to look at a ban, certainly not under this government, but what is the 
government doing? How is it moving forward? It appears from this Swan and Canning Rivers Management 
Amendment Bill before us today that the government is simply moving the deckchairs. The honourable member 
who spoke before me talked about previous governments’ action in relation to the Swan River. It developed 
a fertiliser action plan for a phase-out of water-soluble nutrients. The fertiliser partnership of 2012–16 
supersedes the fertiliser action plan of 2007. The Department of Agriculture and Food, the minister for which sits 
in this chamber, recognises that improvement is needed. The department’s focus is on “reducing nutrient loss 
from the rural and urban areas”. Is there any way to reduce fertiliser inputs rather than just nutrient movement 
into the river? The Swan–Canning water quality improvement plan was released in December 2009. How has the 
government progressed on that plan? This might be an opportunity to update this chamber to show that, indeed, 
maybe it is not just moving the deckchairs, but that some action is occurring. 
There is a motion on the notice paper under which these issues will be discussed at length. I look forward to 
hearing other members talk to that motion and going into further detail about the health of our rivers. To 
conclude my remarks today in the second reading debate of this bill I want to summarise the points the Greens 
have identified for immediate action to save our Swan River. Rather than moving the deckchairs, we would first 
request that the Economic Regulation Authority analyse a range of sustainable funding options for improved 
catchment and drainage management. Second, we would develop an independent management body with 
catchment-wide responsibility and authority by either expanding the range of the current Swan River Trust or by 
instituting a new body. Third, we would conduct drain-status assessment over the whole urban drainage network 
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and collate this material centrally. Fourth, we would develop an order of priority for metropolitan drainage 
works. Fifth, we would provide the Department of Water with the resources to undertake catchment-wide 
strategic planning functions. Sixth, we would continue to expand catchment-specific research necessary to the 
effective implementation of best practice drainage management in Perth. Seventh, we would develop water 
quality management provisions based on local water quality improvement plans to be added to the licence 
conditions of drainage licensees so that that information becomes available. 

In much the same way the member before me started his remarks on the second reading speech, I would like to 
conclude mine by quoting from the Conservation Council of Western Australia, which is one of the many 
stakeholders we consulted in addressing the bill before us. Briefly, it says that, overall, it is concerned that the 
amalgamation of the Swan River Trust into the department will reduce the ability of the Swan River Trust to 
deliver reports on the health of the river as an independent statutory agency. The council asks: will the public 
reporting on the health of the river continue under this new model? The Conservation Council was not aware at 
the time this plan was mooted whether the Department of Parks and Wildlife or the Department of 
Environmental Protection would be housing the Swan River Trust. Given that the Swan River Trust has had both 
hands-on management functions as well as regulatory roles, how could either of these agencies be a good fit for 
the Swan River Trust? Overall, is this simply moving around the deckchairs—I attribute my quotes to the 
Conservation Council, which first mooted that point—without addressing the real problem, which is fertiliser 
pollution of the catchment and the river system. The Swan River Trust never had the power to tackle that, 
anyhow, because its power was constrained to the river rather than the catchment. I think I made clear that the 
catchment is where we need to see more action rather than changing where people sit. When this was originally 
mooted, the Conservation Council expressed concern over the abolition of the Swan River Trust. In a media 
statement the council said —  

the move is designed to reduce public scrutiny and limit public information about the ill-health of the 
river system. 

“One of the most important roles that the Trust performs is to provide independent monitoring and 
information on the State of the River. 

It said, finally — 

“What the river needs is a strengthened regulator with the powers to tackle the pollution problems …  

Although we support the bill before us, it is really difficult for us to see the benefits of it to the Swan River. 
I challenge the government in this move to deliver on what the Auditor General has called for, which is 
improvements of our river health. 

HON HELEN MORTON (East Metropolitan — Minister for Mental Health) [3.55 pm] — in reply: I thank 
members for their comments. For whatever reason, I imagined many more people would want to speak on the 
Swan and Canning River Amendment Bill. As part of the 2013 election, the government committed to creating 
a dedicated agency to help manage and enhance Western Australia’s national parks and conservation estates. The 
agency, the Department of Parks and Wildlife, was created on 1 July 2013. The amalgamation of the riverpark 
management into the Department of Parks and Wildlife creates one agency responsible for managing national 
parks, reserves, state forests and conservation and marine parks. Amalgamating the staff and functions of the 
Swan River Trust with Parks and Wildlife will improve resources for the management and protection of the 
Swan Canning Riverpark as well as increase efficiency and reduce duplication. The new joint workforce will 
bring together scientists, conservation and ecosystem management experts and planners as well as project 
managers with expertise in delivering significant capital works. As I think Hon Stephen Dawson mentioned, the 
Swan River Trust Board is not being abolished. The Swan River Trust Board will continue to operate as an 
independent advisory body to the Minister for Environment and provide high-level advice on the Swan Canning 
Riverpark. Parks and Wildlife is already the employing authority for Swan River Trust staff and provides a range 
of corporate services to the trust. The amalgamation will further streamline existing arrangements and will see 
more than 50 Swan River Trust staff join about 1 600 departmental staff. It will also bring together the two 
agency’s active volunteer networks. The Swan River Trust comprises more than 50 staff, including planners, 
environmental scientists, educators and technical staff. Parks and Wildlife also employs staff in these fields and 
manages a number of reserves along the Swan and Canning Rivers, such as the Swan Estuary Marine Park, 
Pelican Point Nature Reserve, Matilda Bay Reserve, Canning River Regional Park and Walyunga and 
Avon Valley National Parks. The amalgamation of the Swan River Trust into the Department of Parks and 
Wildlife will reduce duplication, increase efficiency and bring additional expertise and resources to river 
conservation efforts. The proposal relies on existing staff and existing budgets and therefore is cost neutral. 
Parks and Wildlife and the Swan River Trust have been working on transitional arrangements. In 2014–15 the 
Swan River Trust is being funded to the tune of $18.07 million. The amalgamation of the Swan River Trust staff 
into the Department of Parks and Wildlife does not jeopardise funding arrangements for river or foreshore 
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programs and projects. Future funding arrangements will continue to be considered on a case-by-case basis 
against any competitive funding opportunities that may become available through the Swan River Trust 
programs. Management and protection of our Swan and Canning River system is a complex and ongoing task. 
The state government remains firmly committed to ensuring that a wide range of programs is being delivered to 
restore and protect the health of our rivers. 

I would like to put on the record in the strongest terms that claims that the rivers are dead or not in a healthy 
state—I think they were the comments made—are factually incorrect. Such claims are not supported by current 
monitoring and science and are certainly not supported by the Swan River Trust. In fact, the 
2013 Murdoch University report on the fish communities in estuary by the Centre for Fish, Fisheries and Aquatic 
Ecosystems Research shows the estuary to be in good to fair condition overall based on the fish community 
index and suggests an overall improvement in estuarine conditions since the mid-2000s. The 2012 report 
presents similar findings. This improvement in fish communities since the mid-2000s is obviously good news. 

The Swan and Canning Rivers face the same stresses as other waterways around the world but a lot is being done 
to improve the health of the system. The trust is working with other government agencies, local government 
authorities, community groups and research institutions to improve water quality through the five-year 
$40 million Healthy Rivers Action Plan. This plan is complemented by initiatives being implemented as part of 
the Swan Canning Water Quality Improvement Plan, which was released by the Liberal–National government in 
2009. Together, these initiatives aim to: prevent nutrients and organic matter entering the waterways through 
better land use planning; reduce nutrient sources through the development and implementation of local water 
quality improvement plans in priority catchments; reduce the conveyance and transmission of nutrients and other 
contaminants through better drainage management and intervention; and address the in-river effects of excess 
nutrients and organic matter through intervention approaches, such as oxygenation and Phoslock application. 

Work on two major nutrient-stripping wetlands in Ellen Brook and Bayswater Brook is well progressed, with 
this government committing $3.2 million to allow the implementation of these important projects during 2014. 
The Ellen Brook and Bayswater wetlands projects are expected to remove from the river system about 0.32 and 
1.35 tonnes of nitrogen and 0.27 and 0.2 tonnes of phosphorus respectively. These two areas combined currently 
account for 32.4 per cent of the nitrogen and 41.1 per cent of the phosphorus entering the Swan and 
Canning Rivers from the coastal catchments every year. The Liberal–National government introduced new 
fertiliser regulations to protect rivers. New limits on the amount of phosphorus contained in home garden 
fertilisers were introduced from 1 January 2011. The move effectively halved the concentration of phosphorus in 
domestic use fertilisers. In addition, soil amendment trials have commenced in the Southern River area to trial 
the use of soil amendment products in urban areas to reduce nutrient loads from domestic properties. There is 
often a lag time between on-ground projects occurring in the catchment and a measurable improvement in the 
estuary. The 2013 fish communities report provides evidence that this effort is having an impact. 

Investment in foreshore protection works is necessary to ensure that families and visitors can safely access our 
valuable areas of public open space and facilities that currently exist along our rivers. The government works in 
partnership with local government to identify priority areas and implement works. The Liberal–National 
government is making a significant contribution to the protection and enhancement of shorelines within the 
Swan Canning Riverpark. Since coming into office in 2008, the Liberal–National government has invested over 
$9.3 million in riverbank funding, distributed among 100 projects, including $2.1 million on replacement of 
several sections of falling wall along Mounts Bay Road. This investment has also seen matched contribution 
from foreshore land managers, resulting in a total investment of more than $15 million. As part of the 2014–15 
budget, we announced a further $3 million over three years for riverbank funding. This funding is in addition to 
the $1 million a year that is available through the riverbank program in 2014–15. Funding available through the 
riverbank program will be allocated each year on the basis of carefully assessed priorities. 

The Liberal–National government has committed $2.4 million to substantially upgrade two existing oxygenation 
plants at Bacon Street and Camsell Way on the Canning River and to build a third new plant at Nicholson Road 
Bridge, also on the Canning River. There are also two existing oxygenation plants running on the Swan River at 
Guildford and Caversham. When all five plants are operational, they will help oxygenate the water column and 
improve dissolved oxygen levels over almost 10 kilometres in our rivers. Monitoring of the oxygenation plants 
indicates that the influence of the plants is extensive and provides refuge for aquatic organisms by improving 
oxygen levels within the water column. The model simulations confirm benefits indicated by monitoring data 
and have allowed us to more accurately quantify these benefits. The modelling has recently indicated that the 
area of riverbed improved to acceptable oxygen levels is between 0.6 to 1.2 square kilometres per day when all 
plants are operational. 

I have a couple of other comments that I want to make that relate to some specific issues that were raised. One 
was from Hon Stephen Dawson, who made some accusation or assumption, I am not sure what, that somehow or 
other this legislation is in place because advice was given by the Swan River Trust relating to Elizabeth Quay 
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that the government did not like and therefore it was going to get rid of the trust. Apart from that being such 
a silly and ridiculous notion, I spoke to the advisers after those comments were made. It came on very quickly, 
with only two speakers, and I did not have time to get advice from the advisers on the specific issue. 
Hon Kate Doust: This is our fault? 
Hon HELEN MORTON: No, it is not the opposition’s fault. I can hear rumbling from over there suggesting 
that I should know the answer to this. 
Hon Sue Ellery: I think you heard that in your head. 

Hon HELEN MORTON: The trust has had a compliance role and maintained an additional position through the 
Elizabeth Quay development for this project. The compliance officer has been ensuring that the conditions of the 
Western Australian Planning Commission approval for the projects in river component are being met. I cannot 
expand on that because I have not had a chance to speak to the advisers but if we go to the committee stage, 
members opposite might like to ask me for some more information about that and I can assist them with that. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: I will think about that. 

Hon HELEN MORTON: Okay. The other comment was from someone who asked how we can possibly 
manage the Swan River if the CEO’s headquarters are based in Bunbury. If the member considers that idea, he 
might realise how silly that is. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: I said it was terrible that we’re taking somebody away from the banks of the river and 
sending them down to Bunbury. 

Hon HELEN MORTON: Does that therefore mean that the CEO for Health cannot be responsible for the health 
services in Bunbury because they currently operate from Perth? The notion that somehow this will have 
a detrimental effect on the ability to manage the Swan and Canning Rivers effectively really does not hold much 
sway. 

I think I covered Hon Lynn MacLaren’s queries about the fertiliser action plan. 

Hon Lynn MacLaren: Yes. 

Hon HELEN MORTON: With regards to public reporting, as I see it, all the functions of the existing 
Swan River Trust are identical but are the responsibility of the CEO. All the current requirements for reporting, 
consultation et cetera remain the same. 

With those comments and with my limited ability to answer specific questions—if the opposition would like to 
go into committee, I am sure the advisers can give me additional information—I commend the bill to the house. 

Question put and a division taken with the following result — 

Division 
Ayes (22) 

Hon Martin Aldridge Hon Peter Collier Hon Col Holt Hon Michael Mischin 
Hon Ken Baston Hon Brian Ellis Hon Peter Katsambanis Hon Helen Morton 
Hon Liz Behjat Hon Donna Faragher Hon Mark Lewis Hon Simon O’Brien 
Hon Jacqui Boydell Hon Nick Goiran Hon Lynn MacLaren Hon Phil Edman (Teller) 
Hon Paul Brown Hon Nigel Hallett Hon Rick Mazza  
Hon Jim Chown Hon Alyssa Hayden Hon Robyn McSweeney  

Noes (11) 

Hon Alanna Clohesy Hon Sue Ellery Hon Amber-Jade Sanderson Hon Darren West 
Hon Stephen Dawson Hon Adele Farina Hon Sally Talbot Hon Samantha Rowe (Teller) 
Hon Kate Doust Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich Hon Ken Travers  

            

Pair 

 Hon Dave Grills Hon Robin Chapple 

Question thus passed. 
Bill read a second time. 
Leave granted to proceed forthwith to third reading. 

Third Reading 
Bill read a third time, on motion by Hon Helen Morton (Minister for Mental Health), and passed. 
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