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SWAN RIVER SWANS 
Grievance 

MR HYDE (Perth) [9.22 am]:  My grievance is directed to the Minister for the Environment and Heritage, and 
concerns the need for a whole-of-government approach to returning more swans to the Swan River.  A large 
proportion of my electorate takes in the Swan River.  A large section of the riverside area has been denuded, and 
the swans in Western Australia are very much like canaries in coalmines; they are indicators of the 
environmental health of our ecosystem.  It is a credit to many people in my electorate and other inner city areas 
that catchment groups and environmental groups are adopting a whole ecosystem approach, and I do not think it 
is too much to ask the Government to do the same. 

A week or so before the election, the previous Minister for Water Resources launched a rent-a-swan proposal, 
under which giant signage on the Swan River would advertise that the corporate community was sponsoring the 
conservation of swans.  It was all stunt, no swans and no money.  I downloaded a document about this project 
during the election week, and I was very glad that the then member for Yokine was spending more time in my 
electorate looking for swans than in the electorate of Yokine looking for voters!  The proposal was another one 
of these totally unfunded promises.  I am sure the minister will be able to inform the House whether I am wrong, 
but I cannot find in the forward estimates any funding for putting swans back on the river, after the beautiful 
launch that was held by the member for Yokine.  There is no money for it in the current budget.  It was a smoke 
and mirrors approach, encouraging the private sector to sponsor swans, and place giant signs along the river.  
Having a background in local government, I was looking for the codicil, which makes the scheme subject to the 
approval of the local authority - a provision that usually covers signage - but it was not there.  So, the 
Government was going to ride roughshod over local government once again!   

In consultation with the local Aboriginal groups, we did it the right way on a local reserve next to the old power 
station on the Swan River at East Perth.  A whole-of-government approach must involve proper consultation 
with the original Nyoongah elders.  I had a wonderful time talking with Ken Colbung and other elders and 
families in my area about where the swans used to be on the river, and why they were there - because of the 
habitat and the ecosystem.  Similarly, the member for South Perth has spoken before in this place about the 
problem with jet skis on the Swan River, and I have supported him.  Jet skis are once again causing problems in 
a section of the river at East Perth in my electorate.  There is no point developing a program to return the swans 
to the river if they are likely to be frightened by jet skis.  Across the river, the Ministry for Planning allowed the 
massive night driving range at the Burswood golf course to be developed.  The lights would blind any swan that 
went to that section of the river to nest, sleep, or do whatever else swans do at night. 

Another aspect of the whole-of-government approach is funding by the Lotteries Commission.  I was lucky to 
hand a cheque on behalf of the Lotteries Commission to the Claisebrook catchment group to rehabilitate Claise 
Brook.  Claise Brook begins in the member for Yokine’s electorate, at Dog Swamp, and runs to Claisebrook 
Cove.  As a result of fixing up the watercourse from its source to where it enters the Swan River, the river will be 
cleaner and the habitats for the swans will be improved; sedges will be introduced and the turtles will return.  
The problem at the moment is that Claisebrook Cove is part of the East Perth redevelopment, which Labor 
started with all the right motives under the Better Cities program but which has now turned into a bit of cash 
cow.  Claisebrook Cove now has a lot of jellyfish, but little natural habitat.  I urge the minister to do whatever is 
necessary as part of a whole-of-government approach to get the swans back, because the return of the swans will 
be an indication that the ecosystem is healthy.  I am not sure whether the Government has been inundated with 
offers from people wanting to advertise on swans, as part of the rent-a-swan project.  We could also have had 
pluck a duck!  Swans could have been released at sporting events!  Because the Government has reduced 
expenditure on government advertising, no giant swans will be released at the football grand final trailing signs 
saying “way to go”.  The former Minister for Water Resources launched this project on a Sunday - a slow news 
day - and I do not think anyone really takes it seriously.  The member for Avon is not in the House at present, 
but there are white swans in his electorate which are something of an attraction, and may explain the high One 
Nation vote in Northam!   The Government should not go down the same path, and trivialise an important part of 
our Western Australian ecosystem, environment and community.  

DR EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment and Heritage) [9.29 am]:  I am rather alarmed by the 
grievance by the member for Perth.  If swans go blind, it may be because they have drunk too much Swan Lager!  
The swans that worry me most at the moment are my football team, and they are certainly not flying too high!  

The other night, I was invited to a function at the Subiaco Football Club and I had to tell them that their team 
was doing better than mine.  I will return to the issue of the black swans. 

Mr Kucera:  Peel is thundering!  
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Dr EDWARDS:  Do not hit the swans!  The notion of returning the black swans to the Swan River was first 
floated in 1992 by the member for South Perth when he was opposition spokesman on the environment.  Sadly, 
the project languished for some time until 1999 when a cross-government study was undertaken to examine how 
black swans could be returned to the Swan River.   

Despite the member for Perth’s humorous comments, it is a serious topic.  The black swans are the flagship of 
the Swan River.  The river was so named because when Western Australia was first inhabited by Europeans, 
many swans lived on the Swan River.  Over time, we have degraded their environment and habitat.  Now, no 
permanent colonies of swans live on the Swan River.  The black swans seen on the Swan River are transient 
black swans migrating between the few small clumps of habitat that remain. 

Mr Hyde:  They are homeless black swans! 

Dr EDWARDS:  Yes, they are homeless black swans.  In 1989, a study was undertaken on the conditions that 
would be necessary to attract the black swans to the Swan River.  The former Minister for Water Resources 
referred to that study when he introduced the notion of returning them to the river late in 2000.  Approximately 
30 locations along the river up to the Ashfield flats were identified as suitable for rehabilitating the habitat of the 
black swans.   

The member for Perth was correct when he said that no money has been allocated in the forward estimates for 
this project.  However, the Water and Rivers Commission have been clever about this project.  A number of 
potential sponsors have put up their hands to sponsor this project.  Many school and community groups have 
seen the free ads on television and are interested in the project.  The Water and Rivers Commission has been able 
to entice Channel Nine to run some sponsorship ads, and the program has received a lot of publicity at no cost to 
the Government.  Other initiatives to raise the profile of the black swan have also been considered.   

In addition, the Ascot Waters development may well make a habitat for the black swans.  That development is 
being undertaken by the Planning Commission.  The commission has proposed that the project be developed on 
the island that was formerly a rubbish tip.  The Government hopes that four sites that have been earmarked may 
be suitable for restoration.  We hope that over time we can attract sponsorship and provide some government 
money to further this project.  This government project is a good idea.  The Government will do what it can to 
work with the community and proceed with the project.   

The member for Perth made the important point that we must not get tied to the notion of the black swans being 
seen to fly over the river.  As the member for Perth said, when the black swans are present, people can be 
reassured that the river is healthy.  If the river is healthy, it will provide a healthy habitat for the black swans.  
We must ensure that native flora and fauna can thrive on the river’s edge.  The black swans are an icon, and that 
is why the project is so important.  If the habitat is not right, the swans will not establish colonies or breed at 
those sites.   

The Government will proceed with an election commitment to provide $500 000 over four years to restore the 
river banks along the Swan and Canning Rivers in the metropolitan area.  The Swan River Trust is working on a 
list of priorities that details the work urgently needed to improve the rivers over the next four years.  The 
Government will discuss with local government agencies how they can match the funding provided by the State 
Government for the restoration of the rivers and habitats for the black swans.  We will also discuss how to make 
that money go as far as possible.  When that priority list is available, we will work through it and make sure the 
proposed work will be of benefit.  This issue is important because in many places the vegetation along the banks 
is falling into the river.  Although that is a natural phenomenon, further vegetation is needed behind the fallen 
vegetation to provide a habitat for animals, including the swans.   

I urge the member for Perth and other members to take a whole-of-catchment approach when considering the 
river.  I acknowledge the excellent work being done by the Claisebrook catchment group in the member for 
Perth’s electorate.  It is an active group that has been well funded.  I encourage all groups such as that to 
consider not only the catchment issues, but also the habitat on the edge of the river so that, over time, with the 
help of these projects, we will see healthy black swans flying over our State. 
 


