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Division 41:  Water and Rivers Commission, $51 015 000 - 

Mr A.D. McRae, Chairman. 

Dr J.M. Edwards, Minister for the Environment and Heritage. 

Mr D. Carew-Hopkins, Acting Chief Executive Officer. 

Mr G. Ticehurst, Manager, Finance and Administration. 

Dr D.J. McFarlane, Director, Resource Management. 

Mr P.J. Quinn, Chief of Staff, Department of the Premier and Cabinet.  

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  Page 629 of the Budget Statements lists the total appropriations from the taxpayers to the 
Water and Rivers Commission.  The figure appears to go up from $44.9 million to $51 million.  However, pages 
630-631 list the total cost of the outputs, or the money being spent on the activities of the Water and Rivers 
Commission, and the increase is very modest at 3.5 per cent before capital costs are added or 2.5 per cent after 
capital costs are taken into account.  In other words, it is once again a very tight budget - to use the minister’s 
terminology - despite the huge pressures on the budget caused by salinity and the impact of the drought on 
wetlands and so on.  But for the increase in funding of almost $4 million for output 4 - rural water supply 
assistance - on page 630, the rest of the budget for the Water and Rivers Commission for the coming year is 
down by about six per cent, taking into account inflation.  I am amazed and disappointed that considering all the 
problems that the natural environment is facing with regard to water and if we take output 4 out of the equation, 
there has been such a cut in outputs 1, 2, 3, 5, 6 and 7.  I seek the minister’s comments in response.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  As I said previously, this budget is very tight across the whole of government.  In output 
4, for example, money has been carried forward into future years, so that is not a totally new allocation.  When 
people apply for farm water grants they apply for 50 per cent of the cost.  We give them the initial 50 per cent 
and later on the other 50 per cent.  Despite a large number of applications, not many requests are coming in for 
the money, but all the money that we have committed is there and we must carry that forward to make sure we 
have it. 

One of the biggest issues is that in a number of areas of my portfolio I am continually carrying money forward 
for salinity.  If the federal Government would get off its backside and send some money to us as part of the 
National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality, we would spend some of the money we have stashed away.  
It is far easier to argue for new allocations with Treasury if we are not always carrying forward new moneys that 
are being held but not being touched.  Every time I speak to the Treasurer and the Under Treasurer about needing 
new money for these important areas they quite rightfully say, “You have that AlintaGas pot sitting in CALM 
and you have money for engineering evaluations and demonstration catchments sitting in the Water and Rivers 
Commission.  Why do you need more money?”  To the extent that the member has influence on his federal 
colleagues I ask him to lean on them, particularly at the highest levels, and get them to get the money flowing to 
us.   

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  As a follow-up question, I point out to the minister that the advice I have received from 
the federal Government - I think the Premier has acknowledged it - is that until the management plans for the 
catchment regions are completed and ticked off by the regions and then by the State Government, the federal 
Government will not make money available whether or not the State Government has new money.  I am not sure 
how many regional plans are still in draft form or how many are not in any form at all.  I suggest to the minister, 
with the greatest respect, that the State Government needs to make this an urgent priority and ensure that the 
draft management plans are turned into formal and accepted management plans as soon as possible; then we can 
gain access to that federal money.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I have had discussions with and agreement from the federal Minister for the Environment 
and Heritage that we can proceed ahead of having those accreditations in place.  We have funded a number of 
natural resource management groups to do this work, believing and hoping that we will get matching funding 
specifically for that purpose when it finally comes through.  A lot of the groups are quite advanced.  That is 
really no answer, because all of those groups were supporting what we put forward to be matched as part of our 
bid in November last year.  Despite that and despite very clear indications from the local communities that they 
were supporting those projects, they were still knocked back.   

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  If a draft management plan is being delayed for whatever reason and is not available - I 
am not accusing this Government of being involved in that - it is contrary to the spirit of the management plan to 
go in and say to a group, “Do you like this project or don’t you?”  They will always say yes.  The issue is what 
priority does that community or that catchment group place on that project.  Even though they might say yes to 
the minister, to the federal minister and to me, the reality is that when they compare the project with the 200 or 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Tuesday, 20 May 2003] 

 p119b-122a 
Mr Bernie Masters; Dr Judy Edwards; Mr Terry Waldron; Mr Martin Whitely; Chairman; Mr Mark McGowan 

 [2] 

more projects for that entire catchment area, it might be down the bottom of the list.  Until the draft is turned into 
a final document, no-one really knows whether the projects that the minister might be pushing to seek federal 
money are actually of a high or a low priority.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Although it is a valid point, we have been doing precisely what the member suggested.  
Recently, I visited the catchment in the Collie area and opened a new ground water pumping project.  I went 
there because exactly one year before I had spoken about that project as a dream.  Now it is has come to fruition.  
The people living in that catchment area are clear about what they want for the Wellington catchment area.  They 
have identified that as a priority in their NAP regional catchment group.  We have not said to them, “Here is our 
wish list.  You should consider whether or not this is a priority.”  We have respected the ethos of the national 
action plan and that it must come from the ground up.  However, these regions have identified that these 
particular projects would be priorities for them.  I take the member’s point, but we are not trying to go through 
the back door.  I believe we have been very genuine in trying to get the projects up and running.   

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  With regard to my final follow-up question, the Collie catchment is nothing more - I do 
not wish to belittle it - than a sub-catchment within the South West Catchments Council, which is producing the 
management plan.  The federal Government is not interested in what the individual catchment groups think about 
a project.  Those groups and the minister have agreed that the regional catchment groups will produce the 
documentation management plans.  To go to the smaller groups and ask, “Do you give this a high or a low 
priority?” is to subvert the whole system.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  We have not done that.  We have gone to the proper group.  I take the member’s point and 
I can understand his suspicions, but we have not done that.  We have gone to the South West Catchments 
Council and I have met the chairs of all those regional NRM groups.  The member is wrong in that we do not 
have to wait for those regional strategies to be accredited before the funding flows.  We have been providing the 
groups with funding to get on and do their job.  As far as we can, we have played by the rules because we do not 
want to disadvantage the groups or the state government money sitting there as new money waiting to be 
matched.   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  Has the minister got money put away for NAP funding and is it shown in the budget? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Yes, in two places.  The money that we have allocated to the NRM groups to do their 
work is coming out of the AlintaGas fund, which is in the budget of the Department of Conservation and Land 
Management.  Within this budget, money has been allocated under output 6 for salinity, in particular for the 
engineering evaluation initiative and the work we are doing with the Department of Agriculture for the 
demonstration catchments. 

Mr M.P. WHITELY:  On page 635 of the Budget Statements the first dot point of major initiatives for 2003-04 
refers to a new project to update the Perth Groundwater Atlas.  Can the minister detail what the ground water 
atlas involves and what the updating will mean? 

[4.20 pm] 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  The Perth Groundwater Atlas is a very useful document that provides information about 
our ground water resource.  I will ask Dr McFarlane to answer in more detail as it is his area. 

Dr McFARLANE:  The ground water atlas has been available for a number of years in hard copy.  It shows the 
type of material one would encounter when drilling a bore and the likelihood of finding ground water.  It is of 
particular interest to people who want to put in a domestic bore.  It will indicate how deep water will be, where a 
person is likely to intersect a water table, and the likely quality of water to be intersected.  The atlas also shows 
areas where we believe water will not be found, particularly in clay soils near rivers.  It also shows areas that we 
recommend people do not drill, particularly those close to conservation category wetlands or near a river or 
ocean.  We are gradually updating the information and adding to it areas we believe may have contaminated 
ground water.  It is being put in an electronic form so people can have ready access.  It is possible to obtain a lot 
of the information from the Internet.  We are continually refining the information to improve the accuracy of the 
maps, particularly now there is a subsidy scheme under the State’s water strategy that allows people to obtain a 
subsidy for installing a domestic bore. 

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I refer to the appropriation and forward estimates at page 629 of the Budget Statements.  
How much of the $51.015 million for 2003-04 has been allocated for the proposed introduction of annual licence 
administration fees for farm dams?  Has an amount been allocated for that? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  None. 

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  Nothing has been put away? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I presume I heard the member’s question right.  Repeat the question. 
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Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I am talking about the administration of proposed annual licence fees for farm dams. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  There is no proposal to introduce licences for farm dams - full stop.   

The CHAIRMAN:  Will the member for Wagin provide the reference from which he is drawing the question. 

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I refer to page 629.  The appropriation and forward estimates show $51.015 million for 
2003-04. 

The CHAIRMAN:  I find that lacking in direction somewhat.  How is the member getting from that to his 
question? 

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I want to know how much of that amount has been appropriated.  If there is none, that is 
the answer. 

The CHAIRMAN:  The member has his answer. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  I refer to the Water and Rivers Commission having developed the Collie salinity recovery 
strategy after certain consultation.  I am asking this question on behalf of the member for Collie.  What was the 
involvement of the local community in the preparation of the Collie salinity recovery strategy and how was it a 
community-based project?  Who and what were involved?  What are the key targets and aims of the strategy? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I will answer briefly and then ask Dr McFarlane to continue the answer.  The catchment 
has been identified for a long period as having a salinity problem.  In fact, the catchment had clearing controls 
imposed around it 30 years ago.  As a result of all the work, the catchment is showing a plateau in salinity.  With 
recent work we are now able to identify that a large part of the continuing salinity problem is coming from a 
fairly small area.  It gives us the opportunity to have more direct intervention in some of the areas to obtain 
better outcomes.  There has been a large degree of community involvement.  As I mentioned in answer to a 
previous question, I was in the area recently with the member for Collie to open a ground water pumping pilot 
project.  It is a very exciting project.  We know that pumping ground water will lower the water table but we are 
not clear what it will do to salinity levels.  The project has been designed by people in the Water and Rivers 
Commission as a two-year pilot project to help give us that information.  I will ask Dr McFarlane to answer 
some of the direct questions of the member. 

Dr McFARLANE:  A number of community groups are involved in the Collie project.  The oldest is the Collie 
recovery team, which was formed as a result of the 1996 salinity action plan.  Recovery teams were formed as 
committees of the board of the Water and Rivers Commission.  Since that time, all the work we have done in 
Collie has involved that community group.  In particular, the member’s question refers to a workshop that was 
held in Collie in December last year.  It involved a number of other community groups, including the South West 
Catchments Council, which is producing a regional strategy for the whole region. Harvey Water, the irrigators, 
were also involved.  The Harris River Dam reference group, which is also community based, also attended.  It 
was an open meeting involving anyone who wanted to attend to look at options that have come from some fairly 
detailed scientific studies.  A number of options were considered at the workshop, including tree planting in both 
recharge and discharge areas.  The pumping scheme in east Collie, mentioned by the minister, is designed to 
reduce ground water levels and saline run-off.  There is also a possibility of damming some of the more saline 
rivers and diverting the water away from the dams.  Most interest was expressed in diverting waters from the 
east Collie River into mine voids.  That was a proposal from one of the mining companies during the year.  A 
number of the proposals have had detailed assessments prepared from a technical point of view.  An economic 
assessment of each of the proposals is currently being conducted.  The community consultation that occurred in 
December last year is directing where a lot of the extra work will be carried out. 

Mr M.P. WHITELY:  I refer to the major achievements for waterways at page 641 of the Budget Statements.  
The seventh dot point refers to implemented key actions of the Swan Canning clean-up program.  Will the 
minister provide more detail of what has been achieved by the program? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I will mention some of the activities carried out this financial year.  Oxygenation 
technologies have been further developed.  It is quite exciting.  It involves oxygenating part of the river.  My 
impression is that it might work well in a local area but is probably not the answer for broad areas.  There has 
been further development of Phoslock, which is the trademark name of a product that locks in phosphorus.  It has 
been developed jointly by an officer in the Water and Rivers Commission and the Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation.  It has been applied to rivers in various parts of the State, the Vasse and 
Canning Rivers being examples.  We are monitoring what happens to the phosphorus load.  As part of the Swan-
Canning clean-up program, we have also continued comprehensive monitoring and measurement of the Swan 
and Canning Rivers.  Ongoing support has been available through the Swan catchment centre to catchment 
management groups.  We are continuing with the ribbons of blue program.  In answer to the member for 
Rockingham’s question, we are also engaging industry in the Swan-Canning area to see how we can work more 
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closely with smaller industry.  In addition, there is also work to develop computer modelling capabilities for the 
catchment.  I commend all the people who have been involved in all that work. 

The CHAIRMAN:  Are any of the programs with the catchment groups threatened by changes in federal 
government funding?  Are they subject to matched funding? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  A number of answers apply to that.  About 18 months ago there were concerns that the 
urban groups would miss out on funding as it would go to regional and rural groups.  Lobbying occurred and the 
situation has turned out not to be as bad as first thought.  The Government signed the Natural Heritage Trust 
bilateral agreement in January this year.  I am informed that the money is due to flow any day.  Western 
Australia was the second State to sign the NHT bilateral agreement.  We have been worried about the groups 
waiting for the money to flow and we have put further pressure on the federal Government.  Clearly, we are very 
keen for the national action plan moneys to flow as quickly as possible.   

[4.30 pm] 

The CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I will be very brief as I know there is a fair bit to get through.  I refer to page 630 and 
output 4, rural water supply assistance.  The minister has touched on the carryover money.  Page 65 of the 
Economic and Fiscal Outlook states that there is additional expenditure of $1.5 million for on-farm water grants.  
Can the minister explain those figures, the carryover and where the $1.5 million fits in?  There is an extra 
allocation of $1.5 million, and I know the department has carried money over.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  A line item in the table of output performance measures on page 637 is rural and 
community water grant payments made.  Two hundred payments were made in 2001-02.  We budgeted for 200 
in 2002-03, but received 460 successful applications.  What we are finding is what I have explained to the 
member; that is, although we have put in extra money, we need to carry it forward.  Every grant application was 
successful, bar a couple that did not meet the criteria at all.  We have been able to accommodate virtually 
everyone who applied for a grant.  I am not sure whether that is related to drought conditions.  The very nature of 
the program means that the money is allocated and is safe.  It is being carried forward and that is why the figure 
for 2003-04 looks elevated.  We fund 50 per cent of the projects people are making requests for, and we pay that 
in two instalments.  

Mr CAREW-HOPKINS:  I have been advised today that there are two funding options.  The first is that the 
landholder and the Government each fund 50 per cent of the cost up front.  In that case the landowner gets a 
cheque straightaway.  The other option is for the landholder to claim by invoice as he purchases items at 
different stages of the project.  I understand that this financial year most of the landowners have chosen the 50 
per cent up-front payment, and that the estimated total funding that has been allocated for this year’s grants is 
about $3.3 million.  Much of that will be carried forward into the next financial year, when the landowners will 
receive the subsequent payments.  There is a high number of applications and a high number of approvals.  

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  Is there also $1.5 million of new money?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  That is embedded.   

The CHAIRMAN:  Members, I draw your attention to the time.  We have about 26 minutes remaining and three 
divisions to complete.  It is up to you to determine the time management.   

The appropriation was recommended. 
 


