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INFILL SEWERAGE — SPEARWOOD 
Grievance 

MR F.M. LOGAN (Cockburn) [9.45 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Water. Unfortunately, I raise the 
issue once again of the unfinished business of infill sewerage. It is now nearly five months since the total infill 
sewerage program was slashed from not only this year’s budget, but also forward estimates. In that time the 
minister has briefed members of Parliament through the Water Corporation. He has listened to submissions from 
me and also the Spearwood Residents Association and from residents themselves. He has visited onsite at 
Spearwood and Coogee. He has listened to the pleadings of residents. He has also inspected their homes and 
seen the damage that has been done to their homes as a result of collapsing septics. I thank the minister for 
visiting the area, because I did ask him to do it and he did stick to his word.  

Dr G.G. Jacobs: I did as I was told. 

Mr F.M. LOGAN: Well done. Yet still nothing has been done. I am aware that the minister’s office is now 
advising the residents association and also the residents themselves that the minister is in contact with the federal 
government, possibly the member for Brand, Gary Gray, and that the minister is looking for funding from the 
federal government. Seriously, the minister and I know that is simply cost shifting. The minister’s budget has 
been slashed as a result of a request from the Treasurer. The minister is now seeking to replace that capital with 
funding from the federal government. Good luck to him if he gets it. Obviously, the federal government will look 
at his request in the light of it being simply a request for money that has been taken out of his budget and the fact 
that it is a question of cost shifting. I do not believe that is an appropriate way of resolving this problem, which is 
a matter I have raised with the minister before. It is not appropriate to resolve the problem of his portfolio by 
cost shifting the problem to the federal government.  

There is a way of resolving this issue. The minister and I know that he could resolve this matter today if he gave 
a directive to the Water Corporation to readdress the way in which it spends its money in this year’s budget. A 
tiny proportion of the $1.1 billion that the Water Corporation has in its forward works budget could be applied to 
the Spearwood-Coogee infill sewerage program. If the minister gave that direction to the Water Corporation to 
fix up the outstanding 730-plus homes, he would have to table that direction in this house, as he knows. I would 
stand in this place and congratulate him on his leadership, because that is what it comes down to. It is a question 
of the guts that the minister has and the leadership that he can show in his portfolio to address this very serious 
problem. He knows it is serious because he has been there and seen it with his own eyes. As the minister knows, 
I have occupied his seat as minister. Sometimes things are tough. I know more than anybody how tough it gets as 
a minister. The minister must show leadership and break through. His agency might not like the minister’s 
directions and his department might not like them, but the minister must show courage and leadership and give 
them a direction to fix this human problem. The implications of not doing anything are quite dire. The minister 
has seen the deterioration of septic tanks in that area. Those septic tanks last only about 20 years. The life of that 
suburb is much longer than 20 years. Replacing a septic tank system with a number of tanks in a backyard has 
been quoted at up to $25 000. The minister has seen the people in that area. He knows how much money they 
have. A significant number of those residents are elderly and pensioners. They do not have the money to replace 
septic tanks.  

The minister also knows that residents in Spearwood have taken desperate, illegal actions. They have been 
pumping sewage out of their septic tanks onto their own backyards as a method of cost saving and avoiding the 
$25 000 cost of replacing collapsing septics and the cost of emptying septics. As the Standing Committee on 
Environment and Public Affairs of the upper house heard yesterday, it can cost up to $750 every six weeks for 
one resident alone. Some people are actually taking illegal alternative action to avoid that cost.  

Investors face the likelihood of losing thousands of dollars because of this minister’s action. The minister has 
received a letter from an investor in Bibra Lake who, before buying a house, undertook all the checking he could 
to ensure that the infill sewerage program in the area would be forthcoming. The Water Corporation assured him 
that the infill sewerage program would be completed no later than June next year. He spent over $1 million on 
purchasing a house only to find a few weeks after settlement that the infill sewerage program had been cancelled. 
He bought that property for the purpose of investment and subdivision and now faces a loss of up to $450 000 
because of the Water Corporation’s decision. The Uniting Church in this area has informed the minister’s office 
that it cannot undertake its proposed development for social and retirement purposes and that it has to fix its own 
sewerage problems on site.  

The decision that this minister has made to cancel the infill sewerage program is causing significant financial and 
social hardships for residents in the area. It is also causing many residents in Spearwood to become depressed. 
The minister can fix this problem. He can give a direction to the Water Corporation. I urge him to do it and he 
will have my full support.  
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DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre — Minister for Water) [9.51 am]: I thank the member for Cockburn for his 
grievance. I recognise some of the members of the Spearwood action group who are in the public gallery. I 
receive representations from people all over the state about infill sewerage. I was even asked to speak at a 
function at the 500 Club. The format of these sorts of functions required the people attending the event to join 
the minister at a long, rectangular table for breakfast. In my case, as I tried to eat eggs Benedict questions were 
put to me. The third question put to me was from John expressing his concerns about the infill sewerage program 
in Coogee. I understand the issue. I also understand the position that these people now face.  

I understand the member for Cockburn’s concerns and I thank him for his advice to me to show some fortitude in 
my handling of agencies. However, I will explain to the house that there is some light at the end of the tunnel 
and that it is not all about cost shifting.  

I hope that members understand the history of the infill sewerage program. The program was launched in 1994 to 
eradicate septic tanks, thus eliminating the need for local residents to maintain them.  

The program’s original target was for the connection of 100 000 houses to the system, which was costed at 
$800 million. To date 90 000 properties have been connected to the system, including 62 000 in the metropolitan 
area and the balance in various regional towns. Areas were prioritised according to health and environmental 
concerns. I understand that the area referred to by the member for Cockburn is a priority, but all areas of the 
highest priority category under these criteria have now been concluded. I understand that there is more work to 
be done.  

I do not want the member for Cockburn to take this the wrong way, but part of the reason for what has occurred 
has been the effect of deferral on growth and housing density. Approximately 1 400 new lots have been created 
as a consequence of the higher zoning densities permitted by the infill sewerage program. This represents a 
growth of around 17 per cent. From my point of view and the Water Corporation’s point of view, that has to be 
factored in when developing an infill sewerage program.  

Mr F.M. Logan: Not in that area.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I understand. The member would understand that there are priorities in the supply of potable 
water to Western Australia. We must maintain the available sources and develop new sources and give 
consideration to the drying climate and the supply of potable water. The pressures on the Gnangara mound have, 
fortunately, been improved in recent times because we have been blessed with rain. That situation will not 
necessarily continue and we do not know what is around the corner.  

The Water Corporation and I have a responsibility to ensure adequate wastewater treatment and the treatment 
facilities for greenfield developments and new housing developments. In addition, we are responsible for 
adequate replenishment programs to maintain and sustain our underground water systems.  

Mr F.M. Logan: Will you take an interjection on that issue? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I have only a few minutes remaining. There are some important things to do in the area of 
water. 

Mr F.M. Logan: Can I interject on that one issue? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Obviously, the member wants to erode the two minutes I have remaining.  

In the time remaining to me, I want to inform members that there is some light at the end of the tunnel for the 
infill sewerage program. Yes, $85 million was taken out of the budget. Members should remember that under the 
Richard Court government about $80 million a year was allocated to the infill sewerage program. However, the 
previous government cut that back to $20 million a year. If one were to be political about this, one could say that 
if the program had been maintained at $80 million a year, this program would have been completed some time 
ago and I would not be talking about this issue.  

I understand the program and, as I said to the people of Spearwood and Coogee, this issue was not created by me 
in the past 12 months. I inherited some of this backlog.  

Mr F.M. Logan: You have overseen the cuts to the program.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I acknowledge that the member for Cockburn is saying that it is the result of cost shifting. 
One light at the end of the tunnel is that through the National Water Commission’s National Water Initiative, 
there have been some large infrastructure programs within Western Australia. One is the desalination plant we 
are building in Binningup. We understand that South Australia and other states have attracted funding for 
projects that comply with the National Water Initiative. I have been in communication with Penny Wong and the 
member for Brand, Gary Gray, on this issue.  



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 15 October 2009] 

 p8156b-8158a 
Mr Fran Logan; Dr Graham Jacobs 

 [3] 

The other light at the end of the tunnel is about freeing up the borrowing power of the Western Australian state 
government; not cost shifting and asking the federal government for funds for the infill sewerage program. In 
fact, we are attracting moneys from the National Water Initiative to free up this state’s borrowing power so that 
the infill sewerage program will not be delayed unnecessarily for the next four years. It will improve the 
situation  
 


