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MALEY’S BRIDGE 
Grievance 

MR S.R. HILL (Geraldton) [9.26 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Heritage.  A rain-bearing 
depression from cyclonic activity in January 2006 caused widespread flooding in the Greenough area.  As a 
result the historic Maley’s Bridge was badly damaged.  Construction on the bridge began in 1864 by ticket-of-
leave convict labour, using local limestone spalls to form the road approaches and the bridge substructure, most 
of which remains intact today.  The bridge forms a significant part of the historic Greenough flats hamlet.  The 
superstructure was constructed from sawn jarrah timber that has been largely replaced or added to over time.  
Additional timber stringers were added after World War II to increase the level of serviceability and later, from 
1978 to the present day, to allow the 17-tonne load limit.  Maley’s Bridge was located on the original main road 
alignment between Dongara and Geraldton and provided a safe, all-weather crossing of the Greenough River, 
surviving the largest recorded floods of 1872, 1888, 1953 and 1994, until the floods of January 2006.   

Maley’s Bridge forms one of several local access routes for tourists and the local community alike between the 
front and back flats of the historic Greenough hamlet, and some 172 vehicles travel over the bridge daily.  The 
bridge is the oldest operating bridge in Western Australia, having provided more than 140 years of continuous 
service.  It has been determined that some of the original timbers may well be the oldest existing timbers in an 
Australian bridge.  Levee banks along the river course were constructed in 1960 to the inland side of the 
Greenough River in the lowest floodplain area, to contain the river during peak flow conditions.  This action 
resulted from widespread flooding that occurred within the Greenough flats during the 1954 flood.  However, 
due to the lack of ongoing maintenance, the levees downstream from the bridge were breached during 1988 and 
1994 and, more recently, in the 2006 floods, causing extensive flooding of the Greenough area on each occasion.  
Repairs were carried out in the 1980s to the timber components of the deck, as well as to some areas abutting the 
pier walls.   

The 1988 floods resulted in considerable scouring of the sand bed around the piers and the abutments.  The 
scours were not deep enough to threaten the stability of the foundations at the time.  The rain-bearing depression 
from cyclonic activity over the Greenough River catchment area, brought about by cyclone Clare in early 
January 2006, caused widespread flooding of the Greenough area.  Although the bridge was not over topped, the 
levee banks some distance downstream from the bridge were breached, causing floodwaters to cut the Brand 
Highway and flood the Greenough flats.  This flood is considered to be of greater magnitude than the previous 
floods of 1994.  Information received indicates that there was considerable debris build-up against the bridge 
abutments and piers, and in particular at pier 4, against which a large tree had lodged itself.  Excessive 
restrictions to the flow at pier 4 caused extensive undermining to the upstream end of the pier base, and 
eventually resulted in the collapse of the masonry-limestone pier.  Pier 4 collapsed, and the pier wall was broken 
into a number of sections.  As a result of the deck span sagging considerably over the collapsed pier, the span 
finally collapsed after a number of vehicles tried to cross the bridge.   

Maintenance works on the bridge had generally only been undertaken on a reactive basis when problems 
occurred, and regular planned and preventive maintenance works were infrequently undertaken.  This was 
mainly due to the unavailability of funding and to a lack of understanding of how to maintain the timber and 
masonry structure.  As a result, some of the restoration works undertaken on the bridge in the past have been ad 
hoc at best, and in some cases have been detrimental to the nature of the bridge.  Over the past 30 years little 
recorded maintenance work has been carried out on the bridge.  The recent flood damage and the extent of 
further deterioration that has been reported have raised considerable concerns about the extent of upgrading work 
required for the bridge to remain functional and to comply with the current bridge code for load capacity and 
safety requirements. 

The present structural condition of the bridge clearly indicates that the bridge has more than exceeded its 
designed lifespan.  It is not possible, economically, to provide the desired level of service or to meet the bridge 
design code and safety requirements without total reconstruction of the bridge.  The heritage value of Maley’s 
Bridge, however, is significant, and all means possible should be considered for retaining the bridge in some 
form that is representative of the original form and fabric.  The Shire of Greenough council met recently to 
consider a number of options, and it was suggested that the bridge be repaired to pre-flood conditions and that 
the work include full restoration and flood protection work. 

Repairs would require reconstruction of the bridge deck with a similar material to pre-flood conditions.  The 
direct benefit of this option would be that replacement of the deck would result in an increased load capacity, 
with the installation of new or suitable replacement stringers.  The restoration works needed are mainly the 
repair of deteriorated lime mortar and limestone in the pier and abutment walls, and the preservation treatment of 
all elements of the bridge.  To reduce the risk of flood damage, consideration should be given to the construction 
of a guide bank either on the eastern abutment upstream of the bridge or on the lower eastern approach road 
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between the abutment and the river levels, to reduce lateral flow effects.  Other options that could be considered 
include: restore the bridge as non-functional with flood protection, and build a new bridge; restore a non-
functional bridge, with flood protection and road connection to Company Road and West Bank Road; or restore 
the bridge as non-functional with flood protection, with a low-level flood-crossing bridge next to it. 

Regardless of which option is chosen, it is of paramount importance that the bridge be restored to its pre-flood 
condition.  The heritage significance of Maley’s Bridge is such that it cannot be treated lightly.  During World 
War II, soldiers carved their names into the historic wood on the bridge after reinforcing it to take military 
vehicles.  Again, I request the minister to assist in having Maley’s Bridge restored to its original condition.  The 
bridge has withstood large flood events during its 140 years, and the historic nature of the bridge indicates that it 
should be restored as an in-service bridge, as many in the community would like. 

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland - Minister for Heritage) [9.33 am]:  I thank the member for Geraldton for 
raising with me his concerns about Maley’s Bridge.  A matter of days after cyclone Clare went through this 
region in January of this year, I had the opportunity to see Maley’s Bridge, and there was still a lot of flooding in 
the area at that time.  It is of huge concern that a bridge built by ticket-of-leave convicts some 140 years ago was 
so substantially damaged as a result of cyclone Clare.  As Minister for Heritage, I also comment on the excellent 
heritage of the Geraldton and Greenough regions.  The member for Geraldton has been working very closely 
with me on a range of heritage issues, and he is very keen on heritage tourism opportunities.  There is no doubt 
that there are unique opportunities in this region for heritage tourism.  The member for Geraldton has been 
instrumental in Greenough’s achievements to date.  I was very proud to see the Shire of Greenough receive the 
Heritage Council award earlier this month for an outstanding contribution by an organisation.  That was a state-
wide award that I presented, and the ceremony was attended by the member for Geraldton. 
The member for Geraldton has highlighted the importance of maintaining this historic convict bridge in 
Greenough.  It was constructed between 1864 and 1866.  It is closely associated with the local miller of the time, 
John Maley, who helped design the structure.  Maley’s Bridge was entered permanently into the state Register of 
Heritage Places, so it is protected under the Heritage of Western Australia Act.  The bridge is essential to the 
heritage values of the Shire of Greenough, and is one of the very few extant early bridges in this state.  It was 
until recently a remarkably intact example of nineteenth century bridge construction.  The member for Geraldton 
is absolutely correct; we need to reconstruct Maley’s Bridge to its former glory and capacity, and conserve it for 
the benefit of all Western Australians well into the future.   

Having survived for 140 years in a sunburnt land of droughts and flooding rains, Maley’s Bridge finally 
succumbed to flood water when cyclone Clare howled along the northern coastline, dumping record rainfall in 
January this year.  One of the bridge’s stone piers was washed away and the superstructure then collapsed.  With 
the support of the member for Geraldton, the Shire of Greenough has commissioned an engineer’s report to 
assess the options for the bridge’s traffic capacity.  The report was received in April and assessed by the shire, 
Main Roads Western Australia and the Heritage Council.  Earlier this year I advised the member for Geraldton, 
in my former capacity as Minister for Emergency Services, that natural disaster relief funding would be able to 
provide substantial funds for the repair of the bridge.  I understand that the Shire of Greenough will receive 
$120 000 by way of its insurance policy. 

The member for Geraldton stressed to me that the future of the bridge lay not only in its capacity to take 
pedestrian traffic, but also for it to be restored to take vehicle traffic into the future.  I have heard the concerns of 
the member for Geraldton on this issue over the preceding couple of months, and as a result of his requests I 
have been in touch with the Shire of Greenough and have asked it for some final details of the funding required.  
It is accessing natural disaster relief funding and insurance, but there is still a shortfall of $105 000.  I am 
delighted to announce that our government will invest the $105 000 that is required to complete the restoration 
of Maley’s Bridge in Greenough.  With the member for Geraldton and the community of Greenough, the state 
government is committed to seeing Maley’s Bridge restored to its former glory, ensuring that the community will 
be able to use and access that bridge for another 140 years. 

The member for Geraldton also raised another issue to do with heavy vehicles and difficulties that are currently 
being experienced.  I understand that a temporary river crossing is to be constructed, and it is to be hoped that 
that may be used for heavier vehicles.  That will take some of the load while the other work takes place.  The 
member for Geraldton’s petition and grievance has certainly paid off, and I am really delighted, as Minister for 
Heritage in this state, to see that such an essential part of this state’s heritage will be restored.   
 


