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KARRATHA — WATER SUPPLY 

Grievance 

MR V.A. CATANIA (North West) [9.39 am]: I believe that the grievance I have today provides an opportunity 
for the Premier of this state to negotiate an outcome based on the negotiations that are occurring to assist Rio 
Tinto and BHP Billiton in their operations. So far the Premier has negotiated a wonderful deal with those mining 
companies, I think a windfall of roughly $350 million a year, which will be of great benefit to the state, so I 
congratulate the Premier on achieving that much-needed outcome. However, we need to do more.  

As we all know, it has been highlighted on many occasions through the media that the demand for water in the 
Pilbara is huge, particularly in Karratha. The state government has a vision to transform Karratha into a city, so 
we need to supply a much-needed water source to Karratha to ensure that it can grow. I am in constant contact 
with developers and members of the general public who want to build Karratha and surrounding towns, yet they 
seem to be hampered because of the lack of water provided. The reason for my grievance is to highlight that we 
have a major iron ore company with a large allocation of water based on a 1960s state agreement, which was a 
fantastic state agreement at the time. However, times have changed and I do not believe that agreement is good 
practice or the way in which a company should continue to act. Rio Tinto’s state agreement entitles it to a large 
proportion of potable water—that is, drinking water—for use as dust suppression on its iron ore stockpiles. To 
me, in this day and age, water is a precious resource. We are facing water restrictions in Perth. I cannot see how 
a major company which is prepared to pay the federal Labor government billions of dollars through the resource 
rent tax and which earned $6.4 billion last year should be taking our drinking water. The amount of water 
allocated to Rio can meet Karratha’s annual water needs; therefore, if Rio did not have that agreement with the 
state to provide it with drinking water, the state would not have to find an alternative water source, because there 
is enough water in the scheme to supply the needs of Karratha, I believe, for the next 10 years—at roughly 
five gigalitres a year—to grow into a city. Like I said, all other companies in the Pilbara have their own water 
supply or pay a commercial rate to get water, so I think it is only fitting that Rio follows suit and provides its 
own water, thereby freeing up the drinking water supply so that the state can grow Karratha into a city. 

Under its current state agreement, Rio Tinto’s water entitlement is 5.4 gigalitres. Although Rio does not use all 
that entitlement on iron ore dust suppression, it uses a large proportion, probably about 2.5 to three gigalitres, 
which is a huge amount of drinking water being wasted on iron ore stockpiles. I had a conversation with Sam 
Walsh a couple of days ago to talk about these issues. Rio believes that it is entitled to 15 gigalitres and not the 
5.4 gigalitres that the state says it is entitled to. Whatever the case is, I believe it is a convoluted and antiquated 
state agreement that needs to be modernised to reflect what is happening in Karratha today.  

The state government has undertaken an expression of interest process to try to establish the options to provide a 
new drinking water supply for Karratha. Rio Tinto has submitted the option of dewatering Bungaroo Creek to 
that EOI process. In my mind, that is great and I applaud Rio for doing that because I think it is long overdue. 
We have to give credit where credit is due, and Rio has put a submission to the government to provide a water 
source. However, I do not believe that it is in the interests of this state, taxpayers and the people of Karratha to 
pay for a new water source, given the fact that Rio has had it good for a long time and has had the benefit of that 
drinking water. I believe that Rio should provide a new source; however, importantly, no matter where a new 
water source comes from, the state will always be hamstrung if it does not fix the state agreement with Rio 
Tinto, modernise it and take out that water supply provision. We must tidy things up because, even though Rio 
has proposed to dewater Bungaroo to provide water, it is still entitled to use the drinking water at Millstream. 
Rio will supply water to the state at a commercial rate, so the state will have to pay for that water, yet Rio will be 
able to draw its entitlement from Millstream at no cost. I acknowledge that Rio put in that infrastructure in the 
1960s; however, times have changed and it is time that we tidy up the state agreement to reflect what is 
happening today in Karratha, otherwise we will always have problems whereby potable water will be used on 
iron ore stockpiles, even if we develop a new water source. Therefore, I urge the Premier to take this matter on 
board and to negotiate a good outcome for Karratha and the state. 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Premier) [9.46 am]: I thank the member for North West for the grievance. 
The member draws attention to a serious issue that is related to the natural dryness of the Pilbara, to the rapid 
growth that is taking place, particularly in Karratha, and also to the government’s Pilbara Cities policy. Although 
the member’s grievance focused on Karratha, there is also of course the additional and immediate problem of 
water supply to the smaller community of Onslow. 

In my dealings with both BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto, I have found them to be willing to renegotiate and we 
certainly achieved that over the royalty issue. There is a commonsense that is applying to and recognition of the 
problems of water supply. I must say that I agree with the member for North West in that we would hope the 
towns would have no constraint through water on their growth. We would like to see the towns of the Pilbara far 
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greener, far more attractive places for people to live in. It does seem on the surface very wasteful that large 
amounts of good quality potable water are simply sprayed on to iron ore stockpiles for dust suppression. 
However, there is also the problem that we cannot use sea water because of the salt.  

The government has sought expressions of interest for water supply into the Karratha area. There will probably 
be at least two proposals, one of which we expect to come from Rio Tinto in relation to the Bungaroo project. 
That is about to go into the assessment stage. I have indicated to Rio Tinto, indeed to anyone, that we are willing 
to negotiate some of the further processing obligations as part of that to try to reach an agreement. We are not 
about to give everything away, but we are willing to at least negotiate. The old philosophy of trying to turn iron 
ore companies into steel companies does not make a hell of a lot of sense, but if we can get some social benefit, 
in this case water supply, out of those negotiations, that would be a good result. I take on board that the member 
has indicated that about five gigalitres a year is enough to sustain the growth of Karratha in particular. The 
dewatering of Bungaroo seems to be a sensible option and one that would probably serve the Pilbara for maybe 
the next decade or more, after which I am sure we would face another round of water supply issues.  

I thank the member for North West for raising this issue, which I think is a very important issue for the Pilbara 
and Karratha. The companies are aware of the issue, particularly Rio Tinto, which has put up a well thought out 
and, on the surface, sensible proposal to supply additional water. As part of that there will no doubt need to be 
some renegotiation of water entitlements so that the available and sustainable water resource of the Pilbara is 
divided fairly and sensibly between the immediate needs of the iron ore industry and the longer term needs of the 
growth of the towns. Therefore, I will keep the member informed and I will invite him to be a part of those 
negotiations and discussions.  
 


