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WATER ALLOCATION — SWAN VALLEY 
Grievance 

MR F.A. ALBAN (Swan Hills) [9.22 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Water concerning an issue that 
has plagued a significant part of a community within the Swan Valley for a number of years. The importance of 
the Swan Valley as an agricultural district is enshrined in the Swan Valley Planning Act 1995. Much has been 
discussed and written about the Swan Valley, but there is no doubt that the availability of adequate water will 
determine not only its viability, but also its regeneration and future expansion. Throughout the valley, the issue 
of water has been a political football—one of many—kicked around at random for many years. I am hoping that 
my grievance to the minister today will open the door to a solution. 

The Swan Valley is known throughout Perth as our state’s oldest wine region. Its reputation is well established. 
The groundwater licence allocations in the Swan region for 2009 show the priorities as they stood. Use for 
pasture received an allocation of nearly seven million kilolitres, while the total allocation for grape-growing use 
was slightly above four million kilolitres. Although this discrepancy might be viewed as normal—perhaps there 
is significantly more need for water for pastures than for grape growing—the constituents who have come to 
me about their difficulty in obtaining water to expand their growing operations would lend evidence to the 
contrary.  

A horror story heard in this industry is that of water dumping; that is, when a farmer or grower feels that their 
water allocation is not going to be used, they dump the water elsewhere on their property, wasting this precious 
resource. This is because of the industry’s belief: “If you don’t use it, you lose it.” Just as the weather is 
unpredictable, so are farmers’ water needs. We only have to look at last month to see a significant anomaly in 
rainfall and its effect on the industry. Growers need security; they need to know that if they do not use the water 
allocation in one season, it will not be taken off them in the next season. The security of water allocations will 
ensure that growers can survive and expand, benefiting the state’s economy and one of its most prized tourism 
assets. Also, there is a constant rumour of illegal bores. Addressing both this issue and the water allocation issue 
will result in more accurate water usage data.  

According to a 2009 Department of Water review, the amount of water that grape growers utilise from the 
Gnangara groundwater system is approximately 1.3 per cent of the total water abstracted. Further, the small 
amount of water used by this industry is used extremely efficiently. Vines are generally on drip-feeds and 
therefore utilise the water in a very efficient manner. It is extremely productive, with significant returns to the 
economy. However, as with all agriculture, the vastly differing annual rainfalls have a significant impact on 
growers’ water management. In discussions with local growers, one of the ideas suggested was that allocations 
may be rolled over and averaged. Doing this over a period of five years, for instance, allows for fluctuations in 
rainfall that are bound to occur. I believe that this idea has merit and is worth exploring further, as it results in 
more accurate usage and has the potential to save water. This raises the question of water meters. The situation 
cannot continue as it currently stands whereby some farmers are metered and others are not. How can we 
establish how much water has been used without metering?  

There is an opportunity for regeneration and expansion. I have been approached by several growers with requests 
for extra water. I have two examples that best exemplify this need. A current grower of table grapes has the 
means to expand his area by eight hectares of new vines. Another grower has an old vineyard that he wants to 
regenerate by inter-sowing the existing vines with new ones. An extra water allocation to both growers would 
immediately secure growth in an industry that most would suggest is in decline. If there were a way, as in these 
examples, that a grower could increase their allocation for the purpose of expansion, it would be a significant 
incentive for growth in the Swan Valley. That growth would directly benefit the economy and, I feel, promote 
responsible water use. The majority of landowners were initially allocated their water at no cost and therefore it 
is impossible for them to expand their allotment of vines within the current system without taking the 
unacceptable financial risk of purchasing additional water rights. An acceptable procedure and lawful avenue of 
water exchange or lease for existing allocations would also be beneficial.  

Finally, I want to raise the issue of the Swan Valley Planning Act and its interaction with the water act. Although 
the Rights in Water and Irrigation Act 1914 suggests that the resource should be evenly distributed, the Swan 
Valley Planning Act 1995 clearly gives greater prioritisation to grape growers. As it stands, the landowner who 
needs to water their paddock to ensure that there is less dust has the same priority as the grape grower who is 
significantly contributing to the economy with his vineyard. Ultimately, I believe we all support our scarce water 
resources being used responsibly for the highest and best use in yield or community benefit. I thank the minister 
for his consideration. 
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MR D.T. REDMAN (Warren–Blackwood — Minister for Water) [9.28 am]: I thank the member for Swan 
Hills for his grievance and his passion for all things to do with the Swan Valley. We have had a couple of 
discussions about this matter. 

From the outset, I state that the Swan Valley area is very important to the government and there have been a 
number of debates in this house in which we have reinforced that position. Although the member raised a 
number of issues that I want to go through, the premise of his grievance is that growth opportunities are available 
in the Swan Valley area but the major limitation to that is access to water. The fact that we have an over-
allocated system means that a range of challenging issues need to be worked through if we are to try to capitalise 
on the opportunities that the available water provides us with. The member made the point that 1.3 per cent of 
the Gnangara groundwater system, which is fully allocated, is allocated to viticulture. If we take that down to the 
Swan groundwater area, which is the area that the member is discussing, of the 23.4 gigalitres available, about 
four gigalitres are available for viticulture, which is actually 17 per cent. Therefore, 17 per cent of the Swan 
groundwater area is allocated to viticulture.  

I want to work through all the issues one by one, and hopefully I will get through them in the time available. I 
am concerned about the issue of water dumping; we do not want anybody wasting water. The complexity of this 
issue is that if there are people who do not utilise their water allocation, it is not right that that allocation should 
be constrained; it should go to someone who has a higher and greater need to support the development of the 
region. If, however, the person with a water allocation can demonstrate that for a particular reason—it might be 
because of a new set of vines or a change in vines—they do not utilise their full allocation over a particular 
period, the Department of Water is sympathetic to that. It understands that every year people will not necessarily 
use their full allocation. One of the options is to do a temporary trade so that water can be utilised by someone 
else, and to ensure that those variable use arrangements are understood. It is an issue if someone with an 
allocation is consistently not utilising the full allocation year in, year out. Strategies need to be in place to allow 
that water to go to someone who is prepared to utilise it for the growth and development of a particular region. 
Non-utilisation of water is an issue I feel strongly about; we need to have water available to those who want to 
use it. However, I understand that, from time to time, people are not able to use their full allocation.  

I do not support the notion of averaging. The principle of how we manage water under the licence arrangements 
with our allocation limits means if there is a particularly wet year, which is the point the member for Swan Hills 
made, someone might use 80 per cent of their allocation. The notion, therefore, that in the following year, which 
might be a particularly dry year, they can then use 120 per cent of their allocation, does not fit the hydrology and 
the management of water where licences are allocated on a year-by-year basis. There would be serious issues if 
all licence holders, for example, in one dry year used 120 per cent of their allocation. It would have a serious 
impact upon the aquifers.  
Turning to the notion of illegal bores, I make the point that if anyone is utilising water from a shallow table 
aquifer in a proclaimed area, they do not need to have a licence, provided the water is used for domestic 
purposes, including irrigating lawns and gardens not exceeding 2 000 square metres; firefighting; or non–
intensive stock watering. Outside of that shallow water aquifer, if someone is utilising water from the deeper 
confined aquifers, then a licence is needed, and the holder needs to demonstrate to the Department of Water that 
the licence is being utilised. We will take a hard line on illegal bores. Around 10 per cent of bores are checked 
every year across Western Australia. If illegal bores are found, the Department of Water will certainly take 
action. I encourage industry members, if they are aware of illegal bores or of someone who is drawing water 
from a confined aquifer, to take action so it is made known to the Department of Water, given the impact it will 
have on particular industries.  
In terms of expansion, essentially the Swan Valley groundwater system, which is made up of the central and 
south Swan Valley systems, is fully allocated. Limited water is available in the north and east sub-areas. 
However, because it is a fully allocated system, the only options are trading or transfers of licences. New water 
management legislation reforms will be introduced into this house at the start of next year. It is hoped these new 
measures will make more contemporary the very clunky legislation—in some cases, the legislation is over 100 
years old—to manage water in Western Australia. Those reforms will help support the notion of moving water to 
its highest and best use. I hope that the people in the member for Swan Hills’ constituency engage in the 
discussion process, which is happening right now. A government position paper is available on those reforms. I 
hope people will make themselves aware of the issues so they can put forward their input.  

The member for Swan Hills rightly raised the point about metering. His point is valid; if we are to effectively 
utilise water, we need to check whether the water is being used and who is using it. About 30 per cent of the 
Swan Valley is currently metered. The current policy setting is that any use over 500 megalitres is required to be 
metered. Under that amount, the principle of risk is applied; that is, if there is a high risk of the over-utilisation 
of water, then those areas are required to be metered. The government will look at the metering policy when 
introducing legislation into this place early next year. 
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The member for Swan Hills also talked about the notion that planning legislation has some prescription over 
water. I am not sure we can use our legislative capacity in water management legislation, certainly as it exists 
now, to override planning legislation. We have to provide mechanisms for moving water between users. We will 
need to streamline that facility through legislative changes in this house. However, the point the member makes 
is valid; it is certainly one that the government wants to address through some legislative changes. Increasingly, 
in Western Australia, we have fully allocated systems. In order to allow that water to move to greater and, 
perhaps, more productive use, we need mechanisms in place to support that measure. The principle of the 
member for Swan Hills’ grievance is sound. I hope that some of the responses I have made will permit the 
member to answer questions put forward by his constituents.  
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