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INFILL SEWERAGE PROGRAM 
Grievance 

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin) [9.09 am]:  My grievance this morning is to the Minister for the Environment.  I 
thank the minister for taking the time to hear this grievance about the infill sewerage program. 

The Gallop Labor Government rode into office in 2001 on the back of so-called environmental credentials.  It 
was very happy to espouse those credentials to the community during that election campaign.  However, since 
then, those credentials have been whittled away and there is no greater example of that than the cutback in 
funding to the infill sewerage program.  After just six months in office, Labor halved the funding for Western 
Australia’s most important environmental and social program - the infill sewerage program.  This program was 
an $800 million, 10-year program launched by the coalition Government in 1994.  It was on track to replace the 
old, outdated septic systems in 111 000 Western Australian properties in Perth and regional areas with an infill 
sewerage system.  By 2001, the coalition had already invested more than half the money - $460 million - in the 
connection of 48 000 properties to mains waste water systems.   

It is very important to note that country towns in regional Western Australia have not only protected the 
environment by running this infill sewerage program but also produced excellent examples of waste water 
management and waste water recycling.  In my home town of Corrigin, waste water is collected, cleaned through 
the waste water process and used on the town oval.  If I recall correctly, up to 40 per cent of waste water in 
regional Western Australia is recycled through the infill sewerage program.  Regional Western Australia is, 
therefore, leading the way in recycling waste water in this system.  All Western Australians should take note, 
given the current perilous state of our water resources, that it is in regional Western Australia, where water is 
scarce and, for example, expensive to pump from the Mundaring system to the goldfields, that water is being 
well used through a re-use program. 

Up to 2001, $460 million had been spent on connecting 48 000 properties to the new infill sewerage program.  
However, with the arrival of the Labor Government, this program has been halved and the completion date for 
the program put back by five years to 2009.  The Premier is on the record saying that the infill sewerage program 
was financially unsustainable.  What about it being economically sustainable, socially sustainable and 
environmentally sustainable?  I look forward to outlining some of the environmental damage that has been 
caused to iconic rivers in the State’s south west by the lack of this infill sewerage program. 

The impact of the decision to cut funding for this program has resulted in placing at risk fragile coastal 
environments such as Busselton, Geraldton and Bunbury.  Rising water tables have resulted in the leaching of 
sewage into wetlands and river systems.  Up to 75 per cent of properties in places such as Geraldton rely on 
septic tanks.  The same situation applies to inland towns, such as Kukerin, Bruce Rock, Dardanup and scores of 
others.   

This morning I spoke to officers of the Shire of Bruce Rock, who have raised this issue with me on many 
occasions.  Bruce Rock town continues today to have raw sewage pumped out to a dam at the back of town.  
That raw sewage is accessible to anybody who is willing to climb the fence to get in there. 

Mr R.C. Kucera:  They must be queuing up! 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  It is particularly disturbing, Minister for Tourism, that wildlife uses that water resource at the 
back of the Bruce Rock town site.  It is absolutely unacceptable that Bruce Rock is in that position today.  Bruce 
Rock was due for an upgrade on the infill sewerage program, which would have been completed by now if 
funding for the project had not been halved.   

I turn to the Shires of Boyup Brook and Donnybrook, which are worried about the impact of sewage on the 
Preston and Blackwood Rivers.  Those shires cannot afford to replace 30 to 60-year-old leach drains with mains 
and a proper sewerage plant.  On 30 June last year the Shire of Boyup Brook wrote to the Government warning 
that approximately 80 per cent of residential buildings were constructed prior to amendments to the Health Act, 
when only one leach drain was required.  That town’s infill sewerage program would have been completed in 
2003, but it has been rescheduled.  The shire is warning of health risks to the Boyup Brook community and 
continuing environmental damage to the Blackwood River.  This is a $4.2 million program through which the 
capital investment could be recouped from infill sewerage charges that go onto people’s water bills as soon as 
they are connected to the system.   

This issue was raised in June 2003 in an article in the local paper, the Warren-Blackwood Times.  I quote -  

Water and Rivers Commission senior natural resource management officer Kathryn Hardcastle said the 
health of the rivers passing through the three shires could be threatened because they had not converted 
to infill sewerage. 
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She said excess nutrients had been detected in both the Preston and Blackwood Rivers. 

This is happening as I speak.  The newspaper article continues - 
“There are obvious signals when a river passes through a town without infill sewerage that it does 
contribute extra nitrogen to the water,” she said. 

Further on the article states - 
Local MLA Mick Murray has requested from the Premier that Donnybrook have its infill sewerage 
system completed before the release of the 2003-2004 budget. 

That obviously has not happened.  However, it is a concern that raw sewage is leaching into the Preston and 
Blackwood Rivers.  These iconic rivers to the people of the south west are being ignored.  I welcome the fact 
that the Government is spending extra money to prevent nutrient loads from running into the Swan River, but 
what about the Blackwood and Preston Rivers?  These are iconic rivers for the people who live in those parts of 
Western Australia and they also deserve to have their iconic rivers protected. 

This is a very serious issue.  We simply cannot allow raw sewage from antiquated septic systems to leach into 
valuable brown water resources - not only iconic rivers but also ground water resources that are used throughout 
the community.  It seems to me that it will be up to a coalition Government, when it is returned to power, to 
reinstate funding to and bring forward the completion date of the infill sewerage program to protect these rivers 
and prevent sewage from leaching into them in the next few years.  I call on the minister to tell us what she will 
do to fast-track the completion of this program. 

DR J.M. EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment) [9.16 am]:  The Deputy Premier represents the 
Minister for Government Enterprises in this House and I am therefore representing him in responding to this 
grievance. 

Approximately 100 000 properties, comprising 80 000 in the metropolitan area and 20 000 in country towns, 
were targeted for the infill sewerage program.  However, these figures were revised to approximately 70 000 
properties in the metropolitan area and 30 000 properties in country towns.  The program therefore has been 
adjusted to increase the number of targeted properties in country towns.  To date, approximately 57 500 
properties in the Perth metropolitan area and 20 200 properties in country towns have been provided with a 
sewerage service under the infill sewerage program.  I am informed that approximately 12 500 properties in 
metropolitan Perth and 9 800 properties in country towns remain to be provided with a sewerage connection 
under the program.  I also must point out that although the program is being extended over a longer period, the 
highest priority areas were targeted first and the majority of those have been completed.  Other areas are now 
being done, albeit at a slower rate. 

In respect of the areas that the member had signalled he would talk about in notifying his grievance, I am 
informed that in 2003 the infill sewerage program provided Boyanup with a new waste water scheme comprising 
sewer reticulation, a pumping station and a pressure main that connects to the existing Donnybrook waste water 
treatment plant.  That scheme provided a sewerage service to 199 lots at a cost of $2.6 million.  A project to 
upgrade the Donnybrook waste water treatment plant estimated at $4.5 million is planned for completion in 
2007.  Similarly in Dardanup, the infill sewerage program has provided a completely new waste water system 
comprising sewer reticulation, a pumping station, a pressure main and a waste water treatment plant.  That 
scheme provided a sewerage service to 133 lots at an estimated cost of $1.9 million.  In Donnybrook, the infill 
sewerage program provided reticulated sewerage to 206 lots and a completely new scheme comprising a waste 
water treatment plant, a pumping station and a pressure main at a total cost of $6.1 million.  A further 144 lots 
are targeted in the western part of the town that are provisionally scheduled to be sewered in the 2005-06 
financial year at an additional cost of $1.5 million.   

I note the member’s comments about Boyup Brook, and I am happy to take up the issue.  I am informed that 
although a completely new system with all the elements of the other schemes I have outlined is set to be 
constructed, that construction is not scheduled to commence until 2008-09.  The cost is estimated to be 
$4.2 million and the system will service approximately 375 lots.  I also have details on a number of other areas, 
but they are more distant from those areas that the member has raised.  The member made the point that we 
could bring forward the program in Boyup Brook and recoup the costs earlier.  I will sound one note of caution.  
In my experience, although these are great programs, a range of complaints is made by people who do not want 
to pay the rates.  I have received complaints from people in a number of country towns in which these services 
have been provided who do not want to pay the rates because it is a new payment for them.  We need to balance 
that impost on people in smaller areas.  Property values in some towns are a lot lower than those in the 
metropolitan area.   

Mr B.J. Grylls:  There is also the corresponding concern for the rivers.   
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Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Rivers such as the Blackwood River are set to reap the benefits of the national action plan.  
Money will flow in particular to those areas covered by the South West Catchments Council.  Those areas are set 
to receive 25 per cent of the money allocated for the action plan.  The commonwealth-state steering group has 
recently gone through the proportionate way in which that money should be allocated and has considered the 
variables that make up the NAP.  That is done independently of the State Government. 

Mr B.J. Grylls:  I appreciate that.  There is a concern that raw sewage is running into the Blackwood River 
because there is no infill sewerage program, yet we are spending national action plan money to remediate the 
cause of the nitrogen load.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  The member referred to some comments made by an employee of the Water and Rivers 
Commission.  I understand - I will check this in a moment - that the woman has complained that she was quoted 
out of context and her comments were not meant to convey the situation that the member has outlined in the 
House.  I presume that I am thinking of the same article - it was some time ago.  When I read the article I was 
exceedingly worried and double-checked.  However, I was informed that she had been quoted out of context.  

Mr M.W. Trenorden:  Even though the system might have been put in, until we spend money, as has been done 
in Northam, there is still an overflow of nitrates and phosphates, which will have to be remediated using the 
national action plan money.  There were problems in the Swan River yesterday.  Much of those problems is 
caused by these sorts of outcomes.  We need to do more in this area.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  The reality is that plumes of old nutrients come through, and more so in city areas in 
which the nightsoil was buried, and that is a legacy we will have to cope with for the next 30 or 50 years, or 
perhaps even longer.  We have been left with those sorts of legacies anyway.  That situation is much worse in the 
sandy areas of the Swan coastal plain than in the other areas about which we have spoken today.  One of the 
benefits in those areas is that the soil structure and the permeability are different, and we do not face the same 
sort of pressure.  I am delighted that the program has been rejigged, so that the number of properties in country 
towns that will now be targeted has increased by 10 000.   
 


