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PROPOSED WATER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT CHARGES 
Motion 

MR P.D. OMODEI (Warren-Blackwood) [4.20 pm]:  I move -  

That this House - 

(a) condemns this State Labor Government for the proposed introduction of annual 
licence administration fees for farm dams; 

(b) calls on the State Government to acknowledge the huge capital injection that farmers 
have contributed for water conservation in Western Australia; and 

(c) accepts that the overall management of water conservation in Western Australia is the 
responsibility of the State and should be funded by the consolidated fund. 

This matter is of grave concern to farmers in the south west of Western Australia.  Today the Premier of Western 
Australia indicated that this is merely a proposal and consultation will occur before a decision is made.  I am at a 
loss to understand why a government department would propose such a management fee without some 
investigation by Cabinet or the minister concerned or because of government policy.    

I spent 11 years as a member of the Warren-Lefroy Water Advisory Committee which advised government 
ministers how that catchment area should be managed.  The ministers at the time were Arthur Tonkin, Ernie 
Bridge and Andrew Mensaros.  The concept of proclaiming areas for water management is not new.  It has been 
the practice for many years.  As a matter of fact, the Warren-Lefroy catchment has been a declared catchment for 
well over 30 years.  My predecessor Les Blakers, spent 20 years on that committee.  The committee was chaired 
by a representative from the then Water Authority and more recently by a representative from the Water and 
Rivers Commission.  The role of the committee was to make recommendations to the minister about the 
catchment’s management, to resolve conflicts between farmers and water users in the area and to assist in 
formulating policy about how water catchments should be managed.  For well over 30 years that catchment has 
been managed by the Government of Western Australia with a licensing scheme for farm dams, which was 
renewable, without a fee being attached to the licence.  Throughout those years, thousands of dams have been 
developed in the Warren-Lefroy catchment area, which was expanded to include the Donnelly catchment area.  
The only area of the State that has licensed dams is that south west corner and it is proposed to expand catchment 
protection to other catchments.  There is a Whicher Range group and a proposal for a Warren-Blackwood water 
resource management committee.  The committee would be expanded to take in more responsibility.  

Let us surmise for one moment that the Government’s proposal comes to fruition.  It would apply only to dams 
that are presently licensed.  All the dams outside the Warren-Lefroy and Donnelly catchments would not be 
subject to the proposed water resource management fee.  Only those dams within the licence area would be 
affected.  I think that point has been overlooked by the Department of Environment, Water and Catchment 
Protection.  Knowing well the bureaucrats involved in the department, as I was minister for two years, I have 
expressed my view to them that their proposal for water management charges is ill conceived.  It is proposed to 
charge according to a volumetric chart.  In other words, the cost of the stage 1 fees will be from zero to 5 000 
kilolitres, $100; from 5 001 to 50 000 kilolitres, $200; from 50 001 to 500 000 kilolitres, $500; and for more than 
500 000 kilolitres, $1 000.  I put it to members again that there are thousands of dams in those areas varying 
from very small dams to very large dams.  If a dam of 50 000 kilolitres is a catchment dam and is not on a 
permanent stream, obviously the management fee would be based on 50 000 kilolitres.  If a 50 000 kilolitre dam 
is part of a river system or on a permanent stream, irrigation of up to 150 000 to 200 000 kilolitres could be 
drawn and would attract a charge based on the original 50 000 kilolitres.  The department has not taken into 
account stream flow.  It will create another inequity between farmers using catchment dams and those using 
permanent streams.   

Nobody will convince me that this is a charge just for the administration of the water resource in those areas.  
Why else would the charges be based on volume?  The truth is that an A4 piece of paper would be the size of 
each licence for dams ranging from only 10 000 kilolitres or 500 000 kilolitres.  Justification for the fee may be 
that it will cover the paper shuffling, management, filing and recording, but no great cost is attached to that.  
That is borne out by the fact that for more than 30 years no charges have been attached to the management of 
that resource.  A Labor Government is now in office that is intent on the user-pays system.   

When I asked the Premier whether people would be charged for sinking backyard bores in Perth, the answer was 
an emphatic no.  It begs the question: why charge for water in places such as Pemberton, Margaret River or 
Donnybrook when the Government is not prepared to charge for administration or water usage for backyard 
bores?  I will tell members why.  It has been talked about for at least the past 30 years.  Should not the Water and 
Rivers Commission, the Water Corporation or the Department of Environmental Protection have an 
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understanding of exactly how much water is being extracted in metropolitan Perth?  Should not bores be licensed 
so that the amount of water being extracted from the surface aquifer can be identified?  It is probably arguable 
that they should be.  However, if a licensing system were introduced for backyard bores, the Government 
responsible would not be in government for very long.  The community is not silly.  The community will see that 
once bores are licensed, before long a charge will apply to the licence.  Most people could probably live with a 
charge for the licence but not for the use of the water.  As we well know, backyard bores have the beneficial 
effect of lowering the surface water table.  

In the 1950s and 1960s a large number of dams were constructed in the south west to service the growing 
horticultural region, bearing in mind that the Manjimup-Pemberton area, which I must admit is my backyard, is 
the largest horticultural producer in the State.  That area produces more than 50 per cent of the State’s potatoes 
and probably more than 90 per cent of its export cauliflowers.  Apple production is significant and the avocado 
industry is the largest in the State.  Other produce includes onions and various stone fruits.  

Mr M.F. Board:  We now have olive oil.  

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Olive oil is produced and that venture relies on irrigation.  It is very important to understand 
how much it costs producers to construct dams.  A catchment dam is one in which there is no permanent stream 
but a catchment gully.  The dam would be built across the gully and if it were more than seven metres in height, 
it would be regarded as a referrable dam and subject to the international standard of the Australian National 
Committee on Large Dams.  In the 1960s the cost of such dams was a total tax deduction to the farmer in the 
year of construction.  If the farmer had a good year and wanted to increase production, he could build a dam.  In 
1973 a very big dam could be built for $20 000.  Such a dam, in old standards, could hold 30 million to 
50 million gallons.  To build the same-sized dam today would require an engineer’s drawing, and approval by 
the Water and Rivers Commission, in some cases the Environmental Protection Authority if the dam is to be 
built on a permanent stream, and the Department of Land Administration and so on.  The dam that originally cost 
$20 000 now would cost in excess of $100 000.   

There is also no longer the 100 per cent tax deduction that farmers had in the 1960s; nowadays there is a 30 per 
cent tax deduction in the year of construction with depreciation in the out years.  If someone wanted to build a 
dam for $100 000, he would get a 30 per cent tax deduction and have to find 70 per cent of the capital.  He 
would have to pay tax.  Whereas in the old days he could tailor his tax to dam construction, land clearing, 
fencing and so on, nowadays, with a different depreciation system, he would have to find 70 per cent of the 
capital from revenue and therefore he would pay tax on that 70 per cent.  Not only are farmers paying the capital 
cost for constructing the dam - admittedly for their own use and to produce more goods for the benefit of the 
State, whether for domestic consumption or export - but on top of that they are paying tax on 70 per cent of the 
cost of the construction of a dam.  The same applies to bores and so on.  Commercial bores are required to be 
licensed.   

The agricultural budget in Western Australia has suffered cuts of more than $14 million in the past two budgets.  
Anybody who knows anything about agriculture in Western Australia, would know in which direction farm 
production costs are going.  They are going ever upwards and returns are not going up to the same extent, so 
margins are being squeezed.  Whether initiated by the Government or a government department, it is another 
wedge that is driving farmers closer to bankruptcy.  It is a very serious matter.  Some of the farmers in the 
Whicher Range group in the Busselton area who rely mainly on ground water are suggesting that a water 
management fee may be a good thing.  They need to be disabused of that view.  They do not realise that no taxes 
yet have ever gone down; they will forever go up.   

Mr A.D. McRae:  What about income tax? 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  The same applies to income tax.   

This is yet another impost on farmers.  They say that it is a tax on rain, which is an extreme argument.  Nobody 
is saying that the water resource in Western Australia does not need to be managed.  I am arguing as strongly 
and as plainly as possible that a large amount of rain falls in this State.  How much of its management should be 
the responsibility of the farmer and how much should be the responsibility of government?  I put it to members 
that farmers have already paid the price of the dam construction, which is of benefit to the State.  They have paid 
tax on the money they used to construct the dam.  On top of the cost of the construction of the dam, they need to 
maintain the resource and purchase irrigation equipment to produce goods for the benefit of the State.  For the 
Government now to impose a tax for the management of that resource begs the question whether the 
Government is serious about being fair and just to people across the State.  It has always been for the 
Government to pay for water management.   

I must declare an interest as a local member and farmer.  I have a 50 000 kilolitre dam.  I could probably afford a 
charge, but it is the principle of charging people for water that falls from the sky and is captured by the act of the 
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individual who owns the land.  The Government wants to charge for the management of that water, because 
salinity is developing and so forth.  One must bear in mind that the shire of Manjimup covers 7 000 square 
kilometres, only 10 per cent of which is cleared.  Therefore, that part of the State does not have a major salinity 
problem.  There may be some salinity problems in the eastern side of the shire, but farmers are well and truly on 
top of them.   

We are seeing here change by stealth.  My brother is on the Warren-Lefroy and Donnelly Water Advisory 
Committee.  He found out about this proposal via the representative of the viticulture industry in Margaret River.  
He wrote quite a pointed letter to the Water and Rivers Commission and has received a response outlining the 14 
key stakeholder reference groups.  I want to make sure that the Government is aware of what is being proposed.  
There is no doubt that if they are being directed by the Government, the response of the stakeholder committees 
will be a recommendation to charge a water management fee on farm dams.  I suspect that only the Government 
knows where it will go from there with bores, volumetric charges and so on.  Country Western Australia has had 
no major problems with dams failing and farmers being responsible for proclaimed areas.  All of a sudden after 
30 years of no major problems, apart from the failure of a couple of small dams, a government department - I 
strongly suspect directed by the Government of the day - is to impose a water use charge.  If I may give an 
indication of the result, it appears that the collection of the fees is expected to raise between $3 million and 
$3.5 million statewide.  I suspect that the amount will be far greater than that if all dams are subject to a water 
resource management fee.   

When people are dealing with government they often think that they must resign themselves to the fact that 
something will happen, but of course the counterpoint will come back from the representative of the farmers who 
will say that if it is to happen, the Government should charge all water users.  I bet my bottom dollar that 
licences and water use charges will not be imposed on backyard bores.  There will be yet another conflict in 
which people in the city and regional centres are treated differently from people in the rest of Western Australia.  
Members will have heard me before talk about the ever-widening gulf between country Western Australia and 
the city.  This is another example.  If guidelines need to be put in place for the management of dams nobody will 
object to that, but it is bizarre to suggest that farmers should pay for water that they have captured through their 
own initiative for the benefit of the State.   

Mr A.D. McRae:  What a load of rubbish. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  What is the member for Riverton saying? 

Mr A.D. McRae:  I accept much of your argument, but to say that it is for the benefit of the State and to ignore 
the personal business interests involved in making that infrastructure and investing in it is missing the point of 
the original investment.  The landowners’ motive for doing it was not a beneficent attitude towards the rest of the 
community but about advancing their interests in their property and business. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  The end result is a benefit to the State.  At the moment, the member pays for water use 
charges - 

Mr A.D. McRae:  I’ve never seen such altruism anywhere before in society. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  The member for Riverton has never covered himself in glory with commonsense, 
particularly in agricultural matters.  He might learn if he listens.  When he pays for his water, the member pays 
for the reconstruction of dams, but the costs are initiated by the State.  The maintenance of the dams that are the 
subject of the motion is paid by the landholder.  The State does not meet the cost and then charge the landholder.  
Farmers do it themselves. 

I give an example.  If one wants drinking water for a farmhouse, one must spend at least $5 000 for a 90 000-litre 
water tank.  One then must buy the pump.  If the water is pumped from a hillside dam, probably $5 000 or 
$10 000 must be spent on the dam.  The pipe and filtration must also be paid for.  People in metropolitan Perth 
are not subject to these costs.  The cost of drinking water for rural people across Western Australia is far greater 
than the measly amount metropolitan people pay to the Water Corporation.  Do not tell me about benefits, 
member for Riverton.  Does the member not want farmers to build any dams or produce any goods?  

If one chooses to be a farmer by profession and invests the money involved, of course it is to benefit that farmer 
in some way.  However, that person does not want the State to come along and charge for water captured by that 
person.  I could understand it if it were a pure fee to administer the licence; namely, a nominal fee of $50.  This 
proposal has gone much further.  Under the guise of managing water, the bureaucrats have indicated that it is a 
water management fee.  They then refer to volumes.  It does not cost any more to administer a dam of 10 000 
kilolitres than one of 500 000 kilolitres.  Once it is constructed, the dam has a life of 100 years plus.  The dam on 
my property was built in 1973 for $5 000.  I extended the dam wall by two metres five years ago, and it cost me 
$100 000.  I have only one big dam on my property.  Many of my neighbours who are large horticultural 
producers have five to eight dams on their property, and they are prepared to go to jail rather than pay this fee. 
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This proposal is ill conceived and has certainly not been well sold.  The majority of farmers do not know the 
reference groups exist.  The commission has hand-picked certain people for the reference groups to put the 
proposal to them.  With the greatest respect to farmers on committees - as I was at one stage - they can be 
snowed by bureaucrats with a lot of altruistic aims that trap farmers into paying a fee.  The Government says it 
has consulted.  The consultation has been so great that my brother, who has been on the committee for four or 
five years, did not know the reference group existed.  He is no fool.  He runs a very good operation in downtown 
Eastbrook.  This is a matter of real concern to me.  If the Government chooses not to acknowledge this request 
concerning annual licence administration fees for farm dams, it begs the question about its seriousness about 
water management.  If it will apply an administration charge for farm dams in Western Australia, by rights it 
must charge an administration fee for backyard bores in Perth.   
This charge will apply in the member for Collie’s electorate as well because it contains a large number of dams.  
I am sure he is as concerned about this proposal as I am.  If the Government is not prepared to apply an 
administration charge for backyard bores in Perth, it indicates the Government’s view; namely, that Warren-
Blackwood is an expendable country seat that is not needed for Labor to form government.  Every one of the 
sheep dams in the wheatbelt, member for Merredin, would be next to have an administration fee apply if this 
logic were followed.  If a fee applies to an irrigation dam for horticulture down south, the water the member uses 
to feed stock and yabbies, and whatever else he keeps in his dam, will have a charge applied; it must be the case 
if fairness and equity applied.  The Government knows it is not feasible or possible politically to do so; it will 
not happen.  Instead, the Government targets farmers in specific areas of the State.  Mine is a safe conservative 
seat, and will continue to be for the foreseeable future.  Therefore, the Government will screw my farmers and 
charge them for their water to save money for the Treasurer, who is like the Iraqi minister for misinformation.  I 
am amazed the Treasurer has not shaved off his moustache, as all other Iraqis have done! 
This is an easy way to get money out of farmers, because who gives a damn about them anyway?  I implore 
members opposite to consider this matter in terms of fairness and equity.  If farmers in the lower south west are 
charged for water, whether it be an administration charge or any other charge, it should apply equally across the 
length and breadth of Western Australia.  I know from my time as minister that farmers are charged for water on 
a volume basis per hectare in the Kimberley under the Ord scheme.  Farmers are charged 23c a kilolitre for water 
in the Gascoyne, where water is drawn from the river basin.  The Government has spent a huge amount in the 
Gascoyne on bores and on irrigation infrastructure in the Kimberley.  That contrasts dramatically with the lower 
south west of the State where farmers have constructed their own water supply at their own cost.  They usually 
forgo many things to do so.  One has only one chance at a water supply, particularly when it is on a permanent 
stream.  Once one has a good site, one must maximise the size of the dam to ensure the best effect for the dollars 
invested.   
I do not mean to be derogatory to the bureaucrats in any way.  I have known many of them now for more than 20 
years.  They are dedicated public servants.  They know full well - I know I am repeating myself - that the cost of 
the administration of the Warren-Lefroy catchment has been at taxpayers’ expense for years.  That should 
continue to be the case in the future.  Obviously, some directive from the Government has been made to the 
Water and Rivers Commission to implement a water user charge.  It is being applied through the clever use of 
words.  I refer to the heading of the letter sent to my brother on behalf of the regional manager of water 
resources.  I know well both of the fellows in the south west Water and Rivers Commission, and I respect them.  
The heading reads - 

Warren-Blackwood Water Resource Management Advisory Committee and Proposed Water Resource  
Management Charging 

That says it pretty succinctly.  A charge for water is proposed.  The volumes indicated in the correspondence 
from the viticulture executive officer of Margaret River clearly indicate that the Government intends to go down 
the line of charging farmers for water.  I raise this matter in this place today at an early stage while consultation 
is taking place as I want to ensure that the Government of Western Australia is clear about the Opposition’s 
position.  It is not in favour of a water management charge for farm dams constructed at farmers’ cost.  I make it 
clear in the early stages of the debate that the Opposition is emphatic in its view.  As the member for Warren-
Blackwood, I am emphatic that I will oppose the proposal at every turn.  I will oppose it whether it applies to 
only the licensed dams in the Warren-Lefroy catchment, all dams in the State or only dams that are constructed 
elsewhere.  I am strongly opposed to this proposal.  In the past the Government has used the consolidated fund - 
the taxpayers’ purse - to manage these resources.  That should continue.  I again ask members opposite to take 
this matter seriously.  It is a serious matter, and the imposition of a water usage charge for water management 
will lead to significant hardship for farmers across the State.   

DR J.M. EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment and Heritage) [4.50 pm]:  I thank the member 
for moving this motion and the statements he has made, which are quite helpful.  In 2002, in response to the dry 
climate and the State’s water issues, the Government held 19 water community forums.  That process culminated 
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in a symposium in this place.  One of the recommendations of that symposium was that commercial water users 
should help meet the costs of managing the resource.  In response, the Government in February released the state 
water strategy.  The state water strategy, a public document, refers to that recommendation and contains an 
undertaking that the Government will investigate the applicability of implementing a water resource 
management charge in Western Australia.  Consultation with 17 key stakeholder groups has been taking place 
since that time.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  I contacted the Water and Rivers Commission about the water symposium and asked that I, a 
former water management committee member and water resources minister, be allowed to attend.  I was told that 
I could not go to the symposium.  Who did you talk to?  How many people who attended were water users?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I will go through the 17 peak organisations that are represented on the stakeholder 
reference group.  We take very seriously the issues of water management and consultation.  Later I will outline 
the consultation we have undertaken.   

Demand for water in this State has doubled over the past 15 years.  The projections show that it will double 
again.  Water is becoming an increasingly precious commodity.  A number of areas have reached their water 
allocation levels; that is, their sustainable limit.  The previous Government recognised that.  It introduced 
amendments to modernise the Rights in Water and Irrigation Act.  As a result, water trading was recently 
introduced in this State.  We are building on the work of the previous Government.  We recognise, as it 
recognised, that water is an increasingly precious resource and that all of us need to do as much as we can to 
make sure we properly manage it now and in the future.   

Before I talk about the stakeholder reference group and the consultation that has been undertaken, I make a few 
comments about farm dams.  Although this will be perfectly clear to the member who raised the issue, other 
members could benefit from this information.  Farm dams are generally built off stream in paddocks and used 
primarily for stock water.  They generally are small in capacity and have minimal individual impact on the 
environment.  Because farm dams of this nature, particularly those that are off stream, have such little impact, 
there is no need to license them.  As such, farm dams would not be subject to any annual licence administration 
fee that might be introduced.  It is worth noting that over the past eight years Governments have provided 
$19.5 million through the farm water grants scheme to help with the construction of many new farm dams.  We 
all appreciate the necessity for farm dams.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  It was a very good initiative by a very good minister!   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  The member is very modest.  A distinction should be made between farm dams and other 
dams.  I make a few brief comments about on-stream dams, again for the benefit of other members rather than 
the member for Warren-Blackwood.  On-stream dams are built on streams or watercourses.  They can range in 
capacity.  They are used for a variety of purposes, including stock water, domestic water and irrigation.  These 
can have a significant impact on both other water users and the environment.  If these dams are located in areas 
of intense competition for limited surface water supply, one person’s dam can severely impact the amount of 
water available in another person’s dam.  I periodically receive complaints about this.  In this type of situation, 
farmers and water users have no real security.  Security and reliability are core issues.  Clearly, we cannot make 
it rain, and to that extent there will always be some uncertainty.  However, we can control and have a good grip 
on water resource management.  By having a good grip on water resource management, we can improve 
reliability by managing competition between water users.   

In summary, not all surface water users and on-stream dams around the State require licensing.  If a dam has no 
impact on other water users or the environment, there is no need to license it.  It is also the case that any charge 
that is introduced would apply only to users who hold a licence, and costs generated by those users would be 
recovered under the user-pays principle.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  What about the ones who have not got a licence?   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I said that they would be exempt.  Stock and domestic users would be exempt.  I think the 
member has missed a fundamental point.  The recommendation of the water symposium was that commercial 
users should contribute to the cost of managing the resource they are using.  That is the fundamental point of this 
investigation.  We are not talking about the many small dams that are dotted around the countryside, particularly 
in the member for Merredin’s electorate.  We are talking about the very large dams from which commercial 
users receive a benefit. 

I turn to consultation.  Late last year the Water and Rivers Commission wrote to a number of groups, inviting 
them to take part in this consultation process by joining the stakeholder reference group.  Letters were sent to 
Aqwest, the Association of Mining and Exploration Companies, the Busselton Water Board, the Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry of Western Australia, the Chamber of Minerals and Energy of Western Australia, the 
Conservation Council of Western Australia, the Western Australian Fruit Growers Association, Harvey Water, 
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the Western Australian Local Government Association, the Ord Irrigation Co-operative, the Pastoralists and 
Graziers Association, the Potato Growers Association of Western Australia, the Vegetable Growers Association, 
the Water Corporation, the Western Australian Farmers Federation, the Western Australian Wine Industry 
Association and the World Wide Fund for Nature Australia.  Those organisations are now participating in this 
process.  I put that list on the table so that people know that the Government has involved farmers; irrigators; 
water service providers, through the Water Corporation and two other water boards; conservationists; and the 
Pastoralists and Graziers Association.  All those organisations have met with the Water and Rivers Commission 
to discuss this issue on three separate occasions.  In addition, three workshops dealing with this issue have been 
held.  In inviting those organisations to participate, we were very clear that they would discuss water resource 
management; the fact that water is such a precious resource; and that with so many people now wanting to use 
water and catchments reaching their sustainable allocations, we need to make sure we are managing the water 
resource in the most responsible manner.  We told those organisations to talk to their members, develop ideas 
and provide feedback.  That has happened.  We have asked those organisations to help us finalise a set of key 
principles for the development of a plan and to confirm the issues that need to be resolved and to assist in their 
resolution.  We want those organisations to help identify impacts.  The member’s contribution this afternoon was 
helpful in that regard.  We also want the stakeholder reference group to develop options for the better 
management of our water resources.  That has resulted in a lot of discussion.  There is general agreement that we 
need better management of our water resources, and there has been much debate about the best options for 
making sure we achieve that.  One point that people agree on is that we need to properly protect our water 
resources, and we need to do that now so that we will know into the future that we are doing it properly.  

The latest workshop was held yesterday.  It was agreed at that workshop that we would investigate a two-stage 
approach to water resource management.  The first stage is the introduction of an annual licence administration 
fee and a licence application fee.  One of the issues in all of the meetings up until now is that it is fine for the 
people who attend these types of meetings and the people who are the representatives of the peak bodies to talk 
about this in theory, but it becomes a different issue, as the member has pointed out, when we convert that theory 
to reality and start talking about what it will mean on the ground.  That is the stage we are at now.  That is what 
we all want to understand.  We all need to know exactly what is meant and exactly what will be the implications 
for a particular business or entity.  The department has now, of its own volition, issued a discussion paper that 
outlines a potential range of fees for this licence.  It proposes a licence fee that will vary according to the volume 
of water that is used.  That is fairly standard for licence fees.  Because the groups were asking for some 
examples, numbers have now been given so that people can discuss them. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  The difference with this licence is whether it is a six-figure number or a four-figure number, 
or whatever.  It does not cost you any more at all, because all you are doing is having a licence on an A4 piece of 
paper.  No-one has ever done anything physical with regard to the management of these dams.  It is purely an 
administrative exercise.  By applying the volumes it is a charge on the water. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I think the member is getting a bit carried away with dams.  This will apply to a lot more 
than dams.  There are many users of large volumes of water who do not pay anything for that water and who 
have actually said to the Water and Rivers Commission that this is a bankable commodity for them, and if some 
value were attached to it, it would be of more value to them.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  It cost them $100 000 in the first place.  I am sure it is a bankable commodity.  They had to go 
to the bank to build it. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  In your dreams!  As though people would ever charge that! 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  That is how much some of the bigger dams cost. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I am sorry.  I thought the member said that was the licence fee.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  I am talking about the cost of construction.  Very few dams today would be built for under 
100 000.   

Mr A.J. Dean:  What is the return on capital?  You would not build a $100 000 dam if you were expecting a 12 
per cent or 15 per cent return.   

Mr B.J. Grylls:  You make it sound like a tax grab when you speak like that, member for Bunbury.  Do you think 
we are all loaded and you can grab some more tax from us?  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr J.P.D. Edwards):  I remind members that the discussion should be through the 
Chair, not across the Chamber.   

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  There is a fundamental issue about what happens when people build dams.  Work is done 
to assess the impact of a dam, and the member knows that.  The member was here when we debated in this 
Chamber in great detail the Rights in Water and Irrigation Act, when we made sure that there was always an 
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environmental water provision, and when we looked at how we could move water towards its highest value use, 
what we could do to allow trading, and what we could do when water became scarce in an area.  I was interested 
to read recently that water was traded at $2 000 a megalitre.  People are now recognising that water is a 
commodity and that when they can trade it, it becomes very precious.  We are being very up-front with people.  
We are inviting them to put up proposals, and we are working through what that may mean for any individual in 
particular.  We will then seek feedback so that at the end of this process the Government can get a 
recommendation and make up its own mind.  The Government recognises the amount of money that people 
invest in their businesses.  We acknowledge the amount of money that is spent on constructing a good dam.  
There are things we know very well.  For example, with the community dams that have been constructed in 
recent years, a lot of work goes into making sure the dam is in the right location and will not cause any 
unintended harm and will get the best result in terms of water catchment.  However, we cannot get away from 
the fact that we are living in an era in which the climate is much drier.  In the past 25 years rainfall has declined.  
People and groups like the Indian Ocean Climate Initiative are now saying to us that the change that we are 
experiencing is almost certainly a combination of natural variability and climate change, and climate change is 
bearing down upon us.  We need to be responsible and look at how we can best manage and protect our water 
resources.  The previous Government was not without sin in this area.  Historically, a lot of money went into this 
area.  However, when we went through the water industry reform group process, and we created the Water 
Corporation as a corporatised entity and formed the Water and Rivers Commission, and when the geological 
survey unit was split up, in some ways the ball was dropped and attention was lost from this issue.  We have 
been tracking that in recent times, and it would be fair to say that we have all dropped the ball a bit on this issue.  
We need to give proper attention to our water resources so that we protect them now and make sure that they are 
protected properly into the future.  This is the process that we need to go through.  We are going through it with 
all the different groups.  We are getting very good feedback.  Some groups are embracing this wholeheartedly 
and asking us to move on more quickly.  We will take as much time as we need to make sure there is proper 
consultation.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  Which groups are they? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  Some miners have said to us that it would be helpful if we had this in place so that they 
had some certainty about getting their water licence and water allocation.  Indeed, some of them have argued that 
if they have a licence that they have paid for, that will have more recognition and will be more bankable for 
them.  Conservation groups also have an interest in this matter.  The agreement yesterday in the workshop was 
that we proceed in two stages.  The first stage is to have an annual licence administration fee.  The second stage 
is to have a much slower and longer look at any particular water resource management charge that would be 
based on a volumetric component.  The second part is more contentious and would need to be thought through 
carefully.  The member has raised issues about what the water volumes are used for, the nature of the water, the 
water quality and the impact it has in any particular area.   

I have just been passed some information on one matter that the member raised.  The member asked why there is 
no flat fee for administration.  I am informed that the administration costs of a licence are based on assessing the 
licence application, checking compliance with licence conditions, assessing the renewal application, and 
database costs.  Larger licences generally have greater assessment, compliance and renewal costs than smaller 
licences, and the licence administration fee reflects that.  There are already four areas in the State in which this 
type of fee exists.  The reason the fee exists in those areas is that the water resource is already at the sustainable 
limit and we need to keep a close eye on it to make sure that we do not damage the environment or the future 
sustainability of the whole resource.  Water resources need to be properly protected.  As a Government we are 
fully committed to making sure that we have sustainable management and use of our valuable water resources.   

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin) [5.09 pm]:  I support the motion moved by the member for Warren-Blackwood 
and remind the House that it states - 

That this House - 

(a) condemns this State Labor Government for the proposed introduction of annual 
licence administration fees for farm dams; 

(b) calls on the State Government to acknowledge the huge capital injection that farmers 
have contributed for water conservation in Western Australia; and 

(c) accepts that the overall management of water conservation in Western Australia is the 
responsibility of the State and should be funded by the consolidated fund. 

Some of the ideas that were put forward by the water symposium held in the Parliament seem very strange to me.  
I would be very interested to speak to some of the people who attended the water symposium and find out 
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whether some of the ideas and agendas that the minister has said were a result of the water symposium reflect 
what the symposium hoped to achieve.   

I bring one issue to the attention of members on both sides of the House; that is, water tanks.  After the water 
symposium, it was found that a small assistance grant was available for people who installed water tanks on their 
properties.  A Water Corporation document that was released prior to the water symposium indicated that the 
cost of water from water tanks was double the cost of the water from the Kimberley pipeline.  The Kimberley 
pipeline is judged by many to be a far too expensive and unfeasible option.  The cost per kilolitre of water from 
the Kimberley pipeline is estimated by the Water Corporation to be about $4 a kilolitre.  Ernie Bridge believes 
that it would be closer to $1 a kilolitre, but we will not have that argument today.  The Water Corporation’s 
estimate of the cost of water from a water tank is $8 a kilolitre.  It seems strange to me that one of the outcomes 
of the water symposium was that we should provide a small grant for people to install water tanks on their 
properties when the Water Corporation has agreed in print that this option is twice as expensive as bringing 
water to the Kimberley.  That is one issue that proves that some of these recommendations do not stack up.   

I am very concerned that the member for Warren-Blackwood could not get a place on the water symposium to 
put forward his very knowledgeable views.  I have done quite a lot of research on this matter.  I am the National 
Party spokesman on water and salinity issues.  I, too, could not get a place on the water symposium.  After 
reading some of the recommendations of the water symposium, it seems to me that it would have been very 
interesting for the member for Warren-Blackwood and me to have been present during the symposium so that we 
could determine whether the recommendations of the symposium reflected the debate that took place, because 
the recommendations seem quite strange.  This is another of those strange recommendations.  The minister was 
correct when she said that the public believed that users of large amounts of water for irrigation purposes for 
horticultural and other agricultural purposes needed to recognise the importance of water.  I do not think that any 
of those people do not recognise that.  However, today we are talking about charging a fee to small farming 
properties that have used their own dollars and their own capital - most of the time that would be borrowed 
capital - to build a dam and a catchment, which is essential infrastructure for their businesses.  Farmers build not 
only dams but also little catchments or the like to divert the rainwater off the side of a hill into those dams.  They 
have paid for that infrastructure themselves; yet the minister has told us today that they will be charged a licence 
fee to have that infrastructure in place.  The member for Warren-Blackwood pointed out that people in his 
electorate in the south west put in that infrastructure to irrigate a horticultural block, and it is no different in my 
electorate.  Farmers in my electorate build large dams and catchments to supply stock.  It is a very similar use of 
the water, except that farmers in my electorate use that water for animals, whereas in the member for Warren-
Blackwood’s electorate, it is used for irrigation purposes.  It is of great concern to me that horticultural users will 
be charged a fee, because the natural progression then is that any water user could be charged a fee to license and 
regulate the water collected in his dam.   

The point I will make today is that all these businesses pay their taxes.  They pay quite a large amount of tax 
through their payrolls and the stamp duty on insurance premiums that the State collects, which goes into the 
consolidated fund.  The minister needs to recognise that these businesses are already paying their fair share of 
taxes.  The member for Warren-Blackwood is asking that, as these businesses already pay their taxes, this 
licence or administration fee be taken from the consolidated fund.  I have in front of me the figure that this 
licence fee is likely to raise - around $100 000.  The minister is not in the Chamber at the moment, so she cannot 
confirm whether that is the figure the Water Corporation is seeking to raise.  If this figure is correct, individual 
businesses will be asked to find $100 000 to run an administration structure for their water.  The problem I have 
with the fee is that a small number of users will be asked to find this money.  The minister has already said that 
water users in the wheatbelt will not be asked to pay the fee.   

Another important point is that the majority of dams that are used for commercial purposes will not be in a 
proclaimed area; therefore, the owners of those properties will not contribute to the administration fee to raise 
this amount.  A small group of businesspeople are being asked to raise a large amount of money that they will 
have to take from their businesses to pay for this administrative set-up.  The fee is specifically targeted at a group 
that is easy to target because those farmers are in a proclaimed area.  This seems to me to be an unfair business 
impost.   

I believe the member for Riverton will make a contribution to this debate and, when he does, I would like him to 
explain to me how he proposes that these horticultural producers will pass this extra cost burden on to the end 
purchaser of their products, because these horticultural producers supply to a market that sets the price.  
Whatever the cost will be for their businesses, these producers have no ability to pass on that cost.  They must 
accept the going market price.  They are not like a business that can sell a can of coke that normally costs $1.40 
for $1.50 if an extra cost burden is placed on that business.  These businesses do not operate in such an 
environment.  Any cost burden that is put on those businesses will have to come from their bottom line.  By 
imposing this fee the Government is reducing the profitability of those businesses.   
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I take exception to the comment of the member for Bunbury that if these farmers can afford $100 000 dams, they 
must be making a fair return on that capital.   

Mr A.J. Dean:  Why would they build them then?   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  This is extraordinary.  The member for Bunbury has suggested that because these farmers 
have borrowed an amount of money to build dams, they are flush with cash.  He would know that that is simply 
not true.  First, after a couple of very dry years, those dams are probably very low and those farmers probably 
cannot draw from the dams the amount of water they need to run their businesses.  Straightaway they have made 
an expensive capital input into those dams from which they cannot get the maximum return because the dams do 
not have enough water in them.   

Mr A.J. Dean interjected.   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  If the member for Bunbury can tell me how much rain will fall and we can put that into our 
cash-flow budget, he should come with me to the wheatbelt.  He would make an absolute fortune.  How can the 
member work out how much water will flow - 

Several members interjected. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  That is exactly right.  It is very disappointing to hear the member for Bunbury, who is a 
country member, make those comments.  Many people in his electorate would have suffered from a bad season.   

Mr A.J. Dean:  You are in further trouble because I also have a degree in agriculture and economics.   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I am in deep trouble because the member is telling me that he can work out a cash-flow 
budget based on the amount of how much rain will fall.  I want the member to come to the bank with me because 
if he can predict how much it will rain, I will be able to borrow a heap of money.  He can revolutionise the 
wheatbelt with his economics degree!  It is fantastic.  The biggest problem we have in the wheatbelt is people 
with economics degrees who make similar comments.  They are completely oblivious of the real world.  They 
operate from straight out of the textbook.  The member is suggesting that we should all base our cash-flow 
budgets on how much rain will fall.  Mr Acting Speaker, please let me get back to the points I am trying to make 
in this debate.  The member for Bunbury is clearly illustrating the very wide chasm that exists between fantasy 
and reality on this side of the House and the other side of the House.   

Mr A.J. Dean:  Is that a turkey nest chasm?   

Mr B.J. GRYLLS:  I nearly cannot continue because the member’s comments are so fanciful.   

The member for Riverton said that farmers involved in horticulture were not adding value to the State but were 
working for their own benefit.  As has been clearly demonstrated time and again, the State relies very heavily on 
agricultural production.  Unlike other businesses, primary producers cannot pass on to consumers these increased 
cost burdens.   

The proposed regulations to be placed on dams will have a significant effect on the State.  An administration 
charge is only the first stage of the Government’s plan.  Initial consultations indicate that an administration fee of 
$100 will be placed on dams with a capacity of between zero and 5 000 kilolitres; $200 on dams with a capacity 
of between 5 000 and 50 000 kilolitres; $500 on dams with a capacity of between 50 000 and 500 000 kilolitres; 
and $1 000 on dams with a capacity of greater than 500 000 kilolitres.  Those fees refer to only stage 1 of the 
proposal.  Stage 2 could involve a volumetric charge on water users.  If that is the case, producers throughout the 
State, including in the member for Warren-Blackwood’s electorate, who have paid their administration fees for 
the dam and the catchment area, which they constructed with borrowed moneys, will be charged a volumetric fee 
on the amount of water they actually collect.  This will lead to other problems.  Will producers be charged on the 
capacity of their dams or will they be charged on the amount of water in the dam?  Considering the droughts we 
have had over the past few years, this raises a large problem.  A farmer’s 500 000-kilolitre storage dam might be 
only half full due to a dry season.  I implore the minister to make sure that when considering introducing a 
volumetric charge, the Government finds out not only what the volume of the storage is but also makes a charge 
based on that volume.  The charge must reflect the amount of water that is being stored and the amount of water 
that a farmer could gain an income from during that period.   

The minister claims that a consultation process has occurred.  However, the minister and her department have 
taken their plan to people in the industry and told them what the plan is.  The minister considers community 
consultation to be the process of travelling to a rural community and presenting the Government’s plan.  I will 
give members an example of that type of community consultation process that occurred in my electorate.  During 
the week, some people from the country passenger service jumped into a car in East Perth and travelled to 
Doodlakine.  Doodlakine is a great community.  It has been made famous by a Jimmy Barnes concert that is held 
there each year, which has brought the community alive.  In the near future another concert will attract 5 000 
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people to the very small town.  The community consultation process to which I referred involved two 
bureaucrats who drove to Doodlakine in a government car to tell the community that their train station, which 
has operated since the railway was first built, would be closing in the very near future.  I would have expected 
community consultation to involve input from the community.  However, it appears that community consultation 
involves bureaucrats telling the community what will happen and then driving back to Perth, which is extremely 
disappointing.   

That is happening across the board in all government sectors.  An administration fee is to be charged on farm 
dams.  The Government makes a decision and believes it needs to engage in community consultation so it sends 
a bureaucrat to the area to tell the people what will happen.  It is bad luck when the community does not agree 
with the Government’s decision because the decision has already been made.  It appears that that is how issues 
are to be decided and the Government thinks that the people should be glad that it has consulted with them.   

I know about this matter very well because the Government has done it to Meckering, which is another small 
town in my electorate.  Exactly the same type of consultation took place.  Bureaucrats drove there and told the 
community meeting of 30-odd people that the train station would be closed.  I assume that that is of great 
concern to all members of Parliament.  Community consultation should involve two-way dialogue whereby the 
community is asked to put forward its point of view and, every now and then, lo and behold, those comments are 
acted upon.   

The National Party is very concerned about where the charge on the administration of water resources in the 
south west is heading despite indications from the minister that charges will not be imposed on people who live 
outside the south west.  However, for the reasons I have outlined in my speech, only a few farmers with these 
types of resources are in the proclaimed area but many water users are outside the proclaimed area.  These 
charges will be extended to water users outside proclaimed areas.  I am sure that once that occurs in the south 
west, there will be a natural flow-on to the wheatbelt.  Some people in the wheatbelt collect large amounts of 
water for feedlot use and irrigation.  It will be a natural progression for these charges to be extended to the 
wheatbelt.   

I repeat that primary producers cannot pass on these increased cost burdens to the consumer.  Therefore, any 
increased cost comes from their hip pockets.  I hope that the water symposium and the people who attended it 
were not advocating that primary producers should be slugged in the hip pockets yet again to pay for an 
administration charge for their water.  

MR J.L. BRADSHAW (Murray-Wellington) [5.29 pm]:  It is obvious to the Opposition, but apparently not to 
the Government, that the farming community is not necessarily wealthy.  It comprises people who are dedicated 
to producing primary produce.  They do not make lots of money and, in many cases, they live on the breadline.  
The perception in the old days that farmers were wealthy probably arose because 50 or 60 years ago wheat and 
sheep farmers did make a lot of money and drove expensive cars.  However, people in the south west, on whom 
this proposal will impact, do not make large amounts of money.  Anyone who drives through the towns of the 
south west can see that farmers do not live in palatial mansions.  Their homes are often meagre residences, which 
shows that the farming community does not enjoy the wealth that people think it does.  

One of the most important resources on any property is water.  If water is not accessible on a property, there is 
no point owning it.  The first thing anyone who wanted to buy a farm would consider is the water supply.  
Without water, the land is useless.  Over the years, people have built dams at their own cost, which they have 
maintained at their ongoing cost.  I have lived on a farming property, and I would have loved a reticulated water 
system to operate on it.  Pumps that are required to draw the water from the dams continually break down.  If 
there is a break in the water line and a pressure pump is used, the break causes the water to be pumped out of the 
tank until it is dry.  The cost involved in a farmer providing his own water is enormous, although I cannot 
provide a cost per kilolitre.  From personal experience, I know of the need to buy new pumps or install wells to 
make sure a property has adequate water.  As I said, the costs go on and on.  Dams are expensive to establish.  
However, once they have been built, they operate well for many years until they need to be cleaned out; albeit, 
their maintenance involves the ongoing cost of pumps and other facilities required to draw the water.  Although 
it is very important to have access to water, the Government must appreciate that it costs money and farmers are 
not necessarily wealthy people.  

This proposal will amount to yet another government tax on the people of the south west and other places where 
Governments tend to impose charges, such as licence fees, without any advantage to the people who pay them.  I 
bet the Water and Rivers Commission will not increase its staffing level if the proposal is implemented.  The 
object of the proposal is to raise more money so that the minister can say to the Treasurer he can cut back his 
budget allocation because he is now ripping money off the farmers and other people with dams.  
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The minister indicated the need to manage dams on creeks and streams.  Although I admit they can cause 
problems, I can remember legislation being passed in this Parliament a few years ago, which provided for the 
establishment of localised committees to oversee the control of the dams.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  Exactly.  It has been done for the past 25 years.  

Mr J.L. BRADSHAW:  Legislation was passed about four years ago to ensure that committees worked out how 
water should be allocated along the creek.  That is important because if someone at the top of a creek builds a 
dam that takes all the water, it is bad lack for the person whose dam is at the bottom of the creek.  These days 
people must gain approval from the local shire if they want to build a dam.  The local shire council must also 
seek approval from the Water and Rivers Commission.  I can remember when a landowner was given permission 
to build a dam on a creek on the condition that the same amount of water that flowed into the dam, flowed out 
the other end.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  It’s called summer flow.   

Mr J.L. BRADSHAW:  Summer flow.  That ensured that the people who had dams at the bottom end of the flow 
did not miss out.  That is how the system works.  We do not need a licensing system to control it.  It has been 
controlled in that way for many years.  It is rubbish to say that more money is needed to conserve water 
resources.  It is a fallacy to say that managing dams on private properties requires more expenditure.  The 
situation is being controlled now.  This proposal is purely a way of raising more funds for the Government.  

I would like the minister to respond to my concerns about the effect this proposal will have on resorts in the 
south west, such as Karri Valley Resort and Evedon Park Bush Resort, which was developed by Tony Jenour.  
He and his wife run that beautiful resort in Burekup, which attracts many overseas tourists.  Tony built chalets 
around a huge dam that was developed many years ago.  I suspect that very little water is used from the dam.  It 
serves an aesthetic purpose, and is used for canoeing and possibly fishing.  Tony also runs cattle on the property, 
so the water probably feeds to some troughs and also waters the gardens around the resort.  It is a massive dam.  
What fee will that resort attract?  What fee will the enormous Karri Valley Resort dam attract?  That dam also 
fulfils aesthetic purposes as well as recreational activities, such as rowing, canoeing and fishing.  
Notwithstanding the importance of encouraging tourism, those people will be whacked savagely with fees given 
the huge size of their dams.  It is wrong to rip off people with heavy licence fees.  

It appears that nobody has worked out how the charges will be applied.  Apparently the fees will be based on 
either the volume of water in the dam or the amount of water used from it.  The volume will be taken into 
account one way or another.  I suspect that the fee will be based on the size of the dam, so that the fee will be so 
much per cubic metre.  As I said, the resorts at which the water is used for aesthetic and recreational purposes, 
and which do a great job promoting tourism in the area, will be hit to leg.  It makes me wonder how the 
Government will treat those people.  During questions without notice I think the Premier was asked about a fee 
on bores in the metropolitan area.  He soon laid that suggestion to rest.  Oh, no we cannot put a fee on bores!  
We must think of the backlash on the metropolitan community.  This city-centric Government is concerned only 
about city people; it does not give a damn about people in the country.  It wants to screw them as much as 
possible and not worry about them.  Who creates the wealth in this country and who produces the food we eat?  
It is the people in the country; it is certainly not the people in the city.  They make a living from shuffling pieces 
of paper.  A few manufacturers operate in the city but in the main people shuffle paper around.  Unlike country 
people, they do not produce the food or the minerals that create this State’s wealth.  Despite that, who gets hit to 
leg?  Time after time it is country people.   

As I explained earlier, the costs involved in running a water supply on a property are fairly large.  Building and 
maintaining a dam is not a simple matter.  The member  for Warren-Blackwood referred to the cost of replacing 
a pump.  Last year I installed a new pump on my property at a cost of more than $2 000 by the time the pump 
had been installed and the electrical wiring connected.  That amount of money would buy a lot of water in the 
metropolitan area.  Before that pump was installed the power poles had become rotten.  It cost another $2 000 to 
put in new power poles.  Rural properties always involve costs.  They seem to keep on coming when farmers 
must supply their own water; it is not cheap.  I said to somebody one day that I would pay $20 000 to have a 
reticulated water scheme put onto my property in Harvey, because of the cost involved and the worry of whether 
the pumps would pump.  If a pump is operated when a well is dry, the pump can be mucked up.  It is much easier 
for people in Perth; they can turn on the tap and not worry about pumps, because they are somebody else’s 
problem.  They do not have to foot the bill when the pump breaks down, the filter blocks or all those sorts of 
things.  It is important that the Government recognise the huge cost implications of having a private water supply 
on a property. 

The return to primary producers is minimal.  If members talk to dairy farmers, they will hear them say that the 
amount they are being paid for their milk means they are on the verge of going under and that they cannot 
sustain the costs much longer with the present rate of return.  The Government wishes to impose another impost 
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on farmers who rely on dams for private irrigation and water for their stock.  The problems go on and on.  
Farmers cannot sustain another cost.  It is important that the Government recognise that and that it put the matter 
to bed right now. 

In the 1980s Hon Ernie Bridge was the Minister Water Resources.  He brought in a Bill to require the licensing 
of dams throughout Western Australia.  As a result of the debates in this place, he withdrew that Bill.  Hon 
Andrew Mensaros spoke in the debate on the Bill, and after he sat down the Bill was withdrawn.  It was 
recognised back then that a charge should not be imposed.  I hope that the Government has the foresight to 
realise that it is the wrong thing to do now. 

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton) [5.42 pm]:  I do not intend to speak for my full allocation of time, but I want to 
record a couple of comments about water use and the notion of water as a public good and the competing 
argument of water as a private good.  I want to reflect for a moment on the motion that has been presented as a 
matter of public importance today by the member for Warren-Blackwood.  

The motion is in three parts.  The first part is a condemnation of the Gallop Government for proposing licence 
administration fees.  As we have heard from the minister, that is a matter for a yet to be completed round of 
consultation and policy option examination, and then it will probably go through a public comment period before 
perhaps being implemented.  We are therefore a long way away from understanding what, if anything, will be 
implemented.  To condemn it at this stage of a detailed and comprehensive consultation period with all 
stakeholders is slightly premature and probably misses an opportunity to seriously debate some of the outcomes 
of that public consultation.  I cannot therefore agree with the first part of the motion.   

The second part of the motion calls for recognition of the capital infrastructure investment made by farmers.  
There is real merit in having the House acknowledge and express the view that infrastructure investment in 
agricultural development in this State has been made over many years.  It is not just in the south west.  More 
recently we have seen examples of this infrastructure investment by private investors and owners and holders of 
leases in the Kimberley and the Pilbara.  One has only to go to Carnarvon to see the investment being made in 
irrigation facilities and water resource management in the Gascoyne.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  It is a very good example. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  It is a good example of why there needs to be an acknowledgment that there has been private 
investment in infrastructure over a significant period of time in this State.  The member for Ningaloo need not 
worry because I am saying nice things. 

Mr R.N. Sweetman:  The member mentioned Gascoyne and pressed a button. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  Although I cannot agree with the first part of the motion, I have some sympathy and 
agreement with the sentiments expressed in the second part of the motion. 

The third part of the motion suggests that this House needs to recognise that this State has responsibility for 
water conservation.  Indeed it does, but I would argue that the State’s responsibility extends beyond water 
conservation to the proper, equitable, sustainable and efficient allocation of what is an essential public good, not 
a private good.  It goes beyond conservation and into the economic and environmental uses of an essential public 
good.  This might be where the conservative Opposition on one side of this House differs from us on the Labor 
side of the House.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  The socialist side of the House. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  It is interesting being accused of being a socialist when I want to argue about the efficient, 
environmental, economic and social allocation of a public good.  That is not the language of a socialist, quite 
frankly, but the language of somebody who is seeking to have an equitable, long-term, efficient and 
economically viable allocation of resources.   

Mr F.M. Logan:  Socialism is about the nationalisation of the member for Warren-Blackwood’s winery. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  That is right, although I am not sure that his wines would come up to scratch for 
nationalisation. 

I have only a couple of minutes and I want to make these points quite seriously.  Those are the three elements of 
the motion before the House.  I cannot agree to the first because it is jumps the gun and misses the opportunity 
for a serious, open debate on this issue.  It is an essential debate that is happening at a community level, a 
regional level and, in this place, a state level.  Because the mover of the motion has not broken it down in such a 
way that we can deal with it, I will certainly support the minister’s opposition to the motion. 

I want to talk for a moment about my direct experiences.  I have listened to other members talk about their 
experiences.  It is important to do so, because sometimes telling personal stories will tell as much about the 
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policy issue that is being debated as my drifting off into some theoretical analysis of public good versus private 
good and the competition among resource users of a limited and scarce resource.   

I want to list four of my personal experiences.  First, I was born and grew up in the Snowy Mountains in New 
South Wales.  I am the man from Snowy River.  If we are talking about big dams on big rivers, I am the man to 
talk about them.  The whole motivation for the Snowy scheme was the capture and use of what we now 
recognise as a more important and finite resource than was recognised in the 1940s and 1950s when the plan was 
put in place.  It was thought that people could build any number of dams for what appeared to be in 1945 to 1950 
a limitless resource that would be a public good without restriction.  In 2003 we understand differently.  One has 
only to look at the media, public and political debates about water resource use in the Murray-Darling catchment 
to understand that that notion of a limitless resource is dead and gone.  It is a finished notion and a finished 
paradigm.  We must move on.  My experience of childhood and youth when working as an apprentice on pumps, 
irrigation schemes and trout farms at Blowering is a really great illustration.   

My second experience relates to my grandfather and the family property at Wollomombi in the Scot’s Corner 
district of New England.  It was a 1 600 acre cattle and sheep farm, so it was a fair-sized place.  The Daisy Hill 
property had the Sandy Creek running through it, which on the face of it appears to have been a private resource 
because its headwaters were in my grandfather’s property and, quite frankly, my grandfather in his day regarded 
it as his resource.  My father went back recently, and a large dam is situated on the permanent creek that runs 
through the Daisy Hill property.  It is licensed because the downstream users and the general environment have a 
right to access the water.  It is also licensed because it is recognised that it is not only a private good; it is a good 
that needs to be managed under sustainable development principles.   

The third experience was living in the Pilbara.  I was an electrician working for BHP in Newman, and it was 
interesting to see the introduction of water charges to the town, and the infrastructure investment made by Mt 
Newman Mining Co on its leasehold property of Ethel Creek Station when it dammed the Fortescue to produce a 
massive secure water resource for the mining operation and the pastoral interest it was required to operate as part 
of its holding. 

Mr R.N. Sweetman:  Was that the Ophthalmia Dam?   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  Yes.  I saw that development of a water resource by a private company.  State approval was 
required because it was operating on a leasehold property and it sought to trap a resource to which many other 
leaseholders downstream wanted access.  There was a requirement to undertake management of the trapped 
water to ensure all downstream users and the environment were not disadvantaged by that water entrapment. 

The introduction of water charges on private residential users of water in the township of Newman brought about 
extraordinary change.  People previously thought this free public resource could be sprayed around endlessly, 
and sometimes taps were left on for days at a time.  When people were charged for it, suddenly management 
became an issue.  Individual responsibility sometimes can be achieved only by the imposition of some regulatory 
regime.  I accept that a largely good system has operated in the south west, where local catchment groups have 
managed the flow and the water distribution for users.  However, as the intensity of agricultural use and 
competition increases, as margins tighten, and as people pursue niche markets in diverse agricultural activities, 
water management will become an increasingly critical issue.  If the member expects the goodwill and good 
commonsense to persist in the more complex and competitive world - and I recognise the idealism of the 
member for Warren-Blackwood as a good trait - he must understand we need a regime so that everyone 
recognises the rules to be part of a sustainable regime. 

Ms J.A. Radisich:  Do you think Hon Nick Griffiths’ approach was sensible and logical and had the 
commonsense you just described?   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  The member will need to inform me a little on Hon Nick Griffiths’ approach. 

Ms J.A. Radisich:  I think it is a commonsense approach.  

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I refer to the introduction of some personal responsibility as a user of a resource that hitherto 
had been regarded as an unlimited public good.  That must be recognised as a public good with serious 
restrictions placed on the resource.  A regime of management is required by which everybody understands their 
rights and obligations.   

Members on this side of the House recognise that water is an essential resource to human life and all ecosystems 
across the State.  It is not good enough to simply state that the debate is about whether individual water users 
have the right to maintain a dam because they made the investment and are producing economic wellbeing for 
themselves; the member for Warren-Blackwood characterised it as an altruistic objective with the entrepreneur 
benefiting the rest the State as well.  I do not accept the last part of the argument, but I accept that the investment 
is made on good economic and long-term return grounds.  It is designed to produce an outcome that will repay 
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the investment.  The member for Bunbury asked the question about the return on the investment.  We need not 
go into that detail, but it was a pertinent question that went to the core - 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  Do a study on the Gascoyne.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  The member for Warren-Blackwood told us he added two metres to the dam wall on his 
property, and that it cost him $100 000.  Not too many members of Parliament would have the quids to invest 
$100 000 on two metres of a dam on a property.  Did the member do that to benefit the State, or as an economic 
investment? 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  It was for economic gain for me and for the State.  It was through the bank, and I paid taxes 
on construction and on volume of return.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I can understand the member sees a flow-on effect to the rest of society; I do not disagree.  
However, I argue that the motive was not the flow-on effect.  The motive was the return on investment.  I am not 
knocking that, but let us be up front about it.  It is a private investment for a private return.  Let us not muck 
around with it.  It is private investment into use of a limited public good essentially for a private return.  The 
days when the landholders could use a limited public resource in this State in the manner of the past are coming 
to a close.  Population and environmental pressures, economic margins, international competition and 
sustainability questions will all bring to a close the expectation that the member can take water on the basis of 
his right to access it.  He does not have the right granted by society as represented in this Parliament.  Let us not 
characterise it as an altruistic public benefit on the farm the member operated.  He invested $100 000 in a two-
metre extension on his dam wall.  Every catchment, particularly when talking about damming and water resource 
use, is part of a whole - it is part of a jigsaw.  One cannot impose a regulation or regime on one party and believe 
that user is divorced from the other users and stakeholders in that catchment or river system.   

Mr F.M. Logan:  Margaret River is a classic example of what you’re talking about in terms of competition for 
water resources and the trouble it is causing.  The member for Warren-Blackwood knows about it. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  They’ll not be contributing either. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  No major water resource in this State - it does not matter whether we are in power or the lot 
opposite are in 20 years - will remain unaffected by changes in the environment, demand for sustainability and 
viable long-term returns and the increasing competition for a limited resource.  A change will occur in the way 
people access a limited public good.  I have been through the three parts of the motion.  I have tried to 
acknowledge where the member had it right and where Parliament could express an understanding of the 
investment people made as a long-term investment beyond their lifetime and business.  

Mr P.D. Omodei:  You know it’s bulldust.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I am trying to finish.  

Mr P.D. Omodei:  You’re putting rubbish out to farmers already.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  No farmer or irrigator is Robinson Crusoe.  We are all on the island together, and must learn 
how to share it.   

I had the good fortune of attending the national conference for resource and environment standing committees of 
all Australian Parliaments in Adelaide last year.  The Murray-Darling catchment system was discussed, and it 
was interesting to hear the contending issues and the commonality of views about catchments among committees 
from Queensland, New South Wales, the Australian Capital Territory, Victoria and South Australia.   

Mr J.L. Bradshaw:  It’s a different situation. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  It is.  It is a large system, rather than the small ones found in Western Australia.  
Nevertheless, issues regarding use, access and sustainability do not change.  Undoubtedly, people in one of the 
largest riverine catchments in the world are absolutely committed to regulating use and access.  We are on the 
right track to ensure an engagement with the community on the issue.  I support the minister.  I apologise to 
members opposite.  I intended to finish well before now, but I cannot support the motion. 

MR P.D. OMODEI (Warren-Blackwood) [6.00 pm]:  The Government has indicated it will not support the 
motion.  I am not surprised because it has already delivered an ultimatum to its bureaucrats to process this 
recommendation.  Clearly, the Government intends to implement the proposal for water management fees.  I will 
complete my remarks properly in a couple of weeks. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

Sitting suspended from 6.01 to 7.00 pm 
 


