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ADJOURNMENT OF THE HOUSE 
HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [9.58 pm]:  I move - 

That the House do now adjourn. 

Ground Water Licences - Adjournment Debate 
HON DEE MARGETTS (Agricultural) [9.58 pm]:  I rise to speak tonight on an issue that arose during question 
time yesterday on ground water licences and conditions.  I asked these questions for a serious reason: 
constituents had contacted me and, from my own experience, I had found it extremely difficult to obtain basic 
information from the Water and Rivers Commission relating to ground water licences.  In the past when I have 
requested information from the Water and Rivers Commission about ground water licences - and let us face it, 
water is about as basic to human survival as one can get - the response has usually been to ask why I need the 
information.  If a case can be made that the information is needed for the public interest, the department will ask 
which parts of the information I absolutely need.  The department doles out bits of information, and the minister 
provided a list of those elements of the licences that are considered to be on a public register, which includes the 
names and addresses of the licence holders.  When I requested basic information about new licence allocations 
over the past few years, I was not provided with the names and addresses of the licence holders.  I thought that 
was fairly basic.  I thought information about the allocation of licences - the licence fee is $120 for up to five 
gigalitres in one spot - for precious ground water in areas in which it might have a substantial environmental 
impact, would be basic public information.  

The minister representing the Minister for Water Resources said certain categories of information were provided.  
They included: the period of the licence; the volume of water that may be taken; a description of the water 
resource; details of the security interests - for example, mortgages - taken against the licence; details of any 
convictions of the licence holder against the Act; particulars relating to third parties who have an agreement to 
operate under the licence; particulars relating to third parties who are supplied with water taken under the 
licence; and an indication of whether there are current dealings on the licence.  Important questions, such as 
under what conditions licences were issued, are not available.  Quite clearly, the Water and Rivers Commission 
thinks that it is satisfactory that those conditions should only be provided under the Freedom of Information Act 
or, as some people cynically call it, the “Freedom from Information Act”.  I would not be so cynical.  

The issue here is that although we have, and should have, open information on mining exploration licences, so 
anybody can access the records of mining licences, plus the conditions under which the licences are granted, it is 
not currently the case, according to the Water and Rivers Commission, for the vital aspect of water.  Given that 
we all realise how important is the proper management of water, such issues as the names of the holders of the 
licences and the conditions of the licences should be available, as should such information as the acreage of land 
that is being irrigated.   

I understand that with current licences people can find out what crops are being irrigated.  However, it is surely 
important for us to know how big an area is under these new schemes.  My belief is that under the new dry-land 
irrigation schemes that are popping up everywhere, many of which are associated with the new “tax effective 
schemes” - we are told the majority of these are in trouble for various reasons - we should know what are the 
environmental and economic implications of the decisions.  My concern is that we are trying very hard in this 
State to find ways of eking out the salinity dollar to deal with the damage we have already done.  At the same 
time, through a combination of the new rights in water and irrigation legislation, plus speculative water grabs 
and through the use of tax-effective schemes, we may be on the one hand trying to fix a problem and on the other 
hand making matters worse.  Why is it potentially worse?  If we are bringing up water from deep aquifers in 
point sources to areas that are already waterlogged, the potential is, of course, that we will make the problem 
worse.  I cannot prove this at this stage, and neither can the Water and Rivers Commission. 

It is incumbent on the Minister for Water Resources and the Minister for the Environment and Heritage, who 
happen to be one and the same person, to follow through on the promise of open and accountable government 
and say that from now on we will no longer operate as we did in the days of C.Y. O’Connor; we will operate in a 
fair, open and accountable way, and any member of the public should be able to access all aspects of water 
licences.  If current decisions were challenged with the Information Commissioner, if members will pardon the 
pun, they would not hold water.  If one examines the decisions that have been made in the past by the federal 
Administrative Appeals Tribunal and the clear guidelines about what is “commercial in confidence” and what is 
not, such things as water licence conditions would not fall within those categories.  It is incumbent on this 
Government to prove that it is open and accountable and that from now on it will look very carefully and quickly 
at turning water licences into the public documents they should always have been. 

Question put and passed. 
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House adjourned at 10.03 pm 
__________ 

 


