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SWAN VALLEY RURAL ZONE — LOCAL PLANNING SCHEME AMENDMENT 
Statement 

HON AARON STONEHOUSE (South Metropolitan) [10.02 pm]: We began today’s sitting, as we always do, 
with prayers and an acknowledgement of the Aboriginal contribution to both our history and our modernity—
a combination that surely serves to highlight the multicultural nature of Western Australia in the twenty-first 
century. Our early European settlement was, of course, principally Anglo-Celtic in nature, which is why, if we 
walk down St Georges Terrace or through Fremantle or any other of our long-established suburbs, we see old stone 
churches in the Catholic and Anglican traditions. Those faiths were able to build at the very heart of our 
communities simply by dint of being the first ones there. Many thousands of others have since joined them. 
According to data gathered as part of the 2016 census, Western Australia is now home to almost 53 000 Buddhists, 
more than 38 000 Hindus and almost 12 000 Sikhs, not to mention a range of smaller denominations, each equally 
important to their adherents. 

It is a central tenet of our society that each of those groups has an inherent right to practise their religion and to 
associate freely with their fellow practitioners without fear or favour. However, today, not 20 kilometres north-east 
of us, one city council is playing fast and loose with that concept, to the significant detriment of the Indian 
community in Perth. In 2016, Radha Soami Satsang Beas Australia—I am sure I butchered the pronunciation of 
that—began an application to open a place of worship in the Swan Valley. It bought a recently subdivided piece 
of land that had little or no agricultural, horticultural or viticultural use and proposed to build on it an understated, 
relatively low-key centre for the practitioners of its faith to gather and worship. I will provide a little information 
about Radha Soami Satsang Beas for those who are unfamiliar with it. Inherent in the society’s philosophy is the 
concept of selfless service. It looks, amongst others, to Ghandi and his statement that the best way to find yourself 
is to lose yourself in the service of others. That is doubtless one of the reasons it proposed to build an orchard 
behind its Swan Valley centre, and to give freely of the fruit of the orchard to the poor and to local charities. 

Regardless of the altruism of RSSB’s practitioners, the City of Swan’s planners saw sufficient merit in the proposal 
to recommend last year that it proceed. They doubtless took into account the city’s own rural smallholding 
guidelines, which lists places of worship as an acceptable land use. The council, however, saw fit to disregard that 
expert advice and to refuse the application. The City of Swan is set, on Wednesday evening, to debate proposed 
amendment 176 to the City of Swan local planning scheme, which would introduce a series of new classes and 
modify use permissibility within the Swan Valley rural zone. That scheme, if passed, will change a place of 
worship from its current discretionary zoning to one that is simply not allowed. 

Let us look at that in more detail for a moment. An unassuming, single-storey building, which does not dominate 
its neighbours or impinge upon their enjoyment of their own adjacent plots of land, would not be allowed to be 
built for the purposes of worship—full stop. But let us look at some of the other categories in the same zoning 
table. The same building in the same location could be used as club premises. A motorcycle club could legitimately 
set up there under this zoning table, but peaceable worship would not be allowed. Similarly, an exhibition centre 
could open up and host Sexpo in the Valley; that would be entirely permissible under the council’s proposals. It 
seems that people can worship Cupid in the Swan Valley, but not Christ or Krishna, according to the city council. 

This fascinates me: immediately above the line item on the zoning table for “Place of Worship” is another entitled 
“Place of Assembly”. Assembly is to be allowed by the City of Swan, but worship is not. The same single-storey 
building in the same location could be used to assemble for, let us say, a Communist Party meeting, but the 
self-same edifice could not be built for people to quietly worship in their chosen faith. What is that if not blatant 
discrimination against our freedom of religion? That I am worried about this situation should not surprise those 
members who know me, or have listened to me in this place in recent years. My own Christian beliefs, combined 
with my deep-seated commitment to freedom and to liberty, propel me to speak out about this type of barefaced 
injustice and inequity. 

Even if the Swan Valley were filled to overflowing with places of worship—it is not; at last count it had far fewer 
than in similar rural areas, such as Serpentine–Jarrahdale, for example—I would be extremely reluctant to 
encourage this type of short-sighted, exclusionary world view. It is not up to a local council to determine whether 
current spiritual needs are being met within its local government area. It is up to the people living in that area to 
determine whether they need a new church, mosque, temple or other place of worship. 

Let us be very clear: when RSSB purchased the land in question, no-one objected to taking its money. Objections 
were made only when it attempted to make use of that land—land that the previous owners, in their application to 
subdivide, had already conceded was not suitable for the principal uses of viticulture, horticulture or agriculture. 
RSSB’s understated proposal would have seen 100 people at most using a portion of otherwise unattractive land 
on a weekly basis, and perhaps as many as 200 people attending a larger gathering there once a year. A festival at 
the Oakover Wines vineyard on the other side of the road can regularly attract a few thousand people, yet no-one 
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bats an eyelid or claims that it is an inappropriate use of the land. Bring together 200 people to pray and apparently, 
according to the local council, the community is up in arms against it. 

What we have in the Swan Valley is a case of shifting goalposts being undertaken by and on behalf of a few 
influential local figures intent upon ensuring that they, and only they, will dictate what can and does go on within 
their local community. I, for one, value the freedom of religion and the equality before the law that all 
Western Australians enjoy, and I make no apologies for that. If these changes proceed and instruments are 
introduced to Parliament to make amendments to zoning in the Swan Valley to restrict the construction of places 
of worship, I will do everything I can to stop those instruments from passing. I believe there are still a few people 
in Western Australia who value freedom and liberty, and that extends to religious freedom. 
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