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Division 49:  Swan River Trust, $10 881 000 - 
Mr M.J. Cowper, Chairman.   

Mr M. McGowan, Minister for the Environment.   

Mr R. Hughes, General Manager.   

Mr D. Miller, Manager, Strategic Programs.   

Mr P.J. Parolo, Manager, Finance and Administration.   

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  I refer to major policy decisions on pages 864 and 868 of the Budget Statements.  
Effectively, the government has allocated an additional $967 000 to the budget of the Swan River Trust for the 
coming financial year.  Between $300 000 and $400 000 of that $967 000 has been allocated to nutrient drainage 
intervention at Ellenbrook, which is a fairly small amount of money.  In the four years to 2010, will any of that 
money be spent on practical applications or, unless there is a significant alteration in the budget, is it the 
government’s intention to have a plan by the end of the 2009-10 financial year?  

Mr M. McGOWAN:  I thank the member for his question.  The total budget for the Swan River Trust will 
increase this financial year by roughly $2 million.  I refer to page 864 of the Budget Statements.  That is part of 
the $15 million increase that former Premier Dr Geoff Gallop put in place.  It is a significant increase.  In terms 
of the member’s question about what is going on, all sorts of things are going on across the whole of the 
catchment.  The member will be aware of the Swan and Canning Rivers Management Bill that was introduced 
into Parliament recently.  A range of other initiatives have been put in place, and this is much more than just 
planning, as the member put it. 

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  What will the money be spent on? 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  It will be spent on the Ellenbrook nutrient stripping initiative. 
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  Between $300 000 and $400 000 of the $967 000 will be spent on that over the next four 
years.  

Mr J.N. HYDE:  Is that a question?   

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  I am still trying to get an answer for my first question.  

Mr J.N. HYDE:  You’ve already got one! 

The CHAIRMAN:  I am steering this ship, member for Perth.   

Mr M. McGOWAN:  Three hundred thousand dollars will be spent on the Ellenbrook nutrient intervention 
program and $667 000 will be spent on the oxygenation program.  All the existing programs will continue, 
including the Swan-Canning clean-up program.   

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  Specifically, what will the $300 000 to $400 000 be spent on?  

Mr M. McGOWAN:  It will be spent on targeted land-use management education programs to reduce nutrient 
inputs into the river systems; expediting the development of catchment management plans; the improvement of 
wetland and river foreshore management; and, implementing best practice for nutrient reduction in ground water 
inflows.  On the ground, that means fencing; putting in wetlands to strip the nutrients before they reach the river; 
growth pollutant traps, which are put into the tributaries that run into the rivers to remove nutrients; and, nutrient 
interception trenches.  The premise of the member’s question is that not much is being done, but that is not right.  
The 200 catchment groups across the catchment receive support from the Swan River Trust.  Those catchment 
groups comprise individuals who are doing all sorts of work to assist the efforts of the Swan River Trust.  Those 
200 groups comprise ordinary people - the member should meet them; I have met a number of them thus far - 
who have ordinary jobs.  Those groups comprise farmers, teachers and retirees who carry out planting and 
fencing work and all sorts of wetlands recreation work.  
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  They are doing a great job.  However, the government is spending only $300 000 in that 
area.  The minister referred to a $2 million increase in the overall budget in the next couple of financial years.  
That figure decreases in 2008-09 and 2009-10.  I presume that the government will wait for the next election 
before bumping the figure up again.  Of the extra $2 million, $1 million will be spent on oxygenation levels and 
nutrient draining in Ellenbrook. 

Ms J.A. RADISICH:  Which I am very interested in!  

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  I am sure that the member for Swan Hills is interested in that initiative.  However, I am 
also sure that she would agree that more than $300 000 a year is needed to make an impact.  The other $1 million 
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will be spent on capital works.  Over the next two years, that figure drops to $800 000.  What will the $1 million 
for capital works be spent on? 

[4.10 pm] 
Mr J.N. HYDE:  Big things, not consumables. 

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  Let us find out, member for Perth. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  At this juncture we have not worked out exactly what we will do with it. 

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  There is $1 million for capital works, and the minister does not know what it will be spent 
on. 
Mr M. McGOWAN:  A lot of money is spent on the Swan River.  The member might be surprised.  To put this 
in context, in the last year of the last Liberal government, the amount was $5 million.  Now it is $10.8 million.  
In five years, the amount has more than doubled. 
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  It is an extra $5 million.  How much extra has Health got? 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  That has also doubled.  I am not embarrassed about that. 
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  How much extra in millions of dollars? 
Mr M. McGOWAN:  So that the member understands, people seem to always assume that the only money 
spent on the river is spent through the Swan River Trust.  That is not true.  That is what we are dealing with in 
this area, but there is also money in the Department of Environment.  It has $900 000 to deal with what is called 
the Baigup reserve in Maylands, which is affected by acid sulfate soil.  There is an acidic drainage program for 
that reserve.  That is in another agency.  There is all the Swan Catchment Council money delivered by the 
Department of Agriculture and Food, which is $4.5 million annually, and the infill sewerage program had a 
$40 million boost this year.  Across the portfolios, a lot of money is going into the Swan River, and it is not all 
through the Swan River Trust.  However, the amount has doubled since the coalition was last in office. 
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  The allocation for the infill sewerage program has been cut from $34 million to 
$30 million. 
Mr M. McGOWAN:  The member might say that.  There is a significant boost in the allocation for the infill 
sewerage program across the forward estimates. 

Mr J.N. HYDE:  I refer to the second dot point under “Signification Issues and Trends” on page 863, which 
states, as we have said - 

The key elements for improving the ecological health of the rivers are reducing nutrient losses from 
urban and rural activities throughout the catchment, ensuring new development does not result in 
increased nutrient losses, managing the drainage system to prevent nutrients entering the rivers and 
restoring the ecological function of the rivers. 

Can the minister please inform us what measures are being taken regarding drainage in the wheatbelt and its 
effect on the Swan-Avon catchment? 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  The Swan and Avon river catchment is bigger than Tasmania.  People often think that if 
people in Perth stop fertilising their lawns, the whole river system will be fixed.  One hundred and seventy-seven 
years of impacts on that river and the river system must be dealt with.  One of the major potential impacts is 
from the drainage schemes in the wheatbelt, which could potentially drain acidic water from what is known as 
the Yenyening Lakes system into the Avon River, which would then go directly into the Swan River.  The 
Yenyening Lakes are not the problem; they are in quite good condition, with all sorts of birdlife and so forth.  
However, the area around them has the problem of acidic and salty ground water.  The federal environment 
minister is proposing, without any analysis, to drain that directly into the lakes system, which would drain 
directly into the Avon River.  That would then go directly into the Swan River, and there would potentially be 
dire consequences for the Swan River.  We are working out ways of dealing with this, without that potential 
impact on the Swan River.  A $3.84 million wheatbelt drainage evaluation program has been developed by the 
Department of Environment and the Department of Water, and is co-sponsored by the commonwealth 
government.  We will not come up with just a simple solution that will create huge problems.  We will not say, 
as the federal environment minister has, “Just drain it and that will solve the problem”, because it will not. 

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  On the same topic, I congratulate the members of the Swan River Trust for the excellent 
educational briefing and scientific forum that they held last week, I believe.  It was well attended by members of 
the Liberal Party.  It was very interesting that one of the professional speakers who was brought across to 
Western Australia by the Swan River Trust said that, in effect, there was almost no salinity impact on the other 
side of the Darling scarp upon the Swan and Canning Rivers.  Given that the most scientifically and technically 
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apt people who were brought in by the Swan River Trust were prepared to give us that advice, would the 
minister like to revise his previous comments about the salinity issues in the Yenyening Lakes, bearing in mind 
that the Department of Agriculture and Food is also looking at using the Yenyening Lakes and deep drainage as 
a solution to the salinity problem? 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  As I said, the proposal by the federal environment minister is to drain surrounding 
farmland that has acid-affected water into the lakes system, which would then go into the Avon River and into 
the Swan River.  We are saying no, this needs to be evaluated. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  So are 80 per cent of the people in the Avon, including the farmers. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  They are saying no? 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  That is right. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  A particular farmer there - I forget his name - seems to have a certain influence over the 
federal environment minister.  The federal environment minister is saying, “Just do it.”  We are saying, “No.  
This needs proper analysis.  We will not put that acidic water into those river systems without a proper analysis 
of the impact it might have.”  Drainage seems to be regarded by some people in the farming community as the 
sole solution to the salinity and acidic water issues.  I do not think there is any sole solution.  Certainly, we will 
not engage in any solution that will have an adverse impact on the Avon River or the Swan River.  In relation to 
the member’s barb, I suppose I could call it, about the attendance at the forum, I would have attended but for the 
fact that that forum was held on the night that the Governor invited cabinet members to dinner at his residence, 
so I was unable to attend. 
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  I accept that the minister cannot be everywhere.  I just thought that the minister might have 
been briefed about that issue. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  At the top of page 864, the first dot point refers to a coordinated, targeted and 
technically sound approach to drainage management.  The reality is that the metropolitan area is a large, eroded 
catchment.  A significant amount of water is caught in the urban areas of the metropolitan area.  Does the Swan 
River Trust have its own developed policy about what should happen to that water that falls onto streets and 
other places and gathers, much of which drains into the river? 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  I will defer to Mr Rod Hughes.   
Mr R. Hughes:  We run a drainage nutrient intervention program, which targets the urban drainage system in 
the Swan coastal plain catchment.  It focuses in the main on nutrients, but it also takes in any other contaminants 
that move through the stormwater system.  At the moment that program is funded at about $1 million a year.  It 
has been focusing on the Canning plain catchment, and the idea of focusing that effort is to ascertain what are the 
best intervention methods that we have and what impact we are having by taking those actions.  Probably the 
most demonstrable among those is the creation of the Liege Street wetland.  That takes in three main urban 
drains, and of course they take materials that come off the roads and hard surfaces to which the member referred.  
Gross pollutant traps are part of that system, and there is a series of three hectares of swales - deep areas and 
shallow areas - planted out with native sedges.  They will drop out sediment and any materials that are with that, 
and nutrients, before they reach the waterway.  That kind of process needs to be replicated many times across the 
metropolitan area. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I have driven around in my car and examined a few of those areas.  I congratulate 
the Swan River Trust on that.  However, I would have thought that a smarter process would be to catch that 
water and use it somewhere else, and not allow it to get into the river and the tributaries of the river.  

Mr R. Hughes:  Yes, the member is quite right.  We do work with the WA Planning Commission and the Water 
Corporation in their total water cycle project, so we are aware of the potential for using water collected from 
hard surfaces and diverting it into the potable supply.  However, this does need to be balanced against the 
environmental flow requirements of the natural systems. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Part of the argument would be to put it into recharge areas, which other countries 
do.  It is not modern science; it has been put into recharge areas for many decades.  Does that actually affect any 
of the wetland areas that are beside the Avon River?  Would that process raise the general water table? 

[4.20 pm] 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  I will ask Mr Daryl Miller to answer that question. 

Mr D. Miller:  It largely depends on whether we are recharging a surficial aquifer or getting water from deeper 
aquifers.  The problem the member is alluding to relates to the question of quantity and quality.  We do not want 
the nutrients in the river, but we do not want to necessarily reduce the flows.  We want to make sure we have 
environmental flows.  Historically, the wetlands, through the sand plain area, used to act as a huge sponge and 
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slowly release fresh water during the summer.  They are mainly destroyed and that function is largely taken up 
by urban reticulation.  We want to make sure that the nutrients are stripped out of the water coming from the 
drains but we still want to make sure that there is sufficient environmental flow to keep some levels of fresh 
water in the Swan River. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I can preface my question in a couple of ways:  I can refer to service 4 on page 864 
or we can go to the service itself, which is on page 869.  The communication of environmental information is 
fairly important.  Why is that budget estimate down?  I would have thought that with everything else the 
department is doing, the communication of environmental information was essential.  The Swan River Trust 
annual report, a mighty fine document, actually lists it as very important.  It is one of its central key planks, yet 
that budget allocation seems to have decreased.  Could the minister explain that? 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  Is this on page 869? 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  That will do.  I refer to service 4, “Total Cost of Services”, and the expenditure that 
the department expects to allocate to the communication of environmental information.  It has not decreased by a 
heck of a lot.  The department was going to spend $1.2 million.  It was going to drop to $1.182 million.  It is not 
a significant drop.  There is no growth.  In real terms, it is less money.  I would have thought it would be more 
important to spend more money on communication with the public, in particular, with the Swan and Canning 
Rivers management bills and all the other activities that are starting to go ahead. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  We are being more efficient.   

Mr J.N. HYDE:  I refer to “Major Achievements For 2005-06” on page 870 that describes continued 
community behaviour change programs.  Recently we have seen an introduction of feral fish species.  They can 
pose a significant risk to our ecological stability in the Swan River.  I note that two of the minister’s advisers, 
Mr Miller and Mr Hughes, have been involved with me down at the new bike path that is finally the last linkage 
along the Swan River between Banks Reserve and Mercy Hospital.  I remember thinking I knew everything 
about a particular introduced tree species.  Mr Miller rightly pointed out it was an eastern states tree that I was 
trying to say was native.  We are looking for the biggest mother of all trees - 

The CHAIRMAN:  Member, do you have a question please? 

Mr J.N. HYDE:  My question relates to having local fauna and flora on the river, not species introduced from 
the eastern states.  We need the biggest mother of all trees for when the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure 
opens the new bike path.  What can be done to address the risks of community members introducing non-native 
species to the Swan River? 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  Obviously, yesterday’s incident was quite disturbing with the cichlid species of fish found 
in Bennett Brook.  Some people have a pet that they do not want anymore.  Instead of destroying it, they think 
releasing it is the kind thing to do. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Sheep do not vote any more but fish are going to vote in the Perth electorate. 

The CHAIRMAN:  The minister has the call please. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  I cannot expand at all upon the member for Avon’s answer.  I think that is correct.  In all 
seriousness, the problem is largely reliant on an educational program to encourage people not to do the wrong 
thing.  Also, we need to support all these groups so that we eliminate those trees we are talking about, which we 
are doing.  I defer to Mr Miller to expand upon that answer. 

Mr D. Miller:  It is an offence under the fisheries legislation to release exotic fish into waterways in Western 
Australia.  Obviously, communicating that information is extremely important.  I would tag exotic water weeds 
with feral fish as being equally devastating in waterways.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It is tipping the aquarium into the river.   

Mr D. Miller:  Yes.  One of the saving graces of our river system is that the lower estuary is highly saline, so we 
tend to get some of these problems isolated in tributaries.  Hopefully, they are of a manageable scale rather than 
a release in one tributary, then extending through the whole of the system.  That saltwater barrier in this instance 
is probably a reasonably good safeguard for the moment.  Cichlids are largely freshwater fish so hopefully they 
can be contained and eradicated.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Minister, the last dot point under “Major Initiatives For 2006-07” on page 869 
relates to progress development of the River Protection Strategy.  One of the things that slightly irritates me from 
time to time is that people tend to forget that the Swan River is the Avon River or the Avon River is the Swan 
River.  There has been an enhanced communication process recently with the Avon Catchment Council and I 
hope that is still the case.  We all saw the photograph on the front page of the paper the other day highlighting 
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the silt problem.  I would suggest that the silt problem is a bigger issue for me than it is for the minister.  The 
other day the Water Corporation decided not to increase the secondary water system in the town of Northam.  
The overflow from the effluent ponds in Northam will continue into the Avon River then into the Swan River for 
the foreseeable future.  Even though nitrogen and phosphates are stripped from that process, nothing else is.  I 
found that decision very disappointing.  I hope that organisations such as the Swan River Trust might have a 
view on the high volumes of water flowing from the Avon treatment plant.   
The CHAIRMAN:  Member, are you referring to a particular page?  

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Yes, I said all that.  I am referring to the last dot point under the major initiatives on 
page 869. 
Mr M. McGOWAN:  I defer to Mr Miller to talk about the river protection strategy as a successor to the river 
plan when the legislation is passed. 
Mr D. Miller:  The fundamental importance of the river protection strategy is that it intimately links the 
management of the Swan-Canning with potential influences from the Avon.  For the first time we will be able to 
liaise, work with and develop collaborative arrangements with the Avon Catchment Council and other groups so 
that we can jointly deal with the influence.  If the sediment is not dealt with in the Avon, it ends up in the Swan; 
the same situation basically applies with other impacts on the system.  We have to deal with the whole system 
because, biologically, it is a single system.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Does the Swan River Trust have an interest in that discharge coming out of our 
sewerage works, which also comes from Toodyay and York?  It is a part of that process that ends up in the Swan 
River.   
Mr M. McGOWAN:  The member mentioned the issue of sediment before.  I will also make a comment on the 
sediment.  That appears to me to be a significant issue.  It has arisen out of inappropriate human behaviour over 
some decades.  It is something that we will have to deal with.   

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  Constituents pressed for Premier Hawke’s river training scheme a long time ago, but 
it significantly changed the base of the Avon River.   
[4.30 pm] 
Mr M. McGOWAN:  It has, and it is potentially a big problem.  As I understand it, the Avon Catchment 
Council, the commonwealth and the Swan River Trust are working on a solution.  The problem at the moment is 
that a lot of the sediment that is produced is actually sold.  There is someone out there pulling it out and selling 
it.  The problem is that this person is meeting a certain market, and he is making a profit and so forth.  However, 
there is apparently some concern that the cost of transporting that sediment to a broader market, which is Perth, 
might be prohibitive. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  It puts it slightly over the market, Minister. 
Mr M. McGOWAN:  We need to work out a solution to that.  I understand that the process that is taking place 
involving the Avon Catchment Council and the Swan River Trust will assist with that.  The best estimate is three 
to five years before the sediment reaches the Swan River.  It all depends on the rainfall and so forth.  The 
member raised some concerns about the Water Corporation.  I am unaware of that matter, and so too is the Swan 
River Trust. 
Mr M.W. TRENORDEN:  I hope the Swan River Trust and the minister do not remain unaware of it.  I think it 
is a major point. 
The appropriation was recommended. 
 


