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INFILL SEWERAGE PROGRAM — PORT HEDLAND 

Grievance 
MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [9.24 am]: Some members will recall that I have raised the issue of Port 
Hedland’s infill sewerage program in the house on a number of occasions, including when members of the 
current government were in opposition. My colleagues on this side of the house who were then in government 
were subjected to pressure from me as the local member of Parliament to try to secure the infill sewerage 
program for what is the old part of Port Hedland. Eventually, those funds were allocated in the budget. It took a 
lot of effort on the part of the local community to secure those funds, but once they were secured, the people of 
Port Hedland took great comfort from knowing that the infill sewerage program would be completed. The only 
thing they were fearful of when the election came about was that there would be an impact on this year’s budget 
and they wanted to ensure that that would not happen. Therefore, I deliberately placed a question on notice to the 
Minister for Water about the infill sewerage program for Port Hedland. In his answer, which I widely circulated 
to people in the Port Hedland community who are interested in this matter, the minister described to the house 
that the Water Corporation’s plans were well advanced; there were funds of $7.25 million for the program, and 
funds had already been spent on the program. The program had gone out to tender for expressions of interest. 
The minister indicated in his answer that the final design and tender works would be completed in December 
2008, and the tender would be awarded and construction commenced in March 2009, with completion due in 
December 2010.  

What we have since learnt from the budget and from answers given by the Minister for Water is that the infill 
sewerage program for Port Hedland has been cancelled. The election of the new government resulted in a couple 
of new ministers heading to Port Hedland in recent months to ask the community what its priorities were. The 
community answered in good faith and listed its priorities, working on the basis of answers given by the previous 
government and this government that the infill sewerage program was about to go ahead. The infill sewerage 
program is a fundamentally important project for the future expansion of Port Hedland and to meet the current 
needs of that community. It is a health issue in part, because the old septic systems in this community have been 
filled to overflowing, with sewage running in the streets in that part of Port Hedland. In part that came about 
because of population pressure on that part of town. Other parts of the nation and even the state might be going 
through an economic slump; Port Hedland is not one of them. A massive contract has been let for the expansion 
of Port Hedland, the Rapid Growth Project 5, which will result in something like 1 800 new construction 
workers coming to town, and those numbers will peak at 3 000 in the middle of next year. There will be 3 000 
construction workers arriving in Port Hedland with an almost hot-bedding impact on existing houses in the part 
of Port Hedland surrounded by McGregor, Acton, Sutherland and Wilson Streets. Those houses are no longer 
homes for one or two people, with which the septic system can cope; they are homes in which every bedroom is 
filled, often times with more than two people per bedroom. As a result, the entire septic system of that area is 
collapsing under the industrial weight of the expansion of the iron ore industry. Simultaneously, the old hospital 
in that area is being replaced by a new hospital in South Hedland, creating an opportunity for a massive hotel 
development in an ideal part of town, as well as a dramatic increase in the number of residential blocks—150 
units are planned right in the centre of this infill sewerage program area—yet, the government has effectively 
stolen $7.25 million from the people of Port Hedland. In my view and in the view of the community, it appears 
that the Minister for Water’s ineffective advocacy on behalf of his portfolio is leaving the community of Port 
Hedland, and apparently many others, stripped of the key building blocks upon which the town can have orderly 
expansion. It is not good enough that that community is now dependent upon the random flow of funds under the 
royalties for regions scheme while the government takes away what was granted and accepted as being part of 
the core responsibilities of the Water Corporation. These funds were fought for and were in the Water 
Corporation’s budget but they have now been whipped out at short notice. I ask members to imagine the 
devastating impact that that has had on people who have put in plans to increase the housing densities of their 
blocks; on people proposing to expand housing to accommodate their own family units and others on blocks that 
would be subdivided to respond to the town plan that was put in place in response to the infill sewerage project. 
This matter is bigger than the narrow interests of the town of Port Hedland; I am speaking up for the people of 
Port Hedland on this occasion. This is also about the orderly expansion of the iron ore industry. The 
government’s decision to strip away $7.25 million could have a damaging impact upon the iron ore industry and 
the expansion plans of BHP Billiton as it tries to respond to Rapid Growth Project 5.  

I urge the minister to go back to cabinet and get that $7.25 million that was put into the Water Corporation’s 
budget as a direct decision of my previous intervention. It may not have been the normal priority of the Water 
Corporation, which may have other priorities, but the situation that occurred in Port Hedland was extraordinarily 
unusual. The septic system collapsed, a health issue arose, sewage flowed in the streets and population pressure 
was put upon that part of town, which needs to have increased residential density. I ask the minister to do his job, 
get the funds back into the budget and stop stealing funds from the people of Port Hedland and the Pilbara. 
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DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre — Minister for Water) [9.32 am]: I thank the member for Pilbara for his grievance. I 
understand that there has been an expectation that has caused people to believe that next year or the year after 
infill sewerage will be available in their area. We are talking about the old part of Port Hedland and people who 
have septic tanks going onto deep sewerage called infill. We are not talking about a greenfield development or a 
housing development. I understand the expectation. This is obviously not the only area of concern in Western 
Australia. As the member can see from the grievances listed on the business program, other areas have problems. 
Some difficult decisions have been made.  

We are talking about the area in old Port Hedland as distinct from South Hedland—228 lots in Port Hedland 9B, 
and Port Hedland 10A. The new pump station was to service the 228-lot Port Hedland 9B. In early 2008 the 
Water Corporation received instruction to support the development of this area in Port Hedland. Initial design 
investigations showed that we could do it under a program called vacuum sewerage. Because of the intensity 
requirements of the development, the sewerage system had to be upgraded to service the area. The investigations 
commenced and revealed the very high densities of R50 and R80 instead of the original R12.5 and R30 plan for 
Port Hedland in the 9B area, which caused us and the Water Corporation to redesign the system in order to 
accommodate the increased intensification of residents in the area, which added to the cost of the project. The 
increased planning densities drove up the cost of the project and a significant redesign of the infill scheme was 
needed. It is important to say that that program was essentially driven by the member for Armadale, the then 
minister responsible for this development. The additional pump station was required because the waste water 
flow was far greater than could be accommodated with the original pump station. It is also important to 
recognise that this government has shifted its development in Port Hedland—I am sure that the member for 
Pilbara will not oppose this—to a significant plan for development of South Hedland for a variety of reasons. 
This obviously raises some doubts about the wisdom of proceeding with Port Hedland 9B and 10A because we 
have shifted the development area to attract the high density development catered for in the current design. 

The public health and environmental drivers in this area remain a low-order priority. The member spoke about 
sewage flowing in the street. I could look at this area in a dispassionate and unemotional way. If the septic 
systems have totally broken down due to lack of attention, that does become a public issue. These issues are 
often about expectation. Unfortunately, because of the way that the infill program has been run in Western 
Australia, the problem goes back a little further than just with me sitting in this chair for the past eight months. 
We are talking about a significant downsizing of the moneys available for the program. The member for Pilbara 
would recognise this. Under the Court government $80 million to $90 million was spent on this program a year. 
During the years of the Gallop government $20 million to $30 million was spent a year. If $80 million in 1994 
dollars had been committed, this program would now be completed in Western Australia.  

I give an undertaking to the member for Pilbara to seriously look at these areas where there has been a 
breakdown in the septic system and, as he suggests, sewage flowing in the street. That is a matter of people not 
maintaining their septic systems because of an expectation that the program would come on next year or the year 
after and that they would be connected to deep sewerage.  
 


