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Water Supplies — Winter Sprinkler Ban Trial — Statement by Parliamentary Secretary 

Resumed from 20 August 2009. 

Motion 

Hon JON FORD: I move — 

That the statement be noted. 

I have had some interest in water of late in preparation for some other business that we will deal with in the 
future in regards to water supply. It led me to look at what is the purpose of sprinkler bans. There are only two 
things that sprinkler bans indicate. If sprinkler bans are being used to change behaviour, I think that is a useful 
thing, but if it is being used as a measure to conserve water, that means we are in big trouble. We are either in 
big trouble because there is not enough water, because the supply system is inadequate for normal usage, or there 
has been a force majeure in regards to a long-term drought, for instance, or the collapse of an aquifer or some 
unplanned event. In most cases in Western Australia the fact that we have ongoing sprinkler bans is more about 
playing catch-up. It is more about trying to provide some breathing space while we catch up in regards to total 
water supply for a number of factors. It is an arguable point that we are moving into a much drier climate as a 
result of climate change or a natural progression of our environment. Whatever it is, we are losing some ability 
of recharge because of rain. Another reason is that we refuse to let go of old types of water use. I have heard the 
use of greywater debated in this house before. I am talking about the inefficient use of waste water and the 
inefficient waste of water in the current system. Members can think about where washing machine water might 
go. Interestingly enough in the Pilbara, lippia, a type of ground cover, if one really wants that to grow and take 
off, detergent in the water is needed to capture the water from the washing machine or the washing-up water so 
that it can be put on the lawn. I am not quite sure why that has the effect of making it — 

Hon Giz Watson: It is a phosphate.  

Hon JON FORD: So it is a fertiliser—there you go! I thought it might have had something to do with breaking 
down the soils, and retention. But it is one sort of recycling.  

The other one is our sewerage system, which is very, very inefficient as it uses large volumes of water. It is a 
major job to change existing infrastructure. Surely, in the engineering advances we have today, in the 
development of new estates and new and smaller communities, there is a chance to look at new and innovative 
ways to deal with sewage. If one looks at a ship, for instance, the most common use of sewage and waste water 
is a vacuum system. A vacuum system uses water, but it uses very little water and uses it very efficiently. There 
are other issues with it. There seems to be a need to develop that. The other is the capture of rainwater from 
storm drains and somehow getting that back as a recharge source into the aquifers we are depleting because we 
are very dependent on aquifers in Western Australia for potable water. We need to get it into the aquifer to help 
recharge the aquifers that have been drained. Interestingly enough, when I was researching uranium and the 
nuclear fuel cycle, I visited the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation at Lucas Heights. One 
of its big areas of research is in recharge and determining a sustainable drawdown from aquifers. I know it has 
done work in Western Australia. The scientist who gave me a presentation said to me, “You have to understand, 
Jon, that in some parts of Australia it takes over a million years for that molecule of water you are looking at to 
travel from where it is actually deposited into the aquifer to where you draw it out.” In most cases, my 
experience is that we are drawing down at an unacceptable level. I appreciate that there is an important level of 
education in regards to sprinkler bans because it is about changing people’s habits and expectations of what is a 
reasonable use of water. The fact that we have different levels of sprinkler bans makes it very hard to predict. 
We wait on a yearly basis for the Minister for Water to tell us what those bans will be and whether they will be 
on or not, which tells me it is actually about hoping against all hope that we will get more water and we are 
hoping we can put it off until we find a solution. There is some urgency in that. The former parliamentary 
secretary said in her statement — 

… and it is now likely that if the rain continues and people continue to be vigilant in their water use that 
we could attain the 2008 peak storage capacity of 152 gigalitres. 

The statement says that sprinkler bans have assisted in raising consumer awareness of the need to save water. As 
I said, that is an important thing, but to rely on sprinkler bans to decrease the drawdown is not good enough, 
especially when we see the huge expansion in the state. We talked about Pilbara Cities; we all know that we need 
another 10 000, 20 000, whatever the figures, skilled workers and we try to encourage people to move over and 
live in Western Australia. What does that mean? Does that mean that among the current level of infrastructure 
planning, we will need to have sprinkler bans for longer? Do we give people an incentive to grow species of 
plants that thrive in arid areas, rather than let their lawns die or whatever, and will that supply us with a solution? 
Then we have the issue of the efficient use of water in market gardens and agriculture and how best we 
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encourage people to do that. Governments of all persuasions have an opportunity to realise that sprinkler bans 
are effective only in the short term and only in educating the population. They have grasped hold of the idea. I 
was told by the Queensland department that when it tried to lift the sprinkler bans after they had been in place for 
a long period, there was a backlash from the people. They put pressure on the government of the day to keep the 
bans on because they had got used to them. That is a great thing. Of course, they did not imagine that within 
12 months of telling me that, that they would receive too much water over a short time.  

Water supply is one of those issues in which it is very hard to determine what we require. As a state, we continue 
to play catch-up from all the demands on water. The resource industry uses thousands and thousands of gigalitres 
of water, yet we approve those projects quickly. We have a large growth in our population, all of whom need to 
be connected to water. We seem to be focused on finding new reserves of water to draw on, without putting in 
the effort to look for solutions like recapturing the water or installing pilot schemes such as vacuum systems for 
sewage capture or other new technologies, better and more efficient composting toilets and the like. It is great 
that we have a bit of a focus on sprinkler bans and educating people about water usage, but ultimately that is a 
symptom of not progressing enough in the sustainable use of water in this state.  

Hon GIZ WATSON: In commenting on this statement, I note that it was made in August 2009—a little while 
ago. I will address some of the comments made by Hon Jon Ford. The Greens’ position has always been that 
there is no downside to the winter sprinkler ban. Basically, during winter the Swan coastal plain is already full of 
water and it is pretty distressing to see people leave their sprinklers on while it is raining, often because they 
have not turned off their timing systems.  

Hon Jon Ford: Often local governments. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Indeed, they can be local governments; that is right. The Greens support the minister’s 
statement that it is good that most people have come on board and agreed that winter sprinkler bans are a win-
win for Western Australia. Of course, the water we are not drawing out over winter is water that is available over 
the summer months. I also agree with Hon Jon Ford’s comments about needing to do more to reuse water—grey 
water in particular—and his interesting comment about alternative methods of moving sewage around is also 
important. One of the problems that will occur if people start to reduce their water use by putting grey water on 
gardens and using dual-flush and low-flush systems for their toilets is that the system is reliant on a certain 
volume of water being pumped around, and if we reduce the volume of water too much, the system will not work 
as designed. I agree that we need to move to those sorts of systems in the metropolitan area, but if we go that 
way it will require major redesigning of the sewerage system.  

Members are probably well aware that currently 90 per cent of our waste water is pumped out into the ocean 
once it is treated. An enormous volume of water is, potentially, at least reusable if not recyclable. I cannot 
remember the figure, but every day it is something like three Subiaco ovals filled to the goalposts. It is a huge 
volume of water.  

Hon Norman Moore: It is 100 gigalitres a year that gets pumped out of the treatment plant and out to the ocean.  

Hon GIZ WATSON: The amount is huge. We need to do more with the water that we are producing. In our 
view it is ridiculous to put potable water on a garden. For what it is worth, I will give an example of what can be 
done by converting a substantial part of a garden away from lawn and into natives. In our house, where we have 
done that, only about 10 per cent of the garden still has lawn and we have reduced our annual water use—I got 
the bill last week—to $30 worth of water for the whole year. There are significant savings to be made. That does 
not count the service charges, which are still pretty high, but people can bring their domestic water use down to a 
very low level if they adopt all of the options available: dual-flush toilets, low-water-use washing machines and 
converting gardens to native vegetation, which I have to say attracts a wonderful variety of birds and lizards as a 
by-product. We can certainly do a lot more to reduce the amount of potable water that we use. We would suggest 
that with the winter sprinkler bans we have come to a point where there is no need for people to have sprinklers 
on in winter. We argue that the winter sprinkler ban should be a standard policy position, because every 
indication is that we will continue to have reduced rainfall and we will be more reliant on groundwater and 
desalination. I encourage the government to redouble its efforts to ensure that things like the groundwater 
recharge process is implemented so that we can return a considerable volume of water that is currently wasted 
back into the groundwater system in a safe way and, hopefully, take some pressure off the dams.  

Hon JON FORD: I would like to respond to some of the comments made by Hon Giz Watson. I agree with Hon 
Giz Watson, and I would like to see the winter sprinkler ban become a permanent fixture, regardless of the 
summer or winter rainfalls. If we remove the ban, it will send the wrong message. If we are going to educate 
people, the message we should be sending is: do not waste water. It is as simple as not leaving a hose running. I 
see the phenomenon in Perth of people washing their cars with the hose running. With my motorbike, for every 
fourth wash I use a thing called a waterless wash, which is easy with a motorbike. In the north west of the state, 
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as a general rule, I do not see people with a hose on, except for maybe quickly washing the concrete down so 
they do not burn their feet!  

Hon Giz Watson: How about washing their boats down?  

Hon JON FORD: I see people with buckets for that.  

Hon Giz Watson: The outboards?  

Hon JON FORD: They have to do that! That is part of the tradition of Sunday afternoons in the Pilbara, 
listening to the motors start up in people’s driveways, as well as the can going crack!  

Hon Norman Moore: Wait until we get marine parks, they will have nowhere to go! 

Hon Giz Watson: On that note! 

Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to temporary orders. 

Sitting suspended from 6.02 to 7.30 pm  
 


