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ASHFIELD-BASSENDEAN AREA, ACCESS TO SWAN RIVER FORESHORE 
Grievance 

MR M.P. WHITELY (Bassendean) [9.47 am]:  My grievance is again to the Minister for Planning and 
Infrastructure and again relates to the Swan River.  I am sure the minister would agree that one of the best things 
about living in Perth is the huge amount of public access to the beaches and the river foreshore.  In 1955 when 
the Stephenson-Hepburn plan was released, the concept of providing full public access along the Swan and 
Canning Rivers was identified as a priority.  It is true that that has been achieved in most of the suburbs of Perth 
that have access to the Swan and Canning Rivers.  However, unfortunately, it has not been achieved for the most 
populated part of my electorate.  My electorate takes in the northern, or city, bank of the Swan River all the way 
from Tonkin Highway in Ashfield to Park Road in Henley Brook.  I want to concentrate on the stretch between 
Tonkin Highway on the Ashfield-Bayswater border through to just past Guildford Bridge in Bassendean and up 
to Success Hill.  That is the most urbanised part of my electorate along the river foreshore, and the closest to 
Perth.  The two suburbs that cover that part of the river foreshore are Ashfield and Bassendean.  The distance as 
the crow flies is about four kilometres, but my rough estimate is that it comprises about six kilometres of river 
foreshore.  For the first two kilometres, which are in Ashfield, the ability for people to access the foreshore is 
quite good, because the land is owned by the state government, and there are a couple of small parcels that are 
owned by local government.  That area is very popular with people who live in Ashfield and Bassendean, who 
use it to walk through the Ashfield flats to Sandy Beach Reserve etc.  However, from Sandy Beach Reserve all 
the way through to Success Hill there is limited public access to the foreshore.  I have counted 52 private 
landholders along the river foreshore, or very close to the river foreshore, in that area.  That basically breaks up 
the area between Sandy Beach Reserve and Success Hill into three access points to the river.  There is access at 
Sandy Beach Reserve.  About one and a half kilometres further north, there is access at Pickering Park.  Another 
kilometre north, there is access at Point Reserve.  People who live in Bassendean use those facilities.  However, 
they cannot walk along the foreshore in the way that they can in other parts of the Perth metropolitan area.  I 
suggest that that impacts very strongly on the quality of life of the people who live there.  I argue that it also 
impacts upon the economic development of the suburb of Bassendean in particular.   
Most of those 52 landholdings are very small.  On my rough estimate, about two-thirds of them probably have a 
land area of 70 square metres or less.  There are a couple of substantial landholdings - about seven that I have 
counted - towards the northern section, north of Point Reserve, that have a much greater land area.  It is true that 
the area that those people own may be as great as 2 000 square metres, but it is actually a flood plain and is 
unusable for development purposes. 

What I want and what I argue for is that basically we should try to facilitate a buyback to get public access all the 
way along the river foreshore.  Obviously, that needs to be done in the medium term.  However, before that, 
immediate action needs to be taken to delineate private and public land.  Accusations have been flying from both 
private landholders and members of the public.  Members of the public are saying that some private landholders 
have appropriated public land.  I have even heard - I have not seen it - an accusation of a fence being erected, of 
people being warned off public land by the neighbouring private landholders, and all the rest of it.  I do not know 
whether it is true.  It is a “he said, she said” type of situation.  On the other hand, the private landholders are 
making accusations of antisocial behaviour and people encroaching on their private land.   

What we clearly need immediately is a way of delineating between the private and the public land as it currently 
is, so that we can get rid of that confusion.  Perhaps some bollards or something like that could be placed there to 
act as markers and to delineate where the public can and cannot go, so that the rights of the private landholders 
and of the public are protected.  I would like that to be done in the short term.  In the medium term I would like 
to see, as a priority, the buyback of that land.  As I said, there are about 50 landholders.  My best estimate is that 
we are talking about property values in the order of $5 million.  That is a very rough estimate, but that is the 
order of magnitude we are looking at.  Although that is a substantial amount of money, we are talking about 
buying back public access to Perth’s premier icon, the Swan River.  Certainly, I believe the people who live in 
Bassendean and the surrounding suburbs should have the same access to their river as do people who live in the 
rest of Perth.  I believe it is an issue of equity and an issue of fairness.   

Who will benefit?  All the people of Perth will benefit, because if we can achieve this all the way through Perth - 
I appreciate there are some issues in other areas, such as Dalkeith - all the people of Perth will basically be able 
to go along the river foreshore from Fremantle to Guildford.  The residents of Bassendean, in particular, will 
benefit.  They will enjoy the same sorts of facilities as do people in other parts of Perth.  I think even the people 
who live along the river will benefit.  Obviously, they will get compensation, but they will in fact have access to 
the river foreshore.  They will in turn also be able to walk along the river foreshore, whereas currently they are 
restricted to their own landholding.   
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The land that will be lost is largely unusable land.  It is flood plain.  Effectively, all that will change physically is 
that the ring-lock fences between the properties will be removed, and the area will be opened up for public 
access.  Currently, the land is zoned for parks and recreation.  I want to make sure that we transfer that parks and 
recreation zoning from private landholders to the public so that we can all enjoy the icon that is the Swan River. 

MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale - Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [9.54 am]:  I commend 
the member on his grievance, because he has touched on a matter that I believe is extremely important and is a 
very strong Australian principle; that is, that the beachfront and the river foreshores should belong to the 
community as a whole.  I am amazed that from time to time there are people in this house who would claim 
otherwise.  As always, I understand that those people who currently enjoy the benefit of having a property that 
goes down to the riverfront are, quite understandably, resistant to this.  However, we need, as a society, to 
balance those competing interests.  In my view, the balance must clearly be in favour of public access to the 
river.  It is something that I know about very clearly, because my house in Kelmscott, in my electorate, was 
originally on a property that went down to the waterfront.  There was a subdivision and the foreshore land was 
ceded.  Indeed, that has happened in some instances on the stretch of land about which the member was talking.  
However, as people walk along the river - they should be able to walk along the river - they meet barriers, where 
there are private landholdings right down to the bank of the river.  I also have a particular interest in this issue, 
because 30 years ago I used to go to Success Hill very regularly to picnic.  Indeed, I think we were the only 
wetjalas who went there in those days.  It was a beautiful spot, and I could never understand why it was not 
utilised more by the general population, because it is a fantastic environment on the river in that area around the 
Guildford Road Bridge and further north to Success Hill.  I know the area very well, and I totally support the 
member’s desire to open it up for the public. 

We will certainly take immediate steps to have a clearer delineation of the public and private areas.  I have also 
asked the staff of the WA Planning Commission, which owns a number of these properties and is responsible for 
administering the regional open space reserves, to approach the landowners of those remaining portions.  We 
will focus on that area between Sandy Beach Reserve and the Guildford Road Bridge.  We will approach those 
landowners with a number of possibilities: whether they want to sell all their property; whether they want to sell 
those portions that are gazetted as regional open space; or, if they are not ready psychologically to sell all the 
area that has been designated as regional open space or parks and reserves, whether they would provide enough 
for there to be a right of way all along the river to that end.  They are the processes.  We will put that in place 
over the next couple of months.   

We know that some people there are resistant to it and do not want to do it.  However, we need to encourage 
them to understand that it is a very important matter of public policy that we free up the river for the public.  I 
note that in some areas the land has been ceded where there have been subdivisions.  For example, just north of 
Anstey Road, there is quite a nice little subdivision.  It is still not high density.  However, landowners have taken 
the opportunity to subdivide, and in that process have ceded some foreshore land.  That is another possibility.  
However, I note that a number of landowners are building very substantial homes - almost mansions - along that 
stretch.  They would probably not have an interest in subdivision.  However, as the member said, by and large 
the land that has been zoned for regional open space or parks and reserves is in fact flood plain and would not be 
capable of being developed upon.   

I understand that a view of the landowners is that they do not want public access in that area, because that would 
open up their properties to, as they believe, greater vulnerability to break-ins etc.  I understand that position, 
which can be dealt with to a large extent by fencing.  The Peppermint Grove and Dalkeith foreshores have some 
good fencing that keeps an open aspect but also provides security.   
Ultimately, the government must govern for all Western Australians, and our judgment is that this is the right 
and proper thing to do because it gives a proper balance to those competing interests.  The government will 
certainly take up the issues raised by the member.  I strongly commend him for being prepared to stand up for 
the interests of the broader community.  Those decisions are sometimes hard to make.  The government 
appreciates the support of the member for Bassendean and will get moving in responding to this issue.  The river 
in that area is beautiful, and it will add very much to the quality of life of residents in that area if they have 
access to the river. 
 


