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SWAN–CANNING ESTUARY — HEALTH 

859. Hon LYNN MacLAREN to the minister representing the Minister for Environment: 
(1) What evidence does the government have that the existing oxygenation plants in the Swan River have 

any beneficial effect, except for a very local length of river approximately 800 metres long? 

(2) Is the government aware that the depletion of oxygen in the benthic water of the Swan–Canning estuary 
upstream of Point Walter, caused by the reduction of rainfall in the catchment, has led to the extinction 
of most benthic life? 

(3) Is the government aware that trees planted in the coastal margin act as biotic groundwater pumps and so 
enhance inland rainfall? 

(4) Will the government act to bring back rain in the estuary’s catchment by planting trees in the coastal 
margin? 

(5) If no to (4), why not? 

(6) Is the government aware that the observed reduction of inland rainfall has a combined economic impact 
of around $15 billion per annum due to the depletion of hills water, agricultural activity and tourism? 

Hon HELEN MORTON replied: 
I thank the member for some notice of this question. 

(1) Two oxygenation plants operate in the Swan River at Guildford and Caversham. These plants are very 
effective and able to influence oxygen conditions over a distance of more than 10 linear kilometres, 
although the absolute range is dependent on tides, water temperature and river flow. The Swan River 
Trust, in partnership with the Department of Water, undertakes regular monitoring of several sites 
upstream and downstream from the oxygenation plants on a weekly basis. This monitoring data, 
published on the trust’s website, provides evidence of the effectiveness of the oxygenation plants in 
improving conditions. In addition to this, modelling investigating the effects of oxygenation on the river 
has been recently conducted. This modelling indicated that, compared with the estuary conditions that 
would have occurred if the plants were not run at all, an area of the riverbed in the range of 0.6 to 
1.2 square kilometres could be improved from low to adequate oxygen conditions. This is a significant 
area that, without oxygenation plants, would otherwise be subject to conditions that may not be suitable 
in the long term for aquatic organisms. 

(2) A reduction in rainfall and therefore stream flows can influence the oxygen conditions of the estuary. 
Low oxygen conditions, particularly in the bottom waters or benthic zone, prevail in certain conditions, 
particularly when stratification occurs. Very little can be done to prevent salinity stratification from 
occurring in estuaries such as the Swan–Canning system because the salt water entering from the sea 
via tides is heavier than fresh water. This salty water sinks to the bottom of the estuary and does not mix 
with the fresher surface waters. This results in oxygen being depleted in the bottom waters. Studies 
commissioned by the trust investigating benthic macro-invertebrates and fish communities in the 
estuary have not indicated an extinction of most benthic life within the estuary. Although benthic fauna 
can be affected when low oxygen levels persist for extended periods in certain areas of the estuary, it 
has been shown that these areas are quickly recolonised once suitable conditions return. 

(3) The minister is aware of the important role that vegetation plays in influencing rainfall. 

(4) The Liberal–National government continues to support on-ground activities and tree-planting programs 
in the Swan–Canning coastal plain; for example, since 1999, almost two million plants have been 
planted through the Swan River Trust and Alcoa Landcare program, and a further 230 000 have been 
funded for planting in the coming season. 

(5) Not applicable. 

(6) The minister is aware of the impact that reduced rainfall is having in inland areas. 
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