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WATER RESOURCES LEGISLATION AMENDMENT BILL 2006 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 17 May. 
MR J.H.D. DAY (Darling Range) [12.59 pm]:  The opposition will not oppose this bill, which largely deals 
with administrative arrangements for water-related issues in Western Australia.  I guess it could be described as 
going some way to improving the management of water resources in Western Australia.  However, it is fair to 
say that it is in the context of the administration of our water resources having been in a quite unsatisfactory 
situation over the past five years.  It would probably not be an overstatement to say that the administration of our 
water resources has been in something of a shambles in the past few years or so.  I hope this bill will go some 
way towards improving the situation.  I am referring to the fact that the Water and Rivers Commission is in 
existence, albeit this bill will abolish it.  The Water and Rivers Commission was established about 1996, during 
the term of the coalition government, to ensure, particularly, independent management of the water resources 
from what was then the Water Authority.  Subsequent to the change of government in 2001, the Labor 
government effectively transferred most of the functions of the Water and Rivers Commission to the then 
Department of Environmental Protection.  The Water and Rivers Commission Board, as an entity, still exists, 
which is not an entirely satisfactory situation.  The board members are still being paid sitting fees, despite there 
being little need for the board under this government’s administrative arrangements.  Most of the functions were 
transferred to what is now the Department of Environment.  Unfortunately, that had the effect of substantially 
downgrading the importance of water resources management in relation to a range of other issues.  I think the 
government must have come to the same conclusion because, towards the end of its first term, it established the 
Office of Water Strategy in the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, in addition to the Water and Rivers 
Commission and the Department of Environment, which created nothing more than a great deal of further 
confusion.  It is therefore a step forward that the government has finally admitted that it has not performed well 
in this area.  I am not attributing blame to the present minister because other ministers preceded his incumbency 
as Minister for Water Resources.  The government subsequently decided to establish the Department of Water, 
which will effectively take over the role of the Water and Rivers Commission.  In the context of the environment 
over the past five years, that is probably a step forward.   

Following the election in 2005, to add to the confusion, a portfolio was created for the Minister Assisting the 
Minister for Water Resources, and the previous Premier took the portfolio of Minister for Water Resources, 
nominally, without direct responsibility for administering any of the acts, as I recall.  That was just for show 
rather than to achieve anything of substance.  It is probably also fair to say that many decisions on water 
planning in recent years could be described as ad hoc.  Some fairly short-term decisions have been made, and 
there has been lack of action in some cases, which I will elaborate on shortly.  It is fair to say also that, rather 
than treating our water resources with the importance they deserve, the state has moved backwards over the past 
five years or so. 

It is important that management of the water resources of the state operate separately from the main provider of 
water supplies, which of course is the Water Corporation.  As I said earlier, the Water and Rivers Commission 
was established about 10 years ago for that purpose, and was then downgraded, as I have described, and the 
Department of Water was established.  It is important that the Department of Water be given adequate resources 
and to ensure it is staffed with sufficient expertise to ensure it can provide independent advice to the government, 
the Parliament and the community.  It is also just as important to ensure that it provides an independent view of 
how water resources should be strategically managed and developed.  It is not satisfactory for the provider of 
water supplies to fulfil that role, as natural as it might be from the Water Corporation’s view, being by far the 
larger organisation.  Probably many people still have the view that the Water Corporation tends to dominate 
water policy in Western Australia.  Obviously, a lot of expertise is spread among very good and competent 
people within the Water Corporation, who can add the benefit of their training and experience to the debate in 
whatever area of water resources we might be referring to.  However, as a matter of principle, there should be a 
strong, effective and independent body to provide such advice, as I have said to the government, the Parliament 
and the community.  It is important that the Department of Water be able to do that. 
Historically, the Water and Rivers Commission also was not provided with sufficient resources to do its job 
properly.  Some might level that criticism at the coalition government to some extent, but, as I understand it, the 
establishment of the Water and Rivers Commission was a genuine attempt to ensure that a body had the ability to 
assess the state’s water resources and at least make recommendations about their management.  Unfortunately, 
with the changes I have just outlined since the change of government in 2001, that has not been achieved in an 
effective manner.  As I said, we need a strong water resources manager that is independent of the supplier, and I 
hope this bill will go some way towards establishing that, although it will not be achieved entirely unless the 
government has the will for that to occur.   
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As I mentioned earlier, the government could have acted much more speedily on some decisions about water 
supplies.  One example of which I am aware is that of the water trading arrangements with Harvey Water, which 
is intended to provide an additional 45 gigalitres of water per annum.  
Mr J.C. Kobelke:  It is 17 gigalitres. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY:  In total? 
Mr J.C. Kobelke:  No; under current planning.  There is potential to go beyond that. 
Mr J.H.D. DAY:  Is there potential to provide up to 45 gigalitres? 
Mr J.C. Kobelke:  I am not sure about that, but the current plan is for 17 gigalitres.   

Dr K.D. Hames:  From the irrigators. 
Mr J.H.D. DAY:  Yes.  I understand that a proposal was put to the government not long after the 2001 election - 
I do not attribute this to the present minister specifically - to provide more effective and efficient use of Harvey 
Water’s supplies by adding it to the integrated water supply scheme.  However, for whatever reason, the 
importance of that was not adequately appreciated. 
Dr K.D. Hames:  We introduced the legislation and made the arrangements for that to happen when I was 
minister. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY:  The Liberal Party has the benefit in opposition of having a former Minister for Water 
Resources who can add further information about all that.  At that time my mind was consumed with health 
issues, so it is good to have that sort of collective knowledge.  We can hear more about that shortly.  As the 
member for Dawesville said, the process began during the coalition government’s term, and a change of 
government occurred in 2001.  It is a matter of some concern that no effective action was taken for at least 
another two or three years after the change of government.  The importance of this whole issue was not 
adequately appreciated by this government after it came to office in February 2001.  It is also true that we need a 
more integrated and comprehensive approach to the management of water resources in Western Australia.  The 
significance of the lack of water supplies is increasingly obvious to everyone in the state these days.  It is an 
issue for not only Western Australia, but also the whole of Australia.  We have what appears to be a dry climate.  
Certainly that has been demonstrated this winter with what is apparently the driest start to winter on record, and 
that may have a range of ramifications for not only water supplies, but also the agricultural sector.  In that 
context, it is absolutely essential that we give the highest priority to very skilled and competent management of 
our water supplies.  The whole community needs to have the attitude that our water supplies are a scarce 
resource; they are finite.  Fortunately, I think that message is starting to get through to the community.  I know 
the government wants that message to get through and the opposition shares that view. 
It is important for all of us to regard water as a vital strategic resource and part of the state’s overall resources, 
rather than just thinking of it in isolation.  As well as being available for residential uses and smaller scale 
agricultural and industrial uses, water is one of the state’s important resources.  It should be treated with just as 
much respect as any of the major state resources, such as iron ore, gold, natural gas off the North West Shelf, and 
so on. 
Mr J.C. Kobelke:  I disagree with you.  Water is more important than those other resources. 
Mr J.H.D. DAY:  One could take that position, but it probably has not been at that sort of level of consciousness 
in the community, nor probably in the minds of many members of Parliament.  Obviously water is crucial to life, 
while all the other things I mentioned are not.  To that extent it is certainly more important.  However, its level of 
importance must be appreciated by the community, the government and Parliament to ensure we have a 
comprehensive and integrated approach to its management.  That means it is not just an important issue for the 
Water Corporation, for example, or for the Department of Water, but also for other departments, in particular the 
Department of Industry and Resources.  Perhaps the significance of that needs to be more appreciated. 
The main purpose of this bill, as I mentioned, is to abolish the Water and Rivers Commission and establish in its 
place an advisory body to be known as the Water Resources Council.  I am not sure that that is an entirely 
positive move.  There has been a lot of benefit in having a statutory authority that has the ability to manage our 
water resources and river systems independently, without simply having to give advice to a minister.  I know 
there is a philosophical argument about whether governments should have this power or whether it is better that 
it be held by an independent statutory board.  I think there is a good argument for the latter and I will be 
interested to hear the minister’s comments on that issue.  As I said, the opposition does not oppose the bill and 
does not seek to hold it up, but I raise that as an issue. 

I have put on the notice paper a proposed amendment, which certainly will not change the intent or effect of the 
bill but will more clearly state the overall objective, particularly in relation to the role of the Minister for Water 
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Resources, whoever it may be, so that the significance of our water supplies is more clearly enunciated and its 
importance is better understood.  We will come to that in the consideration in detail stage. 
There are some major decisions to be made by the government and, perhaps, ultimately by the Parliament.  
Certainly Parliament will have a role in scrutinising government decisions on water supplies.  A major study is 
being undertaken now into the possibility of extracting water from the southern Yarragadee aquifer.  By all 
accounts there is a large amount of water in that aquifer in the south west of the state.  On the other hand, there 
are genuine and strongly held concerns about the potential environmental impacts of extracting significant 
additional amounts of water from that aquifer.  A suggestion was made at a meeting I attended when the shadow 
cabinet met in Bunbury a couple of weeks ago that rather than contemplating locating the bores around the 
Jarrahwood area, consideration be given to locating them much closer to the coastline on both the northern and 
southern sides of the field.  By doing so there would be less likelihood of negative environmental impacts, 
particularly in the Poison Gully area, I think it is, and in the areas further inland.  I would be interested to hear 
from the minister whether that is being considered.  My understanding is that it would cost more, but it may be 
more environmentally acceptable.  On the other hand, perhaps there may be greater susceptibility to sucking in 
sea water from those bores and that would be a disadvantage.  It is not something I pretend to have an answer 
for. 
There is also a suggestion that Wellington Dam, which contains saline water but not of the same level as sea 
water, could be used if the water was desalinated.  I think that proposal needs to be seriously considered and 
investigated.  It may well be an alternative to extracting water from the southern Yarragadee aquifer.  There is 
also debate about the possibility of a second desalination plant being constructed.  I attended a public meeting - I 
was the only member of Parliament to do so - at Secret Harbour in March, which was attended by about 400 or 
500 people.  There was a great deal of hostility at the prospect of a second desalination plant being located in 
that area.  If that is likely to occur, the government has a great deal of work to do to persuade members of that 
community that such a proposal is sustainable and will not impact on their area. 

I wanted to make those observations on the bill and water administration in Western Australia.  There are a 
number of matters of detail that we can discuss further in the consideration in detail stage.  I note the minister 
has also listed some amendments that are minor and will tidy up some aspects of the bill. 

DR K.D. HAMES (Dawesville) [1.17 pm]:  I am afraid my speech is likely to be a fairly rambling one as I have 
no notes to follow.  My aim in going through some points of history will be to avoid saying things that the 
government can use against our side.  Inevitably I may stray beyond the bounds within which I should contain 
myself.  

I want to go over some of the history of the setting up of the three bodies that existed under our government.  
When I was appointed water minister in 1997, previous legislation had already set up a tripartite arrangement.  
The Water Corporation was to be the provider of water services; the Water and Rivers Commission was to be the 
environmental manager and the offset from the Water Corporation to make sure that what that body was doing 
was correct in an environmental sense; and the Office of Water Regulation was to be the regulator and look at 
the licensing of the Water Corporation and the water it provided, and make sure that, from an administration 
point of view, it was doing the right things. 

There were positives and negatives in that arrangement.  From a negative point of view, the Office of Water 
Regulation on its own was perhaps unnecessary, and we were looking at amalgamating it with the Office of 
Energy at the time so there would be one regulating body.  I was not very keen on the corporatisation of the 
Water Corporation because it created a corporate body that could act independently of government, yet it still 
largely kept its government department hat on.  In my view, it was not operating in the way that a major 
corporation such as Microsoft or any organisation that provides a service to the public might operate.  There was 
not always a willingness to work cooperatively, particularly over financial matters, with whoever was seeking its 
service.  The Water Corporation would say, “This is the cost; pay that or get lost”, particularly to developers.  I 
was trying to make it much more receptive to working with developers, water users and the people it was 
supplying.  That was difficult because it was still acting like a government department, without me as the 
minister having a chance to give direction or put any proposals in writing.  Having said that, I think I had a very 
good relationship with the staff and the Water Corporation.  By and large, they provided an excellent service, 
albeit sometimes with encouragement and threat of direction to get them to do the things I wanted to do. 

The Water and Rivers Commission worked exceptionally well.  It put a lot of things in place that the government 
is claiming credit for today.  It is always the way that whichever party is in government claims credit, whereas 
the reality is that it is often the departmental heads or staff who promoted certain proposals.  The piping of water 
from the Harvey Dam is an excellent example.  That came out of the requirement for the Water Corporation to 
find an extra supply of water.  That was done while I was the minister.  We approved and funded the pipeline 
that went down to the Harvey Dam and the Stirling Dam, and we enlarged the Harvey Dam so that it could 
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supply irrigation water.  That allowed access to significant quantities of excellent quality water from Stirling 
Dam.  Having carried out that work through the Water Corporation, the Water and Rivers Commission brought 
in the Rights in Water and Irrigation Amendment Bill 1999.  That bill recognised the importance of water in this 
state, recognised that there was a limited amount of water and set up trading arrangements to allow people who 
had a licence to access water to trade that water and sell it.  That legislation allowed for the Harvey water 
irrigation scheme and set in place arrangements and discussions to say, “Once this is built, this is what we think 
you should do; that is, pipe that water, improve your management of that water and free up water that you can 
sell back to the Water Corporation.”  That was the plan that we had in place.  It is somewhat disappointing that 
five years down the track it has not happened. 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  That water trading has already taken place.   

Dr K.D. HAMES:  But not the piping of the water.   

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  Yes, that’s already happening.   

Dr K.D. HAMES:  The Premier said this week that the government is including the funding of that in its 
submissions to the federal government.   

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  For further stages.   

Dr K.D. HAMES:  I am pleased to hear that.  The point I am making is that the government is claiming credit 
for getting this water.  We put in place the opportunity to get that water through the legislation, which the now 
government supported, so it was behind that as much as we were.  It was an initiative of the department and the 
Water Corporation, not my initiative or my government’s. 

One of the other things that came out of the arrangement that we had was the desalination plant.  That is the area 
that I should avoid but I will not .  We were obviously looking at long-term water supplies.  We looked at 
building a pipeline from the Kimberley, as did Ernie Bridge.  He was the Minister for Water Resources when he 
was told it would cost $3.85 a kilolitre to pipe water from the Kimberley.  When we were looking, it was in the 
order of $4.85 a kilolitre.  We accepted that proposal.  Ernie Bridge proposed a new dam at Diamond Gorge.  
Everyone assumed that the water would come from Argyle.  That was never what he proposed.  There was 
insufficient water to cover Ord stage 2, with the full environmental flows that the Water and Rivers Commission 
and the Department of Environmental Protection were demanding.  All of that water is needed for Ord stage 1 
and 2.  Ernie was talking about damming Diamond Gorge.  That was not supported by the local community, 
particularly the Aboriginal community, or a lot of people in Perth.  That was his proposal but the cost was 
excessive.   

Other options were looked at to source water.  One that was strongly opposed by the Water Corporation was 
desalination.  I arranged to visit Israel.  I took Jim Gill, the CEO of the Water Corporation; Roger Payne, the 
CEO of the Water and Rivers Commission; and one staff member.  We went to Eilat in southern Israel to look at 
a desalination plant.  We looked at costings.  We also went to San Diego to look at desalination plants.  At the 
time there was an international tender for a desalination plant somewhere on the east coast of America.  I forget 
where it was.  One of the issues we looked at was desalination.  The other issue was pumping water 
underground, an issue the minister is currently looking at.  In San Diego, so much water was pumped out from 
underground that properties began sinking.  There was a huge subsidence of soil in some parts of America where 
excessive amounts of water were pumped out.  At the time there was a huge aquifer recharge in San Diego to lift 
the water levels.  Quite a few places were looking at using waste water to do that because the environment cleans 
that water by pumping it underground.  Nothing was initiated or planned by us at that time, but we looked at the 
possibility of doing that.  When we returned, the Water Corporation was still pretty reluctant.   
The international cost of desalination was reducing significantly.  It was estimated at the time that it could be 
done for about $1.10 a kilolitre.  I wanted the Water Corporation to put out an international tender.  Instead, it 
was agreed that a person who had international experience in desalination plants be employed by the Water 
Corporation to carry out a study into desalination.  The result of that study into desalination was that Kwinana 
was the best possible site for it and it would cost about $1.10 a kilolitre.  That is the stage we were at when we 
lost government. 
Two issues concerned me as a result of what the Labor Party did when implementing that plan at each end of the 
desalination proposal.  One concerns the power costs that were required to support that desalination unit.  I 
proposed a linkage to the new waste treatment plant.  Cockburn council developed a waste management plan 
under which the waste was incinerated at high temperatures and with significant energy, and some water was 
provided.  We wanted to link that into the waste management.  In Eilat, instead of discharging the waste water 
into the ocean, which concerns me enormously, a salt factory was created.  Because it was already hypersaline, 
there was much less water to evaporate, so salt was produced from the waste water.  Obviously, land is needed 
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and land has a high cost, but I would have preferred the government to look at that option more closely.  Salt is 
in demand in that area of Kwinana as a chemical for use in other situations.   
The argument I put forward for desalination was that we have an ocean full of beautiful, clean water that 
connects to every river in the world, including the Fitzroy and the Ord, and all we have to do is take out the salt 
to get fresh water.  Many of those proposals put forward now - desalination, pumping extra water from the 
Harvey Dam and water irrigation - were initiatives put forward during our term of government.  We did not 
consider taking water from the Yarragadee aquifer.  Although the prospect of a water supply from the 
Yarragadee was being explored, no proposal was put forward at that time for water from the south west.  That is 
another issue.  However, I recall there were considerable concerns about the extraction of water from the 
Gnangara mound, and in particular more concerns about surface water at the Leederville aquifer rather than the 
Yarragadee aquifer.  Nevertheless, there were concerns about wetlands drying out and so on.  The issue that 
bothered me when the Labor Party got into government was the amalgamation of the Water and Rivers 
Commission, which I thought was doing an excellent job, with the Department of Environmental Protection.  
The chief executive officer, Roger Payne, was sacked.  I believe he was the scapegoat for the minister at the time 
over the issue of some contamination or pollution.  I thought he was an excellent CEO.  That decision blurred the 
margins of the Water and Rivers Commission’s management requirements.  That was particularly so when the 
Premier was the minister and the current Minister for Water Resources was trying to do that work as the minister 
in all but name.  That arrangement was a shemozzle.  After that change to the arrangement for water 
management, the Water and Rivers Commission was in charge of the Swan River Trust board, but as part of that 
split the Swan River Trust reported to both the Minister for the Environment and the Minister for Water 
Resources.  I recall giving the minister a hard time about that during last year’s estimates hearings.  The fact is 
that the arrangement was not working well.  It is a good thing that the minister has acknowledged that and has 
gone back to establishing some sort of independent group.  It concerns me that the arrangement was missing 
opportunities and issues in the day-to-day management of issues, particularly opportunities and issues in the 
management of the Swan and Canning Rivers.  When I was minister, our government put some major plans 
together that were initiated by the Swan-Canning Cleanup program.  That was a four-year plan that was intended 
to be reviewed and progressed at the end of the four years.  It got to the end of the four years and, suddenly, there 
was nothing and people were only just starting the review of the program.  I do not believe that a proper and 
adequate assessment was made of the government’s arrangements or that there was continued support for that 
program. 

Hopefully, in setting up this new arrangement, the minister will be much more proactive about what is happening 
in the Swan and Canning Rivers, particularly with community-based organisations that contribute very valuable 
services in their support of all the work that is done in the Swan and Canning Rivers.  The former minister, the 
member for Maylands, chaired the Bayswater Integrated Catchment Management Committee, sorting out issues 
to do with the Bayswater main drain.  I therefore hope that these arrangements will work much better than the 
arrangements in the past.  I also hope I have not caused my side of the house too much trouble by confessing to 
what happened to the desalination unit.  I must say that I have concerns about its location, particularly as it is in 
the heart of a community such as Secret Harbour.  We have discussed and considered further options for 
desalination plants in the future.  One option is to add other modules to the current modular system.  Another 
option is to build one such as that which has been built further north in an area next to a waste treatment plant 
where there are no houses.  It is in the Joondalup direction.  What is it called? 

Mrs D.J. Guise:  Beenyup? 

Dr K.D. HAMES:  No, not that far. 

Mrs D.J. Guise:  The newer one? 

Dr K.D. HAMES:  No.  Around Joondalup there is a waste facility. 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  Mindarie. 

Dr K.D. HAMES:  Mindarie, yes. 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  That is landfill. 

Dr K.D. HAMES:  Yes, it is landfill, but that is what I am talking about.  At the time, the member for Maylands 
was a member of a committee which I chaired and which produced a report on recycling water and waste 
management in the Swan coastal plain.  We recommended in that report that all future development of such sites, 
particularly that one, be fully lined, drained and all those things because of the plume going out from the plain.  
However, adjacent to that are dunes and the ocean and not far away a water connection into the current water 
supply for the northern parts of the state; therefore, linkage would be easy.  Of course, the discharge of 
hypersaline water into the ocean is an issue for any community and must be addressed; it must be properly 
monitored and properly assessed.  However, the location of the site was between, rather than in the middle of, 
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communities.  There was no plan, no study and no consultation; just vague thoughts about options on where to 
put another one in the future.  As I said, I believe the minister’s water management structure is a shemozzle.  I 
have no idea why he made the arrangements as they are, but I am pleased that he is getting back to a much more 
sensible arrangement with a division of powers. 

I often give an example of what happened to me when there were separate departments.  I got caught as the 
conduit between one group that said one thing and another group that said something else.  I had that issue with 
the Nurses and Midwives Bill, when one group wanted patient care assistants and the other group did not.  The 
Water and Rivers Commission and the Water Corporation were renowned for doing that.  They would argue 
their separate views in my ear over and again.  I did not have the expertise to make a judgment of each.  Each 
would be answering the other through me.  I therefore said that we would have a meeting the following week and 
the two groups could argue with each other in front of me and I would listen to the argument and make up my 
mind when I had heard them.  Invariably within a week they would have sorted things out between them, as they 
did not want to argue in front of me.  I thought that was an excellent system.  It is an excellent method of 
managing disputes.  However, it indicates that separate bodies can consider different issues relating to water 
management in this state. 
DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [1.37 pm]:  Thank you, Mr Acting Speaker, for the opportunity to speak to this Water 
Resources Legislation Amendment Bill.  There are a lot of good things in this bill.  I am very happy about some 
of them.  I am encouraged by the bill, but I hope it will actually deliver what it says it will deliver.  I will go 
through some issues by giving an example to the house.  The minister, in his opening remarks on this legislation, 
said -  

This bill attests to the government’s commitment to managing water resources in Western Australia 
effectively, sustainably and strategically. 

I will quote to the house an example of a project that is strategically good not only for the local area, but also for 
Western Australia.  I believe the project is sustainable and I would think from a government perspective very 
effective.  I believe it is all of those things because it is a private proposal.  The private project was put forward 
by no less than United Utilities, which is a subsidiary of a London company, Thames Water Utilities Ltd.  United 
Utilities brought a proposal to Western Australia and said that it would build a $450 million desalination plant on 
a site associated with the Esperance Port Authority.  Not only that, the company said that it would build a 
pipeline to be called the Esperance-Kalgoorlie pipeline, otherwise known as EKP.  It said that it would take gas 
from the gas pipeline that already runs to Esperance.  That pipeline runs from Kalgoorlie to Esperance, and is an 
extension of the North West Shelf gas pipeline.  The company said that it would tap into the pipeline.  The 
proposal was to use pumping stations that are gas-fired.  The company believes that it can deliver 11 gigalitres of 
fresh water to the goldfields.  Not only that, it said that it will deliver drinkable, non-mineralised water to the 
Esperance town site.  The issue of water quality in the town has been in contention for many years, especially the 
mineral content of the water. 

I will touch on an issue within this bill that sounds good and I hope will deliver in relation to my example.  The 
bill refers to new ministerial powers for the Minister for Water Resources.  The second reading speech states, in 
part - 

These ministerial powers will demarcate the respective roles and responsibilities of the minister and the 
Department of Water, as the water resource manager, on the one hand, and water service providers on 
the other.   

In the goldfields there is a dominant service provider of water, which is the Water Corporation.  It is encouraging 
that the bill demarcates the respective roles of the Minister for Water Resources and the Department of Water.  
There are issues when a second water provider comes on the scene; namely, United Utilities.  I suggest to 
members that there have been some competing interests between the Water Corporation, which is the sole 
supplier of water to the goldfields, and the new boy on the block.  It is encouraging that the ministerial powers in 
this bill demarcate the responsibility of the Minister for Water Resources and the water resource management.  
That helps determine what is good for Western Australia, Esperance and the agricultural region all the way along 
the proposed Esperance-Kalgoorlie pipeline.  There have been some competing issues - almost conflicting 
issues - because of the major role of the single water provider to the goldfields.  To use slang parlance, we would 
like to see a level playing field. 

It is also encouraging that, although the Water Corporation is the dominant service provider, the strategic 
documents that are provided for the provision of water services and the management of water resources 
throughout Western Australia cannot be vetoed by the Minister for Water Resources.  That is very important 
because my example contained a strategic issue.  Since the tap has been turned off for the ability to access water 
from the Kimberley as per the Appleyard report, Western Australia will be looking for a greater resource of 
water.  I am talking about not just my region; I am talking about the goldfields accessing water from Perth and 
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Mundaring Weir.  The source of the 11 gigalitres of water is very important to Western Australia.  That is why it 
is so important that there be demarcation between the Minister for Water Resources and the Department of 
Water over strategic issues.  It is very important in these issues that we have an independent strategic 
assessment.   

What has happened to date about this project?  The Economic Regulation Authority has undertaken a study on 
this project.  It took many submissions and did as much homework as its resources would allow.  The assessment 
was that the costs of the project outweighed the benefits.  Absolutely central to that equation is the ability to 
compare apples with apples.  What is the cost of delivering a kilolitre of water to the goldfields via the Esperance 
desalination plant and the EKP, versus the present cost of delivering the same amount of water to the goldfields 
from the Water Corporation and the goldfields agricultural water supply?  It was very interesting to try to 
compare the different costs and to make an assessment of whether the new boy on the block was competitive.  
As well as the nuts and bolts and the cost of a kilolitre of water, there were some significant strategic issues 
about water supplies for Western Australia.  That has been made even more important because of the concern 
about developing water sources and delivery in Western Australia.  Of course, it could not be done.  There was 
no ability to compare the cost of a kilolitre of water under the new project with the cost under the Water 
Corporation-goldfields agricultural water supply arrangement.  After that process, there was another process.  
There was a second assessment by the ERA, and that assessment was more favourable.  Last year the Treasurer 
gave it a mild to moderate favourable assessment.  He gave it guarded support.  It is very important that strategic 
water resource issues be considered in the viability of these projects.   
Much of this bill deals with administration issues and the restructuring of the administration of water.  Clause 
141 will insert part X.  This will enable the Minister for Water Resources to direct the Water Corporation to have 
regard for the government’s general water resources policy.  The explanatory memorandum states that, in this 
way, the commercial independence of the Water Corporation and the water boards will be preserved.  Although 
Water Corporation independence is fine, when issues involving other water providers arise, such as those 
involving United Utilities Australia, there must be a commercial and independent assessment of what they can 
deliver.  The recent budget was interesting because $36 million was committed to the Goldfields and 
Agricultural Water Supply.  That money will be spent on upgrading part of the pipeline and a pumping station in 
lower Helena.  Although the Water Corporation’s original assessment and submission to the Economic 
Regulation Authority said that it could deliver an extra 11 gigalitres along the pipeline without significant 
upgrades of the infrastructure and the cost that that would involve, the latest budget provided $36 million for 
upgrades to the pipeline.  The issue was not just about pumping more water down the existing infrastructure; it 
was also about upgrading that infrastructure.  Are we commercially independent?  Can we compare apples with 
apples in deciding the cost of water delivery to the goldfields, thereby making the United Utilities project viable, 
sustainable and effective?   

I commend this bill.  As I said, there are a lot of good things about it.  I hope that it delivers what it sounds like it 
will deliver.  I hope too that it will enable us to consider other water resources in an independent and strategic 
way, appreciating, of course, that the Water Corporation is the state’s major provider of water.  We must 
consider the issues that are presented by the emergence of other water providers.  Like other members on this 
side of the house, I generally support this bill.  The opposition will take its time going through the issues that it 
has with the bill during the consideration in detail stage.  People must be cognisant of the fact that we must be 
able to strategically consider other water providers in Western Australia.   

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe) [1.54 pm]:  I am pleased that legislation relating to water resources is before 
the house.  Although I will resist the opportunity to talk about that canal -  

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  Please don’t! 

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  Rest assured, before the year is out I will talk about the canal at some length.   

I recall that when I was a small boy, my father used to say to me, “Colin, never complain when it rains in 
Australia.”  That advice reflects the fact that he grew up on a farm in a rural community and that he was very 
conscious of the importance of water.  It is true - it was as true then as it is today - that of all the issues that can 
constrain the economic development and advancement of this state and its people, the most important is the 
availability of water.  There is nothing more true.  If we look at the evidence of recent years, we find that there 
seems to be a consistent pattern of declining rainfall, declining run-off and limited options for future water 
supplies.  Many things can be done to ensure that our water is used efficiently.  Many things can also be done to 
improve the quality of our water and to develop new water resources.  They are all important; however, they are 
all subject to what I call diminishing returns.  There are limitations to what can be done.  We are not alone in this 
dilemma; indeed, if we look around Australia, as the Minister for Water Resources commented yesterday, we see 
that virtually all Australia’s major cities are facing water restrictions in one way or another.  Australia is the most 
arid continent in the world, and it is limited in what it can do.   
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The fact that Australia’s greatest river system, the Murray-Darling River system, struggles to reach the coast of 
South Australia is symptomatic of the decline of our natural rivers and water systems.  At least half of the water 
used by the Water Corporation is sourced from ground water sources.  I remember that there was a sense of 
abhorrence in the 1950s and 1960s when we began to use ground water.  My mother did not like the fact that we 
were drinking ground water.  However, 50 per cent of our water comes from ground water.  Private bores and 
ground water provide up to 80 per cent of the total water used.   

This government has embarked on a desalination plant.  I expect that it will work.  Indeed, at a cost of 
$400 million I will be very disappointed if it does not work.  There is a $600 million proposal to develop the 
south Yarragadee resource.  A vast amount of money will be spent to capture a relatively small amount of water, 
some 45 gigalitres.  Already people in the south west of the state have substantial doubts about whether that will 
be viable in the long term.  Indeed, people in the south west will argue vehemently that that water resource is 
needed for population growth - which is clearly taking place - in the south west of Western Australia.   

Although people might argue for some time to come about the merits or otherwise of a canal from the 
Kimberley - that topic dominated the last election campaign - I make the observation that one of this state’s 
failings is its inability to think big and long term.  Australia’s economic, industrial and broader social 
development has been built on big thinking and large projects.  What are the great engineering projects of 
Australia?  The Sydney Harbour Bridge and the Snowy Mountains scheme come to mind as this country’s 
greatest engineering projects.  What are the great engineering projects of this state?  Obviously, most people 
would nominate C.Y. O’Connor’s water pipeline to Kalgoorlie as number one.  In the same breath, they might 
also think about Fremantle Harbour, the development of the North West Shelf project, the gas pipeline to Perth, 
the 1960s development of the iron ore industry and those world leading railways in the north of the state.  
Indeed, they might even think about things like the rabbit-proof fence, which was a bold undertaking in its day.  
They might think about the Overland Telegraph Line, which was an extraordinary undertaking 100 years ago, or 
the transcontinental railway.  The interesting thing about those projects is that most of them were built between 
40 and 100 years ago.  Indeed, many of them were constructed around 100 years ago; that is, in the first half of 
the previous century.  Where in Australia have we recently undertaken big and bold nation-building projects?  It 
is lamentable that in the twenty-first century there is no high-speed rail connection between Sydney and 
Melbourne, which are, in terms of population, our two greatest cities.  Every city in Europe is interconnected, the 
cities of Asia are becoming interconnected and the cities of North America are interconnected, yet here is 
Australia, in the twenty-first century, the fifteenth-ranked economy in the world, and it does not even have an 
efficient rail connection between Sydney and Melbourne.  We have failed to make the big, long-term decisions.  
I argue that, more than anything else, if we need to have some big thinking and some long-term thinking in this 
state, nothing is more important than thinking about our water resource. 

Mr M.P. Murray:  What you’ve done is knock the local rail system. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  You closed it down between Bridgetown and Manjimup. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I do not think the Bridgetown railway is big thinking. 

Debate interrupted until a later stage of the sitting, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 4092.] 
 


