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Submission Summary 

This submission was prepared by an author with considerable experience in the urban 

water industry, particularly with drinking water quality and protection policy. The major 

points can be summarised as follows: 

a) A limited number of people would benefit from access to public drinking water 

catchments and dams, while the whole community would suffer only costs to their 

social, economic, health and environmental well-being. 

b) Access would cause pollution and health risks from pathogens as well as increase 

the spread of die-back through the forests. The introduction of formal water 

treatment would become necessary at each site (where access is granted) and the 

huge cost passed on to the community. 

c) Protection and management of drinking water sources to prevent water-borne 

disease has grown and improved over the past 100 years in WA following world

wide epidemics caused by polluted water as world industrialisation occurred. 

d) Practice in WA is the same as that existing in the rest of Australia and most of the 
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developed world. The failure to protect water sources in developing countries is still 

the cause of huge death tolls from diseases such as typhoid and cholera. 

e) It is considered the community would oppose recreation in source areas if properly 

educated as to the health risks and the associated huge cost increases to their 

water bills. 

f) Each site allowing recreation to catchment and reservoir would require a new 

treatment plant costing about $250 million and would incur a six-fold increase in 

operating costs. The metropolitan sites alone could thus require capital expenditure 

of $2-3 billion. 

g) As most of the population lives close to the coast these new recreation areas are 

simply not needed and could be seen as selfish indulgence. Alternative parks, 

dams, estuaries and ocean beaches abound throughout the region. 

h) Public recreation in water source catchments and dams should never be allowed; 

and to do so would be a complete betrayal of the efforts of generations of water 

professionals in improving public health. 

Introduction 

This submission has been prepared by an author with over 50 years' experience in the 

urban water industry, including particular involvement at a senior level over the past 20 

years with drinking water quality, water policy and regulation. 

The development of modern drinking water management can be traced over the past 200 

years as an area of public administration that had to learn some harsh lessons from the 

chaos and disease caused by the industrial revolution and the resultant growth of crowded 

urban communities. The mid-eighteen-hundreds produced epidemics of water-borne 

disease in many major cities due to the uncontrolled pollution of drinking water sources, 

Only a handful of engineers, doctors and micro-biologists tackled this issue and eventually 

made the connection between water pollution, pathogens and disease from drinking water. 

The development of sewerage systems, water treatment and some protection for water 
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sources eventually improved the situation for developed nations. Australia did not learn 

their lesson from Europe and the USA and all major centres suffered typhoid epidemics in 

the late 1800s. Perth's outbreaks continued through the 1890s and 1900s, until the 

development of "remote" hills water sources and the first sewerage services brought the 

situation under control. This early work by Perth's water engineers has been improved 

over the past 100 years and left us with one of the best assured drinking water systems in 

developed countries. 

This submission has been set out to follow (as closely as possible) the Committee's Terms 

of Reference. 

Term of Reference No.1 

a) There will obviously be a social benefit for the groups that are pressuring for more 

access to catchments and reservoir water bodies. It is considered however that 

these groups are small, unthinking and selfish, especially as many options exist for 

them (see 5). 

b) On the other hand, the general community will suffer only costs to their social, 

economic and environmental well-being. Most important however will be the 

increased risk to public health and the safety of their drinking water supply. 

c) The present cost of policing protection of water catchments would clearly increase if 

it became necessary to manage increased public access, while still trying to limit 

activities to those receiving approval. 

. d) The major cost, however, would be incurred by the need to introduce/increase 

water treatment to compensate for the loss of major disease barriers. These costs 

would be on top of the on-going increases associated with new and more expensive 

sources as new supplies are required (see 4). 

e) As most of the protected catchment areas are also forestry reserves suffering from 

die-back, it is obvious that increased access would add to the risk of die-back 

spreading; as well as increasing turbidity in the reservoir from greater dust and run

off from catchment tracks and roads. 
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Term of Reference No.2 

a) WA State practice and regulation has developed over the 119 years since the first 

surface water dam was constructed. Although Perth suffered from water-borne 

disease as mentioned earlier, this was rectified by eliminating unprotected water 

sources in the middle of settlements, and removing pollution threats from the first 

dams. 

b) Because the dangers of water pollution were realised while Perth was still small, 

the early water utilities were able to act before potential surface water sources were 

ruined. The Metropolitan Water Department started buying freehold land in the 

catchments adjacent to dams and dam sites in the 1920s and continued this 

practice to the present time. This means that land ownership coupled with forestry 

reserves provided almost total protection of catchments, at least until bauxite mining 

commenced. 

c) In 1927 WA formed an advisory committee for the purity of water to ensure the 

protection and safety of drinking water services. This was years before any serious 

actions in other States; and this committee has done a remarkable job over the past 

80 years in protecting and improving drinking water quality in partnership with the 

water utilities and Health Department. 

d) The Health Act provides ultimate powers over any health crisis with water supplies, 

but this section of the Act has needed strengthening and re-writing for many years. 

Similarly, the metropolitan and country water Acts and associated regulations 

provide protection powers to the utilities, but the country regulations are fairly weak 

and should have been updated to metropolitan standards years ago. A number of · 

attempts to make this sensible change seem to have failed due to lack of political 

will. 

e) The Purity of Water Committee has administered water quality by requiring utilities 

to meet the current National Drinking Water Guidelines which, due to the work of 

COAG and its various sub-committees, are now guidelines of world standard. 

f) The Australian Drinking Water Guidelines (ADWG) along with those in other 

4 



developed countries are based on a multiple barrier approach to eliminate the 

passage of pathogenic microorganisms. To quote the ADWG (2004): 

"The greatest risks to consumers of drinking water are pathogenic 

microorganisms. Protection of water sources and treatment are of paramount 

importance and must never be compromised." 

And further: 

"Preventive measures by their nature should be applied as close to the 

source as possible, with a focus on prevention in catchments rather than sole 

reliance on downstream control." 

If either the barrier of the catchment or the reservoir storage is breached, expensive 

water treatment would become necessary and if they are both breached ,water 

treatment above the normal could be required by health authorities. 

g) Other Australian States protect their catchment areas and storage reservoirs in the 

same way as Perth, with the exception of South-East Queensland. South-East 

Queensland did not build major dams until fairly recent times and as a result, the 

chance to impose proper catchment protection had long since passed due to 

pressures of population, agriculture and industry. 

h) Melbourne is the closest to the situation in Perth in that treatment has not been 

required as a result of excellent protection. It is worth noting that in Sydney, even 

though Warragamba Dam has a catchment exclusion zone of 3km (against 2km in 

Perth) and no access to the reservoir water body, addition of water treatment was 

necessary some years ago. This was because of the need for reduction of health 

risks because the rest of the extensive catchment had been compromised by 

human activity. None of this prevented the 1998 health scare to Sydney's water 

which caused chaos and large costs to the community. The fallout was a Royal 

Commission which in turn resulted in Sydney Water losing its catchment 

management responsibilities. A new catchment management authority with 

increased powers to prevent public access was created. 
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i) International practice would require a separate, major paper which will hopefully be 

provided in other submissions but it can be summarised as being similar (but often 

stricter) than Australian practice in developed countries; but generally weak and 

unsatisfactory in developing countries. 

j) Because of growth at the start of the industrial revolution, many major developed 

cities could never fully retrieve their catchments when the disease-microorganisms 

connection was made. They have had to rely on ever toughening pollution control, 

stringent water quality limits and the resultant complex, expensive water treatment 

processes. 

k) While progress has been made, developing countries are struggling to provide the 

required regulations and infrastructure and as a result thousands of people still die 

every year from water-borne diseases such as typhoid and cholera. Again, non

existent catchment management is the main culprit. 

I) New York City and Seattle are examples of major cities which have retained their 

complete public exclusion policies, despite population pressures. On the other 

hand, Las Vegas has allowed recreation in its water supply reservoir - but this is 

because the city is hundreds of kilometres into the desert with no other recreation 

possibilities - totally different to the near-coastal situation existing in Perth. 

Term of Reference No.3 

a) It is hard to judge the community's views on water catchment policy because it is 

considered they have never been fully educated to the reasons behind present 

policy. The community has become complacent with its expectation of safe water 

supplies and probably give the matter little thought. 

b) Based on the community's current dislike of even safe indirect potable treated 

effluent reuse, it is considered they would be opposed to lifting catchment 

regulations if the increased risks were explained, along with the huge increased 

costs needed to tackle these risks by downstream treatment (see 4). 

6 



Term of Reference No.4 

a) The operating cost of water production from protected dams and catchments that 

do not require treatment is about 5 cents/kl. If public access were allowed to either 

the catchment or the dam, at least conventional treatment would be required. This 

would cost 30-40 cents/kl to operate - say six to eight times present costs. 

b) The capital cost of conventional treatment could be about $250 million per dam site, 

and if access to both catchment and dam was allowed, membrane treatment could 

be required by health authorities at a capital cost of up to $400 million per site. This 

type of plant could cost up to $1/kl to operate. 

c) It can be seen that $2-3 billion of capital could be required for the Perth dams alone 

plus the large increase in operation costs. 

d) These huge cost increases would have to be borne by customers in addition to 

already steeply increased costs for new sources that are more remote or more 

expensive (desalination). 

e) This would be an absurd outcome from a completely unnecessary relaxation of 

public access regulations. It should be noted that even this expenditure may not 

eliminate the extra risks that access would cause. A reading of the 1998 Sydney 

Royal Commission exposes the risks associated with poor catchment management. 

Term of Reference No.5 

a) There are almost unlimited forest areas outside the Perth water catchments that are 

available to the public. These include the following National Parks: Avon Valley, 

Walyunga, John Forrest, Kalamunda, Lesmurdie Falls, and Lane Poole. Many of 

these include water recreation opportunities. 

b) Boating activities are allowed on dams such as Waroona, Logue Brook and Harvey. 

c) In addition, it it likely that many of the people requesting water catchment access 

actually live closer to the huge estuary system made up of Mandurah, Harvey and 
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Leschenault estuaries. 

d) Only a further 30 minutes west lies hundreds of kilometres of superb ocean 

beaches stretching from Perth to Busselton. 

e) Recently an artificial water sports area has been built in the Kelmscott area 

(Champion Lakes) and others could be constructed if necessary using recycled 

effluent as the water source. This has happened overseas, and is about to happen 

in Sydney's Nepean river. 

Conclusions 

a) Only a small proportion of the community would benefit from recreational activities 

in drinking water catchments and dams, should they be opened to public access. 

b) The whole community, however, would suffer from increased risks to the safety of 

their water supplies if access were granted. 

c) To reduce these risks, treatment would be required at about $250 million per dam 

site while operating costs would increase at least six-fold. 

d) If the community was not shocked by the increased risks (properly explained) it 

would surely object to the unnecessary, greatly increased costs of supply. 

e) Granting access to drinking water catchments for recreation is quite unnecessary as 

endless opportunities exist in close proximity to the population. We are not living 

inland in a waterless desert, but close to the coast endowed with parks and 

outstanding estuaries and beaches. 

f) World-wide practice in developed countries is to protect public health with safe 

water supplies based on pristine catchments and dam reservoirs wherever possible. 

g) This practice has been closely followed and the systems continuously improved in 

Perth and the South-West over the past 100 years. 

h) It would be a complete and unnecessary betrayal of generations of water 
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professionals in this State if we were to go completely backwards and allow public 

access to drinking water catchments and dams. 

Author's CV 

Mr Sanders is a former General Manager in the WA Water Corporation; responsible for 

bulk water sources, water production and treatment, drinking water quality, industrial waste 

control, wastewater treatment, effluent disposal and reuse, and Water Corporation 

research management. 

In the 1990s he was Chairman, National Water Technology Committee, which was 

responsible for production of the full suite of Australian water industry guidelines (including 

the ADWG) which were part of COAG's national water strategy. 

Former National President, Australian Water Association and Australian board member of 

International Water Association. Now an Honorary Life Member of both. 

The author would be happy to appear before the Committee to expand on issues or 

answer questions if the Committee so desires. 

ji~, 
Barry S. Sanders 

6 November 2009 
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