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Government of Western Australia 
Department of Health UBLIC 

.-.!.tf;it.:!!~~ Office of the Director General 

Our Ref: EHB 1547 
Enquiries: Richard Theobald 9388 4967 

Hon Brian Ellis MLC 
Chair 
Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs 
Parliament House 
PERTH WA 6000 

Dear Mr Ellis 

INQUIRY INTO DEEP SEWERAGE INTO THE COCKBURN AREA 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment to the Standing Committee on Environment 
and Public Affairs on this issue. Advice in relation to each term of reference is submitted. 

1. Deep sewerage in the Cockburn area; 

The City of Cockburn has been identified by the Department of Health (DOH) as having 
some of the largest remaining sections of the metropolitan region still in need of infill 
sewerage on health grounds (Spearwood/Coogee). 

Some areas of Spearwood/Coogee are experiencing more frequent onsite effluent disposal 
failure. The cause of the failures appears to be primarily due to age. 

The Spearwood/Coogee district is suitable for onsite effluent disposal, as the majority of 
the area has wei! draining sand. Although, it should be noted that pockets or Impervious 
cap rock and limestone exist within the area which can impact and limit the location of 
onsite effluent disposal systems within an individual lot. 

The existing onsite effluent disposal systems within the district have been operating 
satisfactorily for many years; however, they are reaching the end of their functional lives 
and will require replacement. 

The size and extent of development on some individual lots often makes upgrading or 
replacing existing onsite effluent disposal systems difficult for residents to easily achieve. 

The area has been recommended for infill sewerage and works were scheduled for the 
current financial year (08/09). 
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Funding, priorities and progress of the State's Infill Sewerage Program; 

The Infill Sewerage Program commenced in July 1994 with the aim of providing sewerage 
to 100 000 conventionally sized properties state-wide. The objectives were to provide 
reticulated sewerage services to the majority of the Perth metropolitan residential 
properties and targeted country towns (medium and large size) to facilitate the: 

• protection of public water supplies; 
• protection of underground water resources; 
• minimisation of health risks to the community; 
• protection of the environment; 
• reduction of pollutants entering the drains, rivers and wetlands; and 
• orderly development and redevelopment of land. 

The Infill Sewerage Program has been an extremely successful program with health and 
environmental benefits. Significant work has been undertaken with the majority of 
identified areas having already been attended to. However, there are some remaining 
problem areas, which are still in need of infill sewerage. 

In 2006, as a result of many local government and public questions about delays to the Infill 
Sewerage Program, the DOH conducted a state-wide review of infill sewerage priorities on 
health grounds. One of the reasons for this was to provide the Water Corporation with 
health based advice on priorities, specifically avoiding the risk of championing communities 
who may have been more vocal or efficient at lobbying. 

Two reports were prepared, one for the Regional Areas and one for the Metropolitan Area. 

Regional areas identified within the State with infill sewerage need were ranked into two 
priority health levels. 

• First priority areas of Donnybrook, Gingin and Dwellingup were identified as having 
a potential to impact upon vulnerable drinking water supply areas. 

• Second priority areas of Augusta, Boyup Brook, Bridgetown, Bruce Rock, 
Carnamah, Hyden, Manjimup, Meekatharra, Mingenew, Northcliffe, Mount Magnet, 
Mullewa and Yarloop were identified due to the heavy soils found in the areas 
which made onsite effluent disposal extremely difficult. (Wiluna and Tambellup 
were also identified, but it is understood that these two towns have since been 
sewered). 

The second priority areas advice list was not further ranked as it was outside of the scope 
and resources of a desktop study. 

The Metropolitan area was separately assessed, with infill sewerage needs based on 
health grounds being Mundijong and Serpentine town sites, Maida Vale, Forrestdale, Swan 
View, Lesmurdie and Spearwood. 

It should also be noted that the review had to prioritise state-wide issues down to a short 
list, and that there are a substantial number of towns that have infill sewerage needs on 
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public health grounds that could not be included. The list was not exclusive and under 
no circumstances should a town's absence from it be taken to mean that the DOH 
considers that town not to be in need of infill sewerage. 

2. Whether there has been any delay in progressing the Infill Sewerage Program, and 
any issues arising from such delay, including cost, health, social and environmental 
issues; 

Delays have occurred in the program for a number of years . Work has been rescheduled 
and the Water Corporation has now advised that the whole program has been temporarily 
deferred. 

Local governments previously identified by the DOH in the Statewide review continue to 
advise that many onsite effluent systems continue to fail, often due to impervious soils and 
perched winter water tables. Reports have been received indicating that even relatively 
new systems are failing. 

Complaints have been received about effluent surfacing and pooling in backyards and 
children's play areas, flowing down roads and via storm drains into local creeks and rivers. 
Effluent is also still being disposed of onsite in some areas which rely on shallow aquifers 
for drinking water supplies. 

It should also be noted that a number of local governments have permitted reduced size 
septic tank and effluent disposal systems in some areas, on a temporary basis; due to 
Water Corporation schedules indicating that infill sewerage was to have been provided in 
the near future. The deferral of the Infill Program means that these temporary systems 
could become semi permanent, be over loaded and fail. Upgrading these systems, 
permitted as a cost saving temporary measure, will also create unexpected financial costs 
for householders. 

3. Similar sewerage issues in other areas; 

The 2006, the DOH review found that country regions were of greater concern than the 
remaining unsewered areas in the metropolitan region as the Water Corporation had 
already addressed the majority of severe problem disposal localities around Perth. 

Several areas throughout Western Australia have significantly worse problems than those 
in parts of Spearwood and Coogee. Heavy, poor draining soils, underlying rock and high 
water tables have resulted in many households in regional areas of the State having 
difficulties with onsite effluent disposal. Common problems experienced in regional areas 
include pooling effluent in back yards, with repeated system failures each winter. 

The DOH is also becoming aware of newly developed outer metropolitan areas where 
development pressures have led to the creation of large lots that are experiencing 
difficulties with onsite effluent disposal. These are areas not previously identified by the 
2006 DOH review. 

4. Any other relevant matter. 

Delays to and exclusion from the Infill Sewerage Program, due to the size of a number of 
regional towns, not only raise health and environmental concerns but also impact upon 
development and social cohesion. Onsite effluent disposal systems require larger blocks, 
particularly in areas of heavy soils, limiting subdivision and the development of a town 
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centre and associated infrastructure. The DoH has also been advised that the lack of 
infill sewerage has had an adverse impact upon the community's economic growth and that 
there are environmental penalties associated with "fly in fly out" operations, associated with 
regional mining developments. 

The relatively wet winter experienced this year and regular rainfall during September 2009 
has resulted in an increased number of complaints regarding onsite effluent disposal 
failures to the DOH. Further delays to the Infill Sewerage Program will exacerbate health, 
social and environmental issues. Costs will continue to be incurred by residents, in 
Cockburn and elsewhere in the State. Areas identified within the State by the Infill 
Sewerage review will continue to experience problems. Over time, the situation will 
deteriorate and areas not currently identified will experience similar problems. 

I trust that this information is of use to the Standing Committee. If you have any questions, 
please do not hesitate to contact Mr Richard Theobald, Manager Water Unit, DOH, via 
telephone on 9388 4967 

Yours sincerely 

Dr Peter Flett 
DIRECTOR GENERAL 

) r October 2009 
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