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SUBMISSION TO STANDING COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS 

p I DEEP SEWERAGE IN THE COCKBURN AREA 
.-.;;. ....... ..;;-. - ... 

I will try to be brief. 
Cockburn: 
I am aware of the deep distress the ongoing refusal to deep sewer part of the Coc t wn area hasJ>een 
for residents. The issue has been discussed on several occasions with friends in the area whose 
retirement is interrupted by facing ongoing expensive repairs. It is not only a safety and health hazard 
but destroys amenity. Promises to complete the task have been repeatedly unmet by successive 
governments. Despite funding allocations being made for partial works over a lengthy time period 
these were later withdrawn. 

In-fill funding and progress of the State's programs: 
It has been snail-pace to progress remaining in-fill sewerage in the greater metro area. This is not an 
issue most people want to know about! It does not make good political feed when it affects a 
disadvantaged few. 
I would consider priority areas to include: 

(a) small in-fill blocks in areas with 1950-60s housing. The septic systems cannot be expected to 
last beyond 30 years without repeated repair and ongoing pump-outs. The sandy soils on the 
coastal plain do not hold up to repeated pipe work; the leach drains collapse. In hills areas with 
reactive soils the engineering works for septics have different constraints. Until sewerage is 
upgraded, no rebuilding is possible in reality. 

(b) Areas close to sensitive environmental areas ie within 100m of river, main storm drain or close 
to protected water catchments 

(c) Hills suburbs with reactive soils and old style septics. Many of these homes appear to have 
ongoing problems. I can only offer anecdotal evidence in this regard. 

Delays: 
We owned properties in the South Perth Council area that were situated adjacent to Curtin University 
and within 100m of the Canning River. From the year we bought a home there (1988) we were 
advised that the in-fill sewerage program would be implemented "within the next funding cycle" Then it 
was delayed. After a change of government the in-fill was on/off the agenda for many years. I felt sorry 
for the Water Corp officer who had to field my annual requests for an update and who carefully 
avoided discussion of potential environmental, health and safety threats. We waited 20 years to rectify 
what was acknowledged in 1989 to be a serious problem posing risks to the nearby Canning River as 
well as the residents. Other older residents had long since given up requesting assistance and action 
even before we arrived. 

Impact: 
On owners/residents: need for regular attention to drains; overflow of sewage into yards and down 
gutters, smell, hygiene risks, poor amenity perception by tenants, lost income and lowered rentals. 

Cost: (a) lost income when problem necessitated moving tenants to alternative accommodation 
(motel unit which we had to pay for) while problem patched up or in break-lease situations; 
(b) direct cost of repairs and pumpouts . Our accounts show the annual cost of just the pump-outs 
ranged from $480 to $2850 in each property. 
(c) In addition we had costs to dig out leach drains and rebuild them as best one could. At one time 
we helped manage 19 homes within area 9C. Every home has required repeated work that was wll 
beyond normal maintenance. 
(d) Some properties (Conlan St) were unable to use washing machines or dishwasher due to low-lying 
area and daily overflow. Laundry was therefore an added expense and inconvenience. 
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~o.cial: stress and i~convenience to students undertaking intensive study. No capacity to have friends 
VISit and stay occasionally as we had strict rules on student numbers using the facilities due to 
ongoing blockage and overflows. 

Health: water monitoring on the Clontarf land and the river apparently does not include faecal 
coliforms or other signal organisms. My information was that regular checking was concerned with 
nitrogen run-off upstream and any heavy metal seepage from the old dump rather than what was an 
obvi~us health risk to local residents and down-stream water users. My background is in public health 
(tropical) and my concerns for population health were dismissed. After such a display of bureaucratic 
myopia the Committee can perhaps understand my refusal to pay for monitoring myself; this was the 
serious suggestion from the environmental health officer last spoken to. The only time an officer asked 
for further information was the time I suggested the local residents' group might pursue legal action. 
This is an indictment on the processes of government and the fear of litigation. 

Other areas: 
The above comments largely refer to the area cited below: 
South Perth (9C): Infill area 9C south of Curtin is near a main sewer on Manning Road with a gap 
between Centenary Drive and the Clontarf line. Areas 9A(Canning Council area of Wilson) and 9C 
(South Perth Council area of North Waterford with 88 homes) contained a total of 156 homes close to 
Canning River largely inhabited by groups of University students and elderly long-term residents . The 
pressure on the septic systems was enormous. We gave residents clear instructions on how to 
manage the septics and compliance was generally good. But the structures were inadequate to the 
task. Occasionally there would be raw sewage flowing through the yards and along the gutters where 
leach drains were sited at the front of homes. Large trees and bushes were removed to reduce pipe 
and tank damage. However, until the deep sewer was in place we were unable to start work on 
housing upgrades or to build more appropriate homes to meet local needs. 

Local councillors were given a biannual tour of the area as new councillors frequently did not believe a 
part of their suburb remained unsewered. Mr Philip Pendal (our previous MLC) and I ensured new 
councillors and Council staff were made aware of the limitations of the area and he promoted the in-fill 
program. Initial reason for inaction was the repeated diversion of funds to areas of 'greater 
importance'. Richard Noble Pty Ltd started work on the last stage of Clontarf land. Reasons for not 
proceeding with sewers became tied to the need to wait for the development company to provide the 
pumping station and pay for the1 OOm main sewer line missing on Manning Rd which were held up 
pending environmental assessment, negotiation of remediation of the dump and the maximizing of 
residential lot numbers. 

A meeting with Curtin University specialist architect, water engineer and our MLC in 2002 outlined 
alternative waste disposal systems for consideration by the Water Corporation that may have been 
appropriate to the areas in question. Our submission elicited no response in over 23 months after 
which time I lost interest in pursuing the issue having more constructive matters to address. 

Discussion with environmental sanitation engineers would provide the Committee with many lower 
cost options than the traditional deep sewerage heavy engineering option and which would have 
benefit in sensitive environmental areas and more than meet international standards for human waste 
disposal and even provide for some safe recycling of by-product. 

When we were advised that in-fill work would finally commence we were given no opportunity to have 
input into the placement of pipes or even meet with engineers. It was obviously assumed (wrongly) 
that the owners would be merely connecting to the sewer. As it stands, several of the owners had 
wanted to work collaboratively to upgrade the area to better meet the accommodation needs of 
students and young professionals who wished to access Curtin University. This would require 
rezoning (already discussed with Council but on-hold pending a date for sewer work) and a redesign 
of part of the 2 blocks to maximize passive solar options, incorporate safe parking for vehicles and use 
CPTED principles to design for a safe living environment. As several of the homes are on old purple 
titles this was an opportunity to bring blocks onto standard Titles. This opportunity has been lost 
through refusal to maintain effective communication with landowners. 
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The fact you are holding an INQUIRY into this is no more than too little and too late. JUST FIX THE 
PROBLEM by whatever means practicable in all remaining areas with unreliable waste management 
and stop wasting taxpayer funds talking about it. 

I trust this information is of some assistance to you . 


