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J. Landry: Can you explain what climate change 

means to drought issues in WA?

Sue Murphy: “In WA we no longer talk about 

drought. We have seen such a dramatic climate 

shift over the last twenty years that we talk only of 

climate resilience!”

Historically Perth’s dams produced about 350GL 

per annum – and the Perth scheme uses about 300 

billion litres a year – so that was a balanced system.

Our average runoff into our dams over the last 

decade is less than 50 billion litres a year – one sixth 

of historical inflows. This is due to a combination of 

less rainfall and changes to rainfall timing but this 

dramatic reduction has meant a fundamental move 

away from “praying for rain” as our core strategy!

Up to the 1970s, the dams that supplied water 

to customers connected to the Integrated Water 

Supply Scheme* (IWSS) received about 350 billion 

litres of inflow each year. As our climate dries, runoff 

has dropped to less than one sixth of that received 

historically.

In the early 2000’s we began to consider the 

possibility that we could no longer rely on rainfall for 

Perth water supplies. Last year, Perth’s dams only 

received 80.5 billion litres of inflow. To put this into 

perspective – we supply around 300 billion litres of 

water to customers connected to the IWSS, so this 

is less than a third of what our customers use. 

*Note: The Integrated Water Supply Scheme provides drinking 

water for nearly 1.9 million customers in Perth, Mandurah, 

parts of the South West, and those connected to the Goldfields 

pipeline.  

As part of our Special Report on water issues, The Australian 

Business Executive conducted an interview with Water Corporation 

CEO Sue Murphy. 

In this exclusive, Sue discusses delivering value for the people of 

Western Australia, tackling drought with the use of desalination and 

the use of public-private partnerships (PPP). 

JL: What are the main tenants the ten year plan to 

drought proof Perth by 2022?

SM: We believe we have successfully moved Perth’s 

water supply away from a reliance on dams through 

a three pronged approach that includes developing 

new sources, reducing water use and increasing 

water recycling. This is an ongoing challenge that 

will require continued work over the coming years 

as we continue to adapt to the changing climate. 

Reducing Water Use

Over the last 10 years our Perth customers have 

reduced their per person water use from 191,000 

litres to 132,000 litres last financial year. We 

continue to work with our business and industrial 

customers to help reduce their water use. Last 

year we saved over 100 billion litres of water in 

Perth through a range of water efficiency initiatives 

introduced over the last decade.

In broad terms – over the last decade or so, Perth’s 

population has grown by a third yet we provided 8 

per cent less water in total to Perth last year than a 

decade ago. 

Develop new sources

Our two seawater desalination plants can provide 

up to 145 billion litres of water each year. 

In 2013 the state government announced that 

Perth’s next water source would be ground water 

replenishment. This means that highly treated 

wastewater will be injected into our deep aquifers 

for potable use in the future.
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Such schemes have been politically sensitive in 

other states but here in WA both sides of politics 

understand that our climate is drying and we have 

enjoyed bipartisan and mature support for this plan.

Work on the first stage of the full-scale groundwater 

replenishment scheme will begin later this year. The 

first stage of this project will provide at least 7 billion 

litres of water a year which can be expanded to 28 

billion litres of each year as needed.

Ultimately, groundwater replenishment could supply 

up to 20 per cent of Perth’s drinking water needs by 

2060.

Increasing water recycling

Over the last 10 years the volume of recycled 

wastewater has increased by almost 75 per cent 

across the State. In Perth, this includes groundwater 

replenishment, irrigation of parks and ovals with 

recycled water and providing fit-for-purpose water 

for industrial use at the Kwinana Water Recycling 

Plant.

JL: How will the role of desalination adapt in future 

when it comes to water shortage?

SM: Seawater desalination is the cornerstone of the 

water supply to the IWSS and currently can supply 

up to 50 per cent of our needs. That said, the work 

of our customers to reduce their water use has also 

been pivotal – over the last decade water saving 

efforts have contributed to 100 billion litres of water 

saved each year.

Seawater desalination has the capacity to produce 

145 billion litres of water to the IWSS, providing a 

secure climate-independent water source for our 

customers.

Desalination will remain an important part of Perth’s 

water supply into the future, however, it is just one 

part of achieving climate resilience, along with 

reducing water use and recycling more water.

JL: Desalination is often considered costly, can 

you explain the cost v. benefits of using such 

technology?

SM: Whilst desalination uses more energy than 

traditional water sources, such as gravity feeding 

water out of a dam it is still only a modest 

component of our daily energy use. To put this into 

perspective, to desalinate all the water needed for 

an average Perth family for a day would take about 

2KWhr of energy. That is the same as running an 

average air-conditioner for 45 minutes or using a 

hairdryer for an hour. We make choices daily as to 

how we want to use energy so desalination which 

provides a secure, climate-independent water 

source, seems to me to be a sensible option.

JL: Please tell us about the current desalination 

plants in WA?

“Seawater desalination is the cornerstone 

of the water supply to the IWSS and 

currently can supply up to 50 per cent of 

our needs.”

Welder inside a pipe
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SM: The Perth Seawater Desalination Plant in 

Kwinana was opened in November 2006 and has 

delivered more than its nameplate capacity of 45 

billion litres of drinking water to the IWSS each 

year.

The Southern Seawater Desalination Plant in 

Binningup was completed in 2013 and can deliver 

up to 100 billion litres of drinking water to the IWSS 

each year.

JL: With public private partnerships (PPP) becoming 

more common, where do you think economic 

opportunities for business will arise in the coming 

years?

SM: The Mundaring Water Treatment Plant was 

the first project to be funded, designed and built 

through a Public Private Partnership (PPP) in WA’s 

water industry.

The private partners brought a wide range of global 

experience in delivering water projects around the 

world, and an extensive track record in developing 

and operating Public Private Partnerships. This 

includes expertise from Australia, UK, Japan, 

Spain, Canada, France and Germany – so this 

project really draws on world-wide water industry 

expertise.

Public Private Partnerships will not suit every 

aspect of our business but it is another model 

available to the Water Corporation to deliver the 

most efficient services possible to its customers.  

JL: As a publicly owned utility, how is water priced, 

and how do address annual cost increases?

SM: Water Corporation prices are set by the State 

Government of Western Australia. 

That said, we continue to work with our customers 

to help reduce their water use, and in turn their 

water bills, through a number of programs and 

initiatives. This includes two-monthly billing and our 

self-service website, My Water. 

We began billing and reading meters every two 

months in July 2013 to make payment more 

manageable for customers by spreading annual 

costs across six bills, instead of larger accounts 

distributed less often. Issuing smaller, more 

manageable bills more frequently will also allow 

customers to track their water use, detect leaks 

earlier and assess their water efficiency efforts 

sooner.

My Water is our online portal which allows 

customers to view and pay their bills online, update 

personal details, view water use, set up direct 

debits from their bank account or credit card and 

arrange for paperless billing. This allows customers 

to view their water use at least every two months 

and take control of their consumption.

We were pleased to see that the recently released 

National Water Commission Benchmarking report 

showed that our operating costs per connection are 

the lowest of any capital city in the country.

JL: How do you deliver financial accountability for 

the people of WA?

SM:  We continually look for ways to provide 

the most efficient service we can, to ensure we 

The Southern seawater desalination plant 
in Binningup
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are delivering the best value-for-money for our 

customers across the state. 

The Water Corporation has been on a threefold 

journey of reform over recent years. This involves 

reform of our water security, operations and 

customer relationships.

Operational reform required two separate but 

complementary strategies for our business. The 

metropolitan area has large and complex water and 

wastewater schemes while our regional operations 

involve multiple small schemes spread across our 

sprawling state.

Two new alliances handle all of our metropolitan 

system operations and maintenance. These 

alliances, through integration and streamlining, 

have already achieved significant improvements to 

our service and business efficiency which result in 

real ongoing value to our customers.

Our regional reform project, Building a Better 

Business, launched initially in the South West, 

has achieved efficiencies in administration, work 

scheduling and other areas. It is now being 

introduced in all other regions where similar 

successes are expected.

We have achieved further efficiencies and cost 

savings through reforms of our central support 

functions, including procurement and management 

of revenue-earning land and property holdings.

About Sue Murphy

In 2013, Sue Murphy was awarded Australia’s 

2013 top civil engineer.

Water Corporation Chairman Eva Skira said 

Mrs Murphy thoroughly deserved the honour 

and was among a cohort of high calibre Water 

Corporation engineers who had served the 

people of WA very well over many years.

“She has had an outstanding career, and most 

recently has been steering planning to secure 

adequate water and wastewater services in 

Western Australia for the next 50 years,” she 

said.

“Sue is very active in Australian and 

international water industry affairs, including 

in her role as past Chair of the Water Services 

Association of Australia.”

Sue graduated as a Civil Engineer from the 

University of Western Australia in 1979.

After winning a Clough Scholarship as an 

undergraduate, she joined Clough Engineering 

in 1980 in what would be a 25 year career with 

the company. 

Sue joined Water Corporation in 2004 and was 

appointed CEO in November 2008.

The advanced water recycling plant 
where the groundwater replenishment 

trial took place

Mundaring water treatment plant

“We continually look for ways to provide 

the most efficient service we can, to 

ensure we are delivering the best value-

for-money for our customers across the 

state. “
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