
Environmental Activism and Wetlands Conservation in Western Australia 
 
1. Origins 1960 - 1980 
 
Concern about the environment and efforts to conserve our natural heritage have a long history in 
Australia. However, environmental activism is a relatively recent phenomenon. 
 
On 21 April 1964 an 89 year old social activist, Bessie Rischbieth, staged a non-violent protest against 
the filling of Mounts Bay for the Narrows Bridge Interchange, by standing in the way of a tip truck 
that was attempting to dump sand into the Swan River. Her protest came after several years of 
campaigning by the Swan River Protection Society against the design of the freeway interchange. 
Their pleas were ignored by the Brand Government and so Bessie Rischbieth used direct, non-violent 
action to dramatize her cause. In this she succeeded as her protest gained wide media attention and 
she became a symbol of public resistance to environmental irresponsibility by Government. Bessie 
Rischbieth failed to stop the filling of Mounts Bay, but her action aroused considerable public 
support which forced the Government to make some concessions. Eventually they landscaped the 
interchange and created gardens and artificial wetlands which partly compensated for the loss of 
habitat. (1)  
 

 
Bessie Rischbieth protesting the filling of Mounts Bay 21 April 1964 

 
 
Environmental activism arose out of the social movements of the 1960s when concerned citizens 
held rallies, staged protests and lobbied politicians for social justice. Causes such as the civil rights 
movement in the USA, the protests against atmospheric nuclear testing and the Vietnam War were 
major concerns in the 1960s. Social activism became an international phenomenon, and when it was 
combined with growing environmental awareness, it led eventually to environmental activism. 
 
The publication in 1962 of Silent Spring by Rachel Carson (2) was a catalyst for drawing public 
attention to the mismanagement of the natural environment and the tragic consequences of this. In 
WA, Tom Riggert drew attention to the dramatic loss of wetlands on the Swan Coastal Plain in a 
landmark study in 1966 (3). His cause was taken up by George Seddon in his classic account of the 
environment of the Swan Coastal Plain, A Sense of Place, which was published in 1972 (4). Seddon 



drew attention to the amazing biodiversity of the Swan Coastal Plain and the important role that it 
played in enhancing the lives of its residents. He also described how the wetlands sustained the 
ecology of the Swan Coastal Plain and enhanced the attractiveness of the landscape. 
 
The indigenous Whadjuk Noongar people appreciated and cared for the Swan Coastal Plain 
environment for thousands of years prior to the arrival of the first European settlers in 1829. The 
Noongar carefully managed the land and used the wetlands for food and water supply and for 
ceremonial and spiritual purposes. They understood, in a way that the European settlers did not, 
that the health of the environment and their society depended to a large extent on the health of the 
wetlands.(5) 
 
The early European settlers saw the wetlands as impediments to progress and a source of foul 
odours and insect pests. They exploited the wetlands for water, timber and summer pasture. Many 
lakes were drained or filled to make way for housing and agriculture. A few were retained as 
landscape features and beautified in the European style (eg Lake Monger, Hyde Park Lake, Queens 
Gardens). (6). 
 

 
 

Lake Monger Foreshore in 1914 
 
 
 
In 1967 a small group of environmental societies combined to form the Conservation Council of 
Western Australia (CCWA). Their aim was to develop a strong advocacy organisation to argue for a 
comprehensive system of national parks and nature reserves to conserve the State's biological 
heritage. They also wanted the Government to establish an Environmental Protection Authority, 
similar to that which the Kennedy administration had established in the USA. One of the first actions 
of the Conservation Council was to organise a torchlight march to Parliament House in 1969 to 
present a petition calling for these actions. The march was attended by more than 20,000 citizens 



and this persuaded the Government to act and the Tonkin Government passed legislation to set up 
the EPA, which began operations in 1972. 
 
One of the first tasks that the EPA set for itself was to review Government land holdings across the 
State in order to identify land that was suitable for conservation. During the 1970s they published a 
set of twelve reports (called Red Books) with their recommendations for conservation reserves and 
this led to a trebling in the size of the conservation estate in WA (from 2% of the land area in 1960 to 
6% in 1980). 
 
The most problematic area for the EPA was the Swan Coastal Plain (also known as System Six) 
because of the high level of freehold land and the significant amount of development that had 
already occurred. The System Six Report was the last of the system reports to be completed ( in 
1983). It highlighted the urgent need to protect the remaining fragments of banksia woodland and 
wetlands in this biodiversity hotspot. The Conservation Council and its affiliated groups participated 
strongly in the Conservation Through Reserves study during the 1970s and lobbied the Government 
to accept the EPA's recommendations. Eventually the Burke Government announced in May 1984 
that it accepted the recommendations in the System Six Report "in principle". (7) 
 
However, even before the System Six Report was finalised in 1983, powerful Government agencies 
were moving to undermine its recommendations. The State Housing Commission proposed to 
develop a new social housing estate by clearing and filling part of Star Swamp in North Beach. The 
EPA had recommended (M35) that Star Swamp should be set aside for conservation because it was 
an excellent example of a pristine wetland in the urban environment. A dispute broke out between 
the Housing Commission and a community group called the Friends of Star Swamp and a vigorous 
debate ensued for two years until the newly elected Burke Government decided to purchase the 
swamp from the Housing Commission and to preserve it as a nature reserve. This was the first win 
for community environmental activists for wetlands conservation in WA. 
 
Not long after this the Main Roads Department, supported by the Cities of Melville and Cockburn, 
decided to challenge another of the EPA's recommendations by constructing a western extension to 
Farrington Road through the North Lake wetlands. The EPA had specifically recommended against 
this in its System Six Red Book (7, recommendation M93.3), but Main Roads was a powerful agency 
and was used to getting its way with Government. Main Roads applied to the Commonwealth for 
Bicentenary Road funding and stated in its application that there were no significant environmental 
or indigenous heritage issues involved. (8) Their application was approved and once the funds were 
received they pressured the EPA into reversing its position and approving the construction of 
Farrington Road. Local residents were surprised when bulldozers arrived on the site on 10 
September 1984 and began clearing the bush. They were joined by angry students and 
conservationists and many were arrested as they tried to impede the bulldozers. The Kardinya 
Residents Association sought an injunction to stop the clearing, but this was refused, and eventually 
the road went through. The Burke Government was shocked by the intensity of the public concern 
about the environment and the wetlands. They managed to modify the project slightly to protect 
Roe Swamp and to require sensitive revegetation of the roadside verge. They also decided to amend 
the Environmental Protection Act to give more authority to the EPA and to prevent a recurrence of 
this process and they set up a study into the potential impacts of other proposed roadworks on 
wetlands.   (9) 
 



 
 

Farrington Road Blockade, September 1984 
 
2. Addressing the Issues (1984 – 2001) 
 
In the wake of the Farrington Road dispute, in which direct, non-violent action and legal action failed 
to halt the abuse of power by a powerful Government agency, a new community group formed to 
campaign for wetland conservation. The Wetlands Conservation Society (WCS) held its inaugural 
general meeting in February 1985. It was initially composed mainly of veterans of the Farrington 
Road campaign (such as Norm Godfrey, Ray Polglaze, Jan Rodda, Helga and Philip Jennings) and it 
resolved to campaign for the implementation of the EPA's system reports and to undertake 
environmental education and restoration. 
 
The WCS formed an alliance with the Waterbird Conservation Group that had been established in 
1984 by Joan Payne and Karen McRoberts following a serious algal bloom at Thomsons and 
Forrestdale Lakes. Their initial focus was on waterbird rescues and rehabilitation, but they soon 
broadened their focus to include wetland conservation and the rehabilitation of wetlands.(10) 
 
Another community group that held similar aims was the Peel Preservation Group that had been 
formed by Len Howard and John Devereaux in 1977 to campaign for the preservation of the 
Peel/Harvey/Yalgorup wetlands. They faced many challenges from developers wishing to convert 
estuarine wetlands into canal estates. The Peel Inlet and Harvey Estuary were also suffering from 
severe eutrophication caused by fertilizer runoff from farms in the Serpentine, Murray and Harvey 
river catchments. (10) 
 
The mid-eighties was a time of rising concern about the environment and the wetland groups, 
together with the Conservation Council, put forward many proposals to Government for wetland 
conservation. The CCWA lobbied for a system of regional parks based on the System Six Red Book 
recommendations. (11) The WCS made specific suggestions about the Beeliar Regional Park and the 
Government established a planning committee in 1988 to define the boundaries and land uses for 
this Park. Eventually, in 1997 the Court Government established eight regional parks to conserve the 



wetlands and woodlands of the Metropolitan Area. In 1992 the PPG proposed a Peel Regional Park 
and this was strongly supported by CCWA and the other wetland groups. However, despite detailed 
planning, carried out between 2001 and 2008, this Park has still not been established (2017). 
 
In September 1985 another dispute broke out in the Canning River wetlands when a developer 
gained approval to fill in the Watts Road Lake for a housing estate. This small wetland, adjacent to 
the Canning River, was a valuable wildlife refuge. Protests and demonstrations were held at the site 
but the Government refused to intervene and the Lake was eventually filled and covered with new 
houses. 
 

 
 

Filling of Watts Road Lake September 1985 
 
In 1987 a major dispute erupted over the cruel practice of duck shooting in WA wetlands. In the 
duck shooting season that year hundreds of native waterbirds were accidentally or deliberately shot 
for sport by recreational hunters and several nature reserves were damaged by shooters. The State 
Government banned duck shooting in 1988 and 1989 due to low duck numbers but in 1990 a new 
Minister, Ian Taylor, declared an open season in the autumn. The Conservation Council, together 
with the Waterbird Conservation Group and the Wetlands Conservation Society, joined forces with 
animal welfare groups, the Humane Society and Animal Liberation, to form a coalition called the 
Campaign Against Duck Shooting (CADS). CADS staged a series of protests and rallies, including direct 
action in several wetlands, such as Lake Wannamal, and collected a petition with over 140,000 
signatures calling for an end to duck shooting. This protest shocked the Government and Mr Taylor 
was soon replaced by a new Minister, Bob Pearce, who was strongly opposed to duck shooting. After 
two attempts he succeeded in June 1992 in passing legislation to permanently ban the sport of 
recreational duck shooting in Western Australia. 
 
 
 



 
 

Anti-Duck Shooting Rally in Fremantle 1990 
 
In 1989 the State Government put out a call for tenders to develop a tourist resort Port Kennedy, 
south of Rockingham. The proposed development was to include private housing, a marina, a golf 
course and an equestrian complex. Several conservation groups opposed this plan as it was contrary 
to the System Six recommendation (M106) that the area should become a Regional Park in order to 
protect the high quality wetlands and vegetation. Eventually, after a prolonged lobbying campaign, 
part of the area was given over to housing and a golf course, but the areas of conservation value 
were included in the Port Kennedy Scientific Park, which became a part of the Rockingham Lakes 
Regional Park, in 1997. The wetlands were eventually recognised as having international scientific 
interest and in 2001 they were included on the List of Wetlands of International Importance as the 
Becher Suite. The vegetation in the swales of the coastal dunes was listed by the Commonwealth 
authorities as a Threatened Ecological Community called Sedgelands in Holocene Dune Swales (TEC 
19). Despite all this effort the Port Kennedy area is very poorly managed by the Government 
authorities. 
 
At about this time another dispute broke out when the State Government's land development 
agency, Landcorp, tried to develop a housing estate in the Leda area. This is a large area of tuart 
woodland and wetlands in the southern part of the City of Kwinana. The land in question was vacant 
crown land that the EPA had recommended should be converted into a nature reserve (System Six 
recommendation M104) because it was one of the best remaining fragments of this type of 
woodland. Landcorp issued a plan called "The Birth of a Dream" showing how it intended to 
subdivide and develop the site. This led to a major campaign by conservation groups, led by the 
Conservation Council, to protect the environmental values of the Leda area. Eventually the EPA 
agreed to a compromise in which the tuart woodland and wetlands were incorporated into a nature 
reserve while the banksia woodland to the east was cleared for housing by Landcorp and its agents. 
 
A similar dispute with Landcorp arose in 1992 at Secret Harbour, south of Port Kennedy, where there 
were valuable young wetlands in the Quindalup dune swales. The EPA refused to protect these 
wetlands because the land was privately owned and therefore was not included in the System Six 
recommendations. In the end a small coastal reserve and several of the wetlands were retained as 
landscape features in the development. 
 



Nearby at Jandakot, Landcorp and private developers purchased farmland over the Jandakot 
groundwater mound in the 1980s. They then approached the State Planning Commission to have it 
rezoned from rural uses to urban. Although the land contained valuable wetlands of the Jandakot 
suite and it was over one of Perth's drinking water supplies, the EPA and the SPC allowed the 
rezoning. They left the protection of the wetlands to the City of Cockburn to negotiate with the 
developers at the subdivision stage. The Conservation Council objected strongly to this 
environmental irresponsibility and eventually the Government purchased two large blocks of 
banksia woodland in Wandi as offsets and these were later included in the Jandakot Regional Park. 
 

 
 

Solomon Road Swamp, Jandakot, destroyed by urban development in 1994 
 

During the 1980s the Conservation Council campaigned to have some of the State's outstanding 
wetlands nominated for the List of Wetlands of International Importance under the Ramsar 
Convention. The Department of Conservation and Land Management drew up a list of 12 wetlands 
that they wished to nominate. However, some landowners objected to listing and eventually 9 
wetlands were nominated and listed in 1990. The CCWA continued to lobby for further listings 
because an independent scientific study indicated that more than 40 other wetlands were eligible 
for Ramsar listing. In 2001, shortly before the State Election, the Court Government nominated a 
further three wetlands plus four extensions to existing listed wetlands. Since then there has been 
little visible progress, although CALM/DEC/DPAW has been working on a further eight nominations, 
with very limited human resources and lack of interest from Government. The WCS has continued to 
lobby the Minister for action on this matter.  
 
Concern for the environment reached a peak during the term of the Hawke Government in the late 
eighties and early nineties. In WA, the EPA under the leadership of Barry Carbon, promised to end 
wetland loss and set about developing a set of Environmental Protection Policies (EPPs) to protect 
wetlands in various parts of the State. The Swan Coastal Plain Lakes EPP was gazetted in 1992 and it 
aimed to protect a system of lakes from drainage, filling and pollution. (12) The EPA also produced a 
similar policy for the wetlands of the South West Agricultural Area, but CALM refused to cooperate 
by listing the wetlands it managed and so that policy was totally ineffective. (13) The EPA also began 



work on a State Wetlands EPP but this was abandoned following the election of the Liberal/National 
coalition government in 1993. 
 
Meanwhile, lobbying continued for a Wetlands Conservation Policy for WA and the coalition 
Government finally endorsed it in 1997. (14) This policy set out an ambitious agenda to identify, 
classify, conserve and restore wetlands throughout the State. A Wetlands Coordinating Committee 
(WCC) was set up to oversee its implementation and the voluntary conservation movement was 
invited to nominate two members to this Ministerial Advisory Committee. The WCC oversaw the 
implementation of the Policy, including the Ramsar nominations and the development of a wetland 
buffers policy and an update to the State Wetlands Conservation Policy. However, following the 
election of the Barnett coalition government in 2008 the WCC began to meet infrequently and work 
on wetland policy development was wound down. 
 
During the nineties, despite the change of government in 1993, the conservation movement 
remained strong and influential and great progress was made on key wetland conservation issues, 
such as the Regional Parks system, the Wetlands Conservation Policy for WA and various EPPs such 
the one to protect the habitat of the Western Swamp Tortoise. (15) There were also many public 
protests over inappropriate development proposals that affected wetlands, such as the Creery 
wetlands in Mandurah, the Moore River estuary at Guilderton and the Perth Airport wetlands. All of 
these involved opportunistic bids for the conservation estate by private developers and in each case 
compromises were negotiated but some valuable habitat was lost. 
 
The WCS was committed to awareness raising as a means of giving the public some ownership of the 
conservation debate. To this end they collaborated with the City of Cockburn to establish the 
Cockburn Wetlands Education Centre (CWEC) at Bibra Lake in June 1993. This Centre is run by three 
community groups and has operated successfully for nearly 25 years, carrying out landcare and 
environmental education programs. Other similar centres have been established at Herdsman Lake, 
Lake Richmond, Piney Lakes and Canning River. They play a vital role in raising public awareness 
about the value of wetlands and providing opportunities for environmental and landcare 
experiences for all age groups. A volunteer run native fauna rehabilitation centre, called Native ARC, 
was established adjacent to CWEC in 2001. 
 

 

Values of Wetlands 
 

• Environmental: biodiversity, habitat, wildlife migration, carbon sinks 
• Social: recreation, research, education 
• Cultural: heritage, sense of place, aesthetic, spiritual 
• Economic: summer pasture, water supplies, tourism, fisheries, landscape enhancement, 

social amenity, UHI reduction 
 

 
 
 



 
 

School group at Bibra Lake 2012 
 
Following the Farrington Road dispute in 1984, the WCS drew the Government's attention to the 
System Six Red Book recommendation M93.3 that the Roe Highway should be modified to reduce its 
impact on the North and Bibra Lake wetlands. This led the Burke Government to set up a committee 
to explore alternative alignments to the unsatisfactory one through the North Lake reserve. The 
Committee concluded that the “no highway option” was their preferred position because no suitable 
alternative could be found and because there was no need to extend the Roe Highway beyond the 
Kwinana Freeway. (16) The State Government noted this report but took no action to delete the 
road reserve because of opposition from local government. This was a serious error that led to 
renewed conflict in the new century. 
 
3. The Backlash (2001 - 2017) 
 
Attitudes towards the environment began to change in the early years of the 21st century. 
Governments became more focussed on economic and social issues and global environmental issues 
like climate change and whaling. Local issues such as biodiversity and wetland conservation received 
a lower priority as the years went by. Farming and housing lobbyists became more influential and 
they opposed Ramsar listing and World Heritage nominations. They succeeded in persuading the 
Carpenter Government to abandon its proposed Swan Coastal Plain Wetlands Policy in 2006, despite 
widespread support from the conservation movement. Developers began to eye off the 
conservation estate and Landcorp made an audacious bid to confiscate 70 hectares of conservation 
land from the Rockingham Lakes Regional Park to develop a residential marina complex in Mangles 
Bay, adjacent to Lake Richmond. This aroused considerable opposition   from conservation groups 
and many objections were received by the EPA when this proposal was assessed. However, by then a 
pro-development Liberal/National government was in power and the EPA approved the proposal, 
despite having rejected a similar proposal in the nineties. (17) The new Minister rejected the appeals 
and approved the marina and canal project, subject to conditions. 
 



A similar situation developed with the Roe Highway stage 8 project. In 2003 the Gallop Labor 
Government sought strategic advice on the impact of the proposed Roe 8 on the wetlands. The EPA 
advised that it was unlikely that any proposal could be developed that would be environmentally 
acceptable (18). The Labor Government then announced that it would delete Roe 8 from the 
Metropolitan Region Planning Scheme. However, before they could do this they lost office and the 
new Liberal/National Government decided that it would build Roe 8. They conducted a series of 
consultations and in 2011 put forward a proposal for Roe 8. (19) The EPA put it out for public review 
and several thousand objections were received. Despite this the EPA reversed its previous position 
and approved the project. More than 100 appeals were received but the Minister dismissed these 
and approved the construction. The Liberal/National coalition Government in Canberra offered to 
fund the project provided it was a toll road for trucks. The opponents tried several avenues of legal 
action to halt the project but they were unsuccessful and so shortly before the 2017 Stats Election 
the Barnett Government let the contracts for Roe 8. As the bulldozers began clearing in the wetlands 
and woodland near North Lake they were confronted by hundreds of protestors who stood or 
chained themselves to trees or bulldozers. Many were arrested but the protests continued for nearly 
three months leading up to the election on 11 March 2017. A considerable amount of damage was 
done to the Beeliar wetlands. The protestors campaigned through the media and via door knocking 
in marginal electorates. On election day there was a huge swing against the Barnett Government 
and they lost their majority. Some election analysts attributed a part of the swing to public 
disapproval of the Government's handling of Roe 8. The new Premier, Mark McGowan, immediately 
honoured his pledge to stop work on Roe 8 and he announced that the Labor Government would 
delete the Roe 8 road reserve and revegetate it. This was a spectacular victory for the public over 
the bureaucracy and political establishment. 
 
The Roe 8 saga illustrated clearly the high level of public concern for the environment, a fact that 
some political leaders failed to understand. The Premier, Colin Barnett, believed that the public 
would support him in being tough and uncompromising with "greenies", but as the destruction of 
the Beeliar wetlands continued more and more people joined in the protests and many became 
disillusioned with his style of Government. Environmental activism became mainstream as he 
ruthlessly crushed the protests and he paid a high price for his callous attitude. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 Roe Highway Protest, January 2017 



 
Despite this victory there have been numerous setbacks for the conservation movement in recent 
years. The Barnett Government reduced the funding for DPAW and its wetlands section has been 
downsized from 23 staff to 3. This has hampered policy development, especially the Ramsar 
nominations. The Barnett Government also refused to finalize the Wetland Buffer Guidelines and the 
updated Wetlands Conservation Policy for WA. In the last State of the Environment Report for WA 
(2007) the EPA reported that wetland loss in WA was continuing at a rate of 4ha per day. (20) 
Despite this, the Environment Minister in the Barnett Government, Albert Jacob, revoked the Swan 
Coastal Plain Lakes EPP (and the SW Agricultural zone EPP and the Gnangara Mound EPP) in 2015, 
claiming that they were no longer needed because of the clearing regulations. 
 
4. The Task Ahead 
Wetlands conservation has come full circle since 1960. During the sixties and seventies our society 
developed a better appreciation of the value of wetlands. Much valuable research and policy 
formulation was carried out and this provided the basis for real progress in conservation. Some of 
this occurred as a result of community activism and occasional conflict with government agencies 
and developers. In the wake of the Farrington Road dispute many improvements were made to 
environmental protection laws and wetland conservation policy. The creation of the Regional Parks 
system in 1997 and the partial implementation of the Bush Forever Plan in 2001 were giant steps 
forward. The Regional Parks have become highly prized by urban residents and they guard them 
fiercely against developers who seek to exploit them. This is clearly illustrated by the Roe 8 and 
Mangles Bay Marina protests. However, there have been significant losses since the Barnett 
Government came to power in 2008. They sought to facilitate development by reducing 
environmental protection by revoking key policies such as the Swan Coastal Plain Lakes EPP and 
stalling on others, such as the Wetland Buffer Guidelines and the Ramsar nominations and the 
implementation of Bush Forever and the expansion of the Regional Parks system. The EPA has also 
been weakened through inappropriate appointments and cutbacks in funding and its recent rulings 
appear to indicate that it has no appetite to refuse outlandish proposals from developers. Recent 
court rulings indicate that the EPA is not required to follow its own policies and procedures and that 
Ministerial Conditions on projects are not enforceable. Reform of the EPA is clearly urgently needed. 
 
Another serious problem is the cutbacks in funding and human resources for conservation. As a 
result of budget cuts, in response to the State's financial crisis (caused by overspending on iconic 
projects) the DPAW has lost the capacity to carry out effective management of the conservation 
estate. Local governments manage their conservation reserves to a far higher standard than the 
State Government. DPAW has also lost some of its capacity to undertake wetland research, which is 
the basis for effective conservation. (10) The community conservation grant program was abolished 
by the Barnett Government in 2013 and this decision has also reduced restoration work in the 
conservation estate. Policy development on wetlands has been stalled for nearly 15 years, due to 
lack of human resources and the efforts of pro-development lobbyists. There are serious issues that 
need to be addressed. The EPA has also suffered funding cuts and has been unable to update the 
State of the Environment Report since 2007. This reporting is vital for identifying conservation 
priorities and emerging threats. 
 
One policy area that has not been affected by the cutbacks is the strategic assessment of land use in 
the Perth and Peel regions. This work has been carried out by the Premier's Department. It is the 
largest such exercise ever attempted in Australia. The aim is to gain blanket approval from the 
Commonwealth Government for future housing, mining, infrastructure and industrial development 
by showing that all of the biodiversity values of the region are adequately protected. In principle, 
this is a worthwhile exercise. It is rare for State Governments to undertake detailed long term 
planning on such a scale. However, the draft Green Growth Plan failed to achieve this objective and 



in fact proposed to substantially downsize the current conservation estate and jeopardize the 
survival of some endangered species (eg Carnabys black cockatoo). (21)This policy needs to be 
carefully reconsidered by the new Labor Government. More public consultation and scientific input 
is essential before the policy is finalized. 
 
Climate change is a major threat to wetlands in the SW of WA. Already the effects are apparent with 
many wetlands drying out due to the dramatic decline in rainfall over the past 25 years. Weed 
invasion and loss of wildlife habitat are major consequences of climate change. There is little that 
State Governments can do to mitigate these effects in the short term and the WA Government has 
made no attempt to develop a climate change policy. Ad hoc adaptation measures may be more 
effective until adequate mitigation policies are put in place internationally. A good example of this is 
the water supplementation project at Thomsons Lake. This Ramsar listed wetland has been badly 
affected by declining groundwater levels due to reduced rainfall and increased groundwater 
extraction and urban development nearby. As a result, large numbers of cygnets have perished 
because the lake dried out before they were able to fly. Also typha orientalis (bulrushes) has invaded 
the lake bed and reduced the wader habitat and thereby compromised its Ramsar status. In 
response to concerns from the conservation movement, DPAW has developed a water 
supplementation program whereby drainage water from a local housing development is passed 
through nutrient stripping ponds and then pumped into Thomsons Lake, thereby extending the 
period of inundation from December to February, by which time the cygnets are fully fledged. Other 
local authorities have also carried out adaptation programs such as typha and weed control in their 
wetlands. Some are considering more drastic measures such as dredging to deepen wetlands and 
artificial wetlands have been created in many places, often following mining or infrastructure 
development or in new housing estates. Some of these have become valuable wildlife habitat.  
 

 
 

Climate change at North Lake: July 1995 (left), July 2012 (right) 
 
Looking back on 50 years of environmental activism for wetland conservation it is clear that much 
has been achieved. Public attitudes to wetlands have changed enormously and there is a much 
greater appreciation of indigenous heritage and its links to the wetlands. Some developers and   
Government agencies are still oblivious to the need to conserve all of our remaining wetlands, but 
Public opinion is now firmly on the side of conservation. Environmental activism is now an accepted 
part of the political process and the outpouring of public support for the campaign against Roe 8 is 
evidence of this. The public has come to appreciate and value our biodiversity and likes to recreate 
in natural surroundings. The conservation movement needs to build on this public support through 
environmental awareness and education. Providing pleasant outdoor experiences for children and 



adults will lead to a lifelong appreciation of the natural environment. This is a vital role for all 
environmental educators. 
 
Environmental activism is a relatively new phenomenon in Australian society. It arose out of the 
social and political movements of the 1960s and growing concerns about loss of biodiversity, 
pollution, ozone depletion and climate change. Environmental activism can take many forms, 
ranging from awareness raising to lobbying and letter writing and finally to legal action and direct 
non-violent action. Wetlands conservation in WA has experienced all of these manifestations and 
they have become key drivers in the quest for sustainability. Environmental activism draws heavily 
on the work of researchers and educators who provide the factual basis and awareness of the key 
issues. (10) The public has a vital interest in the health of the environment and environmental 
activism has become its most effective means of participating in the sustainability debate. 
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