























Past forestry practices have made the largest change in the water balance of catchments with the
conversion of the forest structure from old growth to regrowth. Continued silviculture within the
northern jarrah forest, such as thinning, can help move the forest towards a more mature forest
faster than a reliance on nature alone. However, with the reduction to the forest industry, funding
for forest management activities is also reducing. Hence, an alternative funding source is required.

In the orderly development of water sources for WA, catchment thinning should occur on its
merits as a low cost long-term water source that can benefit the environment. Given the community
sensitivity to forest management and a regulatory emphasis on conservation without active
intervention, catchment thinning could take many years to implement. In the interim, more
expensive and potentially less environmentally attractive water sources may need to be considered.
The observed impact of climate change on the environment and water systems has put catchment
thinning back on the discussion table. With a drying climate and reducing streamflows, it is clear
the ecosystem will suffer, in particular the stream ecology, unless something is actively done.

Improving the runoff efficiency of existing harnessed catchments is low in cost compared (o
most other demand and supply management options, and some of the savings would be used to
improve catchment management. It is reasonable the beneficiary should prompt change. As a key
beneficiary of increased water source reliability, the Water Corporation is facilitating and
proposing to fund improved catchment management.

The fact that the catchments are now vegetaled by a dense regrowth forest provides an
opportunity. The Water Corporation believes that the best state for these forests from an
environmental, aesthetic, social and water perspective is for a more open, diverse and mature
structure. If the forests within these catchments were currently at this “ideal” state there would now
be limited incentive to change them. To some proponents of minimal forest management, a “no
action” approach may seem a more desirable alternative within the Integrated System water supply
catchments. As attractive as this approach may seem, it may not deliver outcomes that are optimal
for biodiversity conservation, water and forest management.

6 RECOMMENDATIONS - WUNGONG CATCHMENT MANAGEMENT PROPOSAL

The recommendation is to improve the efficiency of our existing surface water sources through
catchment thinning and prescribed burning as part of catchment management. This includes the
removal of selected trees from dense native regrowth and rehabilitated stands and fire protection.
As the extra water recovered from the catchment is achieved very efficiently, the costs associated
with this proposed forest management can be sustained from the value of the recovered water.
Forests and water are part of the same system and need to be managed together.

Research in the past has provided understanding about the streamflow increases from thinning
(Bari and Ruprecht, 2003), but there is more uncertainty about environmental impacts. There will
always be some uncertainty and a staged approach is prudent. The Wungong Catchment is an ideal
trial location given the good understanding about this catchment, the level of dense regrowth and
rehabilitation (20% cleared and replanted, and most areas logged three times), the dam supplies
customers by gravity with minimal energy requirements, and it is close to Perth.

The Water Corporation’s plan is to implement a 12-year research trial to test the hypothesis that
the proposed catchment management of the Wungong Catchment is sustainable and has positive
environmental, social and water quality and quantity outcomes. The trial would involve on ground
activities being managed in an adaptive framework. The proposal contains a package of catchment
thinning, staged conversion of exotic species to natives, water and environmental monitoring,
integrated multi-disciplinary research, third party auditing, transparent reporting, consultation with
peak groups, and projects for additional environmental benefit.

A whole of catchment approach is required in order to preserve the integrity of the trial. Some
areas will be untreated (as reserves, fauna habitat zones, experimental controls or areas that already
have an appropriate density and structure), and the 7800 ha planned for thinning as a mosaic over
4-6 years (to a basal area of 15-18 m’/ha, in stages if required) will be within mining rehabilitation



(native and exotic vegetation), plantations and dense native regrowth forest. It is anticipated that
the trial would provide on average an additional 6 GL annually (GL is a gigalitre or million
kilolitres) at a unit cost of $0.23/kL (kL is a kilolitre or a thousand litres) with approximately zero
net greenhouse emissions. The annual Wungong streamflow for 1975-1996 has been 20 GL and
for 1997-2003 only 14 GL, a major reduction from the 1911-1974 average of 29 GL. Assuming
the trial is successful, other high rainfall areas within the Integrated Scheme catchments could be
treated at @ sub-catchment scale to help move the forest structure towards a mature state. Within 20
to 30 years catchment thinning could annually provide 40 GL of extra streamflow at less than
$0.20/kL.. For comparison consumers are charged approximately $0.80/kL for water from the
Integrated Scheme (including both consumptive and fixed costs) and the 45 GL south-west
Yarragadee groundwater source and 45 GL seawater desalination water source are costed at
$0.85/kL. and $1.11/kL respectively (all costs are in Australian 2004 present value dollars, with
values including both capital and operating components).

7 CONCLUSIONS

Good management, good science and good communication are the building blocks of a successful
adaptive management trial. To ensure the community and regulators make informed decisions
about the trial, they need to be brought along on the journey.

While management of catchments in the south-west of WA is complex and contentious, when
the catchments are harnessed there are opportunities for using part of the value of water produced
for their management. Catchments integrate natural processes and human activities, similarly their
management needs an integrated approach. Because there is no one organisation responsible for all
aspects of catchments, the Water Corporation is in a position to facilitate and fund improved
catchment management through benefits derived from improve catchment water yields.

Because the Integrated Scheme catchments are vegetated by dense regrowth forest and the
climate is drying there is an opportunity to link forest and water management through catchment
management. Progressing the Wungong Catchment management trial is the opportunity to
determine whether it is sustainable catchment management. The potential benefits are shown in
Figure 3. There is always uncertainty with any change to management as there is uncertainty about
the future of our climate. Given the drying climate and its impact on the water cycle it would be
precautionary to develop knowledge as early as possible with appropriate research about options
for the future management of our forested harnessed catchments.
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Figure 3. Benefits of Wungong Catchment management research trial
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