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Message from the Minister

Middle Canning River 
surface water allocation plan

i i i

This Middle Canning River surface water allocation plan 
provides direction for the allocation and licensing of water 
from the river and for the release of water into the river 
during summer. 

Even though the middle Canning River is a highly modified 
system, it continues to support important values. It benefits 
the community, supports ecological and cultural values and 
influences the health of the Swan River. 

Land use along the river is gradually changing. Urban development is replacing 
rural landholdings and the river is becoming less important as a source of water 
for use and more important as a living urban stream. The plan contributes to 
maintaining the river as a living urban stream through this transition.

The water released into the river comes from Perth’s Integrated Water Supply 
Scheme. With our drying climate, this plan ensures the water is used as efficiently 
and effectively as possible.

The plan explains how the Department of Water will allocate water and manage 
abstraction, particularly during summer, when flows are low and demand for water 
is highest.

The Canning River’s long-term health also depends on the involvement of the 
people living alongside it, including water users, community groups, local 
governments and agencies with river and land management responsibilities. These 
sectors have all provided valuable input into the plan. Their continued involvement 
in broader river and land management will be essential to the plan’s success.

Hon Bill Marmion MLA, BEng, MBA 
Minister for Environment; Water
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Summary
Middle Canning River surface water allocation plan

The Department of Water uses allocation 
plans to manage how water is taken from 
surface water and groundwater systems, 
while meeting the social and cultural values 
and ecological needs of those systems. 

This Middle Canning River surface water 
allocation plan replaces the Canning River 
interim allocation policy (WRC 1996). It 
applies to the section of the middle Canning 
River from the base of the Canning Dam to 
the Kent Street Weir in Wilson.

Need for a plan in this area

Since 1940 almost all of the water in the 
Canning River has been stored to provide 
water for Perth’s Integrated Water Supply 
Scheme (IWSS). Because downstream flows 
were dramatically reduced after damming, 
some treated scheme water has been 
released to the middle Canning River each 
summer. Originally these summer releases 
were to enable people living alongside 
the river to access water for economic 
and domestic purposes. This demand 
has gradually reduced as the area has 
urbanised and direct access to public 
water supply from the IWSS has increased. 
Summer releases have also contributed to 
maintaining the river’s ecological, social 
and cultural values and these needs 
continue. Though it is a highly modified 
system, these values are important to the 
river’s traditional owners, to people living 
near the river and to visitors.

In this context the plan sets out how we will 
manage the beneficial use of this  
high-value resource while maintaining 

the middle Canning River as an important 
urban river environment. Over many years 
stakeholders have worked with us to update 
the management arrangements for the 
middle Canning River. 

Water availability

Inflow to the river is from local catchment 
runoff in winter and from the scheme 
releases in summer. Winter rainfall is 
declining across the plan area and there are 
competing consumptive demands outside 
the plan area for treated scheme water. 
The combination of low flows and ongoing 
abstraction mean that not all needs can be 
met, especially in dry years. To manage this, 
we have reduced the allocation limit slightly, 
and made the scheme releases more 
efficient. We have set a new allocation limit 
at 650 000 kL,10 per cent below current use. 
Water use will be reduced and entitlements 
recovered as land use alongside the river 
changes and licensed and riparian use of 
water from the river is no longer required. 
The new allocation limit will prevent 
reallocation of this water and thus gradually 
reduce impacts on both remaining water 
users and non-consumptive values.

Water for new developments will only be 
available through:

•	 increased water use efficiency

•	 accessing water from scheme supply

•	 alternative water sources, 
where available. 



Middle Canning River  
surface water allocation plan

vi i i

Summary continues

Management approach

The plan sets out the department’s 
approach to managing surface water 
resources in the plan area. It describes 
how we will:

•	 release scheme water into the 
river during the summer months, 
including triggers for turning 
releases on and off

•	 respond to dry years by reducing 
releases and abstraction

•	 manage the abstraction of water, 
focusing on a gradual recouping 
of surface water entitlements as 
land uses change.

Summer releases are only one factor 
contributing to river health. The 
plan does not include strategies for 
addressing drainage, stormwater, 
sediment management and other land 
planning issues. We will continue to work 
with the responsible agencies to directly 
manage these issues.

Updating the plan using the public 
submissions

We received 16 submissions on the Lower 
Canning River surface water allocation 
plan: for public comment (DoW 2010c). 
The plan has been renamed the Middle 
Canning River surface water allocation 
plan. Our response to these submissions 
and an explanation of how we used 
the comments to update the plan is 
described in the statement of response 
(DoW 2012). 
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Chapter One
Plan context and scope  

Middle Canning River 
surface water allocation plan

The middle Canning River’s surface water 
resources support important social, 
cultural and ecological values and its 
abstraction provides economic benefits 
to landholders adjacent to the river.

Flows in the Canning River are highly 
modified as a result of dams and 
pumpback stations associated with 
Perth’s Integrated Water Supply 
Scheme (IWSS). The infrastructure is 
managed by the Water Corporation 
and includes three public water supply 
dams (Canning, Churchman Brook and 
Victoria) and two pumpback stations 
(Araluen and Bickley). After the dams 
were built, several release points were 
constructed along the river to supply 
scheme water (during summer) to users 
living alongside the river and to meet the 
river’s social and ecological needs of 
the river. 

1.1	 Purpose of the plan

Declining rainfall has resulted in lower 
natural flow levels, which in turn has 
affected the river’s ecological values and 
the ability of water users to abstract. The 
lower rainfall has also led to increased 
pressure on the IWSS. This plan reflects 
these changes. We have updated the 
allocation limit, our licensing approach 
and how releases will be managed to be 
more efficient while still supplying water 
to users and maintaining the river’s key 
ecological functions.

Land use adjacent to the river has 
changed significantly since the interim 
plan was developed in 1996. There has 
been a shift from agricultural towards 
rural residential and urban uses. With 
these changes, the need to abstract 
water from the river has declined, and 
the river will be managed more as a 
living urban stream.

1.2	 Scope of the plan

The department has developed this plan 
and set allocation limits using the  
best-available information. We have also 
considered questions posed during the 
community consultation process and 
input from our advisory group, the Middle 
Canning River Stakeholder Group.

The plan shows:

•	 the plan area

•	 the objectives for water allocation 
and ongoing water resource 
management

•	 the allocation limit

•	 our approach to allocation and 
licensing including:

-- licensing rules

-- how water will be allocated in 
low-rainfall years

-- the strategy to recover  
over-allocation
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Figure 1
Middle Canning plan a rea and catc hments 
Middle Canning River surface water allocation plan 

!(

!(

!(

!(

!(

Brookton Hwy

S
outh W

estern H
w

y

Albany H
wy

Tonkin H
w

y

Kw
in

an
a 

Fw
y

Roe
 H

wy

Grea
t E

as
ter

n H
wy

Can
nin

g 
Hw

y

Perth

Armadale

Kalamunda

Mundaring

Roleystone

±0 4

Kilometres

Legend
Middle Canning catchment

Wungong River 

Bickley Brook 

Stoney Brook

Yule Brook

Stinton Creek

Ellis Brook

!( Localities

Main roads

Canning River

Main tributaries

Catchments of the Middle Canning

!(

!(

Perth

Mandurah

0 4020

Kilometres

DoW reference: 33026610
Report name and year: Middle Canning River Surface

Water Allocation Plan, 2012

Government of Western Australia
Department of WaterGovernment of Western Australia
Department of Water

Map reference: 33026610



3

1

Middle Canning River 
surface water allocation plan

Plan context and scope 

•	 how water will be released

•	 how we will implement and 
evaluate the plan including:

-- a monitoring program to 
measure streamflow and 
review critical low-flow 
thresholds.

The plan does not:

•	 address management of the 
Kent Street Weir

•	 cover drainage, stormwater, 
sediment management and other 
land planning issues.

Even though this plan cannot address 
the important land planning issues 
outlined above, we will continue to 
work with the agencies responsible 
for them because they impact on the 
effectiveness of the allocation and water 
release arrangements.

1.3	 Plan area

Location

This plan applies to the middle Canning 
River, which is located in the Perth 
metropolitan area’s south-east corridor, 
as shown in Figure 1. It includes the 
freshwater reach of the Canning River 
from the base of the Canning Dam to 
the Kent Street Weir in Wilson. 

Proclamation

The Canning River channel was 
proclaimed under the Rights in Water 
Irrigation Act 1914 (WA) in January 1914. 
This means that water users require a 
water licence to lawfully abstract surface 

water under Section 5C of the Act in this 
area, unless exempted under the Act. 

1.4	 Plan timeframe

The Middle Canning River surface water 
allocation plan will remain in effect until 
2016 after which it will be reviewed and 
may be replaced. It may be amended 
or revoked by the Minister for Water 
or replaced sooner if it is identified 
as necessary through the periodic 
evaluation process.

1.5	 Stakeholder interests

Collaboration on the management 
of the middle Canning River has a 
long history. Our consultation for the 
allocation plan drew on work started 
through the Canning River interim 
allocation policy (WRC 1996), Caring 
for the Canning: a plan to revitalise 
the Canning, Southern and Wungong 
rivers (SRT 2002) and the department’s 
ecological water requirements study 
(Radin et al. 2010).

Valuable advice on the allocation plan 
has come from community groups, the 
Water Corporation, local government, 
other state government agencies and 
licensees. The Canning River Stakeholder 
Group, which represents these interests, 
provided a focus for consultation during 
the plan’s development.

The main aspects for consultation were:

•	 the department’s approach to 
summer releases

•	 the department’s approach to 
managing licences to take water

•	 availability of water for use
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•	 unauthorised taking of water

•	 broad catchment management 
issues outside the scope of this 
plan including:

-- river restoration and 
revegetation

-- foreshore and reserve 
management

-- water quality

-- channel modification, erosion 
and sedimentation.

We also consulted with licensees and 
riparian users during the 2010–11 dry 
season on the impact of reduced 
release volumes and ways they could 
improve water use efficiency.

We considered all consultation 
in preparing this plan, as well as 
submissions received during the public 
comment period. Our responses to all 
submissions are documented in the 
Middle Canning River surface water 
allocation plan – Statement of response 
(DoW 2012).
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Chapter Two
What the plan will achieve

This section describes our objectives 
for the allocation of surface water in 
the middle Canning River plan area. 
Most of the Canning River’s water is 
stored for public water supply in the 
dams on the upper part of the river. 
The plan’s objectives for the river 
recognise that the scheme water 
released into it is valuable and must 
be used effectively and efficiently, and 
that existing licensees are relying on the 
river for their livelihoods. The objectives 
also recognise that maintaining the 
river’s ecological function is important 
to the local community for social and 
cultural reasons.

2.1	 Objectives

The water resource objectives of this 
plan are:

R1	� To maintain the river’s capacity 
to supply water for use as needs 
change

R2	� To maintain sufficient flow 
regimes (summer and winter) in 
a changing climate to minimise 
risks to the riverine environment 
including:

-- maintaining summer baseflows

-- maintaining oxygen levels and 
pool connectivity

-- provision of occasional pulse 
flows to meet native fish 
requirements over the 
summer months.

The management objectives of this 
plan are:

M1	� To recover licensed entitlements 
to within the allocation limit

M2	 To improve water use efficiency

M3	� To reduce abstraction to allow the 
releases to be minimised following 
low-rainfall winters

M4	� To reduce unauthorised water use.

2.2	 Strategies

This plan provides the management 
approach for water releases and for 
allocation and licensing, and informs 
the department’s advice on land use 
planning processes.

To meet the objectives of this plan  
we will:

•	 manage to the allocation limits in 
Table 1

•	 deliver the releases through the 
actions in Section 5.4

•	 follow the approach for allocating 
and licensing water set out in 
Section 4

•	 license water abstraction 
according to the licensing rules in 
Section 4.3

•	 monitor the resources using the 
program explained in Section 6

•	 carry out the actions for the plan 
outlined in Section 7.1.
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surface water allocation plan

2.3	 Measuring the plan’s success

The department will regularly evaluate the plan to see if the objectives are being met. 
The results will be published in an evaluation statement. See Chapter 7 and Section 7.2 
for more information on how we will monitor and evaluate the plan’s performance.
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Chapter Three
Allocation limits

An allocation limit is the total volume of 
water set aside for annual take from a 
resource. This includes water available 
for licensing and water for uses exempt 
from licensing such as small-scale 
riparian use. This plan sets the allocation 
limit for the middle Canning River surface 
water resource. The allocation limit takes 
into account both the inflows from the 
catchment, and the summer releases of 
scheme water.

3.1	 Setting an  
allocation limit

With reduced rainfall and declining 
streamflow, the river cannot sustain the 
current levels of abstraction. Even with 
supplementation, there are impacts on 
the river’s cultural and social values and 
the critical ecological values that sustain 
them. To protect these values while 
supporting the remaining beneficial uses 
of the resource, the new allocation limit 
is set at 10 per cent below current use 
volumes. This will prevent growth in use, 
enable recouping, drive efficiency and 
gradually bring the volume of licensed 
use closer to sustainable abstraction 
levels. We will also reduce unauthorised 
use within the life of this plan.

The allocation limit has been set at this 
level because it:

•	 is consistent with the declines 
we have seen in licensed use, 
largely due to land use changes 
in recent years

•	 supports the staged recovery of 
the water resource to sustainable 
levels of use without affecting 
current authorised use. 

This resource is now managed as  
over-allocated and no additional water 
is available for abstraction.

As we track the implementation of this 
plan’s strategies and actions, we will also 
evaluate the allocation limit to ensure it is 
supporting the plan’s objectives.

3.2	 Components of the 
allocation limit

For administrative purposes, the 
allocation limit has two components:

•	 licensable components (including 
general licensing and licensed 
public water supply)

•	 unlicensed components 
(including water for small-scale 
riparian use).

The allocation limit, its components, 
and the status of water availability for 
licensing (at 10 August 2012) are shown 
in Table 1.
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Table 1
Allocation limit for the middle Canning River surface water resource 

Allocation limit 
kL/yr

Component for 
unlicensed use 
kL/yr

Component for 
general licensing 
kL/yr

Resource status for 
licensing

650 000 42 000 608 000 No new water available 
(over-allocated)
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Chapter Four
Water allocation and licensing approach

Water licences are the regulatory 
instrument the department uses under 
the Rights in Water and Irrigation 
Act 1914 to manage the individual 
abstraction of surface water. 

This allocation plan includes policies 
and rules to address water allocation 
and licensing issues in the plan area. 

4.1	 Legislative 
requirements

Water licences

The Rights in Water and Irrigation 
Act 1914 establishes the legislative 
framework for managing and allocating 
water in Western Australia. 

Water users in the middle Canning River 
plan area generally require a water 
licence to lawfully take surface water 
under Section 5C of the Act. When 
assessing a water licence application the 
department considers the allocation plan 
as well as Clause 7 (2) of Schedule 1 of 
the Act.

The department, in granting a licence, 
may apply terms, conditions and 
restrictions to licences under Clause 15 of 
Schedule 1 of the Act. For large licences 
this may include an operating strategy.

The department’s requirements for 
altering any licence condition are 
specified under Clause 24 (1) of 
Schedule 1 of the Act. The rights of 
licensees are covered under Clause 26. 

A permit is required to interfere with 
the bed and banks of watercourses. 
This includes installing pipes, pumps or 
constructing dams, under clauses 11, 
17 and 21 of the Act,

Riparian rights

Riparian rights are detailed in Part III, 
Division 1B, sections 9 and 20 of the 
Rights in Water and Irrigation Act 1914. 
A riparian right grants a landholder 
whose property borders a watercourse 
the right to abstract surface water 
without a licence for domestic use, 
watering stock (other than under 
intensive conditions) or non-commercial 
irrigation (gardens/orchards from which 
no produce is sold). This right does not 
guarantee that water will be available. 

Exemptions

The taking of surface water from the 
resource is exempt from licensing where 
it is used solely for fire fighting purposes.
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4.2	 Approach to 
allocating water

The department’s approach to 
allocating water is designed to maximise 
the beneficial use of this high-value 
resource by providing some water for 
use and some for key environmental 
flows. We use the licensing process to 
share the available water, up to the 
allocation limit. 

The approach is influenced by the fact 
that in this plan area, there is insufficient 
water to meet all needs, especially 
in dry years. The resource will now be 
managed as over-allocated.

Allocating water in  
low-rainfall years

During low-winter-rainfall periods (as 
defined in Section 5.3) the department 
encourages existing users to reduce their 
abstraction and supplement use with 
an alternative supply such as rainwater 
tanks, groundwater or scheme water.

Following low-rainfall winters, licensed 
and riparian users will be asked to 
reduce their summer water abstraction 
by 50 per cent. If water is available from 
other sources (e.g. scheme water), this 
water should be used in preference 
to taking water from the river. We are 
confident that water users will take the 
necessary measures to reduce their 
use. However, we may formally seek to 
reduce licence volumes by changing 
licence conditions if voluntary reductions 
are not successful.

In addition, because the middle 
Canning River’s flow during summer 
is predominantly from scheme water, 
those using water for non-commercial 
purposes should observe any restrictions 
for scheme water users. It is a condition 

of some surface water licences that 
water for non-commercial crops  
(i.e. lawns and gardens) is not used 
between the hours of 9am and 6pm.

Notification

If a low-rainfall winter triggers reductions in 
releases and use, we will notify water users 
by letter and make announcements in the 
local media at the end of October.

Recovery strategy

Not all licensed entitlements in the 
middle Canning River plan area are fully 
utilised. As the current licensed volume 
is above the new allocation limit, the 
department will recoup unused water 
entitlements in the plan area. 

We will recoup unused licensed 
entitlements (or unused portions of them) 
in accordance with Statewide policy no. 
11 – Management of unused licensed 
water entitlements (WRC 2003). The 
opportunity to recoup will be identified:

•	 at licence renewal

•	 if a licence is amended 
(traded/transferred)

•	 during routine compliance 
surveys.

As land uses change we will take the 
opportunity to recoup water.

Because the resource is over-allocated 
we will not reallocate recouped water 
entitlements. We may review the 
allocation limit, consistent with the 
plan’s objectives.
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Reducing riparian use of  
surface water

Approximately 30 properties historically 
had riparian rights along the middle 
Canning River. As land uses changed 
and became more urbanised (with 
access to scheme water), the number of 
properties with this right has decreased. 

Compliance and enforcement

Unauthorised use is subject to the 
enforcement provisions of the Rights in 
Water and Irrigation Act 1914, including a 
$10 000 fine and an additional $1000 for 
each day of continued non-compliance. 
Unauthorised use may include:

•	 licensed users exceeding their 
licensed entitlement, or any 
terms, conditions or restrictions 
placed on their licence

•	 using water taken under a 
riparian right for uses other than 
those defined in sections 9 and 20 
of the Act.

Auditing licensed use

The department may audit licence 
compliance to ensure that water 
abstraction and use is in accordance 
with licence volumes and conditions. 
We also review monitoring and metering 
data to assess whether any local impacts 
are occurring and to ensure that the 
licence conditions are appropriate for 
that particular circumstance. Where 
non-compliance or unauthorised use 
is identified we will undertake the 
appropriate enforcement measures.

Water use efficiency

To meet the plan’s objectives we 
encourage all licensees and riparian users 
to implement water efficiency measures.

We will work with public water 
suppliers, local government authorities, 
government agencies and land 
developers to ensure that water use 
in urban areas is in accordance with 
Operational policy no 1.2 – Policy on 
water conservation and efficiency plans 
(DoW 2009c) as well as their licence 
conditions and any other operational 
strategies in place.

Sprinkler restrictions

As discussed in Section 4.2, because 
the middle Canning River’s water during 
summer is essentially scheme water, 
all non-commercial water users should 
observe the current sprinkler restrictions 
for scheme water users. 

Alternative and fit-for-purpose 
water sources

Where possible, users should consider 
alternative supplies such as scheme water 
(where available), recycled wastewater, 
drainage water and rainwater to meet 
their water requirements.
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4.3	 Licensing policy

Local licensing rules for the middle Canning River plan area

These local policies provide additional guidance to manage water-related issues 
specific to the middle Canning River plan area. They apply because either the local 
issues are not addressed in statewide policy or an alternative approach is needed 
to better manage the local issue. Where a local policy differs from a statewide 
policy, the local policy in this allocation plan is applied.

Table 2
Licensing policy specific to the middle Canning River plan area

Policy group Policy details

1	 Water licensing and use

1.1	 Water level and flow 
criteria

1.1.1	 Where abstraction is likely to have a detrimental impact during 
low-flow periods on downstream water users, flows, water levels or 
water quality, the department may specify the following as licence 
conditions:

•	 a maximum daily abstraction rate

•	 a period when pumping is permitted

•	 a minimum water level above which abstraction is permitted

•	 additional monitoring and measurement

•	 installation of a staff gauge to monitor water levels.

1.2	 Metering and 
monitoring 

1.2.1	 Licensees with a larger entitlement (greater than or equal to 
20 000 kL/yr) are required to install and maintain a department-
approved meter within three years of the issue of this plan.

2	 Trading (water entitlement transactions)

2.1	 Trading and 
transfers

2.1.1	 Water which has not been used for the previous three years is not 
normally eligible to be traded or transferred.

2.1.2	 Trades will be assessed under Clause 7(2) of Schedule 1 to the 
Rights in Water and Irrigation Act 1914 and it is unlikely that unused 
entitlements will be traded in line with the objectives of the plan.

2.1.3.	 Any change in the location of drawpoints in the Trust Development 
Control Area (as defined under the Swan and Canning Rivers 
Management Act 2006) will require approval from the Swan River Trust.

3	 Recovery of over-allocated resources 

3.1	 Recovery 3.1.1	 Recouped water will not be reallocated
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Statewide licensing policies

The department develops policies that apply to all water resources across the state, 
including the middle Canning River plan area. Table 3 outlines the main strategic 
and operational policies that apply to plan area. An up-to-date list of the policies 
is available on our website: <www.water.wa.gov.au> Doing business with us > 
Water licensing>.

Table 3
Statewide policies that apply in the middle Canning River plan area

Policy Description

Operational policy no. 5.08 – 
Use of operating strategies in 
the water licensing process 
(DoW 2010a)

Guidance on when an operating strategy is required and what it 
should contain, including:

•	 the water licence circumstances likely to require an  
operating strategy

•	 how operating strategies form part of the conditions of a  
water licence

•	 how the licensee should develop an operating strategy

•	 the licensee’s responsibilities in complying with an  
operating strategy.

Operational policy no. 5.13 – 
Water entitlement transactions for 
Western Australia (DoW 2010b)

The rules for a trade, transfer or lease of all or part of a licensed 
water entitlement. Of particular note:

•	 new landholders must apply to transfer water entitlements 
within 30 days of the land sale

•	 trading will only be possible where it can be demonstrated 
that the new drawpoint will result in equivalent or better 
environmental outcomes and improved water efficiencies.

Statewide policy no. 11 – 
Management of unused licensed 
water entitlements (DoW 2003)

Whole or portions of licensed entitlements may be recouped by 
the department if:

•	 it is proved the entitlements are consistently unused

•	 extenuating circumstances cannot be provided.

Operational policy no. 1.2 – Policy on 
water conservation and efficiency 
plans: achieving water-use efficiency 
gains through water licensing  
(DoW 2009c)

Under this policy the department may require licensees to 
implement water conservation and efficiency plans. We may 
require users, as part of the licensing process, to identify 
opportunities for using fit-for-purpose lower quality water  
(e.g. drainage water, stormwater and recycled water) in such plans.

Strategic policy no. 5.03 – 
Metering the taking of water 
(DoW 2009a)

Guidelines for water meter 
installation (DoW 2009b)

Rights in Water and Irrigation 
(Approved Meters) Order 2009 
factsheet (DoW 2009e)

Outlines the department’s position on metering the taking 
of water in Western Australia. The policy also details the 
circumstances in which we may impose metering conditions on 
individual licences (except under 1.1.1).

Statewide policy no. 5 – 
Environmental water provisions 
policy (WRC 2002)

Guidance on how the department provides water for 
environmental flows and the passage of aquatic life in surface 
water and groundwater resources across the state.

www.water.wa.gov.au
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Additional information

Drinking of surface water

The department does not recommend the middle Canning River’s water for drinking. 
If surface water is used for private drinking water supplies, we recommend that it be 
filtered, treated and tested according to public health advice from the Department 
of Health. Also see our water quality protection notes, the Australian drinking 
water guidelines (NHMRC 2004) and the Australian fresh and marine water quality 
guidelines (ANZECC & ARMCANZ 2000) for more information.
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Chapter five
Managing water releases

5.1	 Why we release 
water into the middle 
Canning River

The middle Canning River is a highly 
regulated river with modified values, 
but it remains important as a living 
urban stream. The river’s ecology has 
changed in response to the modified flow 
regime resulting from damming, summer 
releases, declining rainfall and use. We 
have designed a new release regime to 
efficiently and effectively deliver water 
to maintain the modified ecological 
functions, benefit licensees, and provide 
for cultural and social values.

The hydrological record before the dam 
and pumpback stations were built on 
the Canning indicates a strong variation 
in seasonal spring/summer and winter 
flow regimes. The winter months were 
dominated by high channel-forming 
flows that inundated the lower floodplain 
during flood events. During the summer 
months, although flows would reduce, 
the river did not cease to flow. 

In most years more than 80 per cent of 
annual flow in the middle Canning River 
occurs between June and October. 
During the drier months between 
November and May, streamflows are 
supplemented by the release of treated 
scheme water through six release points 
(Figure 2).These release points have been 
operating for decades and were originally 
designed to compensate horticultural 
water users for the loss of flow after the 
Canning and Wungong dams were built. 

While post-dam natural flow is still seasonal, 
both summer and winter flows have 
declined in line with declining rainfall. 

The Noongar name for the Canning 
River is Dyarlgarro, meaning place of 
abundance. The river is rich in Noongar 
culture and history. Many significant and 
sacred sites are embedded within its 
banks and its entire channel is classified 
on the Department of Indigenous Affairs 
Register of Aboriginal Sites.
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5.2	 How and when is water 
released?

The release arrangements

In summer scheme water is released 
from six points along the middle 
Canning River. These releases maintain 
key ecological functions, benefit 
licensees, and provide for the cultural 
and social values of this living urban 
stream. The release schedule is part 
of the Water Corporation’s operating 
strategy for the IWSS. 

Studies to determine the ecological 
water requirements (EWRs) to maintain 
the current ecological values of this 
highly modified river informed this 
allocation plan. For the details and 
findings of these studies, see the 
supporting document, Ecological water 
requirements of the lower Canning River 
(Radin et al. 2010). The document also 
describes the water release program 
that was trialled in summer 2007 by 
the Department of Water and Water 
Corporation (the release program is 
referred to as the environmental  
flow provision).

The river’s ecological, social and cultural 
values are described in Caring for the 
Canning: a plan to revitalise the 
Canning, Southern and Wungong rivers 
(SRT 2002), and have been confirmed 
through consultation with the Canning 
River Stakeholder Group (see Section 1.5).

Using the trial results, the EWR document 
and information from the other studies, 
we designed the current release 
schedule. Details of the release schedule 
are provided in Appendix A.

Summer releases

The objective of the summer releases 
is to ensure the river does not stop 
flowing between the Araluen pumpback 
and the Kent Street Weir. The release 
maintains flow connectivity and 
pool depth, submerging riffles and 
preventing anoxic conditions. 

These releases comprise the majority 
of the river’s summer baseflow. The 
department monitors the mean daily 
discharge at Seaforth gauging station 
to ensure an adequate baseflow is 
being maintained.

Additionally, three pulse flows each of five 
days duration will be provided in summer, 
either naturally or through additional 
releases, if winter rainfall has been 
average or above (see Appendix A). The 
purpose is to inundate in-stream obstacles 
that act as a barrier to fish migration. 
This is particularly relevant for freshwater 
cobbler, which migrate and spawn during 
the summer months.

An additional release (2.5 ML/day) 
will be made for 10 days each February 
from the base of the Canning Dam. 
This release will provide water higher 
up in the system (above the Araluen 
pumpback). This stretch of the river 
has high ecological values.

Winter flows

During the winter months, river flow 
comes from catchment rainfall/runoff – 
not from releases of scheme water. 
Releasing scheme water into the river 
during winter would not be an effective 
use of that water. The volume of water 
delivered through summer releases is very 
low relative to the flows generated by 
catchment rainfall/runoff in the winter.
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Future climate and  
maintaining releases

The releases for the middle Canning 
River established in this plan are based 
on the rainfall regime experienced since 
1975. The current summer releases factor 
in a ‘25 per cent loss’ rule, which takes 
into account water that is abstracted, 
and the loss of water through 
evaporation and infiltration.

The CSIRO has investigated future 
climate scenarios and their effects 
on streamflows in south-west Western 
Australia (CSIRO 2009). Under a  
‘mid-range’ climate future for the region, 
the CSIRO study predicted that flows 
at Seaforth gauging station would be 
reduced by 20 per cent during winter 
and 25 per cent during summer. The 
releases may need to be altered in the 
future if evaporation rates increase as 
a result of climate change or if daily 
abstraction declines or patterns change. 

Reduced winter rainfall will mean a 
greater number of years with low-rainfall 
conditions (see Section 5.3) and may 
mean fewer days of bankfull flows 
during winter.

Reduced summer rainfall may reduce 
the number of natural pulse flows for 
fish, resulting in a greater reliance on the 
specified three pulse flows each summer 
being provided artificially via releases. 

Quality of releases

The water released from the six release 
points is chlorinated scheme water. 
Chlorine breaks down rapidly with 
aeration and exposure to sunlight. 
Chlorine in the released water 
dissipates rapidly, so that 500 m 

downstream of the release points, 
chlorine concentrations are within 
acceptable ANZECC & ARMCANZ (2000) 
levels for freshwater systems.

The middle Canning River has been 
substantially affected by sedimentation 
(as a result of catchment clearance and 
changing land uses). It is not possible 
to release enough water through the 
release structures to move built-up 
sediment. The releases do not address 
sedimentation. Reducing sedimentation 
would require changes to land 
management in the catchment.

5.3	 What will happen in 
low-winter-rainfall 
years?

The release points provide flows in 
the middle Canning River during the 
summer months. These scheme releases 
come from the IWSS, which relies on 
winter (May to October) recharge to 
groundwater and dams. 

When winter rainfall is low, there is less 
recharge and consequently less water 
for use in the IWSS and for release into 
rivers downstream of water supply 
dams. To manage these periods, the 
department has developed a low-rainfall 
response (Table 4) for years when a 
serious rainfall deficiency1 may lead 
to reduced water availability from the 
IWSS. The low-rainfall trigger is based on 
the lowest 10 per cent of winter rainfall 
received for the period 1975 to 2008. 
For this period, winter rainfall (defined 
as 1 May to 30 September) recorded at 
Bickley (Bureau of Meteorology station 
no. 9240) in the lowest 10 per cent of 
years was below 675 mm. 

1	 The Bureau of Meteorology defines a serious rainfall deficiency as being rainfall that is equal to or 

less than rainfall in the lowest 10 per cent of years. The period used is 1975 to 2008. 
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Should low-rainfall conditions occur two 
years in succession, summer ecosystem 
condition monitoring will be triggered, 
as well as a review of the low-rainfall 
response in this plan.

Releases in low and standard  
winter-rainfall years

If rainfall during the winter months 
(1 May to 30 September) is below 
675 mm, the low-rainfall release 
schedule will be adopted. If winter 
rainfall is 675 mm or greater, the 
standard release schedule will apply.

Under the low-rainfall release schedule, 
the total releases will equate to around 
75 per cent of the standard release 
schedule. No fish-passage pulse 
releases will occur (see Appendix B). 
The low-rainfall release schedule is 
designed to maintain pool connectivity 
and water quality.

The standard release schedule has been 
designed to meet the requirements 
of surface water users as well as 
the environmental objectives (see 
Section 2). In low-rainfall years, releases 
will be reduced so that water for IWSS 
customers is prioritised. However, to 
meet the objectives of the low-rainfall 
release schedule licensed and riparian 
users will also need to reduce their 
abstraction from the river by 50 per cent 
(see sections 2 and 4).

Notification

If reductions in releases and licensed 
entitlements are required due to a  
low-rainfall winter, at the end of October 
the department will:

•	 notify licensed and riparian users 
by letter

•	 notify other stakeholder groups

•	 make announcements in the 
local media.

We will also notify key stakeholder groups 
when releases are turned on/off or any 
changes are made (e.g. a fish pulse).

Appendix B outlines the low-rainfall-year 
release schedule.

5.4	 Variations to releases

In certain circumstances we will vary the 
management of the releases and our 
response to certain events; for example, 
changes to water quality (Table 4). 
Releases may also be varied from time 
to time to meet operational and other 
requirements. Appendix A outlines 
the standard release schedule and 
Appendix B outlines the low-rainfall  
year-release schedule.



2020

5 Managing water releases

Middle Canning River 
surface water allocation plan

Table 4
Variations to management of the releases

Trigger Response

Rainfall

Low-rainfall year: rainfall recorded at 
Bickley during the winter period  
(1 May to 30 September) is below 
675 mm (the lowest 10% of historic 
winter rainfall).

Apply the low-rainfall release schedule. Volumes are set to 
around 75% of the standard release schedule (see Appendix B).

Cease fish-passage flows.

Announce reduction in volume of abstraction (50% of licensed 
entitlement) for all licensed and riparian users downstream of 
the Canning Dam (see sections 5.3 and 4.1).

Two successive low-rainfall 
release years.

Implement low-rainfall release schedule for a second year but 
undertake fish monitoring in the second summer and review 
the effectiveness of the low-rainfall response in maintaining 
ecosystem health.

Flows

Standard release year: during the 
summer months, baseflow falls below 
0.021 m3/sec for five consecutive days 
or more at Seaforth gauging station.

Low-rainfall year: baseflow falls below 
0.01 m3/sec for five consecutive days 
or more.

Survey of water users to determine where over-abstraction is 
occurring and initiate compliance action.

Water quality

Standard and low-rainfall release 
years: during the summer months 
water quality (total nitrogen, total 
phosphorus, dissolved oxygen and pH) 
falls below baseline levels  
(see Table 6) but flows remain above 
thresholds (above).

Present measurement data to Swan River Trust and local 
government for their action as issue is unlikely to be a result of 
low flows.

Water quality decline occurs at the 
same time as flow declines.

Survey of water users to determine where over-abstraction is 
occurring and initiate compliance action.

Native fish (as indicators of ecosystem condition, see Section 6)

Native fish species are absent in 
triennial sampling (see Table 6).

Discontinue fish pulse-flows.
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Chapter Six
Monitoring program for the middle Canning River plan area

The plan’s monitoring program sets out 
how the department will monitor water 
resources in the plan area to support 
plan evaluation and knowledge of the 
water resource over time. 

The monitoring program has been 
designed to measure the plan’s success. 
To check how the river is tracking, we 
assess the monitoring information we 
collect, as well as that of water users. 
This information is reported in the plan’s 
evaluation statement. 

Assessment of the middle Canning 
River will involve two components: 
management monitoring and condition 
monitoring. Management monitoring will 
focus on the plan’s implementation. 
It will include monitoring of: 

•	 the timing and volumes discharged 
from the six release points

•	 mean daily flow rates and water 
levels at Seaforth gauging station 
(AWRC ref. no. 616027 – water 
level and flow data is available 
on the river-level monitoring 
page of our website 
<www.water.wa.gov.au>)

•	 the annual volume of water 
entitlements recouped

•	 winter rainfall.

Water quality is monitored for the Swan 
River Trust, including:

•	 total nitrogen (≤ 1.2 mg/L)

•	 total phosphorus (≤ 0.065 mg/L)

•	 pH (between 5.0 and 8.0).

Condition monitoring will focus on 
ecological parameters and assess:

•	 key water quality and flow 
parameters

-- measured while releases are 
occurring at representative 
sites along the river 

-- using water quality 
monitoring undertaken 
by the Swan River Trust at 
Seaforth gauging station

•	 the presence of freshwater fish as 
an indicator of overall ecosystem 
health: 

-- measured every three years 
while releases are occurring 
at representative sites along 
the river

-- monitored in the second summer 
if two successive low-rainfall 
release years occur. 

www.water.wa.gov.au
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This section describes how the department will implement, evaluate and review the 
Middle Canning River surface water allocation plan.

7.1	 Implementing the plan

During the planning process we identified a number of actions for successfully 
implementing the plan (Table 5). We did this by:

•	 considering feedback from stakeholders in the area

•	 reviewing current management arrangements

•	 assessing what information we need for future planning.

Table 5
Actions to implement the Middle Canning River surface water allocation plan

Action Responsibility Timeframe

Releases

1 Manage summer releases in accordance 
with the rules in Table 4, Appendix A and 
Appendix B. 

Water Allocation 
Planning

Swan Avon Region

Annually

2 Notify users and announce in local media 
when releases and licensed entitlements 
will be altered in low-rainfall years (see 
sections 4.1 and 5.3).

Water Allocation 
Planning

Swan Avon Region

As required

3 If water is recouped below the allocation limit 
and flows consistently exceed flow thresholds, 
we will amend the releases to ensure the 
most effective use of scheme water.

Water Allocation 
Planning

As required

Licensing

4 Update Water Corporation licence conditions 
and operating strategy for the IWSS.

Water Allocation 
Planning

Swan Avon Region

Regulation Division

Annually or as required
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Action Responsibility Timeframe

5 All licensees with entitlements greater  
than or equal to 20 000 kL/yr have a 
department-approved flow meter installed 
within three years of the plan’s release.

Swan Avon Region By 2015

6 Conduct property surveys. Swan Avon Region Ongoing

7 Undertake an audit on riparian use. Identify 
unauthorised riparian use and investigate 
options for managing. 

Swan Avon Region

Water Allocation 
Planning

By 2016

Recovery strategy – over-allocated resources

8 Review the allocation limit when:

•	 water is recouped so that total 
entitlements are below the licensable 
component of the allocation limit

•	 water is recouped so that total 
entitlements fall to within 5% of the 
allocation limit.

Swan Avon Region

Water Allocation 
Planning

As required

Water use efficiency

8 Consider opportunities to use fit-for-purpose 
water to replace the use of scheme water  
for releases.

Local government, 
community groups, 
Water Corporation and 
Department of Water

Ongoing

Communication and evaluation statement

9 Produce and publish an evaluation statement 
on the plan and its implementation.

Swan Avon Region

Water Allocation 
Planning

Periodically, after the 
plan has been in effect 
for at least a year

Table 5 (continued)
Actions to implement the Middle Canning River surface water allocation plan



24

7 Implementing and evaluating the plan

Middle Canning River 
surface water allocation plan

7.2	 Evaluating the plan

Table 6 summarises the performance indicators we will use to measure the 
performance of this plan against its objectives.

Table 6
Performance indicators against the plan objectives

Performance indicator Objective How we will evaluate it

Releases over the 
summer months meet 
the required thresholds

R1, R2,  
M3, M4

During the summer months, daily flow measurements at 
Seaforth gauging station remain above 1.8 ML/day  
(0.021 m3/sec) or 0.86 ML/day (0.01 m3/sec) in low-rainfall 
release years.

Maintain water quality 
during the summer 
period above the 
required levels

R2 Measurements of water quality are within an acceptable range 
of the baseline (in brackets) levels for:

•	 total nitrogen (≤ 1.2 mg/L)

•	 total phosphorus (≤ 0.065 mg/L)

•	 dissolved oxygen (≥ 2.5 mg/L)

•	 pH (between 5.0 and 8.0).

Presence of freshwater 
fish species

R2 Fish sampling to determine presence or absence of native  
fish species:

•	 every three years

•	 in the second summer if two successive low-rainfall release 
years occur.

The total volume of 
licensed entitlements is 
less than or equal to the 
allocation limit

M1, M2 Compare the volume of water licensed against the allocation 
limit for each resource.

Report on the volume of unused water entitlements recouped.

Meters installed as per 
the licensing policy

M2 Number of meters fitted.

Number of meter reading reports submitted each year.

Number of riparian users M1, M4 Three-yearly assessment of the number of riparian users.

We will release an evaluation statement periodically to report on how well we are 
implementing the plan and if the water resource is responding in line with the 
plan’s objectives.   

The evaluation statement will include:

•	 the allocation status for the resource, including any changes in licensed 
entitlements since the last year

•	 the status of actions due in the evaluation period

•	 the status of trends in water quantity and quality

•	 our performance against the plan’s objectives

•	 the need, if any, to change our management or to amend or replace the plan.
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Appendix A 
Standard release schedule
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Datum and projection information

Vertical datum: Australian Height Datum (AHD)

Horizontal datum: Geocentric Datum of Australia 94

Projection: MGA 94 Zone 50

Spheroid: Australian National Spheroid

Project information

Client: R. Rowling

Map Author: B. Huntley, D. Abbott, C. Samuel

Filepath: J:\gisproject\Project\C_series\C2204\330\26610\mxd

Filenames:	 Figure 1:	 20120705_Canning_Plan_Area_&_Catchments.mxd

		  Figure 2:	 20120705_Canning_Management_Reaches.mxd 

Compilation date: July 2012

Disclaimer

This map is a product of the Department of Water, Water Assessment and Allocation 
Division and was printed as shown.

This map was produced with the intent that it be used for information purposes at 
the scale as shown when printing.

While the Department of Water has made all reasonable efforts to ensure 
the accuracy of this data, the department accepts no responsibility for any 
inaccuracies and anyone relying on this data does so at their own risk.

Sources

The Department of Water acknowledges the following datasets and their custodians 
in the production of this map:

WA Coastline, WRC (Poly) – DoW – 20/07/2006

Hydrography, Linear (Hierarchy) – DoW – 05/11/2007

State Roads – DOLA – 06/01/1999

Population Centres – GA – 13/11/1998
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Shortened forms

List of shortened forms

ANZECC Australian and New Zealand Environment Conservation Council

ARMCANZ Agriculture and Resource Management Council of Australia and New Zealand

BoM Bureau of Meteorology

CSIRO Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation

DoP Department of Planning

DoW Department of Water

EWR Ecological water requirement

IWSS Integrated Water Supply Scheme

NHMRC National Health and Medical Research Council

NRMMC Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council

SAT State Administrative Tribunal

SRT Swan River Trust

WAPC West Australian Planning Commission

WRC Water and Rivers Commission (now Department of Water)

Volumes of water

One litre 1 litre 1 litre (L)

One thousand litres 1000 litres 1 kilolitre (kL)

One million litres 1 000 000 litres 1 megalitre (ML)

One thousand million litres 1 000 000 000 litres 1 gigalitre (GL)
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Glossary

Abstraction The permanent or temporary withdrawal of water from any source of 
supply, so that it is no longer part of the resources of the locality.

Allocation limit Annual volume of water set aside for consumptive use from a water 
resource. This includes water available for licensing and water for uses 
exempt from licensing.

Baseflow The component of streamflow supplied by groundwater discharge. 

Catchment The area of land from which rainfall runoff contributes to a single 
watercourse, wetland or aquifer.

Climate change A change of climate that is attributed directly or indirectly to human 
activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and 
which is in addition to natural climate variability observed over 
comparable time periods.

Commercial use Water taken from a resource that is directly or indirectly used for 
commercial purposes. This includes water taken for public and private 
purposes and water stored in a dam.

Consumptive use The use of water for private-benefit consumptive purposes including 
irrigation, industry, urban and stock and domestic use.

Dam Embankments constructed to store or regulate surface water flow.  
A dam can be constructed in or outside a watercourse.

Ecological water 
requirement 

The water regime needed to maintain the ecological values (including 
assets, functions and processes) of water-dependent ecosystems at a 
low level of risk.

Releases The releases made from 2007 onwards to meet key ecological 
functions, benefit users and provide for the cultural and social values 
of the river.

Ecosystem A community or assemblage of communities or organisms, interacting 
with one another, and the specific environment in which they live and 
with which they also interact (e.g. a lake) to include all the biological, 
chemical and physical resources and the interrelationships and 
dependencies that occur between those resources.

Evaporation Loss of water from the water surface or soil surface by vaporisation 
due to solar radiation. 

Environment Living things, their physical, biological and social surroundings, and 
the interactions between all of these.

Exempt use Water use that is not required to be licensed under the Rights in Water 
and Irrigation Act 1914. This is sometimes referred to as stock and 
domestic use or a riparian right.

Flow Streamflow – may be measured as m3/yr, m3/d or ML/yr. May also be 
referred to as discharge.

Flow regime A description of the variation of the flow rate over time.

Licence A formal permit which entitles the licenceholder to abstract water from 
a proclaimed watercourse, wetland or underground source.

Licensed use Total (annual) volume of surface water that has been allocated to 
licensees as entitlements. This may include what is taken for public 
and private purposes and what can be taken to be stored in a dam.

Off-stream storage Storages (such as farm dams, turkey’s nest dams) that are not on 
defined waterways or watercourses and primarily store water either 
extracted from rivers or aquifers, or from flood water emanating from 
rivers or from local catchment runoff.

On-stream storage Storages (such as farm dams) that are built on or within a defined 
waterway or watercourse.
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Glossary

Over-allocation Refers to situations where with full development of water access 
entitlements in a particular system, the total volume of water able 
to be extracted by entitlement holders at a given time exceeds the 
environmentally sustainable level of extraction for that system.

Proclaimed 
resource

An area proclaimed under the Rights in Water and Irrigation Act 1914 
to enable water licensing, which is used for water allocation planning 
and management. Surface water is proclaimed as a surface water 
area, irrigation district or proclaimed river under Part III Division 1B s.6 
of the Act.

Social value A particular in-situ quality, attribute or use that is important for public 
benefit, welfare, state or health (physical and spiritual).

Stock and 
domestic water 
use

Water that is used for ordinary domestic purposes associated 
with a dwelling, such as water for cattle or stock other than those 
being raised under intensive conditions; water for up to 0.2 ha (if 
groundwater) or 2 ha (if surface water) of garden from which no 
produce is sold. This abstraction is generally considered a basic right.

Surface water Water flowing or held in streams, rivers and wetlands on the surface of 
the landscape.

Sustainability Meeting the needs of current and future generations by integrating 
environmental protection, social advancement and economic prosperity.

Transferable 
(tradeable) water 
entitlement

The ability to transfer or trade a water entitlement, or a part thereof, to 
another person within a common water resource.

Unlicensed use Water use that is currently exempt from licensing under the Rights in 
Water and Irrigation Act 1914. For surface water, this includes water 
taken:
•	 for small-scale household purposes and non-intensive stock 

watering
•	 from springs and wetlands wholly within a property
•	 from streams arising on a property
•	 in areas not proclaimed
•	 by plantations.

Use Water taken for private-benefit consumptive purposes including irrigation, 
industry, urban, stock and domestic, aesthetics, lifestyle and storage.

Watercourse a. Any river, creek, stream or brook in which water flows
b. �Any collection of water (including a reservoir) into, through or out of 

which anything coming within paragraph (a) flows
c. �Any place where water flows that is prescribed by local by-laws to 

be a watercourse.
A watercourse includes the bed and banks of anything referred to in 
paragraph (a), (b) or (c).

Water entitlement The quantity of water that a person is entitled to abstract annually in 
accordance with the Rights in Water and Irrigation Act 1914  
or a licence.

Water efficiency Increasing water supply efficiency and water demand efficiency to 
minimise the taking and use of water.

Water meter A device for measuring or estimating the volume or flow of water that 
is approved under the Rights in Water and Irrigation Act 1914.

Waterways All streams, creeks, stormwater drains, rivers, estuaries, coastal 
lagoons, inlets and harbours.
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