
Assessment of report #5 to council meeting 26 Jul 2016 

Introduction  

This paper looks at a report prepared for council by the Director of Infrastructure Allan Claydon, and 

Kyle Boardman hereafter referred to as Report #5.   Report# 5 seeks to inform council on the specific 

details of the Tims Thicket (TT) septage disposal proposed facility upgrade current status, to seek 

councils ongoing commitment to the septage facility upgrade project, to authorise officers to proceed 

with obtaining the ongoing required licence amendment from DER, and to implement the necessary 

construction works as soon as possible. 

This paper seeks to clarify statements of fact made in the report which may be misleading.   

Background 

The report speaks of the design capacity of the facility of 6500 m3.  It should be clearly understood that 

this is a technical reference to a design outcome which is unachievable in the real world.  The design 

capacity is based on the physical volume that can be obtained by the facility (XxYxZ) given that the 

septage is a standard concentration, standard bacterial load, standard temperature, standard pressure, 

standard surface area, standard humidity, standard pH, zero rainfall, over a standard treatment time (12 

months).  Obviously these parameters are not obtainable in the real world (weather changes, input 

sources differ, rainfall unpredictable etc) and for this reason any facility is granted a licence volume that 

falls short of its design capacity. In this case the licence is for 5000m3.  The 1500m3 excess is only 

achievable if all conditions mentioned above can be met for the full duration of the treatment period 

(12 months).  Where the system has achieved a throughput greater than the licenced volume in less 

than the required time period of 12 months, then it’s treatment has essentially been denied with the 

consequence that the effluent overflow does not conform to both licence conditions or desired 

outcomes.   Instead of aiming for an unachievable outcome, the report should focus on its licenced 

volume of 5000m3, its only legally acceptable target. 

Passages such as “generally served the community well”, “external influences”, “lack of alternative 

liquid waste facilities” serve to mask the true nature of underling issues.  I have selected the following 

paragraph from the report because this paragraph is simply cut and pasted from a previous report 

submitted to council, report 11, dated 16 Jun 15 to the G&I committee meeting and only serves to 

perpetuate the same misinformation.  Let me disassemble the following: 

“Due to the lack of alternative liquid waste facilities in the Perth Metropolitan area and the Peel 

region, the septage facility was well patronised during 2014 and reached its annual throughput 

licence allowance of 5,000 m3 in October 2014. An approach to the DER to temporarily increase 

the licence volume requirement was denied (even though the design capacity is 6,500 m3) so the 

Waste Alliance had no option other than to temporarily close the liquid waste operations. “ 

“Lack of alternative” In 2013 coordination of waste disposal in the peel region for LGA’s was under the 

Regional Rivers Council.  Investigative action had been initiated by local residents and prompted an 



investigation by the DER, in the Sepentine Jarradale shire against “Biorganics” a company based in that 

shire that was illegally receiving liquid waste that was beyond the conditions and volumes of its licence.  

This action has now been the focus of a number of State Parliamentary inquiries into the DER and the 

management of Biorganics.  In later 2013 the Biorganics licence was revoked by DER and recently (Jul 

2016) DER has now commenced prosecution of Biorganics. The fallout from this saga will continue.  The 

repercussions for the COM TT site is that it started to receive those redirected volumes of waste at a 

time when COM had voted (Jun 2013) to close the TT site (wef sep 2013).  The TT site however remained 

open after its closure date (30 Sep) and continued to accept waste in the last quarter of that year at an 

unprecedented rate. It received volumes in that 3 months that eclipsed the previous two years 

combined total. In the final month of that year the COM council reversed its closure and voted to 

continue the operation of the TT septage site. 

“Well patronized during 2014” The TT site for the reasons stated in the previous para had become a 

“regional site” accepting loads from as distant as Belmont in the Perth Metro area because of 

investigations undertaken by the DER leading to closure of alternatives.  Its patronage had gone beyond 

the contractors residing in the regional rivers council area. This patronage was somewhat artificial 

because of this circumstance and beyond the stated purpose of the TT site. The fact that contractors 

who had contributed to the illegal practices of Biorganics and then required other alternative disposal 

sites, such as using TT, seems to have been overlooked by the COM. 

“An approach to DER to increase licence volume was denied (oct2014)”. DER had already commenced 

an investigation into TT site in Jun 2014.  By Oct the investigation had discovered breaches of conditions 

and further investigations were still ongoing.  Any change to the status quo of the licence by DER would 

have been slim at best, given DER’s experience of the Biorganics saga. 

“even though the design capacity”   Given the known breaches of licence conditions at TT at that time, 

there was slim chance of obtaining a volume extension from DER, for the reasons I stated above in 

discussing design vs licence volume.  This attempt to imply that because the design volume limit is 

6500m3, somehow this facility has a “right” to accept volumes up to that limit, indicates a 

misunderstanding of the relationship between design and licence volume limits and what they mean 

both practically and legally. 

Looking at the next three paragraphs we find: 

The Waste Alliance took this opportunity of temporary closure to de-sludge anaerobic pond 1 in 

readiness for re-opening in early January 2015 (when the annual licence volume throughput is 

reset).  The DER stipulated that the liner integrity of anaerobic pond 1 was to be independently 

tested and confirmed to be in a sound condition prior to the site re-opening.  

Liner integrity testing was carried out by Geotest (using electrical sensitivity testing) and 

confirmed that the liner in anaerobic pond 1 was in poor condition and in need of replacement. 

Due to the poor results, further testing of the remaining ponds (ponds 1, 2, 4 and 5) was 

undertaken by Geotest and confirmed they were also in poor condition and in need of 



replacement. Pond 3 could not be tested as it was currently full – however, it was assumed that 

it will also need replacing. 

Due to the results of the liner integrity tests, the septage facility has remained closed since 31 

October 2014. The DER have also suspended the septage licence for Tims Thicket and a Licence 

Amendment application will be required before the septage site can re-open. 

 

DER’s requirement to test the integrity of the liners was not accidental or incidental. It was initiated as a 

result of the groundwater testing compliance failures as part of their investigation into the site.  It was 

always necessary to test all liners.  The liner failures however could simply have been determined far 

earlier if it had been acknowledged in 2002-4 of the thousand-fold increase in groundwater nutrients 

contaminants both by the managers of the facility and the DER.   A 21-day letter was sent to the licencee 

prior to Apr 2015 by the DER, requiring a detailed groundwater investigation, an integrity report on the 

liners, the provision of a waste acceptance procedure, and the removal of the liquid waste category 

from the licence. The new refire licence was issued with those conditions and stated that the removal of 

class61 was for “past and ongoing breaches of the licence conditions”.  Final determination of the 

investigation was to be passed to the Environmental Enforcement Unit of the DER for the determination 

of the most appropriate enforcement options.  It has taken DER over 3 years to progress Biorganics 

prosecution, it is still early days for the TT investigation. 

With respect of the rest of the report, it is difficult to reconcile the notes in the diagram supplied with 

the notes in report.  However, eight points of concern are identified.   

1. Concern should be expressed as to the ability to complete the project within budget given there 

is some additional approximately 150m3 of concrete and steel reinforcing required for the three 

anaerobic ponds lining, additional earthworks required for the digesters, and their purchase, 

purchase and installation of clorination equipment as well as establishment of the sub surface 

sprayfield and pipeline, and additional vegetation clearance (see note 3 below).  It is difficult for 

me to conclude that it can be done for the $385k remaining in the budget which originally only 

provided for the installation and provision of new HDPE liners.  

2. The provision of the additional concrete lining being laid above the existing liners will also have 

the effect of reducing the volume of the ponds by the 150m3 mentioned, thus reducing its 

design capacity. 

3. If the sprayfield is to be establish as per the diagram, then it is on the site of the original general 

rubbish disposal, in the vicinity of the present wind generator.   This site selection is manifestly 

wrong for this purpose.  The waste that was originally dumped in that site contains general hard 

waste, white goods, steel chemical drums, plastic chemical drums,  petrucibles such as 

cardboard and wood, heavy metals including zinc copper and magnesium,  gas bottles,  steel 

and aluminium , tyres,  etc , material that was never supposed  to be dumped there.  If a 

sprayfield is placed over the top of this dumped material, then this will increase the wash 

through of this site by some 4.7 million litres a year, increasing the leachate contamination 



threat to groundwater by the uncontrolled waste already buried and disposed there.  For this 

reason the site of the sprayfield needs to be placed further north to compliment the natural 

westerly flow of groundwater and avoid increased leachate.  Relocation of the sprayfield will 

require additional vegetation clearance and permits to establish.  Optionally this water could be 

piped and used at the new recreational ground to be created on the east side of the Old Coast 

Road between Tims Thicket road and Parkridge (opposite the animal rescue hospital)  in a 

similar fashion to the existing arrangement between  Ocean Road  sports reserve and Caddadup 

treatment works. 

4. The purpose of the cutoff drain and its pipe to the south east is not readily discerned from the 

diagram. The storage pond overflow pipes should be routed to the sprayfield not onto the 

ground east of the pond. 

5. There should be fencing surrounding the immediate perimeter of the ponds, to prevent a similar 

tragedy as occurred in Waroona in 2013. (death of Mr Watts) 

6. The lining of the storage pond with compacted limestone is not clear in explanation.  It would be 

better understood if a cross section in profile was made of the geotextile cloth, liner, and 

compacted limestone arrangement.  If the limestone and liner are in contact then liner failure is 

almost guaranteed from installation.   HDPE liners should be installed between layers of fine 

grain sand to prevent mechanical damage to the liner by compression. Compressed limestone 

has particles too coarse, and will damage the liner. 

7. It is refreshing to see acknowledgement in the report that the facility is now considered 

“regional” in its function and purpose.  Consideration should be given to sharing the cost of its 

construction and completion to a tertiary treatment works by the other members of the 

Regional Rivers council, instead of COM bearing the full cost. This would enable significantly 

better outcomes possible i.e.  piping the water for reuse on sports ovals.    

8. The expectation of completion within the remaining year is optimistic when it is known that DER 

have recently found 67% of all metropolitan waste sites are not complying with licence 

conditions, DER are experiencing manpower difficulties, and have an ongoing investigation of 

the TT site itself. 

Summary 

In conclusion, Report#5 alludes towards positive financial outcomes that are hard to justify, given the 

expanded capital works program required. It is also perhaps optimistic in its completion schedule.   Full 

Cost benefit analysis should be carried out which should include possible negative financial outcomes 

relating to the ongoing investigation by DER.   The implementation toward tertiary treatment of septage 

is to be commended, however the sprayfield must be relocated to a less problematic location.  Further 

work appears to be required to fulfill the DER requirements particularly towards procedural matters.  

The declaration of a regional facility provides access to additional financial opportunities to minimize 

expenditure by COM.  Groundwater monitoring reports should be made publically available. 

RL Glasson. 

 


