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Q& A with Ruth A. Morgan 
 

Is Australia’s water really running out? 

 

Not anytime soon. But we do need to be vigilant that the conservation lessons that we learnt 

during the dry seasons of the early 2000s aren't forgotten. This is a continent prone to drought 

and in Perth at least, anthropogenic climate change is contributing to a drier future.  

 

What can history teach us about the environmental challenges we face today and in the future? 

 

It's more than the old saying, "those that forget the past are bound to repeat it". Understanding 

how we got to where we are, especially in terms of our cultures of water use and the 

infrastructure that we rely on, can tell us a great deal about where we might be headed, and what 

we might need to address if we want to change direction. 

  

Are we at the end of our settlement expansion? 

 

 Certainly we are at the end of the expansion of closer settlement where state and 

Commonwealth governments encouraged farming families onto the margins of the continent's 

arable, temperate lands. Some people are looking to the tropical north for the nation's next 

foodbowl - time will tell! 

 

What are some of the solutions to keeping our nation watered? 

 

Australians have long admired the big fixes to our nation's water challenges - big dams, big 

pipelines, big desal plants. The most recent drought showed, however, that urban Australians 

were prepared to do what rural Australians had been doing for years - developing small, 

independent, self-sufficient fixes. Whether it was installing rainwater tanks, reusing grey water, or 

simply using less, everyone rallied under the tough conditions. A combination of large-scale 

projects and household or local strategies will help to keep our nation watered in the future. 

 

Is Western Australia in a worse situation than other parts of the country? 

 

On the one hand, yes, in the sense that Perth and the southwest more broadly (from Geraldton 

down to Esperance) has undergone a drying, warming trend since the 1970s, which looks set to 

continue into the future. On the other hand, Western Australian water managers and climate 
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scientists have been aware of this trend since the 1980s and have gone to great lengths to adapt 

to these changing climate conditions. These measures have included developing new sources of 

water supply, such as increasing reliance on groundwater, seawater desalination, and recycled 

waste water, as well as encouraging lower household water consumption. 

 

You wrote this book as a PHD but had in mind that it might be a book for general bookshop 

reading consumption. Does the PHD differ much from the book? 

 

The PhD was written for a small academic audience, which required particular elements of 

academic writing, formatting and so on. I have significantly reworked the material with a wider 

readership in mind, in the hope that it will help readers understand how Australians have 

developed their relationship with water and how those relationships might have developed 

differently. 

 

Has water always been a challenge in Australia for human settlement? 

 

Absolutely - water, whether it's too much or too little, has posed challenges to all Australians. It is 

important to remember, however, that some Australians have been, and remain, more vulnerable 

to these challenges than others. 

 

Can you see a time where more of Australia is populated in more arid areas? 

 

Since European colonisation, many visionaries have held out hope that Australia's arid lands could 

be populated - that the continent could rival the United States. But water - or the lack thereof - 

was a limit on the realisation of these dreams. Whether this challenge could be overcome with the 

application of technology and perseverance remains to be seen. In light of the great human and 

ecological toll of such schemes in the past, we should we particularly wary of efforts to revive 

them in the future - is it really worth it? 

  

Are desalination plants the way of the future? 

 

Fifteen years ago, seawater desalination plants for Australian cities was out of the question - the 

technology was just too expensive. All that changed as the drought wore on. Perth now has 2 

desalination plants and the Western Australian Liberal government has signalled its interest in 

more. The story is very different elsewhere in Australian cities, and it remains to be seen whether 

their desal plants will stay 'white elephants'. Desal might be part of our water future, but only in 

conjunction with an array of other tools, the most important of which lies in how Australians 

understand and relate to this precious resource.  

 

 

 

 

For media queries, images, or to arrange an author interview please contact 

Benython Oldfield at Zeitgeist Media Group for UWA Publishing on 0410 355 790 or email: 

benython@zeitgeistmediagroup.com 

 


