Alcoa trucks in water as drought hits
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WA's biggest alumina refinery is running out of water in the drought and is trucking in millions of litres for the first time in what the Water Corporation called an emergency situation.

Alcoa said yesterday it had started trucking in about a million litres of non-potable water every night to its Pinjarra refinery from an old Water Corporation bore near Ravenswood and was urgently looking for alternative sources.

Water Minister Bill Marmion said he was aware WA's water shortage was affecting the resources industries and emergency groundwater licences had been granted.

The Water Corporation said it also had emergency supply arrangements with the Worsley Alumina refinery, in Collie, which took one billion litres of non-potable water from the Harris Dam in February and March.

An Alcoa spokeswoman said it had started trucking water into the Pinjarra refinery this month.

It normally met water needs from rainfall run-off at the refinery, dams, bores and recycling but the drought had affected supplies. Water Corporation spokesman Phil Kneebone stressed that the extra water for Alcoa was not suitable for drinking and did not compromise supplies to other customers.

"Circumstances when we agree to temporary non-potable supply agreements with companies do not occur frequently," he said.

"Providing we are not putting in jeopardy water supply to our customers, and in these two circumstances we are not, we will always do what we can to support industry if we can in what are essentially emergency situations.

"We do this because the economic and other consequences of operations possibly having to close down for a period through a lack of water used in the process would be significant to say the least."

Alcoa has said the amount of water it needs to truck over the coming months depends on the rainfall. Shire of Murray president Noel Nancarrow said Alcoa was allowed 80 truck movements a night but now wanted to truck water 24 hours a day, which raised concerns about the impact on roads and Pinjarra residents.

