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Residents fear sewage spill at Port Hinchinbrook marina

By Sam Burgess, ABC January 7, 2013, 11:46 am 

Residents are awaiting the results of independent tests on what they say is a sewage spill in the Port Hinchinbrook marina at Cardwell in north Queensland.

Some residents say raw sewage leaked into the marina over Christmas because the treatment plant has not been maintained.

Members of the Port Hinchinbrook steering committee took the samples after a strong odour was reported by residents.

Committee member David Hutchen says it has happened before and developer Williams Corporation has been slow to act.

Mr Hutchen says the group is not satisfied with assurances from owners Williams Corporation that sewage was not discharged into the water.

"Uncontaminated water does not kill crabs," he said.

"We've got photographs of dead crabs upside down - that just doesn't happen.

"What about the fish - the water is poisonous.

"The developer's in breach of the contract in relation to the sewage treatment plant and he's breached it so many times."

However, company spokesman Ben Williams denies raw sewage has leaked into the marina, but concedes the project faces major infrastructure hurdles.

Mr Williams says the exact cause of the spill is being determined.

He says the blame game should end and residents should work together for the good of the community.

Mr Williams says some residents have not paid their body corporate fees.

"We see ourselves as an integral part of the community," he said.

"Obviously we have joint goals - if the community's doing well, we're doing well.

"Likewise we want to get our facility back to where it was post-cyclone Yasi."

Mr Williams says the community needs to get behind his push for Government support of the ailing project.

"First and foremost the government want to see that we have a cooperative and functioning community," Mr Williams said.
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Port Hinchinbrook resident Lance Highfield has been putting up with the stench and safety hazards of raw sewage in the marina. Picture: Brian Cassey Source: The Australian 

WHITE-SHOE brigade pioneer Keith Williams' Port Hinchinbrook development is under investigation by environment authorities after angry residents reported suspected raw sewage contaminating the once-pristine marina. 

Nearly two years after category-5 Cyclone Yasi tore through the far north Queensland community, smashing yachts and motor launches, an ugly dispute between developer Ben Williams, son of the late Sea World founder, and residents has reached a climax. Landowners claim Mr Williams is violating a long-standing agreement with the three levels of government to maintain the resort township's sewerage system, roads, and other fixtures, leading to the suspected sewage leak on Christmas Eve, which sparked a putrid odour and turned some of the marina's water green.

Mr Williams insists there has been no sewage discharged from the development's system. He has hit back at residents, more than 50 of whom he said were refusing to pay their compulsory maintenance fees.

Environment department officials this week took samples of the marina water to send away for laboratory testing and inspected the site. Results are expected next week.

Department of Environment and Heritage Protection acting executive director Ingrid Fomiatti Minnesma said the department was investigating a report of a raw sewage release from Port Hinchinbrook's sewage treatment plant. "It has been confirmed a concrete cover at pump station 4 fell into a well and damaged the pumps on December 24," Ms Minnesma said.

"Williams Corporation has engaged a contractor to manually remove the sewage from the pump station using a 6000-litre vacuum pump truck."

She said the company had a legal responsibility to ensure the facility was operated correctly and faced a maximum penalty of $915,750 for a breach.

Ms Minnesma said the company had promised to fix the damaged pump as soon as possible.

Mr Williams said suggestions raw sewage had overflowed from the development's sewage plant were "unfounded and incorrect".

He said it was possible the water discolouration was caused by sewage released from the dozens of boats moored in the marina or perhaps natural causes, such as the silt dumped by Yasi.

"We have 24-hour staffing onsite, so the sewerage infrastructure is supervised and managed on a 24-hour basis," he said.

"Obviously, if we believe there was a problem of any kind, including a potential sewage leak, we'd take the appropriate action, including contacting the department immediately."

Mr Williams said the treatment plant had operated uninterrupted for the past decade, but the landholders needed to pay their maintenance fees.

"If residents expect to have well-maintained infrastructure then it's important that all residents pay their appropriate levies," he said.

Lance Highfield, 63, and wife Raie retired to north Queensland two years ago, hoping for a quiet, relaxing lifestyle. Their Cardwell home was hit by Yasi and all their belongings were destroyed. Now their rental home at Port Hinchinbrook is fronted by the green, smelly marina water.

"Something has to be done," Mr Highfield said. "This has to be a health hazard: it's not just the colour and the unpleasant smell we're worried about."

Neighbour John Wood, who reported the incident to Mr Williams and the state government, said he had seen sewage overflowing from near pump station 4 into the marina.

Mr Wood is one of the original Port Hinchinbrook residents and built and operated the sewerage treatment plant when Keith Williams was still alive.

"Currently we're living in third-world country conditions here," he said. "This is a major catastrophe."

The stoush between residents and Mr Williams over the maintenance of the community's facilities began before Yasi, but the disaster intensified the situation.

The severe tropical storm dumped tonnes of silt in the marina, which remains closed to this day.

Mr Williams said he needed financial assistance from the state and federal governments to fix the situation.
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THE Queensland government has given the family of white-shoe brigade pioneer Keith Williams two weeks to repair a sewage station at Port Hinchinbrook in north Queensland after it broke down on Christmas Eve. 

Residents of Port Hinchinbrook complained that raw sewage had in the past week contaminated the marina near Cardwell between Townsville and Cairns, with some saying the odour was so offensive that Christmas visitors were forced to leave.

Port Hinchinbrook was built in the 1990s by Williams and his son Ben Williams, who is now head of the Williams Corporation, which owns and runs Port Hinchinbrook.

Williams Corporation said yesterday that there was no evidence of raw sewage in the marina but the Queensland Department of Environment and Heritage Protection issued the company with an Environmental Protection Order which gave it two weeks to repair the sewage pumping station and "take all practical measures to prevent overflows of raw sewage to the environment". The company has been directed to report back to the department once the repairs are complete.

The dispute is the latest in a series of differences between residents of the marina, one of the few residential estates with deepwater access to the waters of the Great Barrier Reef, and the Williams Corporation.

Mr Williams told The Australian there had been no overflow of sewage and the EPO was simply a direction to get the pumping station into working condition.

"That has already occurred," he said yesterday afternoon. "We got in there this morning and fixed it up. We would have had it done much sooner but, due to the Christmas holidays, the relevant engineers needed to to fix the problem were unavailable."

Resident John Wood, who operated the sewage station until two years ago, said infrastructure at the development had been allowed to run down.

"Having the government direct them to fix it up is a good result, but this has gone on and on," he said.
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