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IP springs from developing water tests  
 

An innovative experiment to address Western Australia’s water shortages is also 
resulting in the development of new water quality testing procedures likely to be 
used elsewhere in Australia. 
 
ChemCentre is working with the Water Corporation in a three-year trial to recycle 
wastewater and store it underground as a possible future drinking water source. 

 
The trial involves taking water from the Beenyup 
wastewater treatment plant in the northern suburb of 
Craigie and purifying it using advanced ultrafiltration, 
reverse osmosis and ultraviolet disinfection. 
 
But before the water is used to top up an underground 
aquifer for future use, ChemCentre is responsible for 

testing the quality and safety of the treated water. 
 
Which is where the ChemCentre’s IP comes in. 

 
ChemCentre has devised a system to test for and detect the possible presence and 
levels of 396 contaminants in the treated water to ensure it is safe. 
 
The substances tested for include metals, nutrients, herbicides, pesticides, 
pathogens, treatment chemicals, pharmaceuticals, fragrances, hormones and 
disinfection by-products. 
 
Not all the testing was carried out by ChemCentre, some was contracted out to other labs. 
But this wasn’t always possible. 
 
“The compounding problem is that some analytes they want measured have a short 
withholding time so it wasn’t possible to send them to the US or Europe,” says Peter 
McCafferty, the Director of the ChemCentre’s Scientific Services Division 
 
Recommended levels 
“Where that was the case, we had to come up with our own testing methodologies.” 
 
To be absolutely sure the water is safe, some substances were tested to levels thousands of 
times below their recommended levels. 
 
“So not only has it been a stretch in terms of the number of analytes but also a stretch in 
(detecting the very small) levels of those analytes as well and there’s a portion of that 
number where the tests aren’t available anywhere else in the country,” he says. 
 

McCafferty says testing reveals the quality of the treated wastewater is as good as 
Perth’s current drinking water. 
 
“Other countries are already drinking this type of water with no discernible health 
effects, and they’ve been doing so for a long time,” he says. 
 

Turning water tests into 
IP … ChemCentre is 
involved in a unique trial 
recycling wastewater into 
a possible future drinking 
water source. 
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“The added benefit of the trial is that you don’t have to build new dams for storage, 
and you can use the aquifer as an evaporation-free water storage mechanism as 
well.” 
 
Just as important as the testing is the process developed for managing the analyses, 
with the ChemCentre providing a single point for all analyses, sample collection, 
quality assurance, logistics and managing testing carried by other labs.  
 
“We manage that whole process, all the samples come here, we ship them and 
collate data for Water Corporation’s database,” says McCafferty. 
 
So far, more than 2,000 megalitres of recycled water has been recharged in the 
groundwater replenishment trial. 
 
The procedures developed by ChemCentre are set to be used elsewhere. 
 

Renowned 
“We’ve already had some enquires from 
Melbourne Water about doing some 
work for them on a similar sort of 
scheme,” says McCafferty. 
 
ChemCentre is renowned for its 
chemistry, forensic and analytical 
services and is very conscious of 
managing its IP assets. 
 
It was established in the 1890s, and according to ChemCentre, its largest area of 
identifiable IP is the considerable number of documented methods of analysis 
developed over the decades. 
 
As part of ChemCentre policy, all its contracts are reviewed from an IP standpoint 
prior to being signed. 
 
With the groundwater trial, for instance, the contract spells out the fact that 
ChemCentre retains the IP generated during the course of the work. 
 
And in its general analysis work, ChemCentre aims to retain the IP created in any 
new analytical techniques or procedures that it develops in the carrying out the 
work. 
 
McCafferty says it shares information but is wary about publishing full details about 
its methods and discoveries. 
 
“We publish method summaries if that’s required but we don’t publish step-by-step 
methodologies that would allow the method to be replicated externally,” he says. 
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Some discoveries appear relatively simple, but might reap big benefits down the 
track. 
 
For instance, ChemCentre is preparing a patent application for what’s technically 
described as a ‘dispersive liquid-liquid micro-extraction process’. 
 
In effect, it’s is a way of carrying out analyses using much smaller samples of the 

material involved, perhaps using millilitres of materials rather than many litres. 

 
“What this process is looking at is scaling right back so you can do all your processes in a 
two millilitre vial and then present it to your instruments,” says McCafferty. 

 
“So the transport costs and reagent costs are hugely reduced.” 
 
 
 

(For more information about the groundwater replenishment trial, go to the ChemCentre 
website or Water Corporation.) 
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