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WEEKEND extra

Mackay splashes out
The boom town of
Mackay has just opened
a $12.7 million
Bluewater Lagoon on its
waterfront. IAN FRAZER
reports

Mackay Mayor Col Meng,
flanked by Mackay State
MP Tim Mulherin and
Federal MP for Dawson
James Bidgood, at the
opening of the lagoon

An aerial view of the
$12 million Bluewater

Lagoon, in Mackay, on
opening day

THEthermometerdropped to
sevendegrees inMackay last
Fridayatdawn,butby9.30am

atangleof teenageboyswere
whoopingdownthewaterslideat
thecity’snewwaterpark.

Critics of the$12.7million
BluewaterLagoonsee it asa
playground forwell-heeled
residentsof theunit towersbeing
builtnearby.

Theycouldbe right someday.

However, lastFriday’s crowdof
swimmersandsightseersarrived
onskateboardsorbycar.

MayorofMackayRegional
CouncilColMengscoffsat the
idea that the lagoononthe
PioneerRiver edgeof theCBDis
outof reachof struggling
suburbandwellers.

‘‘Lots ofpeopledon’t like
change, butat theendof theday
it’s a fact that it’s going to
happen,’’ he toldme lastweek in
an interviewat thewaterpark
kiosk.

‘‘Oldandyoungcanuse these
facilities. Inoticedonopeningday
therewereanumberofpeople
aged70-pluswading throughthe
pools.’’

A crowdputat 9000packed the
lagoonsat theofficial openinga
fortnightago.

MrMeng, 58, a former tyre
dealerandChamberofCommerce
president, predicts thewaterpark
with its coffee shopwill becomea
popular stoponan18kmriverand
park-side ‘BluewaterTrail’ under
considerationbyhis council.

Elected inMarch tohead the
newregional council, he saidhe
supportedplansby theoldMackay
CityCouncil to complete the
boardwalkalong the riverand to
revampthewaterfront.

‘‘Wewill change thewaterfront
intoabetterpublic area,’’ he said.

‘‘Youwill see thiswholearea
refurbished intoapicturesque
setting for tourists and locals.’’

Downstreamfromthe lagoon,
preliminaryworkhasbegunon
theBluewaterQuay, a $9million
project featuringplayareas,
covered shade formarketsand
amphitheatre, fundedby the
StateGovernmentandcouncil to
celebratenextyear’s 150th
anniversaryofQueensland.

Work isalsounderwayona
conventioncentrewith seating for
1800people, adjacent to the
EntertainmentCentre.

Across the road fromthe
BluewaterLagoon,LendLease
hasannouncedplans todouble the
sizeofCanelandCentral shopping
centre tomakeroomforaMyer
department store.

MrMengdenies the lagoon
complex isMackay’s answer to
Townsville’sStrandopened in
1999ata cost of $29millionor
Riverway, opened in2006, at a cost
of $45million.

Healsodislikes comparisons
with the$30millionCairns
Esplanade, opened in2002, or the
$8millionAirlieBeachsaltwater
lagoon, opened in2001.

‘‘Tome, it’snot thatway,’’ he
said.

‘‘TheStrandandRiverwayand
BluewaterLagoonareentirely
different.’’

The formercouncilhadbuilt the

complex in response toapetition
in2003 signedby11,000people,
aftera reviewofuseof its two
otherpublicpools.

ButdespiteMrMeng’s aversion
to comparisons, thereare some
similaritiesbetween theNorth’s
chlorinatedand freshwater
waterparks.

Forexample, all are costly to
run.

The$985,000budget for
BluewaterLagoon this financial
year is onparwith thebill for
upkeepandpatrollingof the
Riverwaypools.

MrMenghaspledgednot to
charge for entryduringhis term
asmayor.

And thecouncil’shealthand
recreationcommitteehead,Cr
PaulSteindl is tipping ‘tourist-
relatedbenefits’with incomefor
thecity tohelpoffset costs.

Co-ordinatorofMackay
ConservationGroupPatricia
Julienbelieves thecouncil is
revamping the riverfront to lure
developers tobuildmorehigh-rise
unitswithwaterviews.

Shesees this asa riskybid for
extra rate income,becauseof the
Mackaydistrict’s vulnerability to
floodingafter cyclonic rain,
underlined lastFebruary.

More than1000peoplehadbeen
forced fromtheirhomesaftera

625mmdownpour ina relatively
small catchment lastFebruary.

MsJulien, a retiredhydrologist,
said she fearedaone-in-30year
flood in thePioneerRiver could
haveanevenmore serous impact
on thecity.

‘‘Fromourpointof viewwe
wouldhave liked theBluewater
lagoonarea left asopenpublic
space,’’ she said.

‘‘Usingpublic space to sell high-
risehousingencourages
developmentalong the river, but
councilneeds tobecareful about
what isbuilt along the river even
incaseofaone-in-30year flood.’’

MsJulien saiddevelopment in
Mackayhadbeenpoorlyhandled
byprevious councils and theState
Government.

‘‘Itwasacane town, the thecoal-
miningboomhappenedsixyears
ago, but finding for infrastructure
didn’t come.’’

MrMeng,whohaspledged that
his councilwill investheavily in
roadsandother infrastructure,
says thecityhas the ‘criticalmass’
to copewithprojected rapid
growth in thenextdecade.

Thepopulationof the regional
council area, fromMirani to
Sarina ispredicted togrowat 3.2
per centperannum, from110,000
to 150,000by2020.

‘‘I thinkMackayhas comeof

age,we’ve reachedasizewherewe
canmove forward,’’ he said.

‘‘Notonlydowehavegrowth,
butprosperity togowith it.’’

Born inMackay in1949,he said
hecould rememberwhen it took
fiveminutes todriveacross town.

‘‘It takes 10minutesnow,’’ he
joked.

Asaboyheused togocrabbing
inMangroveCreek, a tributaryof
PioneerRiver close towhathas
sincebecometheBluewater
Lagoon.

Ironically, forablokewhomade
a living fromselling tyres,he sees

over-relianceonmotorvehiclesas
abigproblem inMackay.

Heconcedes that commuters
couldbepart of theglobal
warmingequation, andsays they
aredefinitely stretchingMackay’s
roadnetwork.

Thecouncilwas consideringa
‘massiveeducationprogram’ to
getmorepeople tousepublic
transport.

Meanwhile, hehadhighhopes
for theproposedBluewater trail.

‘‘Thereareanumberpathswe
are lookingat completing in the
near future, forpeople tobeable
tohaveadipandarun,’’ he said.

Factbox
Mackay Regional Council
ratepayers face an average
residential rate increase of 7.9 per
cent this financial year, compared
with the 14.9 per cent hike
announced this week by the new
Townsville City Council.

The Mackay council, which
now takes in Sarina and Mirani,
decided earlier this month on a
budget of $277 million this year,

or $413 million including carried-
over works from 2007-08.

Townsville council will spend
$477 million, half of this on capital
works.

Mackay Mayor Col Meng says
his amalgamated council is being
hampered by staffing shortages,
with nearly 50 unfilled vacancies,
including six jobs for town
planners.


