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Starting 22nd
Adelaide Advertiser - Going green to lift petrol prices 17c
Motorists face petrol price hikes of up to 17c a litre, while electricity and gas bills could soar by more than 30 per cent, under the Rudd Government's plan to introduce a carbon emissions scheme by 2010. In a stern warning that going green will not be painless, resources giant Exxon Mobil has warned that tackling climate change could force investment overseas. As the Government grapples with how to introduce an emissions trading scheme, some of the country's biggest polluters have cautioned against the country going it alone. Exxon Mobil, in its submission to the Garnaut inquiry, says the cost of implementing a carbon price will impose "significant increases" on energy costs for consumers. Using an indicative price of $50 per tonne of carbon, the company says petrol could rise by up to 17c a litre – challenging Kevin Rudd's election promise to drive down prices at the bowser. The company also claims LNG prices could rise. The Prime Minister is committed to fast-tracking an emissions trading scheme by 2010. But Australia's unique resource-based economy will pose a specific challenge, and companies such as Exxon Mobil and Woodside warn they could be at a significant global disadvantage. In a letter to federal and state resources ministers, Exxon Mobil Australia chairman Mark Nolan said business retained "serious concerns" over the negative impact of an emissions trading scheme. "Unilateral action by Australia to establish an ETS will make Australian companies less competitive in various global markets and thereby place greater pressure on energy-intensive industries to relocate investment outside Australia," Mr Nolan said in his letter. Professor Ross Garnaut acknowledged that trade-exposed industries (such as LNG) require special treatment to ensure they remain competitive when selling to China and other energy-hungry countries. But senior business leaders remain deeply worried over the Government's aggressive timeframe for the introduction of carbon trading. Exxon Mobil argues that an ETS should be "phased in".

Enough talk, now time for action
PM Kevin Rudd has demonstrated over the past five months he is a man of considerable energy who genuinely wants to lead Australia into the future.  Among his achievements so far have been the much-lauded Stolen Generations apology, ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, the staged withdrawal of troops from Iraq, dismantling the controversial Workchoices legislation and persuading Victoria to accept the River Murray deal. Last week the momentum set by Mr Rudd, an indefatigable workaholic, continued when he appointed Australia's first female governor-general, moved to make child care more accessible and announced a scheme to monitor petrol prices. However, while his strong popularity continues to be reflected in opinion polls, the Labor Leader now faces one of his most significant challenges – ensuring the ideas generated during the weekend's much-hyped 2020 Summit in Canberra translate to tangible results capable of being assessed by the voting public. As Mr Rudd is acutely aware, if this does not occur then his two-day gathering of the nation's "best and brightest" at Parliament House will be labeled the country's greatest talkfest, where much was discussed but little achieved.

While few of the suggestions to emerge from the summit were particularly surprising – or novel – there has been general consensus the event has provided an ideal opportunity to create with enthusiasm an agenda for change.

As the summit identified, reform of the tax, welfare, health and education systems is long overdue and the Rudd Government must demonstrate it is willing to implement whatever changes are required to ensure they are overhauled – irrespective of its own policies. However, with the Rudd Government to deliver its first Budget on May 13, its bureaucrats, policy makers and advisers have been left with less than three weeks to commit financially to any of the ideas. Governments of all colours are controlled by internal factions and political advisers who are adept at stopping policies or measures contrary to their own ideology or agendas. Likewise, government departments, agencies and boards can be populated with appointments groomed not for capability but loyalty to political masters. Implementing any agenda of change can be enormously difficult if opponents are able to exert resistance because ideas or policies undergoing the laborious process of internal review and recommendation are not their own. Mr Rudd already has placed his credibility on the line by promising his Government will implement innovative, creative and effective economic and social reforms. By doing so, he also has exposed his Government to potential future criticism about promising much in the beginning but, in the end, delivering little. It is critical, therefore, that Mr Rudd and his Cabinet ministers apply whatever pressure is required to ensure the summit's key ideas do not vanish into a bureaucratic labyrinth. This would be most unfortunate because, if it achieved one thing, the 2020 Summit demonstrated Australians are seeking change – and are willing to participate in the process.

AWA

1. The National Water Commission has made a submission to the 2008/09 inquiry into metropolitan and regional water prices in SA. The submission calls for strengthening of the pricing oversight powers of Essential Services Commission of SA. 
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2. Many irrigators offering to sell Water Licences to the Federal Government have been rejected because their asking price was too high and asked to re-submit at a lower price, prompting criticism of a lack of transparency in the closed tender process. 

3. Draft Water Market Regulations have been released for public comment by the Federal Government. http://www.environment.gov.au/minister/wong/2008/pubs/mr20080411.pdf The draft Water Amendment Regulations 2008 and related information is available on the Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts' 

3. The CRC for Water Quality and Treatment is conducting its final knowledge and technology transfer road show, "Improving Risk Management for Water Supplies", visiting Perth, Adelaide, Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne during May 2008. Registration and venue details for all five seminars are available on the CRC for Water Quality and Treatment. 

4. Victorians are being asked to register interest in the $10 million Stormwater and Urban RECYCLING FUND intended to support the development of local stormwater and urban recycling projects by providing money for demonstration projects, technical assistance and workshops. Registration of Interest must be received by 2pm, Thursday 24 April. 

5. $5 million has been allocated to 26 Water Saving and Water Recycling projects across Victoria. Grants have been awarded to businesses, sporting clubs, research centres and other organisations throughout metropolitan and regional Victoria. 

6. The scientific work and research bring done on Endocrine Disruptors (EDCs) and Pharmaceuticals and Personal Care Products (PCPPs) will be the subject of an American Water Works Association (AWWA) webcast on 7 May at 1pm Eastern Time (US). The webcast will cover toxicity levels of the compounds, and the newest detection, testing and treatment processes. 

7. International Water Centre and WaterAid Australia announced their new publication, Sharing Experiences: Sustainable Sanitation in Southeast Asia and the Pacific. Members of AWA's WatSan Network were asked to contribute case studies to the joint publication, which highlights practical measures to address the sanitation challenges in our region. Copies and additional information at the link. 

8. Through the Every Drop Counts Business Program, Sydney's local councils have collectively cut their water use by almost 20% a year since 2003. These water saving efforts have saved ratepayers about $4.3 million a year and about 3.2 billion litres of water. 

9. Sugarloaf Pipeline Project has begun a $5 million grants program as part of a broader Regional Benefits Package for the Sugarloaf Project and separate from the compensation process for individual landowners affected. The Package aims to ensure that construction-related mitigation and offsets are delivered so as to provide long-term social benefits to affected communities. 

10. AWA Biosolids Specialty IV Conference, 11-12 June, Adelaide. Registrations now open. Speakers include Tim Evans, Peter Matthews (Environment Agency UK), Stephen Smith (Imperial College), Ian Pepper (Arizona) plus a full program of high quality papers, poster and an exhibition. 

11. Packaged food should carry labels saying how much water was used in its production, according to economist James Hazelton. 

12. A bleak future is predicted for the Lower Lakes of the River Murray, which sustain a variety of industries, including as much as 20 per cent of South Australia's dairies and the wine region of Langhorne Creek. 

The Lower Lakes of the River Murray sustain a variety of industries, including as much as 20 per cent of South Australia's dairies, and the wine region of Langhorne Creek. But with record low inflows into the River Murray, the lakes are becoming increasingly unsuitable for irrigation, spelling disaster for those producers. The Murray-Darling Basin Commission is even considering flooding the lakes with salt water as a last resort measure to stop exposed soils from turning into sulfuric acid. Water expert Joe Flynn says it is a harbinger that radical change is needed in the region. "I think that readjustment is inevitable. Governments throughout the world, not just in Australia, find that very, very difficult to deal with," he said. Mr Flynn says readjustment will be difficult partly because water is an essential commodity, but also because people have a deep attachment to water. "I think it's just, very bluntly, that there's going to be some industries and some communities that prosper, some that decline, and that's a very brave government that wants to speed up confronting that issue," he said. Mr Flynn is the CEO of the Water Industry Alliance, a cluster of 200 companies representing the water sector. He says tough decisions need to be made, and governments at all levels need to provide more support to irrigators to make them. "You need a policy that gets water trading working. That's number one. And you need a policy that helps communities adjust, which is some sort of welfare policy." Water economics professor and member of the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists, Mike Young, says while reforms are needed, getting irrigators out of their respective industries should not be seen as a fix-all for the River Murray. "It's going to be clear that we can't keep all the assets alive, all the environmental assets alive, and all the irrigation alive," he said.
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"So there's going to be a very careful assessment that's going to have to take place. It's going to be difficult, but it must be thorough." Mr Young says cutting off the Lower Lakes would make more water available to all users, but "it does have massive adverse consequences for some people, and huge environmental risks". University of Adelaide environmental sciences associate professor Justin Brookes is concerned that people could be singling out irrigators, when long-term structural change in the management of the River Murray is also needed. "The Lower Lakes is an obvious target, because there's so much water stored there," he said. "If we were to consider the system as a whole, and look at whole-system health, then water flowing not just to the lakes but actually into the Coorong as well and freshening up the Coorong would be the preferred situation." Even irrigators themselves admit that some will have to leave the land. South Australian Murray Irrigators chairman Tim Whetstone says it is an increasingly desperate situation they are having to face, and not all producers will survive. "It's a tough call for people at the moment. They are at the bottom of the river, and they're also probably under the most pressure at the moment," he said. Mr Whetstone admits it is time for some tough decisions, and some people will have to get out of the industry. "And really I don't want to be having to say that, that's personal decisions that irrigators are going to have to make for themselves," he said.

13. The Queensland Opposition says it will release its new water policy next week. 

14. The longer the water debate swirls around, the murkier the policy is becoming, say thirsty users struggling to assess how much more they will have to pay in future for the increasingly scarce resource. 

15. The Toowoomba Regional Council says wastewater from coal seam gasfields will not be a quick fix to southwest Queensland's water shortage.

Some interesting previous articles re No 12

Irrigators face lower river water entitlement

29th May 2003

Latest figures reveal South Australia is set to get only 61 per cent of its full river water entitlement next month.

Irrigators in Berri were presented with the grim outlook during a Murray Darling Basin Commission briefing yesterday. But the state's representative on the commission, Paul Harvey, says the full picture will not be known until about October, after winter rain. "Hopefully, as inflows increase through summer, through winter, [it] will improve and, as I say, there is a 60 per cent chance that we'll get up to entitlement flow or better for the full year," he said. Meanwhile, the Renmark Irrigation Trust (RIT) has advised members it will have no choice but to charge them if they take extra water during the restrictions. The board met earlier this week to discuss the 20 per cent cut to use starting on July 1. RIT engineering manager Andrew Jessup says the trust will find out soon how much water it will be allocated and that penalties will apply for excess use. "The Government has indicated they're likely to be quite severe, so the trust would then have to be in a position that if the ratepayers within the district were to exceed their use, which they would also be advised of, the trust would then have to pass on those penalties to the individual ratepayers," he said.

Irrigators worry about water access as river level falls

8th February 2007

The River Murray community liaison officer on drought issues says many irrigators are concerned that as the river level falls, they will have difficulty-accessing water. Neil Andrew says he has been approached about the issue by irrigators who use water from wetlands and backwater areas. He says the State Government is working with irrigators to solve the problem. "In many cases the options may be very simple," he said. "They may be a matter of simply dredging, which will be happening almost while we speak. "There may be a bank that could be provided with little more than two truck loads of sand, which the irrigators may choose to do themselves or they may involve fairly extensive engineering work."

Irrigators want changes to Murray water practices

10th October 2007

Another big meeting of irrigators in Mildura, in northwest Victoria, has demanded changes to water management practices by River Murray authorities. About 400 irrigators attended the information meeting last night with officials from River Murray Water, Goulburn Murray Water and the Victorian Department of Sustainability and Environment. The meeting passed resolutions demanding an end to the use of environmental water in lakes near Mildura and Swan Hill, and that continuing permanent plantings should be revisited.

Rain fails to change bleak prospects for irrigators

21st May 2007

The prospect remains of a zero water allocation for irrigators after July despite recent rainfall. South Australia's Minister for the River Murray, Karlene Maywald, says Murray-Darling Basin storages are at 10 per cent of capacity, holding about 920 gigalitres. Mrs Maywald says, with the storages nearing empty, irrigation allocations will depend solely on the winter and spring rainfall. 
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"Because we haven't seen any marked improvement in inflows at this point in time, we're still tracking at that worst-case scenario," she said. "We still have to plan for it. It still looks like we'll be beginning the season with no water available for irrigation allocation." "The Bureau of Meteorology is saying there's a 50 to 60 per cent chance that we'll have higher than median rainfall during winter but, until that starts to happen, we're unable to actually look at allocating water." Mrs Maywald says the Government has delayed any decision on building a weir on the River Murray near Wellington, southeast of Adelaide, until September. She says there are improved levels in the state's reservoirs thanks to rainfall and water pumped from the River Murray. A final decision on whether to build a temporary weir, to boost Adelaide's supply, had originally been expected next month. Mrs Maywald says that, in February, the worst-case scenario for inflows into South Australia was 340 gigalitres over 12 months, but she says that projection has been revised. "There has been an improvement in those figures. Whilst it's not terrific, the worst-case scenario stands at about 487 gigalitres," the minister said. "This has enabled us to be able to push out the start date of building a weir or making a decision to build a weir." The South Australian Opposition's water spokesman, Mitch Williams, says the Government is back-pedaling from the weir proposal and he believes it doesn't want to build one.

Grim outlook for Lower Murray Lakes

21st September 2007

A water management group says a growing number of farmers face ruin because of falling water levels in the lower part of the River Murray. The Murray-Darling Basin Contingency Planning report predicts water levels below Blanchetown will drop by almost a metre by April. In a worst-case scenario, the levels could fall by almost two metres in the next year. Chairman of the Angas Bremer Water Management Committee, Terry McAnaney, says that would leave Lake Albert and much of Lake Alexandrina empty and many irrigators unable to access water. "People are going to have to try and be innovative," he said. "They [irrigators] are going to have to find what water they can. " I think the economic consequences and in particular the ecological consequences are going to be horrendous. "We are not sure what is going to be on the bed of the lake; whether there is going to be any acid-affected soils. "But it is certainly not going to be a pretty picture."

22nd
News.com.au - Rice exports collapse on record demand lows
Australian rice growers used to proudly boast that they fed almost 40 million people one meal every day of the year. This year, Australia will produce its smallest rice crop since 1960 and exports will collapse. Until 2002-03, Australia exported, on average, 620,000 tonnes of rice a year, or 80 per cent of what it produced. But figures compiled by Australian Bureau of Agriculture and Resource Economics show the 2007-08 export crop will be 70,000 tonnes, with no improvement the following year. Gary Helou, the chief executive of Sunrice, Australia' rice exporter, said that although Australia was routinely among the top 10 exporters, it was a small player compared to the giants such as Thailand, which exports seven to ten billion tonnes, and Vietnam, with its exports of between 3.5-5b tonnes. Food supplies are tightening around the world, and prices have been rising, resulting in protests and even riots. Mr Helou said the world rice shortage, and price rises, had been driven by climate.

 "There has been a run on drought and negative weather patterns across many parts of the world, all happening at the same time." Demand is rising in a number of developing countries, including China, where there is rapidly growing demand for grain-fed protein. Grain is also being diverted to biofuels to combat climate change. 

"It is affecting all agriculture," Mr Helou said.  "There is less land available for food production, whether it is rice or wheat." Australia grows temperate rice, a medium-grained variety that Mr Helou said was "a small part of the total mix.  The greatest part of the rice trade, by a long way, is long grain, which we don't produce much of in this country." But, he said, in the medium grain segment, Australia was a major player. The medium grain rice is used for risotto or sushi. "It is a rounder, shorter stickier grain," Mr Helou said, favoured in Europe, the Pacific region, and parts of Asia and the Middle East. Mr Helou said the Australian industry was currently focussed on domestic needs. "There will be some small exports, but it is the smallest on record." Major shortages and the most dramatic price spike is occurring in long grain rice. Vietnam, along with the big producing nations of China, India and Pakistan, has restricted exports to ensure domestic supplies, helping push by the benchmark price by more than 50 per cent in the last month. "Today there is only one effective seller of long grain rice, and that is Thailand, and they are reeling from the impact of high demand," Mr Helou said.

The Australian - Basin water crackdown to expand
Tough limits on water use in the Murray-Darling Basin will spread nationwide after the Rudd Government ordered the CSIRO to establish how much river water could be extracted without damaging the environment.
The Government also concedes a critical skills shortage in water management could stall efforts to improve water use. News of the problems emerged yesterday with the release of documents presented to the Council of Australian Governments examining progress towards improved water management targets established under the National Water Initiative. 
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The reports say river health is declining because of over-extraction by irrigators and many small communities lack access to reliable, high-quality water. They criticise urban authorities for failing to create pricing, planning and institutional controls on water use, as well as state governments for slow progress on NWI targets in areas such as water trading. Kevin Rudd's Government has run hard on climate change and water, signing the Kyoto Protocol on carbon emissions and ending a yearlong impasse over the Victorian Government's refusal to join a system of managing the Murray-Darling Basin. COAG, which includes the Prime Minister, state premiers and local governments, yesterday released a report on progress towards NWI targets and information about its response. The report says governments have spent $2.8 billion on improving supplies and water flows since the NWI was created in 2004. But it says too much water was extracted from rivers, causing further deterioration. 

Parts of the NWI reforms are running behind schedule or not producing expected outcomes. "Water extraction from many rivers and aquifers is still unsustainable," says COAG's report response. "Rural water markets are not working as effectively as they could. Urban water and waste water management, including investment in new water supplies, needs to be bolstered through appropriate pricing, planning and institutional arrangements to ensure appropriate investments occur into the future." COAG ordered the CSIRO to extend sustainable yield projects in the Murray-Darling Basin to southwestern Australia, Tasmania and northern Australia. Given the Murray-Darling covers most of NSW, Victoria and South Australia and parts of southern Queensland, the CSIRO studies will involve almost the entire nation. COAG asked the CSIRO to report back by June next year. 

The government leaders ordered an audit of skills shortages in water management to be completed by June after the COAG report warned it was the most critical capacity-building issue. "Gaps in expertise are observed across a range of disciplines and are projected to increase over the next 10 years," the report says. The documents warn that the drought has been compounded by higher temperatures linked to climate change, which increased evaporation and reduced rain-fed flows to water supply systems. "In some jurisdictions, such as Western Australia, there is evidence that climate shift has already occurred," the COAG report says.
Caps backed as chicks struggle
The custodians of the Murray-Darling have pledged that caps on irrigation allocations under the recently negotiated national plan for the basin will ensure the success of water bird nesting seasons. Experts claim the first substantial water bird breeding event in a decade in drought-ravaged inland Australia has failed, with the deaths of an estimated 15,000 chicks, a quarter of the colony at Narran Lakes in far northwestern NSW. 

Murray-Darling Basin Commission chief executive Wendy Craik said yesterday the commission regretted that chicks were dying but believed that the breeding event had not been a failure. Dr Craik signaled that sufficient water would flow to wetlands under the Murray-Darling plan negotiated last month by the states to ensure the success of future events. "All governments have acknowledged that water has been over allocated," she said. 

"That's what the national water security plan is directed at fixing. All these issues are going to be dealt with." 

University of NSW researcher Richard Kingsford disputed a claim by the commission on Friday that the event was "historically successful". Professor Kingsford blamed the Queensland Government's water management policies for its failure. He said although many birds bred successfully because the commission purchased 11,000 megalitres of water last month and directed it to the wetlands, thousands of chicks had died or were doomed because the water was drying up. "There are very large numbers of dead and dying chicks, which should have survived," Professor Kingsford said. "We are seeing the failure of a quarter of the colony. With water bird breeding events becoming scarce because of drier conditions, it is essential that they succeed." The Australian revealed in February that more than 30,000 pairs of water birds, mainly straw-necked ibis, were nesting at Narran Lakes. Professor Kingsford said the diverted water did not make up for flows that should have entered the wetlands naturally following heavy rains upstream in Queensland but had been diverted for irrigation. "Only half the natural flows are getting through to the wetlands," he said. "The rest is going to the Queensland cotton growers." He said the Queensland Government had breached its water resource plan for the Condamine-Balonne river system, which assured sufficient water for successful water bird breeding. Queensland Water Minister Craig Wallace denied the Narran Lakes breeding event had failed, or that too much water was diverted to irrigators. "This water is still flowing into the lakes and appears to have paid off for the environment," Mr Wallace said. "Under Queensland water resource planning, there is a statutory requirement that water is allocated for the environment before any other allocations are made." Mr Wallace said that almost all of the 41,000 megalitres that had flowed into the Narran Lakes since early November had come from Queensland.
Irrigators slugged for flows they don't receive
Riverina irrigator Ted Hatty can't remember the last time he got his full water allocation. two years in a row, farmers in his region, near Tocumwal on the NSW side of the Murray River, have got nothing in the annual allocation. Yet every year they continue to receive a "fixed" water bill. Mr Hatty said for farmers in his area that meant paying between $15,000 and $20,000 for water they did not get. "I haven't paid my account yet," he said. 
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"I know it is coming. I am just trying to shuffle the deckchairs around to work out how I can find some money to do that. "How would people respond in the city if they had their normal access to water for their house and business just cut off and then still had to pay all the ongoings?" NSW Irrigators Council chief executive Andrew Gregson said water users paid a fixed charge to State Water, a NSW-owned corporation, and to the Department of Water and Energy, regardless of how much they were allocated. "The basic concept is that fixed charges are there to provide for maintenance of the system," he said. "We don't have a problem with fixed charges per se, but we have had irrigators across the state on record low allocations still paying fixed charges and they just can't afford it any longer." The charges depend on the river system, and are set by the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal. They range from $2.78 to $12.97 a megalitre. A megalitre is one million litres, or the amount of water in an Olympic-sized swimming pool. With zero allocations, the fixed charge makes up 100 per cent of farmers' water bills. But in 2008-09, based on a full allocation of water, it should fall back to about 40 per cent. In 2006-07, State Water delivered less water, because of the drought, but increased its profit by 19.2 per cent to $9.8 million as it continued to collect the fixed charges. Mr Gregson said many irrigators paid tens of thousands of dollars in fixed water costs, with some paying as much as $100,000. He said NSW was the only Murray-Darling Basin state that levied fixed charges and had offered no relief. His association has asked the NSW Government for some relief for drought-affected farmers paying fixed costs. "On the one hand you have got the federal Government giving drought relief," Mr Gregson said. "On the other hand, the state Government is charging fixed charges and taking it straight back, in return for nothing." Mr Hatty's family has farmed in the Riverina for generations. He said the current drought was "totally unprecedented - we constantly seem to be breaking new records in the wrong way". His main crop is rice, but it has been half a dozen years since he grew a good-sized crop. "We grew rice three years ago, and it was certainly less than what we would normally grow. Rice would probably be 60 to 70 per cent of our normal income." This week, he will sow canola in the hope it will rain in the next fortnight.

Murray's 2020 omission 'inconceivable'
The Federal Opposition has described the omission of the Murray River crisis in the 'top ideas' of the weekend's 2020 summit as "inconceivable". The 38-page Initial Summit Report released by the Rudd Government detailed the top ideas generated by the summit, with the government expected to respond to the recommendations by the end of the year. Federal Opposition environment spokesman Greg Hunt said the glaring omission of the Murray River issue in both the top ideas and the entire report was not the fault of delegates but of Water Minister Penny Wong, who did not take the opportunity to stimulate discussion. "It is inconceivable that tackling the River Murray crisis was not identified in the top issues to come out of the 2020 summit," Mr Hunt said. "It's not the fault of delegates. The government's water minister was their apparently interpreting and helping to guide the discussions. "She has to bear responsibility for the most glaring of omissions from the 2020 summit." 

Garrett deflects coal hijack claim
Environment Minister Peter Garrett has defended the 2020 Summit amid accusations the climate debate was hijacked by the coal industry. Australian Conservation Foundation climate change manager Tony Mohr said: "There probably wasn't a strong enough voice for the 90 per cent of Australians really worried about climate change ... There weren't any really big ideas on climate change that could galvanise and inspire people." His comments were echoed by delegate Anna Rose, co-director of the Australian Youth Climate Coalition. "I found myself in the climate stream with representatives of ... Xstrata and Shell, yet not a single person from an environment non-government organisation. No one from Friends of the Earth, the Australian Conservation Foundation, Greenpeace, Climate Action Network Australia or any of the state conservation councils. Another delegate told The Australian the climate debate had occurred in a vacuum: "I don't think we got very far. We don't know what the Garnaut report is going to say." Mr Garrett said: "I think it was always going to be a really interesting and challenging engagement, particularly when you had people in a room with very different views about one issue." He said the summit had produced ideas with real substance and merit, and singled out proposals to give Australians tools to measure their own carbon footprint.

FarmOnLine - What drought recovery? 
Queensland farmers are shaping up for another tough year with the summer rains failing to refill dams and aquifers and shore up winter production, according to the Queensland Farmers' Federation. QFF chief executive John Cherry says many farmers are in their fifth and sixth years of drought and the highly publicised rain in January and February was not enough to replenish water supplies. "Just as the rains missed the catchment of Wivenhoe, the rains also missed a huge swathe of country stretching from Biloela to Gatton to Dalby and covering some of our most productive farmlands," Mr Cherry said. "Storages in the Upper Burnett and parts of the south east are at worse levels now than they were five years ago when the Federal Government declared this drought 'exceptional' and opened up access to Federal drought assistance.
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"Bjelke-Petersen Dam near Kingaroy is now 16pc full, compared to 33pc in 2003, Fred Haigh near Bundaberg is 35pc full compared to 61pc then, and Callide near Biloela is 9pc full compared to 37pc then." Mr Cherry says that bores and on-farm storages are also at low levels as the wet season failed to recharge aquifers across much of southern Queensland and generate much runoff. "On the bright side, good rain in the northern half of the State filled dams in Emerald, Mackay and Prosperpine which were facing severe water shortages last year," he said. 

"But, areas east of a line drawn from St Lawrence to Cunnamulla missed out." Mr Cherry has warned that the "mixed picture" could complicate the decision the Federal Government faces on whether to renew Federal drought assistance past its June 15 expiry date. While much of southern Queensland received near average rainfall over the past six months, the picture over the past 36 months is still one of severe rainfall deficit. "The drought is not over for our farmers, with the number of farmers seeking Federal drought assistance in 2007-8 almost double that of three years ago." 

Organic farming mitigates climate change 
A 30-year scientific trial shows that organic practices could counteract up to 40pc of global greenhouse gas output. Organic Federation of Australia chairman, Andre Leu, claims the trial of organic and conventional farming practices has proved that organic practices "can be the single biggest way to mitigate climate change".

"Scientists at the Rodale Institute in the US have proved that organic farming practices can remove about 7000kg of carbon dioxide from the air each year and sequester it in a hectare of farmland," Mr Leu said. According to Mr Leu, the scientists estimated that if all of America's 100 million hectares of cropland were converted to organic practices, it would be the equivalent of taking 217 million cars off the road. This is nearly 88pc of all cars in the US and more than a third of all the cars in the world. Dr Paul Hepperly, PhD, research director at The Rodale Institute and Fulbright Scholar stated: "We've shown that organic practices can do better than anyone thought at sequestering carbon, and could counteract up to 40pc of global greenhouse gas output." Mr Leu said it was important to note that the research that the amount of CO2 sequestered was based on what had already been achieved through current organic farming practices. "This is not a theoretical estimate as in some of the tree plantation models or unproven like the millions of dollars being spent clean coal or mechanical geo sequestration trials," he said. "This is being achieved now by organic farmers in the US, Australia and around the world."
2020 success prompts call for regular summits

How do you judge it as success, success for who?

The Prime Minister’s 2020 Summit concept should become an annual or biennial event according to the Independent Member for New England Tony Windsor. But Nationals Senator Barnaby Joyce has slammed aspects of the event as unrepresentative of the will of the broader population. Mr Windsor believes that the process of bringing people together, who are otherwise not directly involved in the political process, gives elected representatives better direction and focus. "Regular summits bringing people together to look at this year’s 2020 Summit could review progress made on the ideas, refine the ideas further and develop new ones," Mr Windsor said. "I believe if the Prime Minister had a regular event like this there would be more understanding of issues, who and what they are impacting on and better agreement on strategies to address the impacts. "The process cuts through the 'them and us' arguments to become more 'we', as in 'we are all in this together'." Whilst Mr Windsor did not agree with all of the final communiqué from his grouping, he was happy that he had the opportunity to raise concerns about climate change, the use of renewable energy and the role that agriculture could play in both. "Country Australia can play a significant role in Australia's future renewable energy needs as well as how we sequester carbon to help address the issue of climate change," he said. "The final communiqué does not mention specifically the word 'renewable' rather it speaks of 'clean' energy which leaves the door open for nuclear power stations and fossil fuels to further impact on other parts of our environment through the waste left behind and its method of extraction on aquifers that sustain other productive activities."

Meanwhile, Senator Joyce says the event's focus on Australia becoming a republic was unrepresentative of the people's wishes. Of the group of 100 participants discussing the issue, 98 said yes to Australia becoming a republic, one said no, and one abstained. "The fervour and froth, which made the 2020 like an Amway conference, has to acknowledge that what they portrayed was a very strong view of one side of the political divide and if we had 10pc of the candidates coming from GetUp then it is only fair we should have had a proportion of candidates who were formerly supporters of Pauline Hanson extolling some of their views," Sen Joyce said. "It was too good to be true and I believe in the hangover after the party, the Australian public in general, who to be honest are not over enthused about the whole process, will ask was that truly a reflection of my views and ideas, or was it a handpicked group with a predetermined outcome? "Surprise, surprise, Mr Rudd said a majority of ideas proposed were already part of the Labor Party platform." However, Sen Joyce acknowledged that there is strong public support for a "more streamlined process of Government". 
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"However, if you are going to turn down the relevance of State Government you will have to turn up the relevance of Local Government because people do not want centralisation of power because what you end up with is the channelling and sanitising of views, so apparent in the 2020 conference," he said.

NEWS.com.au - Winter rain hopes drying up
The biggest La Nina system in years is weakening over the Pacific, shaking hopes that forecast weekend rains will signal the beginning of the end of the drought. Less than half of Adelaide's average rainfall for the first four months of the year has been recorded ahead of the traditional break in the season this week. Farmers remain hopeful, however, that showers forecast for late this week will be just the start of winter rains. The Bureau of Meteorology forecasts showers from Anzac Day on Friday to bring moisture to most agricultural districts and Adelaide. The showers are expected to linger for about five days but total rainfall is not expected to be significant enough to kick start the cropping season. The average rainfall in Adelaide for the first four months of the year is 99.2mm but this year only 40.2mm has materialised. So far this April about a quarter of the average monthly rainfall – or 11.8mm – has been received. Adelaide's reservoirs were yesterday also at less than half of their capacity at 47 per cent full, compared to 56 per cent at the same time last year. Senior forecaster Allan Beattie said it was too early to predict rainfall totals for the weekend but it is believed "showers rather than rain" would wet the state from Friday. He said follow-up rains would be needed soon after for the break in the season.

"There's going to be some reasonably significant shower activity through Friday, Saturday and Sunday so there will be a bit of a return to winter after this fine spell we're having of late," he said. Meanwhile, one of the strongest La Nina weather systems in many years is slowly weakening over the Pacific Ocean, as shown (right) by new sea-level height data collected by the U.S.-French Jason oceanographic satellite. La Nina systems are opposite to the dreaded drought-bringing El Nino systems and so create hope for increased rainfall in southern Australia. This one, which has persisted for the past year without breaking Australia's drought, is indicated by the blue area at the centre of the image, along the equator. South Australian Farmers Federation president Wayne Cornish said the land was in need of a drenching to bring back soil moisture but farmers were hoping for at least normal rain patterns to occur. "Anzac Day is the time at which people start to become concerned and as it drifts on past Anzac Day and gets into May and June, the further we get to late May and June, then we're really worried," he said. "We need an opening break and regular follow-up rains through to the end of the growing season." 
23rd
AdelaideNow  - City plan to use recycled water
A $5 million plan to save one billion litres of drinking water a year by piping recycled water into city buildings has been proposed to the State Government. The plan calls for recycled water from Glenelg to be plumbed through all cooling towers in commercial buildings in Adelaide's central business district. The Property Council plan, to be unveiled today, calls for a $60 million pipeline from the Glenelg Waste Water Treatment Plant, to be extended to allow more city buildings to use the water. Preliminary planning on the 30km pipeline already is under way with construction expected to begin either late this year or early next year. The council has written to Premier Mike Rann and Water Security Minister Karlene Maywald outlining the plan. President James Sarah said there were plans to direct recycled water into what would be Australia's highest rated six-star green building, VS1 in Victoria Square. The building will be the new home of SA Water. Under existing plans, the pipeline from Glenelg creates a circuit around the city, irrigating major parklands. "Since the water is scheduled for non-drinking purposes in VS1, it will be suited for similar purposes in other buildings," Mr Sarah said.

Preliminary estimates by the Property Council show one billion litres of water a year could be saved by directing it into cooling towers. That is the equivalent of 4000 Olympic-sized swimming pools or enough water to service all units and apartments in the Holdfast Bay Council area. While the Government would be urged to pay the $5 million for the pipeline extension, building owners would pay the costs of plumbing the recycled water into buildings. "The $60 million pipeline project is a significant outlay and it makes sense to maximise the state's environmental return for this investment," Mr Sarah said. He said the $5 million cost was "an insignificant outlay when considering the benefit to the state and the River Murray in saving one billion litres of potable water a year". Ms Maywald said the Government's intention was to expand the use of the pipeline as demand grew.

Some businesses and local government bodies had signalled they would like to use the recycled water. "It was always intended this was the first step towards getting the pipeline into the city and we are prepared to work with the business sector to look at ways of saving water," she said. "The Government has always envisaged there would be more use of the water from the pipeline."

The Australian - Prepare for new Ice Age, says scientist
Sunspot activity has not resumed after hitting an 11-year low in March last year, raising fears that - far from warming - the globe is about to return to an Ice Age. 
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Geophysicist Phil Chapman, the first Australian to become an astronaut with NASA, said pictures from the US Solar and Heliospheric Observatory showed there were currently no spots on the sun. He said the world cooled quickly between January last year and January this year, by about 0.7C. "This is the fastest temperature change in the instrumental record, and it puts us back to where we were in 1930," Dr Chapman writes in The Australian today. "If the temperature does not soon recover, we will have to conclude that global warming is over." The Bureau of Meteorology says temperatures in Australia have been warmer than the 1960-90 average since the late 1970s, barring a couple of cooler years, and are now 0.3C higher than the long-term average. A sunspot is a region on the sun that is cooler than the rest and appears dark. Some scientists believe a strong solar magnetic field, when there is plenty of sunspot activity, protects the earth from cosmic rays, cutting cloud formation, but that when the field is weak - during low sunspot activity - the rays can penetrate into the lower atmosphere and cloud cover increases, cooling the surface. But scientists from the US National Centre for Atmospheric Research published a report in 2006 that showed the sun had a negligible effect on climate change. The researchers wrote in the journal Nature that the sun's brightness varied by only 0.07per cent over 11-year sunspot cycles, and that that was far too little to account for the rise in temperatures since the Industrial Revolution. Dr Chapman proposes preventive, or delaying, moves to slow the cooling, such as bulldozing Siberian and Canadian snow to make it dirty and less reflective. "My guess is that the odds are now at least 50:50 that we will see significant cooling rather than warming in coming decades," he writes.

Desal work stirs up residents
The NSW Government's controversial desalination plant has run into immediate engineering and community problems, with structural walls designed to hold back silt breaking and allegations of damage to a house beside the construction area. In a letter to residents around the Kurnell area in Sydney's south, Sydney Water admitted that silt had broken into Botany Bay after a "silt curtain" failed. "On Saturday, we put in a second silt curtain but unfortunately, on Sunday night, the main silt curtain broke from its anchor," the letter said. In addition, residents who live beside a construction site where a massive pit is being built for tunnelling operations report unbearable noise and vibrations. One resident, Ros Long, last night told The Australian that she and a neighbour would today seek legal advice with a view to taking out an injunction. Ms Long pointed to cracks in the brickwork foundation of her house, a hairline crack in her garage and a mailbox broken away from its base. The state Government has offered residents near the site temporary accommodation during the construction phase, but they have been reluctant to take up the offer, in some cases fearing they would miss the opportunity to observe damage. One local resident, David Brownhill, who lives a few doors from the site, said of the test on Monday that "my wife was feeling the vibrations right through the house". Many of the organisations involved in the project were ducking for cover yesterday. Charles Blunt, an executive of structural engineers Rooney and Bye, initially refused to provide the correct spelling of his company, which is doing pre-construction inspections, when contacted by The Australian. "It's part of our contract not to discuss the project at all," he said. A spokesman for Sydney Water said the organisation would look into the claims of damage, but said the vibrations caused during the test were well within what was thought by engineers to be acceptable.

24th
The Austranian - No end to April showers
It has been a cool, rainy April in Sydney. The run of 11 wet April days is the longest since 1931, and rain is forecast for the rest of the week. Mike De Salis, from the Sydney office of the Bureau of Meteorology, said the average maximum for April so far was 21.9C, 1.4C below normal. "We have had a lot of cool days recently so the daytime temps are low," he said. "The minimums overnight are the same. The average is 14.3C, which is 0.9C below average." But, Mr de Salis said, "it is nowhere near a record. No records have been broken at this point. It has just been a cool, cloudy period." Blair Trewin, from the National Climate Centre, said overnight April temperatures had been cooler than normal across significant areas of the country. The cooler areas included "most of Queensland and the north of the Northern Territory and the Kimberley. Large parts of those areas have been two to three degrees below normal. "That is all tied in with an early finish to the wet season in those areas." Dr Trewin said NSW had also had minimum, or overnight, temperatures below normal, with most of the state between normal and one degree below normal, locally one to two degrees below normal. But maximum temperatures have been above normal, with only coastal NSW experiencing cooler than average daytime temperatures. "Once you get west of the Divide in NSW, you are generally slightly above average, grading to one or two degrees above average in the southwest," Dr Trewin said. "Maximum temperatures in most of the rest of the country have been above average, except for the west of Western Australia." Maximum temperatures in inland Western Australia have been up to four degrees above normal. Dr Trewin said that the maximum temperatures for Australia this month "look like they will be above normal, but not extraordinarily so".

ACCI flags climate change

The Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry will broaden the issues over which it engages with government and will make climate change a key priority, according to incoming chief executive Peter Anderson.
The peak business body became a controversial participant in the political battles over the Howard government's Work Choices package. Perceptions within the Rudd Government were not helped when ACCI's former chief executive, Peter Hendy, became Brendan Nelson's chief of staff. ACCI's former chief economist, Michael Potter, and a third ACCI staffer, Nicolle Flint, also joined the Opposition Leader's team. "Important as industrial relations is - and it will continue to be a very important and significant policy area, particularly where there is major change under way - we, as an organisation, need to ensure we are working with government in other areas just as significantly," Mr Anderson said. He nominated climate change as the "most significant" issue for engagement between the business community and government.
Drought relief scrutiny leads aid shake-up

The Productivity Commission is to conduct a hard-edged economic review of drought assistance before a shake-up to link farm aid to efforts by primary producers to make their operations more viable. The Rudd Government has also asked the Bureau of Meteorology and the CSIRO to model future rain patterns to determine if the present thresholds for drought relief are realistic, particularly in light of climate change. Agriculture Minister Tony Burke announced the inquiries yesterday, as well as a plan to appoint an expert panel to consider the social impact of drought. The results of the three-pronged approach will feed into Labor's plans to rewrite the Exceptional Circumstances drought assistance scheme so that producers in receipt of relief will be given help to improve their viability through means such as growing different crops or changing land-management practices. 

As the Nationals yesterday expressed suspicions that the Government planned to cut drought assistance, Mr Burke said it was vital that the nation build resilience into its farming sector. "This is about looking to the future and helping our rural and regional communities better prepare for the challenges and opportunities ahead," he said. "If droughts become longer and more frequent, farmers may not qualify for drought support under the current definition of an exceptional event, because it (severe drought as currently defined) may not be something which only occurs every 20 to 25 years." Nationals leader Warren Truss said he worried the Government wanted to cut drought aid, insisting Labor had already "hacked" funding to programs that ensured drought-affected farmers were aware of their entitlements. Mr Truss said the use of the Productivity Commission to conduct the research augured badly for the rural sector because the commission had "no social conscience" and analysed situations based on cold economics. News of the research came as the National Farmers Federation warned that a lack of farm labour could thwart hopes for a bumper season in grain and cotton. The April Westpac-NFF Commodity Index, released yesterday, found global commodity prices were 25per cent above this time last year. 

NFF vice-president Charles Burke said farmers returning to post-drought production would need an extra 100,000 skilled workers and 22,000 entry-level horticultural workers. "There is a danger that, should the sector fail to attract the necessary labour, farmers will be limited in their ability to harvest," Mr Burke said. "Further, throughout the supply chain, employees will be needed to fill positions in transport, processing, packaging and so on. We don't know where those extra employees are going to come from." Mr Truss said the Nationals were open to the use of guest workers from Pacific island nations - an idea being considered by the Government. He said he was watching a trial of a guest worker system in New Zealand. Mr Truss also warned of another looming impediment to a rural recovery: the deterioration of rail lines, silos and other infrastructure needed to deliver grain crops to port. State governments must make immediate efforts to ensure infrastructure was able to handle a renewal of agricultural exports, he said.

Greece punished over emissions breach
Greece has been suspended from UN carbon trading in an unprecedented punishment for violating greenhouse gas reporting rules that underpin a fight against global warming. A group of legal experts enforcing compliance with the UN's Kyoto Protocol also said today it was opening proceedings against Canada for alleged violations of rules on accounting for heat-trapping gases. “Greece is declared to be in non-compliance,” the enforcement branch said in a statement distributed by the Bonn-based UN Climate Change Secretariat, the first such ruling since Kyoto entered into force in 2005. Athens had failed to maintain a proper national system for recording greenhouse gas emissions, key to ensuring compliance with the Protocol seeking to slow temperature rises that could bring more floods, droughts, heatwaves and rising seas. “Greece is not eligible to participate in the (trading) mechanisms ... of the protocol pending the resolution of the question of implementation,” the enforcement branch said of a finding, formally confirmed last week. Submission of new data by Greece had not entirely convinced the compliance experts, who were seeking extra opinions, said a UN official who declined to be named. “This case shows that the compliance committee of the Kyoto Protocol is up and running properly,” said John Hay, spokesman of the Climate Change Secretariat, of the Greek ruling. The Kyoto Protocol imposes a cap on emissions of greenhouse gas by some 37 industrialised countries but allows them to meet their targets by paying for emissions cuts elsewhere, such as in the developing world or former eastern bloc nations. 
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The ruling means that Greece is barred from such offsetting except under one track of emissions trading with former communist countries. Greek companies would still be able to take part in a European Union market for carbon dioxide. Greece's emissions were running some 26 per cent above 1990 levels in 2006, slightly above Greece's Kyoto target of no more than 25 per cent above 1990 levels between 2008-12. As a result it has little need to buy offsets. The enforcement branch also said that Canada had failed to provide a proper registry for greenhouse gases and had missed a January 1, 2007 reporting deadline by more than two months. The Canadian finding was preliminary and needed further research before any final rulings. Both the Canadian and Greek cases were referred to the enforcement branch by international teams of experts organised by the Climate Change Secretariat. Canada's emissions were 25.3 per cent above 1990 levels in 2005, far above a Kyoto target of a 6 per cent cut by 2008-12. Canada has said its target is unachievable, as it develops oil sands which involve high carbon emissions. The UN compliance experts are unlikely to fail any other countries besides Greece and possibly Canada, a UN official said. Reuters
FarmOnLine

Irrigation group blasts Govt water policy 
The PM can forget about helping solve the world’s food shortage, as long as his government insists on taking 3500 gigalitres of irrigation water out of production in the Murray-Darling Basin. Ken Trewin, chairman of the Murray-Darling Water Crisis Management Council (MDBWCMC), has warned that the plan to take this water out of production, is the equivalent of taking all the water allocated for irrigation in NSW and Victorian along the Murray River. “It is the equivalent of taking all the water normally stored in the Hume Dam, or 90pc of Dartmouth Dam, or seven Sydney harbours. "This is a government-induced drought. "In economic terms, it will destroy Australia’s most productive food producing region,” Mr Trewin said. Mr Trewin, who is also Mayor of the Wakool Shire, said The Living Murray (Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council, 2002) showed that, across Australia, 80pc of farm profits were generated from around 2pc of the [Australian agricultural] landscape … – and this was largely made up of irrigation areas in the Murray-Darling Basin. “Yet governments are targetting the most regularly, reliable water supply in the Basin, in the most productive region of Australian agriculture, to deliver increased environmental flows to the Murray River," Ken Trewin says. "This is the water normally stored in the Hume and Dartmouth dams. “To have the Federal and state governments purchasing water from drought-stressed, debt-stressed farmers in the middle of the worst drought in the Basin’s history, before any major scientifically based plan has been done for the Basin is unconscionable.” The latest Council of Australian Government’s (COAG) meeting in March called for the new Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) to have a plan ready by 2011. But what plan? he asks Mr Pat Byrne, also from the MDBWCMC, said that despite promise after promise after promise under the COAG National Water Initiative: 

• There is still no audit of the Basin’s water.

• There is yet to be any major scientific, environmental study of the 22 issues affecting the health of the rivers and their surrounding regions, to determine an evidence-based environmental strategy for the Basin’s river.

• There is yet to be any study of the social and economic impacts of permanent water trading.

“Yet by any sensible measurement of outcomes involving $10 billion of taxpayers money, these three steps should have constituted the very first phase of developing a water policy, before purchasing water for environmental flows," Mr Byrne said.

“Governments don’t even seem to realise that the Basin waterways are desert rivers that run full then dry. 

"Artificially keeping high levels of water in these rivers will actually do environmental damage, by keeping the banks wet, causing bank erosion and high water turbidity that degrades river water quality. “It's time for irrigation peak bodies to put a moratorium on selling water to governments and for governments to be made accountable.” SOURCE: Queensland Country Life 
Carbon market to overhaul rural landscape: Brumby 
Victorian Premier, John Brumby, says future carbon markets could seriously change the landscape of rural areas and agriculture and will need to be carefully planned for and managed. Mr Brumby spent some time sitting in on climate change discussions of the rural stream of the 2020 summit in Canberra on the weekend, and warns there must be preparation in rural areas for the enormous amount of income that could be generated by a carbon market that encourages big forestry plantations being developed. "If you've got a carbon price going forward somewhere between $20 and $40 (a tonne) there will be an enormous amount of income that is created," Mr Brumby said. "Australia emits 500 mega tonnes of CO2, so the carbon price of $40 means there's $20 billion of new activity that's going to be sloshing around the system. "The chances are there'll be a lot of investment that will flow into plantations. I want to raise that as an interesting challenge because that's a legitimate activity but it will compete with other activities and it will raise issues with water." Mr Brumby said he doesn't have a solution for the increase in plantations, but wants that wealth to be managed.
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"It's an issue that needs to be carefully worked through because it's a good thing to off-set carbon dioxide, there will be a lot of new wealth that's created and invested in things that haven't been invested in the past, but it could substantially change rural landscapes. "It's an issue that we need to work through. "It is a question of managing this issue, because competition for resources will mean more income, more investment and not less in those rural areas, which is a good thing, because it creates jobs but it does need to be properly managed. Mr Brumby and his South Australian counterpart, Mike Rann, also contributed to discussions on harmonisation Government regulations. Mr Brumby told the rural stream that his government had always supported national competition policy, and he believes it had been one of the great reforms to government. "National Competition policy was set up as a pool of funds of around $1 billion a year and States that performed well got a bigger share of that, and States that didn't get a share," Mr Brumby said. "The incentive fund is a great way to make the reforms and the States that perform, get the productivity improvements and get rid of the dead hand of regulation get the incentives and those that don't get penalised. "There's a whole lot of ways you can drive productivity but one of them is by getting rid of unnecessary regulation." Mr Rann reiterated that support, and said poor behaviour should not be rewarded. "This year we're going to cut regulations by 25 per cent and we're on track to do that by the end of the year," he said. SOURCE: Rural Press National News Service, Parliament House Bureau, Canberra. 

Drought reform reviews announced 
An overhauled drought assistance system is expected to be in place by July next year following the announcement of three separate reviews into drought policy by the Federal Government today.

The review will include:

• An economic assessment of drought support measures by the Productivity Commission.

• An expert panel to assess the social impacts of drought.

• A study by the Bureau of Meteorology and CSIRO to examine the likely future climate patterns and the current exceptional circumstances standard of a one-in-20-to-25-year-event. 

Minister for Agriculture, Tony Burke, said future assistance must be designed in a way which helps farmers adapt and prepare for climate change. He said the review would not affect anyone currently receiving drought support. SOURCE: Rural Press National News Service, Parliament House Bureau, Canberra. 

60-70pc chance of good rain in north, east: average outlook in south 
The chances of farms exceeding their median rainfall over May to July are between 60-70pc in a broad band covering far northern WA, most of the NT, northwest and southern Queensland, and the far north of NSW. 

Over the rest of the country, the chances of exceeding the three-month median rainfall in this period remain positive, but fall into the 45-60pc range. That's according to the Bureau of Meteorology's forecast released today.

The bureau rain forecast for May-July across the southern wheatbelt, stretching from NSW to WA, indicates:

• A 55pc chance of above-average rainfall across the WA wheatbelt.

• A 50pc chance of above-average rain across most of the southern NSW wheatbelt and in parts of the Victorian wheatbelt.

• A 45-50pc chance of above-average rain for most of the SA wheatbelt.

Rain across the wheatbelt is critical in the next four weeks if we are to achieve the forecast record wheat crop, with additional good follow-up rains needed during the winter and spring. The bureau says the pattern of seasonal rainfall odds across Australia is a result of higher than average temperatures in the Indian Ocean, and cooler than average waters across the equatorial Pacific in association with the ongoing La Niña. The La Niña (wet) event in the Pacific Basin is weakening, but it's not likely to be replaced but an El Nino (dry) pattern any time soon. Rather, computer models indicate a return to neutral conditions over the outlook period of May-July. 

The 30-day value of the Southern Oscillation Index (SOI) stood at +5 as at April 20. The +5 value is critical - at or above that indicates an above-average rainfall over many parts of the eastern states. If the SOI drops to -5, or below, then that's an indicator of a trend to below-average rainfall in the months ahead. SOURCE: Bureau of Meteorology.

AdelaideNow - Scientists 'must confront climate sceptics'
An Adelaide professor says scientists must do more to stand up to "anti-intellectual" climate change deniers, by explaining the difference between good science and spin. University of Adelaide Professor Barry Brook, director of the Research Institute for Climate Change and Sustainability, said in climate science and policy there were still a few apparently well-educated people who continued to deny the vast body of scientific knowledge and analysis. He said they were variously called sceptics, denialists, contrarians, delayers or delusionists. 

"Whatever the label you attach to them, they are all cut of the same anti-intellectual cloth," Prof Brook said in an article published today in the latest issue of Australasian Science. "Their business is the dissemination of disinformation, doubt and unscientific nonsense. "One of their most regular ploys is to leverage the widespread lack of public appreciation of how science operates."
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Prof Brook said because science was inherently complex and often technical, climate change deniers were often able to present a plausible case to a general audience. "Some people will attempt to hijack science for political or ideological reasons and in doing so besmirch science's public image," he said. "They are good at doing this and they often exert a disproportionate influence on policy. "Groups with vested interests in business-as-usual will attempt to push so-called scientific evidence to support their claims. "In fact they are at best drawing selectively on a small part of the evidence, or at worst relying on junk science - that is, outdated, discredited or fabricated data and ideas." Prof Brook said if confronted with good science, deniers sidestepped valid critiques and ignored counter-evidence. "They are hard to pin down because they don't want a serious scientific debate," he said. 

Arctic ice melting faster than expected
Prof Brook's comments came as a new study claimed Arctic sea ice is melting "significantly faster" than predicted and is approaching a point of no return. Conservation group the World Wildlife Fund released the new study today. The volumes of the Greenland Ice Sheet and ice in the Arctic Ocean were estimated at 2.9 million and 4.4 million cubic metres respectively in September 2007 - the lowest ever levels recorded, the organisation said. The sea ice shrank to 39 per cent below its 1979-2000 mean volume, it said. "Recently observed changes are happening at rates significantly faster than predicted" by the 2005 Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) and last year's report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), WWF said. The melting of arctic sea ice and the Greenland Ice Sheet was happening so fast that experts were now questioning whether the situation is close to "tipping point," where sudden and possibly irreversible change takes place. "When you look in detail at the science behind the recent Arctic changes it becomes painfully clear how our understanding of climate impacts lags behind the changes that we are already seeing in the Arctic," said Martin Sommerkorn, one of the authors of the report. The WWF will present its report, comprised of the latest research in the region, to the meeting tomorrow of the Arctic Council, which groups Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States. The conservation group's researchers also warned of the devastating effect the rapid melting of the arctic ice could have on polar bears in Canada. "Previous models had predicted that melting sea ice would mean some polar bear populations could become extinct by 2050. The new evidence points to even earlier regional extinctions," said Peter Ewins, director of species conservation at WWF-Canada. The Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada will present the government with its estimates of the status of polar bears there on Friday. 

25th
ANZAC Day – “Lest we Forget”

FarmOnLine

Food shortage reality as Japan runs out of butter 
Mariko Watanabe admits she could have chosen a better time to take up baking. This week, when the Tokyo housewife visited her local Ito-Yokado supermarket to buy butter to make a cake, she found the shelves bare.

"I went to another supermarket, and then another, and there was no butter at those either. Everywhere I went there were notices saying Japan has run out of butter. I couldn't believe it — this is the first time in my life I've wanted to try baking cakes and I can't get any butter," said the frustrated cook. Japan's acute butter shortage, which has confounded bakeries, restaurants and now families across the country, is the latest unforeseen result of the global agricultural commodities crisis. A sharp increase in the cost of imported cattle feed and a decline in milk imports, both of which are typically provided in large part by Australia, have prevented dairy farmers from keeping pace with demand. While soaring food prices have triggered rioting among the starving millions of the third world, in wealthy Japan they have forced a pampered population to contemplate the shocking possibility of a long-term — perhaps permanent — reduction in the quality and quantity of its food. A 130pc rise in the global cost of wheat in the past year, caused partly by surging demand from China and India and a huge injection of speculative funds into wheat futures, has forced the Government to hit flour millers with three rounds of stiff mark-ups. The latest — a 30% increase this month — has given rise to speculation that Japan, which relies on imports for 90% of its annual wheat consumption, is no longer on the brink of a food crisis, but has fallen off the cliff. According to one government poll, 80% of Japanese are frightened about what the future holds for their food supply. Last week, as the prices of wheat and barley continued their relentless climb, the Japanese Government discovered it had exhausted its ¥230 billion ($A2.37 billion) budget for the grains with two months remaining. It was forced to call on an emergency ¥55 billion reserve to ensure it could continue feeding the nation. "This was the first time the Government has had to take such drastic action since the war," said Akio Shibata, an expert on food imports, who warned the Agriculture Ministry two years ago that Japan would have to cut back drastically on its sophisticated diet if it did not become more self-sufficient. In the wake of the decision this week by Kazakhstan, the world's fifth biggest wheat exporter, to join Russia, Ukraine and Argentina in stopping exports to satisfy domestic demand, the situation in Japan is expected to worsen. Bakeries, forced to increase prices by up to 30pc in the past year, are warning that the trend will continue. 
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Manufacturers of miso, a culinary staple, are preparing to pass on the bump in costs caused by the rising price of soybeans and cooking oil. And the nation's largest brewer, Kirin, is lifting beer prices for the first time in almost two decades to account for the soaring cost of barley. "In the past, Japan was a rich country with a powerful yen that could easily buy cheap imports such as wheat, corn and soybeans," said Mr Shibata, who directs the Marubeni Research Institute in Tokyo. "But with enormous competition from the booming Chinese and Indian economies, that's changed forever. You also need to take into account recent developments, including the damage to crops caused by drought and other disasters in exporting countries like Australia," where the value of wheat exports has tumbled from $3.49 billion to $2.77 billion in the past three years. The situation has been compounded by a surge in demand for bio-fuels such as ethanol, made from maize, encouraging farmers around the world to divert their efforts away from wheat and barley and into maize, further driving up prices. Arguably Japan's biggest concern, however, is its weakening ability to sustain its population with domestic produce. In 2006 the country's self-sufficiency rate fell to 39pc, according to the Agriculture Ministry. It was only the second time since the ministry began keeping records in 1960 that the population derived less than 40pc of its daily calorie intake from domestically grown food. Shinichi Shogenji, dean of the University of Tokyo's graduate school of agricultural and life sciences, said Japan's meat consumption had increased by 900pc since 1955, in part because expanding incomes had enabled families to supplement the sparse national diet of rice, fish and miso soup with more Western-style food. This trend, combined with rapid ageing and declining rural populations, had placed the country's self-sufficiency at a perilously low level, Professor Shogenji said. In view of recent predictions by Goldman Sachs analysts that commodities could experience "explosive rallies" in the next two years, many are wondering if Japan could become an example to other rich nations that have relied too much on foreign supplies to put food on their tables. In the wake of the decision this week by Kazakhstan, the world's fifth biggest wheat exporter, to join Russia, Ukraine and Argentina in stopping exports to satisfy domestic demand, the situation in Japan is expected to worsen. Bakeries, forced to increase prices by up to 30% in the past year, are warning that the trend will continue. Manufacturers of miso, a culinary staple, are preparing to pass on the bump in costs caused by the rising price of soybeans and cooking oil. And the nation's largest brewer, Kirin, is lifting beer prices for the first time in almost two decades to account for the soaring cost of barley. "In the past, Japan was a rich country with a powerful yen that could easily buy cheap imports such as wheat, corn and soybeans," said Mr Shibata, who directs the Marubeni Research Institute in Tokyo. "But with enormous competition from the booming Chinese and Indian economies, that's changed forever. You also need to take into account recent developments, including the damage to crops caused by drought and other disasters in exporting countries like Australia," where the value of wheat exports has tumbled from $3.49 billion to $2.77 billion in the past three years. The situation has been compounded by a surge in demand for bio-fuels such as ethanol, made from maize, encouraging farmers around the world to divert their efforts away from wheat and barley and into maize, further driving up prices. Arguably Japan's biggest concern, however, is its weakening ability to sustain its population with domestic produce. In 2006 the country's self-sufficiency rate fell to 39pc, according to the Agriculture Ministry. It was only the second time since the ministry began keeping records in 1960 that the population derived less than 40pc of its daily calorie intake from domestically grown food.

Shinichi Shogenji, dean of the University of Tokyo's graduate school of agricultural and life sciences, said Japan's meat consumption had increased by 900pc since 1955, in part because expanding incomes had enabled families to supplement the sparse national diet of rice, fish and miso soup with more Western-style food.

This trend, combined with rapid ageing and declining rural populations, had placed the country's self-sufficiency at a perilously low level, Professor Shogenji said. In view of recent predictions by Goldman Sachs analysts that commodities could experience "explosive rallies" in the next two years, many are wondering if Japan could become an example to other rich nations that have relied too much on foreign supplies to put food on their tables. SOURCE: The Age, Melbourne, a Fairfax Media publication.
Healthy rivers conference Windorah on May 6-7 
The Australian Floodplain Association and the Cooper’s Creek Protection Group are calling for registrations for their two-day national conference to be held in Windorah, Queensland, on May 6-7. The conference will focus on the health of rivers and floodplains in the Murray Darling and Lake Eyre Basins. Topics will include the latest river management science, the Cooper Creek Management plan review, floodplain harvesting, upstream pressures on the Darling and the potential impact of climate change on inland rivers. President of the Australian Floodplain Association, Hamish Holcombe, said the two organisations are working with scientists, floodplain graziers and government agencies to develop better floodplain and river management for the future. "Now that the Federal government is getting involved in water management, it’s time to get smart about the way we manage our river systems," Mr Holcombe said. "We need good research to demonstrate the critical links between healthy rivers, healthy floodplains and healthy social and ecological communities."
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Small business climate change survey announced 
The Federal Government has invited 500 small businesses to participate in a new climate change initiative to gather information on private sector energy use and greenhouse gas emissions. Minister for the Environment, Peter Garrett, said tackling climate change requires a better understanding of all the contributing factors, including energy use in each sector of society. "The inaugural Small Business Climate Change Action Initiative will provide a detailed analysis on the behavioural use of energy in the small business sector," Mr Garrett said.

Five hundred small businesses offering a range of different products and services across selected metropolitan and regional areas will undertake energy audits designed to provide the government with information that will shape future policy. "The Government already has a comprehensive analysis of energy use in the public sector, and measures emissions from other sectors such as industry," Mr Garrett said. "Small businesses however are very diverse, and their energy and emissions are not well known. "And as the small business sector employs nearly half of all Australians employed in the private sector, understanding how energy is used in this area is key to reducing Australia’s carbon emissions. "The Government recognises that time and resource pressures can make it difficult for managers of small businesses to know exactly how they can help in the fight against climate change. " SOURCE: Rural Press National News Service, Parliament House Bureau, Canberra. 

AdelaideNow - Heavy metals threaten water
Water supplies to Adelaide and many regional towns in SA could be threatened by levels of heavy metals in the River Murray system up to 100 times above safe levels. The CSIRO has discovered dangerous levels of heavy metals such as aluminium, zinc, nickel, iron and cadmium leeching from exposed soil in dried-up wetlands near the mouth of the Murray, southeast of Adelaide. In a draft report, a CSIRO team has found soil exposed by receding water is turning acidic. This in turn could cause heavy metals trapped in the soil to be released. "It actually . . . attacks other minerals in the soil, and it releases very high amounts of aluminium and arsenic, zinc and lead," said CSIRO research scientist Dr Rob Fitzpatrick. The phenomenon is affecting wetlands from Swan Reach to the river mouth and the parched edges of Lake Alexandrina and Lake Albert. "A lot of these wetlands are very close to off take pipes that feed Adelaide's water supply and the reservoirs," Dr Fitzpatrick said. "So, where these wetlands occur you have the potential of these metals and metalloids actually being released to the water that can be taken up to water supplies." The metals were dangerous for human consumption, Dr Fitzpatrick said. Levels of aluminium could be up to 100 times higher and arsenic up to 10 times higher than those permitted for safe human consumption, with arsenic up to 10 times higher. Humans and local wildlife were at risk, environmental medicine expert Dr Ian Brighthope said. "If the heavy metals go into water and the water is drunk by humans, the heavy metals are taken up and are toxic to every cell in the body," he said. "If the metals are taken up by fish, and humans eat the fish, then there's a significant poisoning or toxicity problem that is going to arise." Only large volumes of water to flush the system could avert the problem. In the meantime, the CSIRO is testing and mapping the soils and testing for heavy metals in the affected region in an effort to ensure safe water supplies, the report said. 

The Australian - High prices everywhere but no water, no crop
Rice grower Robin Crawford takes little comfort from soaring world rice prices. She won't be able to cash in until the drought eases and there is significantly more water in the dams that supply her water-intensive crop. 

"We had no rice this year and no rice last year either. It is not good. Rice is about 60 per cent of our income usually," she says. Crawford, who farms in southern NSW, across the border from Swan Hill in Victoria, says rice crops vary according to how much water they receive. "We grew 240ha three years ago," she says. 

But that was her last rice crop. The next one will depend on when she gets water from Murray Irrigation. 

Water allocations on the NSW side of the Murray River have been zero this year and last. If it rains, she will put in a cereal crop, but "it hasn't rained here since the 17th of January". Australia's failed rice crop - the country will export barely one-tenth of its usual average this year - has been blamed for contributing to global shortages and a more than doubling of the global rice price. Around the world, countries are restricting exports of rice and other grains as food prices rocket and nations move to ensure their own food security. The international price of rice has risen 118 per cent in the past year. In the US, some supermarkets have taken to rationing rice. But Sunrice chief executive Gary Helou says the accusation against Australia is "terribly ill-informed". "These so-called (US) food shortages, they are in a very small number of supermarkets in ethnic-dominated areas in California," he says. Helou points out the US is "a massive exporter of rice". "We are nothing compared to them. As if they are going to run out of rice in America." World rice exports have been rising, from 22.7 million tonnes in 2000 to a forecast 29.6 million tonnes this year. Australia plays a small role: at most it has exported 667,000 tonnes, compared with Thailand, which exports between six million and 10 million tonnes. This year, because of the drought, Australia will export just 70,000tonnes. Its main markets are the Pacific region, parts of Asia and the Middle East. Helou says those areas are being supplied by Thailand, Vietnam and the US: "Australia is an extremely small player." 
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He says Australia produces temperate, medium-grain rice, but most of the trade is in tropical, long-grain rice. "We are not a major player in long grain, only in the medium grain, and that is a very localised and very small part of the international rice game." Crawford hopes the global shortage will bring home to people the importance of farming and a secure food supply. "For a long time, the world has produced more food than it needs. I really think that the cycle is turning and the production of staple foods is going to become far more important," she says. Ricegrowers Association president Les Gordon admits it is frustrating to have such high prices and no rice to sell. If it rains, he says, rice growers will go back into production. "It is an annual crop, so when there is water available, we grow a crop; when there is not water, we don't," he says. "We would sooner be growing a crop, obviously. But if it rains this winter, and we end up with the dams full, we will plant a crop next October and we will harvest it next March, and we will be feeding people again, which is what we do."

26th 

NEWS.com.au - Rice at $1000 a tonne hits restaurant bills
Adelaide consumers will pay up to a third more for rice in restaurants as a world shortage begins to hit home. As fears grow about its availability, some Adelaide consumers have begun stockpiling the staple food of billions around the world. It follows a move by Thailand, the world's major exporter, to cut shipments to Australia as it rations scarce supplies. The world price of rice reached $US1000 ($A1064) a tonne this week, fuelling growing concerns over world food security. It has soared from about $US310 ($A330) a tonne in 2006-07 due to fears of shortages, export bans by some countries, stockpiling and rising costs. The demise of the Australian rice industry from a one million-tonne crop in 2005-06 to only 18,000 tonnes this year has had a significant impact on world prices. Adelaide supermarkets and restaurants yesterday said the world shortage was causing steep price rises.

Consumer anger has set in at some restaurants due to the price rises. At Bangkok Bites, in Chinatown, Mily Ly, niece of the owner, Sam Loi, said a bowl of steamed rice would rise next week from $1.50 to $2. "Customers say it's very expensive but there is nothing we can do," Ms Ly said. "We are paying more and we have to pass the price on to our customers." While some Adelaide restaurants are absorbing price rises, others have lifted prices.

Supermarket prices have risen by more than 50 per cent as the shortage grows. At Chinatown's Thuan Phat Supermarket, manager Nammy Trang said the price of Thai rice had risen sharply this month due to Thailand cutting exports to Australia. "Our importer ordered 10 containers but got only two," Mrs Trang said. "Some customers worry and they are stocking bags of rice. "We try to explain to our customers that there will be a new crop in November or December, so don't stock too much." A sign in the Thuan Phat Supermarket shows a 5kg bag of Thai rice costs $12 compared with $8.50 earlier this month. A 10kg bag has risen from $15 to $20, while a 25kg bag has gone from $28 to $45. The surging price of rice has raised concerns about how millions of the world's poor will feed themselves. U.S. supermarket chains are rationing rice.

The Australian - First signs of the coming famine

It’s 40 years since Stanford University entomologist Paul Ehrlich predicted that hundreds of millions of people would die of starvation in the 1970s and '80s because the world could no longer produce enough food for its rapidly growing population. Ehrlich outlined his theories in The Population Bomb, a bestseller that offered policy prescriptions ranging from compulsory birth control, cutting government payments for dependent children, applying a luxury tax to cribs and nappies, and ceasing food aid to the Third World. Not surprisingly, Ehrlich was branded a crackpot and his basic premise that a terrible age of famine was at hand never eventuated. In fact, there was less famine in the last quarter of the 20th century than at any time in history, the result of world food production growing at 15 per cent annually and outstripping the growth in population. The famines that did occur arose from natural catastrophes or the interruption of food supply and cultivation in war zones. But today, with the cost of staples such as rice, corn, wheat and soybeans skyrocketing, with food riots breaking out across the globe and with the UN's World Food Program warning of a "silent tsunami" of hunger threatening the lives of 20 million of the world's poorest children, galloping food inflation is raising Ehrlich-like fears of a world where famine is no longer confined to war zones and sub-Saharan Africa. Over the past six weeks the UN has reported food riots in Egypt, Yemen, Ethiopia, Cameroon, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Indonesia, Cote d'Ivoire, Mauritania, Mozambique and Senegal. In the worst case in Haiti, five people died and prime minister Jacques-Edouard Alexis was forced from office. Rice shortages have led to Cambodia and Egypt banning rice exports, China imposing heavy export taxes and many other countries including Malaysia, Singapore, Sri Lanka and the Philippines begin stockpiling. Manila has also asked fast-food multinationals such as McDonald's to serve half-portions of rice, while Pakistan and Russia have raised wheat export taxes by 35 per cent and 40 per cent respectively. Other countries with new restrictions on grain exports include Brazil, Argentina and Vietnam. India has blocked export of all rice except premium basmati, while Guinea has banned the export of all foodstuffs. 

According to the US Commodity Futures Trading Commission, the price of rice over the past 12 months has soared a staggering 122 per cent. For wheat, the increase has been 95 per cent, for soybeans 83 per cent and corn 66 per cent. 
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The World Bank estimates that prices for all foods have risen 83 per cent in the past three years. This week, UN food envoy Jean Ziegler blamed these price explosions on Wall Street, saying a herd of market traders, speculators and financial bandits had "turned wild and constructed a world of inequality and horror". But greed and opportunism on financial markets is only part of the story. Food inflation is also about recent droughts in Australia and Russia; changing eating patterns in China and India, where the burgeoning middle classes want to eat more grain-fed meat and dairy products; the chronically weak US dollar; flawed alternative energy policies in the US and EU; and the blowout in the cost of fuel and fertiliser. Above all else, food inflation is about the hunger of the poor, and if there's one anecdote that drives home the desperate suffering, it's the story of mothers in Haitian slums who have been feeding their children mud pies mixed with oil and sugar to try to make their hunger pangs go away. "There's something really massively wrong when people are forced to eat mud," says Seton Hall University law professor and freedom from hunger activist Frank Pasquale. "The world simply cannot sit and watch this happen. People like (Indian economist) Amartya Sen might say there has never been a famine in a democracy but what we're seeing here could be a world first. "I mean, we've had food riots in relatively well-ordered societies like Egypt and Malaysia. That tells us there could be a huge challenge just ahead." Treasurer Wayne Swan was struck by the same realisation at the International Monetary Fund's recent meeting in Washington. Expecting conversations away from the formal agenda to revolve around the troubles in the US housing and credit markets, Swan was surprised to find food inflation the dominant topic. When he sat next to Indian Finance Minister Shri Chidambaram at lunch on the final day, the subject was rice shortages, not Australian uranium. In a cover story this month, The Economist explained the practical impact of food inflation in poor countries. "The middle classes are giving up health care and cutting out meat so they can eat three meals a day," the magazine said. "The middling poor, those on $US2 a day, are pulling children from school and cutting back on vegetables so they can still afford rice. Those on $US1 a day are cutting back on meat, vegetables and one or two meals so they can afford one bowl. The desperate - those on 50c a day - face disaster." 

Given that one billion of the world's six billion people live on $US1 a day and another 1.5 billion exist on $US1 to $US2 a day, any extended period of high food prices would be devastating. According to World Bank president Robert Zoellick and UN secretary-general Ban Ki-moon, the improvements made in the lives of the world's poorest one billion people over the past decade would be wiped out. And Zoellick has warned that the political stability of 33 nations is in peril if the situation doesn't soon improve. But for many the urgency needed is lacking. In the US, provider of 50 per cent of the world's food aid dollars, the Bush administration's response has been limited to providing an extra $US200 million ($213million) in urgent aid and asking Congress to amend the Farm Bill so that one-quarter of US food aid can be spent on local and regional procurement. 

While this would allow faster, more flexible deployment of vital aid dollars, save millions of dollars in unnecessary transport costs and feed more hungry people, it threatens powerful farm interests in Washington, who want food-aid dollars spent in the US. The measure is far from a sure thing. But the biggest failure of US policy concerns the huge subsidies being paid to farmers to grow corn for the ethanol industry. This year one-third of the US corn crop will be diverted into making ethanol. And as more and more land is set aside for ethanol production, prices for other crops such as soybeans and cotton are rising. It's estimated that filling the fuel tank of a standard four-wheel-drive with ethanol uses the same amount of corn that would feed a child for a year. "Grain-based ethanol production here or anywhere in the world is just not sustainable," says Democrat Congressman Ron Kind of Wisconsin. "We have to make that leap to cellulose and develop that enzyme to make it economically feasible. And we've got to do it soon." Kind also believes the high prices for agricultural commodities make it the perfect time to get rid of many of the subsidies enjoyed by US farmers, and pass a Farm Bill that is less market and trade distorting. "There's no reason we can't do that, other than powerful, entrenched special interests in Washington who are fighting us all the way," he says. "That's the problem. You've got a big biofuels kick in this country, with a lot of build-up of ethanol plants and more income for farmers." Pasquale agrees the quest for biofuels can't be allowed to ride roughshod over the lives of the world's poorest people, but he remains troubled by the complex politics involved. "You have good people who are very concerned about global warming but who find the only way to get political support is through a corrupt bargain with people in farm states in the US," he says. This week British Prime Minister Gordon Brown, previously an advocate of ethanol, switched horses, saying that mandated biofuel targets - in Britain's case 5 per cent of transport fuel by 2010 - needed to be reviewed everywhere in the light of the food inflation crisis and the need to use land for food rather than energy production. Even so, Kind wants the US to continue protecting 14m ha of idle farmland that farmers are being paid $US1.8 billion a year not to cultivate. "This is highly sensitive, erosion-prone land that is not conducive to agricultural production," he says.

27th
NEWS.com.au

More rain as La Nina hangs on
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La Nina is lingering, which could result in vital follow-up rain across the state after the wet summer. NASA satellite pictures of the Earth's ocean-surface topography released last week show the weather phenomenon which brought floods and drought-breaking rains to many parts of Queensland is not done yet. The pictures, taken on April 1, indicate that the current La Nina – one of the strongest seen in many years – is not weakening as fast as some forecasters expected and warm water still blankets much of the Queensland coast and over huge areas of the Pacific. Climate experts say the warm La Nina water helps bring rain to Queensland, as opposed to the cold El Nino stream which contributed to seven years of drought. National Climate Centre climatologist Dr Grant Beard said the latest La Nina images were promising for farmers and gardeners, but also indicated any dam-filling rain had gone for the season. "It's not as strong as it was three months ago – it's weakened considerably since the height of summer, but it's got a little bit of life left in it," he said. The Bureau of Meteorology's latest outlook points to higher rainfall in the southern and western parts of Queensland over the late autumn to winter period (May to July). Southeast Queensland is expected to remain on Level 6 water restrictions, with combined storage level in the three dams servicing the region just above 38 per cent. Dam levels need to go above 40 per cent before restrictions are eased.

Food bills set to soar 50pc
Cash-trapped families face further pain at the supermarket checkout, with experts warning of price rises up to 50 per cent on food staples before the end of the year as a world food shortage hits home. Fruit and vegetables are expected to be the worst hit, while bread, milk, cheese and meat will be close behind. The grim outlook comes as Australian Bureau of Statistics figures last week showed rising food prices had pushed inflation to 4.2 per cent for the year to March – its highest level in 16 years. Economists and producer groups say there is no relief in sight. Australian shoppers are about to be swept up in a "perfect storm" of global food shortages, escalating demand from countries such as China and India, rising fuel, fertiliser and pesticide costs and the effects of drought and other climatic impacts. UN advisers have called it "the worst crisis of its kind in more than 30 years". While local produce experts say there won't be a food shortage in Australia because we grow most of our food, they warn that Queensland consumers will not be immune from huge food price rises. "We will see huge increases in fruit and vegetable prices over the next year," said John Cherry, chief executive officer of Queensland Federated Farmers, a consortium of 13 rural organisations representing 13,000 primary producers across the state. Wheat prices rose 130 per cent over the past year to an all-time high and with global demand still outstripping supply, they are expected to keep rising. That will push up the cost of bread and breakfast cereals and – because grain is used to feed livestock – beef, lamb, chicken and egg prices will also continue to climb quickly. On top of that, soaring fuel and energy prices will push up the cost of food production, transportation and distribution. Hardest-hit would be low-income earners, who could be spending 30 per cent to 35 per cent of their money on food – on top of massive increases in housing and petrol prices. Jan Davis, chief executive officer of Growcom which represents the horticulture industry in Queensland, said growers were increasingly concerned about the lack of discussion by the Government and community on Australia's long-term food security. While Australia was pretty well self-sufficient at present, a trend towards more imports of cheaper food by supermarket chains, rising fuel and production costs, and the ongoing impact of the drought could jeopardise that. "There was a report done a couple of years ago that indicated that on current terms of trade, there would not be one (fruit and vegetable) producer left in Australia who would be sustainable in 11½ years' time," Ms Davis said. 
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FarmOnLine - Emissions trading coming, ready or not
Trading of greenhouse gas emissions promises to be complex, imperfect, and costly to agriculture—but it’s coming, ready or not. In 2010, or shortly thereafter, Australia will introduce an emissions trading scheme (ETS) which, in the interests of reducing the nation’s greenhouse gas output, will overlay a new set of costs on fuel, fertiliser, and eventually agricultural activities themselves—particularly methane-producing beef and dairy production. This introduces a wicked tangle of challenges and uncertainties to Australian agricultural production, with current thinking offering no positive economic outcomes. The whole thorny issue was laid out earlier this week at a groundbreaking two-day summit in Maroochydore, Qld, where agriculture’s major players got together for the first time to examine the realities of Australia’s Kyoto Protocol commitment to account for, and reduce, its greenhouse gas output. If there was a theme to the conference, it was uncertainty. The research community and Federal bureacracy is on solid ground on how to measure emissions, but are short on answers as to how agriculture will offset its emissions debt, and how to design an ETS that doesn’t cripple the farm sector. “As a farmer, it scares the hell out of me,” said former NSW Farmers Association president, Mal Peters, now a board member of the Australian Farm Institute, which initiated and hosted the summit. “I've been involved in a lot of agriculture-related problems over the past 20 years, but I've never seen anything of this magnitude that's going to have so much impact on all farmers.”

It doesn’t matter whether individual farmers believe climate change is real or not, Mr Peters said, warning, “There is going to be an ETS, the government has said it's going to happen, and the government has been elected on it. “I admit it looks like there is only going to be downside for us—but if we sit on our bums and do nothing about it, we're only going to get the downside. "It's all going to happen regardless. Let's identify where the potential benefits may be, and let's get the research underway so farmers can mitigate the impact.” “Agriculture represents somewhere between 18-20pc of the greenhouse gas inventory—an enormous proportion of the greenhouse gases we produce,” Dr Brian Fisher, the former ABARE director turned private economist told the conference. “To think that agriculture can remain untouched seems to me to be a little naive. "If you choose to stay outside the ETS, then if government decides that agriculture isn't pulling its weight, it will arrange some form of sectoral regulatory arrangements. "We don't know what those things might be, but generally, regulation is more costly than market-based instruments.” SOURCE: National science and environment news, Rural Press weekly newspapers, updated daily on FarmOnline.


The Australian - Coalition calls for 'solar continent'
Australia must invest far more heavily in solar power, including it as a mainstream energy source in the national grid, Opposition environment spokesman Greg Hunt has said. In a speech to be delivered to a climate change conference today, Mr Hunt will spell out the Coalition's vision for a "solar continent", in which the energy source could be stored and sold on the market like coal-generated, baseload power. "In short, we want to set Australia on a path to being a country where everyone willing to invest is within reach of running a solar home," Mr Hunt will tell the two-day Climate Action Network Australia Conference in Sydney. This would include a national feed-in tariff - a guaranteed rate of pay for solar electricity fed back into the grid by small solar generators, including private households. To date, South Australia and Queensland have approved solar feed-in tariffs that guarantee 44c per KWH of solar energy, but the Coalition wants a truly national scheme. Mr Hunt said the Coalition's solar strategy had two broad components - increased use of solar photovoltaic power to boost short-term peaking capacity and solar baseload power generated by solar concentrators. He argues solar energy using photovoltaic panels offers the best and most efficient means of providing zero-emissions energy during periods of peak power use. "In this context, we want to set a clear policy direction of substantially increasing the take-up of Solar PV throughout Australia," he says. And more should be done to encourage the use of solar hot water heaters in both homes and schools. Currently solar heaters are used by only one in 20 Australian homes. 

Realising the solar vision would mean the development of baseload power providing storage and conversion capabilities, Mr Hunt told The Australian. "I think that the technology has moved in the last two years. The big move is that globally you are beginning to see storage. There's now no doubt in my mind that it will be a technically viable baseload energy form over time." The 154 MW solar concentrator being constructed at Mildura, Victoria, will be the largest solar station in the world and the first major local plant generating baseload power. It is estimated that the Mildura plant will reduce greenhouse gas emissions at fossil fuel power stations by more than 400,000 tonnes a year. Mr Hunt said the challenge for solar baseload power would be the timeframe and cost of bringing forward major solar power stations. Managing climate change would require a fundamental shift in the mindset of every Australian.

Bligh shelves pipeline
Calls for more irrigated farming in northern Australia have been boosted by the Bligh Government's decision not to divert water from tropical north Queensland to the state's urbanised southeast. Two years ago, then Queensland premier Peter Beattie pledged to examine whether water could be pumped from north Queensland to the metropolitan water grid to help drought-proof the state. Bureaucrats were assigned and engineering firm GHD Consulting was paid $350,000 to examine the proposal, recently advising the Government that while a pipeline was technically possible, it would cost $13.9billion. Premier Anna Bligh said GHD had advised that the project would add more than $1250 to the average annual water bill if funded by consumers. "When interest rates and price rises are already putting the financial squeeze on households, I will not commit to a project that would make things worse," she said, shelving the project, but not scrapping it entirely. "Population growth, climate change and developments in green-power generation could see that situation change."

AWA

1. Following the release of minutes from the March COAG meeting, where water issues were discussed, Federal Water Minister Wong has reiterated that compulsory acquisition of water licences from irrigators is ruled out, despite a new report warning that water continues to be extracted from rivers at unsustainable levels. 

2. The Rudd Government will transfer the $20million Northern Land and Water Taskforce to a newly created Office of Northern Australia tasked with driving the potential of the north. The Howard government's goal of promoting irrigation in the Kimberley will remain but in the context of a broader sustainability agenda. 
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3. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is investing $4 million in a new company, the Asia Infrastructure Project Development Company (AIPC). AIPC will help promote public-private partnerships in water supply and sanitation in local governments in the People's Republic of China (PRC) by providing feasibility assessments, planning, design and other services. 

4. High levels of heavy metals detected in soils, dried-out as a result of declining water levels in wetlands in the lower Murray system, may pose a potential future risk to the quality of Adelaide's drinking water, according to CSIRO scientist Rob Fitzpatrick. 

5. Barwon Water Board will introduce fluoride into the greater Geelong water supply system in the 2008-2009 financial year in the interests of public health, prevention of dental caries and because it is a State Government entity required to follow policy. Currently, Barwon Water does not add fluoride to the region's water supply due to a small amount of naturally occurring fluoride. 

6. The controversial Kurnell desalination plant in Sydney has run into immediate engineering and community problems, with structural walls designed to hold back silt breaking and allegations of house damage. In a letter to residents around the Kurnell area in Sydney's south, Sydney Water admitted that silt had broken into Botany Bay after a "silt curtain" failed. 

7. Minister for Climate Change and Water, Senator Penny Wong visited Christies Beach Treatment Plant in SA to formally announce funds of $34.5 million for the Waterproofing the South project. The facility is being upgraded to produce high quality recycled water for industry and for watering gardens and playing fields. 

8. Two special River Murray drought public information sessions have been held in the Riverland region by SA Government Minister Maywald. The sessions outlined the water security measures already in place, the decisions that need to be made for when the drought begins to break and plans for recovery of River Murray systems and water allocations. 

9. Local farmers, interest groups and individuals have provided feedback on a discussion paper on the long-term water strategy for northern Victoria, The Northern Region Sustainable Water Strategy. These contributions will be considered in the Draft Strategy, which will outline potential management options and be followed by two months of community consultation before the final strategy is released in early 2009. 

10. The eight week Public Environmental Review (PER) period has commenced for the proposed Southern Seawater Desalination Project in WA. 

11. SA Minister for Industry and Trade, Kevin Foley, says the need to be innovative in securing the State's long-term water management will be a key feature of the 2008 Australian Innovation Festival, starting this week. 

12. OFWAT has reduced the fine that it imposed on Thames Water last year from œ12.5 million ($26.5 million) to œ9.7 million ($20.5 million). The reduction is in the element of the fine imposed for providing poor information, but the poor customer service penalty remains intact. 

13. In the UK, Tywyn-based company, True Energy, has won a $1 million contract to supply solar water pumps to villages in Djibouti, East Africa. The solution will enable 25 villages to receive clean water. 

14. AWA have today launched the Australasian Biosolids Partnership (ABP) website. The ABP is supported by 33 water industry organisations and seeks to put the beneficial reuse of Biosolids on a sustainable footing. The website will be a portal for both providing the public with the facts on biosolids, and supporting practitioners and regulators with research, case studies and other tools from around the world. 

15. Farmers near Tocumwal on the NSW side of the Murray River, have got nothing in the annual water allocation but every year they continue to receive a "fixed" water bill. 

16. Construction has begun on an in-field dam at Brisbane's Eagle Farm racecourse so they have an independent water supply. The soil is to be used in the Gateway Motorway and airport works. 

17. The two biggest constraints on Australia's social and economic development between now and 2020 are the dying River Murray (officially solved) and Australia's foreign debt (officially ignored). Neither issue was addressed by the 2020 Summit. 

18. Water extracted during coal-seam gasification could produce enough water to meet nearly a quarter of Brisbane's annual needs for at least 30 years. 

