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Starting 28th August 2008

Water Allocation Projections for 2008-09

(Based on End of July 2008 Assessment)

River Murray Water Resource Summary
Approximately 300 GL flowed into the River Murray system during July 2008 compared to 450 GL in July 2007. Most of this water was received in tributaries in NSW and Victoria, and is not part of the water resource available for sharing between the States. The River Murray system remains in severe drought. The long-term average inflow for July is 1 190 GL and the previous minimum for July was 135 GL in July 2006. The volume of water in storage is currently 2 384 GL (25% capacity). Much greater rainfall and inflows are required to improve water resource availability.

Minimum Flow to South Australia in 2008-09

201 GL
Water for critical needs in areas supplied with River Murray water via SA Water (eg Adelaide, country towns and areas, stock and domestic) 696 GL South Australia’s minimum dilution flow during 2008-09. Minimum Requirements for South Australia During 2008-09 to Maintain Water Quality Below 1 400 EC at Murray Bridge.

South Australia is guaranteed a minimum, regulated flow of at least 897 GL during 2008-09 to maintain water quality below 1 400 EC at Murray Bridge. The dilution flow of 696 GL is needed to cover system losses and dilution requirements from the South Australian border to Wellington while providing a small flow into Lake Alexandrina. The dilution flow is not available for allocation or consumptive use. The minimum regulated flow of 897 GL does not take into account any improvements in South Australia’s share of available water since the end of May 2007 and water

traded into South Australia between the end of March 2007 and 30 June 2008. After these factors have been taken into account, the total amount of water allocated to South Australia at the end of July 2008 was 1 031.5 GL, which has allowed irrigation allocations to increase to 6% and access to 100% of carry-over water from 1 September 2008.

Issue 3: 29 August 2008
Probability of Irrigation Allocations in 2008-09

Actual irrigation allocation announcements will be made on the 15th of the following month or next business day.

For example, it shows there is a 50% chance of allocations increasing to 52% by the end of November 2008. The total volume on South Australian water licences that could be taken for irrigation and other purposes is currently 570 GL. The projections have been calculated using data that take into account the low inflow conditions in the River Murray system over the last few years. The projections also take into account the need to share water between irrigation, critical needs reserve for 2009-10, environmental use and flows into the Lower Lakes. If inflows conditions remain low, it will be difficult to provide water for all competing demands. All outlook information will be reviewed on a monthly basis and planning decisions should take into account current inflow conditions and meteorological predictions. Issue 3: 29 August 2008

Dr Bill Phillips
Deputy Secretary General of the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 1997-2000.
De-listing of Ramsar wetland

I've sent the following Opinion piece to The Australian, hoping they might run it next week.  I think it raises issues you should start to hammer in your press material.  

1. If the site goes belly-up and is unrecoverable, how does the Rudd Govt feel about being the first country to de-list a site this big because of mismanagement?  

2.  If this should happen, how silly will they look for not Montreux Record listing it. 

3.  What are they saying about the situation in Australia's National Report for this conference.  I suspect quite guarded. 
And, it also seems to me you could start talking about having a wake for the site in 1 November...even invite Ministers, the Premier, and get T-shirts made in remembrance of the site. Also, some years ago (1996 ?) the folk-rock band Sirocco held a concert in the Macquarie Marshes to highlight its plight. This was simulcast on ABC radio. The guy who leads them (Bill O'toole) loves this sort of cause so they may be worth contacting. Australia can expect international condemnation at upcoming global conference of the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands for allowing the Coorong and Lakes to die. Commencing on 28 October this year in Changwon, Republic of Korea, representatives of the 156 governments who have signed up to the Convention on Wetlands, otherwise known as the Ramsar Convention (after the city of Ramsar in Iran where it was first signed in 1971) will gather to review how each country has been applying this, the oldest of the international environment conventions. In advance of this meeting each government submits a National Report, a formal 'report card' on that performance, and it remains to be seen how transparent and honest Australia will be in that document in relation to the Coorong and Lakes Wetland of International Importance. Unless there is a miracle and it rains heavily between now and summer, this date, 28 October, could well be the one used on the head stone of the Coorong and Lakes as it is laid to rest as a Wetland of International Importance.  
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The only other hope rests with the governments of the Murray-Darling Basin and despite what came out of the recent Federal Cabinet meeting in relation to water ramping up acquisitions, it is still too little, too late one suspects. In Changwon, the Australian delegation can expect to be challenged over why this situation has arisen, why no emergency response has been activated, why Australia has not used its Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act to protect this site even though Ramsar wetlands were one reason it was enacted, why Australia has failed to use its External Affairs Power (as in the case of protecting the Franklin River) to secure the water needed to save the site, and, why Australia has failed to place this site on the Ramsar Convention's Montreux record of threatened sites.  Unlike the International Whaling Commission, where we could take the moral high ground, one suspects Australia will be in the cross hairs this time. Don't expect to see Ministers Wong or Garrett attending this international photo opportunity. Another question Australia will be expected to answer is will the Coorong and Lakes be de-listed as a Ramsar wetland, and replaced with another site that retains qualities comparable to how the Coorong and Lakes used to be, assuming there is one.  In the nearly 40 year history of the Ramsar Convention, this will give us a very special 'black mark' for being the first country to de-list a site of this size due to mismanagement. And, if the predictions are correct, and by October 28th, the lakes have turned into an acid bath and the Coorong has becomes more saline than the Dead Sea, the site will be unrecoverable.  We will have contravened our fundamental Ramsar obligation, namely to keep Wetlands of International Importance in the condition they were (or better) at the time they gained international status.  That was 1 November 1985.  Perhaps ironically, the anniversary of this occasion will happen during the Ramsar Conference in Korea.  I wonder will the Australian delegation host a birthday party or a wake?

FarmOnLine - Cotton leaders head to SA for water debate

Cotton Australia has visited the water battleground of South Australia to explain the industry's case in the Murray Darling Basin debate. Representatives traveled to South Australia last week to hold a series of political and media briefings. According to CEO Adam Kay, the trip addressed misinformation about cotton's water use and set straight the record about the cotton industry's ability to impact on the lower parts of the system. “Many people south of the border don't realise the whole system is dry and that most of the cotton industry is also still in drought," Mr Kay said. 

"We've just harvested the smallest cotton crop in over 30 years and we needed to make the point that our cotton communities are doing it just as tough as those in South Australia. "We can certainly sympathise with the plight of the lower Murray, but the cotton industry is not to blame for a lack of water in the system. "It's dry all the way through, and pointing fingers at particular industries will not solve the problem. "Cotton is an ideal crop to grow in the northern part of the Murray-Darling system because it only gets planted when water is available. "This ability to turn the crop 'on and off' depending on the season makes is a good choice for farmers who are faced with huge variability in the amount of water they can access each year." Cotton Australia also pointed out the reason cotton was planted at all was that it offered the best dollar return per megalitre of water. "Many people we met felt water in Queensland should be sent down the Darling to help the lower lakes and South Australian farmers," Mr Kay said. "However Murray-Darling Basin Commission data shows the system is so dry that water released in Queensland to travel down 2000km of dry rivers will make only a minimal impact in South Australia. "There is definitely a perception that the cotton industry is enjoying full crops and plenty of water at the expense of South Australia's farmers and this is simply not the case.

"We were able to address this perception through a number of meetings and briefings, including with new South Australian Senator Nick Xenophon." 

Tenders called for Menindee water saving projects

The Federal and New South Wales governments have called for tenders for the next stage of the Darling River Water Savings Project in the State's far west. The Darling River Water Savings Project aims to increase water availability in the Murray-Darling Basin by reducing the amount of water lost through evaporation from the Menindee Lakes.

The New South Wales and Australian governments have each committed $650,000 to this project. NSW Water Minister Nathan Rees said the State Government had completed preliminary investigations into water savings under Part A of the project in 2007. "Six strategies were identified that could yield as much as 180 billion litres of water that is currently being lost to evaporation," Mr Rees said. Under Part B of the project, for which tenders have today been called, all six strategies will be further refined and investigated to identify the most efficient and effective way to reduce evaporation from the Menindee Lakes. Mr Rees said any water recovered through the project would be returned to Basin rivers to improve river and wetland health. All water savings will be held by the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder. Government has eye on 'Toorale' The September 11 auction of Clyde Agriculture’s Toorale Station at Bourke could be the next arena for the worldwide tussle between food security and the environment. A spokeswoman for NSW Minster for Climate Change and the Environment, Verity Firth, confirmed the department, with financial backing from the Federal Government, was in discussions with the selling agents of Toorale Station.

The 91,383-hectare grazing and irrigation property, at the junction of the Warrego and Darling rivers, has about 10,000 megalitres of a total 14,000Ml capacity stored.
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Clyde managing director, John McKillop, said there had been no inspection or request for a contract from government representatives, but comments by Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, on the need to “accelerate” water buy-back had sent the rumour mill into overdrive. He said Toorale Station would go to the highest bidder, which could as easily be from among the overseas interests new to Australian agriculture. Since the news broke that the Federal Government might consider buying the property to secure water, Queensland Nationals Senator, Barnaby Joyce, has been protesting into every microphone presented to him. “The Government has to acknowledge it is about to change the socio-economic conditions of not the people who own the water licences, but all those who live in the district,” Senator Joyce said.

“If the Government is giving nothing back to the district, they are doing something quite wrong.” Senator Joyce questioned the effectiveness of purchasing water at the basin’s upper end to correct a problem at the lower end. “The basin is like a big old dry carpet, rather than interconnected garden hoses. At one end of the carpet stands Adelaide, and at the other end stands Queensland. If Queensland drops a bucket of water on the carpet, Adelaide doesn’t get her feet wet.” 

Growers laud visa scheme

Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area citrus growers are delighted an overseas guest worker visa scheme will be trialled locally to let them employ Pacific Islanders to fill labour shortages during the coming summer harvest. The Federal Government’s plan was welcomed by Griffith and District Citrus Growers secretary, Louis Sartor, who has been lobbying the government for years to help solve local labour problems. Mr Sartor said citrus growers were not seeking cheap labour, but wanted reliable workers, especially at harvest when pickers were scarce. Federal Agriculture Minister, Tony Burke, said the scheme would not be a cheap option as it could cost more than employing locals. The National Farmers Federation backs the scheme, with the first of the seasonal workers expected later this year. Griffith orchardist, Sue Brighenti, Sumar Produce, would happily pay the scheme’s required rates if she could find 30 to 40 workers, given last year’s fruit picker shortage cost her company $100,000. “We had a whole paddock of mandarins left on the trees because we were picking navel oranges at the same time and couldn’t get to them,” she said.

Backpackers filled some of the shortages but Mrs Brighenti said they “come and go with no chance to get skilled up”.

Growers must prove there are no local workers available, then meet Australian work standards, including pay rates, pay half the cost of a return airfare, and meet other establishment costs. Mrs Brighenti said a good picker could harvest four times the fruit of an unskilled picker in a day. Griffith’s horticulture industry is worth $500 million and needs reliable labour to grow further. NSW Farmers Association president, Jock Laurie, wants a similar program expanded to help other regional areas. “Shed staff for shearing are also becoming harder to find,” he said. NSW Farmers wants to sit down with the federal Coalition parties who opposed the scheme and  find out what their grievances were. The Coalition criticised the Government for rushing the scheme and only opening it to four Pacific nations, although Federal Member for Riverina, Kay Hull, has disagreed with her colleagues and said she would do the right thing for struggling fruit growers. 

Preference deals with the Greens - how will it play out in the Senate?

If farmers are wondering what the new look Senate will mean for them, they should just take a look at politics in NSW and the behind-closed-doors relationship between Labor and the Greens for a taste of what might be in store Federally.

This week new and returned members of the Senate took their places in the Upper House, but there's been a changing of the guard and the game plan for the next Senate term is vastly different. For the past three years, the Coalition indulged in the privilege of holding the balance of power in the Senate, and Labor and the minor parties, despite their efforts, often had little impact in stopping legislation or proposing amendments. At the end of the day it simply came down to numbers. And that's what it comes down to again, but this time, Labor is clambering for them, and needs the support of all seven minor party Senators – five Greens, Independent Nick Xenophon and Steve Fielding from Family First, or if one of them fails to lend a hand, they'd even be looking for a Coalition Senator to cross the floor. What's of concern though, if the NSW example is anything to go by, is that last year's election was actually pretty close if you look at the primary vote, and it's only thanks in a large way to The Greens that Labor got over the line in many seats because it offered up its preferences to the Kevin '07 team. This has been the scenario for years during the Carr and Iemma reign, and in return The Greens have had an immense behind the scenes impact on the way the jobs get done in NSW. They wanted payback, and it's expected so too will Bob Brown's Greens. Remember how many National Parks were declared by Bob Carr in the 10 years he was in power? During his time as NSW Premier Bob Carr declared 350 new national parks in NSW, locking up millions of acres of native forest on top of the severe native vegetation reforms which banned land clearing in NSW soon after he took the top job. These measures helped lock-in The Greens preference deal year after year, stitching up the votes of thousands of inner-city green supporters for the Labor posse.

Bob Brown and The Greens have already had a crack at suggesting the compulsory acquisition of water to save the Lower Lakes, and would no doubt be supportive of suggestions the Government put its hand in its pocket and buy prime farm land with big irrigation licences to return the water to the environment. I'm sure I remember a phrase "food shortage" being bandied around a bit this year, but that issue hasn't really cropped up in this recent debate.
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Another announcement today will no doubt win favour with the Greens, with Environment Minister Peter Garrett suggesting the Murray River from Wentworth be listed on a national register as a threatened species. Goodbye farming, goodbye communities if that one gets the tick. But the reality is if Kevin Rudd wants to get jobs done, he's going to have to listen to what the Greens want from time to time, and propose things that will get their favour without too much of a stoush or forcing Labor to publicly water down its policy. It's going to be interesting times in the Senate for the bush, but are the preference deals between the Greens and Labor the writing on the wall for what's in store? 

New look Senate makes water its top ...
The new-look Senate is cutting its teeth debating plans to fix the Lower Lakes in South Australia, with those holding the balance of power pushing for an emergency inquiry in a bid to transfer significant volumes of water from storages in the northern Murray Darling Basin. Wasting no time to use their positions of power in the new Senate after being sworn in yesterday, a bolstered number of Greens, with the support of South Australian Independent Nick Xenophon, instigated the inquiry. They want to determine how much water is currently in water storages in the Murray Darling Basin and how that water can be moved to the drying Lower Lakes and Coorong, at the very bottom of the Murray Darling system. But the push for water to be taken from higher up the system will require tens of thousands of additional megalitres to cover the huge losses in transferring that water out of storages and through the system, with evidence suggesting the amount of water actually required is simply not available. Senator Xenophon and the Greens are on record in recent weeks calling for compulsory acquisitions to buy whatever storage water is available to send to the lakes, taking aim at northern basin irrigators, and cotton farmers in particular. They have supported Australian Conservation Foundation calls for the purchase of several high-profile irrigation properties on the market in south west Queensland and north west NSW. Newly appointed Greens Senator for South Australia, Sarah Hanson-Young said the aim of the inquiry was to get enough water down the Murray to save the Lakes before Christmas. "Australians want to see a unified national effort to save the Coorong wetlands and the Murray River's lower lakes," Senator Hanson-Young said. "The water is there, all that's missing is the political will." Senator Hanson-Young said the Senate inquiry would report by September 30, and would identify how much water was available in the system, how the Federal Government could obtain it, how it could be transported down the river, and any barriers to making it happen. The Opposition is supportive of the move for an inquiry, but negotiated with the Greens to have compulsory acquisition taken out of the terms of reference.

 

