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“A Nation that fails to plan intelligently for the development and protection of its precious waters will be condemned to wither because of shortsightedness. The hard lessons of history are clear, written on the deserted sands and ruins of once proud civilisations.” Lyndon B. Johnson, 36th President of the United States of America.
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1. The Federal Environment Minister has given conditional approval to the Victorian Government's proposed desalination plant near Wonthaggi. The conditions include a requirement that the Victorian Government develop management strategies to minimise the impacts on threatened species and ecological communities on the Western Port RAMSAR Wetland.

· A massive desalination plant planned for Victoria's southeast coast has gained Federal approval.
Environment Minister Peter Garrett approved the controversial project today, subject to conditions.

"I am fully satisfied that with the conditions I have imposed on this approval ... this project will not have a significant impact on nationally protected matters,'' he said.

The desalination plant is planned for a site near Wonthaggi at a cost of more than $3 billion.

It can proceed subject to the Victorian government developing management strategies to minimise impacts on species including the Orange-bellied Parrot, Growling Grass Frog, Giant Gippsland Earthworm and the Dwarf Galaxias fish.

Mr Garrett said he would need to approve those strategies before construction could start. 

Mr Garrett was required to assess the impacts of the project on the Western Port Ramsar wetland, threatened species and other protected ecological communities.

"This proposal has been thoroughly assessed through a rigorous and open process looking at both those matters which are the responsibility of the state government and those that are my responsibility to protect under the national environment law,'' he said.

"This assessment and approval process has allowed input from interested groups, experts and members of the general public.''

The desalination plant will generate 150 billion litres of water a year.

Construction is due to be completed at the end of 2011. 

2. The AWA has made a submission on the report of the Independent Inquiry into Secure and Sustainable Urban Water Supply and Sewerage Services for non-metroplitan. A copy of the submission is now available for download. 

3. The community has a second chance to comment on the South Australian Government's proposal to temporarily block off nine River Murray wetlands and lagoons, including Lake Bonney. The SA Government has referred several proposals for consideration in an effort to avert further soil acidification and environmental disaster as an emergency response. Construction is likely to start in May if final approvals are given. 
4. Plans for the proposed Tillegra Dam have moved forward with the release of a concept design for the $406 million project. An accompanying report providing a framework for the dam's construction and details how it would meet dam safety requirements has been presented to the Dam Safety Committee by Hunter Water, along with the geotechnical report and independent peer review. The dam was originally budgeted at $300 million. (ABC News) 

5. The Qld Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) says it is now investigating 10 mines that have had potentially toxic water spills that flowed off-site. Of greatest concern is the Lady Annie mine, northwest of Mount Isa, where two waterways contaminated with heavy metals do not even meet the Australian Water Quality Guidelines for stock watering. (ABC News) 

6. Irrigation cooperative Harvey Water will be putting a $165 million proposal to the WA government to pipe water from the Collie River to the IRRIGATION district, which would replace the current channel system, improving water quality and saving up to 30 per cent of water lost through infiltration. 

· Piping project promises water saving

A south-west Western Australian irrigation cooperative wants to pipe water from the Collie River to the irrigation district, which would replace the current channel system.

Harvey Water will propose the $165 million project to the Government next month.

The company's Geoff Calder says the project would save up to 30 per cent of water lost through infiltration and improve water quality.

He says it is an important investment for the Government.

"We're saying you've really got to invest in agriculture, you've got to invest in water because you need water to grow food," he said.

"Internationally there are huge problems with water and food supplies, so it makes a lot of sense for Governments to invest in their food supplies."
7. The Gold Coast Waterfuture Strategy was presented with the Australian Water Association's Water Environment Merit Award at Ozwater '09. The Gold Coast Waterfuture Strategy was developed to combat severe drought and rapid population growth that place considerable demand on the city's water sources and set a new benchmark in innovative long-term water planning.

· Water awards keep flooding in!

The Gold Coast Waterfuture Strategy was presented with the Australian Water Association National Water Environment Award at the Ozwater Conference in Melbourne last night. 

Councilâ€™s Water Management Chair, Councillor Daphne McDonald, said the award recognised environmentally significant initiatives.

â€œThis adds to the string of awards that Gold Coast Water has received nationally and internationally for its contribution to the water industry, the community and the environment,â€� said Cr McDonald.

â€œWe were the first Australian Council to develop a Drought Security Plan and we were one of the first to develop a strategy to ensure our water future.

â€œThe Gold Coast Waterfuture Strategy was developed to combat severe drought and rapid population growth that place considerable demand on our cityâ€™s water sources.

â€œIt sets a new benchmark in innovative long-term water planning for the next 50 years. The greatest compliment is that other governments have used this plan to model their future water planning.â€�

Key initiatives of the strategy include: 

â€¢ pressure and leakage management
â€¢ rainwater tanks 
â€¢ recycled water
â€¢ water conservation
â€¢ raising Hinze Dam
â€¢ desalination 

â€œMany of these initiatives have been brought forward and delivered years ahead of schedule. Some were also transferred over to new State Government entities as part of SEQ Water Reformâ€� said Cr McDonald.
8. Winners of the 2009 Australian Water Association Awards were announced during last weeks' Ozwater Conference and Exhibition. Winners include Dr. Kerry Schott (Chris Davis Award), Sarah Jewell (Inaugural YWP Award), Anne Howe  (Nancy Millis Award) and David Hope (Life Membership Award). See full list of award recipients on the AWA website. 

9. Water Minister Holding turned on the tap to Villawood Properties' Marriott Waters residential development where almost 100 homes including 50 display homes, can now access Class A Recycled Water. 

10. The NSW Irrigators Council has stated that thousands of jobs are at risk in rural and regional parts of the state if the Commonwealth doesn't remove water trade barriers in Victoria. 
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11. User-pays water pricing is one of the key elements of a new economic blueprint for SA according to a statement prepared by the Economic Development Board. It has recommended user-pay increases in the price of water and that private suppliers be given access to South Australia's water and sewerage networks. The report also says failing to invest in infrastructure now would be far more damaging for the state than a downgrade in its AAA credit rating. 

12. The International Institute for Environment and Development reports that hundreds of millions of dollars have been wasted on rural water projects in Africa as thousands of BORE HOLES have fallen into disrepair as donors, governments and NGOs that have built infrastructure have ignored the need to maintain it.

· Africa's water crisis: a quarter of a billion dollars down the drain

Submitted by Mike on Fri, 2009-03-20 09:38. 

Hundreds of millions of dollars have been wasted on rural water projects in Africa, threatening the health and livelihoods of millions of vulnerable people according to a forthcoming briefing paper by the International Institute for Environment and Development. The announcement comes ahead of the UN’s World Water Day (22 March).

Tens of thousands of boreholes in rural areas have fallen into disrepair, depriving poor communities of water because donors, governments and nongovernmental organisations have built infrastructure but ignored the need to maintain it.

The paper provides a 30-point checklist of features that rural African water supply systems need to succeed. They include the right technology, community ownership and local capacity to repair and maintain wells.

"The water community has often focused on building infrastructure, rather than on maintaining it. This failure is forcing women and children to carry water over great distances with serious impacts on their health and education," says Jamie Skinner, the paper's author. "It is not enough to drill a well and walk away. Water projects needs to support long term maintenance needs and engage local communities. Without this, it is like throwing money down the drain."

Tens of thousands of new water points - such as boreholes with motorised or hand pumps - are created in Africa each year but many fall into disrepair after just a few years. Of 52 deep water borehole and supply systems built by the charity Caritas since the 1980s in Senegal's Kaolack Region, only 33 still function today.

The Global Water Initiative has found that 58% of such water points in northern Ghana needed repair. In western Niger, it found that of 43 boreholes, 13 are abandoned, 18 are non-functional for more than three days once a year, and 12 are non-functional for more than three days, more than three times a year.

"Across rural Africa, some 50,000 water supply points have failed, representing a waste of US$215-360 million," says Skinner. "It seems simple and obvious but it needs to be said: there is little point in drilling wells if there is no system to maintain them. Every day that a borehole does not provide safe water, people are obliged to drink from unclean pools and rivers, exposing them to water-borne diseases. "

The paper says donors, governments and nongovernmental organisations need to realise that funding infrastructure is just part of the solution. Also important are better investments in knowledge, community-led management and government capacity to sustain water supplies.

It says local communities must take part in choosing and maintaining appropriate technologies, and how much they are willing or able to pay to maintain them, rather than having them imposed on them by outsiders.
14. Experts at the World Water Forum in Istanbul have argued that public and private institutions should make bigger and more strategic investments in water beyond simply delivering water services but investing in vital water projects to stimulate growth, generate jobs and yield high returns against relatively low risk. 

	Panel Urges Strategic Investments In Water
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	A High Level Panel of Experts argued here that public and private institutions should make bigger and more strategic investments in water. Beyond delivering water services, vital water projects are also an opportunity to stimulate growth, generate jobs and yield high returns against relatively low risk.


	  

  

Annual water-related investments worth USD400-500 billion have a proven track record of providing consistent and steady yields, even in turbulent times. But today, the public coffers of Europe, America, China and Japan and of emerging economies have run dry or into debt. As social, economic and environmental pressures mount, it will be tough to increase or even maintain spending on water and sanitation. Yet as local authorities and public utility managers begin to raise capital, they have an advantage. 

  

"If there is an item in the agenda that could qualify for inclusion in today's fiscal stimulus packages, clearly that is water," said Angel Gurria, Secretary General of the OECD, speaking of the benefits of investing in water infrastructure and thereby stimulating the economy. "Water represents the best example of 'double dividend' spending that packages offer the opportunity to invest in." 

  

Since the greatest yields are public, the biggest investors in water have been, and will remain, centralised federal governments. Every USD1 spent on the water and sanitation sector yields USD8 in income, health, productivity and infrastructure-related jobs. 

  

But in a world of financial uncertainty, the very dynamics that make water a smart public investment tend to make it a safe haven that attracts private sector funds. Water's unexciting lack of volatility has now encouraged private funds to flow into the sector. 

  

However, while water is a good financial investment for affluent economies, developing countries remain in a different category. Without enough public tax revenues or access to private equity, they will continue to lack the size and scale of resources to provide and maintain safe water and sanitation for all citizens. 

  

The Forum heard a robust debate on private vs. public management, and some participants advocated "solidarity financing" that can expand access through cross subsidies to the poor. This is where overseas development aid could become a catalyst. 

  

"The international community will have to give even more to the poor, who can't support the investments needed for water," said Loic Fauchon, President of the World Water Council, which organised the 5th World Water Forum. "The most fragile African regions are those who need the most support. Let's make sure that we do not impose too strict financing conditions with the risk of leaving the poorest on the roadside." 


15. Professional services company GHD has been chosen to provide engineering services for the US$300 million Carlsbad DESALINATION Project in the US. The plant will provide about 190 ML of high quality drinking water per day. Construction on the facility, which is being developed by Poseidon Resources, will begin in 2009 and the plant is expected to be operational by in 2011. 
16. Melbourne will be on stricter water restrictions for longer, under a revised plan being devised by the state's top water officials. 
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MELBOURNE will be on stricter water restrictions for longer, under a revised plan being devised by the state's top water officials.

Existing plans for the city to be off water restrictions by mid-2012 following the introduction of desalinated water are set to be shelved under the new timetable, which The Age believes is due for public release next month.

The revised five-year plan has been devised because of poor spring rainfall and the Government's desire to extend the Target 155 campaign, which urges each Melburnian to use less than 155 litres of water a day.

The revised plan, which runs from this financial year until mid 2013, will result in a stricter level of restriction imposed in every year except one — the 2010-11 financial year.

That year will include the next state election in November 2010. The Age believes plans to have stage two in place that year have been retained.

The revised plan for water restrictions — referred to by at least one senior water official at a major conference in Melbourne yesterday — will be a crucial part of setting household water prices this year.

Harsher restrictions and lower consumption forecasts will create pressure for higher prices, to ensure water retailers do not lose revenue.

The Age believes that under the revised plan:

■Target 155 is expected to be in place until at least June 30, 2010 — much longer than flagged by Water Minister Tim Holding. When introduced late last year, the program was given enough funding to last only the summer, but Mr Holding recently said it would remain in place until at least November.

■The removal of all water restrictions will not occur on July 1, 2012. Some level of restriction, expected to be stage one, will be in place until at least mid-2013.

The Wonthaggi desalination plant is due to begin supplying water in late 2011.

Mr Holding would not confirm or deny specific aspects of the revised plan last night. But he said Target 155 was guaranteed to be in place only until the end of spring.

Yarra Valley Water managing director Tony Kelly said the revised plan was the water retailers' best estimate for the years ahead, but unexpected rainfall and other factors could prove the forecasts wrong.

He said the revised plan would help the Essential Services Commission set the most accurate price possible for household water.

The commission will use the revised plan to help it set prices for household water. Its draft decision is expected in April and a final decision in June, before the new pricing period begins on July 1.

Target 155 was labelled a flop by Opposition Leader Ted Baillieu, after Melburnians each used an average of 177 litres each day throughout summer.

17. There are three reasons why the $3.5 billion desalination plant at Wonthaggi is unlikely to go ahead. (The Age) 

18. Salisbury Council is investigating a $70 million project to lay 740km of piping across the district to link recycled stormwater from wetlands with about 50,000 homes and businesses. 

19. Opponents of the Traveston Crossing dam have vowed to continue protesting against the project now Labor has been returned.

Traveston dam opponents to fight on
Opponents of the Traveston Crossing dam have vowed to continue protesting against the project now Labor has been returned.

The Liberal National Party (LNP) had promised to scrap the proposal, in south-east Queensland, if it won government. 

Glenda Pickersgill from the Save the Mary River Coordinating Group says the Government's commitment to damming the Mary River contributed to the defeat of former Sustainability Minister Andrew McNamara.

"I think it's a clear message to Premier Bligh that people really care about this issue and we're calling on her ... to please look to our region and start with putting Traveston Crossing dam off the list," she said.

20. Zimbabwe's cholera epidemic is symptomatic of decay during decades of dictatorship. 

Mugabe's death zone

FROM the moment we enter Zimbabwe, there's chaos. "Sorry, we don't have any visa papers to stick into your passport, we've run out," the Customs official says at the border crossing as he stamps a page and writes the necessary details.
That's fine, I think to myself, secretly delighted. If visa papers have gone by the wayside, then the likelihood of paperwork recording our arrival and being sent to Harare is surely slim. 

We've made it in undetected, a great relief for any international journalist wanting to get a story about conditions in what's left of Zimbabwe's society and economy. 

Outside the passport control office, the desperate try to sell trillion-dollar notes. The notes are worthless but there's obviously no shortage of paper at the mint. President Robert Mugabe seems to have an ample stock to print the ludicrous denominations. 

"Five trillion dollar notes for $US100, madame?" A young man tries to accost me as I move towards our taxi. 

Poor bloke, I think, we're probably the only tourists he's spotted for weeks. "Please, madame, I need money to feed my family," his head tilts down and his dark brown eyes look up at me. He's clearly a seasoned beggar but, I have no doubt, in real strife. As I fend him off, knowing I'll encounter many more like him, a trail of Zimbabweans pass with piles of goods balanced on their heads, attached to their backs, hanging from their necks, squeezed under their arms and clutched in their hands: they bring across the border as much as they can carry. Shop shelves are empty in most places in Zimbabwe. 

We've come to cover the cholera epidemic, the latest catastrophe to be overseen by Mugabe and his ZANU-PF regime. The death toll is more than 4000. 

One public health expert tells us it's a disease that normally thrives in wartime, an indication of the extent of Zimbabwe's rot and a good reason for the 85-year-old dictator to deny its existence. He doesn't want the world to know about it and certainly doesn't want journalists seeing the carnage and filming it. 

But we're prepared. We've got a couple of small domestic cameras and, our trump card, a hidden camera. But it's not easy. People are incredibly scared. The last thing they want is to attract the attention of Mugabe's mob. 

If they speak out publicly, they know what will happen. 

Frank Tore is a case in point. An organiser, during last year's presidential campaign, for recently installed Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai's Movement for Democratic Change, Tore was hunted down by ZANU-PF heavies. He tells us how his genitals were burned to ensure he'd never have more children to challenge the regime. His brother was killed and his wife and two daughters, 18 and 14, were repeatedly raped and abused for days. You have to wonder how someone who endures such horror is able to continue. 

But Tore and his family do. Dressed in a T-shirt and shorts, he teaches his four-year-old son to somersault as his wife and eldest daughter look on and occasionally chuckle at the cute sight. But the longer we're with Tore, the more his past trauma seems to invade his face. And there's more heartache for him and his family. Tore's sister-in-law and her two children died of cholera late last year. 

He takes us to the inner-city apartment block where they live. The air is heavy with the smell of human waste. Sewage pours out of broken pipes and pigeons pick in the piles of garbage surrounding the building. You could call it a slum, but the people who inhabit the area are considered lower to middle class, certainly not the worst off. It's in such filth that cholera thrives. The bacterium lives in human faeces and, if ingested, the disease can kill in a matter of hours unless treated. The undernourished and those already weak from other illnesses such as HIV (which means a large percentage of Zimbabwe's population) are the most vulnerable. 

A Physicians for Human Rights report, release in January, argues Mugabe has knowingly allowed the cholera epidemic to happen and should be charged with crimes against humanity. It's not difficult to see how this conclusion was reached. 

Across the country, streets are flooded with sewage. The water supply, where there is one, is contaminated. Pipes have not been maintained, engineers and sanitation workers have not been paid, inexpensive chemicals have not been procured to treat the water and the health system is defunct. 

Yet Mugabe manages to put together hundreds of thousands of US dollars to celebrate his 85th birthday and taunt hungry Zimbabweans as he tucks into his lavish cake. 

There's no doubt Mugabe is a villain, but on our journey into the country we find there is also another monster whom many people consider culpable. I don't want to say too much before our story goes to air tonight because I want you to watch it. 

I will say, however, that the UN humanitarian effort in Zimbabwe seems to be more about pleasing and befriending the brutal regime than helping the people. You can hear it tonight from a senior UN insider who puts his career on the line to speak out. Many people back him up, but few will go on record. It seems Mugabe also holds a tight rein on the wider international community. 

You really have to wonder about comments by UN Assistant Secretary-General of Humanitarian Affairs Catherine Bragg at a press conference after her recent trip to Zimbabwe, for example. She was delighted at how co-operative Mugabe was in her talks with him and boasted that he'd invited her back. She seems to have forgotten that a year ago he refused her entry into the country. 

How easily are these people convinced? How must it feel, if you've been persecuted by Mugabe, to hear the UN fawning over him? 

We travel far and wide to makeshift cholera clinics: some are a cluster of tents, others are in run-down hospitals, some have the disease under control, others are struggling without medicine, disinfectant or beds. Victims lie on the floor or on bare wire springs or, if they're lucky, on plastic-coated camp beds with a large hole halfway down and a bucket underneath; there's no dignity in this disease. 

Nursing staff tell of 24-hour shifts and no pay but, if appearances are anything to go by, few have dropped their standards. In many places, uniforms are crisply starched and fluorescent white. 

The only way this epidemic can be eradicated is if the sanitation and sewage systems are repaired. Tsvangirai has promised to do that, but the problem is he has no money and faces a political landscape as treacherous as one of Africa's jungles. 

A couple of days after his inauguration, we receive a call early in the morning from one of his advisers summoning us to a location for an interview. When we arrive we're told to tell our driver not to wait outside the building; we're not sure why, but we don't ask questions. We're then quickly shuffled inside the front door and taken to a side room. 

It's filled with foreign journalists or, rather, ostensible tourists. 

They ask us to keep quiet. Apparently the Prime Minister will be escorted to the office by Mugabe's intelligence officials, the same men who run terror campaigns against the opposition, not to mention the media. We hear voices entering the building. Is it them, we all wonder with some dread. Then silence as we strain to listen through the walls. The Prime Minister's adviser sticks his head around the door to let us know all is fine: Mugabe's hounds have been detained in the front room and the big man will be in to see us soon. 

All that to get an interview with the country's Prime Minister. But it worked. We get away with an interview in the can. 

Such tricks may overcome small hurdles, but to fix the serious humanitarian crisis the country faces Tsvangirai will need more than subterfuge. He'll need to work some magic. 

21. Goulburn-Mulwaree Council has voted in favour of a pipeline project that will provide water security for the drought-prone city in the NSW Southern Tablelands.

 (ABC News) 

22. Victoria's top water officials are preparing for the controversial north-south pipeline to deliver much less water than promised, under new water supply forecasts for Melbourne. 

(The Age) 

23. Australia must urgently address its demand for water if it is to cope with challenges such as increasing water scarcity. (SMH) 

24. The Victorian Opposition is accusing the Government of wasting billions of litres of water by failing to properly fit out state-owned houses. (ABC News) 

25. The ABC1 Catalyst story on water recycling in SE Qld can be viewed on demand. (Catalyst) 

From Greg Hunt – Shadow Minister for the River Murray
Caring for our climate while not exporting Australian jobs to China
As more and more Australians join the unemployment queues, our response to climate change must not be a strategy to export jobs to China, as the Government has proposed. Just how many jobs would go under the Government’s planned emissions trading scheme? It’s a question I posed in a debate on Lateline. The impact on jobs is an important issue that I highlighted in a speech to Parliament The need for practical solutions like solar and ‘green carbon’ are vital for climate change but are being largely ignored by the Government, as I argue. Green carbon solutions like bio char and soil carbon 

We don’t want to lose farm jobs either…
Penny Wong and Peter Garrett have spent recent weeks backing a plan to buy out Australian farms and farmers. Our plan to help save the Murray-Darling focuses on ‘replumbing’ rural Australia with $5.8 billion in new water infrastructure, which would help save water and create jobs. Simply buying out farms will cost jobs and vital food production. The need for acceleration in the rollout of water infrastructure was highlighted at the 4th Annual Water Symposium in Sydney.

Why we shouldn’t flood the freshwater Murray Lower Lakes with saltwater
The ALP is planning to flood the freshwater ecology of the prized Murray Lower Lakes with salt water.  It’s something I firmly oppose. My article in The Advertiser on the same issue and why there’s a drought at the Murray-Darling Basin Authority HQ. At the same time, there’s big trouble brewing for the PM’s national water agreement.

Growing community concerns about the Wonthaggi desal plant in Victoria
Still on water, there are growing concerns within the community and from commentators about John Brumby’s plan for a desal plant on the pristine Wonthaggi coastline – and how the Rudd Government is helping him. There’s also controversy about plans to revive a housing estate for desal construction workers near Phillip Island.  Penguins, watch out!  

News just in.

Peter Garrett has given approval for the desalination plant. This has come as a huge blow to Victoria. Mr. Garrett should be a champion of recycling not an apologist for the State’s decision to create an environmental mess at Wonthaggi. The Minister for the Environment maybe we should change that to the Minister for Environmental Vandalism.

Murray River banks collapsing

In the limited time that I have had available I have worked through your papers and come up with the following draft statement related to the hazards presented by bank slumping. It wouldn’t hurt to get some legal advice on this before it is promulgated. I have copied it into a number of other offices for comment. The lower than normal water levels in the Lower Murray and Lakes has caused a number of dangerous occasions of “Bank slumping”.

Such slumping is similar to a “land slide” where large volumes (sometimes many tonnes) of land have been seen to slip into the River taking large trees and buildings, power poles and the like into (sometimes very deep) water. 

This is a very dangerous situation but the use of common sense and being alert to the dangers which are present will ensure you enjoy your visit to South Australia’s most beautiful waters. 

· Exercise additional caution in all boating and water based activities along the River, particularly when launching, retrieving and mooring craft.

· Make sure that the wash from your boat/skiers and wakeboarders does not disturb the Riverbanks.  

· Report and monitor any cracking evident in the riverbanks, levee structures and any other landform or structures (such as ramps) adjacent to the River bank.

· Report any movements in the riverbanks and the un-natural leaning of trees/structures.

NOTE: Not all cracks will be associated with riverbank movements, however if in doubt report them anyway to Murray Watch:  08 8531 0710.

· Camping facilities and the parking of vehicles, boats and trailers should be beyond 40m from the water’s edge.

· Do not establish campsites or park vehicles, boats or trailers below large gum trees which often shed large branches without warning. 

· At sites where cracking is noted, refrain from any activity in the area between the cracks and the riverbank.

· Moor houseboats with ropes tied off to mooring poles or trees located at a distance greater than 20m from the waters edge (be sure to check to ensure that all mooring ropes (particularly stern ropes) are of sufficient length to allow provide this 20m mooring arrangement). 

· Do not moor boats below large gum trees which often shed large branches without warning.

· Do not moor houseboats in areas where lines of bubbles are, or have been, observed in the waterway.

Glen Jones - General Manager - Boating Industry Association of SA
Box 10262, Adelaide Business Centre, ADELAIDE.    5238.
25th
FarmOnLine - Trading sends rural water to town
Irrigation communities fear being sucked dry by urban water providers, which are increasingly turning to rural water markets to shore up their future supplies, intensifying competition for the resource that remains scarce in the southern Murray-Darling basin. 

The Australian Financial Review reports that cities that have bought or are looking to buy water from farmers include Adelaide, Bendigo, Ballarat and Canberra, while Federal and state agencies are also making their presence felt in water trading, spending millions of dollars buying water for the environment. These trends are transforming the role of water markets, which were previously largely a vehicle for farmers to buy and sell water but are now often facilitating the transfer of water away from farming. The growing interest in water markets is alarming some irrigation communities, which fear the loss of jobs and services that will result from a rapid exit of water. 

But Water Services Association of Australia executive director Ross Young said transferring water from rural to urban areas could result in an increase in wealth, as there was a bigger value-add on town-based industries than on agriculture. 

Climate deal failure could cause tariff war: Garnaut
The head of the Federal Government's climate change review, Ross Garnaut, has warned that Australia is likely to face a world tariff war driven by Europe and the US over greenhouse gas emissions unless there is a strong global agreement to prevent climate change. "We've had the Energy Secretary in the United States speaking favourably about additional import duties on products from countries that aren't doing enough on climate change. That echoes a very strong sentiment from the US Congress," said Professor Garnaut at the Greenhouse 2009 conference in Perth yesterday. "The problem is if every country goes through its own processes to develop protective mechanisms we'll get a race to the bottom." 

This would damage the trade system and the fight against climate change. Professor Garnaut issued his warning as the Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, was on his way to Washington to meet the President, Barack Obama, to discuss the global financial crisis and climate change. Professor Garnaut said Australia, with its big polluting exports such as aluminium and coal, would find a tariff war over climate change very difficult. His comments come as the Government finds itself under attack from all sides over its climate change policy, the carbon pollution reduction scheme. 

As industry hardens its opposition and increases calls for more compensation, it appears likely the scheme might not be passed before global climate talks begin in Copenhagen in December. Professor Garnaut said such a defeat would create big difficulties for Australia. He criticised lobby groups and politicians who, he said, were making ignorant statements about climate change policy. He said the debate in Australia had recently been disproportionately claimed by "the private interest, the ignorant, the myopic and the excessive". Asked to explain whom he meant, Professor Garnaut said: "There is no need to name names. One can recognise ignorance when one sees it. This is a complex issue and people need to invest some time and intellectual effort in understanding it." He told the conference of about 500 scientists, industry figures and policymakers the financial crisis had made the politics of acting on climate change much more difficult as industry stepped up its opposition and concerns grew about the market's ability to cut greenhouse gas emissions through trading. But the global slowdown had also cut emissions, Professor Garnaut said, which would give the world a few years' respite. 

But because emissions were coming off a very high base, they would continue to rise "at a considerable rate", he said. 

Professor Garnaut said Australia should support an emissions trading scheme starting in 2010, putting him at odds with the call by the Opposition Leader, Malcolm Turnbull, to delay the scheme until 2012. But he warned against giving unlimited protection to the highest polluting export industries, saying it would force Europe and the US to do the same. The conference will hear from scientists giving the latest Australian research on the impact of climate change on agriculture, human health and coastal communities from rising temperatures, lower rainfall, higher bushfire risk and rising sea levels. Of acute concern is whether the El Nino weather pattern which brings drought to southeastern Australia may become permanent. 

Media Release – Senator Penny Wong & Hon Karlene Maywald
First buyback water flows to SA wetlands
The first release of Commonwealth water for the environment will start today at wetlands in South Australia, to be followed by further releases at other sites around the Basin over coming months. Federal Minister for Water, Senator Penny Wong, and South Australian Minister for the River Murray, Karlene Maywald, said the first watering events to commence today marked a new chapter in the restoration of the Murray-Darling Basin. "These releases of environmental water are the first dividends from the Australian Government’s $3.1 billion water buyback program under its Water for the Future plan," Senator Wong said. 

"The Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder has selected these sites based on proposals from Basin states and advice from the Environmental Water Scientific Advisory Committee." Mrs. Maywald said the water would benefit several significant South Australian wetlands. "South Australia will commence watering this week at four sites, delivering over one billion litres of Commonwealth environmental water over several weeks," she said. 

The sites to be watered are: 

* Chowilla Floodplain, an icon site of The Living Murray Initiative and part of the Riverland Ramsar site, containing large areas of River Red Gum, Black Box woodland and diverse wetland habitats, will receive 286 million litres to complement 350 million litres provided by the South Australian Government. 

* Paiwalla Wetland, between Mannum and Murray Bridge, listed in the Directory of Important Wetlands of Australia, containing rare and nationally listed species and frequented by significant populations of migratory water birds, will receive 475 million litres. 

* Carpark Lagoons on the Katarapko floodplain in the River Murray National Park, near Berri. Katarapko, a diverse floodplain and wetland habitat for a range of aquatic and terrestrial animals, will receive 200 million litres targeted at protecting River Red Gums. 

* Rocky Gully, also near Murray Bridge, a refuge site for a range of rare and nationally listed species and one of the last remaining refuge sites across the Basin for the Murray Hardyhead, has been allocated 80 million litres.

http://www.voanews.com/english/2009-03-24-voa9.cfm

Voice of America – USA - Australians Face Climate Change Relocation
Senior government officials in Victoria are warning residents of towns on the Murray River that they could become the first Australians to be displaced by climate change.  The region has suffered at the hands of a long-running drought that many scientists and politicians have blamed on global warming. The very dry conditions have restricted the flow of water into a river that is part of the Murray-Darling Basin, which provides much of Australia's food, prompting dire warnings about the future.
Flows into the once mighty Murray River have fallen significantly, in recent years.  Its health is indelibly linked to the prosperity of many large agricultural towns in southeastern Australia. A senior Victorian government official has warned that the Murray River crisis is so severe that those living near its banks are "pretty close" to becoming "Australia's first climate-change refugees." Victoria Premier John Brumby is fighting with neighboring South Australia for the right to extract more water from the Murray, to help beleaguered farmers. Brumby is warning that, if he does not get his way, some towns could wither and die.
"All of those places would lose investment and jobs and people and population," he said. "If you just go open slather [have a free-for-all] and allow governments into the market, what you're going to do is devastate irrigation communities in country Victoria and I'm not going to stand by and see those country communities devastated." Australia's federal government is pursuing a conservation plan to help the ailing Murray River, but admits that its efforts to replenish flows will take time.
Squabbles between state governments in southeast Australia about the amount of water their farmers are allowed to use to irrigate crops remain major problems.
Glenn Milne, the mayor of Mildura - a city of 30,000 people that lies on the banks of the Murray - says it is not only the lack of rainfall that has harmed the river but also mismanagement of its flows by environmental officials. "The drought has affected us - that's in our wheat farming belt - but the actual water availability in the Murray that has got a lot to do with poor management practices over a number of years. If they had have been managed the same as they were in the '70s, we would only be going into restrictions now," he said. "So, there is a number of issues that have impacted. Yes, if we'd have had more rain things would be better but it is not the only thing that has impacted us." Other parts of Australia are also vulnerable.  Unlike towns near the Murray River, communities along Queensland's popular Gold Coast are threatened by rising sea levels.
Much of the region south of Brisbane is low-lying and exposed to serious flooding with residents facing the real prospect of being forced to move.
The city council is spending millions boosting its coastal defenses and has brought in tough controls on new developments, although it admits that some areas cannot be protected. Councilor Peter Young says storm surges and rising sea levels pose serious threats. "We accept that climate change is a reality.  We are very susceptible on the eastern coast.  The Gold Coast is probably the most vulnerable city in the whole of Australia and the kind of mapping that I've seen come from reliable sources is quite frightening," said Young. " A lot of the development that is already in existence in this city and no doubt other coastal cities, it was built before we have the knowledge that we have now and there isn't a lot we can do in some cases to make those properties less vulnerable."
Australia is one of the world's worst per capita emitters of greenhouse gases, thanks largely to an economy that has a heavy reliance on cheap coal. Although not everyone believes that a shifting climate is the result of man's excesses, most Australians think that behaviour has to change.  A long-standing drought and water restrictions in most major cities and regional farming areas have helped to focus their minds on the environment. Owen Pascoe, from the Australian Conservation Foundation, says the country has the ability to develop renewable energy supplies and emerge from this crisis with its prosperity intact.   
"Australia is one of the most vulnerable countries to climate change, because of things like our coastal areas and our reliance on the Murray-Darling basin for our agricultural production," said Pascoe. "We really are on the frontline of climate change but we're also one of the countries that has some of the best opportunities to succeed and do well and grow green-collar jobs and green-collar businesses, if we do take strong action." Scientists have said that the Australian continent is particularly vulnerable to the effects of a shifting climate. There have been warnings that bushfires, droughts and tropical storms were likely to become more common and increasingly severe in the coming decades.

Brumby must release secret water documents: Ryan

The State Government must release secret documents it has tried to suppress for almost a year which Nationals Leader Peter Ryan believes contain damning projections on water availability for the north-south pipeline. Mr. Ryan said Melbourne Water had gone to the extraordinary length of threatening criminal contempt proceedings against a member of his staff to suppress the documents being sought through Freedom of Information (FOI). It is understood the documents predict the allocation of water savings from the Goulburn Murray Food Bowl modernisation project that will be available to supply Melbourne. 

Mr Ryan's demands follow recent reports in The Age newspaper that senior government water officials have admitted the north-south pipeline will not deliver the previously guaranteed amounts. It suggests that only 10 gigalitres, not 75GL, will be available in 2011. 

"The Brumby Government must end this charade and come clean on exactly what water savings will be available," Mr Ryan said. "If Mr. Brumby has nothing to hide, then why won't he release the documents? "It appears the government has not told the truth and, as we have argued all along, there simply isn’t enough water available in the Goulburn River to pump to Melbourne." Mr. Ryan lodged the first FOI request in April 2008 seeking documents on the proposed entitlement Melbourne Water will hold to water supplied to the north-south pipeline from the Goulburn River. 

"After considerable delays and stalling tactics, Melbourne Water threatened criminal contempt proceedings against a staff member in my office because of the spurious reason that my staff member had acted inappropriately by providing me with information from the first FOI request," Mr Ryan said "These threats were made despite the fact my staff member had submitted the first FOI request on my behalf and on my official letterhead. "The situation is even worse since the government withdrew the threat when legal representatives acting on my behalf pressed Melbourne Water to justify its stance. "It is a disgrace that the government is prepared to resort to threatening baseless legal action to protect documents that every Victorian has a right to see." 
ABC Online – Australia - SA gears up for Murray challenge
Premier Mike Rann has met with the Solicitor-General, constitutional law experts, and water experts in preparation for South Australia's legal challenge over the River Murray. The State Government is preparing the High Court action over Victoria's four per cent cap on the amount of water that can be traded. Mr. Rann says there is a lot more work to be done to enable the Government to be as well-prepared as it had been in the nuclear waste dump issue, which the state won. "People said to me over the waste dump 'this is a political gimmick, it's a stunt, it won't work and it'll cost us a lot of money ... shouldn't be spent on lawyers'," she said. "It didn't cost us a cent for the challenge we made over the nuclear waste dump being imposed on South Australia and we won it three-nil in the courts."

Winebiz | Daily Wine News
South Australian water allocations will remain unchanged at 18% for irrigators, following record low inflows into the Murray-Darling Basin. Minister for the River Murray Karlene Maywald said inflow conditions had significantly deteriorated since the end of last year, leading to yesterday's disappointing announcement. "In February 2009, only 50GL of inflows were received to the basin, which is below the previous record low of 60GL in February 2007," Maywald said. "During the past two months no basin state has received any improvements in the amount of water it can allocate from the River Murray shared resource and it is highly likely that inflows will be around minimum levels during March 2009."

Maywald said without consistent rainfall water allocation increases over the coming months were unlikely. "Future improvements will be limited because of the extremely dry conditions currently being experienced across the Upper Murray system. "Hume, Dartmouth, Lake Victoria and Menindee Lakes storages are currently at 16% capacity (1493GL) compared with the same time last year at 21% (1947GL) and the long-term average for this time of year of 57% (5300GL)."

Yesterday's announcement is a significant blow to the region's irrigators, who this time last year had access to 32% of their water allocation.

South Australian Murray Irrigators (SAMI) chairman Tim Whetstone said local irrigators would now need to reassess their position and consider entering the water market again. "Well I guess (the announcement) is just reaffirming that there is no hope really for an increase in allocation with very little inflow," Whetstone said. "I guess what it probably now highlights to irrigators is if they want to carry over water they are going to have to enter the water market again. "It will also be putting pressure on those irrigators that are struggling. They have just got to reassess where they are going and it is really something they have to be doing month by month."

Whetstone — who is also the Liberal candidate for the 2010 state election — said the decision to leave water allocations at 18% would push many irrigators to their financial limits. "There are a lot of people out there now that have burnt their cash, they have used their cash reserve and they are now out there using borrowed money," he said. "This is putting added pressure on them and the only positive aside from that is that interest rates are dropping." Despite the lack of water Whetstone has urged local irrigators to remain positive. "I don't think (water allocations) will go up, but we have to be optimistic that we are going to get some rain, hopefully sooner than later," he said. "We'd like to think that would impact on allocations this year."

Finally the truth is coming out
For a long time, Plug the Pipe has been attempting to inform all Victorians that the State Government's north south pipeline (Goulburn River to Melbourne) is a nonsense. The Age Newspaper, March 20 highlights that top water officials are expecting the north south pipeline to deliver much less water than promised.   In fact the article indicates that only 10GL of water will be available in 2011. In 2010 the State Government is prepared to sell us all short in an attempt to win the next state election by claiming it will send the full 75GL (75 billion litres) of water down the pipe from savings to be made in the Foodbowl Modernisation Project even though only 10GL has been recovered to date.    

To get 75GL, the State Government has stated that they will store environmental water in Lake Eildon from other projects undertaken to improve river health. These projects were completed to increase environmental flows to the Snowy and Murray Rivers. The State Government is prepared to transfer environmental water entitlements (water not transferred physically) from one area to another to ensure that Lake Eildon has enough to turn on the pumps prior to the next election. The State Government will have first grab at the water from the Goulburn River system below Lake Eildon Weir for its pipeline to Melbourne.

The Independent Auditor General raised serious questions about the project and in particular its reliance on projected savings from the Foodbowl Modernization Project that consisted of lining 5% of the irrigation channels with black plastic and replacement metering. The amount of water claimed that would come from this work is just not there, it never was, it is all spin. The Victorian Government has shown deplorable governance principles in spending taxpayer’s money. Further, it shows the complete disregard by the Victorian Government, the Premier and his Water Minister for due and proper process.   Remember that the project was announced as a done deal without any involvement from the general public, scientific evidence or scrutiny.

The Foodbowl Modernization Project smacks of social engineering as a major focus of the State Government. The Government wants the removal of 800 dairy farms and small mixed farm businesses from the foodbowl region and now the talk about Swan Hill and Mildura being the first climate change victims due to a lack of water (Age, 13/3/2009). The Goulburn River is currently supplying Bendigo/Ballarat through the Goldfields Superpipe. Recent announcements from Central Highlands Water is that further regional centers will be added to the Superpipe water grid, all to be supplied from the Goulburn River. No wonder Swan Hill and Mildura are being threatened. Down the track the north south pipeline is also earmarked to supply water to the Greater City of Geelong. The Government is pitting rural and regional areas against one another.

We must seriously ask ourselves, what value do we place on healthy river systems, our food production in Victoria and rural people living and working in country Victoria? What are our values with regard to water resources generally?   We cannot be complacent anymore. The real concern is the privatisation of our water resources. The money is in the transfer and trading of water, who can pay the most or who will have to pay. The most aggravating part of this fraud is that partial decentralization of water supply through sustainable means like rain water tanks and recycling are being ignored as it would make it difficult to tax and for big business interests to make financial returns.

COME ON AUSSIE, COME ON, WAKE UP, PLUG THE PIPE
http://www.treehugger.com/files/2009/03/rio-grande-at-risk.php

Rio Grande Makes WWF’s List of Most at Risk Rivers: TreeHugger
The Rio Grande is home to an abundance of wildlife and it’s the lifeblood of both the American and Mexican economy. According to the World Wildlife Fund, however, the river has once again received the unflattering distinction of being one of the top ten most at Risk Rivers in the world. Why is the Rio Grande in such grave danger? The Rio Grande, along with the Yangtze, Mekong, Salween, Ganges and Indus, Danube, La Plata, Nile-Lake Victoria and Australia's Murray-Darling, can be found among the list of the worlds most at Risk Rivers. According to WWF, the source of the danger is agricultural. Almost 80 percent of its water is diverted for irrigation.

The World's At Risk Rivers
It's no secret that we face real issues when it comes to dealing with overuse of our rivers. Bonnie recently wrote about water scarcity in the Rio Grande, as well as in the Ganges and the Danube. The Rio Grande is practically dry. In India, tributaries of the Ganges are beginning to dry up as water is diverted for irrigation. One in twelve people in the area depend on its water for fishing and farming. The Danube has already lost 80 percent of its wetlands and flood plains due to dam construction. 

"The world's freshwater ecosystems are under siege, and the rivers in this report are the front lines," says Carter Roberts, president and CEO of World Wildlife Fund. "We don't have to look far to find examples of the freshwater crisis. The Rio Grande basin is in our own backyard and over-extraction and drought are draining it dry, endangering a unique desert river ecosystem and potentially undermining the economic growth of communities along the U.S./Mexico border."

Those that depend upon the Rio Grande may have to turn to desalination instead. This energy intensive and pricey practice may be the only alternative if the river continues to dry up. Some fear that the Rio Grande will no longer be able to support the numerous people along the U.S.-Mexico border who depend on it.

News Release - Mannum to Wellington Local Action Planning
Release of 100 Turtles back into the Murray River

The Mannum to Wellington LAP (MWLAP) is proud to be involved with a number of groups who are fighting to save our fresh water Murray River turtles from dying a terrible death due to the commonly known “Tube Worm”.  The animals once collected from the wild covered with the tube worm in the lower lakes have been cleaned and rehabilitated back to health and now can be released back into the wild. Due to the water quality and salinity rising in the lower lakes the tubeworm has been able to attach itself to the turtles till it entombs the entire body. When the body of the turtle is covered with the tubeworm either the turtle cannot move, swim or eat and dies of a cruel death.

The MWLAP has been involved for over 18 months with collecting the infested turtles using local people, groups & Australian Conservation Volunteers from around the world. The turtles are then cleaned, fed & rehabilitated back to health so when the time comes to release back into the wild they are marked weighted and photographed so they can be identified to see their movement. The risk of releasing the turtles at Wellington with the proposed Weir at Pomanda Island has the potential to swim north and live or swim south to a possible reinfestation. The aim is to release the turtles back into a safe fresh water environment where they can live as they have done for over 7,000 years. 

It is possible to secure a fresh water environment for the turtles but the government needs to act now and purchase temporary water on the market. Adrian Pederick has been advocating this for many months now. The $900 m negotiated by Nick Xenophon as part of the Stimulus Package includes $500m for buy-backs that will deliver water in future years. The $10m negotiated by Sarah Hanson-Young (Green Senator for SA) will fund community-based bioremediation. So there is a future for region but fresh water is needed now and that will take political will to be delivered. Local and city communities can assist by helping collect the infested turtles take them to designated sites so they can be looked after and re-released once rehabilitated.

The Australian – AL Gore to release new climate book

Al Gore will release his new climate change book Our Choice in November, proposing solutions to global warming and the climate crisis. The follow-up to the former US vice-president's first book in 2006 on global warming, An Inconvenient Truth, will be published on recycled paper by Rodale Books. ``An Inconvenient Truth reached millions of people with the message that the climate crisis is threatening the future of human civilization and that it must and can be solved,'' Mr Gore said. 

``Now that the need for urgent action is even clearer with the alarming new findings of the last three years, it is time for a comprehensive global plan that actually solves the climate crisis. Our Choice will answer that call.'' Mr Gore's first book led to a documentary, equally titled An Inconvenient Truth, that won him an Oscar in 2007 and the Nobel Peace prize that same year he shared with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 

Ocean weather causes drought, fires

CSIRO climate scientists have confirmed that an obscure weather event in the Indian Ocean is the key cause of major droughts and bushfires in southeast Australia. Worse, Melbourne-based Wenju Cai and Tim Cowan warn that the frequency of the so-called Indian Ocean dipole event is on the rise, heralding more devastating conditions to come. According to the researchers, Victoria's 1983 Ash Wednesday bushfires and February's Black Saturday fires were preceded by extremely dry conditions, triggered by IOD events. The recent Black Saturday fires followed three consecutive IOD events, said Dr Cai, speaking yesterday from the Greenhouse 2009 conference in Perth. “This was unprecedented.” 
During an IOD event, sea-surface temperature in the eastern Indian Ocean cools and wind direction shifts, ultimately reducing the formation of cloudbands that bring rain to southeast Australia. “There are less clouds and less rain events in spring,” said Dr Cai. 
He told The Australian that new data from the Argo ocean sensor network and historical records confirmed the IOD's impact. 
“Between 1900 and 1930 we have four IOD events. In the last 30 years we have 12 and in the last 10 years we have 6 or 7 events,” he said. According to Dr Cai, the IOD events are correlated directly with a significant drop in soil moisture and a 40 per cent reduction in spring rainfall in southeast Australia since 1950. The new findings provide hard evidence for the IOD-drought and fire link, proposed earlier this year by UNSW researchers led by Caroline Ummenhofer. Until now, the role of the IOD was poorly understood. In fact, it was first identified only a decade ago. 
Previously, most experts believed that the pacific weather phenomenon known as the El Nino-Southern Oscillation was the most powerful driver of east coast weather. But Dr Cai and Dr Cowan are convinced that the DOI is a “bigger scale” phenomenon which can overpower ENSO. As well, they will report in GRL that climate change is an even broader scale phenomenon that is increasing the frequency of IOD events. They will publish their results in an upcoming series of papers in the American Geophysical Union's Geophysical Research Letters. 

Carbon ruled a danger to public health

The White House is reviewing a proposed finding by the US environmental agency that global warming is a threat to public health and welfare. Such a declaration by the Environmental Protection Agency would be the first step to regulating carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases under the US Clean Air Act law and could have broad economic and environmental ramifications. It also would likely spur action by Congress to address climate change more broadly. The White House acknowledged yesterday that the EPA had transmitted its proposed finding on global warming to the Office of Management and Budget. It also cautioned that the Obama administration, which sees responding to climate change a top priority, nevertheless is ready to move cautiously when it comes to actually regulating greenhouse gases, preferring to have Congress act on the matter. 

The Supreme Court two years ago directed the EPA to decide whether greenhouse gases, especially carbon dioxide from burning fossil fuels, pose a threat public health and welfare because they are warming the earth. The Wall Street Journal reported the EPA had made such a finding, which would require these emissions to be regulated under the Clean Air Act. 

"I think this is just the step in that process,'' said White House Press Secretary Robert Gibbs, noting the Supreme Court ruling. Another White House official predicted "a long process'' before any rules would be expected to be issued on heat-trapping emissions. 

But several congressional officials said the transmission makes clear the EPA is moving to declare carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases a danger to public health and welfare and views them as ripe for regulation under the Clean Air Act. Such a finding "will officially end the era of denial on global warming,'' said Ed Markey, a Democrat whose House of Representatives Energy and Commerce subcommittee is crafting global warming legislation. He said such an endangerment finding is long overdue because of the Bush administration's refusal to address the issue. Many business leaders argue - as did former president George W. Bush - that the Clean Air Act is ill suited to deal with climate change and that regulating carbon dioxide would hamstring economic growth. 

"It will require a huge cascade of (new clean air) permits'' and halt a wide array of projects, from building coal plants to highway construction, including many at the heart of President Barack Obama's economic recovery plan, said Bill Kovacs, a vice-president for environmental and technology issues at the US Chamber of Commerce. Abigail Dillen, a lawyer for the environmental advocacy group Earthjustice, which is involved in a number of lawsuits challenging permits for new coal plants, dismissed the dire economic warnings from business groups about carbon dioxide regulation. 

"t's to their interest to say the sky is falling, but it's not. The truth is we've never had to sacrifice air quality to maintain a healthy economy. The EPA has discretion to do this in a reasonable way.'' An internal EPA planning document that surfaced recently suggests the agency would like to have a final endangerment finding by the middle of next month. But officials have made clear actual regulations are unlikely to come immediately and involve a lengthy process with public comment. Mr Gibbs, when asked about the EPA document yesterday, emphasised that ``the President has made quite clear'' that he prefers to have the climate issue addressed by Congress as part of a broad, mandatory limit on heat-trapping emissions. 

Ditch compo in ETS: Garnaut

The compensation proposed for polluting industries under Australia's emissions trading scheme will contribute to the dangerous global rise of green protectionism, Ross Garnaut has warned. The Rudd Government's climate change adviser said the Australian climate change debate had been captured by "private interest, the ignorant, the myopic and the excessive". 

Professor Garnaut argued the Government should agree to ditch its hard-negotiated compensation regime if international rules could be set to prevent countries that moved early in setting a carbon price from being disadvantaged. 

"There is now wide international recognition that this is going to be a huge problem for the international trading system," he told The Australian. "We are very likely to see an outbreak of protectionism unless we have some international rules. The way we are going the likelihood of this happening is very high." Professor Garnaut said he had discussed the issue last month with World Trade Organisation chief Pascal Lamy. The Rudd Government has negotiated a complex system for awarding free permits to so-called trade-exposed emissions-intensive industries that could be disadvantaged by a carbon price in comparison with international competitors that did not face one. It is under heavy pressure to offer more compensation as it tries to get its bill through the Senate when parliament resumes in May. 

Professor Garnaut said these efforts -- as well as discussion by US Energy Secretary Steven Chu of tariffs to protect American industries after the US introduced an ETS -- would ultimately lead to "the corrosion of the international trading system". "Our proposed energy intensive industry compensation scheme is part of the whole mess," Professor Garnaut said. "The US is coming at it slightly differently -- they are debating border taxes -- but both mechanisms ultimately serve the same purpose. "Australia needs to be absolutely proactive in getting some kind of international rules in place, and we have to be ready to move away from our system as soon as good international rules exist." 

In his white paper, released last year, Professor Garnaut was critical of Australia's plans to compensate heavy-polluting industries without taking into account that some other countries had already put a price on carbon, and others were likely to. 

He proposed far more limited compensation to prevent so-called "carbon leakage" -- where industries move offshore. His formula was based on the difference between the price for which an Australian company could produce its goods and an assessment of what the international price would be if all trading competitors had put a price on carbon.

Finding how much ice sheet will melt
Digging 100,000 years to find how much ice sheet will melt

Scientists are to dig up ice dating back over 100,000 years in an attempt to shed light on how global warming will change the world over the next century. The ice, at the bottom of the Greenland ice sheet, was laid down when temperatures were 3-5C warmer than today. With temperatures forecast to rise by up to 7C in the next 100 years, ice more than 2400m below the surface is thought to hold valuable clues to how much of the ice sheet will melt. Drilling will start in Greenland during the northern summer in an international project involving researchers from 18 countries to extract ice cores covering the Eemian Period. 

The Eemian began 130,000 years ago, ending 15,000 years later, and is the most recent time in the Earth's past when temperatures resembled those that could be expected if greenhouse gas emissions are not controlled. Carbon dioxide, methane and other chemicals trapped in the ice can provide a detailed picture of the atmosphere and the climate thousands of years ago. Fragments of organic matter can offer details about animals and plants alive when the ice formed, while particles of dirt can indicate forest fires, tundra fires and volcanic activity. Analysis of the ice should provide the first measurement of the CO2 levels over Greenland during the Eemian period, and the most detailed analysis yet achieved of climate indicators from the time. 

Lars Berg Larsen, of the University of Copenhagen, which is leading the project, said: "We are looking into this period to find out what happens to the climate if you get 3 to 5 degrees warmer. "The Eemian is the nearest time we know that matches the temperatures we can expect in the next 100 or 200 years. This will tell us much about what might happen." Four researchers from the British Antarctic Survey will be taking part in the operation. They are hopeful of seeing ice not only from the whole Eemian period but the years preceding it as well, which could hold clues to what prompted the temperature to start rising, or at least could chart the atmospheric changes that accompanied the rise. 

Researchers hope the chemical traces hidden in the ice will reveal how the Greenland ice sheet responded to the higher temperatures. This will have implications for sea-level rises in the coming century. If the ice sheet melts entirely in the decades ahead, the seas would be expected to rise by 7m. Researchers expect to find much of the ice persisted even when temperatures were 5C higher than today, offering hope that much of the ice sheet will remain in a world of man-made climate change. British Antarctic Survey glaciologist Robert Mulvaney, who has spent 24 years drilling for ice in the Arctic and Antarctic, said: "Our ideal would be to get not only the whole of the Eemian period, but the last time that we had a collapse in the Greenland ice sheet." 

Flood of water tradings helps growers
The booming trade in water has enabled many irrigation farmers to survive one of the toughest years on record. Trading has also seen scarce water diverted to its highest-value uses, such as wine grape-growing, and away from thirsty crops such as rice, according to the Australian Bureau of Agriculture and Resource Economics. As inflows into the Murray River continued to set record lows and water allocations suffered unprecedented cuts, records were also being set in the water trade. More than half of all water used in the Murray and Murrumbidgee rivers was traded in 2007-08, with 1298 gigalitres, or billion litres, traded on the temporary market, which is similar to leasing water. The interstate trade was the highest on record. 

NSW exported 264GL from the Murray and Murrumbidgee, with 57GL going to Victoria and 207GL to South Australia. 

Rel Heckendorf, who grows corn and wheat on his farm at Kywong, near Narrandera in southern NSW, said temporarily trading his water last year was a "no-brainer". He had just 13 per cent of his normal allocation from the Murrumbidgee. "We've worked out that once the price of water on the temporary market gets above $150 to $170 a megalitre (million litres) we're better off selling it," he said yesterday. ABARE reports the price last year averaged $593/ML, though that varied through the season from $200 to $1100. "When you are growing a crop you have to plant it, market it, and do all those sorts of things," Mr Heckendorf said. 

"You have a lot of inputs, and you have a fair bit of risk with weather and what-have-you. If you sell your water on the temporary market, it is net profit, there is no risk attached to it. You just sign the water over to the buyer and wait for the cheque." ABARE's Peter Gooday said while farmers who grew crops, or watered pastures for lower returns per megalitre, were able to make money trading water, those with high-value permanent plantings - trees and vines - were able to purchase water and keep those plantings alive. Although irrigators along the Murray got just 40 per cent of their 10-year average allocation, "the ability to trade water has allowed water to be reallocated to its highest-value uses, substantially mitigating the economic impact of low water allocations". 

In 2007-08, rice production fell to a 60-year low of 19,000 tonnes, compared with an average of over 1 million tonnes in the decade before drought struck. In contrast, the winegrape harvest was the fourth largest on record at 1.84 million tonnes. 

Andrew Gregson, from the NSW Irrigators Council, said the report underscored the nature of modern irrigated agriculture. 

"They are not only farmers, they are asset managers making a decision on the best way to provide a return on that asset, and that is what a water market was set up for," he said.

Green trade war a threat to Australia
Fears are rising of a global green trade war if Copenhagen climate change talks fail, after US Energy Secretary Stephen Chu suggested the Obama administration would consider "carbon tariffs" against countries that had not put a cost on pollution when the US introduced its emissions trading regime. "If other countries don't impose a cost on carbon, then we will be at a disadvantage ... (and) we would look at considering perhaps duties that would offset that cost," Mr Chu told a house science panel. Mr Chu said a carbon tariff would help "level the playing field" if other countries hadn't put a cost on carbon when a US emission trading regime came in. 

Climate Change Minister Penny Wong said protectionist carbon tariffs could be "very costly for a small, open economy like Australia" and would in any event be very difficult to administer. "However, we do need to be aware of the potential for unilateral and protectionist action, ostensibly in pursuit of climate goals," Senator Wong said. "There are live proposals for border tariffs in a range of major economies. "This reminds us there are international risks from not acting responsibly to reduce our carbon pollution in Australia." Both industry and environmental groups agreed the rising threat of "green protectionism" made success at the UN negotiations in Copenhagen in December critical. 

Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry chief executive Peter Anderson said: "The rise of green tariffs would be a nightmare scenario for Australia. We would lose, and lose badly, in a green trade war." Mr Anderson said the threat made Australia's proposed free-permit compensation for trade-exposed industries "all the more important". Australian Conservation Foundation chief executive Don Henry said the country's proposed industry compensation was "encouraging the protectionist tendencies in other nations". The debate over green protectionism came as The Climate Institute think-tank claimed major Australian corporations had been "loose with the truth" because they had protested at the allegedly crippling cost of emissions trading while failing to implement relatively inexpensive energy efficiency measures that could save them between $28million and $62 million a year. 

Analysing figures the companies must supply under a law enacted by the Howard government, the Climate Institute has calculated that 20 of Australia's biggest polluters had identified, but not implemented, energy efficiency measures that could reduce emissions by 1.2 million tonnes a year. That means that under an emissions trading scheme, the measures could save the companies $28 million a year at a low $23 a tonne carbon price. Bluescope Steel could save at least $6 million a year, according to the calculations. Analysis by Innovest late last year revealed Bluescope would receive more than $170 million in government compensation in the scheme's first year in 2010. BHP Billiton could save $3.8million a year and Rio Tinto $3.7million. 

Alcoa, whose jobs loss claims were used by the Opposition in its political attack on the ETS, could save $3.7 million a year. 

Xstrata, which has claimed 1000 job losses, did not provide enough information under the mandatory reporting scheme to be included in the analysis. The Business Council of Australia, one of the few leading business groups that has not called for the ETS to be delayed, said businesses were deferring decisions on energy-efficient investments because of the lack of certainty about national climate change policy. In the meantime, a Labor-dominated parliamentary committee has insisted the Government should toughen its emission reduction targets. 

The joint standing committee on treaties, chaired by Labor backbencher Kelvin Thomson, called for Labor to abandon its target of a 60 per cent reduction by 2050 in favour of an 80 per cent reduction. Senator Wong repeated the Government's promise to seek a mandate for a tougher target at the next election if Copenhagen came up with an ambitious international goal. In Australia, the cement industry, the food and grocery industry and the Australian Manufacturing Workers Union have expressed support for a carbon tariff on imports.

