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SA hands Murray powers to Commonwealth

In one of the most significant changes to state powers since federation, South Australia has handed its control of the River Murray to the Commonwealth. State Parliament last night passed two bills similar to NSW legislation that aims to put the stricken system under the overall control of the Federal Government so that it can co-ordinate the river's use and health without conflict between states. The remaining Murray-Darling states, Queensland and Victoria, are still debating similar legislation. But two other key states - Victoria and Queensland - are dragging the chain and are yet to pass similar laws. NSW has already passed its complementary legislation. State Parliament passed the SA legislation on Thursday night after a lengthy debate. Water Security Minister Karlene Maywald described it as an historic advance towards a new era for the Murray-Darling Basin. She said it would usher in a new era of management which would underpin the future security of water supplies to all communities. 

The major changes under the new laws include: 

REPLACING the Murray-Darling Basin Commission with SA's model for an independent, expert-based Authority to make decisions in the best interests of the basin. 

DEVELOPING a basin-wide plan that will set new sustainable limits on the volume of water that can be extracted in each river valley, including groundwater, and provide for critical human needs. 

ENSURING SA has access to interstate storages such as the Hume and Dartmouth dams for critical human needs and private carryover water. 

ESTABLISHING a system for sharing water in the River Murray system and key tributaries under normal, low water availability and extreme drought conditions. 

"It will also improve the environment of the Murray-Darling Basin in the longer term,'' Ms Maywald said. 

Ms Maywald said the new plan, due in 2011, would ensure both SA and the nation were better prepared to deal with future droughts and the impact of climate change. "The Murray-Darling Basin reform process provides a foundation for re-establishing the sustainable management of Australia's most important river system,'' she said. "The comprehensive basin plan comprises long-term sustainable diversion limits, identifies risks to the basin water resources, including climate change and changes of land use.'' 

 SA crisis: Drought to push fifth of farmers out
The drought is threatening to drive one in five farmers from the land in parts of South Australia, BankSA managing director Rob Chapman says. Conditions in parts of the state are deeply worrying due to spring rain failure. "I've heard reports that 10 to 20 per cent of farmers will be under intense pressure, and that intense pressure means maybe they'll have to leave the farm and seek alternative employment," Mr Chapman told The Advertiser.

Sandra Kanck MP

Murray Marina Madness! Make Them Fill It With Buckets

The developers of the new Mannum Marina should be forced to fill it by bucket says Democrats MP Sandra Kanck.
"The Government has cut more than 30 wetlands off from the Murray to reduce evaporation but now it is allowing the building a 52 million-litre evaporation pond just so rich boys can park their boats. “How do they expect households to take water conservation seriously when they are wasting water like this? “How do they think small irrigators in the Riverland and the Lower Lakes will feel? “Look at this in context - 90 per cent of the wetlands in the Murray-Darling Basin are now dead or dying. “Our Ramsar-listed Coorong is in just that condition. “I know many people in Mannum want the marina money but we can't keep cannabalising the environment for a quick buck," said Ms Kanck.

Not necessarily to the views of the editor!

Murray-Darling Basin – persons wishing a copy of S. Kanck’s speech please contact the editor!

Adelaide.now - New plan to sustain Murray basin
A National initiative to recover water, improve management and protect wetlands with new legislation is needed to save the parched Murray-Darling Basin, a new report recommends. The proposal, outlined by the Australian Conservation Foundation and the Inland Rivers Network, says Australia has failed to protect important wetlands, including the Coorong and Lower Lakes. This was despite international commitments made more than 30 years ago.

IRN co-ordinator Amy Hankinson says Australia has a chance to repair its reputation of environmental "failure" in the global arena by accelerating the Federal Government's water buy-back scheme. "The Government must be frank about the crisis facing our wetlands and emphasise solutions that are available and will make a difference," Ms Hankinson said. "As dire as the situation is for our wetlands, (Water) Minister (Penny) Wong and (Environment) Minister (Peter) Garrett have a unique opportunity to take decisive action that would yield dramatic benefits." The report, released today and to be delivered at next week's Ramsar Convention on Wetlands meeting in South Korea, says a National Wetlands Initiative would: 

RECOVER water for wetlands.

2

IMPROVE management.

INTEGRATE wetlands protection within broader environmental legislation. 

It also calls for the Federal Government to review wetland sites, including the Coorong and Chowilla Floodplain, to determine if they warrant inclusion on the Montreux Register of sites in ecological danger. 

University of Adelaide ecology Professor David Paton said Australia had international obligations and must honour them, or "at least explain why they are not being honoured". But he was concerned that adhering to formal Ramsar assessments would delay responses to the crisis in the Coorong.  In the first round of the $3.1 billion water buy-back scheme, Senator Wong said spending of $50 million had so far returned 850,000 megalitres to the Murray-Darling.

A feasibility study also calls for up to $20 million be spent on dams to store 430 megalitres in the Adelaide Hills.

Other water-saving projects are planned as part of the $105 million Brown Hill Keswick Creek Stormwater Project.
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Sunday Mail - Libs to offer radical water usage plan

Adelaide householders would receive water allocations to use without restriction under a radical Liberal Party policy.
Existing water bans would be axed under the scheme, which water management expert Professor Mike Young says should be given a try. Details of the Opposition's new policy for the 2010 election come as South Australia experiences its driest ever start to spring. Opposition water spokesman Mitch Williams, who is finalising the policy's detail, said a new approach to water conservation was needed. "The Rann Government is about telling people when they can use water, while we are about supplying water and allowing people the right to decide how to use it," he said. "Watering restrictions are not on. It is absurd (being restricted) to use a hand-held hose for three hours a week with a trigger nozzle. "And at the moment there is no incentive for people to have shorter showers because there is no benefit.

"But if restrictions were based on what went through the meter, you could decide if you want to have a 15-minute shower or have a five-minute shower and have more water for the roses." Under the proposal, SA Water would send letters to householders showing their water use history and details about how to manage water use, how to check for leaks and how to read their meter. "We would expect you not to use more than this certain amount of water, but how you use it would be up to you and we would remove the three-hour water restrictions," Mr Williams said. "But if your water consumption increases, you would receive a `please explain' letter and a visit from someone to do a water audit, arranged by SA Water. "As a last resort there may be a regulation imposing a fine, not unlike what we have in place at the moment (for breaches of existing water restrictions)." Mr Williams said that if water consumption at a property changed because of a change of ownership, the new owner would have to justify the increase to SA Water. Professor Young, a water economist at Adelaide University, said the key to the success of the Liberals' proposal was in its "logistical details" but added that the idea was "worthy of consideration". "What Mr Williams is talking about has a lot of attraction, if you can make it work, and I would love the present government to trial it in one or two suburbs to see if it can work," said Professor Young, a former member of the Rann Government's SA Sustainability Round Table, which provided independent advice on long-term issues relating to environmental sustainability. Mr Williams said he was "hoping to have a more comprehensive policy to release this side of Christmas". "Water management will undoubtedly be a great issue at the next state election, and so far the Government has taken many years to recognise the problem and since then there has been plenty of talk but little action," he said. "It is much easier to police the proposed new system (than the existing restrictions), because it is based on what water is going through the meter and you wouldn't have to rely on dob-ins or SA Water inspectors to catch people abusing the system. "Instead, SA Water would go to someone and say `we know you are now using 30 per cent more water than what other people in your street are using, and we are here to help you reduce that'." If Queensland can restrict houses etc to 140 litres per person per day it can’t be all that difficult.

The Australian - Humans to blame for melting Antarctica
Antarctica, which seemed to have largely escaped the global warming hotting up the rest of the planet, is melting too. New research, published in the journal Nature Geoscience, also provides the firmest proof to date that climate change at both poles is not the result of natural fluctuations. “Our results demonstrate that human activities have already caused significant warming in both polar regions,” said Alexey Karpechko, a professor at the University of East Anglia and a co-author of the study. Earlier investigations left no doubt that Earth's northern extremity has warmed at nearly twice the global average over the last century, causing a dramatic shrinking of sea ice and disrupting the region's ecosystems. “However in Antarctica, such detection was so far precluded by insufficient data,” said Karpechko. The new study goes a long way towards filling that gap, and factoring out the causes. Using new data on land surface temperatures and state-of-the-art computer models to simulate different climate scenarios, a team of scientists led by East Anglia's Nathan Gillet were able to tease apart the internal and external drivers of observed changes at both poles. Rather than covering the entire Arctic and Antarctic regions, as previous studies have done, they focused only on the grid points where precise measurements have been taken. This made their climate models more accurate, and showed that observed changes in temperatures over the 20th century could only have occurred if the impact of industrial greenhouse gas emissions, and upper atmosphere ozone depletion, are taken into account. 
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“Their work demonstrates convincingly what previous studies have suggested - that humans have indeed contributed to warming in both the Arctic and Antarctic regions,” said Andrew Monaghan of the US National Center for Atmospheric Research and David Bromwich, a researcher at Ohio State University, in a comment, also published in Nature Geoscience. Knowing the cause “of polar climate variability is critical for understanding how the ice sheets will evolve in the 21st century,” they said.

Reef 'could adapt to avoid climate doom'
The prediction of a prominent marine biologist that climate change could render the Great Barrier Reef extinct within 30 years has been labelled overly pessimistic for failing to account for the adaptive capabilities of coral reefs.
University of Queensland marine biologist Ove Hoegh-Guldberg said yesterday that sea temperatures were likely to rise 2C over the next three decades, which would undoubtedly kill the reef. But several of Professor Hoegh-Guldberg's colleagues have taken issue with his prognosis. Andrew Baird, principal research fellow at the Australian Research Council's Centre for Excellence for Coral Reef Studies, said there were "serious knowledge gaps" about the impact rising sea temperatures would have on coral. "Ove is very dismissive of coral's ability to adapt, to respond in an evolutionary manner to climate change," Dr Baird said. "I believe coral has an under appreciated capacity to evolve. It's one of the biological laws that, wherever you look, organisms have adapted to radical changes." Dr Baird acknowledged that, if left un-addressed, climate change would result in major changes to the Great Barrier Reef. "There will be sweeping changes in the relative abundance of species," he said. "There'll be changes in what species occur where. "But wholesale destruction of reefs? I think that's overly pessimistic." Dr Baird said the adaptive qualities of coral reefs would mitigate the effects of climate change. His comments were backed by Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority chairman and marine scientist Russell Reichelt. "I think that he's right," Dr Reichelt said. "The reef is more adaptable and research is coming out now to show adaptation is possible for the reef." Dr Reichelt said the greatest threat facing the reef was poor water quality in the coastal regions, the result of excess sediment and fertiliser. 

"If a reef's going to survive bleaching, you don't want to kill it with a dirty river," he said. Professor Hoegh-Guldberg, who in 1999 won the prestigious Eureka science prize for his work on coral bleaching, said the view "that reefs somehow have some magical adaptation ability" was unfounded. "The other thing is, are we willing to take the risk, given we've got a more than 50 per cent likelihood that these scenarios are going to come up?" Professor Hoegh-Guldberg said. "If I asked (my colleagues) to get into my car and I told them it was more than 50 per cent likely to crash, I don't think they'd be very sensible getting in it." He told the ABC's Lateline program on Thursday the threat posed by climate change to the Great Barrier Reef should be treated as a "global emergency". "Why we aren't just panicking at this point and starting to really make some changes? Professor Hoegh-Guldberg said. "It just ... it blows my mind sometimes."

Wong to go easy on carbon scheme
The Rudd Government has no ambitions to set an example by moving dramatically ahead of other countries with its emissions trading regime, Climate Change Minister Penny Wong has indicated. Senator Wong told The Weekend Australian the Government had "very deliberately" timed the final decisions on the limits or "caps" it would put on Australian greenhouse emissions so they would be taken after a crucial UN meeting in Copenhagen next year. 

"We will clearly have strong regard to the outcomes of Copenhagen when we are taking those decisions," she said. 

"We modelled what we are working towards." Treasury modelling released this week, which found the costs of an ETS would be modest, assumed that developed countries would clinch a deal in Copenhagen and that developing countries such as China would agree on specific emission reduction plans soon afterwards. But industry remains concerned, because of the Government's promise to introduce a scheme regardless of the outcome of Copenhagen. Business Council of Australia policy director Maria Tarrant said: "The entire focus of the modelling is on there being a global agreement and a global carbon price. It is very disappointing that we don't get any information about what happens if a global agreement does not eventuate." Kevin Rudd yesterday highlighted the economic dangers of failing to act, pointing out that some countries had threatened border taxes against imports from nations without a cost on carbon. 

Malcolm Turnbull repeated his call to delay the ETS, saying: "We won't know how much this (ETS) is going to cost until the Government takes into account this global financial crisis".

Spring rainfall at record low levels
Much of southeastern Australia has had the driest start to spring on record. October is historically Melbourne's wettest month, but the Bureau of Meteorology reports rainfall for the month this year was just 13.8mm, well below the normal 63.9mm. In September and October, Melbourne had a total of 26mm, breaking the record low of 35.3mm set in 1914. Melbourne's water storages have fallen to 33.9 per cent. Mildura and Sale in Victoria, and Whyalla in South Australia, also set new low rainfall records for the months of September and October. South Australia had its driest September and October on record, with a statewide average of just 7mm for the two months. South Australia has so far experienced its second-driest year on record, after 1929. The bureau said the central Australian region was on track to record its driest year, with Alice Springs and Mount Isa receiving record low rainfall. Much of eastern Tasmania is also enduring record low rainfall, with Hobart on its lowest ever for the year so far. 
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Temperatures have also been higher than average. Darwin equalled its hottest month on record, with an average October maximum of 34.4C. In South Australia, daytime maximum temperatures for the year have been 2.3C above average, while the temperatures for Victoria this year so far are 2.1C above average, the second highest after 2006. 

Senior climatologist with the bureau Blair Trewin said some centres in southern inland NSW and northern Victoria recorded temperatures more than 3C above average for the month. Last month the bureau announced the long drought affecting southern Australia was officially the worst on record. Much of Victoria had had below-average rainfall every year since 1997. Temperatures in the drought-affected area over the past 12 years had also been 1C higher than previous droughts. Dr Trewin said autumns had been particularly dry over the past 12 years. "The important point is, this is the third year in a row we have seen widespread very warm and very dry conditions in this region in September-October," he said. Dr Trewin said there were two weather patterns behind the dry springs. "Firstly, we have tended to see frontal systems further south than usual at this time of year. And secondly, we haven't had much moisture feeding in from the northwest, so we if we do get a frontal system they don't have much moisture to work with." He said the decline in rainfall over southern Australia was "pretty much consistent with what we would expect with climate change". Dr Trewin said a similar pattern was occurring in the northern hemisphere.
Support wavers for use of sewage water
When former Queensland premier Peter Beattie cancelled a referendum for southeast Queenslanders on whether they wanted recycled sewage put in their drinking water, he said it would be added only when the three dams that serviced the area had a capacity below 40 per cent. But as Beattie's successor, Anna Bligh, prepares to turn on the taps to allow recycled water into southeast Queensland's water supply in only three months, the dam levels yesterday were at 41.2 per cent full, and have been over 40 per cent for the past three months. It's a change in policy that has happened by stealth and will make permanent the supply of recycled sewerage into the drinking water of the 2.6 million people who live in one of Australia's fastest-growing areas. The process of sewage and waste recycling being used in southeast Queensland is not used anywhere else in the world and, while the Government strongly defends the integrity of the process, there are doubters. This week, two academics from the Australian National University, Patrick Troy and Peter Collignon, cast doubt on whether the recycled water scheme was safe. Professor Collignon, one of Australia's leading infectious disease experts, argued that the technology did not exist to prevent recycled sewage from contaminating the water supply. Professor Troy, whose expertise is in planning, said the safety of recycled water had not been proved in any long-term epidemiological studies. "It will not be possible to remove all biologically active waste molecules from the system," he said. "The probability is that something like 8 per cent of these impurities will get through, and that is assuming the system is working properly." Ms Bligh responded with a statement to parliament that detailed the seven stages the Queensland process would involve, including putting the recycled water into Wivenhoe Dam - none of the other dams - and then undertaking the standard cleaning procedure for dam water before it is put in the drinking system. Ms Bligh also said that recycling was common in other parts of the world: notably Singapore and Orange County in California. But both of those schemes are different from that proposed for Queensland: the Singapore system involves having only 1 per cent of the water supply as recycled water, as opposed to the 10 per cent in Queensland, while the scheme in Orange County involves leaving the recycled water for several months underground before putting it in the drinking water system. She said she welcomed debate on the matter, and said that cancelling the referendum was "one of the single most popular things this government ever did". This was probably true at the time, but the context then was completely different from what it is now. When Mr Beattie cancelled the referendum in January last year, the dam levels in southeast Queensland were at 22 per cent and falling fast to a low of 16 per cent. At that stage it looked entirely possible that the area would run out of water by the end of this year. There was considerable political pressure on the Government to do something, and calling a referendum would draw out a process that was widely seen as inevitable. Recycled water was proposed along with several other measures. But after several dry summers, last summer finally saw the heavens open in southeast Queensland, and a week of heavy rain in late January pushed dam levels up by 10 per cent. Steady rain over the next few months pushed dam levels over 40 per cent in late July, and if there is another good summer of rain, it is entirely possible the area's dams will be more than half full by the time it comes to add the recycled water at the end of February. There is a considerable "yuck" factor in the drinking of recycled sewage, but last year, with dams down to under 20 per cent and the real possibility of running out of water, there was strong support in southeast Queensland for the measure. Now, with dams at over 40 per cent and a state election due next year, public support is nowhere near as strong. Water sustains life and is the most valuable resource on this planet and we must re-use and re-use or life as we know it will cease.

Weekly Times - Xenophon slams water plan
The plan to give control of the Murray Darling Basin to the Federal Government is like a leaky boat, Independent Senator Nick Xenophon said today. Mr Xenophon said the Federal Water Minister Penny Wong's plan for the Murray Darling Basin was flawed and ineffective. He said the Intergovernmental Agreement signed in July would not lead to water flowing freely and fairly down the Basin. "There’s nothing historic about the agreement and I can assure you the plan has so many holes in it, that if it was a boat, it would sink,” Mr Xenophon said.
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He said the power of the new Murray Darling Basin Authority would be hindered by various provisions. Mr Xenophon said the Authority would be assisted by a ministerial council, an advisory council and a committee of federal and state officials. He said if one state disagreed about an aspect of the Authority’s plan, then there would be a stalemate. Mr Xenophon said if the Water Minister disagreed about an aspect of the plan prepared by the authority, then she could send it back to the authority. He said in his first week in Parliament he introduced a bill to give the Water Minister the constitutional authority to take over control over the basin and run it in the national interest. Mr Xenophon said he believed only a Federal takeover could lead to the reform of the system that was "so desperately needed." "We need one river system with one set of rules." Mr Xenophon said plans for a 75 GL pipeline between the Goulburn River and Melbourne was evidence of States not acting in the National interest. Mr Xenophon who has been described as “rolling around like an unexploded hand grenade” said the pipeline would be "pumping air." He said he doubted whether 75 GL of water savings could be captured through a $1 billion upgrade of the northern irrigation region. Mr Xenophon, who attended a Plug The Pipe rally last week, said he was working with other non-Government senators to make an amendment to the water act that would introduce a “rigorous assessment of the Victorian project." "It will make a very big difference and there’s a real chance the amendment will go through," he said. Mr Xenophon said the crisis in the Murray Darling Basin was caused by a lack of water and a lack of trust. "The State Governments do not trust the Federal government and the Federal Government does not trust the State Governments," Mr Xenophon said. "People in the city don't trust people in the country to use water wisely and people in the country don't trust people in the city to conserve water and not steal it."

New fight to save Basin

Actors, sportsmen and other celebrities have joined a new campaign to save the Murray Darling Basin and Australia's other most iconic places from climate change. A new report from the Australian Conservation Foundation details ten of the country's most special places that could be lost without greater leadership from Australia and a commitment to reduce carbon pollution by at least a third by 2020. Icons listed as under serious threat from climate change include the World Heritage-listed Kakadu wetlands, the Murray Darling Basin, Australia's wine regions, the Wet Tropics, South-West Western Australia, the Australian Alps and the Great Barrier Reef.  The report details the huge economic impact from a failure to save these icons from climate change.  “Australia is particularly vulnerable to climate change, but with smart and urgent action, we have a lot to gain,” ACF executive director Don Henry said. “Our leaders can give our natural icons like the Great Barrier Reef a fighting chance if Australia commits to cutting our carbon pollution by at least a third by 2020. “We must lead by example for a global agreement that will avoid dangerous climate change and protect these wonderful, iconic Australian places for our future generations.” Australian actors Kath & Kim are championing the plight of the great Aussie backyard, at risk from rising temperatures, reduced rainfall and increased water restrictions. Says Kim: “It makes me gropable to think that because of global warming this back garden could soon be a dust bowl!” Other Australians speaking out for their favourite places at risk in the report and campaign website include actor Michael Caton, cook Stefano de Pieri, ex-Collingwood footballer Shane Wakelin and musician John Butler.

1 in 5 SA farmers may walk

The drought is threatening to drive one in five farmers from the land in parts of South Australia, BankSA managing director Rob Chapman says. According to the Adelaide Advertiser, conditions in parts of the state are deeply worrying due to spring rain failure. "I've heard reports that 10 to 20 per cent of farmers will be under intense pressure, and that intense pressure means maybe they'll have to leave the farm and seek alternative employment," Mr Chapman said. "That will be an issue for everybody, not just the farmers. It will be an issue for governments, banks and local communities." BankSA has the most extensive branch network in the state, and Mr Chapman said his view was based on talks with the bank's rural management teams, regional development boards and business leaders. "There is going to be some devastation . . . because in some parts, this will be the third or fourth year in a row, depending on where you are, where you've had little or no return," he said. SA Farmers Federation grains council chairman Jamie Smith said crops were extremely variable, with the southern Eyre Peninsula, central York Peninsula and the Southeast doing "pretty well". "But the more outlying areas have been badly impacted," he said. Worst hit were areas north of Lock, Jamestown and Lameroo. In addition, world prices were plunging and grain futures in the U.S. had halved since early this year."
Farmers go under for water
Dairy farmer Danny Bergamin is squeezing more feed out of less water on his Waaia irrigation property in Victoria. 
He has installed 24ha of sub-surface irrigation and would love to push the total to 40ha. "I'm using it (sub-surface) to grow lucerne, because protein is the hardest thing to get for cows," Mr Bergamin said. The pump and filtration system he installed has the capacity to water 40ha. "If I had a $4000 (on-farm water savings) grant I'd do the rest of the place (the remaining 16ha)," Mr Bergamin said. Mr Bergamin's first step into sub-surface irrigation was in the spring of 2005, when he established just five hectares. He said conditions were looking dry and he'd been impressed by a sub-surface system he'd seen on an Undera property.
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Since then he's been stunned by the capacity of the system to deliver high-quality lucerne, which he makes into silage.

"My production is now more than 25 tonnes a hectare with the lucerne," he said. "I'm cutting the lucerne every 28 days, seven times in the season, getting about 200 rolls of silage from each cut." The costs so far of the sub-surface irrigation installation have been: Total cost was $189,000 on 24ha or $289,000 on 40ha. Total cost per hectare was $7875/ha on 24ha or $7225/ha on 40ha. Water savings were five megalitres a hectare (was using 12 megalitres/ha with flood irrigation on pasture. Now down to seven megalitres/ha). Mr Bergamin says properly maintained, sub-surface systems could still operate after 20-30 years.

3rd
FarmOnLine - A tinderbox ready to burn
Victoria faces its worst bushfire season in more than a decade, and it is likely to come earlier than in previous years, according to the Bureau of Meteorology. The State Government is also warning that parts of the Victorian Alps region are at risk of "catastrophic" or "major" consequences if there is a fire, largely because of nearby townships and infrastructure. The warnings come as Melbourne faces its driest spring on record, with September-October rainfall just 26 millimetres — just two-thirds of the previous record low, set in 1914. The long-term outlook for the rest of the year is also drier than average. According to the bureau's 2008-09 Seasonal Bushfire Assessment areas such as the Dandenong Ranges are at increased risk. "Forested areas have the largest risk … an early start to the fire season is likely in much of this area," it says. "There is a long-term underlying dryness across much of the state that has developed from 12 years of rainfall deficiencies … fuel loads indicate that far-east Gippsland and Melbourne's water catchments are two forested areas with accumulated forest fuels. (These) are areas of particular concern, as are the Otway and Macedon Ranges." The report also says that a small region of western Victoria, centred on Little Desert National Park, also has "above-normal fire potential". It says the heath lands of the park are drought-affected and at risk of burning. Much of the Victorian Alps are an exception to the fire risk as they were burnt out in 2002/03, according to the assessments of both the Government and the bureau. But the lead author of the bureau's paper, Chris Lucas of the Bushfire Co-operative Research Centre, said that years of chronic rainfall shortage had left the forests in Melbourne's water catchment areas "ready to burn". "Twelve years of drought have done a number on the forests and they are really dry and ready to go," Dr Lucas said. He said Victoria was lucky last year — "there were a few big fires around but nothing near populated areas" — but may not be so fortunate in the future. "Wind is the most crucial factor. It's going to be hot in summer and it's going to be dry, but we get those hot northerlys — 40 degrees with a 30km/h wind — and it gets really dangerous." Dr Lucas said it was hard to compare this year's bushfire season, which begins this week, with past seasons. "It's hard to rank and compare them, it basically comes down to how lucky you are in the end and whether or not you get something to start the fire." Dr Lucas blamed a substandard La Nina for Victoria's dry weather, saying "La Nina was supposed to bring rain and make everything good and it didn't." "La Nina in some ways failed Victoria and didn't bring what we needed to break the drought (whereas) Queensland got dumped on," he said.

The chief officer of the Country Fire Authority, Russell Rees, said Victorians were "looking at a very serious season … it's certainly shaping as one of the earliest onsets we've had for some time". "In terms of forest risk, almost all of the state (is in danger). The southwest of the state is the only part that we're saying at this point is green and in good nick. The rest is quite variable and it is deteriorating rapidly." Mr Rees said it was too late for the state to recover. "It doesn't matter what happens with rain. It's too late. It's gone … it's too dry to recover. We would need 10 to 12 inches (250 millimetres) of rain." He said the Department of Sustainability and Environment's proscribed burning program had been a success, with this year's program exceeding the planned area of 130,000 hectares by 18pc. He said the CFA's strategy would be to "hit fires early" and urge the public to be careful when lighting fires. "Every big fire was once a small fire," he said. "We can't do much about lightning strikes, but after that, the next major causes are men, women and children," Mr Rees said. 
Small farmers targeted in irrigation buyback
Small block irrigators in the Murray-Darling Basin are the latest target in the Federal Government's water buyback scheme. Federal Water Minister Penny Wong has called for such farmers to register their interest in a new program, which she says will help farmers stay on their farms, while returning water to the environment. The Small Block Irrigators Exit Grant Package offers up to $150,000 as a special exit payment to eligible irrigators in the Murray-Darling Basin on farms of 15 hectares or less, plus up to $20,000 for other transitional assistance. Eligibility for the package is conditional on an irrigator selling their water entitlement to the Federal Government so that water can be returned to the Murray-Darling Basin's stressed rivers and wetlands. "The package will help these small block irrigators remain in their communities while getting out of the business of irrigation, at the same time as providing greater environmental flows to the Murray-Darling system," Senator Wong said. "The assistance will bring relief to small-scale irrigators in the Murray-Darling Basin affected by drought and climate change who wish to cease irrigated farming but are unable to sell their farms. "It will give them the opportunity to exit the irrigation sector but remain in their family home and continue to be part of their local community." Sen Wong says small-scale irrigators in areas including the Riverland and Sunraysia regions of the Murray have expressed particular interest in the program.
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Farmers in the dark on carbon plan impacts
Australian farmers are still no closer to understanding the full impacts of the Government's proposed Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme on the agriculture sector following the release of the Treasury modelling, according to the National Farmers' Federation. While farmers hope that the Treasury forecasts of Australia's economy continuing to prosper under the CPRS are correct, they are finding little comfort that the direct and indirect impacts from a CPRS on their farm businesses will be as kind. "It is hard to refute the Treasury's suggestion that Australian agriculture would have a competitive advantage in a low-emission world," said Gerald Leach, chair of the NFF Climate Change Working Group.

"However, it is what happens to this competitive advantage if Australia moves unilaterally on developing a CPRS, and particularly the treatment of agriculture within this framework that has farmers concerned. "Australia's farmers want to see the modelling outcomes assuming our global competitors do not follow suit. "Further, the productivity growth assumptions used for agriculture is another issue that we will be taking up with the Government on the CPRS modelling." The NFF's initial analysis suggests that agriculture will struggle to meet the productivity levels suggested without a significant injection of new funding towards agricultural productivity based research and development. 

"Recent times have seen existing agricultural productivity R&D being eroded due to drought and competing R&D needs such as climate change mitigation research," Mr Leach said. "Australian agriculture's proud record of productivity growth cannot be maintained without significant new money invested in R&D." 

Record dry start to spring for SA, Vic
Both Melbourne and Adelaide have suffered a record dry start to spring, with Melbourne having its driest September-October on record with just 26mm of rain, and South Australia having its driest October ever. Melbourne's record low total for September and October is well below the previous record of 35.2mm set in 1914, according to the Bureau of Meteorology. It says Mildura and Sale in Victoria, and Whyalla in South Australia, have also had new low rainfall records for the first two months of spring, Preliminary figures indicate that South Australia has had its driest September-October on record, with a statewide average of a pitiful 7mm of rainfall. This compares with the previous record of 7.5mm in 2006. The dry spring start continues a very dry year in many parts of Australia. Central Australia has received little or no rain in the past two months and 2008 is on track to be the driest year on record in many places, including Mount Isa and Alice Springs. Rainfall for the year to date is also near or at record low levels in much of eastern Tasmania, including Hobart, and well below average in most of South Australia and Victoria. However, rainfall has been near normal in areas such as the southwest of Western Australia, northern New South Wales and southern Queensland. The Bureau says it has also been much hotter than usual in many parts of Australia with many record or near record high temperatures. Darwin equalled its hottest month on record for any month, with preliminary data indicating that the average October maximum temperature of 34.4C has matched that previously set in October 1973, November 1976 and December 2002. While southeastern Australia temperatures for September-October 2008 have generally not been record-breaking, daytime maximum temperatures have been well above average for the third consecutive year. For example, in South Australia 2008 is the third successive year in which maximums for the period have been more than 2°C above the long-term average (2.3C above average, and the 4th highest on record). Victoria’s 2008 statewide temperature anomaly of 2.1C above average ranks second behind that for 2006. Further north in places such as Canberra and Wagga Wagga, the three warmest September-October periods on record have now occurred in the past three years. 

Lakes may go dry but Adelaide's ...
While South Australians are screaming for more water from upstream Murray River users to save the Lower Lakes, the State Government has introduced a "more flexible" regime for Adelaide residents to water their gardens over summer.

SA Minister for the Murray Karlene Maywald yesterday announced changes to the current water restrictions "in recognition that some gardens may require a mid-week watering as summer approaches". Households will now have the option of spreading their current three-hour a week watering times across two days. The current rules also allow watering cans and buckets to be used any time on any day of the week. "We have been listening to the community and while they have been very supportive of the current water restrictions, there has been a plea for more flexible arrangements," Mrs Maywald said. But the continuation of garden hosing comes despite criticisms from the Queensland Farmers' Federation, which says that up to 55 gigalitres of water a year could be saved for the Murray if Adelaide residents were put on the same level of restrictions as Brisbane residents were at the height of the SE Qld drought. But Mrs Maywald has justified the new laws citing advice from the SA Water Customer Council, the Urban Water Drought Reference Group and the gardening professionals, which states that "such a flexible arrangement will reduce the risk of over-watering and provide a better chance of our trees and gardens surviving yet another dry summer". "SA Water will be carefully monitoring water use every week and keeping track of any trends in increased water use," she said. "While we are not relaxing or easing water restrictions, we are building more flexibility into the system for householders." Meanwhile, the SA Government yesterday passed legislation to refer the management of the Murray River system to the Commonwealth. Once other Basin States complete the passage of similar legislation, the Commonwealth will be able to take the lead role in managing the system. 
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AdelaideNow - River crisis: Commonwealth tightens grip on Murray 
Victoria and Queensland are expected to pass laws handing over control of the Murray to the Commonwealth before the end of this month. Commonwealth legislation on the issue has been referred to a Senate committee which is expected to report on November 19. The timetables have been revealed by federal Water Minister Penny Wong who said she welcomed the passage of SA laws handing over powers. The SA Parliament passed the legislation last week – the second jurisdiction to do so. The legislation helps establish an independent authority to manage the Murray-Darling Basin as single entity including a new scientifically based limit on water use. NSW has already passed its laws.

Queensland introduced legislation on October 7 and will start debating it next week. Victoria introduced its legislation on October 8 and it is likely to be debated in that state's Upper House from next week. A spokeswoman for Senator Wong said the Commonwealth legislation was likely to be passed in the current session of Parliament. "We look forward to the Victorian and Queensland governments doing the same in coming weeks," she said.

Press Releases

Small Increase for water users in the Lower Darling, but Southern Basin remains dry

The NSW Department of Water and Energy today announced an increase of 10 per cent for general security users in the Lower Darling Valley bringing the total to 30 per cent of entitlement; however irrigation allocations in the Murray and Murrumbidgee Valleys remain unchanged. “The increase in the Lower Darling has been possible as small inflows in the Murray have reduced the need to commit water from the Menindee Lakes to the Murray Valley,” said the Department’s Deputy Director-General, David Harriss. Mr Harriss said that Murray Valley allocations would remain unchanged, with the minor improvements in water availability also being used to ensure all currently announced allocation and carryover could be delivered. “While there has been some inflow to the Snowy system, Murrumbidgee Valley tributary inflows have been very low, with total water availability in the Murrumbidgee staying the same,” said he said. Mr Harriss said that forecasts by the Department indicated that general security license holders in the Murrumbidgee Valley have 3 chances in 4 of receiving 11 per cent by 1 December and 15 per cent by 1 February respectively. “However given the dry state of the catchments significant rainfall is needed to generate flows in the creeks and streams in both valleys,” he said. 

Murray and Goulburn Systems Receive Small Allocation Increases

Allocation Data 

The seasonal allocations for Goulburn-Murray Water customers on 3 Nov 2008 are 

	 
	High Availability Water Share
	Change to High Availability Water Share
	Comments

	Murray
	19%
	+2%
	-

	Broken
	0%
	%
	-

	Goulburn
	14%
	+2%
	-

	Campaspe
	0%
	%
	-

	Loddon
	0%
	%
	-

	Bullarook Creek
	0%
	%
	-


Further Information 

Small allocation increases for the Murray and Goulburn systems were announced by Goulburn-Murray Water (G-MW) today. Seasonal allocations in all other northern Victorian water systems remain at zero. The seasonal allocation in the Murray system rose by 2% to be 19% of high-reliability water shares (HRWS). The Goulburn system seasonal allocation is 14% HRWS, an increase of 2%. The Goulburn system allocation includes a benefit of 7% HRWS gained by pumping at Waranga Basin. "The dry conditions have persisted since our last allocation update on 15 October," said G-MW Managing Director David Stewart. "There has been virtually no rain to generate inflows. The increases in the Murray and Goulburn systems have largely come from very careful system operations and tributary flows being slightly better than our worst-case assumptions. Unfortunately, inflows to the Broken, Campaspe, Loddon and Bullarook systems were negligible and allocations remained at zero." 

Supply in the Northern Victorian Systems 

"G-MW is determined to maximise water availability wherever possible," said Mr Stewart. "The efforts of our staff and the cooperation of our customers to ensure efficient operations are greatly appreciated." 
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Current constraints on operations in the Murray and Goulburn systems will continue throughout the season because of the record low availability of water resources. The priority for the Broken, Campaspe, Loddon and Bullarook systems is the provision of essential domestic and stock needs to customers. With the lack of inflows in the Broken system, there are insufficient resources to extend the previously announced end of November period for unrestricted delivery of carryover water. Deliveries at low diversion rates will be permitted after November, but will be strictly rostered. 

Delivery of carryover in the Campaspe Irrigation District should be discussed with Rochester-Campaspe operations area staff. Diverters seeking delivery of carryover in the Campaspe and Loddon systems should discuss their requirements with their Diversion Inspector. "Any water users considering purchase of carryover water in the Broken, Campaspe and Loddon systems need to ensure that they understand the delivery constraints that may occur this season," said Mr Stewart. "These systems are being operated very tightly, and the operational flexibility needed for delivery of carryover may not be available." 

Seasonal Allocation Outlook for the Coming Months 

G-MW will update seasonal allocation outlooks on 17 November 2008. Conditions have remained consistently dry, and using current inflow trends and historical data as advised previously, the possible range of allocations on 15 February 2009 are: 

19% to 46% HRWS in the Murray system 

14% to 38% HRWS in the Goulburn system 

Allocations are unlikely in the Broken, Campaspe, Loddon and Bullarook systems this season. 

AWA

1. The Commonwealth Government has released the "Australia's Low Pollution Future" Report, which contains Treasury's modelling of the costs and opportunities of responding to ‘climate change.’ 

2. The Rudd Government will provide $10 million over four years to establish research networks investigating the effects of climate change on areas such as water resources, human health, emergency services, infrastructure and biodiversity. Seven new 'adaptation research networks' will foster critical research into the effects of climate change. (Minister for Climate Change and Water) 

3. The National Water Commission has released a report showing that desalination technologies will play an increasingly important role in securing Australia's water supplies. "Emerging trends in desalination" aims to inform decisions on the merits of desalination technologies and their future place among water supply options. (NWC) 

4. A new Industry Report titled "Leadership in Sustainable Urban Water Management: An Investigation of the Champion Phenomenon within Australian Water Agencies" has been released as part of the National Urban Water Governance Program (NUWGP), which comprises a group of social research projects investigating the changing governance of urban water management in Australia. The Program is intended to facilitate progress towards achieving a Water Sensitive City by drawing from a number of social theories concerning institutional and technological change processes. 

5. The debate about the Queensland Government decision to pump 60ML of purified recycled water into Wivenhoe Dam has been reignited, with commentators stating that the technology is not infallible and carries risks. The AWA response can also be viewed online. (The Australian) (The Australian) (The Australian) (Australian Water Association) 

6. Small block irrigators in the Murray-Darling Basin are invited to register their interest in a new program to help farmers wanting to leave the irrigation industry to stay on their farms, while also returning water to the environment. Eligibility for the package is conditional on an irrigator selling their water entitlement to the Federal Government so that water can be returned to the Murray-Darling Basin's stressed rivers and wetlands. 

7. Fishermen and walkers are among leisure groups leading a push for access to dams used for drinking water on the back of a report to the WA State Government that found little evidence that recreation had an impact on tap water quality. 

8. The $47 million Epsom-Spring Gully Water Recycling Project has been completed, supplying the city of Bendigo with an additional 4,000 ML. The recycled water will provide extra water for rural irrigation and for watering urban venues such as sporting venues and parks. 

9. October, normally Melbourne's wettest month, this year recorded just 13.8mm rain with city storages now at 33.9%. SA had its driest September and October with state-wide average of 7mm rain and is currently living the second driest year on record after 1929. Eastern Tasmania is also experiencing record low rainfall. Northern Victoria and other parts of the south-eastern Australia experienced temperatures more than 3 degrees above average for the month. 

10. Articles on the topics of pressure sewerage, on-site treatment, regulation and international sanitation are being invited for the February issue of the Water Journal. 

11. The UN says 1.7 million people living along the Mekong River are at risk of arsenic poisoning from their drinking water supplies, with worrying levels of exposure were being found in the four countries which depend on the river - China, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. 
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12. Water Convention, part of Singapore International Water Week 2009 is calling for papers. The theme for SIWW 2009 is 'Sustainable Cities - Infrastructure and Technologies for Water', and will focus on technological applications, water and health, utility practices and urban water sustainability. Call for Papers closes 30 November 2008. 

13. A Riverland irrigator has been charged with robbing the River Murray of 53 million litres of water. 

14.Losses of more than $20 million are expected from several Victorian water authorities this week, as pressure on the finances of the state's water sector continues to mount. 

15. Treated effluent is cleaner than much of the run-off into dams, insists Paul Greenfield.

The Australian - Don't turn your nose up at purified recycled water
There is nothing more fundamental for a community than its confidence in a safe and reliable water supply. Southeast Queensland is implementing a $2.5 billion project to supplement dam supplies with purified recycled water: waste water that has been treated to the highest standard. As the chairman of the independent scientific expert advisory panel scrutinising the project, I welcome any rational, scientifically based debate on these issues. After all, the panel includes world leaders in toxicology, microbiology, environmental science and advanced water treatment. The panel members, from Australia and overseas, have many years' experience in ensuring that drinking water supplies, regardless of source, are safe for communities to drink. Some commentators have expressed concerns about the safety of purified recycled water based on information that is manifestly incorrect, not based on evidence and reflects existing prejudices. Such statements, coming as they do from so-called experts, directly threaten the community's understanding of water quality and cause unnecessary worry. In The Australian last week, microbiologist Peter Collignon and urban planner Patrick Troy incorrectly stated that the Queensland project posed a health risk to 2.6 million people in the region. 

I have no doubt the design of the Queensland scheme and its proposed operation meet or exceed international best practice to provide a safe, reliable source of water. It was claimed by Troy and Collignon that the Queensland advanced water treatment processes, including microfiltration, reverse osmosis and advanced oxidation, would remove only 92 per cent of antibiotics. This is simply wrong. It represents a misreading of a 2007 study. The present sewage treatment plants achieve reductions of about this level at just one barrier out of seven, even before the advanced water treatment process occurs. The data the panel has reviewed indicates the Western Corridor Recycled Water Project is consistently achieving better than the standards for the removal of antibiotics enshrined in the Public Health Regulations of 2005. 

It was also claimed that viruses would get through the treatment process. But there are multiple barriers in the advanced water treatment process capable of removing viruses. They are at least 100 times larger than the pores of the reverse osmosis membranes used in the production of purified recycled water, which effectively provide a molecular filter. Purified recycled water is far cleaner than much of the existing water that reaches the dam from run-off over land. It was further claimed there was "nowhere else in the world" where purified recycled water was being used to the same extent as it would be in southeast Queensland, where it will represent on average less than 10 per cent of supply from Wivenhoe Dam. But the advanced technologies being used (microfiltration, reverse osmosis and advanced oxidation) are all proven and in use across the world. Similar schemes provide significant volumes in Britain, Belgium, Singapore, Los Angeles and Orange County in California. The most similar scheme has been operating for 30 years in the Upper Occoquan in Virginia, which is a leading water provider to Washington, DC. In that case, purified recycled water averages about 9per cent of the annual inflow to the reservoir and up to 80 per cent during droughts. Contrary to Troy's claim, extensive studies, including epidemiological research, have been carried out and show no evidence of negative health impacts. Anyone with a dispassionate understanding of recycled water would recognise that treated effluent - straight out of a conventional sewage treatment plant - already supplements our urban water supply in Australia in unplanned schemes. For example, Sydney's Warragamba Dam receives upstream effluent from Goulburn and Lithgow, Melbourne's Sugarloaf Reservoir receives effluent from the Lilydale Sewage Treatment Plant at Olinda Creek, and Adelaide's Mount Bold Reservoir takes treated effluent from Hahndorf. Canberra's treated effluent enters the Murrumbidgee system, where it is diluted and extracted into the water treatment plants of towns downstream of Canberra. These systems work because the processes installed are appropriate for the risks introduced. Clearly, different risks need to be managed in larger, planned schemes such as the Western Corridor Recycled Water Project - where a seven-barrier risk-management system applies and independent regulation occurs - but the same principle applies. The membrane and ultraviolet oxidation technologies have been tried and tested in many applications worldwide. Microfiltration is used in the food industry to purify, among other things, bottled water, medicines and fruit juice. Reverse osmosis is used in desalination and home water-filtration units. Advanced oxidation uses strong ultraviolet light to destroy impurities and is used by doctors and dentists to sterilise surgical instruments. After passing through these barriers, the water will be blended and diluted to a small proportion of Wivenhoe Dam water before being treated in the multiple stages of the water treatment plant at Mount Crosby, and then finally distributed to people's homes. By law, this water must comply with Queensland's recycled water standards and regulatory framework. The standards are based on nationally agreed guidelines adopted by state and federal governments, which were set after extensive scientific review and consultation. When we debate recycled water, the key test we should demand is that it is safe and provides no greater risk to a community than its present water supply. 
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The independent scientific expert panel reviewing southeast Queensland's purified recycled water scheme has an ongoing role during the project's implementation to provide rigorous independent assessments to ensure this requirement has been met. Paul Greenfield is chairman of the Queensland Water Commission's independent scientific expert advisory panel and vice-chancellor of the University of Queensland.

16. There are calls for immediate action to rejuvenate the Yarra River, which is now a stagnating mess with dangerously high traces of pollution. 

17. Queensland's Deputy Premier, Paul Lucas, has toasted the opening of the state's new water sewage recycling plant by drinking four glasses of the treated water. 

18. You'd never know Australia was in drought. Water is being consumed in the cities like there is no tomorrow and if Generation H2O keep drinking it at this rate there will be no tomorrow. 

Generation H2O
You'd never know Australia was in drought. Water is being consumed in the cities like there is no tomorrow and if Generation H2O keep drinking it at this rate there will be no tomorrow. I don't know how deep the reservoirs are at Mount Franklin but it will be sucked dry and collapse in on itself if the urban thirst for water doesn't dry up soon.

There was a time when the only people you saw drinking water out of a bottle were exhausted athletes but now it seems people are incapable of getting through even the most sedentary task without being equipped with a liquid side-arm. Passengers can't get through a bus-ride without it; uni students can't survive a lecture without it; movie-goers can't make it to the final reel without it; school-children, drivers, pedestrians, the sick, the elderly. There's just no end to the need for a liquid feed. Bottled water, of course, provides convenience and portability but doesn't explain why people today feel the need to be constantly hydrated. You won't die if you don't sink a Pump on the drive to work. In fact you can go for a very long time without water. There's an old rule of thumb that says you can go three hours without shelter, three days without water and three weeks without food. But according to the hard nuts at Survivaltopics.com, at a balmy 21 degrees you could actually go 10 days without a drink. So that means with a running time of 91 minutes you could comfortably watch Beverly Hills Chihuahua at the local cineplex, catch the NightLink home and make it to the kitchen tap with at least a week up your sleeve. But what about that other golden rule about drinking eight glasses of water a day? Most modern nutritionists have dismissed that as excessive. Your body certainly needs an amount somewhere equivalent to that but most people get about 20 per cent of their water requirement from food. Drinks like juice, milk and even coffee count towards your intake too so if you throw in a glass of water between meals you are just about where you need to be water-wise. And then there are the dangers of drinking too much water. There's even a name for it - hyponatremia - the depletion of sodium in the blood. You'd think if anyone was allowed to drink as much as they wanted it would be marathon runners. But they are one of the highest risk categories, so much so that marathon organisers are now cutting the number of drinking stations in an effort to reduce the instances of this life threatening condition. But it's hilariously old-fashioned to think that people are drinking water so copiously and so publicly only for survival. Maybe water's the new black - more fashion accessory than necessary. At the very least, thanks to the spin doctors at the bottled water companies, it's now a lifestyle choice. Somewhere, somehow drinking water has become a recreational activity. Of all people, it's the executives in charge of the world's most popular carbonated beverage that have helped oversee this shift. Coca Cola is into water in a big way. Sales of Coke's sparkling products have flattened and it was water that helped boost the company's profits last year. In Australia they have the highest selling water brand: Mount Franklin. Water is no longer the enemy beverage slaking the thirst of a potential Coke buyer. A few weeks ago I was passing through a North American airport and saw a huge billboard promoting Diet Coke as "99 per cent water. 100 per cent taste". So popular is water's allure nowadays that the good ol' boys back in Atlanta are using water as a reason why you should buy a Coke! The world has gone mad and there is the proof. Drink Coke because it's mostly water. At one time that's what people complained about: why should I pay so much for a can of cola when it's just fizzy water with some flavouring? But despite the fact that sales of bottled water are up around the world and people are drinking it as fast as they can bottle it there is now the inevitable backlash. The environmental cost of producing somewhere north of 100 billion plastic bottles a year is the obvious one. Some progressive boardrooms have taken the step of re-introducing jugs of water to replace bottles and a number of local governments are planning to put more bubblers into their jurisdictions to lessen the landfill load. So, the whole water cycle may come full circle. Back to taps and jugs and water fountains. How will everyone cope? Fine, I expect. Apparently oxygen is the next big thing anyway. Flavoured oxygen at that. This should be a no-brainer for the marketing gurus. If they can sell bottled water for hundreds or thousands of times the price of tap water how easy will it be to sell the concept of oxygen to a population of respiring vertebrates? After all, we may be able to survive 10 days or so without water but oxygen's a whole different story. Most of us will expire within three to four minutes without the golden gas, so if you were denied oxygen before you started to read this article you could be dead before you reached the end.

