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Starting 15th PM

Rudd forced to buy back more water
Kevin Rudd has bowed to rising anger in South Australia and announced an increased buyback of water from NSW and Queensland irrigators in an attempt to send more water down the Murray River and save its ravaged lower lakes.

A cabinet meeting in Adelaide yesterday approved the purchase of water rights of entire farming communities and a Commonwealth-state initiative in which NSW and Queensland properties with large water entitlements could be purchased. The relevant state government would keep the property, while the water allotment would be sent down the river. The Government also succumbed to a demand by the new South Australian senator, Nick Xenophon, for an independent audit of where all the water is stored along the Murray-Darling Basin. Senator Xenophon is one of the senators holding the balance of power. This week he flexed this muscle by announcing he would block the Government's FuelWatch legislation, slammed the measures as inadequate. He believes water should be compulsorily acquired from irrigators in the eastern states. "You need to look at that. We need to pull out all stops," he said.

Senator Xenophon does not trust the storage figures used by the Murray-Darling Basin Commission because they are provided by the states, which have a vested interest in hoarding water. The Government would not embrace compulsory acquisition but did agree to an independent audit of all private and public water storage. Mr Rudd's $12.7 billion water plan includes a sum of $3.1 billion for buying back water. Only $50 million has so far been spent buying back 35gigalitres in entitlements. Cabinet agreed to accelerate the process and extended from $350 million to $400 million the buyback of selected water entitlements from Queensland to the Menindee Lakes near Broken Hill in NSW.

There would be another $80 million to buy out irrigators in South Australia. The buybacks would be voluntary and, if possible, entire communities targeted. "Where you have defined and discrete irrigation communities, the Commonwealth is prepared to step in and buy back the entitlements from that entire community," Mr Rudd said.

This alarmed Andrew Gregson, the chief executive officer of the NSW Irrigators' Council. He said his organisation did not oppose water buybacks but water efficiency projects also had to be looked at to safeguard rural communities and Australia's food security. Efficiency measures offered the twin benefits of environmental water and maintained productivity, he said. "Prime Minister Rudd must recognise that irrigators are not only a part of their surrounding community, but are the driving economic force in the community," he said. "Social and economic impact studies must be completed before any town and community is effectively shut down." Mr Rudd said the problem was a culmination of drought, climate change and a river system that had been "over-allocated to hell over the last 100 years" as he warned the latest measures may not work. Controversially, cabinet also agreed to flood the lower lakes with seawater if experts deemed it "absolutely necessary". 

Water charge risk for small settlements

Introducing a blanket user-pays system of charging for water could place some of Australia’s desert communities at a disadvantage, a new report from Desert Knowledge CRC (DKCRC) says. The study looks at the capacity of desert communities to afford to pay more for water under a National Water Initiative (NWI) directive to move to ‘full cost recovery for all rural surface and groundwater based systems’. A team led by Drs Meryl Pearce and Assoc Professor Eileen Willis of DKCRC and Flinders University has investigated the ability of families living in four remote Aboriginal settlements in South Australia to afford to pay more for their water. “We found that households in these communities were already spending between 80 and 130pc of their income on the basic necessities of life. "Their incomes are already barely above the poverty line,” Dr Pearce says. “If you imposed water charges on these households many would simply be unable to pay them.” The unintended result of a decision taken far away to raise water charges could be to make communities which were already economically marginal, potentially unsustainable, she said.

The team notes that the NWI was put in place to achieve greater efficiency in water use across the whole of Australia. 

The NWI recognises that some settlements will never be economically sustainable but nevertheless states that in such cases ‘lower bound pricing’ should apply, in line with National Competition Policy (NCP) requirements. “It was recognised that these rules might have unfortunate consequences for remote settlements, which is why we were asked to examine and report on their situation,” Dr Pearce says. The researchers argue that many remote desert communities are already – of necessity – highly efficient and sparing in their use of water, and their inhabitants are keenly aware too, of the need to minimise waste. “Some of these small communities already have a lot of water and energy efficiencies in place, such as housing designed for passive cooling or the use of supplementary solar power. Others could adopt more of these measures if the capital cost could somehow be addressed,” Dr Pearce says. She believes for example:

• The cost of evaporative cooling in summer – a major consumer of water – could be reduced if desert housing could be better designed for passive cooling and 

• All homes could be fitted with more water-efficient technologies.

Dr Pearce says, many desert communities rely mainly on groundwater and infrequent rainfall for household supplies.

Few receive scheme water. To charge these people more for their water under a national cost recovery directive would be more than most of their inhabitants could afford.  “There has been quite a lot of comment in recent times about the number of Australian families facing “utility stress” – that is being unable to afford rapidly rising charges for utilities like water, electricity, telephone or gas.
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"The imposition of cost recovery in the desert would impose this stress on most households in these tiny, remote settlements,” Dr Pearce adds. In one typically small community, the team found the median household income of $552.82 a week was only 3 per cent above the poverty line ($536.14), leaving little scope for paying water bills, especially in situations where there are few or no available jobs or enterprises which people can use to increase their ability to pay. The managing director of DKCRC, Jan Ferguson, said the report highlights the importance of not applying blanket policies designed for major cities to remote communities in desert Australia without considering their special circumstances, because of the scope for unintended consequences. 

Rudd pledges faster water buyback
Water licences will be bought back faster, extra money will be set aside for Adelaide's desalination plant and there will be an audit of the Murray-Darling water. The Federal Cabinet proposed those moves yesterday in its latest plan to help solve the water crisis facing the River Murray system. The Cabinet was given a detailed briefing on the crisis yesterday by the Murray-Darling Basin Commission and Prime Minister Kevin Rudd also held private talks with South Australian Premier Mike Rann. Mr Rudd, however, conceded the moves might not be enough. "I don't want to say there is some magical solution here," Mr Rudd said. His plan was welcomed by Mr Rann and Alexandrina Council Mayor Kym McHugh, though Mr McHugh said the prime concern remained about the Lower Lakes needing water now. Mr Rudd said the nation had a highly stressed river system. He blamed that on the drought, climate change and decades of inaction – especially by the previous federal government which had not spent one dollar on buying back water licences. "We've already spent some $50 million buying back some 35 gigalitres from the system," Mr Rudd said.

The full details of the latest plan are:

AN $80 million buyback of water for SA.

ANOTHER $400 million allocated for purchasing water entitlements, extending from Queensland to the Menindee Lakes in NSW.

AN independent audit, with the results to be made public, of all public and private water holdings along the entire Murray-Darling Basin system.

A FURTHER $100 million will be committed to the Port Stanvac desalination plant if its capacity is increased from the potential 50 gigalitres to 100 gigalitres.

The water buyback announced is part of the Government's previously announced $3.1 billion scheme signed off by the Council of Australian Governments. Mr Rudd said Mr Rann had flown to Canberra more than a week ago to push for the accelerated buyback program and the independent audit. The State and Federal governments have been under mounting pressure from SA irrigators and farmers to buy more water from upstream irrigators – especially in the Darling region in Queensland and NSW – to try to save the Lower Lakes. Mr Rudd said the Murray-Darling Basin Commission was completing an audit of all public and private water in the system. That then would be subjected to an independent audit. Also yesterday, the Greens announced they would move in the Senate for an urgent inquiry aimed at securing water for the Coorong and the Lower Lakes before Christmas. State Opposition Leader Martin Hamilton-Smith said the latest move was "a bit of an improvement" but Labor still had a long way to go before getting anywhere near the required level of action that would satisfy the people of SA.

Applause but no quick fix
Water and the River Murray were high on the agenda at last night's public forum as locals tried to understand why so little water was flowing across the South Australian border. About 700 people filled the Hallett Cove School gymnasium. Applause was loudest during Prime Minister Kevin Rudd's opening address when he said the Murray-Darling system was "allocated to hell". He said the fast-tracked buy-back of water entitlements from the Murray was one of the projects on the table to restore water to the river. Trott Park resident Dave Bennett asked why all the locks along the River Murray could not be opened to allow all the water to fill the Lower Lakes. "The salt content is getting higher and higher in the river," he said. "Can we get water from northern New South Wales and southern Queensland and push it into the Murray Darling?" Water Minister Penny Wong said there was no overnight solution to fixing the Murray's ills. "We are working on medium and long-term solutions . . . but we have still got a short-term problem, so what we are doing in the short term is substantially addressing a number of things such as irrigation infrastructure," she said. "The second thing we have to do is substantially increase water purchasing. Because of a century of over-allocation, this is not a problem that will be fixed overnight." Greenhouse gas emission was the dominant issue, with attendees wanting to know how the nation's energy needs, including for Adelaide's desalination plant, were going to be met. The question of the night was asked by nine-year-old Lucy Fraenkel, a Year 4 student from Walford School, who asked the Prime Minister why more buildings could not turn off their lights at night. "When I drive home in the car and I see  . . . businesses that have lights on and nobody is there," she said. Mr Rudd praised the question for going to the heart of energy efficiency and focusing on the challenge to all the world "to use our energy better". The South Australian Environment Movement also met Senator Wong after the forum and presented a statement recommending three actions to save the Lower Lakes and the Coorong.
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The movement, which comprises the Conservation Council of SA, Wilderness Society and Nature Conservation Society of SA, called for the purchase of a guaranteed annual water entitlement of 730 gigalitres a year to provide the Ramsar site with fresh water and keep the Murray Mouth open.

Rudd thaws icy reception
It is 4.30pm and the most pressing question for the 70-strong crowd of prime ministerial meeting hopefuls is why they are bearing the brunt of the howling Hallett Cove southwesterly which has driven the temperature into single digits.
Left in the cold like a reality TV roll call, many want pole position for a direct audience with the PM or a minister.

The over-protective federal protective services at the gate tell people there are to be "no banners or signs", by order of the Protective Security Act 2007. A grumpy dad only just makes it through the cordon to pick up his child from outside school hours care, after asking three times. He and Ray Harrison are among the handful who make it through the gates before the allotted time expires – even four students from the school are held up. Could that be a gun in their violin case? As a PR exercise in the highly marginal Labor seat of Kingston, the Kevin '08 roadshow community meeting is off to a bad start. "I got the first question at the last meeting and I'm going for that again," Ray says, as he pushes his walking frame into the grounds of the school, part of a strong pensioner contingent. But the pensioners and those with personal issues are dwarfed by majority who answer my impromptu vox pop with one word what their issue is: "Water". With a petition from AdelaideNow readers under his arm – demanding the declaration of a state of emergency over the river crisis – Mr Rudd comes in from the cold to a surprisingly warm ovation from a crowd that has grown to about 700. The water issue dominates his address, ahead of housing affordability, Budget tax relief and even his "education revolution". Water and climate change is where "the rubber hits the road" Mr Rudd tells the crowd and they applaud the plain-talking language they can all understand. "This river system has been over-allocated to hell," he thunders, to even greater applause. 

PerthNow - Perth facing record winter dry as cold fronts blocked

Perth is set to break the record for the longest winter dry spell in more than a century. If the dry-sky forecast for this week rings true, next Saturday will mark 21 consecutive days without rain – a winter drought not seen since 1902. 
The last time Perth came close to breaking this 106 year record was 30 years ago when between August 4 and 15 clear skies kept Perth dry for 18 days straight. A ‘blocking’ high pressure system stuck over the southern ocean is stopping cold fronts from reaching the city, leaving Perth high and dry while it's still raining in the South-West, the WA Bureau of Meteorology said. “These blocking highs are pretty persistent. They prefer to stay over cold water and are very strong, while moving very slowly from west to east,” WA meteorologist, Patrick Ward said. “The cold fronts are just not making it up to Perth past the high.” While bountiful July rains filled Perth dams to over 40 per cent capacity – an eight year high – water inflow into catchment areas has started to dry up. Dam inflow has dwindled from three gigalitres daily to just half a gigalitre yesterday, according to Ben Jarvis from the WA Water Corporation. "People are also starting to consume more water because they are turning their irrigation systems on again. But you don't need them on at this time of the year," Mr Jarvis warned. Such an extra dry end to the season will also mean the difference between a bumper crop for Wheatbelt farmers and average yields this year, the president for the WA Farmers Federation, Mike Norton said. “We are a very critical point in time, we need more rain to finish the crops off," Mr Norton said. “If we do get more rain within the week it will be a bumper year in some areas, but if not, yields can fall away quite quickly.” “It all depends on wind and temperature but a week can make quite a difference,” he added. 
Strong warming trends in the Indian Ocean and over the equatorial Pacific Ocean are affecting rainfall across the nation, the Bureau says. While rainfall predictions until October forecast below-normal rainfall for most of WA, modelling suggests the South-West will have higher than average precipitation. As Perth sits in the middle of a dry spell, August rainfall this year is more than in 1902 but still only the third lowest on record. In 1902 just 11.8mm fell in Perth in August. So far this month the city has received a total of 8.4mm since the start of the month -- well below the average 135mm.

AdelaideNow - 6 per cent: Irrigation increase brings some hope 
The state's River Murray irrigators will get more water from next month, with a decision by the State Government to lift allocations from 2-6 per cent. River Murray Minister Karlene Maywald said while 300 gigalitres of inflows to the River Murray system were recorded during July most flowed into tributaries in NSW and Victoria. The improvement to the shared resources was estimated at just 35 gigalitres. "Unfortunately, these in-flows to interstate tributaries are not part of the water resource available for sharing between all states," Ms Maywald said. "At the moment we are just not seeing the rain falling in the areas that will contribute inflows to the shared resource, which is what we need for South Australia to have access to more water." Ms Maywald said the government would continue to update allocations to irrigators on the 15th of each month. "Maximising the amount of water available to irrigators as early as possible in the season is essential to help producers plan their irrigation for the year," she said. 

Xenophon backs calls for inquiry
Independent South Australian senator Nick Xenophon has backed calls from the Greens for an urgent Senate inquiry into how the Murray's Lower Lakes can be saved.
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Scientists have warned the lower lakes and the world-renowned Coorong wetlands in SA will be dry before Christmas if water levels are not replenished. The Rudd government has said the Murray system does not have enough water for a downstream rescue effort. But some conservationists have disputed this, and today the Greens called for an immediate Senate inquiry to establish how the River Murray's parched lower lakes can be saved. Senator Xenophon backed the Greens' demand, telling reporters in Adelaide today it was clear no one was sure exactly how much water was actually in storage in the Murray-Darling basin. "This morning on radio the PM said there were just over 2,000 gigalitres in storage in the Murray-Darling basin," Mr Xenophon said. "The Murray-Darling basin authority says it is closer to 5,000 gigalitres. Which one is it? It seems the PM has fluffed his figures. "That's why I am joining with the Greens in calling for a Senate inquiry to audit where the water is in the Murray-Darling basin. "South Australia shouldn't bear the brunt of public policy failures upstream over many years. "That's why we need that Senate inquiry, in the absence of an independent audit, as to where the water is, who controls it and how best it can be used." "In the absence of knowing where the water is, knowing who controls it, how much there is, then putting up the white flag on the lower lakes is not an option." 
AdelaideNow - Jail water thieves, says Rann
Premier Mike Rann says anyone illegally taking water from the Murray-Darling system should be jailed, as Queensland faces claims it has broken the rules. Farmers have been accused of breaching a moratorium on damming the Paroo River, which runs into western NSW and connects to the Murray via the Darling River, although it only feeds water into the larger rivers in extreme flood events. Mr Rann said large-scale water theft should be made an indictable crime and anyone "treacherously" siphoning it off illegally should be jailed, Mr Rann added. The premier said he was very concerned about allegations raised in the national media about illegal diversions of Murray-Darling water in other states. "While I'm not going to comment about those specific allegations, it's my view that anyone who is illegally involved in diverting water in the Murray-Darling system during this crisis is engaging in an act of terrorism against the people of Australia," Mr Rann said. The ABC reports that the Federal Government is being urged to intervene to find out what is happening to the Murray-Darling Basin's last free-flowing river. The Queensland Government is facing accusations that it has allowed a large dam and diversion channels along the Paroo.

Satellite images reveal a dam and more than 10 kilometres of channels have been built along the river on the Queensland-New South Wales border, despite a moratorium stopping any development. The moratorium was imposed by the Queensland Government in the middle of 2001, to stop the building of dams, levees and channels on the Paroo.

But satellite images taken in July 2002 and June 2008 reveal that storage dams and water diversions have been built since. Richard Kingsford from the University of New South Wales told the ABC the moratorium had failed.

"This essentially does breach that agreement because it does allow for water to be diverted out of the flood plain for irrigation," he said. The Queensland Government says Paroo diversions were approved before it imposed its moratorium. Mr Rann said he would follow through on his views on water theft. "It is a criminal offence, and anyone siphoning water off illegally, in my view, should be locked up, rather than the fines that I am told are currently in place," he said. Mr Rann said he would ask the next meeting of the Murray-Darling Basin Commission to make large-scale water theft an indictable offence. "Anyone who is doing this sort of thing is unbelievably treacherous to the national interest and it's an act of terrorism against the Australian people." Mr Rann said a water audit announced yesterday will "hopefully" help identify water thieves. The Rudd government yesterday announced it was fast-tracking its water entitlement buyback strategy in a bid to save the lakes, at the mouth of the Murray River, from turning into acid or being flooded with seawater. It has also ordered an independent audit of all water held in private and public storages throughout the basin, to back-up figures produced by its controlling body. 

Advertiser Editorial: Rudd dips his toe into Murray

Prime Minister Kevin Rudd probably summed it up best himself – he does not have a magical solution to the crisis besetting the River Murray. What he did finally announce after a federal Cabinet meeting in Adelaide is, however, a decent first step – albeit still taking a long-term view. Accelerating the buyback of water licences, having an audit of just what water is available in the Murray-Darling Basin system and proposing more money for a desalination plant are all admirable steps. The nation is facing probably its biggest environmental disaster of the past decade in the Lower Lakes. No one expects Mr Rudd to make it rain, especially in Biblical proportions, but at least accelerating the buyback will ensure more water is available for healthy flows in the river if such a much-needed miracle occurs. There are still questions being asked about Mr Rudd's latest rescue plan, especially about the proposed audit of just how much water is in the Murray-Darling Basin system. This audit could well be crucial to the future of the Lower Lakes, which are set to be flooded with seawater in a bid to save the region's eco-system. The Government has also finally given an indication it will be buying back some of the big water users in NSW and Queensland, where six stations have been identified as being able to provide more than 300 gigalitres of water immediately to the ailing river. One thing Mr Rudd should be doing in addition to his current plan is tackling the situation in Victoria, where the Brumby Government has set a 4 per cent cap on water which can be traded. It is obvious that so long as Victoria holds out in this area, the water buyback will not provide as much water as is needed. 
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Mr Rudd has studiously avoided the issue of the Commonwealth stepping in and using its constitutional powers to take complete control of the Murray-Darling Basin. He is no orphan on this. His predecessor, John Howard, had the chance, when he first announced his $10 billion basin rescue package, to take up this option. Mr Howard refused to tackle the other states head-on, preferring instead to take a softly-softly approach. And, as the Prime Minister argues, the Liberals led through 12 years of enormous economic prosperity yet did nothing about this national problem. Mr Rudd, Water Minister Penny Wong and Premier Mike Rann, who is the ALP's national president, have all followed a softly-softly approach. They might be working behind the scenes – and there is evidence that Mr Rann has been influential in getting this latest package together – but Victoria continues to be the biggest snag in the river when it comes to moving forward. The anger among South Australians about the seeming indifference to the situation in this state – and especially down towards the Lower Lakes and the Coorong – is palpable. Should Mr Rudd's latest plan fail to get the much-needed relief being sought, then the people power which has resulted in this latest shift in emphasis could again compel the Prime Minister to take an even stronger stand against the upstream states.

The Australian - Pollution leaves seas to die
Aquatic dead zones, stretches of water where little or nothing can survive, have increased across the world by a third in little over a decade. More than 400 dead zones were identified last year, covering a total area of 64,700sq km, about the size of New Zealand. The dead zones suffer from hypoxia, a lack of oxygen, which scientists believe is caused by fertilisers washing off the land. When hypoxia sets in, it can drive away tens of thousands of marine animals and, in severe cases, kill them. Scientists believe that hypoxia ranks with over fishing and habitat destruction as one of the most damaging problems facing sealift. Since the 1960s, when there were 49 dead zones, the number has increased rapidly and from 1995 to last year it rose from 305 to 405. Among the most alarming outbreaks of hypoxia were in fishing areas of the Baltic, the Black Sea, the Gulf of Mexico and the East China Sea. One of the largest was identified at the mouth of the Mississippi River and was 22,000sq km. "Dead zones were once rare. Now they're commonplace. There are more of them in more places," said Robert Diaz, of the Virginia Institute of Marine Science, in the US. In a paper published in the journal Science, Professor Diaz and his colleague Rutger Rosenberg, of the University of Gothenburg in Sweden, said that dead zones "now rank with over fishing, habitat loss and harmful algal blooms as major global environmental problems". They wrote: "There is no other variable of such ecological importance to coastal marine ecosystems that has changed so drastically over such a short time." According to the scientists, the dead zones occur when nutrients used to enhance farmland, such as nitrogen and phosphorus, wash into the sea and fertilise huge blooms of algae. When dead, the algae are eaten by bacteria, which absorb oxygen from the water as the algae decompose. 

Tug o'water in changing allocations
The hotchpotch of irrigation in the Murray-Darling river system became more confounding yesterday as different regions changed water allocations to suit their needs. The announcements, made at the opening of the traditional irrigation season in southern Australia, underline the complexity of a basin that spans a million square kilometres and four states, produces a third of Australia's food, and contains staggering variation in climate and land use -- as well as parochial political interests. In South Australia, irrigation allocations were lifted marginally from 2 to 6per cent of an entitlement -- well short of what would be required to keep Murray River-dependent crops and plantings alive without brought-in water. Across the border in NSW's Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area, however, high-security water licence-holders had their allocation increased to 40 per cent of an entitlement. In northern Victoria, irrigators remained on zero allocation. David Stewart, managing director of Goulburn-Murray Water in Victoria, said: "We are concerned by the low rates of improvement in water availability to make good the present shortfalls." By contrast, NSW water boss David Harriss said winter rains had boosted flows into the Murrumbidgee, a key Murray River tributary, allowing high-security allocations to be increased. The key to the puzzle is to understand that different rules apply in different parts of the basin, partly for historical reasons but also because of how the river system changes as it runs through the nation's agricultural heartland. The Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area, for example, relies heavily on Burrinjuck Dam, near the town of Yass, which is currently 44 per cent full. This is twice the average for Murray-Darling reservoirs, and gave NSW authorities more leeway with irrigation allocations. Yet as water management expert Mike Young points out, water rights themselves mean different things on the Murray-Darling. On the Murrumbidgee, most entitlements are general security, meaning they yield less in dry times. Proportionately fewer irrigators would benefit from yesterday's increase in allocations than would be the case in northern Victoria, which has many more high-security water licence-holders. Until a rationalisation process known as "unbundling" began, there were more than 400 different forms of water rights in the Murray-Darling system. Ultimately, this would come down to a maximum of 20 classifications, said Professor Young, who is prominent in the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists on water and climate issues. South Australian Water Security Minister Karlene Maywald said July's rains had injected about 300 gigalitres of water into the river system, but most of this went into tributaries in NSW and Victoria that were not part of the water-sharing system. In the end, South Australia received only an additional 12GL, about a 20th of the volume of water consumed in Adelaide annually.
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Ready to sell after irrigation issues
After 20 years of irrigation farming, the Buster family is selling its Darling River property in northwestern NSW.
Dan Buster said yesterday: "The last five years have just been disastrous. We have had three years of no crop, and one year of crop failure. We can't continue." Kevin Rudd this week raised by $50 million to $400million the money available to buy back water and properties in the Darling Basin. "We are a willing seller," Mr Buster said. "If the Government is a willing buyer, we are interested, given the right price." Darling Farms has 12,000ha developed for irrigation and is valued at $70 million. This summer, for the first time in four years, the property was permitted to pump water from the river. They ended up with 22,000 megalitres in storage. Much of that has since been used on an 800ha wheat crop; the remainder will be used to finish the wheat and plant soybeans or cotton over the summer. 

"Over the summer, we would lose a metre and a half in our storages, which is two-thirds, so to not use it is economically irresponsible," Mr Buster said. The NSW Government last year cut water licences to properties along the Barwon-Darling river system by 67 per cent. The aim was to bring the river under the Murray-Darling Basin cap, and return extractions to the level of 1994-95. "We are a property now with stranded assets," Mr Buster said. "We had developed for the volume of water resources that our licences entitled us to, and the Government last year arbitrarily took 67 per cent of that. "We have developed land, we have water storage, we have infrastructure -- fields, pipes, canals -- that we will never use because they have taken away the water." Communities downstream on South Australia's lower lakes want the water held in farm dams released into the river. But Mr Buster said this was not an easy process. Three years ago, Darling Farms, along with two other agricultural properties, purchased water held in storage by another irrigator. "It took two or three months of negotiation (with the NSW authorities), measuring water temperatures, modelling flows, impact on fish stocks," he said. "They wanted water samples to test for chemical contamination. They wanted to regulate how quickly it was released so it wouldn't be a slug of water. It was very, very involved." In the end, Mr Buster estimates they only got 20 per cent of the water they paid for "and that was only 40km down the river". National Farmers' Federation water taskforce chairman Laurie Arthur welcomed the Rudd Government's commitment to purchase water licences only from willing sellers. Mr Arthur warned there would be no water in the short term for the lower lakes. "People must understand there simply is no water available to pump into ailing systems -- that can only be reversed when it rains," he said.

MDA

Murray-Darling Basin uses most of Australia's water: ABS
Updated 15 August 2008
Latest ABS figures show just over half of Australia's water use in 2004-05 was in the Murray-Darling Basin, according to the report Water and the Murray-Darling Basin - A Statistical Profile. 
Most (83%) of the water used in the Murray-Darling Basin was by agriculture, or about 65% of Australia's total agricultural water use. Other key findings include: 
- 13% of water consumption in the Murray-Darling Basin was by the water supply industry (mostly lost in delivery systems), 2% by households, 1% by manufacturing and 2% by other industries. 
- The highest agricultural water users in the Basin were cotton (20%), dairy farming (17%), pasture for other livestock (17%) and rice (16%). 
- The Murray-Darling Basin generated $15 billion, or 39%, of Australia's agricultural production. 
- The Murray-Darling Basin contained 65% of Australia's irrigated land. 
- Over a third (38%) of Australia's farmers reside in the Basin. 

They forgot the bit about when water is available and ..................................... 

17th
Press Release

Inflows Increase River Murray Allocations

River Murray irrigator allocations will increase from two percent to 6pc and 100pc of carry-over water will be available from September 1 as a result of small improvements in River Murray inflows during July. Minister for the River Murray Karlene Maywald said while 300 gigalitres of inflows to the River Murray system were recorded during July, the majority was received in tributaries in New South Wales and Victoria. “Unfortunately these inflows to interstate tributaries are not part of the water resource available for sharing between all the States,” she said.

“The improvement to the shared resource during July was 35GL and South Australia’s share of this is 12GL. “At the moment, we are just not seeing the rain falling in the areas that will contribute inflows to the shared resource, which is what we need for South Australia to have access to more water. “The improved tributary flows have allowed NSW and Victoria to repay a debt to South Australia of 31GL relating to an unpaid allowance from the Lindsay River that was due last year. “Although inflows are still well below long-term averages, the 12GL and the repaid Lindsay River debt has provided us with a small amount of water to allocate to irrigation and to paying off our drought imbalance to NSW and Victoria, which now stands at 52GL. “Paying off the imbalance as quickly as possible will allow allocations to irrigation and other consumptive uses to increase earlier in the season.
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“Maximising the amount of water available to irrigators as early as possible in the season is essential to help producers plan their irrigation for the year.” Allocation updates will continue to be issued on the 15th of each month and information on water resource conditions will be available on the 1st of each month, or the first business day following if either day falls on a weekend.

18th
FarmOnLine – 'Rudd’s carbon tax bad governance,' says Vic ag scientist
The Rudd government’s carbon pollution tax is based on non-scientific and theoretical computer modeling and does not make good governance at a time of rising inflation, global food shortages and increasing export un-competitiveness due to rising cost and freight pressures. That’s the view of agricultural scientist John Williams - a researcher, author and educator who is studying for a PhD at the University of Melbourne. Mr Williams said there are ‘strong and powerful counter-arguments’ to the theories on global warming and carbon trading that are not being fully considered.

Drawing on a chorus of disbelief from a growing number of scientists, Mr Williams said, “there is no proof that carbon dioxide is causing or precedes global warming”. “All indications are that the minor warming cycle finished in 2001 and that Arctic ice melting is related to cyclical orbit-tilt-axis changes in earth’s angle to the sun.” Yet in the government’s pursuit of a carbon trading scheme, Mr Williams said there was likely to be economic distortion, higher costs, investment disincentives and taxpayer-funded subsidies.

He says any carbon-trading scheme is likely to have a heavy impact on agriculture by:

• Causing economic distortions, such as favouring imports over export industries (despite huge government subsidies to exporters which will attract World Trade Organisation [WTO] attention).

• Penalising resource industries (and Australia’s comparative advantage).

• Compensating road transport, thereby discriminating against less polluting rail transport.

• Replacing highly productive cropping farmland in high-rainfall zones with tree plantations, reducing cropping agriculture and confining it to the less fertile lower-rainfall areas at a time of global food shortages and rising food prices.

• Discriminating against animal industries which comprise one of the most successful Australian export industries.

• Discriminating between farmers based on soil type.

• Discriminating against consumers, who will bear the brunt of the costs through higher energy and food costs.

Mr Williams says the likely outcome of these economic distortions will be:

• Increasing export uncompetitive ness at a time of record global shipping freight rates.

• A worsening trade deficit which will necessitate persistent high interest rates to attract balancing foreign capital inflows.

• Reduced investment in energy and rail industries.

• Coal demand decreasing, which will lower prices and provide signals to buyers that the resource boom may be over;

• Depressing rural communities even further, as long-term tree investment cannot replace short-term crop revenue cash-flows; and

• Increasing cost pressures boosting prices and inflation for consumers already encountering economic difficulties.

He says shifting animals from pasture to higher protein feeds will exacerbate food shortages and higher prices.

“As more than 80pc of Australian exports are price-taking commodities, any carbon emissions cost is going to be borne by the domestic producer and exporter, and require large compensation under any carbon trading scheme,” Mr Williams said. “This compensation will be seen as a producer subsidy under WTO guidelines at a time when Australia is supposed to be leading by good example in freer trade for the rest of the world.” He said governments worldwide had spent $50 billion on global warming research since 1990, with no evidence that carbon emissions caused global warming. “All this cost is borne by taxpayers yet where exactly are the benefits beyond normal pollution control regulations?” He also questioned what incentive there was for farmers to increase organic carbon in the soil, only to sell it off as carbon credits and become managers of it for someone else. And he asked what would happen if soil carbon levels dropped due to drought, fire, flood or crop rotations. “Farmers could be forced into bankruptcy by having to refund money they do not have.” He said increased rural land values caused by demand from industries seeking carbon credits through forestation programs was only going to distract farmers from producing food, cause uncertainty in investment decisions and entice them to seek short-term property sale benefits. Rural towns would also struggle from a lack of money (from reduced production revenues) and decreased investment at a time when farms are being replaced by long-term forests. “To introduce a new high-cost system based on fear and feeding off superstition does not make good fiscal governance when there are serious economic distortions, measurement difficulties, investment disincentives, potential carbon market liquidity problems and a low probability of achieving any benefits in energy reduction or environment improvement,” Mr Williams said. “Without a similar cost scheme for Australia’s major export competitors, the outcome could be economic suicide for exporters in terms of loss of international competitiveness.” 
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Paroo ban on new dams 'breached'
In 2003, Bob Carr and Peter Beattie announced a pact to protect the Paroo, the last free-flowing river of the Murray-Darling Basin almost completely untouched by irrigation. The then NSW and Queensland premiers declared there would be no new developments allowed that would divert water from the ephemeral outback river that flows for 600 kilometres through both states. "The Paroo now has a guaranteed life - no dams, no diversions and the amount of water that can be taken out of it will be controlled," Mr Beattie said. But now the Queensland Government has been accused of allowing a major irrigation development that breaches the Paroo River Agreement. A University of NSW study headed by river and wetlands expert Richard Kingsford has used satellite imagery to look at development in recent years on a property at Eulo. His report alleges works that capture overland flows have been built since the Queensland Government introduced a June 2001 moratorium that banned any new water diversions. The Eulo property, Springvale, was given approval for nine dams that could capture 10,000 megalitres of overland flow because they were judged to be "existing works" built prior to the moratorium. But Professor Kingsford has compared "existing works" that can be seen in 2002 with images taken this year. "The imagery obtained provides unequivocal evidence that structures approved ... as 'existing works' (i.e. established or initiated by the 9th June 2001) were not 'existing works' on the 27th of July 2002," his report says. "Analysis of the 2008 image identified four main areas of development, only two of which were observable in 2002. "It is clear that since the moratorium was introduced a new 21-hectare water storage structure has been established; there is no evidence that any works had begun before July 2002 at this particular site. 

"An area of 57 hectares has been cleared of vegetation, and a new channel system with a combined length in excess of 10 kilometres has been constructed. "Only three long-term storages are visible, not the nine storages approved. "All but two of the levee banks that existed in 2002 had new works around their perimeter that might increase storage capacity. 

"The increased infrastructure works would allow for increased extraction of water." Prof Kingsford said. Jake Berghofer, who owns Springvale, said all his water infrastructure was "fully legal" and had been rechecked by the Queensland Government this year after complaints from people downstream. "Some of [the approved dam walls] are that old that they have got 30 year-old trees on them and you can't see them from the air," he said. Others "have been repaired and maintained recently and that's why they look like they are new". Ross Krebs from the Queensland Department of Natural Resources said the Berghofer property was closely monitored and all its structures that harvest water had been built before the moratorium. He added that some of the new irrigation work that has gone in since the moratorium such as channels were allowed under the Paroo water plan because they were simply moving around the property, water that had been legally captured. A recent Murray-Darling Basin Commission audit said that of 23 rivers tested, only the Paroo was in good health. Professor Kingsford's study was funded by the Australian Floodplain Association, which represents communities that rely on natural flooding to sustain wetlands and grow feed for their livestock. Mark Etheridge, a grazier and the association's president, said he was "very concerned that the spirit of the historic 2003 Paroo River Agreement ... has been compromised. "The Paroo also has two Ramsar listings, both below the development at Eulo. "This means ... governments have a responsibility under the Ramsar Agreement to ensure the internationally recognised wetlands are not threatened in any way." 

Rice looks northward
Up to 700 hectares of rice looks set to be planted on the rain-flushed NSW North Coast this summer as the region’s sugar and grain growers take up the call to help fill the gap in Australia’s rice industry created by the water-starved Murray-Darling. Seventy tonnes of the upland, or rain-fed, Japanese variety Tachiminori is being distributed to 40 growers between Kempsey and the Queensland border, who will plant areas ranging from eight to 300ha in mid-October. Most taking the seed are looking at rice as an addition to cane-soybean-corn rotations for low-lying paddocks that suffered big losses in last summer’s floods. Others who have access to irrigation have bought dryland variety seed from the Riverina, believing the bullish global prices for the staple food have the potential to make the crop profitable in their region, particularly if production levels warrant setting up a processing infrastructure. The region’s first commercial rice crop achieved yields of 3.5 tonnes a hectare. These North Coast growers can keep variable costs to under $1200/ha with no irrigation expenses. They say profit margins could be as high as $755/ha based on a price of $550/t for human consumption. Many growers, however, believe yields as high as 5t/ha will be possible within a short period, using improved varieties and with more experience on farm. Greg and Gary Woolley’s commercial crop, grown near Lismore last season, was sent to the stockfeed market, making $170/ha. The Woolleys, who have trialled rice in the Northern Rivers for seven years, provided the upland rice seed for the region’s plant this season and plan on putting in another 200ha themselves for the human consumption market. “Our seed was accounted for very quickly. "Every night somebody is ringing me up about rice,” Gary Woolley said. He said growers have suffered big cane and soybean losses from frost and flood in the past year and are keen to try an alternative crop that could handle being submerged for four weeks, as had happened earlier this year. Upland rice, harvested in April and May, fits well with cane.

Based on $550/t for rice, growers say their cane is worth about four times as much per hectare as is rice, and soybeans are worth even more, given the record prices of last season, but rice provides a more secure crop for paddocks prone to flood.
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Buy back the water licences; then what happens Mr Rudd?
The Federal Government has bolstered the cash available to buy back water licences, the greens have published their wish list of properties to be targeted, and the drought has more farmers than ever classing themselves as 'willing sellers'. 

But if the Government is successful in buying back the vast volumes of water licences it desires, the question that has not been answered is: what is its plan for the small towns and rural communities which have irrigation as their economic basis? Indeed, the question is broader than that: what is the Federal Government's plan for inland Australia?

On election night last year, Mr Rudd promised to govern for 'all Australians', and singled out rural Australians for special mention. And while the Rudd Government is accelerating the buyback of licences, which many view as a long-overdue step towards reviving the Murray Darling Basin, the strategy must be viewed in context. First, as has been shown already, most licences that the Government buys in the current environment will only deliver 'paper savings' to the river. That is, the irrigation allocations are next to naught in many regions, meaning that buying the licence to pump water will not actually deliver anything to the river system until it rains and allocations again rise. And second, that is exactly the time when the Government will have another headache if it is successful in buying the hundreds of gigalitres of entitlements that it desires. That water, which has previously been used to grow crops and generate income, would now wash downstream past the towns and businesses which depend on irrigation for their very existence. Take Cubbie Station out of action, which many strangely seem to think will be the silver bullet solution to Adelaide's water shortage, and you may as well take Dirranbandi off the Queensland map. Multiply this scenario the Basin over, and the Government will be facing a major social and economic problem. The Government, agricultural industries and every small town in the Basin should start thinking now about new ways for rural Australia to thrive without water as its economic crutch.

AWA

1. Satellite images reveal a dam and more than 10 km of channels have been built along the Paroo River, despite a moratorium imposed in 2001 stopping any development. Independent Senator Nick Xenophon says the Federal Government's audit of water available in the Murray-Darling Basin needs to be a forensic study to see where the water is going. 

2. The Rudd Government has offered to buy out the water entitlements of entire irrigation communities in an effort to address the plight of the lower Murray River, and will commission an external audit of water remaining in the drought-ravaged Murray-Darling Basin. Federal cabinet signed off on $50 million in additional spending to accelerate the buyback of water rights, which has so far had minimal impact.

The Government will offer to buy out the water entitlements of entire irrigation communities as Kevin Rudd moved yesterday to appease growing outrage at the plight of the lower Murray River.
The Prime Minister also caved in to demands for an external audit of water remaining in the drought-ravaged Murray-Darling Basin that spans Queensland, NSW, Victoria and South Australia. Federal cabinet, meeting in Adelaide, a centre of the unfolding crisis, signed off on $50million in additional spending to accelerate the buyback of water rights, which has so far had minimal impact. But the Opposition dismissed the package as "paper money", while South Australia's balance-of-power senator Nick Xenophon said it did not go far enough. Under the deal, the federal Government will work with the states to acquire irrigation properties with large-scale water entitlements, especially in the upper reaches of the basin in NSW and Queensland. This would build on a program trailed successfully in NSW, a spokeswoman for Water Minister Penny Wong said. As well, Mr Rudd said the commonwealth was willing to acquire the water entitlements of whole communities. But there was "no magic solution" to the emergency engulfing the lower Murray in South Australia, he warned. "I am not going to provide false promises, I am not going to provide false guarantees about there being some simple solution here," he said. "I am trying to turn around a situation which has evolved over many years ... and we are dealing with the real consequences of climate change." Describing the river system as "very stressed", Mr Rudd said the Government was taking practical measures to accelerate and increase the buyback of water entitlements, which had been grossly over-allocated outside South Australia. Central to the plan is expansion of a $350million offer for water rights in southern Queensland, where the headwaters of the Murray-Darling system are located. The $50million in additional funding approved by cabinet yesterday will take the program to $400million and extend it through NSW to the Menindee lakes, near Broken Hill, a back-up reservoir of drinking water for that town as well as Adelaide. Mr Rudd played down the prospect of compulsory acquisition of water rights, saying "we are working within the market". The effectiveness of the existing water buyback scheme was sharply drawn into question last week, when The Australian reported that it would return barely 10 megalitres to the river this year - the equivalent of 10 Olympic swimming pools. Senator Wong's office said last night expenditure of the allocated funds would depend on the take-up of offers by irrigators and communities willing to cash in their water rights. At the same time, pressure on the lower Murray would be eased by Mr Rudd's offer to co-fund with South Australia an expansion of Adelaide's new water desalination plant. The project, currently costed at $1.1 billion, is to provide 50 gigalitres of drinking water annually to Adelaide, about a quarter of the city's needs. Mr Rudd said the commonwealth would partner the South Australian Government to increase the plant's capacity to up to 100 gigalitres. 
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Premier Mike Rann did not immediately commit to the expansion. His office said last night the state Government was considering the proposal, though Mr Rann noted yesterday there was provision in the design to accommodate it. Mr Rudd said he wanted to end debate over whether there were untapped water reserves in the Murray-Darling Basin, which could be reallocated to top up the lower lakes at the mouth of the Murray. The two waterways, Lake Alexandrina and Lake Albert, could become acidic within months unless inflows drastically increase. Last week, the Murray-Darling Basin Commission backed up Senator Wong's grim assessment that there was not enough water in the river system to provide volumes required to fill the lower lakes. The river management agency reported that publicly controlled reserves of water had fallen to 4800 gigalitres, just a fifth of stored capacity across the basin. This has been challenged in South Australia by communities on the lower lakes and by some water experts, who dispute the accuracy of data supplied to the commission. Mr Rudd said estimates of publicly and privately owned water reserves in the basin would be checked by private auditors. Updates would be released quarterly. Senator Xenophon, whose vote is needed by the Government to pass legislation opposed by the Coalition, yesterday backed a proposal by the Greens to hold a Senate inquiry into the issue. "I've got real concerns about what is being proposed," he said. "What we need is an independent forensic audit which details where the water is, who controls it and what the best use of the water is." 

Opposition climate change and environment spokesman Greg Hunt accused Mr Rudd of "running up Penny Wong's white flag" on the lower lakes. The latest Murray package was "paper money" which would not deliver results, he said. 

Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists director Peter Cosier said Mr Rudd had recognised the magnitude of the crisis. Inland Rivers Network coordinator Amy Hankinson said the additional money was a good sign but more was needed to arrest the decline of the Murray-Darling Basin. Mr Rudd said federal cabinet had agreed to back the flooding of the lower lakes with seawater as a last-ditch measure to stave off acidification. The South Australian Government has begun site preparation for a weir, upstream of the lakes, to implement the measure.

3. A new report from Desert Knowledge CRC says introducing a blanket user-pays system of charging for water could place some of Australia's desert communities at a disadvantage. The report is a response to the National Water Initiative directive stipulating full cost recovery for all rural surface and groundwater-based systems. 

4. The Victorian Government has appointed Lower Murray Water (LMW) to take over First Mildura Irrigation Trust (FMIT), arguing that the trust had failed to comply with financial and Governance responsibilities. 

5. The Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal will be holding a number of half-day information sessions in September on NSW's new licensing and access regime for private entrants in the water and wastewater industry. 

6. ZINC-contaminated water spilling into Dalpura Creek contains levels of toxic metals more than 200 times the safe limits for marine life and fish according to UWS researcher Ian Wright, who has been collecting and comparing water samples for over a decade. 

7. Establishing the impacts of elevated particle emissions (aerosol) use across Australia presents a new research challenge for the CSIRO, who recently identified that the extensive pollution haze emanating from Asia may be re-shaping rainfall patterns and monsoonal winds in northern Australia. An international workshop bring held this month will discuss how aerosols could be influencing climate in Australia. 

8. The Queensland Government has committed $33.3 million towards major upgrades of two key water treatment plants in the Townsville region. The funds will go towards upgrades of the Mt Spec (Kinduro) and Douglas water treatment plants. 

9. NSW Department of Water reports on critical water levels in the Murray and Murrumbidgee systems reveal that levels continue to be low, although slightly improved on levels from the same time last year. 

10. A Manildra company has been fined $10,000 after 300-400 litres of canola oil spilled into Mandagery Creek from its canola seed milling plant in May 2007, and highlights the important role of community members in looking out for water pollution incidents. 

11. More than 2,000 experts have gathered in the Swedish capital Stockholm to discuss how to ensure that the world has adequate supplies of water in the future. 

12. The Victorian Water Minister has responded to criticism of the Victorian Government's Water Plan by protest group Plug the Pipe, defending the Sugarloaf pipeline as essential for providing water security for Melbourne. 

13. Elephant seals are helping scientists overcome a critical blind-spot in their ability to detect change in Southern Ocean circulation and sea ice production and its influence on global climate. According to a paper published by a team of French, Australian, US and British scientists, elephant seals fitted with special oceanographic sensors are providing a 30-fold increase in data recorded in parts of the Southern Ocean rarely observed using traditional ocean monitoring techniques. 

14. Thousands of Sudanese villagers have refused to leave homes due to be flooded this year by a $2 billion DAM designed to double Sudan's electricity supply. Villagers from the Manaseer area, 350 km (220 miles) north of the capital Khartoum, said new houses built for them by the government were too far from the river and would not have the water needed to sustain their agriculture. 
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15. An earthen dam weakened by heavy rains broke near the Grand Canyon, flooding a tribal town and forcing officials to pluck hundreds of residents and campers from the gorge by helicopter. 

16. Using $400million to buy back large properties in Queensland and northern NSW, complete with their water entitlements, is a good idea. It would have been an even better idea if action had been taken when it was first raised a few months ago.

USING $400 million to buy back large properties in Queensland and northern NSW, complete with their water entitlements, is a good idea.
Right now it's a particularly good idea because many of those properties, unlike most other places along the Murray-Darling river system, actually have water in storage. That means the Government would be buying real water that can be returned to the rivers rather than hypothetical water rights that won't result in real water until it rains again. It would have been an even better idea if action had been taken when it was first raised a few months ago. Because according to a rough calculation by Stephen Beare, former chief economist with ABARE who is now with Concept Economics, a massive 120 gigalitres or so of water have probably evaporated from the shallow storages on the properties proposed for government acquisition since then. But now, Kevin Rudd tells us, he is accelerating the buyback. Hopefully that means that by the time he buys the properties, there'll still be some water left. Most of the money announced for the buyback yesterday was not new - $350million of the $400million was announced for a Queensland water buyback after last month's Council of Australian Governments. Yesterday, cabinet added another $50million to buy properties in northern NSW as well. And, as the Government's statement acknowledges, it is a little more complicated than buying the properties and punching a hole in a couple of dams. The Government says it will buy the properties "subject to the water being securable against downstream interception". But in many cases it is not. For example, much of the water diverted by the infamous Cubbie station and other properties in southern Queensland is from so-called "overland flows". That means there are significant difficulties in returning this water to the river rather than allowing it to flow overland until it hits the next property's dam or diversion. And even if those difficulties can be overcome, the vast majority of the water from the upper reaches of the river system would be lost to seepage or evaporation before it reached the lower lakes and the Coorong, which stand on the brink of environmental crisis. When it comes to water policy, even good ideas do not provide easy answers.

17. Irrigators say the Federal Government has ignored the impact its plan to speed up buying back their water will have on rural communities. They are accusing the Government of a knee-jerk reaction to pressure from environmental groups. Prime Minister Kevin Rudd outlined plans to target whole irrigation communities for buybacks after a cabinet meeting in Adelaide yesterday. It reached fever pitch when the Australian Conservation Foundation handed it a list of farms it said it could buy to try to bring water to South Australia's dying Coorong and lower lakes. Mr Rudd has responded by saying he will speed up the buyback of farmers' water. "We will initiate $80 million worth of water purchasing earmarked for South Australia, we will also now conduct a Queensland water tender, but extend that elsewhere in the northern basin near the Menindee Lakes and extending the existing commitment of $340 million to $400 million," he said. The Government is slightly speeding up the buyback and providing a bit more money. But it has made two bigger changes. It has decided to help state governments buy up actual farms with water available on them. And it is offering whole irrigation communities more money if they sell up en masse than individual farmers will get if they sell their water alone. Andrew Gregson from the New South Wales Irrigators Council says the Prime Minister has forgotten about the rest of the community. "He needs to be careful when he's talking about irrigation communities, because In buying the water from irrigators, that's not going to be compensating the entire community," he said. "And in taking water out of community areas you are stripping not only the people who are irrigators, but those who rely on those irrigators, the people who supply services to them, the retailers where the irrigators spend money, you are actually taking the heart out of the entire community. "So there needs to be some work done on where should be targeted and that needs to take into the account the social and economic consequences of stripping entire regional communities." The National Farmers Federation's Laurie Arthur says being able to get more money for whole irrigation area buyouts has been talked about favourably as a possibility in some communities. "They have just had enough after getting no water for three years or more and they want to get out," he said. But he says the Government's new plan will not do anything more to improve the environmental situation of the Coorong or lower lakes. "Everyone needs to have a cold shower. To stop the lakes dropping further and exposing more soil to acid sulphate processes there is just about nothing that can be done in the next four or five months," he said. "Now whether you buy a property and take up to six months to complete the purchase and activate the water that may be in storage there or you buy water from high security irrigators or broadacre irrigation farmers and hope that they'll eventually get an allocation, none of those things are going to put water in the lower lakes at the moment."

18. The chairman of Natural Resources Science at the University of Adelaide, argues that there is enough water in the Murray-Darling river system to cover the lakes and prevent an ecological disaster.

THE lower lakes of the Murray could be saved if the Rudd Government were prepared to buy up temporary or annual water leases. Wayne Meyer, chairman of Natural Resources Science at the University of Adelaide, argues that there is enough water in the Murray-Darling river system to cover the lakes and prevent an ecological disaster. 
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While welcoming the Government's move last week to increase purchases of permanent water in the northern part of the Murray-Darling Basin, he said that water would not bring immediate benefit. "Any of that permanent water entitlement they're buying back is unlikely to be able to deliver for quite a long time," Professor Meyer said. The Government's approach, so far, has been to purchase permanent water entitlements. Professor Meyer said buying temporary water licences would allow for swift action. "There is enough water in the system just to get a coverage of water on the lakes to minimise the risk of acidification," he said. "There is enough water within the Menindee system, and you could probably buy enough further upstream, if they went into the temporary market." A spokeswoman for federal Water Minister Penny Wong said: "The Murray-Darling Basin Commission advises that the existing strategy to protect Lake Albert from acidification by pumping water from Lake Alexandrina is proving effective. We are expecting further advice on next steps over coming weeks from the commission." Kelvin Montagu, knowledge exchange manager with the Co-operative Research Centre for Irrigation Futures, said it was vital the situation in the lower lakes be addressed quickly. "COAG has the promise of fixing it in the longer term, but if we let it go this summer, then we are going on an irreversible pathway," he said. "Decisions we make in the next few months we can't go back on, so if we let the sea water in, or it goes acid sulphate, they will have implications for the next generation." 

Lake Alexandrina is 0.3m below sea level. The tipping point, one metre below sea level, is likely to be reached next June. Dr Montagu said there was an opportunity for irrigators to enter the environmental services market, and sell their water, on the temporary market, to save the lower lakes. He said there was a "huge range of estimates" of the amount of water required to cover the lakebed - varying from 100 to 600 gigalitres. "Last year, on the temporary market there was 220GL traded, so you start to think 100GL is not that way out there." Dr Montagu said the purchased water could be shandied (mixed) with seawater. "If you go from fresh water to salt water in a few months, then the ecosystem is going to go into shock. If you can shandy that water, then it won't be quite so bad." He said he had discussed the possibility of temporarily trading water to save the lower Lakes with Gwydir River irrigators. "They were quite receptive, if someone could put $500/ML on the table, to thinking about selling their water on a temporary basis. That is a damn sight better than they will get for cotton." The Murray-Darling Basin Commission estimated that, at the end of June, more than 810GL of water was in private storages. "There was big flood down the Darling last summer," Dr Montagu said. "If that had gone through the system, the lower Murray wouldn't be in the state it is in now." He said there were good reasons for storing the floodwaters in the Menindee lakes, "but we have to appreciate the consequences. So we have to look at what role can the north play now." Dr Montagu said irrigators were worried about the impact of selling water, and losing the flow-on financial benefits to their communities.

19. When the Murray-Darling Basin states realised in 1995 that they had over-allocated their water, they capped irrigation diversions at 1994 levels. All the states, that is, except Queensland, which argued its development lagged behind the other states. 

Some quick water history, when the Murray-Darling Basin states realised in 1995 that they had over-allocated their water, they capped irrigation diversions at 1994 levels. All the states, that is, except Queensland, which argued its development lagged behind the other states.
In the following decade, Queensland's Condamine-Balonne River went from one of the least developed rivers in the Murray-Darling to equal the most developed. Back in 1994, the Council of Australian Governments agreed that the environment had to be factored into all water decisions, and that water licences should be separated from land so they could be freely traded. And so the Murray-Darling Basin states set up water licences and trading. All, that is, except Queensland. The reason federal cabinet is talking about buying land in Queensland is that if you want water in the Condamine-Balonne, you have to buy the land it belongs to. Heaven knows what the federal Government will do with huge areas that have been leveled for cropping but no water to use on them. Go into sheep farming? The land-buy, together with the fact that only 20 per cent of the water released from the northern dams makes it to the lower lakes at the mouth of the Murray, means it will be very expensive water indeed. Every year, the progress on the Murray-Darling Basin cap has been reported and audited. Queensland's annual reports were a standing joke. The Murray-Darling Basin Commission, essentially an organisation formed by consensus, could do nothing but tut-tut about Queensland's repeated refusal to step into line. The Rudd Government promises - at last - a Murray-Darling Basin authority that will wield real power. We just have to wait until 2011 for its formation and 2019 for the last of the state plans to expire. The CSIRO has just completed its biggest single project, assessing the water resources of the Murray-Darling Basin. It was commissioned for the purpose at issue: so those managing the water know how much is out there. 

So why is Kevin from Queensland talking about buying land? Why is he going to commission overseas experts to tell us what we already know, a process that will be costly and time-consuming, not to mention insulting to local water experts? Why do we always have to keep waiting? The $3billion the Rudd Government has allocated to buy backwater in the basin should be more than adequate. And if this year is as dry as last year, there will be a surfeit of willing sellers. Just get out and spend it. At least increasing Adelaide's water supply using desalination is an attempt to make the city independent of the Murray. It is a little-known fact that water from the Murray supplies most of South Australia's towns. It is piped as far north as Woomera - and Adelaide lies outside the Murray basin. It is time for Kevin Rudd to stop acting like a Queenslander, delaying the inevitable. 

13

Federal Water Minister Penny Wong was right: there is not enough water in the system to rescue the lower lakes. 

Waiting for international experts to confirm that will not aid the lower lakes, nor those desperate for a decision on their future.

FarmOnLine - Citrus growers adjust, find opportunities among the challenges
While Australian fruit may be among the world's best, the industry is struggling with the effects of years of drought, cheap imports, rising costs and the rural labour shortage. So our citrus growers are doing it tough but fighting back, The Age tells its readers today. The Age talked with citrus grower Kevin Cock, 54, as he walked around his 34-hectare citrus and wine grapes farm in Buronga on the NSW side of the Murray River with quiet pride. It's the end of this year's picking season and the last of Cock's Valencia oranges are being harvested and packed. Next year's fruit hang small and green from lush, healthy-looking trees. In fact, walk through Cock's avenues of lush groves and stories of an industry in crisis seem unreal. The soil is rich and red, the trees large, strong and disease-free. During picking season, there's an industrious air about the place, and trucks come and go, collecting the fruit, which will be juiced or eaten within a few days. But this bucolic picture doesn't tell the whole story. While Australian fruit may be among the world's best, the industry is struggling with the effects of years of drought. Cock points to a neighbour's property where a whole section of trees have had their water cut off. The sight of these dead and dying trees is a stark reminder that for many growers, continuing to produce citrus is forcing them to make some devastating decisions. Uncertainty about the future of the Murray and Darling Rivers has taken its toll on the Australian citrus industry, particularly in South Australia, Victoria and NSW, which rely on the two rivers for water. Many growers struggling with smaller allocations of water - and the cost of buying extra water - have taken one of two drastic options: 

• Some of Cock's neighbours have turned off the water to a proportion of their trees and are waiting for them to die,

• Others simply cut them down. 

It's hard to know which option is worse. The trees deprived of water slowly turn to ghosts, their branches as dry and crisp as paper, their silhouettes grey and still. But it's the trees that have been cut down that are the most disturbing. 

Turning off the water leaves room for hope - it might rain before the trees die - but cutting them off at the trunk half a metre above the ground is a final, conclusive act. Cock has removed trees and drastically pruned the ones he has left. 

He may not have ghost trees to haunt him, but he knows the cost of reducing production - less return to the farmer and a consequent reduction in long-term viability. Cock has plenty of optimism, though, and says reducing the amount of water each tree receives has had a surprising benefit. Last year he found the flavour of his navel oranges had become more intense. "They taste like the fruit my dad used to grow." Consumers have noted the change too. Some growers are also taking a long-term view and replacing older trees with new varieties, which need less water. These trees will need seven to eight years before they produce a decent crop, but it's a more hopeful option. Others are replacing citrus with different crops such as stone fruit and avocado, hoping to get higher profits for less outlay. But it's clear that some won't make it. Josie Caccaviello, 69, is one of those living with uncertainty. With husband Leonardo, 73, she has grown citrus for 50 years. The couple built up their property from nothing, starting with a small plot bought with Leonardo's two brothers and their families in Tooleybuc on the NSW side of the Murray. The small holding grew into a large commercial operation, as the family used skills learned in Massalubrense, near Naples, Italy, where Leonardo was born. Now it's an impressive sight - 140 hectares of citrus, wine grapes, stone fruit and a few olive trees and 160 hectares of cereals that stretch as far as the eye can see. But the view no longer brings Josie much joy. "I used to look at the farm with pride," she remembers, ''but now the sight of it is only cause for worry.'' Rising costs also include chemicals, machinery, repairs, maintenance and labour. This means the profit margin on fruit sales is increasingly tight. What the Caccaviellos once considered their superannuation is now an asset they say no one would want. "We may be forced just to walk away," says Josie. It's hard to believe that anyone could consider abandoning such an impressive farm, but Josie's son Leon, 38, who manages the property, is filled with anger and despair. "Growers need to earn more for their fruit," he says, "otherwise it will become impossible for us to survive. I'm not knocking supermarkets, they are our best customers, but all buyers need to either share more of their profits with us, or charge more for our fruit. "As with all commercial operations we must make a profit to continue operating." Australian Citrus Growers CEO Judith Damiani acknowledges that many growers are under stress, but increased export, particularly to the US where returns are very good, means Australian citrus will readily find a market. The water crisis will have to be overcome using new efficiencies and technology, she says. Australian citrus growers' ability to withstand challenges is shown by the stable supply of citrus to domestic and export markets over the past 10 years. So why is there imported citrus in our supermarkets?  It's a question Damiani is asked regularly. There are two reasons: seasonal availability and price. At certain times of the year, Australian-grown citrus is not available. Imports from California usually fill the gap (California is also one of our industry's export markets). Australian growers don't try to compete with the volume of cheap concentrated juice imported from Brazil. They can't match the price, despite the quality of local product. 

But Cock, who is also vice-president of Australian Citrus Growers Inc, says it's easy to tell the difference between imported and local juices. "Australia and California grow the best navels in the world. "Our juice is sweet and orange but the rest of the world produces a less-sweet yellow-coloured juice. "You can see the difference just by looking."
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While the quality of our fruit may be second to none, changing lifestyles and consumer demand for convenience are also affecting the industry. In a world of muesli bars, breakfast bars, muffins and drive-through fast food, taking the trouble to peel a piece of fruit, removing the pith and spitting out the seeds feels like hard work. Peeling a mandarin or an orange is no longer the easiest snack option. Graeme Sanderson, a research horticulturist at the Department of Primary Industries and a citrus specialist, says it's a worldwide trend. "People just don't have the time to peel and eat any more. Eating citrus needs to be as easy as eating a banana. "If you look in the supermarkets you'll see mostly seedless grapes. There's been a move away from the varieties with seeds as people just don't want to eat them. Citrus is moving that way too. There's a gradual varietal change to easy-peel, softer skins and no seeds. Mandarins are easier to consume so we're seeing a gradual worldwide expansion of the mandarin market," Mr Sanderson said. The desire for convenience has helped the market in Australia, though. Cock says the fresh-juice market is one area that has taken off. 

And there are also opportunities for Australian growers in the organic export market. Among those taking advantage of them are Jan Denham and her husband Robert Ridgwell. Their farm, Karra Organic Citrus, on the Darling River at Ellerslie in NSW, has been certified with the National Association for Sustainable Agriculture since 1989 and produces navel oranges, tangelos, mandarins, plums and vegetables. Since the early 1990s, Denham and Ridgwell have made water efficiency a major priority. The farm's system identifies soil moisture levels and fine-tunes watering daily. 

Other growers are doing the same and open-channel irrigation is disappearing fast. Although she's philosophical about imports, Denham says that Australians need to be more aware of buying locally and seasonally, even if it does cost a little more. "If we lose growers," says Cock, "we lose our independence. "I can't think of a more frightening situation than having to rely on other countries to supply our food." 

Two-thirds of NSW still in drought
The drought still holds almost two-thirds of NSW in its grip with hardworking families now feeling the pinch at the supermarket checkout, according to Primary Industries Minister Ian Macdonald. Mr Macdonald said the area of NSW in drought had increased slightly during the past month - with 66.2 per cent (up from 65pc) of the State now officially drought-declared. Another 18.5pc of NSW is marginal (down from 20.9pc), while only 15.3pc of NSW is satisfactory (up from 14.1pc). "Farmers are basing their hopes on more spring rains to help them through the season," Mr Macdonald said. "Only the eastern third of NSW received reasonable rainfall in July and unfortunately this rainfall was just not widespread or significant enough to make a real dent in the ongoing dry conditions for much of regional NSW." Minister Macdonald said while farmers remained optimistic about this year’s crop prospects, above average spring rain would be needed to push them through to a reasonable yield. "The good news is that our cropping sector is in a much better position than this time last year, however, we really need good rain before the end of August," he said.

"Farmers have a few other challenges on their hands as well, with widespread frosts limiting pasture growth, however, grazing cereals have provided valuable feed." Minister Macdonald urged farmers to report any egg laying that occurred in autumn and report any signs of hatchings immediately. "If warmer temperatures arrive early, we could potentially see locust hatchings as soon as early to mid September," he said. Meanwhile, farmers are also waiting to see if Exceptional Circumstances (EC) funding will be extended for their area. A director of Holmes Sackett Pty Ltd, Sandy McEachern, said Exceptional Circumstances should be changed while the Federal Government formulates its national drought policy. "It's definitely not a level playing field - it helps, in a small way, keeping the smaller, less viable businesses above water, but that is not the major issue," Mr McEachern said. The major EC issue was that it was not available to larger businesses. 

Zero allocation for northern Vic irrigators

Goulburn-Murray Water (G-MW) has announced that all regulated water systems in northern Victoria will have a zero allocation of high-reliability water shares. The announcement follows from the August 15 review of all available water.

"August 15 is the traditional start of the irrigation season for channel-supplied customers," G-MW managing director David Stewart says. "With the low resources, we are delaying channel operations until there is confirmed demand.

"Inflows to storages have remained well below average despite the rainfall of recent weeks. "The shortfall to meeting our operating requirements, however, is slowly reducing." Last week, in a similar review, South Australian farmers received 6pc of their entitlement. NSW irrigators with the more reliable high-security Murrumbidgee licences can access up to 40pc of their water entitlements. The August 15 decision on allocations is the first time the northern Victorian irrigation season has started with zero allocation. The Vic decision applies to the Murray, Broken, Goulburn, Campaspe and Loddon rivers, and to Biullarook Creek. It's the first time the irrigation season has started with zero allocations. Last year, water allocations moved from zero up to 5pc in the Murray system and to 15pc in the Goulburn system in the middle of August, David Stewart says, "The qualified essential needs and carryover in the Broken, Campaspe, Loddon and Bullarook systems are secured, but based on current inflows, we are still a long way from being able to operate normally in those systems." 

