‘Snippets Plus’ – 24B – February 2008

Starting 8th March 

The Australian - Give and take on green power funds

Labor has scrapped renewable and green technology projects promised in the last days of the Howard government and will cut at least a further $50million to meet its own generous greenhouse election commitments in this year's budget.
The second round of funding for larger clean energy projects under the Asia Pacific Partnership will be cut, although the Rudd Government will honour the existing five-year commitment of $100million towards more than 60 projects. 

In the last week of the campaign for the November 24 election, the Coalition committed the last $90million of its $500million low emissions technology development fund (LETDF) and promised a further $75million. This included $55million towards developing geothermal projects in South Australia and Tasmania, $5million on new wave power in Western Australia and a further $35million on solar projects in NSW and Victoria. Labor promised more than $3billion worth of climate change programs during the campaign, including a $500million clean coal fund and a further $500million renewable energy fund. With the amount of new money in these funds under pressure, Rudd Government is looking to include some existing clean coal programs funded by the Coalition's LETDF. The Government is also likely to fold a number of related election commitments into these funds, including the promise to provide $50million to subsidise the drilling of deep holes needed to develop geothermal or hot rocks energy technology. Finance Minister Lindsay Tanner has already cut more than $600million from green outlays and has launched a review of the patchwork of climate change programs in Australia to drive efficiencies ahead of the introduction of a national emissions trading scheme in 2010. Clean energy companies such as Petratherm, CBD Energy and Perth-based wave company Carnegie Corporation will need to be reassessed for funding, even though the Government is continuing with a major increase in its mandatory renewable energy target from 2009. Cool Energy director Jessie Inman said she was disappointed to learn that the $20million promised in November to develop the company's technology to capture carbon dioxide from natural gas well heads had been shelved. "We hope we will still get the funding under the new schemes," Ms Inman said. She said the company's biggest concern was that their technology may not fit under the definition of renewable energy or clean coal. Resources and Energy Minister Martin Ferguson said the shelved projects were Coalition election promises, not government programs, and as such were not taken up by Labor. He said the Rudd Government remained "committed" to the Asia Pacific Partnership and was still considering how much of committed government funding for existing clean coal and renewable energy technologies would make up Labor's two new dedicated funds. "It may be more appropriate for some projects currently funded under the LETDF to now be funded from the new National Clean Coal or Renewable Energy Funds," he said.
Murray lakes facing an ecological disaster

AN ecological disaster is looming in the lakes at the mouth of the Murray River where falling water levels threaten to render water in one lake so acidic it would become lifeless and useless. Large parts of Lake Albert are already exposed and up to 150sq km more could soon be, with the lake cut off from water flows and drying rapidly. South Australia will seek national approval at a meeting of state and federal water ministers in Sydney today to pump water from Lake Alexandrina into Lake Albert in a bid to avert the collapse of its eco-systems. The state that has been pushing hardest for adoption of the national water plan will now put a condition on its participation - that there be a specific water allocation for the Murray mouth. The Rann Government's Minister for Water Security Karlene Maywald yesterday described the situation in the Murray's lower lakes as dire. The exposed beds in both lakes are developing into acid sulphate soils. Further exposure of the bed of Lake Albert could see it acidify rapidly. Experts have told the Government that fish, other waterlife and all vegetation could be killed by the acidity and it would become useless to the farms and communities that depend on it for their water supply. Some communities in the lower lakes region are already relying on water carted in by truck. South Australia plans to build a temporary pumping station at Narrung and from mid-April pump 400 megalitres of water daily into Lake Albert.

Murray rescue plan feared too late

This is what the lower reaches of the great Murray River have been reduced to: a barren, wind-blown dustbowl that threatens to poison an internationally renowned wetlands area and possibly the river system itself. The impending ecological disaster has forced government intervention, with the Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council, meeting in Sydney yesterday, agreeing to a $6 million proposal to pump water from Lake Alexandrina to Lake Albert at the mouth of the Murray River to prevent soil acidification. Normal water flow from Lake Alexandrina to Lake Albert is being restricted by silt build-up and there are fears more lakebed exposure could boost acid levels. But locals are concerned that it may already be too late. Back in 1999, Phil Giles's lakeside house and tourist cabin had panoramic views over Lake Albert, which had water nearly a metre deep throughout. Now his jetty is marooned a couple of kilometres from the water, the only view left is of the dust whipping off the lake bed, and Giles has to spend money pumping water from the parts of the lake still flowing, supplemented with supplies carted in. "There's nothing I can do, I think the people up the top end (of the river) are either very greedy or the (federal) Government's very naive," he says. The latest Murray-Darling Basin Commission report paints a bleak picture. Lake Albert over the past week was about 0.39m below sea level. The normal level of the lake is 0.75m above sea level. If the levels drop to 0.6m below sea level, then full acidification will begin, causing a kill-off in aquaculture and the potential, when water returns, to spread the acidified water into Lake Alexandrina and the rest of the Murray River system. 

2

The lakes, along with the nearby Coorong, are protected wetlands. In good years, water levels are high enough to allow water to be released from the lakes to pump through the Murray mouth. For now, they are fighting for their own survival. Big summer rains in Queensland and NSW have not eased the situation, with most water staying in NSW. "If the levels drop to -0.6m, it becomes a dangerous situation with acid-sulphate soils," says Neil Shillabeer, the chairman of a local committee that called earlier this year for dredging of the Narrows, a thin neck of water that links Albert and Alexandrina. "If they don't do anything ... then the lake itself drops below the point of no (water) connection, and Lake Albert becomes a hyper-saline cesspool. We are 20cm from complete disaster." Bill and Dianne Henshall moved from Melbourne to the lakes region in 2002 for a quiet retirement, backed by fish farming and running a few cattle. Now most of their business is gone and they struggle to find water even to flush the toilet. Despite yesterday's announcement in Sydney, Mr Henshall is still concerned and is hoping for a bigger release of water from upstream. "The only hope we have there is (Victorian Premier) John Brumby decides to sign the National Water Plan and (federal Water Minister) Penny Wong has some idea about what she's trying to achieve. "I'm not overly optimistic."

Crafting a contingency plan on climate change

With experts predicting hundreds of thousands of homes likely to face inundation as a result of climate change during the next 30 years, the Rudd Government is organising a national summit on the risk to the coastal zone. But it's not just the implications of rising sea levels for town planning that we should focus on. Climate change will have a direct influence on the type, scale and frequency of disasters, emergencies and incidents Australia will face, including increased flooding, and more frequent and intense storms, lightning events and bushfires. The economic consequences will be severe: the costs of the recent flooding in NSW and Queensland is expected to top $1 billion. So-called freak weather is becoming more common. Indeed, warnings of these effects on a city such as Mackay, in north Queensland, were given in a public report more than seven years ago by Geoscience Australia, which outlined the extensive community risks and the planning necessary to deal with the problems being experienced there. Our emergency services and police will confront an increased frequency and volume of emergency calls. We will see the need for greater urban search and rescue efforts, with building and structural collapses caused by coastal erosion. This will have implications for the quantity and type of emergency response equipment needed. Furthermore, there will be significant evacuation and relocation of large numbers of people: we need to start planning for a Hurricane Katrina-level disaster. 

Emergency crews will confront more injuries due to the increased intensity of extreme events. The psychosocial costs will be ongoing; in the months after Cyclone Larry devastated the far north of the state, more than 300 Queensland children suffered post-traumatic stress. Rescue resources will be stretched with an increased number of simultaneous disaster relief missions. We may witness more antisocial behaviour such as the looting that occurred in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans and the recent Queensland floods. While looting during crises is most often needs based, such behaviour will place more demands on police to maintain security. Just as our police conduct counter-terrorism drills, law enforcement agencies will need to undertake more weather exercises with local emergency services. There will be implications for our fighting forces, too. As climate-induced disaster relief missions become more frequent and demanding, there will be a growing need for military equipment relevant to these activities or civil equipment that must be moved by our armed forces, such as construction, sanitation, fuel, pharmaceutical supplies and power generation. We need to debunk the myth that the Australian Defence Force will always be ready and able to assist for a sustainable period. Most of the resources of our armed forces are committed to operational activities. If they are in Australia, they are strategically located in the northeast and west of the country, so when and if they can be released there are vast distances and large logistic challenges. It would be timely for the new defence white paper, which has been commissioned by Defence Minister Joel Fitzgibbon, to consider if disaster response by our military ought to be regarded as core business, along with its war-fighting role. The Rudd Government has proposed to establish a new centre to focus on improving our military co-ordination with civil agencies on international missions. This body should look at developing a whole-of-nation capability for operations at home. We will need to step up our efforts in warning and educating the public about extreme weather events and disasters. In the worst-case scenarios, we may be faced with mass casualties resulting from floods, storms or heat waves. The importance of investment in simple community-based risk-management planning is essential. Governments will need to climate-proof their infrastructure as they face these emergencies. We need to investigate ways in which the resources of the private sector can be integrated into government emergency management arrangements at all levels to assist in the provision of community needs in the initial response and to create an additional surge capacity. We should analyse the regulatory and legislative framework within which emergency management services are provided to identify any impediments to developing public and business management partnerships. Emergency services need to engage the large operators, such as the Coles Group, Woolworths, Bunnings, Linfox, Westfield and similar-size providers of goods and services to the community. The public should not just rely on government and voluntary groups in the face of disasters. In fact, it's communities and police that will be the critical first respondents in providing shelter and food for those stranded in disaster areas. In the face of climate change-induced disasters we will have to improve our cross-jurisdictional response that involves disaster planning, emergency services, health care and infrastructure providers. Effective strategies will require greater co-ordination and co-operation at the local, regional, state and national levels. In building a more resilient Australia, we should recognise that a lot of our response and recovery effort is reliant on volunteers. 
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How we nurture and maintain this work force will be a substantial challenge. The overall cost if we had to fully fund our emergency management volunteer effort - if we had to pay the volunteers, including overheads - is in the order of $12 billion a year. The average age of volunteers is 47. Few members of Australia's ethnic communities are joining. We need some clever ideas to attract, retain, recognise and protect these people to maintain Australia's world standard in volunteer effort. Anthony Bergin is research director of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute and co-author of the 2007 report A Change in Climate for the Australian Defence Force.

9th
News.com.au - Get ready for $1 plastic bags
Big grocery retailers have warned consumers the Rudd Government will introduce a compulsory charge of between 25 cents and $1 for each plastic checkout bag. As families are being hit by spiraling interest rates and inflation, Labor's Environment Minister Peter Garrett is moving to introduce the charge on shoppers in a bid to protect the environment. 
But Coles and Woolworths believe the "shopping tax" will cost shoppers anywhere between $650 million and $2.5 billion a year, depending on the extent to which consumers phase out their use of the plastic bags. The $650 million figure is based on a charge per bag of 25 cents to be levied by the retailer at the checkout. While this is believed to be the cost Federal Treasury and Mr Garret are proposing, some state governments in private discussions have raised the prospect of a $1 charge per bag, which would net some $2.5 billion. The Sunday Telegraph has learned that former NSW environment minister Phil Koperberg had told senior grocery industry figures a charge of $1 was preferred in this state. Retailers believe the levy would force only 30 per cent of shoppers to immediately cease use of all plastic bags, with 70 per cent continuing to use the bags and being forced to pay the charge. The average weekly family shop, according to the supermarket giants, involves a dozen plastic bags. At 25 cents a bag it would mean an extra $156 a year minimum on the household budget. At $1 a bag, the figure spirals to $624. The costs are based on Clean Up Australia's estimates, which suggest there are 3.76 billion plastic bags issued a year. Environment group Planet Ark puts it at more than five billion. The grocery chains are concerned they will face the brunt of any consumer backlash against the new charge, which is on the agenda for a state and federal ministerial council meeting of environment ministers on April 17. The Rudd Government went to the election with a policy to "use economic instruments" to reduce the use of plastic bags. Laws requiring the supermarket chains to impose the charge would come at state level, but with wall-to-wall Labor governments, this is regarded as a fait accompli. The Rudd Government is wary that the industry and consumers will label the levy a "new tax" so it will force the supermarkets to impose it, rather than the Government. This raises questions as to where the huge windfall to the retail giants would be spent, and where the money would go in the case of smaller supermarkets. But the industry says there has been no discussion with the Government on this aspect of the issue. They say at a time when Prime Minister Kevin Rudd has promised to do all he can to bring down family living costs, it is an extra impost. "People are already focussed on the price of what's going in the bag," said one industry figure. "Now they'll need to worry about the costs of the bag itself." Another senior industry source said: "Even if everyone switched immediately to green bags - which they won't - at $1 a bag this will add around $12 a shop for the average working family for their initial shop after the plastic charge is introduced. But there will be ongoing costs each time they've forgotten (to take) their bags to the supermarket. The life cycle of the green bags is also over-stated - so one would assume that many families would be replacing them regularly during the year."

Industry sources also say the environmental concerns over plastic bags have to be weighed against the much bigger carbon impact of producing and transporting heavier material green bags. Rather than a ban or a levy, the supermarket giants would prefer that the Government funds a research and development study into the use of biodegradable plastic bags. Senior government sources declined to respond directly to the industry claims, saying a number of options would be on the table at the April 17 ministerial council meeting. But they confirmed that a compulsory bag charge would be among them. They said Mr Garrett's preferred option did not involve a "new tax" and that a "compulsory charge" would be much simpler for supermarkets to administer than acquitting a tax. "It would be much simpler for them (the supermarkets) to administer than a tax and they could still blame governments for the charge," a government source said. "The whole point would be to set the price of plastic bags so that consumers very rapidly stopped buying them and adopted reusable bags." The source also suggested that supermarkets could use the revenue raised to set up environmental funds.

The Australian - Murray lakes facing an ecological disaster

An ecological disaster is looming in the lakes at the mouth of the Murray River where falling water levels threaten to render water in one lake so acidic it would become lifeless and useless. Large parts of Lake Albert are already exposed and up to 150sq km more could soon be, with the lake cut off from water flows and drying rapidly. South Australia will seek national approval at a meeting of state and federal water ministers in Sydney today to pump water from Lake Alexandrina into Lake Albert in a bid to avert the collapse of its eco-systems. The state that has been pushing hardest for adoption of the national water plan will now put a condition on its participation - that there be a specific water allocation for the Murray mouth. The Rann Government's Minister for Water Security Karlene Maywald yesterday described the situation in the Murray's lower lakes as dire. The exposed beds in both lakes are developing into acid sulphate soils. Further exposure of the bed of Lake Albert could see it acidify rapidly. 
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Experts have told the Government that fish, other waterlife and all vegetation could be killed by the acidity and it would become useless to the farms and communities that depend on it for their water supply. Some communities in the lower lakes region are already relying on water carted in by truck. South Australia plans to build a temporary pumping station at Narrung and from mid-April pump 400 megalitres of water daily into Lake Albert. 

Give and take on green power funds

Labor has scrapped renewable and green technology projects promised in the last days of the Howard government and will cut at least a further $50million to meet its own generous greenhouse election commitments in this year's budget. The second round of funding for larger clean energy projects under the Asia Pacific Partnership will be cut, although the Rudd Government will honour the existing five-year commitment of $100million towards more than 60 projects. 

In the last week of the campaign for the November 24 election, the Coalition committed the last $90million of its $500million low emissions technology development fund (LETDF) and promised a further $75million. This included $55million towards developing geothermal projects in South Australia and Tasmania, $5million on new wave power in Western Australia and a further $35million on solar projects in NSW and Victoria. Labor promised more than $3billion worth of climate change programs during the campaign, including a $500million clean coal fund and a further $500million renewable energy fund. With the amount of new money in these funds under pressure, Rudd Government is looking to include some existing clean coal programs funded by the Coalition's LETDF. The Government is also likely to fold a number of related election commitments into these funds, including the promise to provide $50million to subsidise the drilling of deep holes needed to develop geothermal or hot rocks energy technology. Finance Minister Lindsay Tanner has already cut more than $600million from green outlays and has launched a review of the patchwork of climate change programs in Australia to drive efficiencies ahead of the introduction of a national emissions trading scheme in 2010. Clean energy companies such as Petratherm, CBD Energy and Perth-based wave company Carnegie Corporation will need to be reassessed for funding, even though the Government is continuing with a major increase in its mandatory renewable energy target from 2009. Cool Energy director Jessie Inman said she was disappointed to learn that the $20million promised in November to develop the company's technology to capture carbon dioxide from natural gas well heads had been shelved. "We hope we will still get the funding under the new schemes," Ms Inman said. She said the company's biggest concern was that their technology may not fit under the definition of renewable energy or clean coal. Resources and Energy Minister Martin Ferguson said the shelved projects were Coalition election promises, not government programs, and as such were not taken up by Labor. He said the Rudd Government remained "committed" to the Asia Pacific Partnership and was still considering how much of committed government funding for existing clean coal and renewable energy technologies would make up Labor's two new dedicated funds. "It may be more appropriate for some projects currently funded under the LETDF to now be funded from the new National Clean Coal or Renewable Energy Funds," he said.

Garrett rules out plastic bag tax
Federal Environment Minister Peter Garrett has rejected reports shoppers will be forced to pay up to a dollar for plastic bags. News Ltd reported today Mr Garrett had been in talks with retailer about the proposed bag tax. But Mr Garrett declared the report incorrect. "Reports today that the federal government will introduce a levy of up to $1 per plastic bag are incorrect," Mr Garrett said in a statement. Labor went to last year's election promising to phase out plastic bag use but Mr Garrett said a levy was not the way to achieve this. "All environment ministers, state, territory and commonwealth, will meet in April to consider a range of options in the phasing out of plastic bags," said Mr Garrett. 

"The federal government will not support or promote any option for a federal government levy to achieve this objective." – AAP

Sunday Mail Editorial: As we bake, remember to save water

The blowtorch outside your front door today – masquerading as an autumn heat wave – is killing your garden. It's stopping you filling the new pool and keeping the car clean. So what? Today's heat is another – and we would say a welcome – reminder that water management remains one of South Australia's biggest issues. SA Water figures show water consumption this year is down, sadly not by much, on last year. But salinity levels in the River Murray continue to rise, the Coorong fades to what author Germaine Greer describes elsewhere in this newspaper as the "Dead Sea", an unscrupulous few flout watering restrictions with shameless conviction, while farmers in the Riverland wage a daily struggle to stay upright. There is some progress. All states have agreed to SA's $6 million plan to save the Lower Lakes by pumping water from Lake Alexandrina into Lake Albert with the Murray-Darling Commission footing the bill.

As well, an extra $5 million will be spent to save "hot spots" along the Murray. Rightly, Water Security Minister Karlene Maywald labeled Friday's meeting with her fellow Water Ministers "the most productive" she had attended. But SA is not a "nanna state" and it is not up to her and the Government alone to fix the problem. It's up to all of us to take ownership of the crisis and treat water as liquid gold. Climate change, and by extension water shortages, has been identified by the prestigious Oxford Research Group as having serious environmental, socio-economic and security consequences for developing and developed nations. There is an element of doomsday scenario in this, but the message is clear. We must continue to act with alacrity to preserve and increase our water supplies, because soon it will too late to do anything about it. 
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AdelaideNow - Solar power station lift-off

Adelaide Airport will have the second-largest rooftop solar plant in Australia when work finally starts this week. Adelaide Airport Limited will today announce the largest commercial solar installation contract in South Australia. BP Solar will manufacture and supply 760 solar panels to be installed on the middle of the airport's Terminal 1 roof by construction company Hansen Yuncken. The solar photovoltaic panels will combined measure about 130m by 9m and take up 1170sqm of roof space. The panels will be visible from the air but - contrary to Premier Mike Rann's hope - will not be seen from the ground. The 114-kilowatt system will generate 160-megawatt hours of electricity a year, equivalent to the average electricity consumption of 30 houses. It is expected to be producing electricity - free of greenhouse gas emissions - for the airport complex by July. The Advertiser Watch has campaigned for six months to get the Adelaide Airport Solar Project off the ground. It also ends months of secrecy about the project, which is funded with $1 million of taxpayers' money. 

Half of bushfires are lit on purpose

Half of all bushfires across Australia are deliberately lit, with human activity responsible for the vast majority of all blazes. In the first comprehensive national study into the cause of bushfires, an Australian Institute of Criminology report has found that natural causes made up just 6per cent of all vegetation fires in Australia. With between 45,000 and 60,000 vegetation fires recorded each year across the nation, the report identified "human causes" as the spark for most urban and regional blazes. The report found that 37per cent of bushfires across the nation were considered suspicious, while 13per cent of fires were recorded as having been deliberately lit. "These figures suggest that reducing deliberate bushfires can have a significant influence on the total number of fires in Australia," the report said. The report, which analysed 280,000 fires over five years, found more than 90per cent of bushfires were the result of human activity, either deliberate or accidental. Published last month, it is the nation's first comprehensive analysis of the rate and cause of deliberately lit bushfires. However, the report's author, Colleen Bryant, warned that the figures were estimates only, with no causes listed for just over 40per cent of all vegetation fires and different ways of determining whether a blaze had been deliberately lit or was suspicious. "Despite these uncertainties, it is clear that natural fires are actually quite rare and that the vast majority of vegetation fires arise from human causes, including deliberate arson," the report said. Smoking was identified as being a far more common cause of non-deliberate, but preventable, fires in large cities than in regional areas. Children were responsible for starting up to 24per cent of fires where the causes were known, with a high number of deliberate and accidental blazes between 3pm and 6pm on weekdays. With the exception of arson, the findings highlight the large number of preventable blazes that occur each year. "Accidental fires, which account for 35per cent of all known vegetation fire causes, include those accidentally lit by children and smoking-related fires, the proportion of preventable vegetation fires is much higher," the report said. Between one third and half of all bushfires occurred in and around capital cities, with most deliberate fire "hot spots" located in the outer fringes of metropolitan areas. The highest rates of fires thought to be deliberately lit were in Western Australia and the ACT, which both record 69per cent of all fires. Up to 41 per cent of all blazes in NSW were started deliberately, compared to up to 32per cent of fires in Victoria and between 40 and 50per cent in Queensland. NSW battles more bushfires than any other state, with about 16,500 each year. The report also examines the timing of deliberately lit fires, with up to 50per cent of all deliberately lit fires occurring on weekends. A higher proportion of deliberately lit fires occurred between 6pm and 6am, compared to only a third of non-deliberate fires that occur overnight. On weekends, most deliberately lit fires happen between 1pm and 4pm. The report said the findings should prompt a revised approach to fire prevention and arson reduction, particularly in areas of urban growth and social disadvantage.
Carbon breakthrough has legs

British scientists prospecting deep-sea basins for oil have discovered that their techniques can be applied to catch drug cheats in sport. An innovative steroid test developed by researchers at Imperial College and Nottingham University uses a process known as hydropyrolysis to detect levels of drugs in urine accurately. World anti-doping chiefs have given $US225, 000 ($236,000) this year to fund trials and hope the test will represent a major breakthrough in the fight against drug cheats. It is expected to be ready for commercial use at the London Olympics in 2012. The test enables officials to tell the difference between human steroids and those injected into athletes - and racehorses - to boost performance. Steroids produced in the body have a heavier carbon content than synthetic substances, but until now, it has been difficult to measure the carbon ratios. Hydropyrolysis, commonly used to aid oil exploration by freeing small fragments of organic matter from petroleum rock sources, allows scientists to separate carbon molecules without corrupting the original sample. The inaccuracy of current steroid tests, caused by less sophisticated extraction methods, offers a grey area for drug cheats to hide. Athletes caught by a positive test can, and do, argue that the test was flawed. 

The new test leaves no room for conjecture, according to Imperial meteorite specialist Mark Sephton, who chanced on the discovery after a conversation two years ago with Nottingham's Colin Snape, a hydropyrolysis expert helping oil firms assess whether to drill for oil in ocean beds. Sephton made the connection to the sports industry because he had worked with the agriculture ministry in the late '90s on ways to detect steroids in cattle by breaking down the molecular structure of carbon. "This is unequivocal because the original carbon signature shines through. 
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The carbon-based secrets of steroids are now apparent," he said. "In future, it will be much more difficult to escape detection when using performance-enhancing steroids. You are what you eat, plus a little bit of what you might inject." 

The scientists are working with Strata Technology, a UK specialist in hydrolysis equipment, to commercialise the technique. The World Anti-Doping Agency, which defines the list of banned substances, is funding another year of research before the test hits the market. - The Times

Water defiance as gardens die

Conscientious gardeners diligently and patiently have adhered to the Rann Government's water restrictions, watching as their lawns, garden beds and trees have suffered. With many plants now either dead or on the verge of dying, it is understandable that increasing numbers of people are deciding to ignore the restrictions to save what is left. This is unfortunate and, for the sake of continuing to conserve water for the benefit of the broader community, it must be discouraged - even if this involves monetary penalty. However, there were clear warning signs more than a decade ago that South Australia - and Adelaide particularly - was facing a water crisis if action was not taken. Understandable frustration at inaction on securing Adelaide's water supply, by governments of both persuasions, is fuelling the present defiance of restrictions aimed at conserving water. 

The Australian - Myths on CO2 food miles

Last week federal Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, Tony Burke, exposed the "food miles" campaign as "nothing more than protectionism". Burke is right, but beneath such transparent protectionism, the food miles emperor is still naked. Food miles is the latest chic campaign for environmental activists to reduce CO2 emissions. But perhaps counter intuitively, if activists and consumers want to reduce their CO2 footprint they may want to support their food traveling longer, not shorter, distances. The principle of the food miles campaign is simple. There is a significant - and, activists argue, an unnecessary - CO2 footprint associated with transporting produce. The solution is therefore to avoid these emissions by "buying local" and exercising caution when purchasing imports. Late last year a Melbourne organisation, Community Environment Park, released a report drawing attention to the carbon footprint of food purchased by Melbourne consumers. The report unsurprisingly outlined the large footprint for much of the food bought in Melbourne's supermarkets, regardless of whether it was produced domestically or internationally. It may seem logical that the further the distance a product travels, the bigger its CO2 footprint. But as Trade Minister, Simon Crean yesterday pointed out, this view is simplistic. First, only a full life-cycle carbon footprint can accurately measure total emissions. A life-cycle assessment would require a calculation of the total CO2 emissions from the seeding of crops and the birth of livestock, to their delivery to the consumer. Second, the fuel efficiency that comes with bulk transport, and the mode of transport itself, need to be factored in. Agricultural products from our region transported by sea to England can produce equivalent emissions as comparable products traveling by road to England from southern Europe. In his address to the trade ministers' meeting held alongside the UN's Bali climate change summit in December last year, director-general of the World Trade Organisation, Pascal Lamy, made this point clear. Lamy argued that "90 per cent of internationally traded goods are carried by sea. And maritime transport is by far the most carbon-efficient mode of transport, with only 14g of CO2 emissions per tonne-kilometre". In many cases, a more accurate life-cycle assessment will show that importing food that travels long distances can be better for the environment than producing it locally. The inputs would not simply be limited to transportation costs, but would also consider such items as fertiliser, electricity, feed, tools and housing. A recent study done by New Zealand's Lincoln University demonstrated this well. The study looked at the life-cycle carbon footprint of apples, onions and lamb exported to Europe. For all three items, the total energy input per tonne of output was substantially less if the product was produced in NZ and exported to Europe, than if it was produced locally. In the case of lamb, the CO2 emissions were more than four times less. Third, the food miles campaign ignores the environmental benefits of international trade. The primary determinant of a product's life-cycle carbon footprint is the level of inputs. The costs of inputs are not ignored by competitive food producers. If a producer successfully reduces these inputs, it will be able to bring its product to market at a lower price, with the added benefit of a smaller footprint. Free markets are environmentally sustainable because they seek the maximum output for the minimum input. And herein lies the challenge for the Labor Government. Despite Kevin Rudd's general commitment to the efficiency of free markets, many of his MPs are not so sure. Among the ranks of Labor's caucus is a number of protectionists who question the environmental benefits of free trade. Equally Rudd has a number of climate evangelists who actively support reducing CO2 emissions at all costs. And following the change of the Senate in July, the Greens are likely to move from the fringe of public policy debate to the centre. The Australian Greens should follow their NZ counterparts. In 2006, co-party leader of the NZ Greens highlighted the Greens' opposition to food miles and argued that environmental activists "need to consider the emissions released during production, not just the transport emissions". Despite the evidence not stacking up, too many advocates of food miles ignore the complexity of proper accounting for carbon footprints, and instead rely on anti-trade rhetoric to get their message across. And even fewer consider the beneficial role international trade and free markets can play in reducing emissions. Agriculture is a diminishing but still vital component of the Australian economy. Burke is right to expose the food miles campaign as a front for protectionism and should campaign heavily against it. 
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AdelaideNow - Imports threaten fruit and veges

Australia’s self sufficiency in fruit and vegetables will face a growing threat from a flood of imports in the next decade.
Future Focus, a report on the horticulture industry, warns that the import risk is a serious threat to the profitability of the Australian horticulture industry. The issue is expected to emerge as fresh fruit prices continue rising, leading to lower consumption of both fresh fruit and vegetables. The report says that the rising population and demand, low productivity growth and increasing Australian horticultural prices relative to world prices, will place considerable pressure on imports. The report shows processed vegetable imports rising by 463,000 tonnes to 680,780 tonnes by 2020. Juice imports would rise by 513,000 tonnes to 798,620 tonnes by 2020. Processed fruit and nut imports would rise by 77,000 tonnes to 194,360 tonnes. Future Focus, the Australian Horticulture Plan, aims to provide a strategy to deliver tangible commercial outcomes that are relevant to the industry. Horticulture Australia Ltd managing director John Webster said Future Focus found that an increase in exports would be the greatest improvement to the industry's profitability. "There is a clear opportunity to increase Australia's exports, particularly to northern hemisphere markets, and improve profitability," Mr Webster said. But the horticulture sector was failing to improve quality and differentiate products. A commodity culture threatened export growth. The report says Australia's export performance fell short of that achieved by countries such as Chile, South Africa and New Zealand. Australia exported just 383,350 tonnes of horticultural products in 2004-05, compared with Chile's 2.448 million tonnes, South Africa's 2.6 million tonnes and NZ's 891,974 tonnes. Despite Australia's vast size, NZ exports nearly 15 times more apples and two-and-a- half times more vegetables. Mr Webster said Australian exporters often stopped supply to overseas markets to capture peaks on domestic markets, while other southern hemisphere exporters had maintained supply and earned more credibility as suppliers. Most of Australia's export growth in the next decade is expected to be nuts, rising by 917 per cent from 25,000 tonnes to 256,950 tonnes.                                       11th 

FarmOnLine - Water storage field day March 19 
Maximising the efficiency of cropping water use, with improved water storage will be one of the highlights of the Macintyre Valley Field Day in Goondiwindi, on the NSW-Queensland border, on Wednesday, March 19. This year, the field day is themed “Diesel, Dirt and Dollars” and aims to promote the latest tools and research available to growers to improve water use efficiency and ultimately manage the drought. The `Dollars' session, chaired by the Department of Primary Industries (DPI&F), focuses on minimising water losses, the single, biggest limiting factor for Macintyre cotton growers. `Dollars' session convener, DPI&F development extension officer Emma Brotherton, says presentations will address the key sources of water loss. Ms Brotherton said, "We're talking about quantifying and mitigating storage losses, seepage and evaporation, and future opportunities for funding in water use efficiency.” 

Ms Brotherton says DPI&F Rural Water Use Efficiency Initiative figures indicates that storage losses from evaporation range from 10-40pc and that storage losses from seepage range from 2-10pc. “At the Macintyre Valley Field Day, we’ll be asking farmers to consider what this means to their farms and where their farm fits on the scale of 10-40pc or 2-10pc.” Ms Brotherton said to accurately identify the cost of seepage and evaporation losses from storage to production system, farmers first need to determine the volume of water held by storage. Secondly they need to identify the amount of water lost in mega litres and then put a dollar value on it. The field day is sponsored by Cotton Australia, Cargill Cotton, and the Qld Department of Agriculture, as part of the project, “Growing Cotton’s Future: Tools for Managing the Drought”. 

Vic, NSW on track to meet Snowy River flows 
Victoria’s commitment to increase flows in the Snowy River from one per cent to 21pc by 2012 is on target, the Vic Water Minister Tim Holding has announced. Mr Holding says Water for Rivers – the joint government enterprise set up by Victoria, NSW and Commonwealth – is expected to have around 212 billion litres in water savings by mid-next year to be shared between the Snowy and Murray Rivers. “With further investment in irrigation upgrade projects across Victoria and NSW, Water for Rivers is confident it will have around 300 billion litres of water by 2012 – 10pc above the 284 billion-litre target,” he said. “This is a fantastic achievement. "The Victorian Government was the driver behind the historic 2002 agreement to return an environmental flow to the Snowy River, and it is exciting to see that goal within grasp. “We now look forward to working with NSW to ensure that the water released from the Snowy Hydro Scheme gradually begins to increase over the next few years, so that by 2012 the Snowy River has 21pc of its original flows." Water for Rivers was established following the historic $375 million agreement between Victoria, NSW and the Commonwealth in 2002, to improve the health of the Snowy and other mountain rivers degraded by the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Scheme. The Commonwealth’s original $75 million contribution is dedicated to finding 70 billion litres for the Murray River, but it has recently committed another $50 million to ensure the Snowy’s 2012 target can be met.

Victorian infrastructure projects to deliver water for the Snowy River include:

• 25 billion litres - Shepparton and Goulburn Channels 1-4 irrigation upgrade 

• 5.4 billion litres - Normanville and Woorinen Pipeline projects.

• 19 billion litres – Decommissioning of Lake Mokoan.

“The Snowy River is an Australian icon, and Victoria is proud to have driven the process to begin restoring this wonderful river to life,” Mr Holding said. SOURCE: Victorian Water Minister, Tim Holding.
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heraldsun.com.au - Melbourne's transport gas emissions trounce London's – study

Transport in Melbourne's metropolitan area belches more greenhouse gases than London's, despite London having twice the population, a study has found. The study, based on published data from authorities in Australia and Britain, was prepared by bus industry lobby group Bus Association Victoria (BAV), Fairfax media reported today. Melbourne's cars, trucks, motorcycles and public transport generate the equivalent of 11 million tonnes of carbon dioxide a year, compared with 8.5 million tonnes in London. This equated to 3.1 tonnes of carbon per person in Melbourne, compared with 1.2 tonnes per person in Greater London. The study was prepared in support of BAV's campaign for better public transport services in Melbourne and its opposition to a proposed tunnel to link freeways in the city's east and west. "Transport in London is almost three times more greenhouse friendly than Melbourne,'' BAV executive director John Stanley said. "Obviously London is a much more compact city, but it begs the question: how do we make Melbourne more sustainable?'' Melbourne's larger geographic area, residents' greater reliance on cars and the city's dispersed train network, which carried less passengers longer distances than London's underground, were among the reasons listed for the greenhouse gas disparity. Also, Melbourne's trains and trams are powered by electricity produced from brown coal, one of the dirtiest energy sources, compared with Britain's black coal, gas and nuclear energy, the report said. The study comes as the Brumby government awaits a report later this month on transport links between Melbourne's east and west, including the new tunnel, and a week after it announced 90,000 new housing blocks on the metropolitan fringe. Graeme Currie, of Monash University's Institute of Transport Studies, said comparisons were difficult but the study showed Melbourne was "a much less sustainable city''. "Are we heading in a sustainable direction or are we falling even further behind?'' he asked.

perthnow – Subi Oval to defy Earth Hour
Perth’s biggest sporting venues won't be turning off their lights for Earth Hour - despite cities across the world powering down in the name of climate change. Subiaco Oval, which holds more than 43,000 people, will host the Dockers' first home game, and  Gloucester Park has its regular Saturday-night race meet the night of Earth Hour - on March 29 at 8pm local time. Plunging thousands of people into darkness would be dangerous, sports chiefs say. 
Instead, event organisers plan to promote awareness about reducing the greatest contributor to greenhouse gas emissions - fossil fuel-fired energy - by advertising Earth Hour 2008 on their big screens. The AFL plan to buy enough carbon credits - a scheme in which companies can buy emission credits from an organisation that have accumulated extra credits from green projects – to cover lighting their grounds Australia-wide for the weekend of Earth Hour . 
The World Wildlife Fund is trying to get Jack Johnson concert organisers to follow suit at Members Equity Stadium. 
Since the Earth Hour 2008 launch last week, companies across Perth, including the QVI building, Central Park, Woodside and Forest Square, have pledged their support. It will be lights out in Kalgoorlie, Bunbury and Albany too.

The Australian - Most 'want more climate-change action'
Australians overwhelmingly support the ratification of Kyoto - due to formally take effect today - and most want the Government to show international leadership on reducing greenhouse emissions. Climate Institute research to be released today has found that Australians support the introduction of stronger policies to reduce greenhouse pollution. 

Polling commissioned by the institute found that only 7 per cent of Australians aged 18 and over oppose the ratification of Kyoto, with 64 per cent in support. Seventy-three per cent of those polled said that Australia should lead the world by introducing stronger policies to help reduce greenhouse pollution here. Ninety per cent said the Government should "make homes more energy-efficient", 88 per cent said the Government should "ensure that new electricity generation comes from clean or renewable energy" and 87 per cent support government measures to reduce "emissions from cars". 

"The polling is emphatic," said institute chief executive John Connor. "Opposition to Kyoto ratification has withered away." Kevin Rudd ratified the Kyoto Protocol as the first official act of his Government last December. The Government has committed to meeting its Kyoto target of emissions 8per cent higher than 1990 levels, and has set a target to reduce them by 60per cent on 2000 levels by 2050. Mr Connor said Australians strongly support the measures the Government had taken on climate change and wanted to see further action so Australia was viewed as a world leader in tackling the issue. "The Rudd Government should treat these findings as an invitation to push forward with decisive policies and ambitious targets on reducing greenhouse pollution," he said. "To avoid dangerous climate change that will impact Australia more than almost any other developed country, we need reductions of 70 to 90 per cent from developed countries as a whole. "Other countries are realising this. The UK is now in a formal public consultation process about whether to change its 60 per cent by 2050 target up to 80 per cent. "You've got both the Democratic presidential contenders in the United States at 80 per cent by 2050 and even Republican John McCain at 55 per cent." Mr Connor called for the Government to review its 2020 targets. "Short-term targets will reflect the level of urgency and priority given to tackling the problem of climate change," he said. The research was done online by Auspoll as part of its monthly omnibus survey. The company surveyed a representative sample of 1215 Australians aged 18 years and over from March 4 to March 6.

Scientists trash plastic bag ban

Scientists and environmentalists have questioned the case against the use of plastic shopping bags as based on flawed science and misreporting.
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And in a blow to Environment Minister Peter Garrett's plan to phase out plastic bags by January 1 next year, questions have also emerged over the accuracy of a claim in a report carried out for the Australian Government in 2002 which said plastic bags were responsible for the deaths of 100,000 animals a year. The report, later amended but widely quoted by environmentalists, actually attributed the deaths to all plastic debris, including fishing nets and equipment. 

The Times newspaper in Britain has quoted scientists, including an expert who advises environmental group Greenpeace, as saying plastic bags pose only a minimal threat to most marine species, including seals, whales, dolphins and seabirds. In January, Mr Garrett said he wanted to phase out the use of supermarket plastic bags by the end of the year and was prepared to consider a ban if necessary. And yesterday, while denying a report that he was considering a plan for customers to be charged $1 per bag, Mr Garrett said he remained committed to a phase out by January 1 and would meet state government counterparts next month to consider "a range of options" which did not include a levy on bag use. The claim that the bags kill more than 100,000 marine mammals every year is based on a misinterpretation of a 1987 Canadian study in Newfoundland, which found that, between 1981 and 1984, more than 100,000 animals were killed by discarded nets. The Canadian study did not mention plastic bags. However, in 2002, a report prepared for the Australian Government by Nolan-ITU in association with the RMIT Centre for Design and Eunomia Research and Consulting Ltd said the Newfoundland study attributed the deaths to "plastic bags". But according to the Australian Government's Environment Department website, the report was amended in 2006. The figure has often been used by conservationists as proof that the bags are killers. But in Britain, scientists, politicians and marine experts have attacked the British Government for joining an anti-bag "bandwagon" based on poor science. Lord Taverne, the chairman of Sense about Science, said: "The Government is irresponsible to jump on a bandwagon that has no base in scientific evidence. "This is one of many examples where you get bad science leading to bad decisions which are counter-productive. "Attacking plastic bags makes people feel good but it doesn't achieve anything." David Laist, the author of a seminal 1997 study on the subject, said plastic bags did not figure in the majority of cases where animals died from marine debris. "The main culprits are fishing gear, ropes, lines and strapping bands," he said. "Most mammals are too big to get caught up in a plastic bag." David Santillo, a marine biologist at Greenpeace, told The Times that bad science was undermining the Government's case for banning the bags. "It's very unlikely that many animals are killed by plastic bags," Dr Santillo said. "The evidence shows just the opposite. We're not going to solve the problem of waste by focusing on plastic bags. On a global basis plastic bags aren't an issue." Additional reporting: The Times 

Carbon breakthrough has legs
British scientists prospecting deep-sea basins for oil have discovered that their techniques can be applied to catch drug cheats in sport. An innovative steroid test developed by researchers at Imperial College and Nottingham University uses a process known as hydropyrolysis to detect levels of drugs in urine accurately. World anti-doping chiefs have given $US225,000 ($236,000) this year to fund trials and hope the test will represent a major breakthrough in the fight against drug cheats. It is expected to be ready for commercial use at the London Olympics in 2012. The test enables officials to tell the difference between human steroids and those injected into athletes - and racehorses - to boost performance. Steroids produced in the body have a heavier carbon content than synthetic substances, but until now, it has been difficult to measure the carbon ratios. Hydropyrolysis, commonly used to aid oil exploration by freeing small fragments of organic matter from petroleum rock sources, allows scientists to separate carbon molecules without corrupting the original sample. The inaccuracy of current steroid tests, caused by less sophisticated extraction methods, offers a grey area for drug cheats to hide. Athletes caught by a positive test can, and do, argue that the test was flawed. 

The new test leaves no room for conjecture, according to Imperial meteorite specialist Mark Sephton, who chanced on the discovery after a conversation two years ago with Nottingham's Colin Snape, a hydropyrolysis expert helping oil firms assess whether to drill for oil in ocean beds. Sephton made the connection to the sports industry because he had worked with the agriculture ministry in the late '90s on ways to detect steroids in cattle by breaking down the molecular structure of carbon. "This is unequivocal because the original carbon signature shines through. The carbon-based secrets of steroids are now apparent," he said. "In future, it will be much more difficult to escape detection when using performance-enhancing steroids. You are what you eat, plus a little bit of what you might inject." The scientists are working with Strata Technology, a UK specialist in hydrolysis equipment, to commercialise the technique. The World Anti-Doping Agency, which defines the list of banned substances, is funding another year of research before the test hits the market. - The Times

Supreme Court rejects development due to rising sea

Developers etc take note ‘climate change’

AN 80-lot subdivision at popular holiday destination Marion Bay has been knocked back due to rising sea levels and environmental impact. The Supreme Court decision to reject the developer's appeal for the subdivision to be allowed is believed to be the first to consider the impact of rising sea levels on coastal development. It has also put developers on notice to carefully consider council development plans when it comes to projects along the state's coastline - with the chance proposals may have to be moved further from shore. The Supreme Court was asked to consider the case after subdivision developer Northcape Properties Pty Ltd appealed against decisions by the Yorke Peninsula District Council and Environment Court to reject its proposal for the land, north of Marion Bay. 
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Justice Bruce Debelle said the proposed subdivision "offends so many of the goals and objectives of the development plan that development consent must be refused". "The proposal is on any view an attempt to develop the land to the greatest extent possible without due regard to the ecological sensitivity of the area and the need to preserve natural features," he said. The court heard the shoreline would erode inland by between 35m and 40m over 100 years, which would affect an erosion buffer zone and a coastal reserve. The council's development plan calls for buffer zones and coastal reserves between developments and coastlines. The Local Government Association of South Australia's Chris Russell said that if he were a developer he would be reading the provisions of council development plans "much more carefully" in relation to coastal development. Law Society president Grant Feary said he had not heard of another case dealing with sea levels and that the issue may apply to neighbouring council areas. Council chief executive officer Ricki Bruhn said the council hoped to work with Northcape Properties over the development, which included 78 housing lots, 26 of those on the coast, and two reserves.

The Advertiser e-Edition - Cemetery goes carbon-neutral
South Australia's largest cemetery will offer carbon-neutral cremations and burials in a plan to offset the greenhouse emissions of its entire operation. Centennial Park in Adelaide said its carbon-offset scheme was believed to be a first for an Australian cemetery and followed a study into the environmental impacts of cremations and burials. The study found it was better for people to be cremated, compared with the long-term impact of burials, even though four times as much carbon dioxide was produced during the initial cremation process. "On the day that a cremation or burial takes place, the volume of carbon dioxide produced is higher for cremation than for burial," Centennial Park chief executive Bryan Elliott said. "The report found that each cremation at Centennial Park generates approximately 160kg of carbon dioxide equivalent. "Each burial at Centennial Park generates approximately 39kg of Co2. "However, when the long-term environmental footprint is considered, burials at Centennial Park have a 10 per cent greater impact than cremations. "This is because we must look after the gravesite for a number of years by watering and mowing the surrounding lawn area and maintaining the concrete beam on which the headstone is placed. "Burial is a more labour and resource intensive process, consumes more fuels and produces larger quantities of waste than cremation." Mr Elliott said the report had provided Centennial Park with useful calculations that would be used to develop the carbon neutral program. "Our initial research suggests that in order to offset the environmental footprint of burials and cremations at Centennial Park, we need to plant around one tree for each service," he said. "Based on the current total number of services performed at Centennial Park, the total cost is likely to be around $8000 each year for cremations and $2500 for burials." Mr Elliott said Centennial Park planned to absorb the extra cost rather than pass it on to families and relatives.                                                          12th
FarmOnLine - New national body for irrigators by July 
The NSW Irrigators Council has welcomed a decision by irrigator representatives groups from across Australia to form a national council. A meeting, hosted by NSW Irrigators Council and Irrigators Australia Limited, in Sydney last Friday saw a gathering of over 60 delegates from five states to discuss the matter. The meeting determined that a national body should be fully operational by July 1. NSW Irrigators Council CEO Andrew Gregson says the meeting was a crucial first step towards a national voice for irrigators. “The meeting provided a very clear opinion – irrigators want a clear and consistent national voice representing their interests. “Delegates considered key issues such as membership, funding and governance. "While only at a broad level at this stage, the meeting determined pathways to resolution on all issues.” To achieve that timeline, an interim board was appointed that included a member from each state present at the meeting and six further members appointed based on skills. The interim board elected Col Thomson, an irrigator from Wentworth in southwestern NSW and current chairman of NSW Irrigators Council, as interim chairman. SOURCE: NSW Irrigators Council 

Vic, NSW on track to meet Snowy River flows 
Victoria’s commitment to increase flows in the Snowy River from one per cent to 21pc by 2012 is on target, the Vic Water Minister Tim Holding has announced. Mr Holding says Water for Rivers – the joint government enterprise set up by Victoria, NSW and Commonwealth – is expected to have around 212 billion litres in water savings by mid-next year to be shared between the Snowy and Murray Rivers. “With further investment in irrigation upgrade projects across Victoria and NSW, Water for Rivers is confident it will have around 300 billion litres of water by 2012 – 10pc above the 284 billion-litre target,” he said. “This is a fantastic achievement. "The Victorian Government was the driver behind the historic 2002 agreement to return an environmental flow to the Snowy River, and it is exciting to see that goal within grasp. “We now look forward to working with NSW to ensure that the water released from the Snowy Hydro Scheme gradually begins to increase over the next few years, so that by 2012 the Snowy River has 21pc of its original flows." Water for Rivers was established following the historic $375 million agreement between Victoria, NSW and the Commonwealth in 2002, to improve the health of the Snowy and other mountain rivers degraded by the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Scheme. The Commonwealth’s original $75 million contribution is dedicated to finding 70 billion litres for the Murray River, but it has recently committed another $50 million to ensure the Snowy’s 2012 target can be met.

Victorian infrastructure projects to deliver water for the Snowy River include:

• 25 billion litres - Shepparton and Goulburn Channels 1-4 irrigation upgrade 
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• 5.4 billion litres - Normanville and Woorinen Pipeline projects.

• 19 billion litres – Decommissioning of Lake Mokoan.

“The Snowy River is an Australian icon, and Victoria is proud to have driven the process to begin restoring this wonderful river to life,” Mr Holding said. SOURCE: Victorian Water Minister, Tim Holding. 

How to profit from WaterSmart Pastoralism 
How to save tens of thousands of dollars annually with new 'off the shelf' water management technologies will be demonstrated at a major Queensland field day on Friday, April 4. NAPCO's Monkira station, one of the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre's WaterSmart Pastoral Production demonstration sites, will host the field day to show other landholders how to profit from managing water more effectively. On show during field tours of the well-known Queensland cattle property, will be new water management technologies that save time, water and money in the channel country. The large remote telemetry monitoring system used on the property has led to a dramatic reduction in the number of bore runs during the past year. This has helped to increase profits through better pasture use combined with reduced costs of fuel, vehicle maintenance and labour. It records information on water levels, flow rates, and rainfall, while taking still photos and operating pumps using remote controllers. Also being demonstrated is the Enviro-liner, an 0.75mm poly liner that has completely stopped seepage in a major turkey's nest on Monkira. The Anti-bird cover, a PVC fabric sleeve impregnated with spicy peppers, is being used in an effort to stop cockatoo damage to aerials, a common problem across desert Australia. Also on display will be the bubble wrap style Evap-Cap evaporation control cover that floats on the top of dams, reducing the massive 2-3m annual evaporation losses.

Erosion control measures shown in the field tour, include fencing of dams and use of solar pumps to deliver water to poly tanks feeding new concrete stock troughs. This leaves Monkira better equipped to control grazing pressure on these water points. Anthony Desreaux, manager of NAPCO's Monkira Station, is opening Monkira to the public for the WaterSmart field day where people can see the new technologies and speak with the people who use them everyday.

This will be the second WaterSmart field day held as part of the Desert Knowledge CRC project. The first, at Mount Ive Station in South Australia, attracted around 120 pastoralists, farmers, manufacturers and suppliers. Desert Knowledge CRC Project Officer Colleen James says that the WaterSmart project helps landholders to find out about better water management practices with new water storage, delivery and monitoring technologies.

Why salinity remains a threat for Aust 
Growing concerns about the impact of climate change in recent years have created the perception that salinity has become less of an environmental issue for Australia. However, some of the world’s leading environmental experts will converge on Adelaide in late March to share their latest salinity research findings at the Second International Salinity Forum in Adelaide from March 3-April 3 – findings that suggest we can’t be complacent when it comes to salinity.

“But all we need is a few high-rainfall events in Australia’s key catchments, which is what has been happening in the last few months, and the water tables downstream might begin rising again, mobilising salt back into the environment,” Dr Price says. “The good news is that we are not alone in the battle against salinity and many scientists from around the world are working hard to reduce the social, economic and environmental impacts caused by it.” The International Salinity Forum provides Australian researchers, policy advisers, catchment managers and farmers with an opportunity to hear the latest research from these scientists, in understanding salinity, and to learn from case studies that have successfully managed it. “It will feature a wide selection of guest speakers who are international salinity science leaders, as well as community-based experts who are applying their knowledge to better understand the environmental, social, economic, and political dimensions of salinity,” Dr Price says. “The latest results from Australian-based researchers will also be a key feature of the forum.”
Key presentations at the forum will be given by:

• Dr Karen Villholth (International Water Management Institute) will speak about how communities on the east coast of Sri Lanka are coping with increased salinity caused by the 2004 Sumatran Tsunami.

• Tom Pankatz, editor of the international publication, the Water Desalination Report, will provide insights into world's largest and most technically advanced desalination and water reuse projects.

• Professor Will Steffen (Australian National University) will put Australian salinity in a global context with specific reference to climate change. SOURCE: Queensland Country Life 

13th
The Australian - Dam's future rests with report

The fate of Queensland's controversial Traveston Crossing Dam project will hinge on a report to be handed to the federal government in the middle of the year. The Queensland government has proposed building the dam on the Mary River, near Gympie, to supply water for the state's booming southeast. More than 16,800 submissions were received during a three-month consultation process in response to the project's Environmental Impact Statement. The dam is strongly opposed by environmentalists, who fear the loss of several threatened aquatic species in the Mary River, and by farmers who do not want the fertile valley flooded. Deputy Premier Paul Lucas today told state parliament 11,261 submissions had been assessed after duplicates were removed. Most related to the adequacy of the assessment process and the impacts of the dam on downstream areas and on the Great Sandy Strait and Fraser Island. Others raised concerns related to various species and communities, flooding and greenhouse emissions. 
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Mr Lucas said the state government's office of the coordinator-general would now consider the submissions and determine whether the dam could proceed, proceed with modifications, or not proceed. The coordinator-general would report to the federal government at mid-year, he said. "The decision on whether the project proceeds rests with the coordinator-general and the federal government, not me and the state government," Mr Lucas said. "The government believes this is the right dam in the right location. It is now up to the coordinator-general to decide that, if it proceeds, it does so with the right safeguards in place." AAP
Water expert seriously ill

ONE of Australia's leading water experts, Peter Cullen, is critically ill in Canberra Hospital after collapsing at his home on Friday. No further details were available about his condition last night. Professor Cullen, 65, is a widely respected freshwater ecologist. In 2001 he was awarded the Prime Minister's Prize for Environmentalist of the Year for his work on the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality. He was chief executive of the Co-operative Research Centre for Freshwater Ecology from 1993 to 2002, when he successfully communicated the plight of Australia's rivers. 

In 2002, Professor Cullen was a foundation member of the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists, and has been a frequent spokesman for the group since. The group was formed by scientists in response to calls for Australia to be drought-proofed and rivers to be turned inland. Professor Cullen said the community was tired of scientists listing problems, and set about being a voice for scientists with solutions. Since retiring in 2002, Professor Cullen has given many challenging speeches, and held numerous positions, including with the National Water Commission.

Top conservative in favour of carbon tax

Former federal Nationals president David Russell will today back the introduction of a carbon tax in direct contradiction of existing Coalition policy. Recognised as one of the nation's leading tax experts, Mr Russell will agree with the proposition that greenhouse emissions trading could turn out to be the costliest public policy mistake in human history. His support for a carbon tax flies in the face of the Howard government's policy to prefer emissions trading - a position the Coalition maintains. Mr Russell has been involved in conservative politics over many years, heading the Queensland Nationals before taking over the Nationals federal presidency in 2005. He was at the forefront of the failed plan to merge the conservative parties in Queensland in 2006, which saw then deputy Prime Minister Mark Vaile demand he quit the presidency. Mr Russell will tell the Taxation Institute of Australia today that the case in favour of a tradable emissions regime over a tax-based one was not as strong as the conclusions of the British Stern Review of climate change or the interim Garnaut Review report here. Mr Russell says that a carbon tax would be simpler to implement because the means to administer it already exist. He argues that the international community is unlikely to be able to agree on an ETS, which would be inherently unstable. Wild price fluctuations would inhibit investment in carbon reduction projects and any emission-intensive industry. He says that trading schemes are open to fraud and evasion. But a carbon tax would be predictable, gradual and could be easily implemented.

Climate change targets are achievable

In the past 12 months climate change has been a major political, economic and - some would say - moral issue. For all the debate, the central question is relatively clear - what can we do in Australia to reduce the output of greenhouse gases without sacrificing our quality of life in the short term? While quality of life comprises many things, for the purpose of this discussion we'll constrain ourselves to maintaining a healthy economy. To answer this question, a fact base is needed for appropriate choices to be made, myths dispelled and emotions cooled, and to enable all of us - government, business and consumers - to understand how we can reduce greenhouse gas emissions. With the release of Professor Ross Garnaut's Climate Change Review interim report to Government, the science around climate change is starting to look more pessimistic. This suggests dramatic change is required. Recently released McKinsey research - An Australian Cost Curve for Greenhouse Gas Reduction - suggests that the economics, on the other hand, appear more optimistic. This indicates that the dramatic change required may not be as costly as first thought. McKinsey has developed an overview of the costs to the economy (a cost curve) of reducing greenhouse gases in Australia, which analyses more than 100 opportunities to reduce emissions and their associated costs, and answers three questions: what reductions can be achieved (a lot); how much will it cost (surprisingly little); and what are the most effective levers to achieve it (a small number in the hands of government, business and consumers). According to our analysis, a 30 per cent reduction in emissions (below 1990 levels) by 2020 and 60 per cent by 2030 can be achieved without major technological breakthroughs or significant changes in lifestyle. Assuming efficient policies are implemented, we estimate the cost of meeting these targets to be approximately $290 per household per year for 2020 and $590 in 2030 for the economy as a whole. Although the marginal cost of the required reduction would be $65 per tonne of carbon dioxide, 25 per cent of total reductions in 2020 actually have a positive economic gain, not a cost. Wind power, geothermal options or reforestation cost money, but there are options, such as efficient lighting and insulation, where the cost of implementation is less than the value of the energy savings they will achieve. As impressive as these numbers are, it is important to point out that they are net numbers for the economy as a whole. As not all savings will be passed on to consumers and differences may appear between cost and price increases, actual costs to households will differ. Amid the dire comments about climate change, these forecasts can appear very optimistic. However, there are three aspects that put these numbers into context. First, no single reduction opportunity or technology can be pursued in isolation if targets are to be met. 
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To make it achievable and affordable, a portfolio of opportunities needs to be pursued simultaneously. Second, early action is critical - delays will result in increased costs and make meeting targets more difficult. Third, opportunities that will save money, such as in the building sector and energy efficiency, need to be pursued as vigorously as those that cost money, like the move to clean coal or solar power. Although reducing greenhouse gases without substantially sacrificing economic growth is achievable, no one is saying it will be easy. These challenges and costs will need to be shared across business, government and consumers. For government, setting a greenhouse gas reduction target is an important first step in providing much-needed certainty for business. While setting a target alone will not result in carbon reductions, it will enable companies to understand the magnitude and timing of change, allowing them to prioritise reduction strategies. Given that timing is critical, the government should clarify the details of a national emissions reduction scheme and implement it as early as possible. The federal government has signaled its intention to create an emissions trading scheme. To speed up the process we should take a "learn as we go", rather than a "wait and see" approach towards its implementation. The design of the system should aim to give business appropriate certainty about the price of carbon and ensure a significant reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. Governments also need to provide the regulatory framework to ensure the right incentives are in place for business and individuals to pursue economic gains in energy efficiency areas like insulation and building construction. The public sector can also contribute to fast-tracking promising technologies to be cost-competitive. Business has a big role to play, beyond complying with relevant new regulation. In the past 12 months, many Australian companies have attempted to quantify their contribution to greenhouse gas emissions. Once this is done, companies need to move beyond just offsets to genuinely improving energy efficiency to significantly reduce overall emissions. Opportunities will come within businesses but also by collaborating across the whole value chain. Actions to reduce emissions can also unlock new, profitable opportunities. Business can also make a valuable contribution to the policy debate. Some companies feel uncomfortable about this form of advocacy, but this debate has real potential to shape Australia's economic landscape. Undoubtedly a mix of short to long-term actions; offsets, efficiency gains and new growth opportunities; response and advocacy will be required. Although at this stage of the climate change debate, many people are looking to government, under the right frameworks, market solutions could and should emerge. The capital markets have always been critical in driving innovation, job creation and economic prosperity by reallocating resources away from old, less productive forms of activity towards new and better opportunities. Around the world we are seeing innovation and investment in a low-carbon environment, and the establishment of financial instruments, institutions, principles and capabilities that are playing a larger role in shaping our future. Undoubtedly new facts - both scientific and economic - will emerge before this debate is over. The facts we have now suggest that governments need to be bold and swift; business needs to be responsive to community and profit needs; and consumers need to think twice about the quantity and nature of their consumption. Adam Lewis is managing partner of McKinsey & Company, Australia and NZ

AdelaideNow - Adelaide is so hot right now

An Australian capital city has ever been hotter for longer than Adelaide. As extreme temperatures spread into other states today, the South Australian capital notched up its 11th consecutive day of 35 degrees Celsius or above to claim an unwelcome record. And it can expect no relief for at least another six days. The length of the heat wave surpasses the previous capital city record of 10 days above 35 degrees, recorded in Perth in February 1988. But the all-time national heat wave record isn't under threat - Marble Bar in northern Western Australia experienced 160 consecutive days at or above 37.8 degrees Celsius (or 100 degrees Fahrenheit) in the summer of 1923-24. In Adelaide today, the new capital city heat wave record was eclipsed about 10.30am (CDT) when 35 degrees was exceeded. By 1.30pm, the mercury had climbed to 38.4 degrees in central Adelaide, with a maximum of 40 degrees forecast. Total fire bans were declared in 13 of SA's 15 fire districts today, with total fire bans also declared for the NSW south-western region and Victoria's western and central areas amid predicted maximum temperatures in the high 30s and low 40s in some parts. SA Police deployed extra officers in fire danger areas today and also to monitor known firebugs. The Country Fire Service (CFS) was mopping up one bushfire today - near Williamstown, northeast of Adelaide - which burnt about 35 hectares yesterday. The blaze was controlled last night. Adelaideans can expect no immediate relief, with temperatures forecast to remain over 38 degrees until next Wednesday. More than 50 Adelaide residents, mostly elderly, have sought hospital treatment for heat-related ailments during the heat wave, with SafeWork SA warning employers not to push workers too hard. "Heat stress has become a clear health issue," SafeWork SA executive director Michele (Michele) Patterson said today. "Working in a hot environment can also affect workers' concentration and that is when harmful incidents are more likely to occur." Adelaide trains and trams have also been ordered to slow their speeds with authorities fearing tracks will buckle in the extreme heat. 
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WATER ALLOCATIONS IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA

As a consequence of remarks made last week by the Murray-Darling Basin
Commision’s Chief Executive, Dr Wendy Craik, there is great interest in what the
2008-09 opening River Murray allocations may be for licensed water users.

To clarify the South Australian Government position, in securing water for 2008-09,
the Government has focused on three key strategic objectives:

1. securing water for critical human needs, such as drinking water;

2. securing water to allow for the carry-over of any water not used in 2007-08 for use
in 2008-09; and

3. allowing for some level of allocation for licensed River Murray water users as
early as possible in 2008-09.

It is currently extremely dry across most of the Murray-Darling Basin and water
storage levels are very low. The likelihood of receiving large allocations on 1 July
2008 is virtually non-existent. The most likely outcome remains that 1 July will see a
very small opening allocation.

Licensed holders are also reminded that water resources will be monitored monthly
and increases in allocations will occur as improvements in water availability occur.




Atlantic water vital to weather

Paris: The conveyor belt of Atlantic warm water known as the Gulf Stream massively influences the lower layers of the atmosphere, a finding that could shed light on a poorly understood aspect of global warming, scientists report. The Gulf Stream flows from the western Atlantic to the northeast, bathing coastal Western Europe with warmth. Without it, cities such as Paris and London would experience winters as fierce as in Quebec, Canada.

NSW Opposition calls for water market transparency 
NSW Shadow Minister for Water, Adrian Piccoli has backed calls for transparency in the current water buy-up for environmental flows. Mr Piccoli said today there was "too much preoccupation" with the buying back of water for the environment and not enough emphasis being placed upon the future of irrigated agriculture through infrastructure changes. He said the Federal Minister for Climate Change and Water, Penny Wong, recently announced there would be another $50 million spent on buying water entitlements from 'willing sellers'. Mr Piccoli said irrigators in the Murray Valley were in their second consecutive year of zero allocations. Most family farming enterprises were undergoing financial pressures with considerable rising debt levels. "These people are not willing sellers – they are at a point where they are vulnerable to exploitation and are unable to plan or think about their long term future," Mr Piccoli said. "I agree with the Murray Valley Community Action Group’s (MVCAG’s) call for a moratorium on this massive water buy-back because I believe that until the drought is over the buy-back cannot be done ethically. Mr Piccoli said the Murray-Darling Basin provides 41 per cent of Australia’s agriculture. "Now is not the time to be encouraging farmers to sell their water entitlements - it is short term thinking and has left the entire basin in the lap of the Gods. "The four government departments operating in the market are also distorting the true market price. "Selling off water from the Murray Valley region has socio-economic consequences that cannot be underestimated and it also has the potential to turn a food bowl into a dust bowl – permanently. "The MVCAG have called for true water market competition or an upfront and transparent compulsory acquisition with openly disclosed target amounts of water. "This is the only way forward in these difficult times."

Murray flows lowered 
Weirpools along the Murray will be temporarily lowered as a result of persistent hot conditions along the mid and lower reaches of the river system. Murray-Darling Basin Commission chief executive Wendy Craik advised river flows through Sunraysia can be expected to fall to low levels over the next couple of weeks, or possibly longer if hot conditions persist.
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"Temperatures in Sunraysia and South Australia have been more than six degrees Celsius above average in the last week and hot conditions are forecast to continue over the coming week," Dr Craik said. "We’re seeing a large increase in demands and river losses in the hot conditions and harvests are running later than normal because of the relatively mild February." Commencing Thursday 13 March, the weirpool levels of Euston, Torrumbarry and Yarrawonga (Lake

Mulwala) will be temporarily lowered to help meet increased demands and river losses. It may also be necessary to draw upon Lock 8 as well as small amounts from the Mildura, Wentworth and Lock 9 pools. "There is no intention to lower weirpools in South Australia and release from Lake Victoria is being adjusted to maintain these pools at or close to normal operating levels to control river salinity," Dr Craik said. "We’ve been running the river to minimise loss and conserve as much water as possible in Hume and Dartmouth Reservoirs for this season and next. "This has resulted in lower than normal river flows in the mid Murray. The hot conditions now require the temporary lowering of weirpools to meet requirements." The extent and duration of the lowering of weirpools will be minimised as much as is practicable but will depend on weather and demand conditions over the coming weeks. Boat operators, stock owners, river pumpers and other river users are advised to take the lower water levels and flows into account and make any necessary adjustments to their activities. SOURCE: Rural Press National News Service, Parliament House Bureau, Canberra. 

The Australian - Environment spending will be 'transparent'
Taxpayers' money will be effectively and transparently delivered under a new program to help farmers and communities protect the environment, federal Environment Minister Peter Garrett says. The $2.25 billion Caring for Country package will amalgamate the National Heritage Trust with other environment programs. Funding will be allocated to environmental groups, local communities and farmers to help protect the environment. The new program would end administrative problems which occurred under previous Howard government programs, Mr Garrett said today. "It's absolutely critical that taxpayers' funds are effectively, transparently and properly delivered into the regions - we know that that's really critical," the minister told ABC Radio. "It didn't happen under the previous government, it will happen under a Rudd Labor government." Mr Garrett said the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) and numerous other reports had identified significant problems within the previous system. "The ANAO was actually scathing in some instances on the problems under the system - double dipping, late payments, sometimes we had rorting going on," he said. But Australian Greens Senator Rachael Siewert is concerned the Caring for Country package could see less money allocated to the environment. "It's heavily critical of the former government's program and yet seems to repeat the mistakes of the early parts of that program," Senator Siewert told ABC Radio. "It's thrown together, misses some of the main points and I'm also strongly suspicious that it's cutting funding to the environment because they don't mention a number of programs such as marine conservation, some water community grants and things like that." Senator Siewert said the new system did not improve on the mistakes of the previous government. 
"We used to call the programs just spreading the vegemite across the landscape and this is now going back towards just spreading the money very thinly trying to satisfy everybody rather than learning from what we've done in the past." 
Mr Garrett rejected suggestions it was a cost-cutting exercise. "Absolutely not, this program is $2.247 billion in the first five years. "That's substantially the same as was allocated by the previous government and it's not subject to the efficiency dividend but what it will have in it is much greater levels of transparency and accountability."

NRM 

Caring for our Country - better land management, less red tape

(Joint Media Release, Hon Peter Garrett MP Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the Arts Hon Tony Burke MP Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, 14 March 2008)

The Federal Government will invest $2.25 billion over five years on a new program to restore the health of Australia’s environment and build on improved land management practices. The Caring for our Country program will deliver funding to local communities through a simple, ‘one-stop shop’ covering the Natural Heritage Trust and the National Landcare, Environmental Stewardship and Working on Country programs. The $2.25 billion package represents a new, coordinated approach to environmental management in Australia built on transparent and consistent national targets. It recognises that the previous system was not working efficiently, with funding scattered across the country to individual projects, often working in isolation from each other. Caring for our Country will be backed by an annual business plan to ensure the investment is targeted to deliver the best results for the environment. It will also cut excessive administration costs and instead allow more funding to be provided directly to farmers and other land managers. The program will complement the $130 million Australia’s Farming Future initiative, which will ensure the primary industry sector has a vibrant and sustainable future in a changing climate. The Government will provide an annual report card on progress under Caring for our Country. 

The program will focus on the key goals of a healthier environment, which is better protected, well managed and more resilient against the challenges of climate change. It will invest in projects which match six national priorities:

• Australia’s national reserve system
• biodiversity and natural icons (including weeds, feral animals and threatened species)
• coasts and aquatic habitats
• sustainable farm practices and Landcare
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• natural resource management in remote and northern Australia and
• community skills, knowledge and engagement.

The new program will deliver on key Rudd Government election commitments including:

• the $200 million Great Barrier Reef rescue plan
• a strengthened Landcare
• the $50 million expansion of Indigenous Protected Areas
• the employment of an additional 300 Indigenous Rangers
• $10 million to save the Tasmanian Devil
• an extra $2 million to fight the cane toad menace
• $100 million to protect and repair fragile coastal ecosystems and
• $5.25 million to improve water quality in the Gippsland Lakes.

Under a streamlined system, the World Heritage programs and others related to it will be overseen by the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the Arts Peter Garrett and Landcare will be overseen by the Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry Tony Burke. The regional natural resource bodies will remain central in delivering Caring for our Country, with a guaranteed share of program funds. In fact, Caring for our Country will offer many regional bodies significant new opportunities. Regional bodies will receive guaranteed funding of at least 60 per cent of historical average funding to secure their operations. They can then access additional funds for projects which will help to deliver on key national priorities, or for extra assistance in adapting to the program. The Government will be flexible and look at how each bid would help to achieve the best environmental outcomes. Caring for our Country recognises that a modern and prosperous Australia is inextricably linked to the health and sustainability of our ecosystems. Our waterways, atmosphere and soils all rely on functioning ecosystems. Successful farmers know that to be profitable and to pass a productive business on to the next generation, farming practices need to be environmentally sustainable. Farmers across Australia are already leading the fight against climate change, adopting cutting-edge technology to increase sustainability while also boosting production. Caring for our Country will help to arm them with the skills and knowledge to make the agricultural sector even more resilient and productive. Business, communities and farmers around the country have cried out for clear national leadership in land management and environmental protection in the face of climate change. That is what Caring for our Country is all about.
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The Australian - Blair heads global climate body

Former British Prime Minister Tony Blair is leading a team of international environment experts backed by the US and the United Nations and charged with securing a global climate change deal. “There is a deadlock. Everyone is agreed where we want to get to, but unless you agree on the framework for getting there, you are left with a process and not a result,” Mr Blair told The Guardian newspaper. Mr Blair, who stepped down as prime minister last year after 10 years in power, said he thought he could prepare a framework for a 50 per cent cut in carbon emissions by 2050. But he added that it was important to agree on a deal that included the US and China soon. “The fact of the matter is that if we do not take substantial action over the next two years, then by 2020 we will (be) thinking seriously about adaptation rather than prevention,” he said, adding that he had the backing of the White House, the UN, and Europe. The former prime minister's team includes several international experts on climate change and will present an interim report in June, then list the differences remaining between major countries in the summer of 2009. His group will follow that up by presenting a list of economic models to help overcome fears over the potential sacrifices necessary to combat climate change. “The one thing I am absolutely sure of is that we are not going to get the action necessary by telling people not to consume,” Mr Blair said. “The Chinese and Indian governments are determined to grow their economies. They have hundreds of millions of very poor people - they are going to industrialise, they are going to raise their living standards, and quite right too.” 
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Mr Blair, who is also an international peace envoy to the Middle East, said he would formally launch his initiative at a meeting of the G20 group of the world's 20 biggest polluters in Japan this weekend, then would travel to China and India to discuss the plans. He launched the G20 dialogue while prime minister in 2005 when he hosted the Group of Eight summit in Gleneagles, Scotland. This weekend will mark the fourth meeting of the initiative. AFP
Vaile Professor Peter Cullen

