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Foreword 

 

The last ten years have seen significant progress in urban water reform.  However, 
progress with rural water reform has been much slower.  The 2002-03 drought, 
one of the most severe in Australia’s history, brought many of these issues to a 
head. 

In many ways this Inquiry was overtaken by events with the announcement by 
COAG in August 2003 of the new National Water Initiative.  I don’t say that in a 
negative way.  Quite the opposite.  I was very pleased that the Government 
reacted so quickly and positively as the drought took hold and the issue of rural 
water supplies became the subject of intense public interest and debate. 

From evidence presented to the Committee it became clear that the greatest impact 
on future rural water supplies would come from: water allocations to the 
environment; water trading; and additional water ‘created’ through 
improvements in water use efficiency.  These complex issues are covered in depth 
in this report.  The most pressing issue highlighted by the majority of submissions 
and public hearings, however, was the need for secure, perpetual water rights, as 
is highlighted in the title of the report. 

In April 2004 the Committee presented an interim report to the Parliament, 
focussing on the Living Murray Initiative. The interim report recommended the 
postponement of plans to increase environmental river flows to the River Murray 
until significant data is collected and analysed to determine the most appropriate 
way forward.   

The Committee is not swayed by the emotions of some commentators who portray 
the River Murray as dead or dying.  Indeed, the steady flows in the River Murray 
today are in stark contrast to the trickle reported by Sturt in his journals more than 
a century and a half ago.  The Committee understands variations in flow are quite 
natural and not necessarily an indicator of poor river health.  The significant 
progress which has been achieved in other areas of river health, such as 
controlling salinity, should be more widely acknowledged and recognised. 
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Let me make it perfectly clear that the Committee is not against more water for the 
River Murray.  However, we believe that thorough research must be done before 
future decisions can be made with full confidence.  The River Murray has shown 
great resilience. It is better to take the time now, to make sure we get it right for 
the future.  Rural water and the communities which rely on continuous supply are 
too important to be subjected to hurried, piece-meal decisions made on the basis of 
incomplete data. 

Today there is widespread agreement that Australia’s water resources must be 
utilised on a sustainable basis, so that future generations can continue to benefit 
from that resource.  However, there is still vigorous and healthy debate about 
exactly how ‘sustainability’ should be determined.   

Getting the agreement of all stakeholders on the right balance between the needs 
of the environment and the needs of water users for the long-term sustainability of 
water resources is the biggest challenge facing Australia’s water managers. But I 
am confident that with goodwill and understanding the right decisions will be 
made. This report, with its 30 specific recommendations is a useful and timely 
contribution to the decision-making process. 

I would like to recognise and thank the many people who contributed to this 
Inquiry, and made it such a worthwhile project.  I would also like to thank my 
colleagues on the Committee for the interest they took in this Inquiry and the 
support and assistance they provided to me.  I also want to extend the thanks of 
the entire Committee to the hard-working, diligent members of the Secretariat 
who have professionally supported and facilitated our work. 

I am confident that through this Inquiry the Committee has been able to make a 
worthwhile contribution to the debate on the issue of future water supplies for 
rural industries and communities—an issue of vital importance to all Australians. 
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Terms of reference 

 

 

The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Forestry is to inquire into the provision of future water supplies for Australia's 
rural industries and communities, particularly: 

 

• The role of the Commonwealth in ensuring adequate and sustainable supply of 
water in rural and regional Australia. 

 

• Commonwealth policies and programs, in rural and regional Australia that 
could underpin stability of storage and supply of water for domestic 
consumption and other purposes. 

 

• The effect of Commonwealth policies and programs on current and future 
water use in rural Australia. 

 

• Commonwealth policies and programs that could address and balance the 
competing demands on water resources. 

 

• The adequacy of scientific research on the approaches required for adaptation 
to climate variability and better weather prediction, including the reliability of 
forecasting systems and capacity to provide specialist forecasts. 
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