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Question: 52
Output:
1.3
Division:
Marine and Water 

Topic:
Environmental Flows for the River Murray
Hansard Page ECITA: 17-18

Senator Carr asked:

(1) What Mechanisms are you proposing to use to restore environmental flows to the Murray?

(2) Are you concerned that about the Government’s approach of tackling water rights before restoring environmental flows?

(3) Won’t the Government’s water rights focussed approach make returning water to the Murray prohibitively expensive?

(4) Roughly how much would it cost, at present water prices, to restore environmental flows to the Murray if all that water were to be purchased on the open market – for each of the 3 COAG Proposals?
(5)
Would you agree that it makes sense to resolve water right and environmental flows at the same time?
Answers:
(1)
In March 2001, the Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council directed the Murray-Darling Basin Commission to develop options for increasing environmental flows to the River Murray. In April 2002, Council directed the Commission to use 350 gigalitres (GL), 750GL and 1500GL returned to the River Murray as three reference points for further analysis of social, economic and environmental outcomes. The Commission is also accelerating its work on developing a water trading market in the Basin, drawing upon the work being conducted on water property rights and trading under the auspices of the Council of Australian Governments. 

To ensure the people most directly affected by any decisions on future water allocations in the Basin are fully involved, a comprehensive public consultation process commenced on 12 July 2002. 

The Commonwealth has already made a commitment, as part of the corporatisation of the Snowy Mountains Hydro-electricity Authority, to provide $75 million for up to 70 gigalitres of water for environmental flows to the River Murray. 
(2)
The Government’s principled approach to creating more certainty over water access rights, better trading regimes, and adjustment assistance for those severely affected by the transition to reduced water access rights is central to achieving improved environmental outcomes for the River Murray. A properly functioning water market – based on secure property rights – will encourage more efficient water use. This will have immediate environmental benefits such as decreased ‘leakage’ of water into saline water tables. Trade will also enhance the capacity of irrigators to adjust to any changes in water allocation or availability. 
(3)
There is no equitable way to obtain sufficient water for the environment, or to maintain environmental values that does not involve addressing water entitlements and allocation regimes. Only where there is secure title and functioning water markets will there be sufficient incentive for people to invest in water savings projects.    

(4)
The price of water is variable due to a number of influences and it is therefore difficult to establish what the value of a megalitre of water, for permanent trade, would be in a fully operating market. In recent trading in the pilot scheme underway in NSW permanent water has sold for $450 per megalitre. Using this figure, the three reference points of 350 gigalitres (GL), 750GL and 1500GL would cost around $157.5M, $337.5M and $675M respectively. 
(5)
The Government is currently acting to resolve water rights issues and to enhance environmental flows. The Government has strongly supported the establishment of the ‘Living Murray’ project to determine the environmental flow needs of the River Murray. As part of this, investigations are being conducted to determine best possible ways of obtaining water for environmental flows.  Secure water rights are seen as central to this. A discrete component of the Living Murray project is the investigation of current impediments to water trade in the Basin. 
Through COAG, the Government is also working with the States to develop principles relating to water entitlement and allocation, and guidelines on providing adjustment assistance for changes in water entitlements.
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Question: 53
Output:
1.3
Division:
Marine and Water 

Topic:
Wentworth Group’s “Blueprint for a Living Continent” document
Hansard Page ECITA:  18
Senator Carr asked:

Earlier this month the Wentworth Group produced the “Blueprint for a living continent” document. The Group has encouraged COAG to:

· Convert existing water title system to one system

· Reduce irrigation licences by 1% per annum for the next ten years

· Immediately provide an additional $300 million to begin securing water for environmental flows early next year, which they regard as sufficient to secure 425 GL of water which is need to keep the Murray Mouth open.

Can you please comment on each of these recommendations?  

Do you agree with them? Are they feasible?

Answer:

At present the States and Territories have separate approaches to managing water property rights. As the Prime Minister recently stated “We don’t need uniformity for the sake of uniformity but we want a system which neutrally recognises and is, therefore, nationally facilitatory in relation to this issue. Just as we have arrangements that give full faith and credit to criminal apprehension laws, so we should have a system that allows water rights to be recognised on a national basis.”  

At the COAG meeting held on 6 December, the Prime Minister outlined the Government’s key principles for achieving sustainable water management. This included the urgent need to accelerate reform to create more certainty over water access rights, better trading regimes, and adjustment assistance for those severely affected by the transition to reduced water access. 
In relation to the Wentworth Group’s proposals for the Murray-Darling Basin, there is insufficient information in the “Blueprint for a living continent” to assess what impact a one per cent per annum reduction in irrigation licences for the next ten years might have in relation to the health of the River Murray system, and what the other economic and social impacts might be.  

As advised in Question 52, the Murray-Darling Basin Commission is looking at ways of restoring the health of the Murray River, by developing options for increasing environmental flows. 
In relation to the Murray Mouth, it is one of several priority environmental assets that are being considered through the integrated process being conducted under the auspices of the Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council. In respect of immediate action, the Murray-Darling Basin Commission is currently addressing the possible closure through a dredging operation that has been underway since October.
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Question: 54
Output:
1.3
Division:
Marine and Water
Topic:
Wentworth Group comment on benefit of 1500GL for the River Murray
Hansard Page ECITA:  18
Senator Carr asked:

The MDB Ministerial Council is now debating about how much water should be returned to the Murray. The Wentworth Group assert that even the highest quantity being discussed (1500 GL) - the approximate equivalent of a 20% reduction in water diverted for irrigation across the southern connected River Murray system – is only given a ‘moderate’ chance of restoring the Murray to a healthy working state.

· Do you accept these comments?

· If yes, would an outcome by COAG of anything less than 1500GL option be a failure in terms of restoring the health of the River?

Answer:

The comment made by the Wentworth Group is based on the advice of a scientific reference panel established under the auspices of the Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council’s work on River Murray environmental flows. This advice is based on the best published and expert information available. Work to better understand the relationship between river flows and river health is ongoing.

There are many ways of assessing the health of the River Murray – including from a ‘whole-of-system’ perspective, and from the assessment of iconic places and species – such as the Murray Mouth and the Murray cod. The approach adopted by Council for the River Murray considers both.

In this regard, Council anticipates that 1500GL returned to the River Murray – along with the many other works and measures it is undertaking in the Basin – will go a long way towards improving the current health of the River Murray system. It would also significantly improve the environmental attributes of key assets like the Murray cod and internationally recognised wetlands.

[This response has been replaced – please see following page and item under ‘Correction / clarification of evidence’]
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Hansard Page ECITA:  18
Senator Carr asked:

The MDB Ministerial Council is now debating about how much water should be returned to the Murray.  The Wentworth Group assert that even the highest quantity being discussed (1500 GL) - the approximate equivalent of a 20% reduction in water diverted for irrigation across the southern connected River Murray system – is only given a ‘moderate’ chance of restoring the Murray to a healthy working state.

· Do you accept these comments?

· If yes, would an outcome by COAG of anything less than 1500GL option be a failure in terms of restoring the health of the River?

Answer:

The comment made by the Wentworth Group is based on the advice of a scientific reference panel established under the auspices of the Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council’s work on River Murray environmental flows. This advice is based on the best published and expert information available. Work to better understand the relationship between river flows and river health is ongoing.

There are many ways of assessing the health of the River Murray – including from a ‘whole-of-system’ perspective, and from the assessment of iconic places and species – such as the Murray Mouth and the Murray cod. The approach adopted by Council for the River Murray considers both.

In this regard, the Expert Reference Panel to the Murray Darling Basin Commission estimates that 1500 GL returned to the River Murray (along with a suite of other works and measures), would lead to a moderate likelihood of achieving a healthy River Murray System.


