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Senator FERRIS asked:

1. According to the COAG agreement, “The purpose of this Action Plan is to identify high priority, immediate actions to address salinity, particularly dryland salinity, and deteriorating water quality in key catchments and regional across Australia”. – What on the ground actions have been put in place to address salinity?  Of those initiated, what is net reduction of salinity has been achieved to date and what do they expect to achieve?  If no plans are currently underway, what is the delay?
Answer:

The majority of the initial funding provided to regions under the National Action Plan has been for foundation funding activities to assist regional organisations to develop integrated regional/ catchment plans.

In addition, funding has been provided for specific priority actions in both South Australia and Victoria.  This has included a range of activities including collection of important data and updating and development of management plans.  A list of the projects and a copy of the schedules describing the expected outcomes is provided under question NRM04 above, however it is not yet possible to measure a reduction in salinity directly resulting from the actions taken to date under the National Action Plan.

The development of targets under the regional plans, against which investments can be made, will assist in establishing benchmarks, defining realistic objectives and monitoring progress in achieving them.  Further information on Standards and targets is provided under NRM08 above.

Planning to address salinity and water quality issues is underway in all States for which Bilateral agreements have been signed (South Australia, Victoria, New South Wales, Tasmania and Queensland) and in the ACT planning has been undertaken to align with the relevant NSW plan.  In Western Australia and Northern Territory regional bodies are beginning the planning process although the Commonwealth will not formally become involved until Bilateral Agreements have been completed with both jurisdictions.

2. Under these approved agreements, will the catchment/region management groups be free to put forward their own proposals for accreditation or are they restricted to complying with programs run by the State and Federal government? Do the States have to approve proposals before they are sent to the Federal Department, or do the State and Federal Departments work on the approvals together?

Answer:

The regions are able to develop proposals that they believe will best combat salinity and deal with water quality issues.  While the regional plans will be developed by regional groups both the Commonwealth and State governments are providing significant assistance and guidance to the regional groups in the development of their plans.  

Plans are to be accredited as the basis for investment by Commonwealth and State Governments.  Accreditation does not mean an automatic agreement to fund all actions in the plan.  Regions will prepare investment strategies to seek funding for the key strategies and actions arising from the INRM Plan, which may include funding non-government sources.  Commonwealth and State Governments together with the regions will agree targeted investment arising from the investment plan. 

The States do not have to approve the plans before they are sent to the Commonwealth.  The Commonwealth and State are jointly liaising with regions through a State-Commonwealth Steering Committee.  This Committee will seek an agreed position on the accreditation of the plans, to be recommended to both Commonwealth and State Ministers at the same time.

3. Please detail the funding arrangements if a plan is approved an accredited? Does the funding go to the catchment/regional management groups or will the State or Federal Governments control funding?  How will payments be made from Federal funds to community boards for implementation of approved projects?  If the Boards are not set up to handle funding, as is the case in NSW, how will funding allocations be made? Will the payment go directly to the State?  How will the Federal government ensure the funding is for new projects and not previous or current State schemes that need a funding boost?

Answer:

The broad steps involved in making decisions on proposed investments are:

· the region prepares the integrated NRM plan, which is accredited by governments

· the region, in consultation with governments as the principal potential investors, then develops investment proposals, for consideration of governments and other potential investors

· the Commonwealth-State Steering Committee recommends a "three year rolling investment program" to Ministers.

Agreed Commonwealth and State Government funding for activities will be initially lodged into a single holding account (the ‘glass jar’) on a quarterly basis according to payment schedules for agreed investments.  Funding will be released from the single holding account to the regional body, or other body responsible for delivering agreed investments, on receipt of quarterly financial and performance progress reports. A joint Commonwealth/State steering committee will approve release of funds from the single holding account in accordance with expenditure and progress of projects/programs.  These will be monitored and can be varied by request of the regions in accordance with progress and the need for funds.

In New South Wales, regional funding allocations will be made on the basis of investment strategies derived from the Catchment Blueprints that have been developed by Catchment Management Boards.  Initially, Commonwealth funds will be held in a ‘glass jar’ account held by NSW treasury, with money to be released with the approval of the Steering Committee to regional accounts as required and on the basis of satisfactory progress against milestones.  The Department of Land and Water Resources will manage contracts on behalf of the Boards, but the latter will have full scrutiny of the flow of funds and implementation.  Comprehensive reporting and governance mechanisms will ensure that investments are directed only to specified projects with well-defined outcomes.

It is expected that the bulk of funding under the National Action Plan will be delivered through regions to implement actions under the regional plans.  This will require the support of the regional bodies and minimise opportunities for cost-shifting by States and Territories.  The Commonwealth, as a joint, investor will also scrutinise proposals for cost-shifting, utilising experience of officers involved in implementing the Natural heritage trust and other Commonwealth programmes.  The State and Territory governments, as the other joint investor will also examine proposals for cost-shifting by the Commonwealth.

4. What audit and monitoring systems are in place to ensure funds are utilised in on-ground work to impact salinity and water quality?

Answer:

The Bilateral agreements between Commonwealth and State governments provide for transparent funding mechanisms to be in place to account for the matching funding provided by each jurisdiction.  Investment of these joint funds will be on the basis of the accredited regional plans and investment strategies, with investments to be agreed by Commonwealth, State and regions.

Each Commonwealth - State Steering Committee driving the implementation of the National Action Plan also provides an oversighting and monitoring role to ensure funds are utilised for agreed activities.  Reporting and accountability mechanisms are detailed in the financial agreements and schedules attached to Question NRM04 above.

The NRM Ministerial Council has also endorsed the National Framework for Monitoring and Evaluation at Attachment A.  The Framework includes a ‘program logic’ that outlines the broad assumptions and rationale for funding activities under the National Action Plan and will be used as the basis of monitoring and reporting on progress.

5. Is there provision under NAP business model for matching funding to be made for private investment if a project is in line with approved outcomes and a regional plan?
Answer:

Government funding under the National Action Plan is matching dollar-for-dollar funding from each of the Commonwealth and State Governments.  Any private funding investment will be additional to the Commonwealth and State contributions.

The investment principles outlined in the InterGovernmental Agreement allow for private investment. Clause 44 states:

‘Investment principles for determining priority funding of regional activities should include: (iii) relative regional and individual funding contributions, commensurate with the public and private benefits accrued”.

Regional bodies may submit an investment strategy that includes private investment that is in line with approved outcomes and their regional plan. An example of this is Clause 12.11 of the Bilateral Agreement with South Australia. “ … Funding for activities covered by the INRM Plans may also be provided by the Parties from other sources … “.

6. What is the best estimate of salinity percentage reduction targets if we continue at the current rate of progress and what impact will this have on the overall problem?

Answer:

The National Action Plan does not set overall targets for salinity and water quality but rather establishes a National Standards and Targets Framework for targets to be set at the regional level, including a minimum set of matters for which regional targets must be set.  The Framework does not specify the level for any targets in any region and the actual levels will be determined by individual regional circumstances.  

In some areas like the Murray Darling Basin, considerable progress has been made to develop targets.  It is likely that such targets will be used within INRM plans developed by the regions.  In some cases it will not be possible for regions to set targets immediately because of a lack of baseline information.  Where this occurs the Framework allows a three-year period, from the signing of the bilateral, for the development of targets.

The impact of program on the problem nationally will be difficult to accurately determine and measure as other factors such as seasonal variation in rainfall can mask the effects and longer-term influences such as climate change can also affect the outcome.  It has taken over a hundred years of land and vegetation change for the symptoms of salinity to appear.  It is expected that major change to the physical resource condition will be measured over decades rather than over the next few years.  However, work under the National Action Plan will identify management action indicators that will provide a measure the level of behavioural change that will lead to improvements water quality and the impacts of salinity.
7. What is the time frame for the budget to be allocated over the next 10 years?

Answer:

The NAP is a seven-year program that ends in 2006-2007 with funding for the remaining years as follows:

2002-2003
-
$100.7m

2003-2004
-
$138.2m

2004-2005
-
$157.2m

2005-2006
-
$149.2m

2006-2007
-
$119.3m
Indicative allocations between jurisdictions were provided to Premiers and Chief Ministers at COAG in November 2000 and are progressively being formalised in Bilateral Agreements.  Over the next year it is expected that the final Bilateral Agreements will be completed, a number of plans accredited and the first investment strategies agreed.

8.   The action plan states that there will be “clearly articulated roles for the Commonwealth, State/Territory, local government and NGO’s”. What are these roles and where can the community access information about them?

Answer:

A central feature of the National Action Plan is the role of regional communities (and organisations) in developing and delivering on integrated regional management plans, managed by the identified regional body in each of the priority regions.  The National Action Plan also provided for the establishment of the Natural Resource Management (NRM) Ministerial Council to replace the previous ministerial council arrangements.  The NRM Ministerial Council and its underpinning committees have multi-jurisdictional representation at all levels.  The role of the Council is to develop a coordinated approach to issues affecting the sustainability of Australia’s land and water resources and considers matters in relation to the delivery of NRM programs, including the National Action Plan and the extension of the Natural Heritage Trust.

The National Action Plan Intergovernmental Agreement and Bilateral Agreements further describe the specific roles and responsibilities of governments and community.  The Commonwealth and State/ Territory roles and specific activities outlined in the bilateral agreements cover:

· accredited regional management plans and investment strategies;

· partnership agreements;

· standards and targets;

· capacity building;

· development and exchange of information;

· land and water reforms;

· management arrangements, including funding arrangements;

· monitoring and evaluation; and

· communications.

The National Action Plan, Intergovernmental Agreement, Bilateral Agreements and other information about the program can be accessed on the internet through http://www.napswq.gov.au
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