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Dear Mr Snedden,

Inquiry into Rural Water Resource Usage

I wish to make this submission to the Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee in relation to its current inquiry into rural water resource usage.

The submission is made in my capacity as Chief Executive Officer of the Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) for Water Quality and Treatment, Australia’s national drinking water research centre.

I have been working in the Australian water industry for more than 30 years and since 1990 have been Chief Scientist for the South Australian Water Corporation.  I also chair the NHMRC Drinking Water Review Coordinating Group reviewing the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines, one of the documents making up the National Water Quality Management Strategy.

In this submission, I shall introduce the CRC for Water Quality and Treatment and outline its activities. Then I shall discuss what I believe governments can do in the management of water to achieve better outcomes.  I was invited to address the Eighth National Conference of Parliamentary Public Works and Environment Committees in Adelaide on 2 October 2002 and this submission to the Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee is based in part on that earlier presentation.
Let me indicate at the outset my willingness to appear before the Committee to discuss the matters raised in this submission and to answer questions that might arise.
CRC for Water Quality and Treatment 

Overview

The CRC for Water Quality and Treatment was formed in 1995 as an unincorporated joint venture involving seventeen parties under the Commonwealth Government’s Cooperative Research Centres Program.  It is currently almost two years into a new seven-year agreement with the Commonwealth for the period up until June 2008 and now involves 29 parties from the water industry, the research community and government.  These parties are listed in Attachment 1.  Also listed are the other organisations that have formed formal links to the CRC through its Associates Program.

The CRC for Water Quality and Treatment’s activities focus on potable water, the highest value use of water extracted from the environment.  It is stating the obvious to say that, as a finite resource easily subject to degradation, water used for one purpose impacts on others.

Since 1995, the CRC for Water Quality and Treatment has been providing an essential research and knowledge management capability to support the Australian urban water industry in its role of providing safe and aesthetically pleasing water supplies to Australian communities at an affordable price.  The physical span of these activities stretches from the catchment or source all the way to the customer’s tap.

Research Activities

As a result of climate, the pattern of settlement and other local factors, providing quality water supplies to Australian communities can involve considerable and sometimes unique challenges.  These can arise from such factors as the natural processes occurring in rivers and storages, the elevated levels of organic material in the water derived from vegetation or other biological sources in the catchment and the need to pipe the water over long distances and sometimes at elevated temperatures.  For the last eight years, collaborative research within the CRC has been meeting these challenges and providing the information upon which to base sound decisions about the quality and treatment of Australian water supplies.

Under its new agreement with the Commonwealth, the CRC is continuing research on drinking water quality and treatment issues, from the catchment to the tap.  In this, it continues research in some previous areas of activity but has also moved into new areas of concern to the urban water industry and public health authorities.  As previously, the CRC is developing and sharing knowledge that will help improve drinking water quality and reduce risks to public health.

Under its new agreement with the Commonwealth, the CRC’s research activities have been organised into three new Programs: 

(1) Health and Aesthetics

This Program aims to understand the link between human health and drinking water quality. 

The research focuses on microbiological and chemical risks relevant to Australian water supplies, integrating toxicological and epidemiological research methods.  The Health and Aesthetics program is also investigating the factors that affect community perceptions of drinking water quality and safety.

(2) Catchment to Customer

This Program focuses on the contaminants that have the greatest implications for urban water supply systems, including suspended particles, natural organic matter, pathogens, nutrients, cyanobacteria, micropollutants and salinity.

By identifying the processes that lead to poor water quality, the Catchment to Customer program is developing integrated management and treatment options to ensure high quality water from the catchment through the treatment process to the consumer.

(3) Policy, Regulation and Stakeholder Involvement

The supply of high quality water to a community involves not only the technical and engineering facilities of a collection, treatment and delivery system, but also requires consideration of a broad range of policy and regulatory issues. 

The Policy, Regulation and Stakeholder Involvement Program aims to address water quality guidelines, standards, and codes of practice; the needs of small community systems; indigenous issues relating to water quality and health; and water quality management in tropical regions.

International Links

The CRC has strong collaborative links with the world’s leading drinking water research agencies. 

These international links give Australian water authorities and businesses increased access to international expertise, and strengthen Australia’s ability to compete in the international consultancy market. 

The outcomes of CRC research activities are also contributing to the revision of the World Health Organization (WHO) guidelines for drinking water quality.  However, the CRC is also an active participant in that process.  In May 2001 the CRC jointly hosted with the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) a meeting in Adelaide of the WHO Drinking Water Quality Committee’s Microbiology Working Group.

Education and Training

The CRC’s education and training program provides specialist undergraduate and postgraduate experience in water science and technology.  Students work closely with university and industry researchers, adding advanced technical skills and experience to a strong academic foundation.

The CRC also provides ongoing training and professional development for students and water industry professionals, conducting workshops, conferences, seminars and short courses on key water quality issues.

AUSTRALIA’S WATER RESOURCES – ACHIEVING BETTER OUTCOMES

Focus of this Submission

The focus of this submission is on the ways I believe government can influence the management of water to achieve better outcomes.

The Role of Governments

In examining how government can influence the management of Australian water resources to achieve better outcomes, I wish to suggest the following three roles: Leadership, Stewardship and Management.

In my view, leadership is about formulating a vision, and having the capacity to capture the hearts and minds of the community at large with that vision. It is more than a few broad sweeping statements and platitudes. It needs to be accompanied by clear measurable objectives and be delivered with conviction, honesty and action.

In the context of this submission, stewardship is about the oversight of the water resources of this country and the associated aquatic ecosystems with the intention of ensuring their sustainability and their protection for future generations. It is about rejecting waste, inefficiency and opportunism, eliminating mismanagement and reducing pollution of our essential, life sustaining water resources.

The management role is about implementing strategies and actions to meet objectives that will hopefully ensure the vision is achieved and the stewardship role is responsibly exercised. If all the knowledge, skills or technology is not available to achieve the vision, this is not a reason to abandon the vision, but these requirements for success define a research agenda to be pursued as part of the list of strategies and actions.

Examining Australia’s Water Resource Management

My next thoughts on this matter come down from those lofty ideals to the more negative realities of the current state of some of our key water resources. It is useful to examine the score card or “bottom line” for the progress of the past few decades for a couple of examples – one of national significance and the other of importance to my home state of South Australia. 

(1) The Murray Darling Basin

The Murray–Darling system is under great pressure and is in severe decline in many respects. Its management to date has been characterised by opportunistic, short term over allocation of the resource for short to medium term economic gain. Little real regard has been paid to the water requirements of the river ecosystem itself. Anyone that has been involved with allocation policy issues will know that it is a commonly held view among water licensees that water flowing past one’s property is a wasted economic opportunity. More sadly, a similar view can be found too frequently in the natural resources agencies around the country. 

Across much of the Basin, water is used in a very inefficient manner. This is in keeping with its relative abundance (in most years) and the low cost of water. Allocation policies lean heavily towards maximising water use. (South Australia is an exception, where only 40% of the minimum entitlement flow to South Australia and 13% of the mean annual flow is allocated to irrigation. Adelaide is limited to less than 2% of the mean annual flow in to South Australia. These upper limits are fixed whether the season is in drought or flood). Most efforts to change this over allocation situation in the Basin have usually been headed off by parochial interests at many political and societal levels. The river system is the main loser.

If there is any doubt that this is a fair assessment, perhaps we might reflect on some facts:

· Victoria’s Goulburn-Murray Water, New South Wales’ Murray Irrigation Ltd. and Murrumbidgee Irrigation Corporation collectively lost some 840 gigalitres (840 billion litres) of water in 2000/2001 from the bulk distribution system comprising some 13 000 km of open channels. This is before the water reaches the irrigators and other users that they serve. This wastage is approximately 150% of South Australia’s total irrigation allocation and approximately 1.7 times the volume of Sydney Harbour. It should be noted that these three operators are among the most efficient with claimed delivery efficiencies of 80%, 88.5% and 81% respectively. Some operators claim efficiencies of as low as 45% on their own assessment. Why have we made so little progress in addressing this wastage when the volumes involved could contribute significantly to river system health? 

· Some 80% of irrigation water in Australia (80% of which is located in Victoria and NSW) is applied to crops by simple flood irrigation, with only 4% by sprinklers, 2% by drippers and 1% through micro sprinklers (2001 figures). Why have we such low uptake of more efficient irrigation technology and why is it that archaic irrigation methods are still the dominant “technology” in place? 

· In the 13 years to 1998, cotton production trebled and it now uses 10% of all water used in Australia. Cotton growers provide a little over 0.1% of national GDP but use more water than all of Australia’s seven million households combined. Rice growing has increased some tenfold in 40 years and uses 7% of Australia’s total water use for a contribution of 0.02% of GDP. These two industries lead the world in efficiency of production, but is it wise to use so much water on rice and cotton production in such an arid part of this country?

· The more recent and heavy reliance on market mechanisms to “move water from low value to high value uses” in a system where water licenses are over generous seems the perfect way to encourage further water abstractions, even though increased economic benefit has resulted. Of course the water is not “moved”, as such.  The right to abstract water is what is transferred. In an over allocated system, this can mean windfall capital gains to those who have not been able to use their full allocations in the past and provides the opportunity for those who purchase the water right to abstract the water from somewhere else in the system. The result is increased overall use and less water flowing through to the sea. Eventually this situation will stabilise, but why were the hard decisions not made to revise allocations downwards before the introduction of the water market? 

· The severe drought of 1967 and the River Murray Commission reports of the early to mid 1970s made Australia generally aware of the declining water quality of the Murray Darling system. The subsequent change to the Murray Darling Basin Commission heralded the increasing need to focus on water quality, rather than just quantity for navigation, irrigation and other uses. The salinity mitigation program implemented over the past 10-15 years has been one of the successes arising from this changed focus. It cannot be said that we were unaware more than 30 years ago of the need for better management of the River Murray system.  Yet it is now considered that a return to the base flows of 1970 would halt the decline in the health of the river system and that a significant improvement could be expected. What does this say of our vision, policies and management of the past thirty years that collectively have lead us to this point? Have we deliberately ignored the signs clearly evident so long ago, or did we lack the knowledge and skills to address the issues effectively? Perhaps river health did not feature too highly in our priorities?

When pressing authorities for a reason why little action has been taken to fix the waste in the irrigation systems in New South Wales and Victoria, the response received is that it would cost too much. This was the same response given by the government in England when confronted by the movement to abolish the slave trade. It was a view held by the vested interests involved. Perhaps the same holds true for the upgrade of irrigation infrastructure? This country seems to be incurring cost over runs of some $5 billion in current defence procurement contracts and the Australian community spends an even larger amount each year in gambling losses. Yet we cannot fix the wastage in our most significant river system.

If the cost of conventional solutions to the rehabilitation of irrigation infrastructure is considered to be unaffordable, where is the research effort to solve this problem when a solution promises so much in water savings?

(2) Mount Lofty Ranges Watershed

My second example involves a quick look at the Mount Lofty Ranges watershed. In 1975, South Australia enacted very progressive water resources legislation that was designed to protect the water resources of the State. Particular water systems believed to be under stress could be proclaimed (the term is now “prescribed”) under the provisions of the legislation. This enabled a series of measures to follow, including the establishment of a water resources management committee for the area involved and the development of comprehensive water resource management plans to guide actions and decision making. Significant State resources would then be applied to help bring these proclaimed resources in to a more sustainable situation.

Not long after this legislation was introduced, South Australia quite correctly proclaimed important water resources such as the River Murray. We also proclaimed smaller systems such as the Angas–Bremmer groundwater system to protect very localised horticultural and wine growing activities. We even proclaimed Adelaide’s Bolivar wastewater treatment plant outfall channel that was, at that time, supplying treated sewage effluent to a small number of irrigators where it was used primarily on pastures. This was, of course, incidental to its designed function of transferring the great majority of the effluent to the sea. (I should add that this resource is now being more effectively utilised).

The irony in my view is that the Mount Lofty Ranges, which supplies 60% of the water supply to Adelaide in an average rainfall year has never been seen fit to be managed so carefully as the Bolivar wastewater treatment plant outfall channel. In the late 1980s, a report from the then South Australian Engineering and Water Supply Department highlighted the gross pollution and careless land management practices that were common place in the Ranges at that time. The risks to public health were obvious. 

The community seemed outraged, with the media giving the report significant attention. The government of the day subsequently announced the Mount Lofty Ranges Review that was charged with sorting out all of this mess. The Review kicked off with great endeavour and enthusiasm for addressing the situation in the hills. The Review progressed for some time. A wide range of task forces, committees and working groups were established to mull over the minutiae. Finally, the Mount Lofty Ranges Management Plan emerged. However, it was a disappointing outcome in my view as it provided for little advancement over what was happening in the past. Some improvements were made, but the interests of primary industries, local government, land developers and tourism prevailed over the concerns for the water resource. 

Of course, it has not all been bad news. A number of measures have been taken that reduce the risk to this water resource since 1975. Examples include the complete removal of intensive pig farming operations and relocation of much of the diary industry from this area. More recently, the Mount Lofty Ranges Catchment Office has been established in the Ranges to undertake enhanced monitoring of the system, provide extension services to land holders and the general community, among other important functions. 

However, we have not yet managed to make a real attempt at more sustainable management of this resource, notwithstanding the availability of the legislative arrangements to do so. One can still see cattle grazing in and around the banks of streams–and even in the streams not far from the intakes to metropolitan water reservoirs. The regular detection of pathogenic organisms such as Cryptosporidium and Giardia are a result of this sort of practice and this, in turn, places undue reliance on the South Australian Water Corporation’s water filtration facilities to protect public health. 

The Way Forward

So–who is to blame for this poor score card? 

Of course we all are to some degree. Perhaps our community is too complacent on water issues, although this seems to be slowly changing for the better. Perhaps economic objectives have been too strongly targeted, when greater concern for the environmental consequences and sustainability issues might have been shown? Perhaps I am wrong and great visions and strategies have been in place for some time–only I have missed them, and the implementation processes must have been poor? Perhaps some might think we are travelling quite well and there is little need for change?

The way forward seems to me to require a clearer vision from our leadership and a process of enlisting the support of the vast majority of the community for seeing it achieved. This vision needs to pay adequate attention to the requirements of good stewardship of our water resources. Finally the management systems and the cultures in the organisations charged with the administration of policy need to change to deliver the vision effectively. 

It would be instructive to examine how others have achieved success. In the thirty years of increasing decline of our key water resources, river systems such as the Rhine and the Thames have seen tremendous improvement. These are rivers flowing through heavily populated areas. They flow through catchments with intensive agricultural and industrial activity. In the past, these pressures resulted in heavy pollution of these rivers with the attendant severe decline in environmental status. 

The establishment of a clear vision to see these rivers restored to health was key to their revival. In the case of the Rhine, all of the governments in the Rhine catchment agreed that they wanted to see salmon back in the river again. This iconic objective was accompanied by a number of detailed water quality objectives, from which various strategies and actions could be derived to ensure success. 

In my experience we generally are reluctant to establish clear water quality objectives for our water resources, nor do we set up good monitoring programs to gauge our progress. For example, only 28% of drainage channel outfalls in the Murray Darling Basin have any monitoring of volume or quality. 

The salinity goal of 800 electrical conductivity units for the Murray River at Morgan in South Australia is one clear, measurable objective that was set some years ago and it could be asserted that this is a key reason why the salinity mitigation strategies of the Murray Darling Basin Commission have been a success. Progress against the objective could be measured.

A pessimist might hold to the old adage that the best indicator of future behaviour is past behaviour. I don’t subscribe to that view. I hold out the hope that we will some day see a clearer vision in place, a vision supported with measurable objectives, and with strategies and actions developed to deliver healthier rivers, better water quality and less wastage of our valuable water resources. This needs more effort than just relying on economic measures.

Lessons can be learnt from the successes of other countries. 

If action is not taken by governments, then who will do it?

I look forward to the Committee’s report to the Senate on this Inquiry influencing the management of the nation’s water resources to achieve better outcomes.

Yours sincerely,

Don Bursill

Chief Executive Officer
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