[image: image1.wmf]Australian Prawn Farmers Association

CANEGROWERS

Cotton Australia

Nursery and Garden Industry Qld

Qld Dairyfarmers' Organisation

Qld Chicken Growers Association

Qld Fruit and Vegetable Growers

Qld Irrigators Council

Qld Pork Producers Inc

Commodity Members

Brismark

Bundaberg Sugar

Kilcoy Pastoral Co

KPMG

Port of Brisbane Corp

Queensland Cotton

Rabobank Group

University of the Sunshine Coast

ABAQ Members

Australian Ginger Growers Association

Biological Farmers of Australia

Qld Aquaculture Industries Federation

Qld Flower Growers Association

Qld Olive Association Group

EPIG Members

QFF Members


Submission by Queensland Farmers Federation to Australian Senate – Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee

Inquiry into Rural Water Resource Usage

Brisbane

April 2003

[image: image2.png]kUFF [JUEENSLAND FARMERS" FEDERATION




Table of Contents

INTRODUCTION







Page 3

RURAL WATER SUPPLY IN QUEENSLAND



Page 4

SUSTAINABLE WATER ACCESS & USE



 
Page 4

Water Access Security and Certainty




Page 5

Efficient and Transparent Costs of Water Resources


Page 8

Planning and Support for the Development of Water Resources
Page 10

Water Reform within Natural Resource Management Reforms
Page 11

MANAGING AND ADAPTING TO CLIMATE VARIABILITY

Page 13

IMPROVEMENT IN WATER USE EFFICIENCY



Page 15

CONCLUSIONS







Page 17

[image: image3.wmf]Australian Prawn Farmers Association

CANEGROWERS

Cotton Australia

Nursery and Garden Industry Qld

Qld Dairyfarmers' Organisation

Qld Chicken Growers Association

Qld Fruit and Vegetable Growers

Qld Irrigators Council

Qld Pork Producers Inc

Commodity Members

Brismark

Bundaberg Sugar

Kilcoy Pastoral Co

KPMG

Port of Brisbane Corp

Queensland Cotton

Rabobank Group

University of the Sunshine Coast

ABAQ Members

Australian Ginger Growers Association

Biological Farmers of Australia

Qld Aquaculture Industries Federation

Qld Flower Growers Association

Qld Olive Association Group

EPIG Members

QFF Members



Introduction

Queensland Farmers’ Federation (QFF) is the peak rural industry organisation in Queensland, representing more than 18 000 primary producers across the State through 23 diverse member organisations.  QFF is a federation of the major rural commodity organisations and value adders, working to resolve common issues within the State and beyond.  The structure and current membership of the Federation is outlined in Figure 1.


ABAQ = Agricultural Business Alliance of Queensland

EPIG = Emerging Primary Industries Group

Figure 1.
QFF Structure and Membership

QFF strongly supports and advocates sustainable farming practices, and recognises the need for protection of environmental values through the sustainable use of natural resources.  Approximately 87% of Queensland’s 1.7 million square kilometres is devoted to the production of food, fibre and foliage.  Ensuring the sustainable use of Queensland’s natural resources will maintain this viable industry into the future.

The Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee is inquiring into water resource usage and proposes to report on the following matters: 

1. Current rural industry based water resource usage;

2. Options for optimising water resource usage for sustainable agriculture;

3. Other matters of relevance that the committee may wish to inquire into and comment on that may arise during the course of the inquiry, including the findings and recommendations from other inquiries relevant to any of the issues in these terms of reference

This Submission deals with all these items.

Rural Water Supply in Queensland
It is important in considering water usage in Queensland to have some understanding of the nature of water supply in terms of the available resource and ways that water supply is accessed.

Rainfall in the State varies widely from the Wet Tropics region on the north coast to the dry south west region.  70% of the average annual discharge from Queensland catchments goes to the Gulf of Carpentaria and the Coral Sea with only 6% draining into New South Wales to the Murray Darling and Lake Eyre.

Most of the rainfall is in the summer months but there are significant variations from season to season.  For example the maximum recorded flow of the Burdekin is five times its average flow and the minimum flow is only 5% of the average for this River.  Evaporation is high particularly in western areas and as result has a significant effect on water available from storages and moisture available for plant growth.

Water access in most catchment areas of the State is characterised by a mix of regulated and unregulated supply.  Regulated supply is from state-controlled storages, or diverted from a stream that is supplemented by the release of water from these storages.  Licences to divert water from regulated flows represent a share or specific allocation and in most cases specify a pump size and annual nominal allocation.  

There are 27 schemes operated by SunWater which delivered over 1.6million ML in 2001-02. Three of the schemes delivered 61% of this total supply.  Many of the schemes supply less than 50,000ML.  The Department of Natural Resources and Mines administers over 30 surface and underground schemes and just over 290,000ML was used in these schemes in 2001-02

Unregulated supplies are diverted from natural flows.  Licences in these cases are opportunity-based authorities and include stock and domestic permits and licences, area based irrigation licences and water harvesting licences.  Water usage for these licences in 2001-02 exceeded 1.4 million ML.

Water access is unlicenced in remote areas, in some groundwater areas and in areas suitable to trap overland flow such as flood plains.

In summary, Queensland does not have the highly regulated rural supply access characteristic of the southern states.  Accordingly, the water reform process designed for this State in accordance with national guidelines must account for this difference.

Sustainable Water Access and Use

CoAG set the policy framework for water reform in Australia in 1993 which includes: 

· Water property rights and trading:
· Secure allocations of water for the environment,

· Separate water property rights from land title and clearly specify these entitlements in terms of ownership, volume, reliability, transferability and if appropriate quality and,

· Trading in entitlements including interstate trading where feasible.
· Full cost, consumption based pricing
· Investment reform – investment in new rural water supply schemes, or extension of existing schemes, only if economically viable and ecologically sustainable. 
· Institutional reform – the adoption of integrated water catchment approach; separating the roles of water resource management, standard setting and regulatory enforcement; and further development of interagency performance comparisons.

There are four significant issues to address to achieve ‘sustainable’ reform in Queensland: 

· Secure and certain access to water resources (water property rights)

· Efficient and transparent costs of water resources

· Planning and support for the development of water resources

· Conduct of water reform as part of wider natural resource management reform

Water Access Security and Certainty

A property right is about how a natural resource such as water is defined and allocated and how the use of this resource is managed.  Such a right exists when the community supports and protects the exclusive use and enjoyment of an entitlement to a resource and allows that entitlement to be used and possibly traded or passed on to others.  

Property rights also evolve over time in response to changing information and community preferences. These changes may occur through general acceptance, the common law or through government legislation but if property rights are redefined this needs to be undertaken with care to take account of impacts on parties involved.  In addition, if the changes to property rights are poorly defined or not understood, the costs of implementation and administration of these rights can increase significantly and this can act as a constraint on the formation of markets or their efficient and effective operation.

Natural resource reforms being introduced by Governments across Australia are introducing changes to property rights.  These changes generally address the following issues:

· Allocation of the natural resource between:

· The environment and consumptive use

· Consumptive users

· Assignment of risk – i.e. assignment of the responsibility to make changes required to implement reforms

· Management of environmental and other impacts on third parties resulting from use of natural resources

· The trading of land and water resources noting that under the COAG reforms interests in water are being separated from interests in land

A water property right has 2 important elements:

· The entitlement

· A long-term share (i.e. an entitlement expressed say as an average annual volume) with a defined reliability of supply (i.e. expressed as the probability that a varying stream of periodic allocations will exceed a specified average annual volume);

· An allocation (volume) of water distributed periodically; and

· The use of the allocation – use of the allocation in accordance with pre-specified use conditions and obligations to third parties and the environment.
At this stage, only legal and institutional frameworks and planning to allocate water between environmental and consumptive use on a catchment wide basis have been substantially progressed.  Other aspects are yet to be finalised and implemented at the local level.  In particular, rural communities have yet to address the risk of the reforms to farming and rural economies, environmental and social conditions, and how they may appropriately manage and mitigate these risks.

Farmers have been seeking a clear and fixed definition of the water entitlement with the tenure of the entitlement to be in perpetuity to provide the necessary security for farm planning and development and financing.  They have also asked that Government compulsorily acquire shares (as a last resort) that are diminished in any way (other than through seasonal variability or long term climatic change) by the introduction of water plans or the review of those plans. Preferred alternatives to compulsory acquisition include joint industry and government programs to improve water efficiency and/or the voluntary buyback of entitlements in the market place.  Trading arrangements will also need to be well defined with constraints on trading minimised.

Calls for perpetual tenure and compulsory acquisition reflect the concerns farming communities have with the planning processes to allocate water to the environment and about the regulatory requirements that affect those rights.  These issues include:

· Planning to allocate shares in the water resource addresses only the ‘take’ of water from streams or other water supply sources.  Other factors such as land clearing and riparian management are not addressed as part of the legislated water reforms.

· Scarcity of scientific knowledge on which catchment plans are based raises concerns about:

· the accuracy of ecological condition and trend assessments and the derived catchment flow targets

· the adequacy of strategies to reduce the risk of longer term ecological impacts

· the adequacy of monitoring and assessment programs 

· the possibility of substantial revision of flow targets necessitating a further diminishment of water shares at plan review.

· Lack of any defined and transparent process for the comprehensive assessment of the social, economic and environmental costs and benefits of catchment water plans.  

· Farmers and their communities don’t have sufficient opportunity to engage scientists and planners when targets are being set and strategies are being developed for reducing ecological impacts.

· Responsibilities applying to the use of water shares and other natural resources have not been fully addressed. It is not clear how farmers could improve their on-farm environmental performance or how they can be sure that these efforts would improve environmental conditions at a catchment level.

· Poor definition of the increased costs farmers will bear to access and use natural resources during the term of the water plans are not defined. 

The water resource planning process as defined under the Water Resources Act 2000 leaves water entitlement holders bearing the full financial risk of any loss of entitlement defined in the water resource plan or resource operations plans or the review of these plans within 10 years.  Compensation may be paid for any loss of entitlement as result of an adjustment to a water resource plan during the term of the plan.

There are also conditions placed on the use of water entitlements which are traded or purchased or are within identified areas of environmental risk.  These conditions may be required to achieve the requirements of the plan e.g. limits on rates of extraction of water and to minimize the negative impacts on third parties that may arise from the use of water on the property of the entitlement holder.

The paper on water property rights released by Water CEOs from State and Federal agencies following the CoAG meeting in December last year supports this approach by the Queensland Government.  The paper does recommend that draft national guidelines be prepared on providing adjustment assistance for changes in water entitlements.  

Water reforms have substantially increased the commercial risk of farming, particularly where the water resource plans require a reduction of entitlements.  Farmers and rural communities need to have the opportunity to ‘engage’ the reforms and address how the risks imposed by the reforms may be managed and mitigated.  Current State water resource planning does not address this need and neither will the proposed national guidelines for adjustment assistance.

The water resource planning process needs fundamental ‘adjustment’ as follows:

· The process for reserving environmental water in the water resource plan particularly for overallocated areas should address:

· definition of the key attributes and characteristics of a healthy working river based upon verification of catchment hydrology and assessments of the current ecological condition.

· assessment of future ecological condition and trends.

· assessment of viability of strategies to reverse or lessen future trends in ecological condition.

· assessment of river health monitoring and risk assessment frameworks for determining future ecological condition.

· The costs and benefits of the impacts of draft water resource plans and associated resource operations plans must be assessed at both stages in the planning process in accordance with agreed procedures. 

· A structural adjustment plan must be prepared to address assessed impacts in accordance with agreed principles.

· Conditions of use of water entitlements should be clearly defined by governments but efforts must be made to minimise Government regulation and put in place voluntary property management planning as an alternative to regulatory compliance.

· Guidelines for recognition of a continuing property right at the review of each water resource plan should be developed well prior to the review.  The guidelines should address the results of comprehensive catchment health monitoring (not just monitoring of water resource plan outcomes), improvements in science with regard to environmental flows and the implementation of conditions of use of water and other natural resources on farm and on an area wide basis.

· Arrangements that encourage trading by minimising transaction costs and ensure that the impacts on third parties and the environment are minimal

It is important these revised procedures are adequately recognised in State legislation including the Water Act 2000.  With legislative recognition, industry would have confidence to work with governments to encourage the implementation of reforms and progress the development and implementation of voluntary property management plans based upon continuous improvement principles and industry driven monitoring and compliance arrangements.  Any joint Government/industry program should include a range of incentives to improve delivery of the program at regional and local levels.  

Efficient and Transparent Costs of Water Resources

In response to COAG requirements for rural water prices to cover at least operating and maintenance costs of schemes, the Queensland Government put in place price paths for all irrigation schemes and projects in late 2000.  These price paths will see most schemes recovering costs of management, maintenance and refurbishment by 2005.

QFF has raised concerns that these price paths were not adequately explained and considered by scheme customers before they were put in place. There was no formal process for irrigators or for that matter other stakeholders to make submissions and have these reviewed.

In addition, irrigators across the State have voiced concerns that the 5-year price paths do not accurately reflect the efficient costs of supplying water to each scheme because:

· They were developed based upon limited scheme cost data and central office costs of a government agency. 

· Allocation of central office costs across the schemes and benchmarking to assess ‘efficient’ costs was primarily based on ‘desk top’ estimation of the level of charges required to provide a revenue stream that would sustain a corporatised agency of Government given defined reductions of Government subsidy. 

There is the added problem that the Government did not seek to encourage local management of irrigation schemes. While provision was made for schemes to lodge submissions for local management in the first 12 months there was no effort made to work with or provide support for schemes showing an interest in investigating local management.

In response to these issues, it has been agreed by both Government and industry to have focussed discussion involving Government, peak industry and local water customers to improve understanding of current rural water pricing for SunWater customers leading to rural water policy development and subsequently the determination of scheme specific pricing in 2004. A program of workshops with local water customers to improve understanding of current rural water pricing is now proceeding. 

The Queensland Competition Authority draft report on the return on capital component of the 5 year price path for the Burdekin River Irrigation Area has also just been released and will be considered as part of the workshops. The draft report deals specifically with:

· Capital contributions that may have been made by irrigators, Commonwealth and State Governments or other parties

· The appropriate rate of return assessed on estimated future returns and future expected risk.
· Whether the current price paths include any excess return on capital

· Circumstances that it would be appropriate for an entity to charge a positive rate of return on scheme assets.

Issues that QFF expects to be raised at the workshops and subsequent policy review include:

· Adequate account of the implications of past policy and project planning requirements for the implementation of new national water pricing requirements.  

· Efficiency of operation and maintenance of schemes

· Cost of water regulation and associated natural resource management 

· Valuation of scheme assets to take account of excess capacity, over-engineering, sub-optimal design and construction and poor location.

· Allowance in pricing for capital contributions made by irrigators, the Commonwealth and State Governments and other parties.

· Validity of charging a rate of return for each scheme given past policy determinations and the nature of government investments for water infrastructure development.

· Impact of water prices (short and/or longer term) on farm businesses and rural industries in scheme areas. 

A lack of clarity an understanding of these issues in rural Queensland is impacting negatively on rural industry’s current and future use of water.

The cost of water regulation and associated natural resource management is an area of significant uncertainty in regard to future prices.  The Government has just announced that it will review charges for unsupplemented water over the next 6 months in response to COAG reforms.  This review is to take into account:

· Costs to Government of managing the State’s water resources i.e. measuring and assessing water flows and water quality, running the water licensing system, monitoring water use and undertaking regulation of that use and water resource planning

· Charging for the environmental impacts resulting from the taking of water that imposes costs on the community

· Charging to reflect the scarcity of water i.e. returning a part of the value of water in areas where competition for the resource forces the value well above the costs of storage and distribution.

It is expected that these issues will also be addressed in water charges for SunWater customers and flow through to all rural and urban users of water.

Charges for water scarcity is likely to be a difficult concept to address but it is expected that governments will seek to address the value of water as a resource in the further development of rural water pricing policy.  The recently released CEOs paper on property rights identifies full cost pricing as an obligation attaching to a water entitlement and contemplates capturing a resource rent for the community for the use of water.

QFF has been concerned for some time about the prospect of high cost, centralised management and regulation of water and other natural resources.  Issues that QFF will be seeking to have addressed in this policy debate include:

· Full transparency of the costs of resource management

· Sharing of these costs between the community and water users to reflect a sharing of the benefits and costs of the reforms

· Opportunities for industry to reduce government resource management costs by sharing some responsibility for implementation of sustainable practices including associated monitoring and compliance.

· Validity of charges for impacts on third parties and environment where government regulation or industry compliance programs are in place 

It would be hoped that the Government would consider this proactive approach that industry could play to minimise government regulation and administrative burden.

Planning and Support for the Development of Water Resources

It was expected that the Water Resource Plans being progressed in many of the major State catchments were to address not only the current environmental flow needs and existing water allocations but also projected water needs and/or priorities for urban, industrial, rural and environmental purposes.

These catchment plans are identifying that there is still significant opportunity for future water development throughout the state. However, the current plans do not provide adequate information on future development options for water which would allow communities to make choices for the future in regard to environmental, economic and social issues. 

The Queensland Government released a State Infrastructure Plan in 2001 that identified the water resource planning process under the Water Act as providing the framework for water development planning as part of the State plan. It would appear that the first generation statutory plans would, at best, only define unallocated water once environmental and existing consumptive needs have been identified. Water development planning will most likely be conducted following the initial water resource planning process on an, as needs basis.  

This lag in the planning required to address future development will have implications, which include:

· It is unlikely that trading markets can adequately function in areas where there is no plan for the release of identified future allocations. Future water development planning must assess the impact of the release of new allocations on trading of existing allocations and ensure that the water market is well informed on proposed developments.

· The grant of new allocations in a catchment can only be made after there has been a full assessment of all options to meet identified water supply needs (e.g. the capacity for needs to be met through existing infrastructure, the market in transferable entitlements, demand reduction and water use efficiency initiatives and options for development of new allocations – instream and/or on farm development).  It is difficult to see how all of these issues will effectively be addressed until an open planning process has been conducted. 

· The thrust of water reform through trading is to move the resource to its highest and best use.  It is unlikely that purely market forces will achieve this objective.  There is a need for a timely and transparent process to identify water supply needs and strategies to address those needs (including the grant of new allocations where appropriate) that will result in the highest value outcomes for the community.
· There is no definition of a planning process, which will help all stakeholders in the water market (i.e. governments, water service providers, private developers and water users) to determine how projects may be initiated and progressed.  In particular, it is not clear what the role of government is in strategic planning for water resource development.  For example, governments should undertake strategic investigation and planning of water resource development in view of the strong public benefits that may result from this effort. 

QFF would like to see the following issues addressed:

· Planning for future water development to be undertaken as a priority as an integral part of the water resource plans currently being conducted.

· An open and staged water planning process to address future development including:

· A state wide water development plan 

· Industry and government involvement in the planning, development and funding of water supply projects 

· Listing of priority projects and regular review, updating and reporting of the list

· Formal communication/liaison between public and private sectors on water development policy and projects.

· Clear definition of the role of government in the process of strategic water planning

Water Reform within Natural Resource Management Reforms

Water property right proposals addressed in this submission do not deal with the implementation of vegetation, salinity and water quality reforms by water access entitlement holders.

Australian Governments and rural industry must address landscape–scale change in the sharing, use and management of natural resources over the next 10 years, and beyond, in order to achieve healthy ecosystems and profitable farming.  Water access and use is only one of the resource management issues that is being addressed.  

The wider natural resource management reforms are complex as they involve a number of staged reform initiatives (such as water, vegetation, salinity, reef) being implemented through different planning and management processes which are not well integrated (some are legislated and some are based on adaptive models) by many government agencies that are not well coordinated. 

The reforms have been driven from a national and state perspective focusing initially on broad policy frameworks and catchment wide plans.  Farmers and local and regional communities find these frameworks and plans difficult to interpret let alone respond to. 

The time frames for the development of policy frameworks and plans are continually extending and are not clear, yet there is insufficient time made available to assess and explain the changes required by the reforms at the local level. 

The complexity and fragmented nature of the natural resource management reforms makes it difficult to answer the following questions being raised by farmers and their communities:

· How are farmers’ rights of access to, and use of, natural resources likely to change with the implementation of reforms?  If these changes reduce accepted rights of access and use, does the community share some responsibility for these impacts?

· How can science be improved to provide better assessment of not only the need for reform but also the quantum of change required at a regional and local level?

· How can farmers improve their on-farm environmental performance to achieve adaptable and sustainable outcomes?

· How can farmers be sure that their efforts on-farm will improve environmental conditions at catchment and regional levels?

· How can farmers make better use of the available natural resources (once environmental requirements are determined) to improve business performance?

· What will it cost farmers to access and use natural resources?  What are the implications for farm viability?

To answer these questions stakeholders, including governments, industry, conservationists and regional and local communities, must work together to address strategic natural resource management issues within an agreed framework, which includes:

1. Integration of natural resource management reforms within policy and planning frameworks.

2. Revised policy to address farmers’ rights of access to natural resources, together with their obligations regarding the use of these resources.

3. Development and implementation of regional natural resource management plans.

4. Delivery of a farm based, best management practice programs, in stages, by rural industry as an alternative to compliance with regulatory requirements.

5. Development and implementation of programs to progressively improve the science underpinning reforms. 

6. Development of strategic and farm level strategies to address ongoing development and use of resources.

Commonwealth and State Governments could provide leadership for this work through a national plan for the integration of natural resource management planning.  It is expected that this plan would bring existing National Action Plan arrangements within a wider natural resource management framework.   

Managing and Adapting to Climate Variability.

The current drought is raising particular problems for irrigation industry in Queensland.  Water and other natural resource management reforms aim to improve access to and management of natural resources for a continent that faces significant variability of climatic conditions but drought poses special problems for farmers.  Management of drought needs to be given special consideration in the development and implementation of natural resource management reforms.  The following issues warrant attention:

· The nature and impact of the reform process

· Change to on-farm practice

· Planning and development of water resources

The natural management reform process is policy driven focusing initially on broad policy frameworks and catchment wide plans.  These frameworks and plans do not adequately take account of local farming and environmental conditions.  It is expected that it will take some time before reforms are ‘localised’ using local research and practical measures to implement this research.  There is some concern that this may not happen and that the reforms will continue to be dominated by wider statewide and catchment priorities.

The water and other natural resource management reforms should put in place measures to enable farmers not only to manage their farms more sustainably but also to make more effective and efficient use of natural resources.  It is expected that these measures will assist farmers to manage climate variability better but consideration needs to be given to the science needed over the longer term that assist farmers to plan for and cope with drought.  

There must be further development of water resources, which are not fully developed in many parts of the State to help rural and regional areas to cope with variable climates.  There must be ongoing planning and development of these resources to give the State a better capacity to handle dry times.  This does not mean that it will be possible to ‘drought proof’ the State.  All future water development must be environmentally sustainable and developments must also have a capacity to be viable over the medium to long term.  Governments will be required to assist with the establishment of these projects when costs and risks are high.

Opportunities for water development extend across all catchments and may involve:

· Development of instream options

· On farm storage

· Access to underground sources

· Improvements in water use efficiency which will allow increases in production with the same amount of water

· Access to wastewater and recycling

Scientific research must address these issues but it may be difficult to program such research unless water development planning becomes an integral part of the water reform process.  At this stage water development planning seems likely ‘to follow’ the reform process.

QFF is not convinced that the current natural resource management reforms will build a better capacity to deal with climate change.  With the implementation of these reforms, however, there could not be a better time to research and plan for a managed response to climate change, which takes account of the issues outlined above in addition to issues addressed in the rest of this submission.

Governments need to incorporate a strategic ‘planning for climate change initiative’ as part of the natural resource reform process.  

Improvement in Water Use Efficiency

A Rural Water Use Efficiency Initiative has been conducted in Queensland over the past 4 years as a partnership between industry and State Government to improve the use and management of available irrigation water supplies.

The focus of the program has been on rural industry organizations managing water use efficiency adoption programs to help farmers achieve best practice irrigation water management on their properties.  Grower participation in the program is voluntary.

Initially stocktakes of existing irrigation practices were conducted to identify best management practices in each industry sector.  This was followed by the identification of cost-effective opportunities for improvements.  The adoption programs were supported by research and development activities to improve irrigation water management techniques.

A financial incentives scheme was an essential part of the program and involved the provision of grants to subsidise cost efficient changes to best practice irrigation water management.

The following outlines achievements of the scheme up to the end of the 2001-02 season in each of the rural industry areas:

· 84% of sugar growers have participated in the program with 80% completing an irrigation best management practice program.  Productivity has increased to 8.7 tonnes per megalitre (ML) which equates to a water saving of 63,000ML and an extra $40m of cane production per year.

· There has been an 8.7% improvement across the dairy and lucerne industries and on-farm demonstration sites indicate a 30% reduction in water used to grow the same amount of feed could be achieved.  68% of irrigators in the industry have participated in the program to date.

· 75% cotton growers have been involved in the program with 78% developing cotton Best Management Practice.  The target of 10% water use efficiency gain has been achieved and one of the best water use efficiency gains made by a grower was 2.9 bales/ML providing a saving of 1 ML of water per hectare

· 40% of farmers involved in horticulture have implemented changes in irrigation practices to improve water use efficiency.  Growers have spent $150m on these improvements encouraged by State Government incentives of $7m. 

Improved water use efficiency provides some opportunity for the irrigation industry to adjust to the implementation of water and other natural resource management reforms but efficiency gains can only be achieved with substantial investment by growers.  As an example, canegrowers have spent $10.5m together with Government incentive payments of $2.4m to achieve the water savings and additional cane production outlined in the first dot point above. 

This program is greatly assisting the irrigation industry to address a key challenge raised by water reforms. How can farmers better use of the water available to improve business performance?

There are two additional challenges for irrigators, which are emerging with the implementation of water reforms:

· Can irrigators adjust water use to the water allocations they receive post reform and the seasonal constraints on access imposed by system operating rules?

· Can irrigators improve their on-farm environmental performance to achieve sustainable outcomes and ensure that statutory catchment environmental targets, performance standards and regulations are met?

The reform process in Queensland is yet to address these important challenges.  The focus remains on top down catchment wide planning but these challenges need to be addressed to achieve effective implementation of reforms. 

Conclusions

Sustainable Water Access and Use

Water access security and certainty

The current water resource planning process should be adjusted as follows:

· Independent verification of environmental flow requirements in a draft water resource plan where it is likely that the plan or subsequent resource operations plan will adversely affect existing entitlements.

· Conduct of comprehensive social and economic impact assessments where it is likely that a water resource plan or subsequent resource operations plan will adversely affect existing entitlements.

· Government and farmers and their communities jointly prepare an adjustment plan to address impacts identified in the social and economic impact assessments including defined commitments to resource the implementation of the plan

· Urgent examination of ways to confirm a continuing entitlement beyond the term of a water resource plan (10 years).

· Clearly defined conditions of use of water, which are certified for a period of at least 10 years.

· Recognition of these revised procedures in State legislation

Efficient and transparent costs of water resources

The following water pricing issues must be addressed

· Full transparency of the costs of resource management

· Sharing of these costs between the community and water users to reflect a sharing of the benefits and costs of the reforms

· Opportunities for industry to reduce government resource management costs by sharing some responsibility for implementation of sustainable practices including associated monitoring and compliance.

· Validity of charges for impacts on third parties and environment where government regulation or industry compliance programs are in place 

Planning and support for the development of water resources

QFF would like to see the following issues addressed:

· Planning for future water development to be undertaken as a priority as an integral part of the water resource plans currently being conducted.

· An open and staged water planning process to address future development including:

· A state wide water development plan 

· Industry and government involvement in the planning, development and funding of water supply projects 

· Listing of priority projects and regular review, updating and reporting of the list

· Formal communication/liaison between public and private sectors on water development policy and projects.

· Clear definition of the role of government in the process of strategic water planning

Water reform within natural resource management reforms

· Commonwealth and State Governments should develop a national plan to integrate natural resource management planning and programs. The plan should address:

· Integration of natural resource management reforms within policy and planning frameworks.

· Revised policy to address farmers’ rights of access to natural resources, together with their obligations regarding the use of these resources.

· Development and implementation of regional natural resource management plans.

· Delivery of a farm based, best management practice programs, in stages, by rural industry as an alternative to compliance with regulatory requirements.

· Development and implementation of programs to progressively improve the science underpinning reforms. 

· Development of strategic and farm level strategies to address ongoing development and use of resources.

Managing and Adapting to Climate Variability

Matters that need to be addressed include: 

· Governments need to incorporate a strategic ‘planning for climate variability/change initiative’ as part of the natural resource reform process.  The initiative should consider:

· The implementation of reforms at the local level

· Change to on-farm practice to address sustainable practices and to make more effective and efficient use of natural resources.  

· Planning and development of water resources to help cope with climate variability and change.

Improvement in Water Use Efficiency

To assist the effective implementation of water reforms governments and industry must urgently address:

· How irrigators can better use of the water available to improve business performance?

· How irrigators can adjust water use to the water allocations they receive post reform and the seasonal constraints on access imposed by system operating rules?

· How irrigators can improve their on-farm environmental performance to achieve sustainable outcomes and ensure that statutory catchment environmental targets, performance standards and regulations are met?
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