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Murray-Darling Basin: Ecologically Sustainable Irrigation?

The Commonwealth and States Agreement on the management of the Murray-Darling river
system provides a good example of what can be achieved in such a divisive and threatening
situation. The governments simply agreed to wipe the slate clean, as far as past management
practices were concerned, and to start again with an agreed set of rules. All partners to the
agreement contribute financially and receive trade-offs in return.

There is no reason why similar contractual agreements could not be worked out with irrigators
and dryland farmers. The trade-off between providing an effective drainage system, and hence
increased productivity, would be the rationalisation of the irrigation water system to meet the
micro-economic objectives of COAG. Also there would need to be trade-offs concerning
irrigation practices and environmental performance with realistic compensation mechanisms for
converting to an approved dryland system.

It is unlikely that any one formula would apply to all irrigation areas due to their wide
geographic spread and their relative impact on the surrounding environment. However it should
not be beyond the wit of irrigators and governments to come to a mutually profitable approach.
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