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It is technically feasible to install a drainage system that would remove all waste groundwater
from irrigated areas and dispose of it in an environmentally acceptable manner. A 1990 review
of the 'pipeline to the sea' proposal (MDBC, 1990) showed that full watertable control would
cost about $6 billion. with an annual operations and maintenance cost of $66 million. The laner
represents less than I per cent of the annual $ I0-12 billion of agriculnue production from the
MDB. All options considered showed a negative present value. However such a calculation
takes no account of the value that the community in general places on being able to visit an
environmentally healthy countryside or river system. Neither does it take into account the fact
that past governments have actively supported land use systems that have created the present
problems and that there may be a moral obligation to rectify that situation.

Two major advantages of installing an effective drainage system would be:

• for a moderate extra cost it would service not only irrigated lands but dryland farming
areas as well. In fact, as mentioned previously, there is little point in remedying irrigation
recharge in isolation because dryland recharge is of at least the same magnitude and is a
far more intractable problem to solve.

• it would enable the implementation of a drainage tax on individual irrigated holdings and
hence act as an incentive for more efficient water use. Drainage volumes per unit area
would provide a very good monitoring test for assessing compliance and performance.

One argwnent against the provision of a comprehensive drainage system is that it could
encourage the continued wasteful use of irrigation water. However, as suggested above. it
would be quite feasible, in consultation with the irrigation industry, to arrive at 'reasonable'
water application rates for particular soils and for particular crops. The technology exists for
mapping the relative risk of different soil types (Beecher, 1994) and the technology also exists
for monitoring and mapping shallow groundwater systems. The fact that these tools have not
received widespread use in the past is probably more a reflection on the willingness of
departments involved in the irrigation industry to produce this type of infonnation rather than a
lack of resources. In fact one Land and Water Management Plan, at Berti in South Australia,
has implemented a system based on perfonnance. If a property is unable to meet an agreed set
of water-use conditions the water entitlement is bought back by the water authority and the fann
is converted to a dryland system (Conroy, 1995).

Although not specifically advocating a drainage system. a more radical funding system has been
suggested by Meyer (In Conroy, 1995). He supports an 'environmental levy' on all food
conswned to ensure that food-producing resources are protected. Such a proposal for the S10
billion/year food industry is certainly consistent with present government policy in other areas;
e.g., funding road infrastructure through a multi-billion dollar per year fuel tax.

Regardless of the final agreed fonnula.. it is essential that me irrigation industry be consulted in
a meaningful way as a 'bunker' reaction has developed in response to being singled out for
criticism. It is relatively easy for the community to blame irrigation farming systems for
environmental damage and to ignore other landuse practices. Likewise. State Departments are
equally sensitive to the issue of blat, Ie.
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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 contractuaJ agreements could not be worked out with irrigators
and dryland fanners. The trade-off between providing an effective drainage system, and hence
increased productivity, would be the rationalisation of the inigation water system to meet the
micro-economic objectives of COAG. Also there wouJd need to be trade-offs concerning
irrigation practices and environmental perfonnance with realistic compensation mechanisms for
convening to an approved dryland system.

It is unlikely that anyone 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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