Senate Standing Committee on Environment, Communications and the Arts
ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS ON NOTICE

Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts 

Additional Budget Estimates 2008-2009, February 2008

Outcome: 
1




Question No: 25
Output:
1.2

Division/Agency: 
Natural Resource Management Programs Division
Topic: 
Natural Heritage Trust
Hansard Page ECA: 
64/65
Senator Macdonald asked:

As I say, I would have an even money bet on your assessment as against the ANAOs….- could you indicate to me in actual dollar figures what the state governments in all of the states have contributed to the NHT, 

(a) in cash terms and

(b) in –kind terms 

and in relation to (b) could you indicate what in-kind work it was and who actually costed it? I will take your word that in the NAP they gave equal cash. You haven’t got those answers.

Answer:
State and Territory Governments contribute a significant amount of cash and in-kind support to regional investment under the Natural Heritage Trust (NHT).

The Australian Government has been advised of at least $646 million of in-kind contributions and $221 million of cash contributions from all jurisdictions since the 2002-03 financial year. However, figures are not yet available in all jurisdictions for all financial years and the final total will be significantly higher. A state/territory and yearly breakdown is available in the attachment.

In-kind work undertaken varies in each state. Examples include on ground work (such as revegetation, drainage, pest management baiting programs, and rearing and releasing of biological control agents), capacity building activities (such as providing education, increasing awareness, and providing access to information), administrative support, scientific support, and policy support.
In general, in-kind activities are identified following a request to state agencies and NRM bodies to identify projects which meet NHT objectives. The request is sent by the Joint Steering Committee (with equal representation from the Australian Government and the relevant State/Territory). The Joint Steering Committee then determines which activities are suitable for in kind matching. Costings are done by the regional bodies or state agencies and in most cases returned to the Australian Government following state audit processes.
In South Australia for example, state agencies and regional NRM bodies provide potential projects to the South Australian Department of Water, Land, Biodiversity and Conservation (DWLBC). Projects considered to be suitable for state matching are then forwarded to the Australian Government for assessment.
State agencies and regional NRM bodies provide DWLBC with quarterly financial reports for each project. DWLBC then provide an audited financial acquittal certificate to the Australian Government identifying agreed matching funding investment.
Outcome: 
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Question No: 26

Output:
1.2
Division/Agency: 
Natural Resource Management Division


Topic: 
NHT Funding

Hansard Page ECA: 
Written Question on Notice

Senator Birmingham asked:

(a) Can DEWHA confirm the names of natural resource management (NRM) or catchment management authority (CMA) groups that have received funding on an annual basis under the Natural Heritage Trust first phase (NHT1) and Natural Heritage Trust 2 (NHT2)?

(b) Who will be responsible for the payment of entitlements to employees of NRM or CMA groups if, as a result of NHT3 funding not being received in time, staff are made redundant?

(c) What steps are being taken to include performance benchmarks or appropriate success/failure standards to projects under NHT3 if it is funded?

(1) Is DEWHA concerned that there are too many indicators preventing proper scrutiny of projects?

(2) Is there a need to streamline measurement and data collection activities to ensure they give an appropriate indication of the success or failure of a project?

(3) Has DEWHA done any work on streamlining the current 61 indicators, perhaps to 10 or less?

(d) Is DEWHA aware of underspent programs under the NHT or National Action Plan (NAP)?

(1) What scrutiny does DEWHA have over individual authorities in the spending of these funds?

(2) Has DEWHA considered appropriating funds directly to CMAs rather than via State or Territory authorities?

(3) Is there any evidence of cost-shifting between authorities and other governments?

(4) What authority does the Government have to investigate CMAs and they way they spend Commonwealth Government grants?

(5) Should this be built into any future NHT grants?

(6) Should future grants be tied to the creation of CMAs as statutory authorities, or any other specific legal entities, in their respective State or Territory?

(e) Have there been any complaints from schools or organisations concerning the axing of the Green Vouchers for Schools program and, if so, what has been the nature and extent of these complaints?

(f) Is DEWHA aware of any schools being disadvantaged by the axing of the Green Vouchers for Schools program?

(g) Has the replacement for the Green Vouchers for Schools program opened?  If not, why not, when will schools be able to apply and when are they expected to start receiving funding?  If so, how many schools have applied and how many schools benefited under the Community Water Grants or Green Schools programs?

(h) What has been the impact on schools of the delays caused by the replacement of one program by another?  Have schools that already applied for grants under the Green Vouchers for Schools program had to submit new applications?

(i) Given the new scheme has a $30,000 cap on rainwater tanks, solar hot water systems and lighting upgrades for schools, what happens to applications for grants in excess of $30,000 that have already been submitted.

Answer:

(a) Can DEWHA confirm the names of natural resource management (NRM) or catchment management authority (CMA) groups that have received funding on an annual basis under the Natural Heritage Trust first phase (NHT1) and Natural Heritage Trust 2 (NHT2)?

The fifty six regional NRM groups that receive funding on an annual basis under NHT2 are listed in the attachment. Prior to 2002-03, these groups did not exist for the purpose of delivering the NHT. Some groups may have received one off grants under NHT1, but not as guaranteed funding or at the levels received under NHT2.

(b) Who will be responsible for the payment of entitlements to employees of NRM or CMA groups if, as a result of NHT3 funding not being received in time, staff are made redundant?

The highly valued skills and expertise of regional NRM groups will be central to achieving the outcomes of Caring for Our Country. Regional groups will continue to receive funding from the Australian Government to assist them in delivering on natural resource management outcomes.

$636 million has been set aside over five years as a secure base-level of funding for regional groups to invest in actions that complement and contribute to the Governments national priorities. This funding will be received from 1 July 2008.

Regional NRM groups across Australia are independent community-based organisations or statutory organisations of the States or Territories. The Australian Government invests in these organisations to purchase natural resource outcomes that are a priority to the Australian Government. There are other investors purchasing outcomes from regional groups, primarily the States and Territories but in some cases the private sector. The level of staffing supported to carry out the business of the regional groups is a decision taken by each Board independently.

Although the governance arrangements of these NRM groups is of interest to the Australian Government in terms of accountability and efficiency, the Australian Government has no say in the staffing levels or recruitment processes of NRM groups or indeed in the scope and charter of their business. In the example above, regional groups as the employers would be responsible for payment of entitlements to employees in the case of redundancy irregardless of the funding source – noting that staff are generally employed under contracts that are back to back with funding for the projects they are employed under.

(c) What steps are being taken to include performance benchmarks or appropriate success/failure standards to projects under NHT3 if it is funded?

(1) Is DEWHA concerned that there are too many indicators preventing proper scrutiny of projects?

(2) Is there a need to streamline measurement and data collection activities to ensure they give an appropriate indication of the success or failure of a project?

(3) Has DEWHA done any work on streamlining the current 61 indicators, perhaps to 10 or less?

The original principles within the National NRM Monitoring and Evaluation Framework underpinning project measurement and data collection activities were aimed at allowing data to be used for multiple purposes. Specifically that it would allow for information to be used: to measure a project’s performance; to monitor resource condition; and, for assessment across broader program outcomes. In accordance with this, regional NRM groups have been required to report against outputs that provide both resource condition data, project performance data and program outcome data. 

A simplified and streamlined approach to the reporting of outcomes from Australian Government investment in natural resource management will be developed to support Caring for Our Country. This approach will focus on reducing the burden of red tape on practitioners while enhancing the usefulness of data that is collected for monitoring and evaluation purposes. The exact number of indicators that will be required to articulate the outcomes of Australia Government investment will be determined through a logical process linked to the national priority areas for investment. 

(d) Is DEWHA aware of underspent programs under the NHT or National Action Plan (NAP)?

Underspends within the NHT and the NAP are identified through reporting systems that are in place for the ongoing monitoring of each program’s expenditure and performance. Representatives from the Australian Government and each jurisdiction sit on Joint Steering Committees to oversee the progress of investments and expenditure in regional programs. The Joint Steering Committees meet regularly to ensure that significant underspends identified can be addressed in a timely manner.

(1) What scrutiny does DEWHA have over individual authorities in the spending of these funds?

The Bilateral Agreements and subsidiary arrangements established between the Australian Government, the state and territory governments and the regional NRM groups specify the financial, legal, administrative, and accountability obligations under which regional NRM groups receive NHT and NAP funding and deliver on expected outcomes. Under these arrangements regional NRM groups are required to report on a minimum six monthly basis to their respective Joint Steering Committee regarding the expenditure of NHT and NAP funds and each program’s performance against milestones. Further to this, regional NRM groups are subject to the legal audit requirements that apply in their jurisdiction.

(2) Has DEWHA considered appropriating funds directly to CMAs rather than via State or Territory authorities?

Bilateral arrangements are preferred as this approach supports the collaborative nature of regional NRM investment. Not only from the point of view of leveraging additional funding and in-kind contributions, but this approach also fosters broader engagement of State and Territory governments in natural resource management.

(3) Is there any evidence of cost-shifting between authorities and other governments?

Decisions on activities to be funded through regional NRM groups are made by Australian Government and State government officials through a collaborative process. Activities are selected from investment options identified by regional NRM groups in their regional investment strategies. These activities are consistent with Australian Government investment guidelines and are of primary importance to the Australian Government. Other bodies, including state and local governments, may be engaged by the regional NRM groups to undertake these activities, but they are delivering on Australian Government priorities.

(4) What authority does the Government have to investigate CMAs and the way they spend Commonwealth Government grants?

Under the Bilateral Agreements and the supporting arrangements, regional NRM groups are obliged to allow the Commonwealth to access and audit material that is relevant to expenditure under Commonwealth programs.

(5) Should this be built into any future NHT grants?

The Commonwealth will require effective accountability arrangements to be established that cover all respects of Commonwealth investment under Caring for Our Country. This will include provisions to acquit and audit investment disbursements, consistent with Australian National Audit Office best practice guidelines.

(6) Should future grants be tied to the creation of CMAs as statutory authorities, or any other specific legal entities, in their respective State or Territory?

While regional NRM groups will play a key role in the future program, grants under Caring for Our Country will not be bound to specific delivery methods or agents. Future funding will be directed to the most efficient and effective delivery methods and delivery agents able to achieve desired outcomes under the national priorities of Caring for Our Country. 

(e) Have there been any complaints from schools or organisations concerning the axing of the Green Vouchers for Schools program and, if so, what has been the nature and extent of these complaints?

After the election, the Green Vouchers for Schools program was temporarily suspended while arrangements were developed for its replacement with the National Solar Schools Program. A small number of schools who had already expended funds or were committed to contractual arrangements under the Green Vouchers program expressed concern. They sought reassurance that their commitments would be met from the program. Once this assurance was provided, the concerns eased.

(f) Is DEWHA aware of any schools being disadvantaged by the axing of the Green Vouchers for Schools program?

No. The Green Vouchers for Schools program is continuing to operate until replaced by the National Solar Schools Program (NSSP) on 1 July 2008. 

(g) Has the replacement for the Green Vouchers for Schools program opened?  If not, why not, when will schools be able to apply and when are they expected to start receiving funding?  If so, how many schools have applied and how many schools benefited under the Community Water Grants or Green Schools programs?

Green Vouchers for Schools is still operating. It will be replaced by the National Solar Schools Program which is expected to be operational from 1 July 2008. Schools will be able to lodge a claim and receive funding under the new replacement program once it is operational. As at 18 March 2008, 110 schools have lodged a claim under the Green Vouchers for Schools program

Under the Community Water Grants program, a total of 4,374 projects have been funded in the education sector, which includes primary schools, secondary schools, universities, TAFE’s and early childhood centres. 

(h) What has been the impact on schools of the delays caused by the replacement of one program by another?  Have schools that already applied for grants under the Green Vouchers for Schools program had to submit new applications?

The Green Vouchers for Schools program is continuing to operate until the replacement program is open. Schools can choose to claim under Green Vouchers for eligible work either purchased or contracted prior to 1 July 2008. Alternately, schools can choose to wait until the new program is in place.

Schools that have registered for the Green Vouchers for Schools program will not have to submit a new registration under the National Solar Schools Program.

(i) Given the new scheme has a $30,000 cap on rainwater tanks, solar hot water systems and lighting upgrades for schools, what happens to applications for grants in excess of $30,000 that have already been submitted.

Schools which choose to continue their claim under the Green Vouchers program will be assessed in line with the Green Vouchers program guidelines.

Attachment

	Territory: Australian Capital Territory

	NHT 2 Region
	Organisation

	ACT
	ACT Natural Resource Management Council

	
	

	State: New South Wales

	NHT 2 Region
	Organisation

	Border Rivers-Gwydir
	Border Rivers Gwydir Catchment Management Authority

	Central West
	Central West Catchment Management Authority

	Hawkesbury-Nepean
	Hawkesbury Nepean Catchment Management Authority

	Hunter-Central Rivers
	Hunter Central Rivers Catchment Management Authority

	Lachlan
	Lachlan Catchment Management Authority

	Lower Murray Darling
	Lower Murray Darling Catchment Management Authority

	Murray
	Murray Catchment Management Authority

	Murrumbidgee
	Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Authority

	Namoi
	Namoi Catchment Management Authority

	Northern Rivers
	Northern Rivers Catchment Management Authority

	Southern Rivers
	Southern Rivers Catchment Management Authority

	Sydney Metro
	Sydney Metropolitan Catchment Management Authority

	Western
	Western Catchment Management Authority

	
	

	Territory: Northern Territory

	NHT 2 Region
	Organisation

	Northern Territory
	Natural Resource Management (NT) Incorporated

	
	

	
	

	
	

	State: Queensland

	NHT 2 Region
	Organisation

	Border Rivers Maranoa-Balonne
	Queensland Murray-Darling Committee

	Burdekin
	Burdekin Dry Tropics NRM

	Burnett Mary
	Burnett Mary Regional Group for Natural Resource Management Inc.

	Cape York
	Cape York Peninsula Development Association

	Condamine
	Condamine Catchment NRM Corporation Ltd

	Desert Channels
	Desert Channels Queensland

	Fitzroy
	Fitzroy Basin Association

	Mackay Whitsunday
	Mackay Whitsunday NRM Group Inc

	Northern Gulf
	Northern Gulf Resource Management Group

	South East (QLD)
	SEQ Catchments Ltd

	South West (QLD)
	South West NRM Ltd

	Southern Gulf
	Southern Gulf Catchments Ltd

	Torres Strait
	Torres Strait Regional Authority

	Wet Tropics
	Terrain Natural Resource Management

	
	

	State: South Australia

	NHT 2 Region
	Organisation

	Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges
	Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges Natural Resources Management Board

	Alinytjara Wilurara
	Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resources Management Board

	Eyre Peninsula
	Eyre Peninsula Natural Resources Management Group

	Kangaroo Island
	Kangaroo Island Natural Resources Management Board

	Northern and Yorke
	Northern and Yorke Natural Resources Management Board 

	SA Arid Lands
	South Australia Arid Lands Natural Resources Management Board

	SA Murray Darling Basin
	South Australian Murray-Darling Basin Natural Resources Management Board

	South East (SA)
	South East Natural Resources Management Board 

	
	

	State: Tasmania

	NHT 2 Region
	Organisation

	North (TAS)
	Northern Tasmanian Regional Natural Resource Management Committee

	North West (TAS)
	NRM Cradle Coast

	South (TAS)
	Southern Regional Natural Resource Management Association

	
	

	State: Victoria

	NHT 2 Region
	Organisation

	Corangamite
	Corangamite Catchment Management Authority

	East Gippsland
	East Gippsland Catchment Management Authority

	Glenelg Hopkins
	Glenelg Hopkins Catchment Management Authority

	Goulburn Broken
	Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Authority

	Mallee
	Mallee Catchment Management Authority

	North Central
	North Central Catchment Management Authority

	North East (VIC)
	North East Catchment Management Authority

	Port Phillip And Westernport
	Port Phillip and Westernport Central Catchment Management Authority

	West Gippsland
	West Gippsland Catchment Management Authority

	Wimmera
	Wimmera Catchment Management Authority

	
	

	State: Western Australia

	NHT 2 Region
	Organisation

	Avon
	Avon Catchment Council 

	Northern Agricultural (WA)
	Northern Agricultural Catchment Council 

	Rangelands (WA)
	Rangelands NRM Co-Ordinating Group

	South Coast
	South Coast NRM Inc

	South West (WA)
	South West Catchments Council

	Swan
	Swan Catchment Council


Outcome: 
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Question No: 50

Output:
3.1
Division/Agency:
Natural Resource Management Division
Topic: 
Regional NHT2/NAP Projects undertaken on the Bellarine Peninsula Ramsar Site

Hansard Page ECA:
105 (19/2)

Senator Allison asked: 

Are there details on the website of the works being done for that program?

Answer:

Yes, the Australian Government Natural Resource Management Mosaic Map web site www.nrm.gov.au and the Swan Bay Integrated Catchment management Project web site www.corangamite.landcarevic.net.au  provide details of the Swan Bay and Bellarine Peninsula Integrated Coastal-Catchment Management Project. In 2007-2008 Australian Government regional natural resource management funds (matched by the Victorian Government for National Action Plan and in-kind for the Natural Heritage Trust) have provided $88,000 ($44,000 NAP $44,000 NHT) to the Corangamite Catchment Management Authority for this project.

Activities undertaken include:

· Protection and restoration of critical habitat and wetland areas through fencing, planting of native vegetation and pest and weed management;

· Enhancing community and schools awareness of and capacity to address the threats to biodiversity and water quality in the bay;

· Supporting ongoing resource condition monitoring through community engagement in Waterwatch activities.  
The anticipated outcomes from this project include: 

· long term protection for the wetland and the waterways draining into it;  

· protection and enhancement of threatened vegetation communities; 

· protection and enhancement of the Orange-bellied Parrot habitat; and 

· community education on protection of the Ramsar site.

The project has been implemented in partnership with Bellarine Landcare Group, Geelong field naturalists club and Primary Industries Research Victoria (PIRVic).

Outcome:





Question No: 86
Division/Agency: 
NRM


Topic: 
Climate Change/Farm viability

Hansard Page ECA: 
Written Question on Notice

Senator Macdonald asked:

(a) Prior to the Election Shadow Environment Minister Peter Garrett told the ABC’s Lateline that there needed to be a review of farm viability in Australia as a result of Climate Change? How will this government policy be implemented? 

(b) What in the Government’s view is a viable farm and has or will the Minister or the Department be implementing any review or studies into the environmental or financial viability of farms in Australia as a result of Climate Change? Who will be heading up the review? What will be the terms of reference? Will farmers be able to make submissions to the review and how will it affected water users and farmers?

Answer:

(a)
The Government has no plan to conduct a viability audit of individual farm businesses. Following a review of previous natural resource management programs, the Government announced its new Caring for our Country program which has as its goal, “an environment which is healthy, better-protected, well-managed, resilient and provides essential ecosystem services in a changing climate”. Caring for our Country will invest in activities that build on the success of Landcare to improve on-farm practices that enhance the delivery of ecosystem services and production, increase the resilience of rural landscapes to climate change, and assist farmers and primary industries to reduce their contributions to greenhouse gas emissions.

This complements a range of actions currently underway, such as the comprehensive review of drought policy and the implementation of the Australia’s Farming Future election commitment. The drought policy review will support the development of policies to help better prepare farmers and rural communities for a changing climate.
The objective of the Australia’s Farming Future initiative is to assist and equip primary producers with the research, tools and information to adapt and adjust to the impacts of climate change and manage their emissions. It will also assist eligible primary producers in financial difficulty to manage the impacts of climate change.   
(b)
See (a)


