LAUNCESTON’S SUBMISSION TO THE RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT REFERNCE COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO RURAL WATER RESOURCE USAGE

In the last few years the CRC for Catchment Hydrology has been doing some excellent work on the water used by forests that are being actively harvested. The Launceston City Council has commissioned a study by the CRC into the impacts of forestry on our local water supply.

We believe that it is imperative that the full social, economic and environmental impacts of forestry on the water balance is taken into account in the water management planning process. 

Until recently the hydrological assessment of these impacts has been very difficult but now with software such as the CRC's Macaque model this is possible and should be used wherever possible.

We suggest that the Federal Government should make the assessment of forestry impacts on water yields mandatory on all water resources projects where Federal Grants are involved. Also the forest industry should be required to predict and publish the likely impacts of forestry on:

· All town and private water supplies, 

· Hydro electric schemes private and public

· Irrigation schemes private and public

· and on environmental flows and aquatic environment

This assessment would be best achieved by the Forestry Industry contributing to the cost of carrying out this analysis. However the actual analysis should be carried out by an independent State or Federal Agency not directly associated with forestry or their consultants.

The report on the Launceston Water Supply has been supplied with this submission for the Committee’s consideration.

Spatial Data Records

To aid in the assessment of Forestry impacts long term maximum logging rates need to be defined for 50 years ahead. Currently predictions only range 3 years ahead in Tasmania.

Actual areas logged need to be accurately mapped and the dates of replanting and the species planted need to be recorded. This data should be available to everybody as spatial data and in printed map form.

Legal Definition of a catchment and protection of individuals rights

The definition of a catchment in the Tasmanian Forest Practices Code needs to be more carefully defined. The Code states that no more than 5% of a catchment can be logged in any given year. However it does not say what a catchment is some sub-catchments of a water supply catchment could be completely logged other than for stream side reserves. In this scenario flows would be reduced by 50% or more. 

For individual property owners within a catchment the majority of a sub-catchment supplying an irrigation dam or a hydro-electric scheme could be logged. There is no protection for these people at the current time and the potential impacts on their infrastructure and businesses are not currently assessed by the Forest Industry (or DIPWE who assess the viability of farm dams).

Removal of hidden subsidies

There is also the issue of economic returns, is Forestry the best use of our water or are there higher potential earnings from for other crops on a per megalitre basis. 

Wider availability of analytical software

To aid and speed analysis of plantation impacts the CRC for Catchment Hydrology should be funded to develop the Macaque Model into a commercially available robust model with better spatial data manipulation capabilities. Currently the data has to be prepared in GIS software into a precise format so that Macaque can accept it and only the CRC for catchment Hydrology and Fred Watson the author have access to the program. This limits our ability nationally to carry out the necessary analysis.

Who pays for impacts on water supplies such as Launceston’s or on individual properties?

The impact of plantations on Launceston’s water supply may in the future combine with environmental flow requirements to require the construction of a water storage which would probably cost $10M at current prices. Who should pay for this the State Government who charge Esk Water (our bulk supply authority) $28 per ML for water taken from the river, the State Government who also receive royalties from the harvested plantations or the Council’s. The Launceston City Council and its predecessor’s water supply has operated without a storage since the 1850’s, it would be a strange business if we had to build a storage now when water demand through better water management is falling.

There is about 22,504 hectares of forest in the North Esk Catchment above the in-take for the water supply. An actively managed forest at this altitude and location under a 2% logging rotation uses about 2 megalitres (ML) of water more than an old growth forest covering the same area on average. That is to say in our catchment 45,000-ML per annum once the plantations are established. If the Industry Forestry were charged at the same rate as we are for Town water ie  $28 per ML they would have to pay $1.2M per annum in water rights charges. Even at the rates charged for irrigation water drawn from rivers it would not be insubstantial.
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