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Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this inquiry. The upper catchment areas of North East Victoria have spent the last few years dealing with water issues as the result of State Government reform processes. As such, this part of the country abounds with landholders with informed opinions on most water issues. We believe it would be of great benefit to both the Senate Committee and residents in the upper catchment areas, to hold a sitting in an appropriate part of the North East, such as Wangaratta or Wodonga, where views can be fully aired.

Background

Mudgegonga is a small community, producing largely beef cattle, but also having a diverse range of other agricultural production including dairy, sheep, deer, agroforestry, viticulture and tobacco. It has also developed over the last two decades into an area where smaller residential allotments have become prevalent, many of which are accompanied by some form of small but intensive agricultural production. While surrounded by the foothills of the Australian Alps, the valleys here are extremely productive due to the high rainfall, but the soils we farm on are in fact extremely fragile.

Our Landcare Group encompasses two significant streams, Barwidgee Creek and Happy Valley Creek, and a range of smaller tributaries, which form part of the Ovens catchment. While having a broad cross section of interests, the Group’s main focus of activity is erosion control, and we have spent an enormous amount of resources tackling problems which can only be described as extreme in size and nature. There is a limited amount of small scale irrigation in the area, and water is sourced from both the streams and the usually readily available supplies of spring water which abounds on many of our properties.

Issues of Concern

The Group has discussed the terms of reference for this inquiry, and resolved to submit points of interest brought up by members, with a brief explanation of each point, rather than concentrate on the development of each issue.

· The Group supports the Murray Darling basin cap. The concept is based on sound future focused thinking, and acknowledges the lack of planning associated with water resource usage in the past, which is a positive change. However, the principles of adherence seem very different in each of the relevant States involved. It is difficult to gain the ongoing commitment of water users to processes associated with the cap, while such inequities continue to exist.

· While supporting change, farmers generally fear that this invariably also leads to losses of existing rights. Some processes which have taken place in Victoria have failed to acknowledge this, particularly the basic right to rainfall which lands on your property. The value of our land is based solely around our high rainfall, and as such is severely eroded by our inability to harvest this water. For upper catchment farmers, this has led to a sense of extreme dissatisfaction, and a lack of confidence in Government processes of reform, particularly their ability to deal with the differing circumstances of interest groups within the process.

· This area is not and is never likely to be involved in major commercial irrigation operations. However, traditional small scale usage for the purposes of starting off pasture in early autumn, and watering of a minor nature for multi purpose use such as fire protection, has come under ridiculous scrutiny, and is not catered for adequately in current provisions.

· Dam building in upper catchment areas remains an issue. Although the State Government believes it has resolved the contentious issue of defining “waterways” for the purpose of siting dams, it remains a problem. On most of our properties we have wet gullies and springs in every paddock due to the nature of the terrain, and this is where you build dams for practical purposes. Although you can drive over them most of the year, and most only flow straight after rain, these areas are being determined as waterways by authorities such as Goulburn Murray Water. This is a further restriction on harvesting the rain which falls on our property, and needs to be addressed.

· Rights to stock and domestic water also need to be clarified, particularly in relation to stream supplies where farmers are voluntarily excluding stock from the waterway to prevent degradation of the stream.

· The upper catchment areas are strongly of the belief that current Victorian Legislation has detrimentally affected both existing rights of farmers, and development potential in this area. When the scale of upper catchment operations is taken into account, it is so small in the whole scheme of things compared to the volumes used by downstream gravity irrigators, that the nature of restrictions can only be termed as farcical. It would appear that the process has resulted in us losing rights simply to guarantee water to gravity irrigators. This process not only seems unjust, but when considering the efficiency of water use in the upper catchment (it takes three litres sent downstream to Mildura to get the same result as one litre used here due to system losses) it can only be described as illogical. 

· The Government needs to acknowledge their role in causing many of the current water use problems, and as a result should be committed to financial involvement in any reforms. There is little doubt that incentives for downstream flood irrigation, the encouragement of aspects of the development of the rice and cotton industries, the overselling of water during the privatisation of the distribution system, and the conversion of sales water to rights, have been functions of Government which lacked foresight and were driven by politics rather than common sense.

· The distribution of NHT funding is frequently a cause for concern. From our vantage point, irrigation areas seem to be targets for funding, treating the symptoms of the problems rather than the cause, and in the process limiting opportunities for areas where a genuine commitment to reversing degradation actually exists. Again, politics seems to guide the direction that the funding takes, rather than common sense.

· The NHT system is complicated, fraught with red tape and political intervention, and should fund a far higher percentage of on ground works. The application process needs a serious overhaul, and some level of commitment to continued funding is essential.

· River Management in North East Victoria was one of the most positive environmental steps of the late eighties and early nineties. Unfortunately now, State funding for actual works is continually cut back virtually to maintenance only levels. This needs to be addressed urgently, if any of the levels of Government have a genuine commitment to issues such as erosion, water quality and biodiversity as they claim.

· This Group has completed almost $1 million worth of works associated with erosion control. As particularly Barwidgee Creek has been identified as one of the major contributors to stream sediment in the Ovens River, our activities are having a major impact on improving water quality downstream. Extensive areas of streams and feeder gullies have been fenced and revegetated as part of this process, including the planting of over 300,000 trees. However, a number of issues remain. There is no certain commitment to continue funding these types of works. The beneficiaries of the improved downstream water quality do not contribute directly to the cost of these works at the moment, perhaps there is scope to tie the mutual benefit issues together in a financial way. While we have achieved some fantastic results in areas where there are committed landholders, other parts of the district remain unattended to, with no strategy currently available to increase the level of landholder involvement. Some greater financial incentive may provide the impetus to extend these types of works.

These points reflect just some of the concerns of Group members, as water issues invariably induce significant discussion on a large range of associated subjects. I have tried to summarise most of the Group’s discussion points, however, I am sure that members would appreciate the opportunity to expand on these matters if a sitting of the Committee was to be held in the region.

