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Dear Sir,

Inquiry into Rural Water Resource Usage

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission on the Inquiry into Rural Water Resource Usage.  The Murrumbidgee Private Irrigators Inc. is an organization that represents the interests of river pumpers who are not in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area or the Colleambally Irrigation Area.  The membership of our organization holds licenses for 30% of the volume of diversions along the river.

1 Coordinated approach to Water Policy

The water issue is a huge issue for a relatively “dry” country such as Australia.  The issue of water is complex and we believe needs to have a coordinated national approach taken.  I have highlighted the complex nature of water policy by showing in Appendix One the organizations that have some input into Water Policy in Australia.  It is mind boggling to say the least.  

One of the major problems is the difference between jurisdictions.  For example New South Wales and Victoria have both implemented the MDBC Cap on diversions but the Queensland Government has not.  Water can be taken from the rivers before they enter New South Wales thereby ensuring that NSW farmers do not have the same access to the water. South Australia is guaranteed their flow regardless yet the series of barrages and weirs has a detrimental effect on the flows and ultimately has caused problems at the mouth that are now being rectified with expensive civil works. If South Australia were to pay there fair share of the eastern states infrastructure for their needs then the debate would have some discipline.

To our mind, the debate on water management and policy needs to stop being duck-shoved between jurisdictions.  We need to embark on a whole of government (state/federal/local) process of establishing a new framework for planning and resource management decision making, including comprehensive engagement of stakeholders and the community.  As George Negus put it at a recent conference – “This is an issue of national importance which can’t be left to the whims of individual jurisdictions”. There needs to be a bottom up approach as self-interested bureaucrats, environmentalists, and scientists who driving the debate at the moment.

2
COAG

In 1994, COAG adopted a strategic framework for the reform of the Australian water industry.  The implementation of this framework and additions to the framework since 1994 was linked to the National Competition Payments paid in annual installments by the Commonwealth to the States (of which NSW received $1830).  These payments finish in 2005/06.    Briefly the COAG agreed to: The COAG agreed to:

· Take action to arrest natural resource decline, including allocating water to the environment

· Adopt pricing regimes based on consumption based pricing and the recovery of the full costs of providing water

· Implement clearly defined water property rights that are separate to land which

· Specify ownership, volume, reliability, transferability and if appropriate, quality.

· Develop trading systems so that water can be transferred from low to high value uses within the social, physical and ecological constraints of catchments.

· Develop decision making processes to ensure an integrated approach to natural resource management

· Commit to the principle of public consultation where new initiatives or changes were being contemplated

· Clearly separate the roles and responsibilities of the water resource manager and regulator to that of the bulk water service provider.
The irrigation industry has continually brought to the attention of the Commonwealth that it has not got value for money for implementation of the COAG agreement. The National Competition Council undertakes assessments of governments’ progress in implementing the reforms under the National Competition (and Related) Agreements, and makes recommendations to the Federal Treasurer regarding the competition payments. 

The National Competition Council has assessed the NSW Government in relation to water reforms and has found a number of instances where NSW is failing to adequately implement the nationally agreed framework. In June 2001, the Council assessed the NSW Government on its reform process, and found:

· NSW had not provided enough information to convince the NCC that they had met their obligations regarding property rights

· The New South Wales system of water property rights does not meet the requirements for this assessment. 

· There is a question about whether there is sufficient separation between State Water and the Department of Land and Water Conservation.

· Identified questions concerning some aspects of water allocations, water property rights and trading.

If the Federal Government continues to ignore the National Competition Council then the question needs to be asked why have it at all?

The issue of property rights is a huge issue.  As it presently stands the State Government is able to take water off a farmer and no compensation is payable.  This happened in the recent round of Water Sharing Plans where in the Murrumbidgee on average 4% of water was lost to consumptive agriculture.  As yet we have not seen this issue dealt with adequately by the state or federal government.  A farmer in New South Wales can now face up to 300 pieces of state and commonwealth legislation relating to the environment, which can impact on his or her rights to farm and earn a living and very little corresponding respect for their social and economic rights.  There has got to be a better framework with security for farmers because without security, you will not have progressive farmers making a long-term investment in good practices into the future.  

Landholders acknowledge that they have a responsibility to manage land and water resources in a way that is sustainable. Sustainability is embedded in the culture of Australian agriculture, with family farms being owned, managed and passed on by many generations. Local communities and agricultural industries that rely on water have made significant investment and implemented a range of initiatives to improve the sustainability of growers. Landholders need assurance that the security of their assets will not be eroded by arbitrary government decisions, enabling them to effectively manage their business and continue to invest in on farm environmental improvement. Small business and companies that rely on viable irrigated agriculture (such as supply and processing industries) also need certainty of their investment to provide for employment in rural cities and towns. COAG agreed that the water reform process must be underpinned by the implementation of well-defined property rights to water and that there must be a consistent approach across the States and Territories. They also agreed about the need for assistance to landholders in managing any necessary transition process.

We believe that the COAG process should be used to develop national principles to define the resource access rights and responsibilities of landholders.  There also needs to be implementation of a robust system of decision making that commits governments to exploring innovative solutions to resource management issues before impinging on the access rights of water users (with just terms compensation). This means that the security of access rights in NSW needs to be enhanced so that any reductions in the strength of an access right is accompanied by just terms compensation. State and Federal governments would then need to commit the necessary additional funding to current structural adjustment programs for groundwater systems to ensure that the real losses suffered (in reaching the necessary sustainable environmental levels) are reflected in the amount of assistance provided to impacted irrigators and the community.
3 Scientific Data

We continue to be dismayed at the lack of rigorous scientific data which continues to be used as a basis for much of the decision making concerning river health.  Much of the rhetoric is predicated on the river being in poor health, yet this is simply not the case in the Murrumbidgee.  Government departments such as NSW Fisheries have undertaken studies that indicate the lack of native fish in the river.  However local fishermen can go and fish on the same river and catch a plethora of native fish.  How can this be?  

The other area of concern is that the solution for every problem in the river is to give more water to the environment.  There is no international research which would share this view.  Successive governments seem to believe that this is the only option available.  There has been no discussion or effort on better management of available environmental water.  Such things as redesign of weirs with fish ladders, removal of unnecessary weirs (including those in South Australia along the Murray) and better timing of flows should be the priority and not simply the crude option of simply taking more water for the environment.

4 Regional Development

Successive governments talk about the need to have regional Australia productive.  We hear of the drift to the coast, Sydney is bursting at the seams and cannot sustain the continued influx of people.  Local communities and agricultural industries that rely on water have made significant investment and implemented a range of initiatives to improve the sustainability of growers.  Landholders need assurance that the security of their assets will not be eroded by arbitrary government decisions, enabling them to effectively manager their business and continue to invest in on farm environmental improvement.  Small business and companies that rely on variable irrigated agriculture (such as supply and processing industries) also need certainty of their investment to provide for employment in rural cities and towns.

Meaningful community involvement in making decisions about how we manage our natural resources can be significantly improved.  Often committee established by government in the guise of community consultation are not empowered to make real decisions and their recommendations continue to override their recommendations.  Community involvement in natural resource management decisions must be based around active participation and not just the provision of information and tokenistic consultation.  Isolating communities from decision-making about natural resources causes angst, breaks down the potential for constructive and cooperative solutions and destroys local ownership and trust.  This also leads to uncertainty and investors will not invest where there is this uncertainty.

5 Innovative Resource Management

We believe that for too long Governments have taken the intellectually easy approach to managing natural resources, that places the burden of responsibility on landholders through legislation and regulation. Experience has shown that this approach has not delivered against the desired environmental, social, economic and cultural aspirations of our community. Natural resource management is not about how much water we take off irrigators or how much land we “lock up”, it’s about setting shared community goals and managing change to reach those goals.

Governments and communities need to be innovative in their approach to managing resource management issues. Much could be done to improve river health, without further impinging on the viability of irrigation industries and local communities.

The community and governments must clearly identify environmental outcomes, implement a rigorous process to determine the costs and benefits of different solutions for achieving those outcomes and base any decisions on sound scientific, social and economic information.

An important part of this assessment process is addressing the impacts of required changes on different sectors of the community - how any impacts can be mitigated and minimised and how the cost of necessary adjustment can be equitably shared.

We believe that rigorous cost/benefits analysis (public benefits test type approach) that provides an assessment of the full economic, social and administrative costs of all resource management proposals.  The impacts of any required change on individuals and their communities need to be assessed to ensure that these impacts are mitigated and minimised, and the cost of adjustment equitably shared.  In the first instance innovative investment solutions for improving river health that include:

· Improving the management of existing environmental flows to better achieve desired outcomes

· Improving the efficiency of our delivery systems with savings dedicated to improved environmental management

· Investing in improvements to riverine habitats to improve fish passage and water quality, including water temperature.

should be considered first (and in fact should be mandatory).  The Water Management Act should be amended to make it a statutory requirement for the Minister to explore alternative means of sourcing water for environmental outcomes before compulsorily reducing the entitlements and allocations of irrigators (with just terms compensation).   Also we would support the government investing in on-farm solutions for efficiency.  The use of centre pivots, drip irrigation and the like will reduce water usage and the government should perhaps assist farmers in purchasing new technology to meet its ends rather than take water off irrigator entitlements.

We are also aware that the Federal Government is investing in a pilot study for water efficiency with the Pratt Water Group.  We applaud this project, as we believe it could deliver real benefits to Australia’s farmers and regional communities.  We are looking forward to participating in this project.  

6 Summary

In summary we would like to thank the Committee for taking time to consider our submission and wish to stress the following points.

· There needs to be national co-ordinated approach to water policy.  We need to embark on a whole of government (state/federal/local) process of establishing a new framework for planning and resource management decision making, including comprehensive engagement of stakeholders and the community.

· The state of NSW has been assessed by the National Competition Council as failing to adequately implement the nationally agreed framework with regard to water reforms.  We are especially concerned that the NSW system of water property rights does not meet the requirements.  The COAG process should be used to develop national principles to define the resource access rights and responsibilities of landholders.

· There needs to be implementation of a robust system of decision making that commits governments to exploring innovative solutions to resource management issues before impinging on the access rights of water users (with just terms compensation).

· In the first instance innovative investment solutions for improving river health that include improving the management of existing environmental flows to better achieve desired outcomes.  The Water Management Act should be amended to make it a statutory requirement for the Minister to explore alternative means of sourcing water for environmental outcomes before compulsorily reducing the entitlements and allocations of irrigators.

· There needs to be rigorous scientific data used when making decisions on the health or otherwise of the river.  There is no scientific basis for concluding that more water for the environment will solve the reported health of the river.  More effort needs to be put into managing the existing environmental and surplus water.

· Local communities rely on irrigated agriculture and for farmers and businesses to continue to invest they require certainty of access to the water resource.

· The Federal Government should assist farmers in investing in water efficient technologies such as centre pivots and drip irrigation.

· Funding for projects such as the Pratt Water Project should continue.

We would be pleased to speak on behalf of our submission.

Yours sincerely

Lee A. Furness
Executive Officer.
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