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Dear Sir/Madam, 

Inquiry into Rural Water Resource Usage 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the above inquiry on behalf of Wimmera Mallee Water (WMW).  

WMW is a rural water authority based in north-west Victoria servicing approximately 25% of the State.  Its services and responsibilities are shown in Attachment 1.  

The authority is unusual in that its prime services are once/year stock and domestic water supplies to farm and town dams over an area covering 12% of Victoria.  Irrigation is only a minor part of WMW’s business. 

WMW comments in this submission will be made in relation to three specific areas where federal involvement is seen appropriate; ie:-  

· Water saving programs. 

· Water supply and social equity issues. 

· Commonwealth Government leadership on projects of national significance.  

Water Saving Programs 

It is clear that most Australian communities will have to use water more efficiently if future generations and natural environments are to have sufficient future water.  

WMW is believed to be Australia’s leading water authority in terms of water efficiency improvement programs and returning water to natural waterways. 

The Northern Mallee Pipeline Project (NMPP) is a major water saving project whereby WMW has replaced open channels across 650,000 hectares (ha) of the Northern Mallee with a piped supply from the River Murray.  This has resulted in water savings of 50,000 megalitres per year (ML/yr), of which some 35,000 ML/yr has been made available as environmental flows for the Wimmera and Glenelg Rivers.  See Attachments 2 and 3.  

This $50 million program started in 1992 was completed in August 2002 on budget and on time.  It was strongly supported by the Federal Government through provision of 37% of the total funding; (37% also came from the State and 26% from the local community).  

The funding contributions from Governments were essentially for environmental flow water plus a contribution towards improving the unsatisfactory security of supply for the total water system.  The total resultant project benefits are much more extensive, and include:-   

· Environmental improvements – improved streamflows, reduced salinity, less pest plants and animals, improved aquatic environments. 

· On-farm benefits – increased production, better drought protection, more usable land, and income diversification opportunities.  

· Social benefits – improved security of supply, better water quality, and improved community facilities.  

· Regional economic benefits – water for new businesses, increased tourism.  

NMPP illustrates the wide-ranging regional benefits which can be achieved by Federal partnerships with State Governments and local communities on basic water infrastructure.  It also demonstrates that certainly in arid regions, water infrastructure is as essential as transport infrastructure and provides vital development, social and environmental benefits to very large areas.  

The Wimmera-Mallee community has decided to build on the proven outcomes of NMPP and in 2001 finalised a comprehensive strategy to pipe the remainder of the open channel system on virtually a 50/50 funding partnership between the community and government.  This $300 million Wimmera-Mallee piping proposal is described in Attachment 4.  

When completed in 10 years, the Wimmera-Mallee Piping Project plus the already completed NMPP, will result in only 15% of the former water releases to the open channel system in 1990 being released to the fully piped system; that is, 85% of former releases will be saved.  These total water savings of 150,000 megalitres per year are huge, being equivalent to a line of Olympic swimming pools from Darwin to Melbourne and then onto Townsville each year, for environmental flow or other uses.  

The Commonwealth Government has shown initial support for the Wimmera-Mallee piping proposal by providing $7.5 million of funds for two relatively small piping areas within the project area and for a 50% share of the detailed design phase.  Matching funding has been provided by the Victorian Government, and it is understood the Commonwealth contribution was in the form of NHT funds which had been previously defined for Victorian projects.  

Social Equity Issues and Water 
Many rural communities are very dependent on managed water supplies to sustain reasonable social conditions as well as rural economic businesses.  In the case of the Wimmera-Mallee region, secure/quality water supplies are fundamental to the future to communities in an area which on average has:-

· Rainfall of about 400 mm per year.  

· Less than 10 mm per year of surface run-off; (Victoria’s Dividing Range has up to 1,000 mm per year runoff).  

· Gross evaporation rates of about 1,600 mm/year.  

Nevertheless, the region remains one of Australia’s most important cereal and stock production areas in terms of national needs and international exports, and has an impressive record for environmental management initiatives; (eg Wimmera was the birthplace for the Landcare movement).  

The Wimmera-Mallee community see the Wimmera Mallee Pipeline Project as vital to their future standard of living and the provision of employment and jobs to keep their children and population in the region.  These benefits along with the other proven water saving benefits are keys as to why the community is prepared to meet 50% of the project cost and maintain/replace the pipe system in perpetuity.  In other words no further funding injection is required from governments other than the initial capital contribution over 10 years.  

Projects of National Significance 

There is also no doubt that the Wimmera Mallee Pipeline Project would be a national icon project to encourage similar major water saving improvements elsewhere in Australia.  

Very few projects if any, can boast such community support and a proven track record of success in terms of demonstrated technology and real water savings being achieved without community upheaval.  

The Victorian Government has already committed its $77.5 million share of the project funding, subject only to the outcomes of the detailed design phase which is currently in train.  

Where else in Australia can a water conservation project claim such commitment from a State Government and a local community?  

Clearly there is a great opportunity for the Commonwealth Government to show its leadership and support for such a vital initiative by agreeing to allocate some $70 million over 10 years from 2004/05, to match the State and local funding commitments.  This would mean the Commonwealth Government would be meeting only 25% of the project costs.  

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment.  

Yours sincerely, 
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JOHN D KONINGS 

General Manager 
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