SUBMISSION SUMMARY
· 38% of water in the Murray Darling Basin is provided from North East Victoria west of Warby Ranges and south of Murray River.

· Water from the described area supports secondary industry and urban growth as well as sustainable agriculture with much of both being value added.

· Availability of water for upper catchment users is being eroded in spite of economic and environmental benefits.

· There exists tolerated inequities on water use in the “capped” Murray Darling Basin owing to lack of standardisation in State legislation and policing.

· The Victorian Farm Dams Bill has demonstrated inequity and subsequent divisiveness by disadvantaging upper catchment populations.

· Environmental Flows in upper catchments become commercial water in gravity irrigation areas.

· Commonwealth should address water management by standardising State benefits and appointment of National Ombudsman to oversee equity in water policy.
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SUBMISSION

TO:  THE SENATE RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS & TRANSPORT REFERENCES COMMITTEE

Subject:
Inquiry into Water Resources Usage

This submission is being presented as an individual paper from a contributor employed as a Landcare Coordinator by five landcare groups on separate contracts in North East Victoria who is a resident of a major regional centre in that area.

The submission does not necessarily reflect the views of landcare group members or any organisations based in local regional centres.

Introduction

The area of North East Victoria is currently suffering the impact of a major drought and in many districts the aftermath of the most devastating fires for more than sixty years, possibly in recorded history.
These events have ironically coincided with the submission period for the Senate Inquiry into Water Resource Usage and have added further to the relevance of the inquiry.

The area with a demographic focus on Wangaratta provides a significant contribution to the diversity and economic value of the nation’s agricultural and tourism sectors as well as supporting a sound secondary industry base with a major emphasis on textiles.

1.  Current Rural Industry Based Water Resource Usage

The valleys of the King River, Fifteen Mile and Boosey Creeks support a broad and diverse range of water dependent agricultural, horticultural and viticultural industry, including dairying, tobacco, hops, stone fruits, pomme fruits, peppermint, berries and grapes, as well as dryland beef, prime lamb, fine wool, cereal growing, pulse and broadleaf crops, lucerne and commercial clover.

Much of the rural land which is currently utilised for dryland pursuits has demonstrated a capacity of suitability for irrigation development (Water for Growth Soil Survey – Sinclair, Knight & Mertz, 2001) if in fact water is available, thus bringing further economic, employment and community development to the area, with the potential for increased value adding secondary industry.
2.  Options for Optimising Water Resource Usage for Sustainable Agriculture

There are two major water storages influencing water use/management in the areas described – Lake Mokoan, which provides water for irrigation and stock and domestic use to the Upper Boosey Creek, and Lake William Hovell, which provides irrigation water to the King River.

The above referred to “Water for Growth” survey (S,K&M 2001) was conducted on land in close proximity to Lake Mokoan and identified the potential of developing a significantly enhanced irrigation based agricultural enterprise which is only possible if, in fact, Lake Mokoan, which is currently under threat of decommission, is maintained in its current capacity.

Irrigation restrictions on the King River at the time of writing and severe restrictions on water use/availability in the City of Wangaratta clearly indicate the inadequacy of current water storage resources in the immediate geographic area, which can only reflect a deficiency in planning and management strategies as they obviously do not reflect seasonal fluctuations.

This deficiency of water availability naturally impedes not only current water resource usage but any further economic development and population growth for the area.

To address the above deficiencies it is imperative that Lake Mokoan be maintained and the resource it provides utilised with an emphasis on local development of sustainable agricultural enterprises.

It is further imperative that the Lake William Hovell storage, which was completed to only the first stage of a long term plan, be enlarged to address the demands of sustainable agriculture, urban population growth, and to accommodate value adding secondary industry attracted to the area.

It is also recommended that surveys be commissioned to further survey the viability of placing storages on tributary streams such as the Fifteen Mile, Boggy, Boosey, Black Range and Reids Creeks to address the enterprise changes in agriculture of the area and to allow for secondary industry and urban population growth.

3.  Other Matters of Relevance…

… that the Committee may wish to inquire into/comment on that may arise during the course of the inquiry, including the findings and recommendations from other inquiries relevant to any of the issues in these terms of reference
The North East of Victoria west of the Warby Ranges and south of the Murray River has been defined by the North East Catchment Management Authority as the provider of 38% of water within the Murray Darling Basin (NECMA Regional Catchment Strategy) and the Goulburn River catchment is the largest catchment in Victoria.

The King River and Fifteen Mile Creek catchments are within the North East and the Boosey Creek is in the Goulburn catchment.  The long-standing developed gravity irrigation systems of the mid-Murray and Goulburn Valleys utilise 95% of the water delivered from the defined areas of the North East and Upper Goulburn which is seen by high catchment farmers as inequitable and unsustainable if there is to be economic development of agriculture and urban population in the higher rainfall areas.

The benefits of natural high rainfall, suitability of soils, temperature and climatic factors and efficiency of water delivery to crops and towns without significant translocation loss and further environmental degradation favour strongly an expanded use of the water resource in the area where it occurs naturally, however this process is currently inhibited by the water trading processes available through Goulburn Murray Water where a landholder from the upper catchments must purchase water that falls naturally on their property from a licensed allocation downstream in a distant area where there has already occurred substantial loss of volume in the delivery process.

The clearing and development of agriculture in the upper catchments of the North East and Upper Goulburn have meant an increase in runoff water entering streams increasing the amount available for sale to downstream gravity irrigators but is unavailable to increase the value of production to landholders where it falls, while causing an unnaturally high volume and an additional sediment load leaving the upper catchment and polluting the streams it enters.
The vast differences between State legislations pertaining to Murray Darling Basin water usage together with the Victorian Farm Dams Bill impact heavily and negatively on potential development of sustainable agricultural enterprises in the upper catchments of North East Victoria.  The cap on water use imposed by the Murray Darling Basin Commission appears to be ignored in New South Wales and Queensland while strictly imposed in Victoria.

New South Wales landholders are allowed to harvest 10% of water falling on their property as a private right while the Victorian Farm Dams legislation removes all private rights from Victorian landholders and in spite of comments from Prime Minister John Howard, Deputy Prime Minister John Anderson and Minister for Agriculture Warren Truss that the removal of rights to water would be compensated, no compensation is forthcoming under the Victorian Farm Dams Bill.

The above information affords this writer the belief that the Commonwealth is required to instigate legislation that will standardise state water use in the Murray Darling Basin and appoint a National Ombudsman to oversee this requirement and/or a Federal department specifically administering water use, management and allocation across the nation.

The term “environmental flows” is often used in relation to stream management and is subjected to a wide and diverse degree of interpretation, however the most succinct definition (verbal) this writer has been able to grasp is “minimum flow required to provide habitat for native fish” which suggests a variation depending on species and a non-reference where introduced trout are the dominant population at the top of the food chain.

It would appear that streams in the upper catchments that are restricted for storing and harvesting water for development of sustainable agriculture on the basis of providing “environmental flows” are in fact providing flows where the definition is changed downstream and the water to sustain the environment becomes a saleable asset for use in gravity irrigation areas.
A question may well be raised at the present moment as to whether there would exist any “environmental flows” if water collected in high catchment storages were not available for release into the river system.

Conclusion

It is hoped that this submission is presented with sufficient clarity to convey the writer’s thoughts to the Inquiry Committee.

It is further hoped that should the committee conduct forums in regional Australia that Wangaratta be seen as a priority centre to visit as it provides equal access to Upper Murray and Upper Goulburn contributors and can provide several venues suitable for any such forum.

Yours faithfully,

D.P.(Pat) Larkin

