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�
Introduction


SRIDC welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Reference Committee’s Inquiry into Water Resource Usage. Given the current debate over the nation’s water resources, this inquiry is both timely and welcome. 





SRIDC will make brief comments on water use but more importantly address the issues of some of the wrong assumptions and comments relating to water use and other aspects of irrigation.





Background


SRIDC is an irrigation lobby organisation located in the Southern Riverina area of NSW. SRIDC has been operating since the 1960’s, originally established to represent irrigators within the Government Irrigation Areas and Districts’. These were privatised as Murray Irrigation Limited in 1995 and SRIDC now represents the interests of the 2500 irrigators (comprising 1600 family irrigation farm businesses) within Murray Irrigation at all jurisdictional levels.  





SRIDC is an umbrella organisation with delegates from the Berriquin Irrigators Central Council, Denimein Landholders Association, Wakool Landholders Association and Deniboota Landholders Association. Each of these associations represents the irrigators within Murray Irrigation Limited. Together SRIDC’s irrigator members farm over 800,000 hectares of land (22% of the Murray catchment) and as shareholders in Murray Irrigation control a bulk water entitlement of 1.5 million megalitres – 68% of NSW Murray entitlement and 75% of the NSW Murray general security licensed entitlement. 





Current Rural Industry Based Water Resource Usage


There has been a lot of comment over the last few years about the rural industry’s water resource use. Governments, politicians, environmentalists, dryland farmers and even irrigators have participated in much of the comment about this important issue. Whilst there can be no dispute that irrigators use a substantial amount of the water extracted for consumption, in most or all cases rural communities, recreational industries, tourism and the economic prosperity of rural communities, states and the Australian economy have also benefited. 





What does concern irrigators, are the statements made relating to this use, which overstate or grossly exacerbate the situation, such as the Murray River is degraded because 80% of the water is extracted for irrigation. 





SRIDC would like to state some facts relating to this use in the Murray-Darling Basin that puts this issue into perspective:





Average irrigation extraction 12051 GL


Mean average basin run off 23850 GL


Mean basin outflow (natural conditions) 13950 GL or 58% of runoff


Mean basin outflow (now)� 5750 GL or 41% of natural outflow


Natural ANF: runoff 58.5%


Current ANF: runoff 24.1% (or a decrease of 34.4%)


Average irrigation use: runoff 50.5%





The figures portrayed by many individuals and organisations assume that all the water that isn’t included in end of system flows is extraction. In fact, there is extraction, delivery and evaporation losses, storage losses, floodplain losses in flood events etc. As an example, the recent Cap Audit Report states that Murray Darling Basin storage evaporation losses� for 2000/01 were 1385 GL. This is nearly 6% of storage volume or 12 % of total diversions. 





In reality, irrigators use 79% of the consumptive use of water, which is entirely different from the situation portrayed by groups such as the Wentworth Group�. In fact, the recently released Cap Audit Report states that irrigators only used 73% of the water they were allocated for use�. This in itself indicates the historically conservative nature of irrigation use.





Other Relevant Matters


At the outset, SRIDC would like to express ours concerns that the Senate Committee has already held a hearing with one candidate, ie Professor Peter Cullen, before the opportunity to make submissions had concluded. It could be said that this pre-empts any submission made by other individuals or organisations and the same opportunity has been denied to any other individual or organisation. 





Nevertheless, SRIDC would like to support some of the comments made by Professor Cullen, namely that the big issue is one of how to fund the return of water to the environment, how to ensure the ownership of the process by rural communities and that the funds currently available for the environment (ie NAP 2, NAP etc) are being tied up in government departments in securing their jobs rather than getting to the source of the problem and resulting in on-the-ground improvements (eg 20% of the Murray Catchment Management Board’s Blueprint budget is taken up in “capacity building” which is essentially taking previously funded DLWC positions to being funded by the plan).





There are a number of views in the public arena that require an alternative view:





The current over allocation is not just a result of government policies of the 1950 and 1960’s. It is a current problem. Licences have and continue to be issued, particularly relating to groundwater and un-regulated systems. A licence issued in the Lower Murray Groundwater Aquifer in 1996 and fully developed immediately will be impacted by $3.46 M in 2003 (or $3,300/ML). This includes any proposals for structural adjustment currently being developed by the NSW Government in accordance with the Namoi model. 





Clawing back water allocations at say 1% per year for ten years is contrary to any reasonable notion of a property right and will severely impact on farm businesses, their communities and the Australian economy. It must be noted that the most profitable agricultural sector is the irrigation sector, accounting for almost 50% of the net farm returns from 1% of the arable land or 0.5% of the land mass�. To effectively cut this production back without commensurate compensation to pre-change viability is to reduce farmers and their communities to the least profitable farming methods. This will not result in significant environmental gains as many of these farmers strive to operate in unlevel playing fields in the global economy, declining terms of trade and battling the elements of Australia’s weather extremes.





Farmers do not want compensation for annual allocations. Irrigators understand that they have a share of the resource and that from year to year, they will receive a percentage of that share of the resource depending on available resources. This is not new. However, irrigators do expect that where government decisions impact on the yield and security of their licence, then appropriate compensation applies. Irrigators want their licences respected regardless of whether they are annual, in perpetuity or supplementary. Compensation is required to allow farm businesses to continue and to ensure that bank lending arrangements, farm viability and profitability are not threatened. 





Governments cannot use the notion that the value of water will increase and therefore this dissolves governments of their responsibility to compensate irrigators. In lieu, irrigators will be forced to reduce production, and even with an increased asset value many farm businesses will barely hold onto current lending arrangements because of the impact of reduced farm income and reduce equity as a result of the stripping of their asset base on which those loans are secured.





All Australians should bear the cost of water reforms, not just irrigators. This burden should not be on individual businesses or rural communities. 





Governments and stakeholders should jointly develop an innovative package to compensate irrigators for water required for the environment. Governments feel that they cannot foot the bill but expect individual businesses to do so. Therefore, the mechanism needs to be innovative and our leaders need to show vision to achieve the new regime of natural resource management.





Irrigators are NOT in the dark ages of irrigation technology. Australians are yet to recognise that our irrigation practices are among the world’s best management practices and our irrigators quickly adopt the latest technology upon it becoming available. Even environmental organisations are stating that it is better to buy Australian produce because at least we do know that these products are produced in environmentally sustainable ways when compared to say third world countries.





Some of the latest knowledge about the most effective methods of irrigation will not result in more water for the environment. For example, the latest irrigation regimes on almonds shows that past practices have not been efficient and also shows that the trees have not been sufficiently irrigated to ensure maximum production�.





 Irrigators are continuing to improve the efficiency of irrigation. For example, rice growers have improved water use efficiency by 60% (30% reduce water use and 30% increased yield) and a recently released a new rice variety aims to reduce existing water use by 1 ML/ha.





Some of the perceived efficient enterprises (ie horticultural crops on lighter soils) are using as much if not more water than those perceived to be inefficient (such as rice).





It is the perception of the method of irrigation that colours the opinion of many of our decision makers and the public. For example, many perceive that rice is ponded in deep pools of water for the entire year. This is not the case. Rice is sown into a few centimetres of water, with the level increasing to about 25-30 cms at panicle initiation (when the head is forming and emerging from the plant – around the half way mark in production). The reason is to insulate the crop from low nighttime water temperatures, which significantly affect the yield of the crop (ie those below 15(C). After the head has flowered, the water level can be reduced and many farmers manage the water to ensure that the plants use all the available water so that they can harvest crops on relatively dry soil. All this occurs in approximately five to six months. Another example is the flood irrigation of pasture for dairy farmers. Recently studies have shown that well set out and managed flooded irrigation practices are as water efficient as the latest centre pivot technology. This is because the latter incurs significant losses due to evaporation.  One can only look at the watering of our home gardens to see the analogy and the loss from sprinklers to flooding the hose on the lawn.





Some irrigation enterprises such as rice, result in significant increased yields in subsequent winter crops (eg wheat or barley) as there is more soil moisture available for production. In some cases, this benefit can be seen in the second winter season. Much of the information ignores this collective benefit to more that the initial crop that was irrigated. Therefore water use statistics should include the flow on effect to subsequent crops.





The premise behind the COAG principles of trading, particularly the expectation that water would trade to the highest value use, totally ignored irrigator behaviour and attitudes.  The major annual buyers of water are the perceived low value uses. 





Most concerning is that irrigators are expected to change current enterprises to the perceived high value uses. If one irrigator changed from rice production to say carrot production, carrots would no longer be high value, as the production from that one farm would far outweigh the demand for carrots in Australia. Likewise, if all one irrigation corporation was planted to red wines grapes; the entire wine industry would collapse from oversupply. Therefore, much of the desired outcomes of water trading by governments ignore the supply and demand cycles of agricultural production. 





It is assumed that the consumers will pay for all the costs of production, including externalities. This is misleading and ignores the buying power of the big supermarket chains. One only has to look at the impact of these buyers in action in the vegetable markets of the major capital cities to see that this premise is at odds with reality. If the supermarket chains can “screw” down the price of produce for one seller, then all the others will follow. This ultimately results in the full cost of reform being borne by the irrigator, not the consumer.





Many of the problems of our rivers are related to salinity. However, this is mainly caused by dryland salinity not irrigation salinity and yet irrigators continued to be blamed. The high capital value of irrigation areas allows remedial action for salinity problems within those areas.





Only a few remaining irrigators pour the effluent from farms back into river systems. In NSW, the majority of irrigation is within corporations. These companies have strict controls on any discharges and are very closely monitored by EPA for compliance. Any breaches would jeopardise their water licence.





Many irrigators are implementing on farm works, which result in best management practices through land and water management plans. In addition, this is and will continue to result in significant landscape and riverine health improvements.   





It is assumed that pasture production is one of the lowest returns of water use. However, one of the major high value enterprises at present is dairying – which is wholly based on pasture to feed the dairy cows.





Lining or piping water from dams to the point of use will not result in major environmental outcomes. There will be some areas where significant benefit will accrue, but the perception of large volumes of water from leaky channels is incorrect. Studies by ANCID have shown that in some instances, only 1% of the water loss factor comes from leaky channels. 





The existing water available can be better managed to achieve environmental outcomes. For example, if the delivery of water to irrigators is “pulsed”, there will be environmental benefit without the additional use of more water. 





Conclusion


The debate on water use, environmental allocations, compensation and property rights are increasing. There is arguably over allocation of the water resource and as a result some systems are stressed. However, it is wrong to step back and ask today’s irrigation sector to pay for the results of past decisions. Surely it is a matter for the whole Australian community.





Our leaders need to show vision and leadership if the issues are to be resolved satisfactorily. As a first step, there should be better management of existing water and investment in water efficiencies. Governments and stakeholders then should develop an innovative package of funding the claw back of water from willing irrigators. 





However, it is most important that adequate monitoring of outcomes is conducted to ensure that the outcomes sought are achieved. To do otherwise makes a mockery of the whole premise behind the call for water for the environment, especially when this comes at the significant cost of individual irrigation businesses and their rural communities.
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