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17 September 2003
The Secretary 

Senate Rural and Regional Affairs Committee

Room SG.62

Parliament House 

Canberra ACT 2600

Re : Senate Committee Inquiry into Rural Water Resource Usage

On behalf of the Riverina Regional Organisation of Councils, I wish to make the following statements in response to the Terms of Reference for the Rural Water Resource Usage Inquiry being conducted by the Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Reference Committee.   

The Riverina Regional Organisation of Councils (RIVROC) is a consortium of seven councils in the Western Riverina of NSW.  Through RIVROC, the councils of Griffith, Leeton, Hay, Carrathool, Murrumbidgee, Narrandera and Jerilderie are working together to improve their efficiency and effectiveness, increase access to services and to enhance the economic growth and community development of the Western Riverina region of New South Wales. 

1) Current rural industry based water resource usage

The Western Riverina region, Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area and Coleambally Irrigation Area of South Western NSW, are renowned for its viable export industry in agriculture and value added wine and food manufacturing.  The Murrumbidgee River runs east from the Kosikco National Park along a flat delta valley, to Robinvale where it meets the Murray River.  

The success and prosperity of this region is irrigation.  The infrastructure of the irrigation areas have been developed by successive NSW governments over the past 50 years.  The Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area contributes approximately $1.3 billion to the national economy through exports.

Wine exports are currently growing across the board at 11% per annum and horticulture at 8%, illustrating the capacity for the economy to remain strong and diverse.  The Rice industry in the Western Riverina contributes $200 million to the Australian economy through the export of value added high quality rice.  It is estimated the rice industry in this region contributes $4 billion annually to the local regions economy.  



As a service centre, Griffith City draws on a customer catchment of 60,000 people. Its current population growth rate is 1.9% per annum and it has averaged at 2.3% growth over the last five years. Griffith's current population is 23,805.  Estimates predict a growth figure of 41,558 in population for Griffith by 2015. Griffith is one of the few regional centres in Australia experiencing this level of population growth.  

RIVROC believes there is a need to ensure that water allocations in the Murrumbidgee Catchment represent an equitable balance between environmental requirements and the need to foster the economic development, sustainability and well-being of individuals and communities in the region.  

2) options for optimising water resource usage for sustainable agriculture 

The agricultural industry in the Western Riverina has developed innovative research and implementation of efficient water use, both on farm water efficiencies and in the delivery of water to the farm gate.  Initiatives such as Hort Vision 2020, MIA Water Wise, MIA & CIA Land and Water Management Plans, the Pratt Water Project and contributions by the rice industry to develop new strains of cold tolerant rice varieties which use less water with great crop yeild, demonstrate the region’s conscious and active effort to improve farm operations and create a sustainable agricultural region for southern NSW. 

Environmental Flows

There needs to be a clear understanding of what environmental flows are trying to achieve (specific targets determined and publicised) and the results achieved need to be subject to a credible and defensible audit system. 
RIVROC requests that: 

· Environmental flows need to be clearly defined and determined on a scientific basis, outlining what is to be achieved before any changes to existing environmental flows are made. 

· Environmental flows must have clearly defined objectives, performance indicators and benchmarks.  These flows must be measured against the nominated objectives and benchmarks, and the results of the audit publicised.

· Results and outcomes need to give quantifiable environmental benefits with the findings and independent analysis made public.

· The Government must give a commitment to revisit and revise environmental flows based on performance against documented objectives.

Water Trading 

The permanent transfer of water out of a valley has the capacity to destroy essential economies of scale and threaten the ongoing viability of irrigation schemes. RIVROC is opposed to any permanent transfers of water out of a valley.

Additionally RIVROC is opposed to temporary water transfers where there is no physical connection between the two water systems concerned. There needs to be some nexus between the land’s location and its ability to utilise the water, for example physical transfers between the Regulated Gwydir River and the Regulated Murrumbidgee River Systems.
RIVROC is opposed to temporary water licence transfers out of the valley system when there is no physical means to move water.

The Government needs to discourage speculative water market trading by monopoly or multinational players who have no ties to land.

Devaluation of land 

Land is valued on the current water entitlement and production capacity. A decrease in land productivity due to a decrease in water entitlements will decrease the land value and thus decrease council’s ratings base and the asset of the landholder.

Farmers and financiers have traditionally aggregated the value of land and water. There is concern that water reforms could result in farmers being regarded as having less security and collateral in their property.

Impact on Local Government Rating

Very little consideration has been given to the impact that the separation of land ownership from water entitlements and the trading of water will have on the rating base of councils in which irrigation farming is a predominant industry. 

There is a need for land and water valuations to continue to be included in the land valuation used for Local Government rating purposes.

The urban communities were built on and rely on the success of irrigation farming.  The permanent trading of water leading to a decrease in farming productivity has a flow on effect to these rural communities.  The end result will be that centres such as Leeton and Griffith, which are amongst the State's success stories, will join the spiral of economic decline of other country towns. 

Water Property Rights

There is a pressing need for Commonwealth and State governments in consultation with irrigators to determine and define water property rights.   The NSW Water Sharing Plan for the Murrumbidgee Regulated River System does nothing to improve the situation regarding a secure right to water for irrigators nor a specific access to compensation at the conclusion of the plan’s ten-year term. This creates uncertainty in investment and the future of  communities is uncertain. The lack of a water property right, acts as a massive disincentive to invest in the infrastructure and improve on-farm irrigation management practices essential to ensuring a viable and sustainable irrigation farming industry. 

The NSW Water Sharing Act 2001 fails to define the process to be employed in the rollover from one plan to the next.

Compensation is important but not as important as water.  Any proposal that retains the existing access to water is to be favoured, over one providing compensation for loss of water.

RIVROC has deep concerns that there will be an opportunity at the end of the term of the NSW Water Sharing Plan for water entitlements to be lost without any compensation payable. RIVROC supports water rights being in perpetuity.  The end of one term should provide the opportunity for fine tuning.  No stakeholder should operate under the insecurity of a loss of access to water without compensation.
RIVROC requests that: 

· Access to water be granted in perpetuity 

· Further definition and clearer explanation is required with regard to compensation and water property rights.

· Compensation for irrigators and other licence holders at the conclusion of the ten year term of a plan to provided continuity. 

· Provision for one plan to rollover into the next to provide irrigators with the certainty and security they require to invest in their industry.

· Governments must engage key stakeholders, make joint decisions, create a vision and follow through with commitment and courage. 

3) other matters of relevance for consideration by the committee 

Living Murray 
The Living Murray is a document and process which is currently being undertaken by the Murray Darling Basin Commission. The Living Murray Report has developed a vision for a healthy working Murray Darling Basin. However the consultation to date has been poor and “the vision” some say, is unrealistic.  The Living Murray plan is predicated on a premise that the more water that is channelled down the Murray river, the more the environment will benefit. This is yet to be scientifically proven.
· There is a strong case for an increase in off route storages built along the Murrumbidgee and Murray Rivers to allow for better river management and controlled flooding of wetlands targeted in the right season.  

Fish kills due to flooding of wetland areas and the flow back of strong tannin black water gave strong evidence of fish kills in the Hay region in 2001. 

RIVROC is disappointed that the extensive bank of local knowledge on the fish and aquatic ecology of the river has not been utilised. The detrimental effect of the presence of European Carp in the river system is unknown.  Further scientific investigation needs to be carried out on the effect of European Carp and its impact on the ecology of the river.
There is no indication that consideration has ever been given to the significant role that irrigated paddocks play as breeding sites and feeding grounds for wildlife.



Lack of community consultation

The socioeconomic impacts of the Living Murray plan have been largely ignored, with a very definite bias being given to environmental concerns.  Recent socioeconomic consultations conducted in the Murrumbidgee River region highlighted the lack of depth and inadequate community consultation processes being undertaken.   Hassell and Associates investigations into the socio-economic impacts on communities in the Murrumbidgee Valley, modelling against the Living Murray environmental flow options, were a token effort.    

Socio economic impacts 

The NSW Water Management Act and The Living Murray Report gives a priority to water sharing, firstly to protect the water source and its dependent ecosystems. The residents of the region are conscious of the value of such a sentiment. Their livelihood depends on it. Having said that, the question must be asked as to what importance is to be placed on the social and economic well being of the people of the region.

The Coleambally region presents itself as an ideal model to accommodate further research into the socioeconomic impacts. The township of Coleambally and the Coleambally Irrigation Area were established in relatively recent times as an initiative of the NSW State Government. The whole viability and future of the residents are under threat if they cannot be assured of an adequate and affordable water supply.

Due consideration needs to be given to the impact that the demise of each and every individual irrigator has on the economies of scale necessary to make a particular irrigation area viable.

It would be illogical to consider irrigation farmers in isolation from other residents and communities. The two are intrinsically entwined. The communities of the Western Riverina have been established on irrigated agriculture and continue to depend on it for their survival.

The level of farm gate assessment, that has been carried out, calculate on too many assumptions related to perfect scenarios and does not gauge the full impacts and the flow on effects to the entire community.  Compensation for an individual farmer is not compensation for the local community or the wider region.  The long term viability of communities is at stake if full socio economic impacts are not addressed and monitored over time.  

RIVROC requests that: 

· A comprehensive and accurate examination of the social and economic impacts and the overall water reform processes on individuals and regional communities before any increase in environmental flows are granted.  Social and economic studies need to be all encompassing, transparent and open to public scrutiny.  

· The Government must provide a commitment to on-going monitoring and forecasting of the economic and social consequences of the water sharing plan, the Water Management Act, The Living Murray, the COAG Agreement and other relevant and related regulations on regional and rural communities.

· Communities who lose fundamental services because of population decline, social and economic decline as a direct result of water reforms must receive adequate and appropriate compensation.

NSW Interpretation of COAG

Experience has shown that the COAG agreements on water resource management can be interpreted in a number of different ways to suit a particular State agenda. There needs to be consistency in interpretation and clear directions from COAG to the States in relation to fair and equitable water reform processes. 

There is a need for a closer look at the NSW Water Sharing Act 2001, agreements, regulations and legislation.  There is the potential for the viability of NSW communities and regional development to be jeopardised by legislators that did not fully foresee the ramifications of their actions.  

In Conclusion 
RIVROC challenges the Senate Committee to consider the following issues of importance;
· That changes to current water resource management and reductions in irrigation water allocations will impact on the economic prosperity of the region and effect Australia’s ability to maintain it’s current level of agricultural based exports. 

· RIVROC recognises the importance of environmental sustainability.    However environmental flows and scientific evidence supporting them, need to be transparent, given defined objectives, performance indicators, benchmarks and demonstrated outcomes, before additional water is transferred from current irrigation allocations.  

· RIVROC has real concerns with the merit of the processes and claims being espoused in the Living Murray Report, which is currently being undertaken by the Murray Darling Basin Commission.  Holistic, genuine and active consultation is needed by Governments to engage and participate with all communities and key irrigation industry stakeholders in determining policy and legislation in respect to water use in Australia.  To date this has not happened in respect to The Living Murray consultation process.  
· The water resource debate is being discussed at all levels of Government.  The Council of Australian Governments (COAG), Wentworth Group Reports, Living Murray, NSW Water Sharing Plans, Catchment Management Plans, Land and Water Management Plans, the Pratt Water Project and on-farm water efficiency programs all running in tandem with differing strategies. The agenda is becoming too clouded and complex.  A common vision and strategy for irrigation in Australia is urgently required.  Without it drop by drop of water will disappear and the founding base of our economic prosperity will dissolve. 
RIVROC would like to thank the Senate Rural and Regional Affairs Committee for the opportunity to make this submission on the Inquiry into Rural Water Use.  

Yours sincerely 
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Mike Neville 

Chairman 
Member Councils

Carrathool, Griffith, Hay, Jerilderie, Leeton, Murrumbidgee and Narrandera
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