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Oy 2 Feln ;rw 1999 (world Wetlands Day]. we stood together with Senator
Robert Hil fiten Federal Environment Minister], the Hon Parn Allen {then NSW
Ervironmsnt fviihis%ee?‘}, tne Hon Richard Amery {then NSW Mirister for Land
and Woter Corservation) and representatives of WWF Austrafia and the
Netional Parks Association, and signed a Memorandum of Understanding
(Mol for future cooperation with the management of our porfion of the
Lower Gwydlir Wetiand of international Importance. This was described by
many a5 a landmeork day. Private landholders seeking to have the special
wetand values of their properties preserved by having them recognised s
waticonds of Intermnational Importance. A showaase ofthe Ramsar
Convention's ‘wise use' principle; a win-win situction, globatly importar
wetiands being conservad in conjunclion with commercial catile grazing.

in the afterglow of that photo-opporiunity the reality wasn't quite whatl was
writter on poper ond it quickly emerged that despife the Mol, nothing much
woult! change, Water would continue to be dllocated or diverted up-siream,
iess cned tess making it to the Lower Gwydir, and the condifion of our now
Renrsor-istec wellond would conlinue 1o decline. With this lack of water on
the fioodplain, Lppia weed would progressively invade and out-compete the
naturat fodder uoon which the viability of our grazing operations depends.
The Mol coniained the words, "Both Governments remain committed o
mainiaining opprophate hydrological regimes in the Gingham and Lower
Gwydir Watercourses, parficularly the provision of adequate, ecologically
appropriaie environmental flows o fhe wetlands.”. These have provern so far
for ke Brofloss wiordds,

H ook naearly fnur veors before the governmenis that were so kean o sign The
Mol heard our cries for help, To his credit the NSW Environment Minister, Bob
Debus estabished the NSW Ramsar Managers Network, specifically o give us
land the oinar pré vote Bomsar ste managers in the state) the apportunity for
foce-to-foce contact with the relevant government officials, both federal
and state, so that our sife management needs could be addressed
expedifiously. The RMN had its first meeting in November 2003 and the list of
msues ond concems aired by the private Bamsar site managers of fhat




meeting fells aiot about government performance in supporting us up to that
point, This list of ‘grievances’ was ds follows:

¢ Norecognifion of Ramsar [sites] in Water Sharing Plans;

o [Cotchment] Blueprnts do not give priority to wetland actions;

+ Influence of imgation industry on water sharing decision makers [is 1oo
great];

s Lock of awareness and commitment at high Government level;
ook of staff caommitted to Ramsar at State and Commoenweaith levels;

. Poor communication- between and within Government agencies and
metwiaan Governmaent and landholders;

o Mismalch between commitment {legislation and peficy} and acfion
(management] relating 1o enviranmentat flows:

s Lack of funding for management of Ramsar sites;

s Lock of gssistance in managing oreground issues e.q. weeds;

s Lock of recognition by the general public and Governmaeant about
whiot Ramsar 5

s Despondency of Romsar managers.

The BMN then set cbout oddressing these concerns, of al leasi some of them.
Miristar Debus, and the head of his Department [Lisa Coitoyn), have
supported the process strongly and ol the first of our {bi-annual) meestings he
attendec he gave us a public apology for the failures of the NSW
Government in fulfiling their commitments under the Mol. The
Ceommoenwaalth has not followed sult.

After he visted our Ramsar site, Minisfer Debus fought hard (we undersfand)
fe secure funds through the NSW budget for the Riverbank prograrm and the
wetiands Recovery Plon: both of which we are now fold will solve our
proptems. White we would fike 1o beliave this 1o be frue, we are not holding
our breath | To us it seems that so far only Minister Debus and Lisa Corbyn are
takine their responsibilities serously, and want o meet the commitments given
in our Mol Regreltably, there are still strong signals that neither the NSW
sinister for Natural Resources [who has control over rural water in ihe stoite).
the Feceral Minister of Envirenment and Heritage, and their respective
departments, are not taking this maotter seriously. Federal bureaucrats use the
Federction to poss he buck fo the state and the NSW Minister for Natural
Rasourcas s seemingly not interested. If does make us wonder why the
Eedercl Government introduced the Environment Profection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act 1999, with its 'Ramsar Fgger', if the same government now
ienlly says thal waler managemeant is a state issue and it cor't help,
Surely the buck stops with the Federd Ernvironment Minister and o date he
ners s renssing in achion.

The curent situalion is that we coniinue fo be fold to be patient {6.5 years
iater 1) and that the Riverbonk program and the wetlancds Recovery Plan will
solve our ssuss, Against this backdrop, fhe RMN commissioned a detailed
assessmant of the ecological character of our site in late 2005 ond it coniirms
Sor view that the site has been significantly and detimentally atered by the
combination of reduced flows and invasion by the weeds Lippia and Waier
Myacinth, The RMN also commissioned (in May 2006} an independent review




of ihe performance of itself 1o date. That review [available upon request)
nighlighted in particular our view that so far only one of the three Ministers
{and their departments) that need 1o be involved is taking these marters

seEriously,

Refiecting on this sorry tale, we fell the need 1o pass on our experiences 1o
you o help inform your inguiry. Romsar listing has been for us a nightmare.
has cost us fime, resources and heartache, We sow curselves as responsitle
lanclewnars that took o landmark step toward a new paradigm for Australio
where grazing and wetland conservation could be seen ¢s compatible, not
s erernics, While we remain committed fo that vision, it s clear to us now
that the Governments (both NSW and Federal) of this country are unabile, ol

this time at least, to suppoert us in pursing that vision.

Our frustratlion boiled over af the most recent meefting of the RMN {in May
2006) when we tabled a list of requests that some government bureaucrats
have abelsd as ‘demands'. These we have provided below 50 you can see
ihet we now feel there s no opfion but to be very direct and clear in what we
helieve s nesdaed 1o start 1o put aur Ramsar monagement experaence back
orfrack. We also feit the need o set firm deadiines for action, tired of being
told 1o 'be patient”. If the governments that signed our Mol had been
vigilont in meeting their commitments, it would not require us to have fo table
such o list of requests. To then have them labeled as 'demands’ by the very
peapie that should have been helping us, i insulting to say the least,

“WE WANT AS THE PRIVATE RAMSAR MANAGERS NETWORK
ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARANCY.....NOT SMOKE AND MIRRORS
AND OUR DEADINE TO RECEIVE THIS 1S ON OR BEFORE SEPT.1ST 2006,

[OUR REQUESTS ARE AS FOLLOWS]

L FOR THE FEDERAL ENVIRONMENT MINISTER TO VIS MACQUARRIE
FARSHES AMD GWYDIR RAMSAR SITES BEFORE SEPTEMBER 151

2. A WRITTEN REPORT {1 PAGE SUMMARY] ON HOW MUCH WATER
RIVERBANK HAS BOUGHT IN THE GWYDIR AND MACQUARRIE MARSH
RECGIONS. .UM SEPTEMBER 15T AND THEN QUARTERLY,

3. AS ABOVE FOR WETLANDS ACTION PLAN...... HOW HAS 1T HELPED
EACH OF THE PRIVATE SITES...ON THE GWYDIR AND MACQUARRIE
PAARSHES | REPORT ON SEPTEMBER 15T AND THEN QUARTERLY.

4. DEH/DEC/DNR TO ADVISE RMMN IN WRITING (BY SEFFERBERFSTF AL
THEY MAVE ADVISED THE 4 CMA'S THAT THEY WISH TO BUY RAMSAR
OUTCOMES 11 THE MEXT ROUND OF INVESTMENTS.

5. MINISTERS-STATE AND FEDERAL TO RESTATE COMITTMENTS TO MOLS
I WEITING AND

[ REPEAT SEPT 157 2006 18 OUR DEADLINE”

(%)




We have also wiitten to the Federal Minister for Environment ond Heritage
acivising of our discppoiniment with the performance of he and his
Deoartment in supporting our management challenges. We are hopefut that
he will visit Us In the near fuiure io see our sites first-hand and appreciafe that
Austretion should be embarassed to have dilowed them to become what they
are today, weed infested and with most of thelr Ramsar values gone. We
wonder row serously the Minister and his bureaucrats would take us if these
were World Herftage properties. Imagine the outery if Kakadu was allowed 1o
wither Up and die due to government failings.

Wes bose ot Hhess insighls inte our Ramsar experience will help your inguiry.
Wea remain in hope that our list of requests [obove] will be met and that this
will sigmicl, af long ast, full and meaningfut engagement and support from
Minister Compbell Fedearally and Minister MacDonald in NSW. Together with
ihot ciready shown by Minister Debus in NSW, perhaps we will then see the
actions that wers expacted to begin with the signing of the Mol in 1999, In
porticuiar, and 1o re-state it from above, the Mol contained the unequivocal
worcls, “Both Governments remain commitied to maintaining appropriate
hydrological regimes in the Gingham and Lower Gwydin Walercourses,
particularty the provision of adequate, ecologically appropriaie

eavironrneniol Aows 1o he wellands.”. Whaot we need now is for the relevont
stepte ol fecleral Ministers (o take his commitment seriousty, and to give us
g won-ciad guarantes that this water will be provided for our wetlands now
and in perpetully, as s required by the Ramsar Convention and the EPBC Act.
If this connai be done then we will be forced 10 pursue de-listing of our
rRamsar weliands; something we are advised cannot be done. But, if we
don™ have o wetland, hoWw can we have a Ramsar site ¢ '
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Science Review - Lower Balonne River System

Executive Summary

This Review was commissioned by the Queensland Government to evaluate the science
underpinning decisions relating to the management of water resources in the Lower Balonne.

There are important ecological assets in the Lower Balonne that need to be managed. These
include the biota of the rivers and distributary channels of the Lower Balonne and their
associated wetlands, the internationally recognized Narran lakes, the National Parks of the
Catlpoa floodplain and the Darling River itself. At the same time, there are significant
economic and social benefits to the community from the irrigation developments of the
Lower Balonne, The irrigation community itself recognizes the importance of protecting
these natural arcas and stated in their submission that significant degradation of the protected
natural areas would be unacceptable to them (SmartRivers, 919/02 P1).

The challenge for Government is to use the best available science to ensure managenient
provides a wetting regime appropriate to protect these important ecological assets, and yet
provide the maximum amount of water for irrigation that is possible without causing
significant degradation of the system.

The aquatic invertebrates in the rivers do not at present indicate evidence of human
disturbance either moving downstream, or in comparison to adjacent catchments. The fish
communities do show a trend downstream, but it is not yet possible to say conclusively that
this is due fo water management or to natural changes that can occur in a distributary systern.
it is important to note that the Lower Balonne has not yet experienced the impacts of
potential diversions from existing infrastructure, and that there are likely to be significant lag
times before ecological impacts become apparent.

The rivers and wetlands of the Lower Balonne system are presently in a reasonablc ccological
condition, but this condition is expected to deteriorate if the present capacity to extract water
from the system should actually be exercised.

The water gauging and flow modelling capacity of NRM accord with accepted industry
standards and are quite appropriate tor the regional water planning being undertaken.

Management targets expressed as a function of mean annual flow (MAF) are neither suitable
ner practicable far the Lower Balonne. The extreme year-to-year flow variation makes the
estimation of MAF uncertain, even without measurement ervor: this would he exacerbated far
compliance monitoring of MAF-linked targets. The Panel advocate using an event based
management approach tatlored to meet the flaw needs of downstream environments; its
implementation would be achieved through scenario modelling to develop an event
management policy.

The projected median annual flows in the Culgea River and Narran River at the Border are
24% and 32% of simulated natural respectively (NRM Submission, P24). These, and other
flow statistics, indicate that the flow attributes are highly modified from simulated natural.
Human activities have been having impacts on the ecology of the Lower Balonne since the
various bifurcation weirs were constructed to divert water from the Culgoa to the various
distributary channels to spread floodwaters across the floodplain. These diversions have seen




the Culgoa change from what was reported to be an almost permanent {lowing stream to one
that is now a flood pulse river like the distributary channels. This has obvious impact on
restricting available fish habitat and refuges during dry periods. This situation will worsen
when the current infrastructure is utilised to harvest water in the Lower Balonne.

Use of the current infrastructure to its full potential will result in the removal of small floods
from the system and reduce medium floods to small floods. Exiractions from larger floods.
pecurring on average every 10 years or so, will not have much impact. However, the Narran
lakes would be expected to fill on average once in about seven years rather than once every
two under pre development conditions. We agree with the contention that this will lead to
significant long-term degradation of the Narran lakes as has been evident in other terminal
wetland systems when their water supply is markedly reduced.

An interim dnding by the Review Panel, to be reviewed once the ecological study of the
Narran lakes is completed, is that the Narran lakes need to be, f flooded on average once
evervd.S pears if iis ecological values are to be maintained. This estimate is based on the
NS NP& WS submission that degradation will ocewr if volume and frequency of flooding is
reduced below 607 of pre-development (Section 6.5).

The Panel recommends that the target of wetting on average every 3.5 vears for the Narran
lakes, and appropriate frequency for the two Culgoa National Parks, he achieved through
lose consultation with the community, given the need for a cooperative approach to manage
the large mumber of extraction points and individuals involved. With the calibrated maodel
now available this can he readily achieved and such consultations should be completed
within a period of three months (Section 7.1).

It is likely that the reduced flooding frequency will lead to further changes in the vegetation
of the Lower Baionne floodplain. Already pastoralists report a reduction in productivity due
growth from reduced wetting, and we expect the area of floodplain trees of red gum,
Coolibah and lignum will be reduced and these species replaced with grasstands. Two
important National Parks, established to protect these vegelation communities, will be at risk,
and it is important that further scientific work to assess their wetting needs be undertaken.
This work should start immediately since it may take a period of five years to obtain useful
results.

The Panel is of the view that it is possible to reduce these impacts to acceptabie levels by
careful management of floods thal ensures the various wetland assets, including Narran lakes
and the Culgoa National Parks receive appropriate wetting.

While flow is scen as the must important stress in this system, there are other factors that
can affect the health of the Lower Balonne and need to be managed ctfectively. These include
land use practices that affect runoff, the contanunant and sediment load. The weirs and dams
installed to control flow also can block fish movement and cause other impacts. The
construction of levees to isolate parts of the floodplain for agricultural development will also
cause impacts on river health.
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Sepator The Hon lan Campbell
Minister for Environment and Heritage
Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

28 July 2006

Re: Management of Ramsar-listed wetlands in NSW

Dear Minister,

WWE. Australia writes today to re-affirm our commitment to the 1999 Memoranda of
Understanding (MoUs) for the Gwydir Wetlands Ramsar site and for the Wilgara
Wetland addition to the Macquarie Marshes Wetlands Ramsar site. As you will be aware,
hoth of these Molls were also signed by your predecessor Senator Robert Hill on behalf
of the Australian Government.

In 1999, WWF welcomed the Howard Government's commitment fo the recognition,

profection and enhancement of these important Gwydir and Macquarie Marshes we tland
areas, and we remain comunitted to working with the Commonwealth Government, state
agencies, regicnal managers and land-holders to achieve the objectives set out under the

two Maolls.

Primary among the commitments given in the MoUs is to guarantee sufficient and timely
availability of water to maintain the unique ecological character of these sites. This
commitment reinforces Australia’s obligation under the Ramsar Convention, which is
also a key “trigger’ of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act
1999,

As an active participant in the NSW Ramsar Manager's Network (RMN} we hold
significant concerns about whether the water sharing processes in the Gwydir valley cater

appropriaiely for the needs of the Ramsar-listed wetlands in that system, and we are
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similarly concerned that the ecological integrity of the Macquarie Marshes is currently
under significant and unsustainable pressure for the same reasons.

In addition, in our dealings with the RMN, we have come to understand that some of the
Gwydir Valley Ramsar Jand-holders involved in the process may be considering
withdrawing from the RMN, and also from the MoU; disallusioned about the failure of
the NEW and Commonwealth governments to deliver on the promises made in the Mol

1r order to address these concerns we propose you consider a number of actions:

1. Visit the sites and meet with the land-holders

WWF believes the work and expertise of the NSW Ramsar Manager's Network
(RMIN) should be considered a significant asset to your Government n iis
offorts to fulfill the Commonwealth's responsibilities under Part 15 Sections
395-336 of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999,

At the last meeting of the RMN, the Gwydir Ramsar site landbolders asked that
vou visit them in order to fully appreciate their sttuation and 1o hear their
concerns first-hand. We hope that vou will respond positively to this request.

Al the same meeting they sought reassurances from their fellow si gnatories to
the MolJ that they remained comnmitted to meeting the promises made at that
{ime. Again, we urge vou to respond favourably.

3 Commit fands to assist the NSW Government implement its Riverbank
program, and extend the NSW Wetland Recovery Plan.

The NSW Government's Riverbank program is designed to help the state
achieve its commitment under Section 23 of COAG'S National Water Initiative:

23 (iv) complete the return of all currently overallocated or overused
systems Lo eaviropmentally sustainable levels of extraction.

The state's water sharing plans have proved an important first step, however
WWF believes buying water from willing seilers in the state's most stressec
hydrological systems is necessary. The NSW Government's Riverbank is
designed to buy and manage water to improve the ecosystem function of
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wetlands and rivers, to rehabilitate wetland habitat and to contribute to meeting
international obligations with respect to Ramsar wetlands. We understand the
NSW Government has already applied for funding through the Australian
Government Water Fund (AGWF) for matching funds for both Riverbank and
the NSW Wetland Recovery Plan, and is already in the process of buying water
in other stressed systems.

(hiven that the siate framework already exists, WWF suggests you consider
using Commonwealth funding to purchase water from willing seliers for the
henefit of Ramsar sites in NSW.

3. Commit to ensuring that the Ramsar site management plans for the
Gwydir and Macquarie Marshes sites provide an agreed framework for
water alloeation and on-going NRM-related investments through their
respective catehment processes

Management plans for Ramsar wetlands must include robust inbuilt
hydrological preseriptions developed in conjunction with the landholders, and
endorsed by the catchment management authorities {CMAS) as well the NSW
and Commonwealth governments. Contributing funds to the NSW Riverbanl
fund may also assist with the development of this important hydrological work.

We understand this model has worked successfully for the Banrock Station
private landholder Ramsar site in South Australia and we believe there are
significant opportunities to see it replicated for sites in NSW. Further, WWF
encourages the Commonwealth to make fitture funding of the catchment action
plans submitted by CMAs under the NRM program conditional on them
demonstrating how maintaining the ecological character of their Ramsar sites is
to be supported. Ideally, this could be agreed through the process o f gaining
CMA and government endorsement of Ramsar site plans, with their inbuilt
hydrological prescriptions.

Again, we urge you to support the land-holders who signed MoUs in 1999 in the hope
{hat they might achieve a similar vision to that which 1s thriving at Banrock Station, and
at the same time underpin vour Government's efforts to sustainably manage some of
Australia’s most important wetland arcas.

WWTE maintains that the smart sequencing of water projects will be critical for the
suceess of the NWL The NWI can only benefit from the collective contribution,
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experience and expertise of all stakeholders. WWF believes the RMN can play & leading
role in demonstrating our collective ability to achieve environmental, social and
economic outcomes.

Yours f&l@ﬁfiﬁ'ﬂﬁyq

Copservation Director

CC: The Hon Maleolm Turnbull, Parliamentary Secretary
Commissioner Ken Matthews, National Water Commission
The Hon Bob Debus, NSW Minister for Environment
The Hon tan Macdenald, NSW Minister for Natural Resources, Primary Industries and
Mineral Resources
Members of the Ramsar Managers' Network






