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The call has gone out! Apply now for 
the Trust’s 2014 Leadership Program 

It’s time! For the fifth consecutive year, 
the Peter Cullen Trust has opened the 
call for applications to take part in the 
Science-to-Policy Leadership Program. 

This unique Leadership Program includes 
hands-on experiential learning to boost 
leadership and communication skills. 
Participants chosen for the program are 
likely to work in river and catchment 
science or policy or be otherwise 
concerned with urban and rural water 
and environment. Graduates become 
Fellows of the Peter Cullen Trust. 

Details and the application form are 
at:  www.petercullentrust.com.au/
program/2014-leadership-program.  

The Leadership Program calls for teamwork and problem solving in a range of indoor 
and outdoor locations, which vary from year to year. 

New opportunities
The Trust looks forward to welcoming 
another 15 to the Peter Cullen Trust 
National Fellows’ Network in November. 

New opportunities have opened up for 
several Fellows in the last few months.  
We often find Fellows stepping up — 
and walking through new ‘doors’, soon 
after the Leadership Program and in 
the subsequent years. Their range of 
work and the impacts they achieve are 
impressive.  The Trust carefully selects 
developing leaders and provides training, 
ongoing opportunities and support 
which help good people thrive.  Many 
Fellows are working with each other 
or with Friends of the Trust, using the 
Trust’s network, resources, annual 
training and mentoring to enhance their 
important work. 

Stakeholders working together, 
effectively, is essential to the success 
of many projects, as was explored in 
detail in the Fellows’ World Café at 
Riversymposium last September.  With 
drought this year in Queensland, and 
regular flooding in the north of  WA, 
water management problems remain 
diverse. Previously unconsidered 
collaborations may help to create new 
pathways through these challenging 
times.  
                        Dr Sandy Hinson, CEO
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Applications are due by the close of 
business on Wednesday 7 May.

Capacity-building! 
Employer-sponsored places in the 
Leadership Program offer organisations 
a chance to build capacity through 
developing key people in key positions. 

All applicants address the same merit-
based selection criteria, and are assessed 
via the same rigorous process. 

If you are interested in sponsoring a 
participant, please contact Trust CEO  
Dr Sandy Hinson, phone (02) 6206 8606, 
sandy@petercullentrust.com.au.

Welcome to new Friends 

Ms Dorte Ekelund and Dr Richard Sheldrake AM have accepted the Board’s 
invitations to become Friends of the Peter Cullen Trust. Friends contribute 

to the Trust’s endeavours from their years of experience.
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RBC, via its Blue Water Project, is 
one of the companies, organisations 
and individuals that have generously 
supported the Trust’s Leadership 
Programs. In 2013, RBC sponsored two 
of the participants (now Fellows): Emma 
Carmody and Dena Fam. 

This company is particularly interested 
in healthy urban waterways and urban 
water management systems. 

RBC invited Sandy Hinson, the Trust 
Board and a team of Fellows to their 
office in Sydney on 26 February, to give 
a presentation about the Trust and our 
progress towards collaborative water 
management, science and policy. 

Our Board members outlined the role 
and objectives of the Trust and their 
own backgrounds. Three Fellows then 
gave brief presentations about their 
work and spoke of their experience 
of the Leadership Program.  Emma 
Bishop (an Office of Living Victoria 2013 
Fellow) explained Victorian Government 
changes to building and planning controls 

aimed at improving urban water and 
stormwater management. She said the 
Leadership Program had enhanced 
her ability to work with community 
stakeholders affected by the process. 
Professor Mark Taylor (a 2010 Fellow), 
who has extensively investigated 
contamination in urban air, soil and 
water, credited the Leadership Program 
with giving him the tools for effective 
communication of the findings of his 
research to authorities and the public, 
and support to find the courage to 
speak and maintain focus while faced 
with opposition. Emma Carmody (an 
RBC 2013 Fellow), a public-interest 
environmental lawyer, thanked RBC 
for supporting her in the Leadership 
Program which she described as 
‘transformative’. She found the Program 
helped develop her negotiation skills, 
improving her ability to reach consensus 
and build relationships and trust. 

The sixteen members of RBC at the 
presentation included Russell Karlson 
who is Associate Director, Head of 

From left, Dr Sandy Hinson, Prof Craig Pearson, 
Dr Kirsten Shelly, Russell Karlson, Prof the Hon 

John Thwaites, Suzanne Wilson, Brett Tucker,  
Prof John Langford AM, Emma Carmody,  

Emma Bishop, Prof Mark Taylor.

Some farewells to Dr Carolina Casaril, from members of the Trust

‘Carolina, our dancing, joyful, bright-
eyed, newly married, fully involved 
Fellow of the Peter Cullen Water & 
Environment Trust since 2011,  passed 
away on 26 February. For nine months 
she had struggled with cancer.  Her 
loss will be felt well beyond that brief 
moment of her leaving.’

‘Carolina will be sorely missed by 
the National Fellows’ Network and 

the Trust. She was a bright spark 
in this world who lived every 
moment to the fullest and who 
certainly touched me with her 
enthusiasm for the environment 
and for being a leader in our field. 
Her death also made me reflect on 
how much we have to learn from 
one another and how important it 
is to maintain our connections.’

In 2011–12, she was lead author 
and speaker on a joint paper 

with nine other 2011 Fellows, outlining a new approach to 
policy for allocating contested resources:  ‘Achieving clarity, 

confidence and consensus in the 
coal seam gas dilemma’. The paper 
was presented at the Practical 
Responses to Climate Change 
conference. 

‘What a terrible loss to the world.’

‘Carolina spent a year at CSIRO 
and was such an enthusiastic, happy 
person. She will be missed.’

‘The news about Carolina has 
been hard and reminds me to take 
stock of what I have and 
who is important in my 
life.  Carolina was so full 
of life and never took a 
backwards step when she 
saw an opportunity.  I have 
never met anyone like her 
that could fit so much into 
one day!!’  

‘This just doesn’t seem 
right. Last time I talked to her, which was not that long ago, 
she seemed really hopeful. She handled it so bravely.’

RBC partnership with the Trust

Australian Equities RBC Capital 
Markets and Co-Chair RBC Donations 
Committee. Also present were 
Suzanne Wilson, Vice President Global 
Transformation Group RBC; and  
Yuliya Rakevich, Head of Financial 
Control, RBC Capital Markets. From 
their appreciative comments afterwards, 
the Trust team gained the impression 
that RBC had found the presentation 
really interesting and worthwhile.

The Trust is making a collage of photos of people wearing blue for RBC’s Blue Water Day, June 2014. You are invited to send in a 
photo of yourself, colleagues or family in blue, for the collage. Please contact office@petercullentrust.com.au for details. 



   BRIDGING, Newsletter of the Peter Cullen Water & Environment Trust,  Autumn 2014, no. 10 3 

 

NOTE:  The articles and opinions in all issues of BRIDGING, and the intellectual property embodied in them,  
belong to the originators of those works. 

Even when those originators are Friends or Fellows of the Trust, their views  
are not necessarily those of the Peter Cullen Water & Environment Trust.

The Upper Murrumbidgee Catchment Coordinating Committee:
A sad tale of economic priorities  by Martin Lind* 

 
Key factors in collaborative 

natural resource management 
Factors of success in collaborative 
NRM projects, identified in research 
by C. Benham and other participants 
in the ACWA project, 2011–12.

1. Ongoing relationship-building.

2. Supportive funding arrangements 
at the State, Territory and Federal 
levels.

3. Knowledge sharing between 
government agencies and other 
stakeholder groups.

4. Stakeholders who are willing to 
engage in collaborative processes. 
Often, stakeholder willingness 
to participate is influenced by 
their previous experiences with 
government.

5. Choosing the ‘right’ people for the 
job (making sure the collaborative 
group has adequate technical 
skills, decision-making power and 
cohesion).

6. Strong and committed leadership.

7. Fair and transparent consultation 
and decision-making processes. 
Stakeholders must have 
confidence in the process and the 
outcomes, and must feel that their 
contribution is acknowledged and 
valued. 

8. Skilled facilitation and 
commitment to the process. 

Last year, 
2013, we saw 
a dramatic 
reduction in 
natural resource 
management 
support in the 
Australian Capital 
Territory (ACT) 
and surrounding 

region. In particular, the Upper 
Murrumbidgee Catchment Coordinating 
Committee (UMCCC) failed in its bid 
to receive renewed funding for its vital, 
if only part-time, facilitator who had 
supported the network for five or more 
years. 

As a result of not having a facilitator, 
the UMCCC — a network of groups 
focused variously on aspects of 
sustainable land management in the 
Upper Murrumbidgee catchment — has 
significantly reduced its activities in 
the region. It has gone from a vibrant 
network meeting monthly, planning 
regular field days, facilitating regional 
training and providing a gathering point 
for action on local environmental 
issues, to a skeleton crew of volunteer 
executives meeting four times a year in 
an effort to continue to support a now 
loosening web of member organisations. 

According to a survey of UMCCC 
member organisations during the first 
half of 2013, the UMCCC was seen 
above all else as having built trust, 
cooperation, and even friendships, in a 
sector usually fraught with conflict. It did 
that simply through bringing together 
landholders, farmers, corporate water 
providers, NGO staff, local and federal 
government representatives, volunteers, 
rangers and members of the local 
Indigenous community from the ACT  
and New South Wales, on a regular 
basis. In this Upper Murrumbidgee 
catchment, which stretches from the 
Snowy Mountains to Yass, including the 

whole of the ACT, the UMCCC provided 
the essential glue previously missing 
in many respects between the ACT 
and organisations responsible for the 
surrounding parts of NSW. 

The power of the networks established 
in the UMCCC’s heyday (only a matter 
of months ago!) was the focus of a 
study by Australian National University 

Honours student Claudia Benham titled 
‘Planning for success: Collaborative 
water governance in an Australian river 
catchment (a report on the ACWA 
project)’. (See box at left.) 

The ACWA (Action for Clean Water 
Alliance) project was born from the 
UMCCC network’s growing concern 
over extreme turbidity events being 
recorded by the Waterwatch volunteers 
in the stretch of the Murrumbidgee 
River flowing through the ACT.  The 
project was considered so significant 
that it was launched jointly by the CEO 
of ACTEW Water and the ACT Minister 
for the Environment.

The ACWA project is one substantial 
example of the achievements of the 
UMCCC when its members were 
supported by a facilitator. Other 
examples include biannual two-day 
forums attended by over a hundred 
individuals to discuss issues of 
significance to the Murrumbidgee River 
and region, including river health and 
strategies for habitat connectivity. 

The focus was always on what this 
vibrant network could not merely aspire 
to but actually achieve in practice. The 
UMCCC delivered regular practical 
training days and workshops on skills and 
strategies for landholders as well as for 
national park and reserve managers and 
volunteers. It also provided sponsorship 
for two catchment coordinators to 
participate in the Peter Cullen Trust’s 
Science to Policy Leadership Programs. 

We know things go in cycles. I hope the 
Upper Murrumbidgee catchment and its 
environmental management do not lose 
too much of what was achieved before 
this current downward turn and that we 
do not have to wait for an environmental 
tragedy to bring a change of heart.

*Martin Lind is the UMCCC/ACTEW 
2012 Fellow of the Peter Cullen Trust.
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The Australian cotton industry and the environment
An invited article, from Trust sponsors Cotton Australia and CRDC

by Adam Kay, CEO Cotton Australia, and Bruce Finney, Executive Director CRDC 

The Australian cotton industry’s commitment to ongoing 
research and development, integrated pest management and 
other innovations has produced significant environmental 
gains since 1996. That was the year the first genetically 
modified cotton was approved and grown.

In addition, the industry’s investment in innovative 
water management practices has helped boost yield and 
environmental performance significantly.  Australia’s cotton 
yields are nearly three times the world average, and our 
water productivity has increased by 40% in just a decade*.

Cotton Australia, the Cotton Research & Development 
Corporation (CRDC) and their partners steer scientific 
progress for the benefit of the industry and growers, with 
additional water and other environmental benefits flowing 
from that commitment to research and development.

But where will this progress take us in the next 10 years? 
Following is small sample of our vision for science-based 
opportunity in Australia’s cotton industry.

Water management
The responsible management and stewardship of water 
resources on-farm has been proven: 70% of irrigators now 
use soil moisture probes (up from 40% in 2006), and 62% of 
groundwater users regularly monitor water quality (up from 
20% in 2006).

Future opportunities will yield results in:
• Continuation of gains: maintaining the focus on water 

use efficiency improvements will result in continued 
productivity gains, and also demonstrate responsible use of 
the resource. 

• Drought-proofing and environmental benefits: continued 
improvements in water use efficiency and water quality 
will lead to further productivity and environmental 
benefits.

• Deconflicting resource access issues: water management 
advances will continue to produce effective outcomes 
regarding land and water use conflicts, particularly the 
impact of coal mining and coal seam gas extraction and the 
implementation of the Murray-Darling Basin Plan.

• Refining existing technologies, introducing new ones:  
opportunities include further refinement of irrigation 
techniques, practices and monitoring, as well as new 
technology development and application. For example: the 
introduction of polymers (to reduce surface evaporation 
from storages), and optimisation and automation of 
irrigation through application of engineering and computer 
software.  

Resource use efficiency
Water use efficiency has made great strides in the past 
10 years, but there are still opportunities to improve 
whole farm water use through novel technologies under 
development which may reduce evaporation and drainage 
losses.

Infrastructure upgrades are capital-dependent and the 
move to more efficient delivery infrastructure will come 
when investment generates reasonable return rates. 
However, many growers have already utilised Government-
funded programs (such as the Australian Government’s 
previous ‘Water For The Future’ program) to make these 
investments.

Research has also established optimum rates of nitrogen 
fertiliser for cotton production yield goals and associated 
decision support tools. The nitrous oxide emissions profile 
for cotton production is well understood, and further work 
is underway to establish the value of avoided emissions to 
enable growers to minimise greenhouse gases. 

Overhead sprinklers deliver water directly to the cotton plants.  
Photo: Cotton Australia 

Continued on next page
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Technology adaptation
The Australian cotton industry has been a major 
beneficiary of internationally developed technology. 
However, it is an industry culture of research-based local 
adaptation that generally ensures Australian growers 
get the most out of every new technology. Precision 
agriculture technologies have a lot to offer Australian 
cotton growers in the future, with the right level of 
coordination and integration of different technologies.

Plant-based monitoring for irrigation and crop 
development could result in improved management and 
resource use efficiencies, particularly for water.

Molecular technologies and techniques will underpin new 
knowledge to support germplasm development, while 
offering a range of input replacement and value added 
traits to cotton lint and seed. 

It is important to take a long-term and scientific view, 
which is why the CRDC, as a partnership between the 
Australian Government and the cotton industry, will 
continue to invest in strategic research, development 
and extension outcomes, helping to improve the sector’s 
productivity and profitability. There are also short-term 
gains to be made in order to secure access to land and 
water for Australia’s cotton growers. 

Building on comprehensive work in 2013, in the coming 
year Cotton Australia will continue to engage key 
stakeholders to protect growers’ interests when it comes 
to accessing these vital resources.

The Australian cotton industry and the environment, continued 
An invited article, from Trust sponsors Cotton Australia and CRDC

A round-module cotton picker, from the air (above) and at sunset 
(below). Photos: Cotton Australia.

The picker’s large combs and cutters harvest the raw cotton from 
the plants. With some basic processing the machine removes 
unwanted material, then compresses the cotton lint and seed, rolls 
this into a 2-tonne ‘module’ and wraps it in plastic sheeting. The 
rolls are later taken to the cotton gin for processing.

Overhead sprinklers can be precisely controlled.  
Photo: Cotton Australia

Precision agriculture
Cotton has been a rapid adopter of innovative new technology 
— the take-up of round module pickers is just one example.

Round-module pickers, as the photos show, produce cylindrical 
bales of cotton. Introduced to the industry a few years ago, 
these machines are now used to pick 80% of Australia’s crop.

Future development in precision cotton-growing will 
concentrate on irrigation (including overhead irrigators with 
real-time adaptive controls) and tillage effectiveness — both 
of which have impacts on effective water management — plus 
energy use distribution.

* For details see:   The Australian cotton water story: a decade of research 
&  development 2002–2012,  compiled and produced by the Cotton 
Catchment Communities CRC (2005–12) for the Australian Cotton 
Industry with the Australian Cottongrower Magazine.  
http://www.cottoncrc.org.au/industry/Publications/Water
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Collaboration urgently needed for success  
in river and catchment management 

by Kaye Cavanagh, Kirsten Shelly, Richard Benyon, Michael Douglas,  
Cuan Petheram, Tanzi Smith, Philip Wallis (Fellows of the Peter Cullen Trust)

A report on findings from the Convening 
Partner Session that Peter Cullen Trust 
Fellows ran at the 16th International 
Riversymposium, Brisbane, September 2013.

Who has the ‘best’ understanding 
of how we should live with our 
environment? Whose knowledge counts 
for making those decisions? 

Is it the community that has the best 
grasp on what is happening in their 
backyard? Is it the scientist, or the policy 
maker? 

If everyone has a valid viewpoint, as the 
Peter Cullen Trust Fellows asserted at 
this Riversymposium session, then why 
are important environmental decisions 
often being made from a limited set of 
perspectives? 

Around 40 people with a broad range 
of backgrounds and ideas participated 
in the session, which was opened by 
Dr Kirsten Shelly (a 2011 Fellow). We 
discussed the role of science in actual 
projects (presented as three case 
studies) and at three different levels of 
decision-making: namely, community, 
local government and state government. 

In the first case study, Dr Richard 
Benyon (a 2011 Fellow of the Trust) 
highlighted the science to policy 
pathways used to turn wastewater to 
wealth in India, where water pollution 
largely results from discharge of raw 
sewage into waterways. By bringing 
together scientists and water resource 
managers, the project is creating an 
effective, demonstrable pathway from 
science to policy. 

Dr Cuan Petheram (a 2012 CSIRO 
Fellow of the Trust) then outlined both 
the Northern Australia Ministerial 
Forum’s comprehensive plan for the 
sustainable development of northern 
Australia, and the Flinders and Gilbert 
Agricultural Resource Assessment. The 
assessment has been finding scientific 
tools to support decisions about land-
use potential. 

The third speaker, Professor Michael 
Douglas (a 2011 Fellow), pitched a 
‘call to arms’ to increase the impact of 
science on environmental policy and 
management. He identified factors that 
may help to increase the chances of 
research leading to better river- and 
catchment-management.    

While they varied in their topics and 
approaches all three case studies showed 
effective communication was central to 
linking people, projects and pathways to 
achieve action. 

Next, Dr Philip Wallis (a 2010 Fellow), 
with Kaye Cavanagh (a 2011 Fellow), 
Dr Tanzi Smith (a 2012 Fellow) and 
the four speakers, led all the session’s 
participants in a series of World Café 
round-table discussions. In looking for 
pathways to link river management 
issues, factors, and players, we asked: 

How can effective communication 
and engagement frameworks be 
achieved, to use research and science 
to inform decisions and policies for 
river management in Australia? 

Café discussion findings
Where communities are managing rivers 
and catchments, science is not always 
deemed relevant. Real catchment issues 
are often too complex to be framed as 
questions or issues suitable for funding 
for research. Communities need science 
to be applicable in very practical ways 
that facilitate better management, 
investment and planning decisions. 
Communities can sometimes 
see an environmental problem 
(riverbank erosion, for instance) 
without needing monitoring data 
to prove it. 

Conversely, managers would like 
data to support their decision 
making, and to demonstrate 
the consequences of on-ground 
action when applying for further 
funding. Science can facilitate 
monitoring, and support 

programs that address catchment 
management at larger, even national, 
scale. It can identify crucial thresholds 
where management and investment need 
to change. 

However, short funding-timeframes 
can hinder the use of science especially 
when there is not time to apply research 
outcomes to improve practice. Science-
based recommendations are not always 
achievable. Community perspectives 
may also be excluded from catchment 
management decisions. 

In arriving at these findings the café was 
effectively restating our initial questions, 
as: 

If decisions are not guided by 
scientific evidence or community 
perspectives, what information and 
perspectives are influencing the 
decision makers? 

which leads to another question: 
Can community organisations and 
science teams work in concert on 
catchment and river management 
issues, form strong partnerships 
and address pressing problems both 
economic and environmental? 

Clearly a way needs to be found to 
improve practice, and to include science, 
monitoring and evaluation, to work 
around short-term funding and political 
and economic cycles.

We discussed the place of local 
government which, as the closest level 
of government to the community, is 

Continued on next page

Participants enthusiastically engaged in the World 
Café session. Photo: Professor Michael Douglas
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now getting more involved in managing 
waterway health and other natural 
resources. Local government nowadays 
takes on stormwater and floodplain 
management, land use planning and 
asset management. Nevertheless, good 
outcomes in river and catchment 
management require informed decisions 
and a good understanding of current 
science and best practice approaches, 
as well as strong working relationships 
between researchers, practitioners and 
decision makers. 

What about state government? The café 
felt that factors other than scientific 
analysis often drive issues at the state 
government level. Generally it is only 
when managers see a fundamental issue 
that cannot be resolved that they turn 
to science. In other words, incorporation 
of science and research into policy 
or management decisions is generally 
reactive rather than proactive, and there 
is no mechanism to trigger the uniting 
of the water 
manager 
with the 
water 
scientist. 

At a state 
level, the 
café noted, 
the days of 
extension 
officers 
are gone; 
rarely will you see someone from 
state government ‘on the ground’. 
We therefore wondered how state 
government can truly be in touch with 
on-ground issues such as water resource 
planning, vegetation management, water 
quality, threatened species and impacts 
on rivers and catchments. 

During flood-making rains, such as 
occurred in Queensland in 2013, clear 
scientific evidence shows that increased 
vegetation in the upper reaches of the 
catchment can reduce sedimentation 
downstream, reducing water-treatment 
costs, decreasing the need for dredging 
ports and also benefiting fishing and 
tourism. The facts are clear, but there 
remains no action on the policy front. 

Is the issue not important enough to 
incite action at a state level, or does 
state government not understand the 
issue?  

Sometimes, the 
café agreed, 
the motivated 
individual can 
achieve much, 
by championing the push for better 
robust outcomes and trying to bridge 
the gap between science and policy. The 
more of us who, like Peter Cullen, can 
interpret complex water-science ideas 
clearly to the community, policy makers 
and politicians, the closer we come to 
bridging the chasm between science and 
action to make a difference. 

Conclusions
Richard Benyon’s case study showed 
the importance of taking the time 
to understand all the local cultural, 
environmental, social, political 

and economic 
circumstances that 
determine whether 
a good idea can lead 
to successful projects 
on the ground.  

Similarly, the café 
discussions noted 
that in almost all 
cases success is 
achieved where 
community 

knowledge and scientific expertise 
are applied together. Success follows 
clear collaboration and common 
understanding across all stakeholders to 
inform local and state government policy.  

We decided that a key aspect of river 
management is the ability to work 
collaboratively with multiple disciplines, 
levels of government, scientists, industry, 
community groups and individuals. 
Scientists and policy-makers and 
managers mutually need to accept the 
responsibility to communicate with 
each other to bring about robust policy 
outcomes that are supported by the 
science. 

The conundrum of how to link people, 
projects and pathways to achieve 

    success is achieved where 
community knowledge and scientific 
expertise are applied together. Success 

follows clear collaboration and 
common understanding across all 

stakeholders to inform local and state 
government policy.  

effective management of water and 
catchments is not new. In 1990 Peter 
Cullen noted: ‘linkages between science 

and management are weak’. 
More than 20 years later, 
not much has changed.

As outcomes, the café 
came up with the ideas 
below, to strengthen 

understanding between science, policy 
and stakeholders in water-system 
management.  
• The complex questions involved 

in practical river and catchment 
management are too much for an 
individual organisation to address. 
We need to pool resources and 
collaborate to complete each piece 
of the puzzle in a transparent and 
methodical fashion. 

• Traditional science needs to be 
translatable.

• Citizen science, facilitated by strong 
partnerships, and coordinated 
between organisations, has an 
important role to play.

• We need to find the middle ground 
between incomplete science and the 
search for scientific certainty; policy 
cannot wait for 100% certainty.

• Policy is led by ‘single’ issues; river 
management comprises multiple 
issues; science can be reductionist: 
we need systems understanding, 
and to recognise that that requires 
longer time frames.

• Ideally perhaps river-management 
science and community 
understanding can become the 
front-end of government decisions, 
rather than ‘add ons’.

• We need to be clear about whose 
role it is to ‘drive’ river management, 
and to facilitate communication 
between stakeholders.

Collaboration needed for success in river and catchment management, continued

a key aspect of river 
management is the ability to 

work collaboratively

Cullen P. (1990) The turbulent boundary 
between water science and water 
management. Freshwater Biology 24: 
201–209.  Online 29 May 2006, DOI: 
10.1111/j.1365-2427.1990.tb00319.x

Outcomes of the World Cafe are reported in a 
different way in RipRap 37, www.arrc.com.au
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Drought and flooding: Fellows write from across Australia
Drought! Mary River catchment
Dr Tanzi Smith (2012 Fellow, right), from 
Gympie, on the Mary River, writes:

Seventy percent of Queensland is 
reportedly in drought. Although not as 
severely affected as many areas, the Mary 
River catchment has certainly not been 
spared difficulties during this time.  

Most of our rain falls in summer and 
the summer rains have essentially failed. 
The usual boost to water storages and 
summer growth of stock and crops has not 
eventuated.  

The much lower than average rainfall 
has combined with an increase in the 
frequency of high temperatures. Taking 
two of the main centres, Gympie and 
Maryborough (population >10,000 and 
>20,000 respectively), as an example, 
rainfall between December and February 
has been a quarter of the mean rainfall for 
this period and there have been more than 
twice as many days ≥35oC than in the long-
term average. 

Sugar cane irrigators are being told they 
have to stop irrigating. Low cattle prices 
have meant that many people held stock 
back last year, and have now had to dig into 
their reserves to provide supplementary 
feed. In some cases, farms have resorted to 
selling their breeding stock to deal with the 
situation. 

As we wait for rain, groundcover in the 
catchment is diminishing. The aquatic life 
has also been affected, with many creeks 
and streams drying to a series of refugia 
pools. There was a recent report of 
endangered Mary River Cod (Maccullochella 
peelii mariensis) stranded in a pool; local 
landholders and staff from the Mary River 
Catchment Coordinating Committee acted 
to save the cod by aerating the water. 

The flying foxes in our region have also not 
been able to cope, and heat-related deaths 
have occurred in many of the colonies in 
the catchment. 

With long-range forecasts predicting a dry 
autumn, we remain nervous about when 
relief will come. I heard one story from 
long-term residents that they remember 
this happening once before and the rain 
did not come until May. The ecosystem and 
many farmers will be under severe stress if 
we have to wait that long. 

Photos below:   
The Mary River, at Petrie Park, Tiaro (20 minutes 

south of Maryborough along the Bruce Highway), 
showing the same stand of blue gums in the 

middle of each photo. This is the pondage of a 
barrage, the pondage from which many of the 

sugar growers irrigate. The damage you see in these 
photos is erosion from the floods in the last couple 

of years (2012, 2013). 
Top: Ambient water levels coming into summer 

in November 2013. Marilyn Connell, from Tiaro 
and District Landcare, is sampling.  

Below: Almost dry on 21 February 2014  
(photo is taken standing on the river bed). 

Photos: Dr Tanzi Smith
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Drought and flooding: Fellows write from across Australia, continued

Drought in NSW! Armidale and 
Narrabri: some personal notes
Brendon Warnock (2012 Cotton Australia / 
Cotton RDC Fellow of the Trust, right) is 
based near Narrabri; Dr Paul Frazier (2012 
Eco Logical Australia Fellow of the Trust, 
below) is based at Armidale. They write:

Armidale is a small city (population 
>24,000) perched at about 1000 m 
above sea level, a few hours inland from 
Coffs Harbour, in northern NSW. Given 
the height, the climate is pretty cool. 
Given the latitude, the rainfall is summer 
dominant. But this summer has been the 
hottest and driest at least since I (Paul) 
have been here (12 years) and in most 
people’s memories. 
In a little transect from Armidale to 
Narrabri to Walgett we have had 65 mm, 

20 mm and 15 mm 
rainfall over 
summer so far (to 
16 February 2014). 
This compares 
to averages of 
240 mm, 160 mm 
and 120 mm.  

Temperatures have been very hot: 
Armidale hit 37.1oC in January.  ‘Not hot,’ 
I hear you say.  It is when it is the record 
hottest, ever. Narrabri and Walgett have 
each had many many days this summer 
over 40oC.

In summer the Armidale grass is always 
green and the graziers make hay. Now 
the grass is brown. The playing fields are 
brown. We don’t have sprinklers on our 
playing field. We haven’t needed them. 
Now we do.  

Dumaresq Creek, which has always run 
through town, now doesn’t ... doesn’t 
run, that is. It hadn’t stopped flowing in 
the 12 years that I have been in town. 
Now it has.

Near Narrabri we are getting close 
to the end of our cotton irrigation 
season. It has been one of the hottest 
and driest on record. Rainfall now will 
help by reducing our overall irrigation 
requirement but will have a neutral effect 
on yield. Low rainfall during the growing 
season has had a disastrous impact on 
dryland cotton production and will 

Canberra’s long, dry,  
hot summer 

Martin Lind (2012 UMCCC/ACTEW 
Fellow of the Trust), from ACT, writes: 

Some would try to tell you ‘It’s all 
part of the Australian experience’. 

When this photo of one of 
Canberra’s suburban stormwater 
management ponds was taken 
we were ‘experiencing’ the driest 
January since 1985 and had had 
nine days over 37oC. One of my 
Waterwatch volunteers recorded 
water temperatures above 30oC 
in the Murrumbidgee River near 
Tharwa, ACT. 

Dead carp were found floating 
in another stormwater pond 
in northern Canberra, when 
temperature combined with ‘other 
factors’ caused a ‘blackwater event’ 
(Canberra Times 4 February 2014). 
Dissolved oxygen had dropped to 10%. 

Point Hut pond, ACT, January 2013. The grey sludge (with the dead tree garnish)  
is normally covered by water. Photo: Martin Lind

We received only 4.8 mm of rainfall in 
January. Our ‘average’ for this month has 
been 58.5 mm. Of course, using mean 

as a measure of average means that this 
number will now be significantly lower in 
future comparisons. 

reduce irrigated production by lowering 
yields. On the other hand, above average 
sunlight and heat could increase yields 
and improve quality.  Irrigators have 
applied more water than they would 
have budgeted for, so plantings for next 
season will be significantly reduced. 

During this very dry time there have 
been more native species using irrigation 
farms for habitat. We have noticed an 
increase in the presence of bird species 
from the extremely parched western 
districts. One particularly enjoyable part 
of working on the farm over the summer 
is observing the duck species that breed 
on our farm raising their chicks. They 
tend to live in the same section of the 
farm so we recognise the families and 
watch them grow up. Our waterways 
are full of fish and crustaceans and 
support many 
fish-eating birds 
such as pelicans 
and egrets, and 
they are in large 
numbers for the 
duration of the 
summer.

Continued on next page
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Drought ... continued from previous page

This drought around Narrabri and 
Armidale is extremely severe and is 
destroying farms and native habitat. The 

prospect of an El Niño means that it 
is very likely that the situation will get 
worse before it will get better.

We are getting some rain now.  It has 
been light to middling for a week or so.  
Fingers crossed for more. 

... and flooding!
Kununurra floods, February 2014
Susie Williams (a 2011 Fellow) writes: 

This February a big low pressure cell 
gathered over Kununurra in the north of 
Western Australia. It did not move away 
for two days, causing an unprecedented 
amount of rainfall, breaking all previous 
records and flooding Kununurra. 
More than 0.5 m of water fell in about 
36 hours.

About 150 mm fell in town overnight on 
6 February.  We were out of town at a 
friend’s house for dinner, and after a few 
wines we were all out digging trenches 
to convey the stormwater away from 
the house while the kids chased frogs 
around the verandah. We thought the 
storm was pretty localised. At home the 
next morning we woke to some serious 
rain, and our front driveway turned into 
a river and parts of town started to get 
cut off. There was water across roads in 
places I had not seen it before, and large 
wetlands developing in adjacent bushland 
as the landscape filled with water.

Another 150 mm fell on Kununurra 
between 9 am and midday that day, and 
things started getting interesting.  The 
M1 irrigation channel overtopped for the 
first time anyone can remember and an 
element of panic began to set in around 
town. Schools, businesses and shops 
were closed down and word was put 
out that half of town was about to be 
cut off at a major bridge. Town became 

a flurry of people shopping 
for emergency essentials, 
picking up kids and racing for 
home through rapidly rising 
floodwaters.  People could 
not see kerbs on streets 
so had to drive ‘roughly’ in 
what they thought were the 
roadways through town.  

Driving home with the kids 
I came to a dip in the road 
that sometimes has a trickle 
across it in heavy rain.  It was 
a raging torrent 
with white 
water and 
debris churning 
across.  I locked 
in the hubs, 
engaged 4WD 
and started out.  
Halfway across 
my heart was 
racing so hard 
my legs were shaking and I wondered if 
I had made a huge mistake.  I carried on 
without incident and headed for home, 
where I had to navigate our road which 
was now a river (photos above) to find 
our own driveway. Luckily our new 
house was high and dry.

When the power and water went out, 
I put buckets and vessels out into the 
rain to catch some drinking and washing 
water, figuring we might be in for a long 
haul. Then the phone line went out, 

though mobile phone was 
still OK.  

The rain kept falling 
and the catchment kept 
filling.  Word of the first 
houses to be flooded 
was trickling through via 
social media, and texts 
and communications 
were flying around as 
friends checked in with 

one another.  Our friends 2 km down 
the road were in a more flood-prone 
area and their paddocks were starting 
to fill up.  He is a hydrographer and had 
started monitoring the rising levels. At 
7 pm that evening the call was put out 
to help them evacuate. It must have been 
around that time that the floods peaked 
because they left their house and horses 
and sheds with water 20 cm from their 
semi-elevated floor-level ... and that was 
the highest it reached, as they found out 
when they returned the next morning.

Overall there was recorded rainfall of 
between 400 and 550 mm at gauging 
stations in and around Kununurra. 
About 30 houses and properties were 
inundated and many roads and services 
were damaged. No injuries were 
recorded, but there were plenty of 
reports of kayaking around the streets 
and skiing behind cars in floodways! 

Now the floodwaters have gone and the 
Kimberley landscape has dried up again 
for another year. 

The Ord River in flood.  
Photo: Susie Williams
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Dr Amber Clarke (2013 VDEPI Fellow of the 
Trust) writes: 

Eight Peter Cullen 
Trust Fellows in 
Melbourne were 
treated to an 
inspirational lunch in 
late February with 
NRM specialist and 
Aboriginal leader, 
Cheryl Buchanan. This 
was the fourth Intimate Lunch held by 
the Fellows in Melbourne, and the first 
for 2014. 

Cheryl is a Gwamu (Kooma) woman 
from south-west Queensland and 
currently the Deputy Chair for the 
Northern Murray-Darling Basin 
Aboriginal Nations (NBAN). She is 
a founding member of the National 
Cultural Flows Planning and Research 
Committee, and Chairperson of the 
Kooma Traditional Owners Association, 
and she holds several other important 
positions advocating Aboriginal water 
rights, values and traditional knowledge.

Over a delicious lunch in the heart of 
the city, Cheryl spoke in depth about a 
wide range of topics including leadership, 
Aboriginal values of waterways, 
traditional ecological knowledge, the 
importance of connecting children to 
the natural environment and the ongoing 
disadvantage that still faces many 
Aboriginal communities today.

Cheryl spoke proudly about the 
influential role that NBAN and their 
southern partner (the Murray Lower 
Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations) 
played in the Basin Plan negotiations, 
but highlighted the missed opportunity 
for environmental groups to partner 
with Aboriginal groups and form a more 
powerful alliance in this important 
debate.

Following the gains that have been made 
improving engagement of Traditional 
Owners and other Aboriginal people in 
water resource planning, the lunch group 
discussed the importance of achieving 
the next step by ensuring that Aboriginal 

News from ‘Kimberley 
to Cape’

Dr Clare Taylor (a 2010 Fellow, ‘Kimberley to 
Cape’) writes: 

Things are moving. 
I am coordinating 
a joint submission 
to the joint 
Parliamentary 
Committee on 
Northern Australia. 
There is also the 

Northern Australian Futures Roundtable 
on 7–8 May.  

The Roundtable aims to:
• identify elements of a successful 

future for northern Australia 
and its supporting economy and 
environment,

• share ideas and opportunities across 
different sectors on appropriate 
development and conservation,

• identify pathways and actions that 
will help achieve future aspirations,

• provide key messages to 
government and other bodies, 

• foster collaboration among 
organisations across the north and 
beyond. 

(The Kimberley to Cape (KtC) initiative 
was outlined in BRIDGING no. 9 
December 2013. )

Fellows’ news

values and knowledge are incorporated 
into water resource planning and 
waterway management.

Beyond the incredible breadth of 
Cheryl’s knowledge and experience, 
it was clear she has a talent for story-
telling. Cheryl shared her thoughts with 
the group in a seamless ebb and flow of 
stories that were powerfully connected, 
much like the rivers that were the focus 
of the discussion that day.

I know all the Trust Fellows at the lunch 
join me in again thanking Cheryl for her 
time, passion and insights.

‘Intimate Lunch’ with  
an inspiring leader

Toxic chemicals & kids

Professor Mark Taylor 
(a 2010 Fellow), writing 
in the Conversation this 
February, reminds us 
that lead is ubiquitous 
in soils near lead mines 
and smelters and a 
threat to children’s health.

Mark and his team have said previously 
in the media, and say again in this 
article, that perhaps as many as 100,000 
young Australian children are exposed 
to too much lead in those, and other, 
environments. Lead can potentially cause 
lower IQ and delinquent behaviours in 
children exposed to concentrations in 
soil and dust, above a low threshold.  
Australian air quality standards set limits 
for six substances including lead, but 
smelters are legally allowed to exceed 
the limit for short periods. 

Mark calls for more high-quality research 
to improve our understanding of toxic 
exposure; for the standards to have fixed 
maximum limits, especially near industrial 
sites; and for industry to make its raw 
monitoring data available to be assessed 
against licence conditions. 

See: http://theconversation.com/profiles/
mark-patrick-taylor-11394/articles

Catchment to coast: 
7th Australian Stream 

Management conference
Have you registered yet for the 7th 
Australian Stream Management 
conference, 27–30 July:  ‘Catchment to 
coast’?     (See:  http://7asm.org.au/) 

Ross Hardie (right, 2010 Purves 
Environmental Fund Fellow) and  
Dr Geoff Vietz (left, 2010 RBMS Fellow) 
are on the organising committee, as is 
Friend of the Trust Dr Ian Rutherfurd. 
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As the floodwaters recede 
from the streets of Kununurra, 
I contemplate what being a 
northerner means. A flood is 
a great analogy for life in the 
north with its peaks and ebbs, 
its transformative beauty and its 
brutality. 

Every year in about October 
the air gets hot, heavy and thick 
and the clouds start to build 
in the sky. Each day the clouds 

get bigger and the days get hotter. Then the electrical storms 
begin flickering on the horizon promising rain that does 
not come. This is called the ‘build-up’.  At last we get a long 
awaited storm; they are big, dramatic and short-lived. Then 
the sky clears and the clouds start building up all over again. 

Sometime after Christmas the monsoons set in bringing the 
big rains which typify the ‘Wet’ season. The atmosphere cools 
down, water starts running in the rivers and off hills and 
everyone congratulates themselves on surviving another silly 
season. Then the rain that you have longed for starts lapping 
at your doorstep, closing down roads, cutting the phone lines, 
hindering the supply of milk, and washing away access to the 
outside world. This happens roughly every other year.

Last year the incoming coalition government released their 
2030 Vision for Developing Northern Australia, laying out a 
grandiose plan for agricultural and industrial expansion of the 
north. One of the key things this paper lacked was an insight 
into the character of northern Australia. In response to 
discussions a perceptive Canberra bureaucrat (who is also a 
Fellow of the Peter Cullen Trust) asked:  ‘What does it mean 
to be a northerner?’.

A key feature of the north is people’s connectedness to their 
environment and to each other. People constantly talk about 
the weather. But it is not just ‘the weather’ they are talking 
about. The weather is subtext for extremity, community 

connectedness, and 
vitality. People are 
very tuned in to the 
seasons, whether 
that be the three 
‘whitefella’ seasons 
(wet, dry, build-up) or 
the more nuanced six 
seasons recognised by 
Indigenous people, who 
understand the river 
flows, fishing rhythms, 
ecological cycles and 
climatic patterns. 

Dr Mark Stafford Smith 
of the Desert 
Knowledge CRC 
describes a ‘Desert 
Syndrome’ that 
causally links features of remote Australia such as climate, 
isolation, culture and social variability. The fact that he calls 
it a syndrome goes part way to describing the character 
of northern Australia. The remoteness can provide ideal 
conditions for innovation and creativity, but also a fair bit of 
parochialism and downright lunacy.

Kununurra (population ~7000), my home now for 12 years, is 
a relatively extreme example of remote northern Australia. 
We are remote by distance (3200 km away from our state 
capital) and difficult to access.  It can be extremely hot for a 
significant part of the year, very wet or very dry. The landscape 
is extremely rugged but breathtakingly beautiful, and this 
landscape envelops the town with imposing red rock ranges 
reaching out into expanses of sub-tropical savannah. In a 
remote area the extremes give a deep sense of identity and 
togetherness. Enduring a flood or a build-up binds people in a 
way that is hard to describe and the shared experience builds 
a stronger community.

What it means to be a northerner  
by  Susie Williams*

Canoeing on the Ord River during the progressive dinner. 
Photo: Susie Williams.

Typical scenery seen during bushwalks near Kununurra.  
Photo: Susie Williams.

Photo: Nathan Dyer

Continued on next page
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What it means to be a northerner, continued

Life is constantly interrupted by circumstances beyond your 
control — fires, Internet speed, mobile reception, no flights 
out, road damage, erosion, power outages or a snake in 
your fax machine ... as well as floodwaters. You need to be 
comfortable with this kind of regular chaos. However, the 
chaos results in spontaneity that is characteristic of life here, 
such as jumping on our bikes to cycle over to friends’ houses 
in a black-out, and sharing resources when the food trucks 
do not get through.

You have to make your own fun because you cannot buy 
it: organising an outback adventure race with friends; a 
progressive dinner in canoes on the Ord River; hosting 
a homemade film festival; or heading out in a chopper to 
check out the waterfalls after big rain. Making your own fun 
becomes a really satisfying challenge and fosters creativity. 

Then there is the community. It is a diverse mix of transient 
visitors, migrant southerners (like us), farmers, miners and 
a large Indigenous population. There is a strong cultural 
tradition still practised by Indigenous people in the 
Kimberley, which is rarely seen by outsiders and sometimes 
difficult to recognise amidst the more obvious social issues 
around housing, health and alcoholism. This juxtaposition 
of cultural strength with societal dysfunction is another 
confronting and paradoxical layer of life in northern Australia. 

Despite these issues the relationship to the environment and 
extreme responses that emerge are a common denominator, 
albeit seen through different cultural lenses. 

So what does it mean to be a northerner? Some of the 
words that are thrown around include: hot, crazy, fringe-
dwelling, remote, tough, backward, resilient, romantic, 
adventurous, fugitive.

There is a distinctive quality about ‘the north’ which has a 
certain taste, smell and mood. It is an atmospheric prickle 
as the first electrical storms punctuate the build-up or the 
first dry season wind brings swarms of dragonflies with it. 
Life is interrupted by the weather and intruded upon by the 
environment as a constant reminder of where you are.

Top of page 12:  Carr Boyd ranges.
This page, from top:  Kununurra from Kelly’s Knob lookout, with 
Mirima National Park beyond;  Footy (AFL) in Kununurra, with 
red ranges in the background;  Some of numerous waterfalls after 
big rain. 

Photos: Susie Williams

*Susie Williams is a 2011 Fellow of the Peter Cullen Trust
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The Vasse Wonnerup Wetlands 
by Dr Kath Lynch*

The Vasse Wonnerup is a highly 
modified low-lying coastal wetland 
system just north of Busselton 
(population >30,000) in south-west 
Western Australia, abutting Geographe 
Bay. These wetlands provide habitat 
for an amazing array and number of 
waterbirds, despite major changes to 
hydrology through diversion of flows 
and installation of floodgates, and despite 
elevated nutrients (the Vasse Wonnerup 
is the most nutrient-rich wetland area in 
the state).  

My early involvement in the wetlands 
was through the development and 
implementation of a water quality 
improvement plan.  Happy in the 
catchment, I worked closely with the 
local NRM group ‘GeoCatch’ and with 
farmers, to improve management of 
paddock fertilisers and dairy effluent. 
We also supported local government to 
implement and retrofit water sensitive 
urban design and deliver programs for 
managing urban fertilisers.  

The challenge is huge; in some rivers we 
have phosphorus-reduction targets of up 
to 70% to achieve desired improvements 
in water quality. 

In April of 2013 my relationship with 
Vasse Wonnerup evolved as a result of 
a major fish kill.  The media interest and 
community outrage that followed was 
unprecedented; there had been other 
fish kills but none so widely followed in 
the media. The community, as they saw 
it, had had enough of so-called poor 
management and poor outcomes.  By 
default (perhaps purposeful leadership, 
or maybe the ‘last man standing’!) I took 
the lead on developing an interagency 
fish kill response plan and community 
communication program.  

The Vasse Wonnerup is an intriguing 
system to a scientist, manager and 
growing fan of waterbirds.  Although it 
is Ramsar-listed, it has no management 
plan and is predominately managed as 
compensation basins for flood mitigation. 
Floodgates on the exit channels of 
the two main basins, first installed in 
1908, have changed the system from 
estuarine to fresh or brackish wetlands 
that partially dry out over summer.  This 
modified system provides ideal habitat 

for a range of waterbird species, which 
change in dominance and numbers 
as water levels decline and salinity 
increases. 

Monthly sampling of the system since 
October 2013 has given me the 
opportunity to experience first-hand the 
changes in waterbirds, from thousands of 
Black Swans eating seagrass, to wading 
birds eating shellfish in the shallow 
waters, to fish-eating species hungrily 
feasting on fish trapped as the water 
becomes shallower.  Unfortunately, as 
the water levels decline so do the water 
quality conditions.  Nutrients become 
concentrated as the basins evaporate 
and thousands of fish become stranded.   
Algal blooms are common as the system 
deteriorates. Management of the system 
focuses on the prevention of fish kills.

Disappointingly, despite increased 
monitoring and a trigger-and-response 
framework (based on water and 
environmental conditions), there was a 
second major fish kill in the system in 
early February this year.  Unlike most 
previous kills that occurred because of 
low concentrations of dissolved oxygen, 
this one was most likely a result of a 
toxic algal species.  Next season our 
response will include phytoplankton 
triggers specially developed for this 
system.  Another hard lesson to learn.  

Interestingly, the community outrage has 
not been quite so bad this time. I hope 
that means those tough community 

meetings and many conversations have 
paid some dividends.

There are many opinions on how the 
Vasse Wonnerup Wetlands should 
be managed.  The current focus and 
solutions offered for fish kills often 
ignore the other values of the wetlands, 
particularly for waterbirds. Floodgates as 
a simple ‘quick fix’ solution become the 
main topic of conversation.  

As with most of our ecological systems 
there is no one simple solution, and 
considerably more monitoring and 
research are required to understand 
potential impacts, both good and bad, of 
any management action.  

The real challenge in management is 
to find those answers before it is too 
late.  Increasing community pressure 
to ‘do something’ has resulted in 
management actions that are undertaken 
with good intentions but lack data on 
consequences. The scientist in me is 
grappling with the need to make hasty 
management decisions without truly 
understanding the ramifications of those 
decisions.  The joys of management! 

Despite the challenges, this system 
is worth it.  Traipsing through the 
wetlands over the last year has reignited 
my passions in science and ecology. 
(Unfortunately these are often lost as we 
venture into management roles.)  I am 
even officially now a ‘twitcher’ much to 
the amusement of my colleagues.  

Sampling in the Vasse Wonnerup Wetlands. Photo courtesy of Kath Lynch.

Continued on next page
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Delivering on the Plan
by Jonathan La Nauze*

The Murray-Darling Basin Plan just 
might set our nation’s hardest working 
river — the River Murray — on a 
sustainable course. Or it could join the 
list of great Australian reforms that fell 
over in their implementation. 

Last November the graduating 2013 
cohort of Peter Cullen Trust Fellows 
proposed a way for governments to 
tackle the implementation challenge 
by allowing success to bloom from 
consensus. We focused on ‘constraints 
management’, which was a metaphor for 
the overall task of turning the Plan into 
outcomes on the ground. 

At the heart of our story was an idea: 
that if stakeholders are equipped with 
the right resources (data, time and the 
freedom to explore alternative options 
to difficult problems) we can create a 
more expansive space for compromise 
and policy innovation than governments 
attempting to lead alone. 

I would take this idea one step further. 
It is not just possible, but incumbent on 
all of us as residents of this magnificent 
wide land to shoulder the responsibility 
and engage with these challenges in good 
faith. It is our grandchildren who will 
grow up in the future we are creating 
now, and we all want it to be a future of 
plentiful fish, clean water and productive 
farms. 

It is with that spirit that the national 
environmental organisation I work for, 

the Australian Conservation Foundation 
(ACF), said last November, and still says, 
it looks forward to the next decade 
of Plan implementation, starting with 
constraints. 

We do not pretend it is easy, nor 
presume to know the cost of what we 
will ask of farmers and other businesses 
entwined in the water business. But ACF 
stands willing to listen, to explore the 
options and thrash out common ground. 
We know the cost of failing to do so.

Why ‘constraints management’? Let me 
say first that I dislike the term for its 
negative and technocratic framing. For 
those who fear the Plan will flood them 
out of house, home and crop, it might 
seem that their very way of life has been 
characterised as a mere ‘constraint’ to be 
managed. Indeed more than one populist 
fearmonger has sought to exploit this 
unintended meaning. 

More importantly, I dislike the term 
because it fails to suggest the scale of the 
opportunity. 

We are talking about reconnecting 
rivers with their floodplains, the estuary 
with the mountains. Restoring life-
giving passageways that fish, bugs and 
everything in between use to get out 
into the world and breed.  It’s exciting! 

Constraints management is a key part 
of turning a concept — that is, the 
environment’s legal entitlement to a 

growing number of gigalitres (GL) held in 
trust by the Commonwealth — into real, 
gurgling flows of fresh water entering 
once-stranded billabongs. 

From those flows we expect that hold-
in-the-hand environmental outcomes 
will materialise. New generations of baby 
fish and fledging waterbirds; ecosystem 
services of real economic value, such 
as populations of crop-pollinating 
insects. It is the opportunity to make 
environmental flows work, and work as 
efficiently as possible. 

Efficiency is essential, because whether 
the Basin Plan had settled on 2100 GL 
or 7100 GL, the environment was always 
going to be on a budget. The more 
efficiently Commonwealth Environmental 
Water Holder Mr Papps and his 
successors can use their portfolio to 
deliver environmental outcomes, the less 
call there will be from the likes of me to 
enlarge it in the future.

ACF has engaged Aither1 consulting to 
help us identify, assess and prioritise 
potential reforms to get the most 
from the environment’s budget. We 
are starting with a few important 
assumptions: 
• that optimal utilisation of 

environmental water will require 
considerable evolution of today’s 
policy and institutional settings, as 
well as physical infrastructure; 

And the future of the Vasse Wonnerup Wetlands? I am 
hopeful, and sure of one thing: the more people who 
understand and value this system the more hope it has.

Footnote
Professor Barry Hart AM (a Friend of the Peter Cullen 
Trust) is currently undertaking an independent review 
of the management of waterways in the Geographe 
catchment including the Vasse Wonnerup Wetlands, on 
behalf of the Minister for Water (WA).  His report is 
due in March 2014. 

*Dr Kath Lynch is a 2012 Fellow of the Peter Cullen Trust
Dr Kath Lynch, sampling in the wetlands. Photo courtesy of Kath Lynch.

Vasse Wonnerup Wetlands, continued from page 14

Continued on next page
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Delivering on the Plan, continued from page 15

• that the $200 million earmarked 
for the task could easily be 
expended on a few big works of 
concrete and steel which, while 
probably necessary, will deal with 
only part of the problem; 

• that the trickiest constraint of all is 
actually the will of us all to engage 
in open-ended discussions about 
issues as sacrosanct as entitlement 
characteristics or environmental 
water trade; and 

• that if we do, there are win–wins to 
be had which increase not just the 
efficiency of environmental water 
use, but the benefits to be had by 
all water users.

Over the first few months of 2014 we 
are working with Aither to initiate these 
conversations. Unsurprisingly, a number 
of Fellows and Friends of the Trust are 
on our ‘to call’ list, and I hope those 
calls will be welcomed. 

I also extend an invitation for anyone 
interested in the project to contact me. 
We aim to release the paper by the 
middle of the year, and I look forward 
to updating you all then.

*Jonathan La Nauze is the  
2013 Professor John Langford Fellow  

of the Peter Cullen Trust.

1Chris Arnott, a 2010 Fellow of the Trust, 
was a founder of Aither and is one of its 
Directors..

For ecological health, the River Murray 
floodplain and its Red Gums and other 
vegetation need to be flooded at various 
times and in different places at least every 
one or two years. 

Photo: Bette Devine, Australian 
Conservation Foundation. 

The International RiverFoundation is now accepting 
applications for the 2014 Australian Riverprize.

Riverprize gives recognition, reward and support to 
people who have developed and implemented outstanding, 
visionary and sustainable programs in river management.

Valued at $200,000, the Australian Riverprize comprises a 
cash prize and a Twinning grant, enabling best practice to 
be shared in a peer-to-peer knowledge exchange program 
with another river basin organisation. 

Any organisation involved in river, wetland, lake, or estuary 
restoration or protection is encouraged to apply for the 
Australian Riverprize.

 

2014 Australian Riverprize now open!
Applications must be submitted by Friday 9 May 2014. They 
will be judged by a panel of experts, on criteria including 
the integration of programs, collaborative approaches and 
demonstrated achievements. Joint applications submitted on 
behalf of a group of organisations are welcome. Shortlisted 
applicants will be invited to proceed to stage two of the 
application process. 

Finalists will be announced in July, and the overall prize will be 
awarded in front of an international audience at the Riverprize 
Gala Dinner in Canberra on 16 September, as part of the 
17th International Riversymposium.

More details:  http://www.riverfoundation.org.au/riverprize_about.php
To apply:  http://www.riverfoundation.org.au/riverprize_entering.php
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The Peter Cullen Trust gratefully acknowledges these generous 
sponsors, 2013–14

Generous donor 
Professor John 
Langford AM, 

one of the  
Trust’s Directors.
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Managing Editor: Dr Sandy Hinson.   
Ed Team:  Ann Milligan, Dr Tanzi Smith.   
Photos:  Andrew Sikorski, contributors, and  
the Trust.
Views expressed in BRIDGING are not  
necessarily those of the Trust. 

When you call or email the Peter 
Cullen Trust office this year, you may find 
yourself interacting with Carol Sullivan. 

Carol (right, the Trust’s new 
Administrator) is usually at the desk on 
Tuesdays and Thursdays. Emma Higgisson 
(Business Manager) is continuing one day 
per week (usually Mondays). Volunteer, 
Leona Dwyer (Office Manager), and 
CEO Dr Sandy Hinson are at the office 
also on Fridays. Of course, Sandy is 
available all week on phone or email. 

Carol has several years’ experience in a 
range of administrative roles, supporting 

New staff member at the Peter Cullen Trust office
academics and students in both teaching 
and research-intensive environments 
at the University of New South Wales. 
Carol holds a Bachelor Arts (Visual), 
with a major in Painting, and a Master of 
Letters in Women’s Studies.

Welcome Carol!
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Letter from a Friend
The Green Army — such a terrible thing?

It will be a terribly wasteful thing to have 
thousands of young Australians meaningfully 
engaged as a ‘Green Army’ in practical 
environmentally focused activities.  There is a real 
risk that a generation of young people, no fewer 
than 15,000 each year, will be better connected 
with their environment and community.  Oh dear, 
they might even share their wildlife encounters 
on Facebook and Twitter, develop an esprit de 
corps around landscape management, and start 
to think about engaging in conversations about 
conservation and land management!  

We seriously risk revitalising volunteer groups 
and volunteerism, should this cohort be keen to 
continue their engagement through their lives, 
once bitten by the bug of making a difference. 
If they do not have time to volunteer through 
their early-career stage of life, they might even 
choose to donate money, instead of time, to 
their favourite local environment cause.  These 
individuals will be voting in state and federal 
elections for decades to come; they might 
consider environmental policies and programs 
more wholesomely through their lives when making those 
decisions.  Who knows, they might even join a political party 
or otherwise become leaders in our community.

We must be careful not to engage this labour resource too 
fulsomely or efficiently, or we may make real headway into the 
plethora of implementation plans, from catchments to creeks, 
threatened species to weeds.  There is a genuine possibility 
that the quality of the outcomes of existing landscape 
programs will be enhanced.  We need to be vigilant so as not 
to let this army be too effective, or we may be outshone by 
the next generation. 

You can see it now: politicians will be having photos taken 
of young people working to enhance their environment. 
These photos and stories will, from time to time, make 
the front pages of newspapers and be the subject of radio 
reports around the country.  As a result, there will be a 
risk for the environment movement at large that positive 
environmentalism will be brought to the forefront of public 
attention — projects will be heard about; the public will know 
‘something is happening’.  The possibility that they will want to 
get involved will be magnified.

Our elected representatives will be on-site and planting 
trees, pulling weeds and getting photos taken; people will be 
able to talk to them directly about environmental challenges 
and future policies and programs. It will be a terrible thing if 
someone says the wrong thing. Across the country politicians 
will be exposing themselves to conversations with young 
people about the environment. 

When we engage a new cohort in helping to fix our old 
problems, there is the terrible risk that someone might have 

an innovative idea.  All these young people with creative 
minds, for the first time getting off the Internet and into the 
real world, might have solutions to some of our intractable 
problems. They might come up with brainwaves for better 
communicating environmental challenges and outcomes, they 
might come up with new ways to make enduring volunteer 
efforts, or build their own citizen science community — 
what with their smart-phones and fancy apps. ...

… And now, back to reality . The Peter Cullen Trust aims to 
bridge science, people and the environment. A fundamental 
element of that grouping is having people, across the country, 
caring deeply for their environment, taking ownership and 
leading solutions. I didn’t know Peter Cullen, but I know he 
thought people were central to solving the environmental 
challenges of our nation. 

If you are ‘glass-half-empty’ person a Green Army will be a 
terrible waste of resources. Yet if we welcome, support and 
encourage its success and youthful vigour at every level, 
it might be the shot-in-the-arm a flailing environmental 
conscience needs in this country.  As leaders we can choose 
and affect that outcome.  

I am calling for us to get behind a Green Army and harness 
its potential — to re-engage the Australian community 
in their landscape — and thereby put in one piece of the 
sustainable-landscape puzzle. 

It will be such a terrible thing to miss the opportunity the 
Green Army presents. 

Dr Jason Cummings
CEO, Greening Australia Capital Region
Friend of the Peter Cullen Trust

Volunteers have a great day out planting native trees and shrubs. Scottsdale 
Reserve, southern NSW. Photo: Stephen Corey © Greening Australia


