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Peter Cullen Trust has a new logo and a new website!
You will have noticed the Trust’s new logo at the top of this page. The image
below is a screen grab of the new website Home page. The Trust domain name
has also changed, to http://petercullentrust.org.au/. Currently, Trust email
addresses remain as before, however. The Fellows, especially Dr Tanya Doody,
have contributed photos to illustrate the website pages.

No. 27

Welcome to a new Friend
The Board welcomes
David Parker AM
to the Friends of the Peter Cullen
Water & Environment Trust.

…………………………………

Applications for the 2018 Science-to-Policy Leadership Program are NOW OPEN!
Our flagship Science-to-Policy Leadership Program is in its 9th year, and applications are invited. Applicants
MUST be available to attend both face face-to-face sessions, 10–14 September and 5–8 November, and to
take part in the intervening project work.
Information for applicants and the application form are available
for download from the Trust website
(http://www.petercullentrust.org.au/science-to-policy/). As in
2017, you are asked to include a 2-minute self-video, explaining
what makes you the best possible candidate to take part!
Applications are due by 17 May, and you’ll be notified of the
outcome on 29 June.
…………………………………

Congratulations to Chloe Munro

named as an Officer (AO) in the General Division for her
distinguished service to public administration, through
leadership roles in the areas of renewable energy, water and
climate change process and reform, and to the performing arts.
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This month’s word from the Trust’s CEO, Tom Mollenkopf
The first edition of Bridging for 2018 demands a new quote. But I will save that until last.
As many readers will already know, the Peter Cullen Trust is mourning the death in early
February of Dr Philip Wallis, one of the very first Fellows who graduated in 2010. Ever
since then Phil has been a vigorous supporter of the Trust as a whole, and an organiser and
participant in many Trust activities, particularly those of the Fellows’ network. The Board
and staff of the Trust have greatly respected and valued Phil’s contributions and
friendship. Four Fellows have written a short remembrance of Phil which is included later
in this edition of BRIDGING, and the Eulogy by his long-time colleague Professor Ray Ison will be available on
the Trust website in a few days’ time. Our thoughts are with Phil’s wife and young sons, both born since 2010.
Now to business. 2018 marks the tenth anniversary of the death of Peter Cullen. Between Fellows, Friends
and the small Trust team, we hope to be able to celebrate Peter’s contribution to water science and policy
and to reflect on what more we can do in the coming years.
Towards the middle of this year, it is proposed to hold the Peter Cullen Lecture. Professor Ross Thomson
(Institute for Applied Ecology at University of Canberra) and Professor Stuart Bunn (Australian Rivers Institute
at Griffith University) have kindly offered to work with the Trust to deliver an outstanding lecture. We are
hoping that this will take place at Parliament House – more details soon! An additional feature being worked
on by the Fellows Coordinating Group is around live streaming of the lecture and state-based conversations
to follow the lecture.
Stuart and Ross are also eager to work on a Workshop and public Round Table later in the year with a focus
on outcomes and action, including an associated paper and then an open discussion in Parliament … maybe
even an associated parliamentary dinner with Fellows and Friends! There are a few other ideas in progress,
but these will be released later.
Last year I mentioned that there was work being done on the Trust’s visual identity (‘branding’) and the
website. The website is now live. There is still some tweaking going on behind the scenes, but if you have any
suggestions, please let me know. As part of this work all the Trust’s key program brochures have been
updated. You will also find on the website a downloadable version of our new Strategic Plan. The old website
now points (redirects) to the new site: www.petercullentrust.org.au. Staff emails remain unchanged.
Our next project will be bringing to life – through a short video – some of the stories from our Fellows. We
are hoping to share the transformative nature and impact of our programs with others. Part of this will
require shooting footage with a small number of Fellows. In addition, we are seeking both video footage and
photographs of people, places or activities that are relevant to the work of the Trust. These can then be
edited into our video to give it additional depth and coverage.
From a program perspective, the dates for this year’s Science-to-Policy Leadership Program have been set, in
conjunction with Leith Boully, and applications are now open (see page 1). Work is also underway on the next
Women-in-Water-Leadership Program, to be run early in 2019.
Between the programs, and an enhanced engagement with Fellows and Friends, and reaching into the public
discussion space, we will have a full year. Given the continuing – growing – debate over water resource
management, there is plenty of work to be done.
Oscar Wilde said that "Good resolutions are simply checks that men draw on a bank where they have no
account". I believe that we have a depth of capital in our knowledge account – I am sure we will draw on it
wisely in 2018.
Tom Mollenkopf

…………………………………
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NEWS of Friends, Fellows, Sponsors, the Trust, and of general interest
Reminder: Please send in memories of the late Professor Peter Cullen AO
Kate MacMaster would really appreciate you completing the very short online survey at
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/6LMKBRF, about the impact Peter Cullen and/or the Peter Cullen Trust
has had on you.
Kate is speaking at Ozwater’18 in May (see below) about Peter’s impacts, ten years on, and your stories of
change will be a great help. The results are anonymous: that is, the survey does not send Kate any names
with your responses – just your stories which she would love to share parts of in her presentation.
…………………………………

What a picture!
Over the next two months, the Trust plans to create a short (30-second) video clip for Facebook, and a longer
one for You Tube, and something for our website – largely for marketing purposes.
We are asking you (our network) to please share with us any high-quality photo or video stock that your
organisation has, related to leadership, water, NRM, etc. If you can help out (with the permission of
appropriate people from within your organisation) we would appreciate your contribution, thereby keeping
down the Trust’s costs. Please email any photo or video stock to office@petercullentrust.com.au, or send
large files via a Dropbox.
…………………………………

Fellows & Friends involved in conferences in 2018
WASH FUTURES 2018: Collaboration for universal WASH conference, Brisbane, 5–9 March. International
WaterCentre (CEO Mark Pascoe) is a co-host of this conference and its training workshops. Keynote speakers
include Professor Nick Schofield. http://washfutures.com/registration/.
SMART WATER SUMMIT, Adelaide, 22–23 March, is about ‘connections
and ideas’, and is hosted by ICE Warm (Chair Hon. Karlene Maywald; CEO
Darryl Day) & Water Industry Alliance.
https://waterindustry.com.au/smartwatersummit/.
OZWATER’18, Brisbane, 8–10 May, hosted by Australian Water Association (CEO Jonathan McKeown).
Speakers across the program include Jon Theobald, Kim Markwell, Elisa Hunter and Kate MacMaster (‘The
Impact of Peter Cullen’s Legacy – Ten Years On…’). Trust sponsors Yarra Valley Water and Melbourne Water
are each presenting a workshop session. Registration: http://www.ozwater.org/delegateregistration/.
9ASM, the 9th Australian Stream Management Conference, Hobart, 12–15
August. Dr Geoff Vietz is again an organiser of this biennial stream
management conference, and Editor of the conference proceedings. The
conference is convened by the River Basin Management Society.
CALL FOR ABSTRACTS: Send abstracts to www.9asm.org.au. Closing on 9
March 2018.
AFSS 2018, Australian Freshwater Sciences Society (formerly Australian Society for Limnology) 58th Annual
Congress, Stamford Grand Adelaide Hotel, Glenelg, Adelaide, 23–28 September. Professor Ross Thompson
chairs the AFSS in the first year of its name change from ASL. The theme of this year’s scientific program is
‘Freshwater Science Making a Difference: Innovation, Implementation and Communication’.
SAVE THE DATE!
HWRS 2018, Hydrology & Water Resources Symposium, Melbourne, 3–6 December. The theme is Water and
Communities. Dr Phillip Jordan (Chair), Dr Elisabetta Carrara and Dr Paul Feikema are on the organising
committee. Abstracts are now due. Abstract acceptance notification: 6 July; Draft paper submission deadline:
3 August; Paper acceptance notification with suggested changes: 31 August; Final paper submission deadline:
28 September. http://hwrs.com.au/.
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21ST INTERNATIONAL RIVERSYMPOSIUM, Sydney, 14–17
October, focuses on ‘Embracing innovation’. Abstracts are due
by 23 March. (http://riversymposium.com/submit-abstract/)
About Riversymposium 2017, Emeritus Professor Angela
Arthington writes: ‘Riversymposium 2017 produced a renewed Brisbane Declaration and Global Action
Agenda on Environmental Flows, updating the definition of environmental flows to embrace all freshwater
dependent aquatic ecosystems including GDEs. It presents 44 recommendations for action around legislation
and policy, implementation and monitoring outcomes, and research and training. A paper describing the
history and renewal of the Brisbane Declaration is presently under review with Frontiers in Environmental
Science.’
Dr Emma Carmody has been invited to the panel ‘Managing and Conserving Water in International Law’ at
the INTERNATIONAL LAW ASSOCIATION’S 2018 CONFERENCE (https://www.ila2018.org.au/), 19–24 August,
Sydney. Her presentation is called: ‘Wetlands for humanity: how the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands can be
used to meet the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals’.
…………………………………

Peter Cullen Trust now offering Bespoke Programs
As well as the annual Science-to-Policy Leadership Programs, from this year onwards the Peter Cullen Trust is
offering other leadership programs that will not always be ‘Women in Water Leadership’. For example, in
mid-2018 the Trust is running the ‘Sister-State-Sisters Women in Water’ program, in Rajasthan, India.
The Trust’s leadership training team also offers to devise programs for specific clients. Contact Trust
Programs Director Kate MacMaster, kate@petercullentrust.com.au, to find out more.
…………………………………

Four new Directors on the Peter Cullen Trust Board
As foretold in BRIDGING no. 25, the Trust’s Board was joined by four new Directors in January 2018, bringing
the number of Board members to 9. Our new Directors are: Professor Andrew Campbell and Mark Wootton,
both founding or long-standing Friends of the Trust, and Fellows Chris Arnott and Dr Katherine Daniell.
They have joined existing directors Professor the Hon. John Thwaites (Chair), Brett Tucker, Suzy NethercottWatson CSM, Kaye Cavanagh and Brendan Barry.
To read about the Board members, see http://www.petercullentrust.org.au/our-people/.
…………………………………

Peter Cullen Trust Strategic Plan 2017–20
The Trust’s Strategic Plan for 2017–2020 is available at http://www.petercullentrust.org.au/our-purpose/.
The plan ensures the Trust is accountable for its decisions, and it commits the Trust to monitor and evaluate
the impacts of its programs and adjust the ‘journey’ as necessary. It has four strategic goals:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The ‘bridge’ between science, policy and other stakeholders in the management of Australia’s water
and environment is strengthened.
The leadership capacities of Australia’s water and environment managers are strong, effective and
impactful.
Informed and ongoing discussion and debate about the future management of Australia’s water and
environment resources is fostered.
A strong and sustainable Peter Cullen Water and Environment Trust; the Trust aligns its resources to
the goals and priorities of this Strategic Plan.

…………………………………

PUBLICATIONS by Fellows and Friends in recent months
Dr Katherine Daniell wrote in January 2018: ‘Phil, Marg and I are all excited that this article has finally
appeared: https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol23/iss1/art6/. It was spawned through ongoing discussions
at and after PCT catch-up events’:
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Ayre, M.L., P.J. Wallis, and K.A. Daniell. 2018. Learning from collaborative research on sustainably
managing fresh water: implications for ethical research–practice engagement. Ecology and Society
23(1):6. https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-09822-230106
Dr Meenakshi Arora has sent details of these recent publications (book, chapter, journal paper, article):
David Lewis Feldman, Stanley B. Grant, Ashmita Sengupta, Lindsey Stuvick, Neeta Bijoor, Michael Sahimi,
Meenakshi Arora, Vincent Pettigrove and Kristal Burry (2017). The Water-Sustainable City: Science, Policy
and Practice. Edward Elgar Publishing. https://www.e-elgar.com/shop/the-water-sustainable-city?
Arora M., Casas-Mulet R., Costelloe J.F., Peterson T.J., McCluskey A.H., Stewardson M. (2017) Impacts of
hydrological alterations on water quality. In Water for the Environment: From Policy and Science to
Implementation and Management (Eds: Horne A.C., Webb J.A., Stewardson M.J., Richter B., Acreman
M.) Academic Press.
Sapkota M., Arora M., Malano H., Moglia M., Sharma A. and Pamminger F. (2018) Understanding the impact
of hybrid water supply systems on wastewater and stormwater flows. Resources, Conservation and
Recycling 130. Elsevier Science. DOI: 10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.11.025
Arora M. (2018) ‘How To Prevent Cities From Drying Up’. Pursuit (published by the University of Melbourne).
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/how-to-prevent-cities-from-drying-up

Murray-Darling Basin Plan
The publications below by members of the Trust are among many recent articles and comments about the
Basin Plan and water in the MDB.
1. Professor Quentin Grafton and 11 coauthors including Dr John Williams and Professor Graham Harris
published ‘The Murray Darling Basin Plan is not delivering: there’s no more time to waste’ in The
Conversation on Monday 5 February. The article states:
‘It is high time to explain what is really going on in the Basin and water recovery. For this reason we have all
signed the ‘Murray-Darling Basin Declaration’ (https://murraydeclaration.org/) to explain what has gone
wrong, to call for a freeze on funding for new irrigation projects until the outcomes of water recovery has
been fully and independently audited, and to call for the establishment of an independent, expert body to
deliver on the key goals of the Water Act (2007).’
The authors propose three steps ‘to deliver fully on the key objectives of the Water Act 2007. These are:
‘Stop any further expenditures on subsidies or grants for irrigation infrastructure in the Murray-Darling
Basin until there is an independent, scientific and economic audit of what A$4 billion delivered in volumes
of water and environmental outcomes.
‘Audit all water recovery and planned sustainable diversion limit (SDL) adjustments in the basin, including
details of environmental water recovered, expenditures and actual environmental outcomes, especially in
terms of stream flows at all special environmental assets, including the Murray Mouth.
‘Establish an independent expert scientific advisory body to monitor the basin’s health and to publicly
guide all governments to ensure the full achievement of key objectives of the Water Act 2007. These are: to
restore overallocated resources to environmentally sustainable levels of extraction; and to protect, restore
and provide for the ecological values and ecosystem services of the Murray-Darling Basin.’
The article is available at http://theconversation.com/the-murray-darling-basin-plan-is-not-delivering-theresno-more-time-to-waste-91076?.
2. Dr Emma Carmody, of the Environmental Defenders Office of NSW, on Friday 16 February published the
article ‘The Northern Basin disallowance: Parliament votes to protect the Murray Darling Basin Plan’, at
http://www.edonsw.org.au/northern_basin_disallowance.
The article is republished in this newsletter with permission (see page 8).
…………………………………

Fellows’ & Friends’ news: Seminar next week; New roles and locations
Dr Emma Carmody will deliver an invited seminar called ‘Law reform in the Murray-Darling Basin: 8
challenges, 8 solutions’, on 8 March 2018 at the Global Water Institute at the University of NSW. It will
include a case study of the Water Sharing Plan for the Barwon-Darling Unregulated and Alluvial Water
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Sources. Register at: https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/global-water-institute-seminar-series-march-2018-dremma-carmody-tickets-43537042466
Dr Christobel Ferguson writes: ‘I have left the Department of Primary Industries – Water in NSW and am now
relaxing and catching up on some reading while I have the chance’.
Professor David Karoly has taken on the role of Leader of the ESCC Hub (ESCC = Earth Systems and Climate
Change) of the National Environmental Science Programme (NESP), as announced by the Hub on 19 February.
(Dr Wendy Craik AM is the Hub’s independent Chair.)
Professor Graham Harris writes that during this year he will be working with the UK Freshwater Biological
Association on UK Environment Agency projects in river and lake restoration.
Associate Professor Will Glamore writes that he has had several significant recent appointments. ‘Will was
recently elected as the Chair of PIANC Australia, the world association for waterborne transport
infrastructure. Will was also appointed to the Marine Estate Expert Knowledge Panel and announced as a
member of the inaugural NSW Coastal Council (to be promulgated). Will is also a member of the NSW PFAS
Expert Panel and Chair of the Water Working Group for Williamtown’s PFAS Contamination Expert Panel. In
these roles Will aims to provide leadership and better linkages between scientific practice and policy.’
Dr Sarah Ryan is now Chair of the ACT Bushfire Council, taking up the appointment in November 2017 soon
after her term as Deputy Chancellor of University of Canberra expired. Sarah is also on the Board of the
Capital Region Landkeepers Trust, an NGO which supports the development of knowledge, skills and practice
in landscape restoration in the wider Capital Region.
…………………………………

Water sustainability for a social enterprise
The Swiss Re Foundation is offering a ‘ReSource Award’ for entrepreneurial solutions for resilience in water
management. To participate, you need to answer the online questionnaire by 16 March 2018, 24.00 CET.
‘The International ReSource Award for resilience in water management is a prize acknowledging social
entrepreneurial thinking and leadership in implementing the principles of sustainability in water
management. It recognises new approaches for resolving existing issues related to sustainable water
management.’
To find out more about this opportunity, visit https://www.resourceaward.org/award-application.
…………………………………

Rivers of Carbon ‘Riparian Retreat’, 10–12 April
Dr Siwan Lovett, Principal of the Australian River Restoration Centre and of the Rivers of Carbon initiative,
has just announced the first Rivers of Carbon – Riparian Retreat!
‘The Riparian Retreat is a three-day retreat spent with ‘people who know stuff’ about protecting and
restoring rivers, streams and wetlands, as well as engaging local communities in these endeavours. Working
together we will examine the many reasons why riparian restoration produces multiple benefits, and how you
can, at an individual and organisational level, catalyse community action.
We will be exploring:







river form and function;
ecological recovery;
protecting and creating native fish habitat;
engaging stakeholders;
the wider social context within which we work;
and community involvement.

The retreat will take the shape of a mix of formal presentations, river ‘walk and talks’ and a full-day field trip
on Bush Heritage Australia's ‘Scottsdale’ property that links into beautiful Bredbo Gorge [in southern NSW,
near Cooma].
The Rivers of Carbon team will be joined by well-known and respected river and riparian researchers and
practitioners, and we are keen to have enthusiastic waterway professionals and facilitators come along.
Two Peter Cullen Trust Fellows are involved.
To find out more and register your spot, visit http://riparianretreat.com.au/.
…………………………………
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Useful new tool announced by the Bioregional Assessments Program
BA Explorer (http://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/ba-explorer) is a new map-based component of the
Bioregional Assessment Program website. The BA Explorer displays information about how groundwater
levels and surface water flows might change as a result of coal seam gas and coal mining development in a
particular region. Results are reported as probabilities – the percent chance that a specified change will
happen.
Users can choose to show changes that have a 5% chance, a 50% chance or a 95% chance of happening.
Ecosystems, represented by landscape classes, and water-dependent assets are overlaid on the zone of
potential hydrological change (the area where changes in groundwater or in surface water cannot be ruled
out). Overlaps indicate where further work using more detailed local-scale information is needed to
understand whether there will be impacts and how large they might be.
Results for the Maranoa-Balonne-Condamine (MBC) bioregional assessment are now available on the BA
Explorer. The Maranoa-Balonne-Condamine assessment modelled potential changes to groundwater but did
not include surface water modelling.
Results for the Galilee, Gloucester, Hunter and Namoi regions will be added to BA Explorer when the
assessments are released.
…………………………………

ARTICLES
Key updates to the 2016 State of the Bays Report
By the Office of the Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability, Victoria
The launch of 2016 State of the Bays report gave Victoria its first ‘health check’
for the iconic Port Phillip Bay and Western Port.
Environmental science and policy-making is a dynamic field. When launching
the State of the Bays 2016 report, the Commissioner was mindful of key
studies (listed below) that commenced in 2017 which further our
understanding of, and improve management responses to, the bays.
To capture these initiatives in policy and research, the Commissioner
committed to producing an update to the State of the Bays as a one-off, outof-cycle supplementary report.
The update to the State of the Bays 2016 report, which has now been released
on our website, www.ces.vic.gov.au/sotb incorporates information and
analysis using recently released studies including:
• the Port Phillip Bay Environmental
Management Plan 2017–2027 (EMP,
https://www.vic.gov.au/news/port-phillipbay-environmental-management-plan-2017-2027.html) that seeks to
improve stewardship of the bay, improve water quality and protect marine
biodiversity;
• a CSIRO project that provides a scientific process for identifying and
prioritising ecological indicators for future bays reporting;
• the Western Port Environmental Research Program that highlights recent
findings in water clarity;
• release of Review of Key Victorian Fish Stocks 2017 confirms Sand
Flathead’s decline in Port Phillip Bay (highlighted in the 2016 report);
• a new approach for classifying and mapping marine habitats, and the
application of marine habitat biotopes as indicators for assessing health and
condition;
Pipefish. Photo by Dr Julian
Finn, Museums Victoria.
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•

•

a susceptibility assessment of the coastal zone of both bays, as part of a
state-wide project, to model erosion and inundation impacts under
present day and future climate change scenarios to inform the
prioritisation of coastal monitoring; and
the awarding of grants to projects from the $10 million Port Phillip Bay
Fund (https://www.coastsandmarine.vic.gov.au/grants/port-phillip-bayfund): the priorities identified in the 2016 State of the Bays report have
assisted these investment choices.

The Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Gillian Sparkes has provided
recommendations in the update which add further weight to the growing
momentum to monitor, improve and sustain the environmental health of Port
Phillip Bay and Western Port.
In addressing areas of concern, this update also takes the opportunity to revisit
key indicators in the 2016 State of the Bays that were assessed as being ‘poor’
including:
•
•
•

overabundance of sea urchins in the subtidal reefs of Port Phillip Bay
north
Sand Flathead numbers in Port Phillip Bay, and
water clarity in Western Port.

Southern Sand Flathead. Photo by
Dr Julian Finn, Museums Victoria.

The full update to the report can be found here: http://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sotb
…………………………………

The Northern Basin disallowance 1
Parliament votes to protect the Murray Darling Basin Plan
By Dr Emma Carmody, Environmental Defenders Office of NSW 2
On 14 February 2018, the Australian Parliament voted to disallow a proposed amendment to
the Basin Plan to – amongst other things – take 70 GL (or 70 billion litres) away from the
environment in the northern Murray-Darling Basin (MDB). The proposed amendment was
based on work undertaken by the Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) as part of the
Northern Basin Review (NBR).
Since our national Parliament exercised its right to reject this amendment, the State of New South Wales has
intimated in an official media release that it will walk away from the Basin Plan, claiming that the NBR ‘was
always part of the Basin Plan package’ and that ‘[t]his move makes the Basin Plan untenable for NSW.’
We have received a number of inquiries from clients about the meaning of these statements, and their
possible implications for the ongoing management of scarce water resources in our largest – and most
important – river system. The following analysis is designed to separate fact from fiction.

1. The legal basis for the NBR
Many people think that the Basin Plan included a legal requirement to undertake the NBR, hence voting
against the proposed amendment was somehow going against – or undermining – the version of the Plan
that was passed by the Australian Parliament back in 2012.
However, this is not the case. Rather, clause 6.06 of the Plan provides for the MDBA to conduct research and
investigations into limits on extraction (known as ‘Sustainable Diversion Limits’) for the purpose of informing
a review, including, possibly, of these limits. The clause does not pre-suppose a reduction in water recovery –
or an increase for that matter.
After such a review is undertaken, any recommendation by the MDBA still has to be adopted by the Minister,
tabled in the Australian Parliament and if a disallowance motion is moved, voted on by our elected

1
2

Republished from the website of the Environmental Defenders Office of NSW, with permission.
Dr Carmody consulted with scientists, including a senior hydrological modeller, before writing this article.
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representatives. This mechanism is commonly used in functional constitutional democracies to ensure
parliamentary scrutiny of important decisions.
In this instance, the MDBA’s recommendation to reduce water for the environment by 70 GL (on the basis of
the NBR) was voted down by Parliament. The next section explains why.

2. Why was the amendment disallowed by the Australian Parliament?
Before voting, a number of senators explained why they had chosen to support the disallowance motion.
Their reasons included:
•

•
•

•

significant concerns regarding the
scientific work and hydrological
modelling undertaken by the MDBA as
part of the NBR;
ongoing concerns about alleged water
theft, especially in the Northern Basin;
ongoing concerns about legal pumping
of environmental water purchased with
taxpayers’ money, particularly in the
Northern Basin; and,
the fact that the NSW Independent
Commission against Corruption is
Image by courtesy of EDO NSW.
currently undertaking an investigation, including into the
making in 2012 of one of the most important State laws
governing water sharing arrangements in the Northern Basin (namely the Barwon-Darling Water
Sharing Plan or BD WSP).

3. Problems with the science and modelling
In performing their duties and exercising their powers under the Basin Plan, the Minister and the MDBA are
legally required to act on the basis of best-available scientific knowledge. It is therefore important to
elaborate on the science and modelling underpinning the proposed 70 GL reduction.
While the NBR did allow the MDBA to increase its knowledge base in certain areas (which was an excellent
outcome), the actual recommendation to remove 70 GL from the pool of environmental water was not based
on sound evidence.
In particular, it was claimed that the 70 GL reduction would have minimal impacts on the environment and
downstream users. However, the hydrological modelling underpinning this claim was based on a number of
flawed assumptions. For example, it assumed that:
•
•
•

•

•

•

users are complying with water laws in the Northern Basin (which has been thrown into doubt by
official investigations and reports by Mr Ken Matthews and the MDBA itself);
the Commonwealth’s environmental water could be simultaneously released from storage dams on
the tributaries that flow into the Barwon-Darling River to produce one large flow through the Darling
(which is unprecedented);
most of the Commonwealth’s environmental water would actually make it through the BarwonDarling River (despite the fact that environmental water paid for by taxpayers can be legally
extracted by a few large-scale irrigators on that river system);
the old rules that applied before the BD WSP was passed were a good enough representation of the
regulatory regime governing water extractions. However, the rule changes that occurred under the
BD WSP were significant, allowing (amongst other things) greater volumes of water to be pumped
more quickly – and without the previous daily limits on extractions;
analysis of big flows on the Barwon-Darling would give an accurate representation of the impact of a
70 GL reduction. However, failing to analyse lower flows was a serious omission, particularly given
significant increases in access to these lower flows under the BD WSP; and that
the 70 GL reduction would have relatively minimal downstream impacts due to the MDBA’s
proposed, targeted water recovery program. However, the instrument that was eventually tabled in
Parliament included amendments allowing States to vary the location from which water is recovered
for the environment, completely undermining the purported benefits of the MDBA’s targeted
scheme. Further, these amendments were not in the version placed on public exhibition.

It is important to note that the MDBA used models provided to them by the States.
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4. Can a State ‘walk away’ from a legally binding law of Australia?
The Water Act 2007 and Basin Plan are constitutionally valid laws passed by the Parliament of Australia. The
Australian Government therefore has an obligation to recover the volume of water mandated under the
Basin Plan by mid-2019 – which currently stands at 2,750 GL.
Relevantly, it also has the legal powers – should it choose to exercise them – to recover the balance of this
volume if a Basin State decides to ‘walk away’ from the Plan.
However, the current, 1500 GL limit on ‘buybacks’ added in 2015 to the Water Act 2007 could serve to
frustrate this outcome if it is not physically possible to recover the remaining volume via on-farm water
saving projects. Without delving into the legal and practical complexities of this issue, we note that
Parliament could in any case choose to lift the 1,500 GL limit in order to guarantee delivery of the 2,750 GL by
the statutory deadline.
What, then, does it mean for a State to ‘walk away’ from the Basin Plan? While this is a complex issue, it is
likely that it could mean one or more of the following:
•
•
•
•

making a declaration that some or all of the Water Act and/or Basin Plan do not apply to the extent
of any inconsistency with a State law;
refusing to appoint a Minister to the ‘Ministerial Council’ which assists with the Plan’s
implementation;
withdrawing from the Intergovernmental Agreement on Water Reform in the Murray-Darling Basin
(IGA);
refusing to prepare water resource plans – which will set out how water will be shared between
users under the Basin Plan – and which are due for accreditation by the Commonwealth by mid2019.

However, it is important to note the following:
•
•

•
•

The Commonwealth can make a regulation overriding any declaration by a State that some or all of
the Water Act and/or Basin Plan do not apply;
The Ministerial Council currently comprises a Minister from each Basin State and the Australian
Government. However, there does not appear to be any legal impediment to it functioning in the
absence of an appointed Minister from one or more State;
Withdrawing from the IGA could result in the Commonwealth terminating funding for State water
projects;
While States are responsible for preparing water resource plans, the Water Act 2007 allows the
Minister to ‘step-in’ and order the MDBA to make one or more of these plans if any State refuses to
do so by the statutory deadline.

This being the case, it is unclear why any State would:
•

•
•
•

create widespread uncertainty by making a declaration that could be overridden by the
Commonwealth, and which in any case could disadvantage many water users within the State who
depend on the sustainable management of water resources;
choose to absent itself from important negotiations and discussions that occur during Ministerial
Council meetings;
disadvantage itself and its constituents by refusing to participate in the making of water resource
plans, which are the most important legal instruments sitting beneath the Water Act 2007 and Basin
Plan; or
walk away from its share of approximately $6 billion – the amount of Commonwealth funding left to
implement the Basin Plan and to assist communities to adjust to a future with less productive water.

Finally – and significantly – the Commonwealth Government has already acquired most of the water needed
to satisfy the requirements of the Basin Plan in northern NSW. This means that disallowing the 70 GL will not
– as some people have framed it – require irrigators to suddenly sell off all of their water. Rather, it means
things will remain largely unchanged in NSW.
It is important to bear these legal realities in mind as debate continues. There is a second proposed
amendment before parliament concerning the ‘adjustment mechanism’ that will be the subject of an
upcoming post.
16 February 2018
…………………………………
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Aither leads Australian engagement with Iran
on solutions to water scarcity 3
By Chris Arnott
During my recent trip to Iran as part of an Aither-led WaterGuide dialogue, I was struck by the scale of the
challenge and the parallels with the Australian experience. Lake Urmia, historically the largest lake in the
Middle East at over 5,000 square kilometres, has been given National Park status and designated as a Ramsar
Site and UNESCO Biosphere Reserve due to its unique natural and ecological features. However, the lake has
shrunk to less than 10% of its historical extent.
The decline in lake level and water availability is being driven by a
combination of reduced rainfall and increased water demand. There
have been two major stepped decreases in rainfall, compared with
historical levels, since 1950. Just as in Australia, these rainfall declines
have led to an approximately three-fold decrease in runoff and
associated inflows to Lake Urmia. As surface water availability has
plummeted, groundwater sources have been tapped at an increased
rate with locals advising that most sources are falling at around 1.0 m
per year. The situation is dire, and communities and critical agricultural
production are threatened in the very near term.
Chris Arnott speaking in Iran
The Integrated Management Plan for Lake Urmia Basin published in
2010 (http://ramsar.rgis.ch/pdf/wurc/LakeUrmiaManagementPlanI.R.Iran2010.pdf), articulates a vision, goal and objectives, and a target to restore the lake’s level to continue
its normal ecological functions, including supporting biodiversity and Artemia (a brine shrimp) reproduction.
While clearly important for ecological functioning and associated water quality, these targets do not capture
all of the benefits of a healthy Lake Urmia. It is critical that the full range of beneficial values is defined in
peak planning documents.

The lake and its catchment supports a population of over 5 million, and agriculture accounts for 94% of water
use. Clear documentation of these existing social and economic values, combined with an articulation of their
likely future state based upon the water availability trajectory described above, is fundamental if Lake Urmia
is to have any chance of being placed on a sustainable footing. As Dr Kalantari, Special Assistant to the Deputy
Foreign Minister for Legal and International Affairs on Water Diplomacy states, it is these aspects that will
make people care about the problem and become part of the solution.
Pointing to the sensitivity of water scarcity in Iran and the main role of the public in curbing the issue,
Kalantari said that society will not care about the growing problem until they personally feel the effects of
drought on their own and the next generation's lives.
https://financialtribune.com/articles/environment/79548/australia-extends-water-management-expertise
…………………………………

Loss of a friendly Fellow: A remembrance of Dr Philip Wallis
By Sarina Loo, Geoff Vietz, Kirsten Shelly and Susie Williams
“Phil Wallis was a gentleman and a gentle man.” These are some of words
the pastor delivering Phil’s funeral services used in summing up one of our
friendliest fellows. Other words that come to mind are intelligent, humble,
caring, collaborator, witty, reflective and quiet.
He was a classic “S” personality type in the DiSC personality profiling we did
on the PCT Science to Policy Leadership Program. “S” stands for Steadiness
and “S” people are described as “sympathetic and cooperative: helpful people
who like working behind the scenes, working in consistent and predictable
ways, and being good listeners”. They are typically introverted and people
focused. Anyone who knew Phil would know that this is an apt description of
him.

Sarina (left) and Susie with Phil
in 2014. Photo by Geoff Vietz.

First published at http://perspectives.aither.com.au/post/102eobh/aither-leads-australian-engagement-with-iran-onsolutions-to-water-scarcity
3
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Phil in December 2017 at the
Women in Water Leadership
graduation, with Michelle Ezzy.

If there was ever a “leader in waiting” that the PCT leadership program could
reveal it was Phil. In the 2010 cohort Phil was the young, quiet guy who rarely
spoke out and struggled to look you in the eye when conversing. By the end of
that year Phil’s brilliance with “systematic” thinking was revealed, and his
ability to logically conceptualise a complex problem had the cohort engaged.
The whiteboard came alive with circles and arrows as Phil revealed and shared
an obvious passion. Phil’s confidence only increased through the period of
another 7 leadership programs and he became an entertaining and engaging
speaker, writer, and conversationalist who could engage
you with his eyes. It wasn’t difficult to envisage Phil calmly
and succinctly speaking words of wisdom in the ear of
those in power.

Everyone’s life is busy, but Phil repeatedly put up his hand
to volunteer his time to the PCT whilst developing a career
and raising a young family. He used his technological flair to contribute to some of the
more detailed but important behind the scenes work in website development and
maintenance, and, organising a number of PCT events (most notably the 5-year
anniversary convention). He was a founding member of the National Fellows Committee
and was contributing his knowledge in practical and strategic ways until his last meeting.
Phil’s leadership journey was enhanced greatly by the PCT and he was committed to
‘giving back’ to something he was clearly passionate about.
The PCT events are only ever as good as the people that show up, and Phil was a steady
and welcome presence at so many.

His legacy in the water industry will be remembered through his myriad contributions.
The almost $12,000 raised on the GoFundMe site is just one testament to Phil’s legacy.

Phil ‘conceptualising’.
Photo: Geoff Vietz.

We can take some comfort in the fact that in Sarina’s final conversation with him he said that he had had a
good life, he was proud of his achievements and that “there are no goodbyes when you have memories”.

L–R, top down: Phil (centre) at Fellows’ Professional Development Day
2014. Phil (2nd from right) at Parliament House in the Leadership
Program, 2010; also Mark Taylor (centre). Speaking about systemic
thinking (with Siwan Lovett & Dena Fam). At the Coorong, in 2010.
Photos by Geoff Vietz.
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