Issue No. 34 / April 2019 / ISSN 2200-1654

‘Disaster in the Murray–Darling Basin: explanations & consequences’ –

Thurs 9 May 6.30–8 pm, Old Geology Lecture theatre, The University of Sydney
This forum in Sydney on 9 May, with expert panellists Dr Emma Carmody (advocating for an
environmental rule of law in the MDB), Professor Richard Kingsford (speaking on fixing the state of
Basin ecosystems) and Professor Sarah Wheeler (speaking on impacts of water recovery on the
Basin’s rural communities), will examine the origins of the challenges facing the Basin and the
state of the rivers, the legal frameworks and socio-economic ramifications. The forum is free,
but registration is essential, via phone 02 9351 0429 or email law.events@sydney.edu.au.
See http://sydney.edu.au/news/law/457.html?eventid=11946
…………………………………

Highlights of 9ASM presented in Sydney. 5.30–6.45 pm, Thursday 2 May
Here is an opportunity to hear some of the 100+ presentations given at the 9th Australian Stream
Management Conference (9ASM) in Hobart, August 2018. You are invited to this Highlights of
9ASM seminar in Sydney, not only to hear the talks but also to celebrate local research and share
great ideas with your colleagues. Wine and cheese will be provided by the River Basin
Management Society (RBMS) and 2/rog. Following the presentations, we will also be discussing the
role the RBMS can play in NSW, enabling regular seminars and discussions regarding natural
resource management activities and catchment management in NSW, and gathering interest in
setting up a local chapter to operate alongside those already established in Queensland and
Victoria.
Speakers include: Dr Paul Frazier (2/rog), ‘Environmental water in the northern MDB: where
does it go and what does it do?’; Tony Wales (Georges Riverkeeper), ‘Georges Riverkeeper
Aboriginal Riverkeeper Team: a model for successful engagement of Aboriginal communities in
natural resource management of urban areas’; and Dr Tim Pietsch (Griffith University), ‘Dating
river sediments, how low can we go?’.
See you at Level 3, 10 Valentine Street Parramatta NSW
2150. Entry FREE. To RSVP or for more information go to
https://rbms.com.au/ or info@rbms.com.au. Full conference
abstracts and proceedings are available at www.9asm.org.au.
…………………………………

Honour to a Fellow of the Trust
Dr Madeleine Hartley writes: On Friday
night I was awarded the Lawyers Weekly
awards for Corporate Counsel Government
Lawyer of the Year, and the Excellence
Award.
It's an incredible honour and recognises the
work I did as Corporate Counsel for
WaterNSW during 2018, leading
WaterNSW's negotiations and submissions in
water reform with the NSW Government and
Department of Industry – Water.
I'm particularly grateful to the Peter Cullen
Trust for the role it has played in my
development; to Professor John Langford
who sponsored my involvement in the
Fellows program; and to all the Fellows who
continue to teach me about the various intersections between
water and law, and support my leadership journey.

……………………………………………………
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A word from the Trust’s Chair John Thwaites
and CEO Tom Mollenkopf
Through developing leaders in the water sector and raising the level of
discourse – by facilitating, convening and enabling – the Trust empowers
others to be effective communicators and advocates.
But sometimes the question arises about what the Trust itself will say on
the often pressing and vital issues confronting Australia in water policy and
management. Can the Trust itself ‘speak truth to power’?
The CEO’s ‘Word’ in the previous edition of Bridging (February, Issue 33)
answered that question in a way that concerned some readers, particularly
as Peter Cullen himself was so forthright and influential. In referring to the
Murray-Darling Basin debate, it was stated that, ‘when it comes to the Peter
Cullen Trust as an institution, we must remain independent. Our position is
that we take no position, other than to be an honest broker for constructive
dialogue.’
That observation flows from our Strategic Plan, which states that ‘the Trust
is not politically aligned and is neither an advocate nor a lobbying
organisation.’
The fact that various Fellows and Friends of the Trust (including many with
a strong commitment to the environment and river health over many years)
have differing views on certain of the Murray-Darling Basin issues
demonstrates why this is important.
As a Trust we honour Peter Cullen’s legacy, but Peter was an individual with agency for his own
opinion. We do not have that agency for his opinion.
The article in Bridging no. 33 also suggested the author’s fondness for referring to ‘discussions’ or
‘conversations’ when it comes to critical issues. This should not be interpreted to mean that the
Trust is not prepared to support debate.
Indeed, one of the Trust’s core purposes is ‘Promoting informed exchange and debate on
important water and environmental management issues.’
The Trust encourages contributions to Bridging from all those interested in water and
environmental management, particularly Fellows and Friends. As with all honest debate,
alternative perspectives and insights need to be given voice.
The Trust also facilitates a lively Fellows Network and associated programs, including Leaders’
Lunches, and is working on several other initiatives to provide forums to explore and debate water
issues.
We hope that these efforts will continue to raise the level of discourse on some of the critical
issues confronting the nation.
Professor John Thwaites & Tom Mollenkopf
Tom welcomes comments via ceo@petercullentrust.com.au
or phone 0422 631 876

……………………………………………………

Welcome to new Friends
The Board welcomes
Professor Jamie Pittock, Ross Knee,
Susan Worley and Dr Kate Andrews
to the Friends of the Peter Cullen Water & Environment Trust.
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Message to the Fellows
Remember how inspired you were on graduating from your leadership program?
There's a lot happening within the Fellows network – so
many opportunities for you to get involved, reconnect
with Fellows you know, connect with others, collaborate
and contribute to even greater achievements in Science
and Policy.

•

Develop your story telling skills for greater
influence, and
welcome the latest cohort of Fellows in Canberra
on 9 and 10 May. The Professional development and
Friday breakfast are free, and the graduation event is
very reasonably priced (see the link below). Travel
subsidies are available.

•

Two podcasts are available now, via both the public
and the Fellows’ sections of the Trust website
(www.petercullentrust.org.au). The podcast team
members are keen for your help and ideas to deliver
more amazing content.

•

Need potential collaborators? The Fellows map can
help you find them!

•

Got your own ideas? Have a look at the guidelines to
enable Fellows' projects. Some funding is available
to assist.

•

The Trust now has two regular graduation events
each year and we need your help to make those
amazing.
Make the most of the network!
Elissa McNamara, National Fellow Chair,
lissmcnamara@gmail.com, 0419877768

……………………………………………………

Programs update
It’s been a busy start to the year,
Program-wise, with our first ever
national Women in Water
Leadership Program kicking off in
February with 15 incredible women
from the Australian water sector –
check
out
this
photo
taken
at the
end of
session one: all looking pleased and no doubt happy
to be heading home! Session two starts in May and
its finale is the fabulous evening of presentations
and speeches at the official Graduation.
We are so pleased that Dr Jane Doolan,
Productivity Commissioner and senior water leader, will be our guest speaker for the evening.
Tickets this year have been reduced in price to encourage you all to attend: you can buy them at
Humanitix online here (https://events.humanitix.com.au/copy-of-the-peter-cullen-trust-scienceto-policy-leadership-program-graduation-cocktail-function). Earlybird price ends 30 April.
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A plug to all PCT Fellows: I have sent you the brochure (above) outlining the fabulous week of
May events. Please ensure you book your FREE Tickets ASAP via the Humanitix booking page to
secure your spots! I am really looking forward to seeing many of you there. And don’t forget to
check out the Podcasts available via the Fellows Zone on our website.
2019 Science to Policy Program: Applications are now open for our tenth annual Science-toPolicy leadership program. If you haven’t encouraged all the emerging water and environment
leaders in your network to apply, do so now! Below is a smattering of testimonials from past
participants, which I think is enough to make anyone want to jump in and apply! Applications close
at the end of April.

WSAA professional development program: In May I had the privilege of spending another few
hours with the brilliant young water leaders from the WSAA professional development program.
This was part of the PCT’s applied learning and coaching program for this group of 6. We will have
one final face-to-face session in June, and it’s been a pleasure to work with them and to see their
leadership skills and self-awareness growing.
Do you have an idea for a leadership program? As an FYI, did you know that I am DiSC
Accredited? As all PCT Fellows know, DiSC is the personality/behaviour profiling test that we use in
our leadership programs. If you think your team/organisation could benefit from learning around
behaviour styles (or learning styles, emotional intelligence and motivators, all of which I am
accredited in taking groups through), please contact me and we can chat about designing a
program to suit your needs.
Thanks to Siwan Lovett: We would like to extend our very heartfelt
thanks to Dr Siwan Lovett. Siwan has been a critical part of the team in
designing and implementing our Leadership Programs. We at the Trust, as
well as the network of Fellows who have worked with Siwan, have learnt
much from her gentle, wise and guiding ways over the years. Siwan is
doing some fabulous things running the Australia River Restoration Centre
and growing the Waterway Management Twinning Program (which a lot of
PCT Fellows get involved in, paying their experiences forward as mentors)
and she has decided to focus her future energies upon this important
work. So we don’t say ‘Goodbye’; we say ‘See you around’, as we know
Siwan is continuing to work with many of you around the country as we
speak! Many thanks for your incredibly hard work and contribution to the Trust, Siwan, and pop
into the office for a cuppa anytime!
BRIDGING no. 34, April 2019

http://petercullentrust.org.au/bridging

4

PCT on social media: https://www.facebook.com/petercullentrust/ & https://www.linkedin.com/groups/6845223 & @PeterCullenPCT
Finally
It’s been relieving and beautiful to see some rain in south-east Australia over recent weeks, and
even a snowflake or two at my house. I hope that wherever you are, just enough much-needed
water fell for you, and settled the dust a tad.
‘Til next Bridging.

Kate MacMaster, Programs Director

……………………………………………………

NEWS of Friends and Fellows and Sponsors
NEW ROLES
City West Water names new General Manager of Strategy and Planning
After an extensive executive search, Amanda Smith has been appointed as City
West Water’s new General Manager of Strategy and Planning, taking up the role on
1 April 2019.
Smith was previously City West Water’s Service Performance Manager in the
Infrastructure and Delivery Group. She has acted as both the General Manager of
Infrastructure and Delivery and the General Manager of Customers and Community
during her 10 years at the Melbourne utility, as well as acting as the CEO of
VicWater in 2018.
City West Water Managing Director David Ryan said Smith’s experience would help
her lead the Strategy and Planning Group at City West Water, which is responsible for the
business’s strategic long-term planning, direction setting, and development of key business
strategies.
Quoted (slightly adapted) from AWA Watersource, 25 March 2019, with permission.
………………

President of the Australian & New Zealand Geomorphology Group
Dr Sandra Brizga (PCT 2012 Fellow) was recently elected President of the Australian and New
Zealand Geomorphology Group, taking over from Associate Professor Ian Rutherfurd (PCT
Friend).
………………

CONFERENCES COMING UP
Ozwater’19: Transforming our world – 7–9 May, Melbourne
Speakers on the program include: Grace Rose-Miller (Yarra Valley Water); Jill Fagan (DELWP);
Hannah Pexton (Melbourne Water); and Darryl Day (ICE WaRM). See http://www.ozwater.org/
………………

International Water Resources Association – World Water Congress 2020
A reminder that the call for inputs to the XVII IWRA World Water Congress (Daegu, South Korea,
11–15 May 2020) is now open.
Abstracts, ideas for special sessions and side events need to be submitted before 31 July 2019,
supporting the main congress theme – Foundations for global water security and resilience:
knowledge, technology and policy – and the thematic topics and cross-cutting issues listed in
the previous edition of Bridging (no.33).
For details, see www.worldwatercongress.com, or if you have any questions regarding the event,
contact Dr Gary Jones at: isc.chair@iwra.org
………………

Other conferences coming up
Stormwater Victoria 2019 conference, 4–5 June, Marysville, Victoria
https://gems.eventsair.com/2019-stormwater-victoria-conference/2019-program
Speakers include Assoc. Prof. Rory Nathan and Assoc. Prof. Ian Rutherfurd (keynote
speakers), and Dr Geoff Vietz.
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SETAC 2019 Conference in Darwin, 7–10 July.
Society of Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry. www.setac-au2019.com.au
IECA Australasian Conference & Stormwater Queensland Conference: 1-3 Oct, Cairns
Stormwater Queensland together with the International Erosion Control Association Australasia.
Theme: Runoff, reef, regulation, and reality checks.
https://gems.eventsair.com/2019-ieca-sq-joint-conference
22nd International RiverSymposium, 20–24 October, Brisbane
https://riversymposium.com/
Theme: Excellence, collaboration, integration.
23rd International Congress on Modelling and Simulation, 1–6 December, Canberra
https://mssanz.org.au/modsim2019/
Theme: Supporting evidence-based decision making: the role of modelling and simulation.
Submissions due by 31 July.
Congress convenor: Dr Sondoss Elsawah, The University of NSW, Canberra.
………………

RECENT NEWS IN WATER & ENVIRONMENT
Stacey Hamilton (photo at left) writes: I presented at the
Water Research Australia conference in February, on the Perth
Groundwater Replenishment Scheme and how it has taken the
Corporation 15 years to get to where we are in the scheme as
well as keep the community on board.
………………

Chris O’Neill writes: Fellows Dr Anne Poelina (WA)
and Chris O’Neill (Vic) and Friend Darryl Day (SA)
attended the Uni SA, MDBA and AARES 9th National
Water Forum 2019 in March, focusing on ‘Counting and
Accounting for Water: Australian water measurement
and its implications’. Dr Poelina presented a session on
counting and accounting the values of the National and
Aboriginal Heritage Listed Fitzroy River ‘Bookarrarra
Liyan Mardoowarra Booroo’.

Chris O’Neill (left), Anne Poelina and Darryl Day at
the 9th Annual Water Forum (University of SA, MurrayDarling Basin Authority, Australasian Agricultural &
Resource Economics Society)

………………

Brad Moggridge has been invited to be an author on the next Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change report, contributing to the section on Indigenous Peoples in Australia.
………………
Kim Markwell (a freshwater ecologist at
E2Designlab) recently attended and presented her
paper, ‘Planning for the design of green and cool
cities – the Victorian experience’, at the 4th Water
Sensitive Cities Conference in Brisbane. Papers
and abstracts are not available online, but Kim can
supply her slides to anyone interested. (The first
slide is shown below.)

Panel for ‘Planning for a changing climate’: L–R: Mellissa Bradley (Water Sensitive SA), Dr Kerry Nice
(CRCWSC), Alan Hoban (Bligh Tanner), Dr Stephanie Jacobs (Mosaic Insights), Kim Markwell (E2Designlab).
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Kim’s first slide.

This was Kim's first major industry event after returning from maternity leave and it was a great
way to reconnect and find out what has been happening. She was also able to reflect on how the
CRC has been able to shift from research into adoption, and was energised by the number of fellow
industry practitioners who were presenting how they are using the outcomes of the research
programs to add value to their work and working relationships.
Professor David Pannell, Professor of Agricultural and Resource Economics, The University of
Western Australia, was another PCT person present, leading a panel discussion on the economics
of valuing a water-sensitive city.
………………
Professor Michael Douglas and Professor David Pannell are involved in a new project on the
catchment of WA’s Fitzroy River [the ‘Mardoowarra’], with the Northern Australia Environmental
Resources Hub, https://www.nespnorthern.edu.au/2019/03/11/adding-value-to-research-in-wasfitzroy-river-catchment/. The project ‘brings together the work on Environmental water needs for
the Fitzroy River, Indigenous water needs for the Fitzroy River, Multi-objective planning in
northern Australia and Knowledge brokering for Indigenous land management.’
………………
Dr Clare Taylor and her colleagues in the Knowledge Brokering & Communications Team at the
Northern Australia Environmental Resources Hub send out Northern Australia News Roundup
(https://www.nespnorthern.edu.au/archives/north-australia-news/), each month. It is an informal
summary of news relevant to the Northern Australia Environmental Resources Hub’s goal of
supporting sustainable development in northern Australia.
………………

Reports on the Darling River fish kills released
Report to the Australian Government:
‘Independent assessment of the 2018–19 fish deaths in the lower Darling’. Final report, 29 March
2019, by the six-person independent panel led by Professor Rob Vertessy. Both this final report
and their Interim report (20 February) are now available on the MDBA website
(https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/independent-panel-assess-fish-deathslower-darling).
On 10 April, The Conversation published an overview article on the final report, by Professor Rob
Vertessy and coauthors: ‘We wrote the report for the minister on fish deaths in the lower
Darling – here's why it could happen again’, http://theconversation.com/we-wrote-thereport-for-the-minister-on-fish-deaths-in-the-lower-darling-heres-why-it-could-happen-again115063. Later on 10 April, an article on ABC News, at https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-0
10/federal-govt-announces-big-spend-to-prevent-more-fish-kills/10986120, stated that: ‘The
Minister accepted 10 recommendations relating to the Commonwealth Government, and said he
would work with the states on the remaining 17 recommendations.’ The article includes comments
from the National irrigators Council (a current PCT sponsor), and also Cotton Australia (a regular
PCT sponsor).
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Report requested by the Leader of the Opposition, the Hon. Bill Shorten MP:
‘Investigation of the cause of mass fish kills in the Menindee Region NSW over the
summer of 2018-19’, 18 February 2019, is the report of the panel appointed by the Australian
Academy of Science and led by Professor Craig Moritz (ANU). It is available. is at
https://www.science.org.au/files/userfiles/support/reports-and-plans/2019/academy-sciencereport-mass-fish-kills-digital.pdf. That panel of 10 included Professor Tim Flannery and
Professor John Williams. Other PCT people also involved were: Dr David Karoly (contributor to
the report) and, on the panel of Expert Reviewers, Professor Graham Harris, Associate
Professor Alison King, Bradley Moggridge and Professor Robert Vertessy.
………………

OTHER RECENT PUBLICATIONS BY FELLOWS AND FRIENDS
Professor Mark Taylor has just published a report on continuing contamination from the lead
smelter at Port Pirie, South Australia, affecting children and others in the town.
Taylor M.P., Isley C., Glover J. (2019) Prevalence of childhood lead poisoning and
respiratory disease associated with lead smelter emissions. Environmental International
127, 340–352. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2019.01.062.
Several media are reporting on the findings, including ABC News, 9 April –
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-04-09/port-pirie-nyrstar-lead-smelter-urged-to-reduceemissions/10982608, and The Conversation, 10 April – ‘Children continue to be exposed to
contaminated air in Port Pirie’ — http://theconversation.com/children-continue-to-be-exposed-tocontaminated-air-in-port-pirie-113484, by Mark Taylor and coauthors.
……………
Dr Lisa Ehrenfried and Dr Geoff Vietz have both contributed to the new book Approaches to
Water Sensitive Urban Design, https://www.elsevier.com/books/approaches-to-water-sensitiveurban-design/sharma/978-0-12-812843-5.
Lisa is a co-author on Chapter 27, ‘WSUD "Best in Class" – Case Studies from Australia, New
Zealand, USA, Europe and Asia’. Geoff is lead author on Chapter 12, ‘Protecting and
Managing Stream Morphology in Urban catchments using WSUD’.
………………
‘Public health risk: what pharmaceutical residue does to waterways’. In this article in the
Canberra Times on 24 February, Professor Ross Thompson ‘is urging the public to dispose of
unused medicines properly to stop the problem escalating, on the back of alarming results in two
recent studies. research which found that a platypus living in a stream on Melbourne's fringe could
receive more than half a human dose of antidepressants every day.
‘The contamination of waterways is also problematic in Canberra, with wastewater analysis data
released by the National Criminal Intelligence Commission this week revealing residents of the
capital are among Australia's biggest users of pharmaceutical opioids like oxycodone and fentanyl.’
See the full article, ‘Public health risk: What pharmaceutical residue does to waterways’, at:
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/national/act/public-health-risk-what-pharmaceutical-residuedoes-to-waterways-20190220-p50z2c.html?ref=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_source=rss_feed.
………………
Dr Cuan Petheram: ‘Mana from heaven: Digital soil mapping in northern Australia’.
Spatial Source magazine. (‘This article originally appeared in issue 98 of Position magazine, written
by Cuan Petheram, a principal research scientist at CSIRO and joint project leader on the Northern
Australia Water Resource Assessment.’) https://www.spatialsource.com.au/gis-data/mana-fromheaven?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=212319_newsletter&utm_content=212319_newslett
er+Version+A+CID_43c659e11e281b4f4ff85121d7e7414e&utm_source=Campaign%20Monitor&ut
m_term=READ%20MORE
Petheram C. & McMahon T.A. (2019) Dams, dam costs and damnable cost overruns.
Journal of Hydrology X, Vol. 3, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hydroa.2019.100026
………………
Adjunct Professor John Williams & Professor R. Quentin Grafton. Missing in action:
possible effects of water recovery on stream and river flows in the Murray–Darling
Basin, Australia. Australasian Journal of Water Resources, published online on 04 March 2019.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13241583.2019.1579965
………………
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‘Critical response: Robust transparent science backs the Murray-Darling Basin Plan.’
By Professor Barry Hart, 28 February 2019, The Mandarin.
https://www.themandarin.com.au/104643-response-robust-transparent-science-backs-murraydarling-basin-plan/. The article ends with this paragraph:
‘I cannot stress enough that the Basin Plan is our best option for protecting the future of
Australia’s most important water resource and the communities and industries that rely on it. We
have come too far to let vested interests derail the Basin Plan using arguments that aren’t
supported by verified facts, or that are based on a flawed understanding of how the Basin Plan
works.’
………………
Stock and Waterways: a NSW Managers Guide, published by Dr Siwan Lovett’s Australian
River Restoration Centre, aims to enable farmers to improve the on-farm management of riparian
land. There is a hard copy designed for landholders, and a dedicated website
http://www.stockandwaterways.com.au/ that anyone can explore. The March newsletter of the
ARRC was sponsored by Dr Paul Frazier’s business, 2/Rog consulting.
………………
Europe: A natural history, Text Publishing, October 2018, by Professor Tim Flannery, is
described as an ‘ecological history … more than the story of Europe and the Europeans … will
change our understanding of life itself’. https://www.textpublishing.com.au/books/europe-anatural-history
…………………………………

NEWS OF SPONSORS
Monash Sustainability Development Institute is running a course called ‘Climate change and
business risk: Developing a strategic approach’. The first open course will take place on
22–23 May 2019 in Melbourne. The course fee is $2,500 per person (excluding GST).
https://www.monash.edu/msdi/education/executive-education/climate-change-and-business-risk
………………
‘Glencore moves to cap global coal output after investor pressure on climate change’,
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-02-20/glencore-moves-to-cap-global-coal-output-postinvestor-pressure/10831154, ABC News online, 21 February.
………………
The Institute for Applied Ecology at University of Canberra scored highly (5) in the ERA rankings in
March (ERA = Excellence in Research for Australia, administered by the Australian Research
Council), in Environmental Sciences, Ecological Applications, Environmental Science and
Management, and Genetics.
https://dataportal.arc.gov.au/ERA/NationalReport/2018/pages/section5/index.html?for=05environmental-sciences
………………
The Australian Bureau of Meteorology’s Australian Landscape Water Balance is an easy freeto-use tool to analyse precipitation, soil moisture, runoff, ET and deep drainage.
http://www.bom.gov.au/water/landscape/#/sm/Actual/day/-28.4/130.4/3/Point////2019/4/3/
………………
CSIRO Northern Australia Water Resource Assessment Explorer:
This data visualisation tool is user-driven and ‘provides a comprehensive and integrated evaluation
of the feasibility, economic viability and sustainability of water and agriculture development in the
north’. https://nawra-explorer.csiro.au/
………………
Barwon Water has agreed to remediate acidification that developed after over-pumping of
groundwater in the Otway Basin. ‘Barwon Water ordered to fix Otways water acidification due to
pumping of key groundwater aquifer’, 18 March, https://mobile.abc.net.au/news/2019-0318/wetlands-become-wasteland-of-acidic-soil-after-aquifer-pumped/10778686?

…………………………………………………
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Articles
Damning royal commission report leaves no doubt
that we all lose if the Murray-Darling Basin Plan fails
By Professor Jamie Pittock
In the wake of revelations of water theft, fish kills, and towns running out of water, the South
Australian royal commission into the Murray-Darling Basin has reported that the Basin Plan must
be strengthened if there is to be any hope of saving the river system, and the communities along
it, from a bleak future.
Evidence uncovered by the royal commission showed systemic failures in the implementation of
the Murray-Darling Basin Plan. The damning report must trigger action by all governments and
bodies involved in managing the basin.
The Basin Plan was adopted in 2012 to address overallocation of water to irrigated farming at the
expense of the environment, river towns, Traditional Owners, and the pastoral and tourism
industries.
The commission has made 111 findings and 44 recommendations that accuse federal agencies of
maladministration, and challenge key policies that were pursued in implementing the plan.

What did the report find?
The commission found that the Basin Plan breached federal water laws by applying a “triple
bottom line” trade-off of environmental and socioeconomic values, rather than prioritising
environmental sustainability and then optimising socio-economic outcomes.
I and my colleagues in the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists provided evidence to the
commission from our independent assessment of the Basin Plan in 2017, which the commission’s
findings reflect.
Contrary to current government practices, the commission recommendations include:
•
prioritising environmental sustainability,
•
basing the plan on transparent science,
•
acquiring more water for the environment through direct purchase from farmers,
•
meeting the water needs of the Basin’s 40 Indigenous nations,
•
ensuring that state governments produce competent subsidiary plans and comply with
agreements to remove constraints to inundating floodplain wetlands,
•
addressing the impacts of climate change,
•
improving monitoring and compliance of Basin Plan implementation.

Resilience in decline
The Murray-Darling Basin is not just a food bowl. It is a living ecosystem that depends on
interconnected natural resources. It also underpins the livelihoods of 2.6 million people and
agricultural production worth more than A$24 billion.
The continued health of the basin and its economy depends on a healthy river – which in turn
means healthy water flows. Like much of Australia, the Murray-Darling Basin is subject to periods
of “droughts and flooding rains”. But over the past century the extraction of water, especially for
irrigation, has reduced river flows to a point at which the natural system can no longer recover
from these extremes.
That lack of resilience is evidenced by the current Darling River fish kills. More broadly, overextraction risks the health of the entire basin, and its capacity to sustain productive regional
economies for future generations.
From the perspective of the Wentworth Group, we support the commission’s main
recommendations, including increasing pressure on recalcitrant state governments to responsibly
deliver their elements of the plan, and to refocus on the health of the river.
We particularly support recommendations related to the use of the best available science in
decision-making, including for managing declining water availability under a changing climate.
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We welcome the recommendation to reassess the sustainable levels of water extraction so as to
comply with the Commonwealth Water Act. These must be constructed with a primary focus on the
environment.
In line with this, the 70 billion litre reduction in environmental water from the northern basin
adopted by parliament in 2018 should be immediately repealed. So should the ban on direct
buyback of water from farmers for the environment.
We also recognise that the Basin Plan’s water recovery target is insufficient to restore health to the
environment and prevent further damage, and would welcome an increase in the target above
3,200 billion litres.
South Australian Premier Steven Marshall has taken a welcome first step in calling for a Council of
Australian Governments meeting to discuss the commission’s findings. Our governments need to
avoid the temptation to legislate away the politically inconvenient failings exposed by the
commission, and instead act constructively and implement its recommendations.
This is not only a challenge for the current conservative federal government. The Labor side of
politics needs to address its legacy in establishing the Murray-Darling Basin Authority and the
Basin Plan, as well as the Victorian government’s role in frustrating the plan’s implementation by
failing to remove constraints to environmental water flows.
Now, more than ever, we need strong leadership. If the Murray-Darling Basin Plan fails, we all
lose.
Republished from The Conversation https://theconversation.com/au I February, with permission.
…………………………………

Fixing the Murray-Darling Basin
By David Lewis and John Langford
Good science is vital to rescuing the Basin, but the SA royal commission pushes the argument too far

Unease about the Murray-Darling Basin has been on the rise again. We’ve seen water being stolen
in northern New South Wales, with the authorities negligent or even complicit; farmers and towns
under stress as the Darling shrinks into a series of putrid pools; and now masses of fish gasping or
dead.

So there is a great deal to agree with in the South Australian royal commission’s seriously argued
750-page report on the Basin. The commission castigates efforts made to save the rivers since the
Basin Plan of 2012, and forcefully supports the more drastic action advocated by many scientists.
But when it argues that scientists alone should determine what’s to be done, the commission goes
too far. All this stance will do is make governments dig in.
That’s what is happening now. Despite all the money that’s been splashed around, the return of
water to the rivers has inflicted pain on irrigation communities, and they’re alarmed by the notion
of more water being taken back. And the federal, NSW and Victorian ministers have made it clear
they are not for turning. We need to find a way past this jam.

Before we look at the commission’s central contention, though, it’s worth focusing on two matters
that are relevant to the Darling disaster and require urgent attention. The first of these is the
states’ lax management of the Darling and its headwaters, which has undermined the Basin Plan.

When there’s a monsoonal downpour in southern Queensland and northern New South Wales, a lot
of the water flowing overland is being diverted by cotton growers into “turkey nest” dams before it
reaches a river. That water isn’t measured, and there may not even be licences.
Growers also use huge pumps to fill their dams from water gushing down the rivers. Often licences
hadn’t been fully utilised, and when the government bought out some growers to leave extra
water for the environment, this water was simply pumped out by the remaining growers. Indeed,
the rules on pumping were loosened.
As the royal commission rightly highlights, all this is a disgrace. Overland flows harvested could be
calculated by metering the water in the dams or using satellite imagery to determine how much is
put onto crops. The amount of harvesting and pumping must be cut back at least in line with the
Basin Plan.
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The second matter for attention is that, as the commission notes, the Basin Plan takes no account
of the climate getting hotter and drier. The thinking was to deal with overallocation first, and
climate change subsequently — and doing it all together would arguably have been too much for
the interest groups to swallow eight or so years ago when the plan was being formulated.
But the current drought in the northern Basin, the worst on record, could be a sign of things to
come; and this, as much as uncontrolled grabbing of water, could be behind the Darling calamity.
The unfolding drop in inflows needs to be allowed for, with the pain borne by irrigators and towns
at least as much as by the environment. In the southern Basin, less water will result in lower
annual allocations, but the large public storages will be better at catching the remaining
environmental flow. Without counteracting steps, this means that most of the flow decline will hit
the environment. Counteracting steps will be needed in the Darling as well: higher threshold flows
before water is allowed to be pumped, or cuts in licence volumes.
Taxpayers shouldn’t have to pay to take water from irrigators on this account, and if some farms
are rendered unviable, well, that’s the sort of thing that happens if we don’t stop climate change.

To move forward you really need to bring rural communities at least some of the way with you,

and have the states onside. That’s how agreement was reached on the Basin Plan — which, for all
its shortcomings, was a step in the right direction.
The royal commission, though, declares not only that the Basin Plan is weak and its
implementation poor but that it contravenes the Commonwealth’s Water Act 2007. The
commission praises this legislation as uniquely good, viewing it as giving primacy to environmental
sustainability, as defined by good science.
But insofar as it gives such primacy to the environment, the law is actually a problem.
In the depths of the millennium drought (itself a harbinger of climate change), the Howard
government announced the states had failed, and the Commonwealth would take over running the
Basin. It had to rely on the Commonwealth’s power to enter into international agreements on such
environmental matters as wetlands.
The water minister at the time, Malcolm Turnbull, rushed the legislation through parliament,
touting it as the most far-reaching reform of water management in Australia’s history.
The Commonwealth’s new Murray-Darling Basin Authority then came up with very large amounts
of water to be returned to the environment: between 3850 gigalitres (for a low chance of success)
and 7000 gigalitres a year. (The average consumption of surface water was just under
14,000 gigalitres.)
The release of these figures in 2010 caused an outcry in irrigation communities, with copies of the
document publicly burnt. The government then contrived to obtain further legal advice, which said
that balancing account could be taken of socioeconomic matters. That was the only way for there
to be progress.
The Basin Plan that ended up going through federal parliament in 2012 was for a more moderate
2750 gigalitres to be returned to the environment. Even then, a lot of money, and some smoke
and mirrors, were needed to get all the states over the line. (Under certain conditions the recovery
figure could be lifted by up to 450 gigalitres or cut by up to 650 gigalitres.)
Perhaps the water minister at the time, Tony Burke, was indeed assured, as he claims, that this
lower retrieval figure was the right amount to save the river’s health, as determined by science.
But the royal commission has revealed that quite a lot of fudging was done, including dropping
some of the environmental targets. And a lot of the revised modelling and analysis was kept
behind closed doors.
That’s the trouble with legislating for environmental sustainability to take precedence. Yes,
intuitively, we need a healthy river, otherwise all our towns and farmers will be ruined. But
logically that could mean returning 100 per cent of the water to the river (which would be many
people’s ruin).
In reality, whether the river environment is sustainable is not a yes-or-no, black-or-white issue.
Sustainability is a continuum. You can have 20,000 hectares of floodplain forest well-watered and
healthy, or you can have 40,000 hectares well-watered and healthy. You might have to dredge at
the Murray Mouth one year in three, or one year in twenty.
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There are choices and trade-offs that need to be made. It is the role of science to assess different
options as accurately as possible. It is then the responsibility of governments, after due
consultation, to decide on which options to adopt.
Oddly enough, near the front of its report the commission quotes extensively from a letter from
the late Professor John Briscoe of Harvard University to back up its view that the Act gives the
environment overriding priority. But the Briscoe letter points out that doing this is a mistake and
will lead to the very fudging and secrecy the commission now rightly slams; the Act is
uniquely bad, and should be replaced.
It may seem bizarre to be arguing that governments should have final responsibility, given it is
pretty clear that more water needs to be returned to the rivers and yet key ministers are resisting.
But we will get to a better place if scientists, rather than being seen as gods, have their advice out
in the open and respected for what it is. And if elected governments explain the choices they
make.

Finally, we propose action to develop two new tools for assessing and managing flows. The first

would enable science to contribute better to decision-making by governments, and the second
would enable environmental water to be used as efficiently as possible. (Lots of other actions are
compellingly advocated by the royal commission.)

A model of flows and the environment: Develop, and make available to the public, good

analysis/modelling that links river flows with environmental outcomes, using maps of historical and
current vegetation condition for calibration. The aim would be to provide a clearer idea of how
much water results in how much environmental benefit. The Murray-Darling Basin Authority’s
commitment to this work has faded because states have withdrawn funds from what these days is
seen as just a federal agency.

Capability to get flows to the right place at the right time: Continue to improve the

way the large volumes of environmental water already assembled are best used. If water hadn’t
been released downstream in recent years but kept in the Menindee Lakes, for example, would it
have been possible to avert the fish kill? Even for a skilled operator it is a challenge to shepherd
water down long tracts of river, meeting targets along the way, while managing water for
consumptive use as well. A new computing tool is needed to assist with this.

The discussion of the Murray-Darling Basin takes place in an intensely polarised atmosphere. The
first question you’re liable to be asked is, which side are you on? This has partly arisen from the
Commonwealth’s scramble to push the states aside back in 2007.
Good policy processes involve interested parties being clear about the problem and listening to
each other, so that the outcome — even though it will hurt different stakeholders — is generally
understood and more or less accepted.
Even among the broad group of scientists (and social scientists), there are different disciplines and
views that need to be heard. For example, there are economists who appreciate that policy
decisions must start from where we are at, accepting that there are significant sunk costs: some
wetlands may have deteriorated too much to warrant remediation.
It’s possible to map a way forward that’s respected by all sides, but it will need more than just
panels of scientists, more than throwing bureaucrats under buses, more than lawyers and
litigation. Above all, it will require ministers and governments to be open, to listen, and to take
responsibility.
Reprinted from 'Inside Story', https://insidestory.org.au/fixing-the-murray-darling-basin/ 22 Feb, with permission.
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Community tracking Murrumbidgee water quality
By Antia Brademan & Woo O’Reilly*
The 2018 Waterwatch report highlights the importance of building resilience in our catchments
in order to maintain river health in dry times.

Upper Murrumbidgee Waterwatch launched its latest Catchment Health Indicator Program (CHIP)
Report on World Water Day this year. The report summarises waterway health across the upper
Murrumbidgee catchment for 2018 based on 2081 water quality surveys, 192 waterbug surveys
and 220 riverbank vegetation assessments collected by over 200 volunteers!
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Waterwatch reports on the health of waterways on a ‘reach by reach’ basis,
giving a separate report card for each. The report is in its fourth year, but
some sites in the upper Murrumbidgee catchment have been monitored
since 1995.
The report on 94 report cards finds that 5 reaches were in ‘excellent’ health,
37 were ‘good’, 49 presented as ‘fair’ and 3 were given a 'poor' rating.
Overall, 55% of reaches fell into the fair/poor range, which is a rise from
47% in 2016–17.
This trend is most likely a result of the ACT region’s driest Autumn since
2004 and driest Winter since 1994. Anecdotal reports support lack of rain as
the likely cause of the worsened health: many of the volunteers who have
been monitoring for more than ten years have been saying they’ve never
seen their sites so dry.
Overall the downward trends were related to factors such as water quality
showing higher electrical conductivity and lower dissolved oxygen, water bugs being caught in
lower numbers, and riparian assessments highlighting increases in bare ground. Platypus surveys
also found a reduction in numbers, which can be expected during drought years.
Interestingly, records showed a marked increase in Platypus in areas where they are only
occasionally seen, such as Lake Burley Griffin. This is actually a cause for concern because it is a
sign that resources in their current home range are getting scarce and Platypus are pushing into
more marginal, built up areas in search for further food resources.
Waterways with intact catchments in upland reserves were found to have the best health, while
urban wetlands and adjacent streams such as Lyneham Wetland and parts of the Tuggeranong
catchment within Canberra, fared the worst.
Given the stress our aquatic systems have demonstrated during 2018, the Waterwatch data
highlights that it is more important than ever for us to build resilience in our waterways and their
surrounding catchments to maintain healthy waterways.
Acknowledgements. ACT Government and Icon Water support Waterwatch.
*The authors are the Cooma Waterwatch Coordinator (Antia) & Upper Murrumbidgee Waterwatch Facilitator
(Woo). Martin Lind, Waterwatch Coordinator for Southern ACT Catchment Group, sent in the article.
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The environment needs all the water it’s got
By Phillip Glyde, Chief Executive, Murray-Darling Basin Authority
As we move through autumn, I am all too aware that many people in the Murray–Darling Basin
continue to face difficult times, with no end to the drought in sight. It’s tough on the whole river
system, on farmers, on communities and the environment alike.
At its core, the Basin Plan is about getting the balance right to share water fairly. This way, our
rivers can be healthy, irrigation can be sustainable and communities can plan ahead along the
Murray, the Goulburn, the Murrumbidgee and all the Basin’s rivers.
Achieving that balance has meant acquiring a portion of water from farmers, through purchase or
through public investment into farm infrastructure, and returning it to the environmental side of
the ledger. As the custodian of that water, the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder
(CEWH) is bound by law to use it solely for building the health of the river.
Lately, as the drought bites, there have been calls to reverse that process by returning water from
the environment to irrigators.
This idea assumes there is legal provision for such a transfer to occur and that the environmental
water holder has water to spare.
This is not the case on either count.
Regardless of the climate, the Water Act does not allow water earmarked for the environment to
be returned to farmers either on loan or as a gift. There is provision, however, for environmental
water to be sold on the open market, for anyone to purchase, strictly on condition that the
environment doesn’t suffer as a result.
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In the event that there is water to sell, the CEWH is obliged by law to sell it on the open market
and ask the market price for that water, just as all other water licence holders do. The water of
course would go to the highest bidder, not necessarily those farmers who are suffering most from
the drought and the process of water reform.
It is really important that we all respect the right of people with water licences to use their
allocations as they see fit – whether it’s environment managers sustaining river ecosystems or
irrigators sustaining production.
To change the Commonwealth Water Act in response to drought or any other weather conditions
would be ineffective and create uncertainty. The Basin Plan is already designed to take account of
all climate conditions, from drought to flood. It is critically important for the long-term
sustainability of the Basin and the industries that depend on its water that we give this visionary
plan its chance to work.
And it probably comes as no surprise that there is no environmental water to spare. Some of the
environmental targets that the CEWH has to try to meet are likely to be missed this year, and
there is significant risk that targets will be missed next year. The environment needs all the water
it’s got, including the planned use of water carried into the year ahead, so there is not a surplus to
put on the market.
Governments across the Murray–Darling have committed to the Basin Plan so that water for the
environment can be used in the places and at the times that allow the best possible outcomes,
especially during dry times. With the outlook continuing dry across the Basin, managing forward
risk is in everyone’s interest.
In its short, six-year life the plan has been reviewed, evaluated and the subject of multiple
inquiries to test its effectiveness and legality, despite it only being half-way along the track to
completion in 2024.
Each review effort has failed to come up with a credible alternative. There is no benefit in pausing
the plan, nor in wishing to go back to the days of overuse of this precious resource.
All Basin state governments and the Commonwealth government are getting on with the job of
delivering the Basin Plan, supported by the MDBA. It is in the long-run interest of the Basin’s
environment, and the farmers and communities it supports, to see it through in these incredibly
tough times. This is a hard road but it is the only road to the future survival of the nation’s food
bowl.

Reed Beds Swamp, Millewa Forest NSW. Water delivered for the environment in 2018–19 is helping to retain
native bird habitats where crakes, rails, little bitterns and others can nest and breed. Image courtesy of CEWH.
……………………………………………………
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‘Singing Not Crying’ – from the
Mardoowarra–Fitzroy River of Life!
By Dr Anne Poelina

Grace Mulligan (2017) Story of Mijirrikan – Two Snakes Dreaming – Creation of the Fitzroy River.
I am Yoongoorrookoo, Rainbow Serpent singing.
Travelling high up in the sky and down through rivers, land and sea.
I hear the humans crying now, how woeful their cries continue to be!
What is happening in our nation state, our nation home, our country.
I see below me … floods and fires crisscross this torched country.
Then the floods, then the drought, then more heat.
Aboriginal leadership and water governance missing in action.
Buried within – systemic racism, structural violence.
Hidden at all levels of governance and bureaucracy.
Wake up I say, you human beings wake up and hear me belly crawl.
Wake up maybe … one last time and listen to Bruce Pascoe’s call.
There is a wisdom here heavily rooted intrinsically between Aboriginal nations.
Their land, living waters, sea and the sky.
Aboriginal voice muted in the management and protection of our rivers.
Cry out ‘we need to be recognised’.
Defrauded, dis-eased into staying quiet.
Now through their mourning awakening others to their calling.
Recognised, reconciled, healing, transformation in order to fully adopt a united Australian nation.
Australia taken by theft from these ancient nations.
It’s time to pause and take a deeper breath.
Rivers MUST have the Right to Life.
Balancing the circle of life.
Some are fearful that the humans lead their own extinction.
I have hope in human beings, they understand and believe, ‘water is life’.
It’s their life they must save if they are to continue living on Mother Earth.
Mother Earth covered in living waters cradled beneath the sky.
I keep on singing as I believe a Coalition of Hope is coming.
Mardoowarra, Martuwarra Fitzroy River Council is calling a Circle of Elders.
Wise people from across the nation to come to our river country.
Share the stories of development, protection, new economies.
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Culture, Conservation, Science, Tourism, Renewable Energy; this is a great start.
Let the policy reflect these Northern Development Indigenous dreams and business growth plans.
Invest in growth of fair trade through Indigenous hands.
Traditional owners are standing up, supporting economic growth and prosperity.
God knows it they have been under attack.
Enslaved, poisoned, imprisoned, dispossessed, disheartened.
Stripped of their lands since George Grey 1837 expedition first mapped
these western frontier estates.
Surely in 2019, don’t come to them with an ‘unsustainable Fitzroy River Management Plan’.
Stand together in good faith, free informed consent.
Stand with the Martuwarra Fitzroy River Council for a ‘fair go’.

Aerial view of the Mardoowarra by Magali McDuffie.

Mardoowarra in flood by Magali McDuffie.

A Circle of Elders could hear these stories and frame new ways to build the forever industries.
Industries grounded in climate science, human rights and environmental justice.
Co-operation not Conflict.
Unity not Divide and Conquer.
Collaboration not Manipulation.
Cultural Synthesis not Cultural Invasion of these Nations.
Done hand in hand with fellow Australians.
Reach out to global networks to achieve the Paris targets.
Transition from fossil fuels to renewables.
Valuing the sunk cost investment of this globally unique Fitzroy River.
A riverine system not found anywhere else on the planet.
Stop the invasion, the continuing colonisation.
Let’s recognise the original West Australians.
Their right to freedom and justice upon their tribal estates.
Forget the hunter gatherers framing.
Recognise them for their collective wisdom.
Science, farming, engineering, medicine and healing,
trade and innovation – multiple diverse trade and ceremonies.
Move Freire’s (1968) framework – Pedagogy of Oppression towards the Pedagogy of Freedom
Kimberley Aboriginal peoples’ home on the Fitzroy River must remain free.
Indigenous nations believe they have a fiduciary duty as custodians and guardians.
Legislate River Protection Acts across the whole country.
This must be done before it’s too late!
Earth Jurisprudence, First Law, Law of the Land.
This is the cry from the Aboriginal nations of this wide brown land.
This has been the message championed through the Rivers of the Murray-Darling Basin, the MDB!
“Rivers have the Right to Life”! They must flow free!
This must become a nation’s songlines if the Australian bloodlines are to hold the past,
present and future strong.
I sing this song to you … “Singing the River Law song for ALL people and country”!
……………………………………………………
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