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Leadership lunch on Wednesday 7 August, 12 – 2, Sydney 
Grant Barnes, Chief Regulatory Officer at the Natural Resources Access Regulator, NSW, is the 
guest speaker at the PCT Sydney Leaders Lunch on 7 August, 12–2. Grant Barnes is an expert 
in regulation, compliance and enforcement and a recognised leader in his field. He has 20 years’ 
experience in the NRM and planning space across different jurisdictions. At NRAR his focus is on 
leading compliance and enforcement regulations and building regulatory capacity. To join this 
small lunch-group at Otto Ristorante, Wooloomooloo ($55 per head), book soon at 
https://www.trybooking.com/book/event?eid=525855&: only paid bookings get a seat (12 max). 
For queries contact Dr Emma Carmody, emma.carmody@edonsw.org.au. 

We thank Coffey/Eco Logical Australia for their support of the 2019 Sydney 
Leadership Lunch series.  

Melbourne region Healthy Waterways strategy: Presentation 
& Panel discussion, Tuesday 6 August, 5.30 – 7.15 pm  
As Melbourne’s population grows and climate change impacts increase, the waterways 
of the region will be put under greater stress. Efforts to improve water quality, 
ecological function and the amenity value of the waterways will need to be increased. 
The recently completed Melbourne region Healthy Waterways Strategy has established 
a new vision for the health of rivers, estuaries and wetlands in the Port Phillip and 
Westernport region. Developed using a novel co-design process involving a large 
number of stakeholders, the strategy is now being implemented with the help of five 
catchment groups across the Port Phillip and Westernport region.  

At Engineers Australia (Bourke St) on 6 August, the seminar panellists will present 
and answer audience questions on various aspects of the strategy, including the 
design, salience to state environmental policy, the role of local government and how 
science underpins it.  

Professor Rob Vertessy is the Chair, and Amber Perry is a 
member of the panel (photos, right). Book at 
https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/water-security-series-the-
melbourne-region-healthy-waterways-strategy-tickets-
64207024940 

Queen’s Birthday Honour to a Friend of the Trust 
Congratulations to Professor Rob Skinner AM, 
who became a Member of the Order of Australia 
when the Queen’s Birthday Honours were 
announced early in June. The citation reads: 
‘Professor Robert Clive Skinner, for significant 
service to environmental water management.’  

ICE WaRM has published a short article about 
him at https://www.icewarm.com.au/news/article/recognising-
professor-rob-skinner/. Quoting part of that, ‘Rob is Chair of 
WaterAid Australia and WaterAid International, and an 
inspirational leader of the water sector both internationally and 
locally. Rob is also a Professorial Fellow at the Monash 
Sustainable Development Institute, Monash University, and a 
Distinguished Fellow of the International Water Association 
(IWA).’ Rob is on the ICE WaRM Board, with ‘fellow Directors 
Cynthia Mitchell (UTS), Peter Wallbrink (CSIRO), Deputy 
Chair Judith Bradsen, Managing Director, Darryl Day and Chair, 
Karlene Maywald.’  

……………………………… 
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A word from the Trust’s CEO 
My thoughts this month turned to the notion of paying it forward. It’s a 
concept well known to Fellows of the Trust and, indeed, me. But as I explored 
it further, it struck me as a wonderful excuse to indulge my love of history and 
quotations, and my passion for the Trust. 

My musings were prompted following the success of our recent crowd-funding 
campaign, launched last June (yes, donations were/are tax-deductible). That 
campaign sought funding for a second Indigenous scholarship for this year’s 
Science to Policy Leadership Program.  

The phrase ‘pay it forward’ may have been 
first used in Lily Hardy Hammond’s 1916 

book In the Garden of Delight, when she wrote: “You don't pay 
love back; you pay it forward.” The concept achieved more 
contemporary visibility through Robert A. Heinlein in his book 
Between Planets (published in 1951 so probably only known to 
Sci-Fi buffs) and later in a 2000 American romantic drama film 
that starred, amongst others, Kevin Spacey (whose stardom has 
waned a little since) and Helen Hunt. The concept is simple: the 
beneficiary of a good deed repays it to someone else as opposed 
to their benefactor.  

While the phrase may have been coined last century, like all good 
philosophy, the roots of the concept are found much earlier in 
history.  

It seems it was a key plot element in a prizewinning play in 
ancient Athens in 317 BC. The concept was rediscovered and 
described by Benjamin Franklin, who wrote in a letter in 1784:  

I do not pretend to give such a deed; I only lend it to you. When you 
[...] meet with another honest Man in similar Distress, you must pay 
me by lending this Sum to him; enjoining him to discharge the Debt 
by a like operation, when he shall be able, and shall meet with 
another opportunity. I hope it may thus go thro' many hands, before 
it meets with a Knave that will stop its Progress. This is a trick of mine for doing a deal of good with a 
little money. 

And in 1841, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote:  
In the order of nature we cannot render benefits to those from whom we receive them, or only seldom. 
But the benefit we receive must be rendered again, line for line, deed for deed, cent for cent, to 
somebody. 

I mentioned the recent crowd-funding campaign. This was the Trust’s first structured foray into 
‘public’ fund-raising and we decided on a simple low-cost approach targeted at Fellows – a very 
practical way to facilitate paying it forward. It was great to see a number of donations from 
Fellows and Friends; some small, some large. The result is that the Trust has been able to offer a 
scholarship to a very worthy individual who would not otherwise be able to participate; an 
individual who not only should benefit from the Program but who, like others, may bring unique 
perspectives and enrich the experience of the entire cohort.  

Ensuring that our programs are accessible and draw from different segments of the water sector 
and society across the nation is key to the understanding, ongoing learning and connections that 
are at the heart of leadership. 

It seems to me that paying it forward is a privilege and an opportunity. While there have been 
many things written about the concept, I rather like Lily Hardy Hammond’s description. I hope that 
our next campaign will allow more Fellows to feel the love … and pay it forward.   

Tom Mollenkopf 
Tom welcomes comments via ceo@petercullentrust.com.au 

or phone 0422 631 876 

…………………………………………………… 
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Update from the Programs Director 
Second Indigenous Scholarship 
Earlier this year, the Trust announced its intention to offer a second scholarship to 
support an Indigenous participant in our Science to Policy leadership program, 
commencing 16 September. Tom has reported above on the success of the crowd-
funding campaign seeking funds for that place. We are thrilled to announce that 
Jaru/Kija woman Cissy Gore-Birch will be the beneficiary of that new scholarship 
this year. Many thanks to all the PCT Fellows and Friends and other readers who 
have made this possible. 

2019 Science to Policy Leadership Program 
Cissy will join 17 other professionals from across the water sector in Australia in the 2019 PCT 
Science to Policy Leadership Program. The full list is below.  

Save the dates!  
Next, a reminder to save these dates into your diary for November in Canberra 
this year.  
On Wednesday 20 November Dr Anne Poelina will deliver the Peter Cullen 
Lecture, at the Australian Academy of Science, Shine Dome.  
Then the next day, Thursday 21 November is the date of the PCT Fellows’ 
Masterclass, followed by the Science to Policy leadership program 
graduation in the evening. Stay tuned for the Eventbrite url for buying your 
tickets, soon.  

Young Water Leaders Program 
The PCT is thrilled to be partnering with the Water Services Association of Australia (WSAA) again 
over 2019–2020 to deliver a young water leaders professional development program. Right off the 
back of the very successful 2018–2019 program, I will be working with 5 young leaders from 
Australia and New Zealand to enable their learning on leadership styles, behaviours, impact and 
influence. Over 12 months, we will meet face to face and online, with the program concluding in 
2020 with individualised coaching sessions to generate new ideas for their future careers, and 
actionable ways to achieve them. 

2020 shaping up to be a busy one!  
2020 is looking to be a big year: in addition to our two renowned leadership programs, we will also 
be offering our first-ever ten-year reunion. ‘Reconnect, Reflect & Recharge’ is a 3-day 
residential program for the 2010 cohort. If you are one of those 14, stay tuned to save the dates 
and look for the exciting program-outline coming your way! 

In 2020 we will also be offering for the first time an opportunity for our 2019 Fellows from the 
Women in Water and Science to Policy programs to come together for a 12 months post-program 
reflection and evaluation. This is an important endeavour that will both capture evidence of 
change as a result of participating in PCT programs, and identify participants’ further individual 
leadership aspirations. 

As well, in 2020 a committee of PCT Fellows will be delivering the inaugural Water Ideas 
Symposium. This will be a one-day TEDx-style event covering the topic of water into the future. 
More information on this will be forthcoming soon, both on how you might participate and on how 
you might join the audience. 

Mentoring: Don’t forget that the PCT offers a mentoring program. If you are a PCT Friend who 
would like to mentor a Fellow, or if you are a Fellow who would like a mentor, please fill out the 
EOI downloadable from the PCT website (http://www.petercullentrust.org.au/mentoring/) and 
send it through to the office (office@petercullentrust.org.au). 

        Kate MacMaster, Programs Director 
…………………………………………………… 

PARTICIPANTS IN THE 2019 SCIENCE TO POLICY LEADERSHIP PROGRAM 
Congratulations to the 18 participants selected for the 2019 Science to Policy Leadership Program. 
Each applicant was required to send in a video stating their case, and competition is always stiff. 
The participants are listed here by Name, Sponsor organisation or Scholarship donor, and base.  
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Catriona McCleod, University of Tasmania, Hobart TAS is a Senior Research Fellow  
and part of the executive management team within the Institute for Marine  
and Antarctic Studies at the University of Tasmania.  

Claire Sims, Professor John Langford Scholarship, Adelaide SA. Claire is a  
Senior Hydrologist in the SA Department for Environment and Water.  

Andrew Izadyar, Glencore Australia Scholarship, Brisbane QLD. Andrew is  
a hydrogeologist developing the technology of subsurface dams, through  
his own business ‘Aquor’.  

Katrina Burton, Watercorp, Albany WA. Katrina is the Team Leader of  
Operation Services in the Great Southern Region at the WA Water Corporation.  
Her team covers 150,000 sq. km, from Walpole, to Esperance, to Boddington.  

Brett Dunn, Glencore Australia Scholarship, Mandurah WA. Brett currently works for 
the WA Department of Water and Environmental Regulation as Program Manager –  
Planning Advice, informing land planning decisions within the Kwinana–Peel region.  

Cissy Gore-Birch, PCT Indigenous Scholarship, Kununurra WA. Cissy is a Jaru/Kija 
woman with connection to Balanggarra, Nyikina and Bunuba country. She is  

the National Aboriginal Engagement Manager at Bush Heritage Australia. 

Lis Arundell, NSW Dept of Primary Industries, Orange NSW. Lis is the  
Manager of Science Risk (Principal Project Officer) in the Chief Scientists Branch,  
NSW DPI, currently focusing on PFAS and other contaminants.  

David Ryan, NSW Dept of Industry, Newcastle NSW. David is a Senior Ecologist  
for the NSW Government, monitoring and updating water-sharing plans  

to achieve good policy outcomes. 

Phillip Snowden, National Irrigators Council, Tocumwal NSW. Phillip has farmed  
near Tocumwal since 1990. He has a wide understanding of water issues  
at all levels, and is currently Chairman of Murray Irrigation Limited. 

Nathan Bennett, City West Water, New Gisborne VIC. Nathan is the  
Business Customer Services Manager at City West Water,  

one of Melbourne’s three metropolitan water retailers.  

Nigel Corby, Western Water, Sunbury VIC. Nigel is a chemical engineer  
and chemist, who has worked in the water sector for 15 years and  
is currently Manager, Strategy and Partnerships at Western Water.  

James Newton, Victoria Dept of Environment, Land, Water & Planning,  
Melbourne VIC. James is a Senior Project Manager for Integrated Water  

Management (IWM) in DELWP for greater Melbourne.  

Jenelle Watson, Melbourne Water, Melbourne VIC. Jenelle is Manager  
Treatment and Resources at Melbourne Water, responsible for growth  
and planning of Melbourne Water’s wastewater treatment plants. 

Dr Emily Barbour, CSIRO, Canberra ACT. Emily is a Senior Research Scientist  
at CSIRO, applying modelling to aid water resources management.   

Hashim Carey, Geoscience Australia, Canberra ACT. Hashim currently is  
Director of the Groundwater Advice and Data Section at Geoscience Australia,  
which advises on groundwater aspects of matters related to the EPBC Act. 

Professor Dianne Gleeson, Institute for Applied Ecology,  
University of Canberra, ACT. Dianne is Head of the School of  

Environmental Genetics and Genomics, University of Canberra. 

Marcus Lesley, Vicky Cullen Scholarship, ACT. Marcus is a Gomeroi man and 
Traditional Owner from Coonabarabran, NSW. He is currently Team Leader,  
Compliance and Monitoring, within the Operations branch of the  
Natural Resources Access Regulator. 

Leanne Wilkinson, Australian Dept of the Environment & Energy, Canberra ACT.  
Leanne is Director, Wetlands, involved in administering the Ramsar Convention  

in Australia for the Department of the Environment and Energy.   
………………………………… 

https://www.facebook.com/petercullentrust/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/6845223
http://petercullentrust.org.au/bridging


PCT on social media:  https://www.facebook.com/petercullentrust/  &  https://www.linkedin.com/groups/6845223  &  @PeterCullenPCT 

BRIDGING no. 36, August 2019  http://petercullentrust.org.au/bridging  5 

NEWS of Friends and Fellows and Sponsors 
MOVES & NEW ROLES 
Chris Chesterfield has been appointed Chairperson of the Victorian Environmental Water Holder, 
after the retirement of Denis Flett, the inaugural Chairperson. VEWH was established in 2011 and 
is an independent statutory authority responsible for holding and managing Victoria’s 
environmental water entitlements. Its four latest commissioners began their four-year term on 
1 July.  
……………… 

Dr Kirsten Shelly writes: I am taking on the role of Manager, Western Treatment 
Plant (Werribee), finishing up a 7-month appointment as Acting General Manager 
Waterways and Land. I am looking forward to working with the WTP team as the 
site continues its journey of treatment process advancement, as well as driving 
increased development of the incredible community opportunity to interact with, 
learn, and appreciate the jewel that is WTP. I commence in the role on Monday 
22 July.  

……………… 

LEADERSHIP LUNCHES PROGRAM FOR 2019 
Two Leadership lunches that have already happened are reported below. The ones yet to come are 
listed here. All lunches run from 12 to 2 pm, and are a chance to connect with Fellows (and 
Friends) and continue your leadership journey. All lunches are held under the Chatham House rule.  
• Grant Barnes, Chief Regulatory Officer, Natural Resources Access Regulator (NRAR): 

Wednesday 7 August, Sydney CBD. See page 1 of this newsletter for information about 
Grant Barnes and how to book for this lunch. 

• Tracey Slatter, Managing Director, Barwon Water: Wednesday 21 August, Melbourne CBD. 
• Damian Wells, Managing Director, Coliban Water: Tuesday 3 September 2019, Melbourne 

CBD. 
• Professor Cameron Holley, The University of New South Wales: Thursday 19 September 2019, 

Sydney CBD. 
• David Ryan, Managing Director, City West Water: Wednesday 2 October 2019, Melbourne 

CBD. 

Speakers at Leadership Lunches present a conversation or Q&A rather than a speech, and typically 
speak about: 
• Their leadership journey including set-backs and how they’ve come through those; 
• Their reflections on the water sector: lessons from history, current state of play, etc.; 
• How best to bring science and evidence into the policy and political arena to the best effect. 

The Trust gratefully acknowledges Coffey/Eco Logical Australia which is 
now sponsoring the Leadership Lunches in both Melbourne and Sydney.  
……………… 

Lunch on 5 June with Denis Flett, Victorian Environmental Water Holder 
Anna May writes: On Wednesday 5 June, 
a small contingent of PCT Fellows and 
Friends met to share stories and connect. 
We had the great pleasure of meeting 
Denis Flett who has been a significant 
player in the management of the Victorian 
river systems, particularly in Northern 
Victoria. 

It was great to hear from someone who 
had been involved in the water space from 
so many different angles – rural, urban, 
environmental and as part of the 
community. The different perspectives 
that Denis can bring to the table are great 
examples of how individuals can more deeply 
understand the values of communities and 
influence better outcomes. 

Left to right: Lisa Ehrenfried (including Clara), Anna May, 
Denis Flett, Paulo Lay, Sarina Loo, Chris Arnott, Amelia 
Syvrud, Rose Mannik, Alison King, and Beth Ashworth.  
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During the lunch we discussed the water challenges ahead and how we could navigate our way 
through these. One of the key take-home messages for us was that the challenges and lessons 
learnt outside of work are just as important, if not more so, in shaping who we become as leaders. 
We really enjoyed having the chance to discuss water-related challenges with others and we thank 
Denis for sharing his story.  

Denis Flett, what a legacy you have given the water sector and community! 
……………… 

Lunch on 2 July with Dr Erin O’Donnell 
Dr Phillip Jordan writes: On 2 July,  
Dr Erin O’Donnell spoke with a group of 
Fellows in Melbourne at our PCT 
Leadership Lunch series. Erin is a 
freshwater ecologist and water law and 
policy specialist, focusing on water 
markets, environmental flows and water 
governance. Erin is a Board Member of 
the Birrarung Council, which is a new 
statutory body to provide advice to 
Government to ensure the ongoing 
protection of the Yarra River and deliver 
on key priorities under the ‘Water for 
Victoria’ plan and the Yarra River 
Protection (Wilip-gin Birrarung murron) 
Act 2017.  

One of the innovative and important 
components of the Yarra River 
Protection (Wilip-gin Birrarung murron) 
Act is that it gives Traditional Owners a permanent voice in the planning and management of the 
Yarra River. It is also the first act in Victorian history to be co-titled in Woi-wurrung. Erin shared 
the insights that she had gained on the benefits and problems that have arisen when legal rights 
are granted to rivers. She then shared how the Birrarung Council can learn from these legal 
frameworks that have been tried in other places to protect and manage rivers, to deliver the best 
outcomes for the Yarra River into the future. 

Erin also shared some personal insights that she had gained about leadership from her 
involvement on the Board of the Birrarung Council, and in establishing the legal framework for the 
Victorian Environmental Water Holder. 
……………… 

FELLOWS’ OTHER NEWS  

Fellows gathering at Armidale NSW 
Dr Paul Frazier writes: The Armidale Fellows had 
a get together, with 100% attendance! Debbie, 
Darren and Paul met up over an enjoyable cuppa 
to chat about our personal leadership trials and 
tribulations.  

We achieved two key outcomes: 
• We will continue regular catch ups to support 

and learn from each other. 
• We are going to work together to organise a 

Northern MDB conference/workshop for summer 
2019/2020 to support research and practice in 
our region (stay tuned!). 

………………… 
Dr Emma Carmody writes: While I'm on 
maternity leave from the EDO NSW, I've continued with other professional responsibilities 
overseas.  

Left to right: Chris Arnott, Lara Werbeloff, Charlotte Beresford, 
Phillip Jordan, Penny Clark, Greg Bain, Erin O’Donnell,  

Amber Perry. 

Left to right: Dr Debbie Bower,  
Professor Darren Ryder, and Dr Paul Frazier. 
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I attended a two-day Board meeting in Paris with fellow directors of the Alliance for Water 
Stewardship (AWS) International. AWS Asia Pacific is based in Melbourne, and I'd encourage 
anyone wishing to find out more about the organisation and how to become accredited against the 
AWS standard to contact the local office: https://waterstewardship.org.au . 

I also spent a week acting as legal adviser during the 57th meeting of the Standing Committee of 
the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands (SC 57). Rather than going to Switzerland as usual, I advised 
remotely via video link so I could look after our baby 
daughter. It was an extremely productive meeting, during 
which it was decided that China will host COP14 in 2021. 
See https://www.ramsar.org/news/china-to-host-next-
ramsar-cop14-in-2021. For more information about SC 57 
see: https://www.ramsar.org/event/57th-meeting-of-the-
standing-committee. 

And finally, I was invited to give a presentation on 
Australian water law at the House of Lords in London 
(photo at right), to the Israeli–English River Restoration 
Delegation. This was, of course, a great honour and 
experience which has resulted in new friendships. 
……………… 

FRIENDS’ RECENT ARTICLES & INTERVIEW 
Assoc. Professor Rory Nathan and Dr David Karoly are co-authors, with B. Henley, A. King, 
A. Ukkola, M. Peel and Kim S. Tan, of this paper, ‘Amplification of risks to water supply at 1.5°C 
and 2°C in drying climates: a case study for Melbourne, Australia’, published 2 August in 
Environmental Research Letters (https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab26ef), 
and explained in this article in The Conversation, 2 August: ‘2℃ of global warming would put 
pressure on Melbourne's water supply’ — http://theconversation.com/2-of-global-warming-
would-put-pressure-on-melbournes-water-supply-118389.  The article ends:  
With so much momentum in both human and natural systems it is becoming increasingly 
unlikely that we will avoid warming beyond 1.5℃. However, if we can achieve it, the list of 
benefits includes greatly reduced stress on the water supplies we rely on for our very existence. 

John Hewson AM in The Canberra Times, 2 August, ‘Fuel industry has opportunities for ‘jobs and 
growth’: https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6298125/genuine-opportunities-for-jobs-and-
growth/digital-subscription/, which asks: …Why don't we make it [biodiesel] here, and especially 
when the limited biodiesel we do refine results in an 80 per cent reduction in emissions compared 
to traditional diesel? … 

Professor Tim Flannery was interviewed on BBC News in late July, warning about the large scale 
and rapid pace of climate change. "It's happening 30 times faster than the melting of the ice at the 
last Ice Age." (https://www.bbc.com/news/av/science-environment-49128267/tim-flannery-
climate-change-very-big-and-fast-moving). This was reported on 2 August in the Melbourne 
Sustainable Society Institute Missive.  
…………………………….. 

REMINDERS: Conferences and events coming up, and new deadlines 
– Australian Freshwater Sciences Society/NZFSS conference, 1–4 December 2019 
Abstracts are due on 23 August for this year’s AFSS conference at Waurn Ponds (Geelong), 
Victoria; see https://www.afssconference.org.au/. Earlybird registration closes on 20 September.  

– XVII IWRA World Water Congress 2020 in Daegu South Korea, 11–15 May 2020. 
Extended deadline for abstracts and special sessions – now due by 30 September. For details, 
see www.worldwatercongress.com. If you have any questions regarding the event, contact 
Dr Gary Jones at: isc.chair@iwra.org. Earlybird registration closes on 30 January.  

– MODSIM: 23rd International Congress on Modelling and Simulation, 1–6 December, 
Canberra. Extended deadline for abstracts, to 14 August. See 
https://mssanz.org.au/modsim2019/. Earlybird registration is available until 10 September.  

22nd International RiverSymposium, 20–24 October, Brisbane 
https://riversymposium.com/2019-riversymposium/.  
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Annual Peter Cullen Lecture, given by Dr Anne Poelina, 20 November 2019, 6 pm 
At the Academy of Science, Canberra: “Rivers’ talking: are the humans listening?”. This year’s 
annual lecture in memory of the late Professor Peter Cullen AO is sponsored by the Australian 
Rivers Institute (Griffith University), the Institute for Applied Ecology (University of Canberra) and 
the Peter Cullen Trust.  
………………………………… 

NEWS OF SPONSORS  
University of Canberra has leapt up in the 2020 Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World University 
Rankings to position 484, out of the 601–650 band it was ranked in last year. 
………………………………………………… 

Articles 
Worsening drought sees low water allocations 

NSW Department of Industry Media release, 1 July 2019 
The continuing severity of the drought has been reflected in the reduced, low or no water 
allocations for most NSW licensed regulated river water users announced today. 

Water sources subject to temporary water restrictions for carry-over water include Upper and 
Lower Namoi, NSW Border Rivers, Lachlan and Macquarie. The current water restriction in the 
Lower Darling has been extended and amended. 

Michael Wrathall, Water Drought Coordinator, NSW Department of Planning, Industry and 
Environment, said the worsening drought has seen record low inflows to several inland NSW river 
valleys. 

“Over the last two years, many rivers have dropped to their lowest flows since records began over 
100 years ago. In some valleys, especially in the Northern Basin, the water is simply not there to 
deliver to farmers, irrigators and industry. 

“This has been caused by persistently low inland rainfall, particularly over the winter months, 
combined with high temperatures which have dried out the landscape. Most storages remain at low 
or critically low levels, resulting in small or zero allocations for many licensed water users,” Mr 
Wrathall said. 

“We are focussing on extending water for critical human water needs, restarting flow in the rivers, 
and meeting other high priority water needs where possible. As a result, a number of inland river 
valleys are now subject to temporary water restrictions under section 324 of the Water 
Management Act 2000. 

“The good news in the south is that all high security and remaining general security account water 
in the Murrumbidgee and NSW Murray rivers are assured.” 

Mr Wrathall said, “Total storage levels for WaterNSW-operated dams in regional NSW are about 
5,300 gigalitres, which is 30 per cent of total storage capacity. This is about 23 per cent lower 
than this time last year. 

“Despite the announcement of water allocations, the actual delivery of water will, in most 
instances, depend on future tributary flows or dam inflows, and water orders may need to be 
rescheduled in the absence of this water. Water users are advised to check delivery constraints 
prior to making a water order. 

“This year, water allocations prioritise critical human needs. The department recognises the 
importance of certainty for forward planning and has been working hard to minimise any 
restrictions and provide information in advance. 

“The decision to implement water restrictions on carry over is a last resort, but the only way that 
remaining supplies can be protected for critical needs. 

“As surface water resources have dwindled, water users have been depending on ground or bore 
water. Groundwater allocations in some systems have been reduced for the 2019–20 water year to 
protect against unsustainable extraction,” Mr Wrathall said. 

“Over the last three months we have been working hard to make sure communities, farmers, 
councils, mines and other businesses in drought-affected valleys are aware of how the drought will 
impact water allocations this year. 
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“In May and June I spoke at 15 public sessions in drought impacted regions, providing an update 
on water availability, groundwater and the proposed measures to help manage our river systems if 
dry conditions persist. 

“The department will work closely with WaterNSW and monitor the situation, and continue to 
advise communities on water availability,” Mr Wrathall said. 

Further information:  NSW opening water allocations     
Temporary water restrictions    
Information on drought support measures 

Michael Wrathall sent this media release to Bridging.  
………………………………… 

ABC TV Four Corners program, ‘Cash Splash’ – reactions 
https://www.abc.net.au/4corners/cash-splash/11289412  

The Four Corners program on 8 July 2019 generated much comment. The program included 
several of the Friends or Fellows of the PCT. Among the comments published after the program are 
articles by or mentioning Friends and Fellows of the Peter Cullen Trust.  

Here is a collection of links to recent articles about the Murray-Darling Basin, and some of their 
first (or first and last) paragraphs. The first group of articles directly or indirectly respond to the 
program. Others are on related aspects. 

For the record, we include here the widely publicised Open Letter from 23 scientists, most of whom 
are at The University of Melbourne, University of Canberra and the Australian Rivers Institute. Nine 
of these scientists are Friends or Fellows of the PCT. Below also we include (with permission) the 
article by Sarah Ann Wheeler and Dr Emma Carmody writing in the Adelaide Advertiser.  

As most readers will know, this newsletter, Bridging, does not advocate for any particular positions 
on issues in water & environment. Rather, Bridging aims to be a platform for sharing knowledge 
and information.  

This is an important time for the Murray-Darling Basin. The Peter Cullen Trust supports positive 
and reasoned discussion on ways forward, and respectful debate. The editors welcome further 
contributions on the subject, emailed to ceo@petercullentrust.org.au. 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

1. ‘Response to Four Corners Cash Splash’, 8 July, Australian Government Dept of Agriculture 
website, http://www.agriculture.gov.au/about/media-centre/on-the-record/response-to-4-
corners-cash-splash 

This Four Corners program does not present a balanced picture of the progress that has been made in 
delivering the Murray Darling Basin Plan. 

The Murray-Darling Basin Plan is a once-in-a-generation opportunity to restore the environmental health of our 
river systems – in the interests of sustaining the Basin’s communities, industries and natural environment, as 
well as for the broader benefit of the Australian people. 

… 

[This article has a table of information/facts addressing six of the claims made by the Four Corners team.] 

2. ‘Cotton Australia’s response to Four Corners’ episode ‘Cash Splash’’, 8 July, 
attributable to Michael Murray, General Manager, Cotton Australia. 
https://www.miragenews.com/cotton-australia-s-response-to-four-corners-episode-cash-
splash/ 

“It is beyond disappointing to once again see the ABC’s Four Corners program use its influential position to air 
another biased, inaccurate piece of journalism. 

“The ‘Cash Splash’ story was riddled with factual errors and guided the audience down a path of 
misrepresentation about the fundamentals of the Murray-Darling Basin Plan. 

“It is understandable that the average viewer might have concerns about the Plan’s irrigation efficiency 
programs that the show focused on. 

“Given the way the show was presented, it would be understandable for a viewer to question whether the 
environment has gained anything under the Plan. 

“However, at no stage did the episode attempt to explain how the Basin Plan has recovered 2100GL of water 
for the environment, with just under 700GL coming from irrigation efficiency and infrastructure projects. There 
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also wasn’t any effort to highlight the economic stimulus communities have received from the programs, rather 
than the economic devastation straight ‘buybacks’ have afflicted on many Basin communities. 

… 

3. ‘Ag responds to Four corners’ ‘Cash Splash’ episode’, 9 July, Grain Central: statements 
from National Irrigators Council, David Littleproud (Minister for Water Resources, Drought, 
Rural Finance, Natural Disaster and Emergency Management), Cotton Australia, Queensland 
Farmers’ Federation, Ricegrowers’ Association of Australia, Irrigation Australia, and MDBA. 
https://www.graincentral.com/news/ag-responds-to-four-corners-cash-splash-episode/ 

4. ‘Four Corners “Cash Splash” raises industry’s ire’, by Andrew Norris and staff of The 
Land, 11 July. https://www.theland.com.au/story/6265431/waters-muddied-in-attempt-for-
answers/?src=rss&utm_email=988015c936&utm_source=The+Land+Newsletters&utm_campaign=f574225e
79-newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_ade9099b1a-f574225e79-114569789 

Agriculture and irrigation bodies responded fiercely to Monday night's Four Corners episode "Cash splash". 

The Basin Plan, which communities have begrudgingly been drawn into, was criticised without the full context 
of how and why water has been bought back, infrastructure has been built, or why there has been a swing to 
certain crops.  

… 

5.  ‘Victoria’s role in the Murray-Darling river rorts deserves scrutiny’, 11 July, by  
Jono La Nauze (CEO of Environment Victoria), in The Age. 
https://amp.theage.com.au/national/victoria/victoria-s-role-in-murray-darling-river-rorts-
deserves-scrutiny-20190709-p525jx.html?__twitter_impression=true 

“Pink batts for farmers” is how one earthmover described the irrigation subsidy program he benefited from. For 
economist Quentin Grafton it’s been a “national scandal”, using public money to deliver private benefits. Others 
have called it a failure and a farce – but even those words aren’t strong enough for Richard Beasley, the senior 
legal counsel assisting the royal commission into the Murray-Darling. “I’d just call it a rort,” he told ABC's Four 
Corners on Monday night. 

 … 

The state governments will have nothing to fear and everything to gain from a full independent audit of 
spending and environmental outcomes. Without it, the public will continue to lose confidence in the Murray-
Darling Basin Plan and the ability of our governments to act in the public interest when it comes to caring for 
our rivers. 

6. ‘ABC response to article concerning Four Corners program “Cash Splash” ’, posted 
19 July: Kevin McAlinden | Acting Head ABC Public Affairs. https://about.abc.net.au/correcting-
the-record/abc-response-to-article-concerning-four-corners-program-cash-splash/ 

The ABC was not permitted by The Australian to see the complete letter referred to in its article today before 
its publication. However, the extracts provided to the ABC contain nothing more than vague assertions and 
allegations. There are no statements of fact that contradict the Four Corners’ investigation “Cash Splash”, 
concerning the Murray-Darling Basin plan. 

The program, which aired on Monday 8 July, drew on a wide cross section of people with knowledge and 
experience of the operation of the water subsidy scheme. Those interviewed for the program included farmers, 
irrigators, scientists, economists and the CEO of Murrumbidgee Irrigation. 

The ABC stands by the integrity of the program, the facts presented and the scrutiny placed on a $5.6 billion 
scheme intended to manage water resources to the benefit of regional communities, agribusiness and the river 
system itself. 

RELATED TOPICS (date order); not directly commenting on the TV program  

7. ‘Thirst for certainty: the urgent need for a water audit of the Murray-Darling Basin.’ 
Farm Policy Journal 16(2). R. Quentin Grafton & John Williams, June 2019, 
http://www.farminstitute.org.au/publications/journal/farm-policy-journal-winter-2019 

Water management in the Murray-Darling Basin (MDB) has generated much public controversy and also 
widespread distrust in state and federal authorities. A general failure to apply transparent processes from 
policy development to monitoring, water accounting and compliance has led to a high level of uncertainty with 
respect to water security across the diversity of community interests within the Basin. There is large 
uncertainty over what the current and future level of water diversions within the MDB are, and especially in the 
Northern Basin. Water planners and water users need to know where, how and when water is diverted and 
returned to aquifers and streams, and how this might be altered with climate change.  

A water audit is required to make the best use of the water accounts being developed by BOM and state 
agencies. Without transparent and audited water accounts that include measures or reliable estimates of 
recoverable return flows, floodplain water harvesting and climate change, large unmitigated risks will remain 
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for all water users. These risks jeopardise the successful implementation of the current Basin Plan, future levels 
of Sustainable Diversion Limits, and also the reliability of water entitlements within the MDB.  

… 

8. [Also in Farm Policy Journal 16(2)] 
‘Murray-Darling Basin water reform – reaching the delta’, by Les Gordon,  
National Farmers Federation 

http://www.farminstitute.org.au/publications/journal/farm-policy-journal-winter-2019 
A lot of water has flowed under the bridge since the National Farmers’ Federation (NFF) last wrote for the Farm 
Policy Journal on reform in the Murray-Darling Basin. Water policy by its very nature is very complex, 
contested and based on compromise. A key concern identified in 2013, is the 605 GL efficiency gains known as 
‘downwater’. The priority to deliver consumptive water may have compromised the objectives of environmental 
watering. This has been seriously exacerbated by the drought. The overriding limitation is the capacity of the 
channel, made worse when there are unseasonal dry conditions, and not supplemented by other delivery 
sources. 

The Productivity Commission (PC) five-yearly review commenced during 2018, with the final report published 
in January this year. The report’s recommendations are not all perfect and, in a vacuum, NFF would probably 
not support them all. However, given the circumstances, the political and community unrest and the untimely 
intervention of a pernicious drought, we support the recommendations in full to provide an unequivocal 
pathway to sensible reform.  

NFF and the National Irrigators’ Council, and all our members, are broadly on the same page; namely to 
implement the Plan as sensitively and sensibly as possible and to not be distracted by calls for further inquiries 
and commissions beyond what is required to deliver the PC recommendations. Further, as a strong industry, 
we must work together to identify ongoing areas of consensus improvement for the delivery of the Plan for 
basin communities, irrigators and the environment.   

… 

9. ‘Memo to the environment minister: a river does need all its water’ by  
Paul Humphries & R. Keller Kopf, 21 June, https://theconversation.com/memo-to-the-
environment-minister-a-river-does-need-all-its-water-119089  

Given her new role as federal environment minister, one of Sussan Ley’s comments in an interview with Nine 
Newspapers was eyebrow-raising, to put it mildly. She said: ‘Sometimes the environment doesn’t need all its 
water but farmers desperately do need water.’ 

This is inaccurate and concerning, but not all that surprising, given the attitude to water and rivers of some in 
the community and federal government. 

…. 

We already have seriously degraded river ecosystems. Restoring them is exceedingly unlikely under current 
demands and management. But if we take even more of a river’s water away, we need to acknowledge that 
the river will become yet a different river, and in some cases, one that we hardly recognise. 

The public backlash following the fish kills earlier this year suggests that the community has decided that 
further degradation of our rivers is not acceptable. 

10. ‘Drought reveals fault lines in Murray-Darling Basin strategy with dead fish, flooded 
forests and dying red river gums’, 30 June, by Clint Jasper of Landline, 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/rural/2019-06-30/barmah-choke-struggling-with-water-flow-
adds-to-mdba-woes/11251438?  

As the nation's gaze focused on millions of dead fish in Australia's drought-stricken and empty Menindee Lakes, 
further south the Murray River was spilling over its banks. 

While residents in far-west NSW were running putrid water out of their taps, those along the Murray despaired 
as huge volumes of water they could not use on their farms flowed right by them. 

In the grip of severe drought, the sensitive connections between disparate parts of the 1.3 million square 
kilometre Murray-Daring Basin have been painfully exposed. 

The corpses of millions of fish in Menindee are the most visible symbols of the Darling's woes, while in the 
Murray it's more subtle but no less serious. 

… 

11. ‘Murray-Darling Basin residents' survey shows support for reallocating water from 
irrigators to Indigenous communities’ by Sara Tomevska, ABC Broken Hill, 5 July, 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-07-05/murray-darling-basin-survey-shows-support-for-
indigenous-water/11279428  

A random survey of people living in the Murray-Darling Basin has found support for reallocating water from 
irrigators to Indigenous communities. 
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Around 2,700 people responded to a survey randomly sent to 30,000 people living in the basin by researchers 
from the Australian Rivers Institute at Griffith University. 

Almost 70 per cent of respondents supported reallocating 5 per cent of total irrigation entitlements to 
Indigenous communities, with no preference for how that water should be used. 

… 

12.  ‘Billions spent on Murray-Darling water infrastructure: here’s the result’, by QJ Wang 
and Avril Horne, 8 July, https://theconversation.com/billions-spent-on-murray-darling-water-
infrastructure-heres-the-result-119985? 

Earlier this year, researchers suggested the amount of water returned to the Murray Darling Basin under a 
federal program has been “grossly exaggerated”, to the tune of hundreds of billions of litres. 

The report argued that government investment in irrigation improvements might even result in a net loss of 
water for the environment. 

To investigate these claims, the Murray Darling Basin Authority commissioned us to undertake an independent 
review to examine the best available data for every irrigation efficiency project funded across the basin. 

We found the government investment into irrigation efficiency projects has achieved 85% of the 750 gigalitres 
per year target. The remaining 15% of the target may be affected by unintended side-effects. 

This result highlights the need for continued review of risks to the basin plan, as Australia grapples with the 
management of an extraordinary complex natural system.  

… 

13. Media release from the Government of Victoria, Water: ‘Minister takes control of Lower 
Murray water extraction’, 11 July, https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/minister-takes-control-
of-lower-murray-water-extraction/ 

The Andrews Labor Government is protecting the environment and water entitlement holders against the 
negative impacts of increasing water extractions below the Barmah Choke with a new licence review process. 

Minister for Water Lisa Neville has directed Lower Murray Water and Goulburn Murray Water to refer all licence 
applications in the lower Murray region to her for assessment for the next 12 months. 

No new licences for extraction will be issued or limit increases granted unless it can be shown that there will be 
no increased risks to the environment or entitlement holders.  
…. 

14. ‘Drought and climate change are driving high water prices in the Murray-Darling 
Basin’, 19 July, by Neal Hughes (ABARES), https://theconversation.com/drought-and-climate-
change-are-driving-high-water-prices-in-the-murray-darling-basin-119993  

Water prices in the southern Murray-Darling Basin have reached their highest levels since the worst of 
the Millennium drought more than a decade ago. These high water prices are causing much anxiety in the 
region, and have led the federal government to call on the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 
to hold an inquiry into the water market. 
… 
With drought and climate change reducing water supply, and demand for both environmental and irrigation 
water increasing, high water prices are only likely to become more common in the basin in future. 

15.  ‘NSW's water plan is “not working” but we can save the Barwon-Darling’, by 
Emeritus Professor Barry Hart, 29 July, http://theconversation.com/nsws-water-plan-is-
not-working-but-we-can-save-the-barwon-darling-121100. 

The plan to manage water in the Barwon-Darling is not working, according to a draft review released last week. 

The New South Wales Natural Resources Commission, which released the draft report, found the Barwon-
Darling is an “ecosystem in crisis”. The report provides a robust blueprint for a more sustainable water-sharing 
plan. 

The review confirms criticism the existing plan gives too much water to irrigators and has added to pressures 
on the entire Murray-Darling ecosystem. 

… 

While NSW delays, the Barwon-Darling river system and its communities suffer. The NSW government now has 
an excellent blueprint for a new plan. It must urgently implement the review’s 29 recommendations and 
complete a new plan for the Barwon-Darling before the end of 2019. 

 ………………………………………………. 
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An open letter from scientists on the Murray-Darling Basin 
19 July 2019, via The University of Melbourne 
https://ingenium.eng.unimelb.edu.au/2019/07/19/ 

an-open-letter-from-scientists-on-the-murray-darling-basin/ 

The recent ABC Four Corners program ‘Cash Splash’ portrayed implementation of the Murray-
Darling Basin Plan as a “failure and a farce”, asserting that it constituted a gross waste of public 
money and was producing little to no benefit. 

Reports like this amplify superficial and sensationalist stories running in the media since the critical 
reporting of the SA Royal Commission into the Murray-Darling Basin. These stories have invoked 
the name of science to justify claims of the Plan’s failures, lending an air of credibility to calls by 
various interests to “pause the Plan”, or worse, scrap it altogether and conduct a witch hunt to 
embarrass public officials involved in the water reforms. 

Responding to Media Watch’s critical review of ‘Cash Splash’, Four Corners argued that they 
consulted ‘experts at the coalface of water management’. We are such a group. Our collective 
skills are in hydrologic analysis, riverine ecology, irrigation engineering, water quality, climate 
change and socioeconomics, crafted through many years of working in the Murray-Darling Basin 
and elsewhere. Many of us have advised governments on a range of water-related matters over 
many years. We now feel compelled to comment on what we see as ill-informed commentary on 
the Murray-Darling Basin water reforms, catalysed by our disappointment in the recent Four 
Corners program. 

We do so via this open letter because we are concerned that the Basin Plan and the institutions 
implementing it are being unfairly maligned and that this is eroding public support for what we 
regard as generally sound public policy. It troubles us that some in the community imagine that 
most scientists regard the Basin Plan as a mess. We worry that negative populist rhetoric may hold 
sway and derail the Basin water reform process entirely. Until now, most of us have been silent 
about harmful media commentary on the Basin. However, we now wish to put our expert opinion 
on the record to call out some myths, acknowledge some problems and recognize some worthy 
accomplishments that go unmentioned in the public discourse. 

We begin by debunking three myths promoted in recent media coverage on the Basin, each of 
which were perpetuated in ‘Cash Splash’. 

First, the emergence of new irrigation developments in the Basin does not mean that irrigators 
are extracting more water than they did before the Plan. Water extractions in the Basin are capped 
(now to a lower level than previously) and new enterprises can only be established if they 
purchase existing water entitlements from others. There is no net additional water extraction as a 
result of such trades. We note also that Basin governments have recently deepened their 
commitment to improved monitoring of extractions through the Murray-Darling Basin Compliance 
Compact. 

Second, assertions that water efficiency projects funded by the Federal Government are yielding 
little or no water savings are not supported by available evidence. The most detailed study on this 
complex issue, undertaken by the University of Melbourne, estimates that about 85 per cent of the 
projected water savings are being realised. Though considerably more expensive than water 
buybacks, these infrastructure investments are generating substantial water savings, whilst 
enhancing agricultural productivity. 

Third, suggestions that the Basin Plan is of no environmental benefit are false. Water entitlements 
yielding an average of 2000 GL/year have been acquired for the environment by the 
Commonwealth. This is a substantial transfer of water from the consumptive pool back to the 
environment. Indeed, it is the largest re-direction of water to the environment that has ever been 
made in any large river basin in the world. The Commonwealth Environmental Water Office, in 
concert with relevant State agencies, now routinely and expertly deliver these secure water 
entitlements, targeting critical places in the Basin where environmental water is needed. Much 
effort has been put into assessing the environmental benefits arising from those releases and it 
has been demonstrated that positive environmental benefits are being generated and more are to be 
expected over time. 

It bears mentioning that of the many large transboundary water basins in the world grappling with 
water scarcity and conflict between users, only the Murray-Darling Basin has a strong rules-based 
order, including clearly defined water entitlements, a sustainable cap on extractions, a large 
environmental water reserve and a systematic audit process. When it comes to the complicated 
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business of sharing water between competing interests, basin managers from around the world 
rightly look to Australia for guidance. 

We don’t seek to sugar coat the problems in the Basin, nor suggest that there is no need for 
improvement. Years of over-allocation have severely degraded the system and climate change is 
making the recovery task even harder. However, more commentators must appreciate that only so 
much change can be enacted at once and degradation that was a century in the making will 
probably take decades to repair. 

We agree with critics who assert there should be more comprehensive and rigorous analysis of the 
hydrologic, ecologic, economic and social impacts of the Basin Plan, but disagree that such 
analysis is lacking entirely. We note that multiple studies and inquiries have been recently 
completed or are in progress, focused on contentious issues in the Basin. This is indicative of 
concerned government and responsive institutions, doing their best in the complex domain that is 
water reform. 

Calls for more detailed hydrologic audits have merit, but only if done systematically and patiently, 
becoming business as usual. In particular, the volume of extractions from floodplain harvesting 
must be better quantified. We would stress that substantive improvements in auditing water 
movement in the Basin will be technically difficult and costly, so there is a cost-benefit dimension 
to be considered. 

Likewise, active debate on the relative costs and impacts of water buy backs and water 
infrastructure programs is to be welcomed. The cost differentials between these two forms of 
water recovery are well known, but the social and economic impacts of water buy backs are still 
contested terrain amongst policy analysts and affected communities. The Independent Assessment of 
the Social and Economic Conditions in the Basin, currently in progress, will undoubtedly shed much 
needed light on these matters. 

Concerns about some perverse outcomes arising from Australia’s otherwise positive experiences in 
water trading are another grey area demanding sober analysis, and presumably this will arise from 
the forthcoming ACCC Inquiry into water trading announced by the Federal Government. 

For the time being, the Water Resource Plans (WRPs) for each sub-basin of the MDB, required under the 
Basin Plan by the end of 2019, need to be finalised by state governments as soon as possible. 
Until these plans are implemented in full and given time to operate over a sufficiently variable 
climate sequence, none of us can be entirely certain about the efficacy and adequacy of the Basin 
Plan. Any further delays or any backsliding with these WRPs will seriously erode public confidence. 

The scheduled review of the Basin Plan in 2026 is the most appropriate time to re-examine the 
plan settings, based on experiences gained and considering new hydrologic realities brought about 
by climate change. This may sound like an eternity for those who are worried about the Basin, but 
the time lags involved in environmental response make this a very short time away indeed. 
Leading up to the review, we would all be wise to focus on careful analysis and authentic 
stakeholder consultation, so that come 2026, we can all engage in a more graceful deliberative 
process than we did back in 2008-12. 

In closing, we call on Basin governments to invest in engaging the science and social science 
research communities, along with communities that are anxious about the Basin’s future. We also 
call on the media to portray a more balanced and nuanced view of what is happening in the Basin. 

SIGNATORIES 
Professor Rob Vertessy, Melbourne School of Engineering, The University of Melbourne 
Professor Michael Stewardson, Melbourne School of Engineering, The University of Melbourne 
Professor QJ Wang, Melbourne School of Engineering, The University of Melbourne 
Associate Professor Angus Webb, Melbourne School of Engineering, The University of Melbourne 
Professor Andrew Western, Melbourne School of Engineering, The University of Melbourne 
Associate Professor Rory Nathan, Melbourne School of Engineering, The University of Melbourne 
Professor John Langford, Melbourne School of Engineering, The University of Melbourne 
Professor Marcia Langton, Associate Provost, The University of Melbourne 
Dr Neil Byron, Institute for Applied Ecology, University of Canberra 
Dr Ian Prosser, Institute for Applied Ecology, University of Canberra 
Dr Glen Walker, Grounded in Water 
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Professor Ross Thompson, Chair of Water Science, University of Canberra 
Associate Professor Mike Grace, Monash University, Melbourne 
Associate Professor Ian Rutherfurd, School of Geography, The University of Melbourne 
Dr Shane Brooks, Consulting Ecologist 
Professor Stuart Bunn, Australian Rivers Institute, Griffith University 
Professor Fran Sheldon, Australian Rivers Institute, Griffith University 
Professor Robyn Watts, School of Environmental Sciences, Charles Sturt University 
Professor Justin Brookes, Director, Water Research Centre, The University of Adelaide 
Associate Professor Alison King, School of Life Sciences, La Trobe & Charles Darwin Universities 
Associate Professor Skye Wassens, School of Environmental Sciences, Charles Sturt University 
Samantha Capon, Australian Rivers Institute, Griffith University 
Jennifer Hale, Independent Aquatic Ecologist 
 

Declarations of interest. Many of the above experts have: 
• been remunerated by one or more Basin governments for participation in advisory 

committees; 
• received payments from one or more Basin governments for consultancies; and / or 
• received research grants from one or more Basin governments. 

A full list of declarations is available upon request.  

Media contact: prue.gildea@unimelb.edu.au / 0466 473 741 
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Was the Government’s irrigation cash splash worth it? 
By Sarah Ann Wheeler & Emma Carmody,   15 July 

https://www.adelaidenow.com.au/rendezview/was-the-governments-irrigation-cash-splash-worth-it/ 
news-story/ce614f87bfe7f9ee1e503eebc52fb956 

One of us was born on a fifth-generation irrigated dairy farm in NSW; the other in a country town 
in the Murray-Darling Basin. 

Our backgrounds mean that we care passionately about agriculture, farmers, rural communities 
and sustainable water management in the Basin, and between us have dedicated decades to 
researching these issues. 

As such, we are deeply concerned about certain forms of water recovery, which we believe have a 
number of unintended, negative consequences. 

What does this add up to? In summary, a shortsighted policy for rural communities, many of which 
need governments to develop and implement schemes that boost services and jobs in the bush 
and which help farmers adapt to drought and climate change. 

We’ll get to the roads, hospitals and schools in a minute. But first, let’s discuss the basics of water 
recovery, which so far has occurred via two mechanisms that have cost a total of $6.4 billion. 

The first is known as ‘buybacks’ and involves buying water licences from willing irrigators. So far, 
$2.5 billion has been spent to recover 1,227 gigalitres of water in this way. 

The second, which was the subject of last week’s Four Corners special, involves subsidising 
irrigation infrastructure on farms to improve water efficiency. 50 per cent of the water that is 
assumed to have been saved through improved efficiency is transferred to the government. 
$3.9 billion has been spent so far on things like lining channels, which has generated 695 
gigalitres that is now held on water licences by the government. 

You don’t need a PhD in maths to work out that it has therefore cost (on average) $2,000 per 
million litres to recover water through buybacks, and $5,500 to recover through irrigation 
infrastructure subsidies (and note: this is actual expenditure to date, not the planned original 
expenditure — it’s important not to get this confused). 

Given these facts and figures, why hasn’t the government just bought water licences directly from 
farmers? 
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Because of a widespread belief that buybacks are responsible for large-scale rural economic 
decline. However, it has been shown that the costs of buyback have been over-estimated and the 
benefits underestimated. 

Reduced employment and prosperity in many country towns is due to a more complex mix of 
factors, including falling commodity prices, increasing input costs, and climate change. 

Research has also shown that money spent on regional development (such as in health, education 
and other services) could create between 3 to 4 times more jobs than efficiency upgrades, which 
provide short-term stimulus at best. 

However, the belief about the impacts of buyback was (and is) so pervasive, that from 2014 
onwards, effectively we stopped the buyback of licences through open tender. 

What followed was a smaller number of closed tender negotiations on ‘strategic projects’ (the 
Tandou purchase being one of these), along with an increase in budget allocated for infrastructure 
works. 

Apart from costing more, recovering water through irrigation infrastructure subsidies has a number 
of unintended consequences. 

First of all, making irrigation infrastructure more water efficient reduces the volume of run-off from 
farms that would otherwise seep into groundwater and rivers, thereby forming part of the pool of 
environmental water. Some estimate that this reduction is 16 per cent, while other estimates 
are much larger. 

Second, some subsidies are being given to farmers to increase the size of dams on floodplains — 
ostensibly because this decreases evaporative loss. However, taking water from floodplains does 
not, in many instances, require a licence and compliance and enforcement in relation to these 
diversions has historically been very poor. 

This means, for example, that any extra water taken from the floodplain and stored in the 
augmented dam does not have to be bought on the market (which is subject to an overall limit). 
In other words, it’s an increase in consumption that cannot be contained by the aforementioned 
market ‘cap’. 

Both of these issues are exacerbated by the absence of accurate ‘water accounting’, which in 
simple terms means we’re not properly measuring what’s coming in and going out of the river 
system across time. This means it’s difficult to know when and where net gains (or losses) are 
happening, including in relation to efficiency projects. It’s a bit like guessing what should go into 
the profit and loss columns and hoping that you end up in the black by June 30. 

Examples one and two, above, also illustrate why transferring a licence to the government in 
exchange for the subsidy does not necessarily mean that there will be more water in the river (or 
as much as assumed). 

Third, modernising irrigation infrastructure generally increases electricity costs (and often debt 
levels). Wine, nut and fruit growers named electricity costs as the second largest source of stress 
in their lives, while debt is the number one factor associated with irrigator mental health issues in 
the Basin. 

Further, while farmers can use buyback proceeds to help them pay down debt, no such option 
exists with irrigation infrastructure grants. 

Fourth, infrastructure upgrades often result in an increase in irrigation area and a change to 
thirstier crops (e.g. higher value permanent crops) which present a greater risk in drought as they 
require annual watering to survive. This is also concerning given the likely impacts of climate 
change on water availability across the Basin. 

Research in Australia and other countries also demonstrates that this can lead to an increase — 
not a reduction — in water use. This is a source of great contention, so bear with us. 

Farmers certainly can buy the extra water they need on the market (which as noted above is 
subject to an overall limit). However, research shows that in many instances, farmers’ increase 
their water use via (historically under-utilised) licences. While this is perfectly legal, we do not 
believe these increases are being adequately addressed under the current policy settings, which 
may in turn mean the government is over-estimating the volume of water that is available for the 
environment under the Basin Plan.... 

Furthermore, some farmers acquire additional water by switching to groundwater, which is not 
well regulated in certain areas due to a number of factors, including the difficulties associated with 
policing thousands of bores across vast areas in the absence of telemetry. 

https://www.facebook.com/petercullentrust/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/6845223
http://petercullentrust.org.au/bridging
https://www.mdbrc.sa.gov.au/sites/g/files/net3846/f/mdbrc-submission-professor-sarah-wheeler-sa.pdf?v=1527826747
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1467-8489.12001
http://www.agriculture.gov.au/about/media-centre/on-the-record/background-significant-commonwealth-strategic-water-purchases-2017
http://www.agriculture.gov.au/about/media-centre/on-the-record/background-significant-commonwealth-strategic-water-purchases-2017
https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/Impacts-groundwater-and-efficiency-programs-on-flows-October-2018.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13241583.2019.1579965
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0743016717302000
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0743016717302000
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0743016717302000
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262803956_Adamson_D_Loch_A_in_press_accepted_30_October_2013_%27Possible_negative_sustainability_impacts_from_%27gold-plating%27_infrastructure%27_Agricultural_Water_Management_httpdxdoiorg101016jagwat201309022
http://www.fao.org/3/I7090EN/i7090en.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378377413003028
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378377413003028
http://www.globalwaterinstitute.unsw.edu.au/sites/water/files/u982/HolleySinclairMutongwizoBrownMDBRCI2018.pdf
http://www.globalwaterinstitute.unsw.edu.au/sites/water/files/u982/HolleySinclairMutongwizoBrownMDBRCI2018.pdf


PCT on social media:  https://www.facebook.com/petercullentrust/  &  https://www.linkedin.com/groups/6845223  &  @PeterCullenPCT 

BRIDGING no. 36, August 2019  http://petercullentrust.org.au/bridging  17 

The end result is less water than would otherwise be the case in rivers and public storages, which 
in turn means greater uncertainty/risk for all water licence holders, in particular those that are 
further down the pecking order when it comes to annual water allocations. 

Let’s be clear: irrigators who comply with all legal requirements have done nothing wrong by 
making clever use of the grant scheme. 

We also believe irrigators should be free to adopt whatever irrigation infrastructure they want to 
on their farm (subject to land use and other regulations). 

To wit: this is not about stopping irrigation efficiency upgrades by farmers. Nor is it about 
regulating crop choices. Rather, we are concerned about a government policy that is not being 
transparently administered; is not always delivering the environmental benefits that it should; and 
is incentivising agricultural activity that reduces the ability of farmers to deal with climate change. 
We are also concerned about the systemic failure to properly and objectively evaluate the benefits 
of alternative spending programs in rural communities. 

We are now at a crossroads, where $4 billion is left on the table for water recovery by 2024. So 
where to from here? 

First and foremost, all government subsidised efficiency projects need to be subject to rigorous 
cost-benefit analysis before continuing. 

A comprehensive water audit — and the use of satellite measurement of current and historical 
water use — is also urgently required. This is essential if we are to understand how much water is 
entering and leaving the system, and where. An audit of this nature will in turn make it possible to 
establish — with the help of project-level auditing and monitoring — which projects are increasing 
flows in our rivers, and by how much. 

Next, proper governance arrangements must be introduced into relevant statutes to ensure that 
subsidies are only provided for irrigation efficiency works where it can be proven that the project 
will increase flows, that these increases can be measured and that they are contributing to the 
objectives and targets set out in the Basin Plan. 

Legislative reform is also required to improve transparency in relation to these subsidies and the 
works undertaken, which would in turn increase community confidence (including in relation to the 
meeting of basic contractual obligations). It would also serve to protect the reputations of those 
who are doing the right thing. 

Unsurprisingly, we also believe that buybacks should be back on the table. In those small highly 
dependent irrigation communities where this causes some level of economic hardship, proper 
structural adjustment packages need implementing, as recommended by the Productivity 
Commission. 

Finally, we believe that government should develop a multi-pronged rural development strategy 
that addresses both the failings of current water institutions and markets, as well as policies 
relating to drought, climate change, land/soil management, mental health and rural economic and 
social development. 

The Murray-Darling Basin and its people — irrigators, indigenous habitants, rural communities and 
businesses — deserve no less. 

Professor Sarah Wheeler is the Associate Director of Research at the University of Adelaide.  
Dr Emma Carmody is a senior solicitor, legal Adviser, and Visiting Fellow of the UNSW Faculty of Law. 

This article is reprinted with permission of News Corp, from The Advertiser. It first appeared at 
www.rendezview.com.au  
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