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 AdelaideNow – Outback towns free power for life 
Residents in the remote settlement of Innamincka will have free electricity for the rest of their lives. The small Outback town, 1065km northeast of Adelaide, has always relied on expensive diesel generators, which are switched off for up to 10 hours a day because of high costs. But at the end of this year, free geothermal technology will power the town. Emerging power company Geodynamics – which is developing hot rock technology in Innamincka – declared it would trial the technology at the town before looking to expand its operations across the state and throughout Australia. Geodynamics executive director Doone Wyborn has promised to eliminate the annual $200,000 power bill for Innamincka's 12 permanent residents for the life of the hot rocks mine, likely to be at least 50 years. "By the end of this year, we expect to have a one megawatt power station up and running which will provide Innamincka with electricity," he said. "We are providing that to the existing population of the town for free for as long as it runs." Innamincka resident John Osborne, 70, said he spent about $9000 running three generators for his home each year. He said the town was excited about the move and hopes it will boost tourism, which has continued to decline since the 1980s. "There will be big savings for everybody," said Mr Osborne, who maintains the town's infrastructure. "It may help to increase the population of the town which has been a big problem." Premier Mike Rann, who visited the Geodynamics operation during the weekend, said the move would make the legendary Outback tourist town even more well known. "Innamincka is one of the iconic locations so it will be on the map big time because we are talking about this being the world centre for emission free geothermal energy," he said. "They are going to go to totally free power so that will be a big boost for the residents and a big boost for tourists. "I reckon there will be a big party in the Innamincka pub the night the free power is turned on."

FarmOnLine

Multiple causes for rising food prices 
The United States Department of Agriculture says there is not a single factor responsible for rising food prices around the world, but instead a combination of causes. The USDA made the case during a US Joint Economic Committee hearing on the rising cost of food late last week. USDA chief economist, Joe Glauber, testified before the committee and said no single factor is causing the projected 4-5pc increase in retail food prices. "Several key factors are shaping the current situation, including domestic and global economic growth; global weather; rising input costs for energy; international export restrictions; and new product markets, particularly biofuels," Mr Glauber said. Members questioned Mr Glauber about the high commodity prices and their correlation to food costs. "Higher commodity prices are contributing to the increase in food price inflation, even though, on average, the farm value accounts for only about 20 cents of each dollar spent on food," Mr Glauber said. "For highly processed foods, such as cereal and bakery products, the farm component of the retail value is less as processing costs account for a higher portion of the retail value." But Mr Glauber admitted that much of the increase in corn and soybean prices could be attributed to increased biofuel production, although several other factors have contributed as well. SOURCE: FarmProgress, USA. 

No sign of drought ending, warns Bureau
Despite recent rain in some areas, the drought has not come to an end - and it will take years of above-average rainfall to return the country to normality. The big dry has become worse in Central Australia and is stubbornly persisting across much of the country, the Bureau of Meteorology says. Climate change was partly to blame, the bureau said in its latest monthly drought statement. "The combination of record heat and widespread drought during the past five to 10 years over large parts of southern and eastern Australia is without historical precedent and is, at least partly, a result of climate change," the statement said. The southern part of the Northern Territory, parts of far western Queensland, and areas around Marree in South Australia were suffering from serious rainfall deficiencies. Long-term rainfall deficiencies persisted from the coast of South Australia across much of Victoria and into southwest NSW, and also covered southeast Queensland and northern South Australia. "The pattern is very similar to that observed at the end of March, but as April 2008 was drier than April 2006 in most areas, there was a slight increase of these two-year deficits," said the statement, which covered the period up until the end of April. One bright spot was southwest Western Australia which had a wet April. Record low rainfalls remained on South Australia's Eyre Peninsula, near Melbourne and in parts of Tasmania. An area east of Alice Springs which was recording lowest rainfalls on record had increased slightly. The drought was so bad it would take years of decent rainfall to return the country to normal, the Bureau said. "The worst of the long-term deficiencies are likely to remain for some time," the statement said. "The deficiencies (discussed) have occurred against a backdrop of decade-long rainfall deficits and record high temperatures that have severely stressed water supplies in the east and south-west of the country." "Several years of above average rainfall are required to remove the very long-term deficits." SOURCE: AAP 
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Water release from Hume Dam falls below MDBC minimum 
The release of water from Hume Reservoir and the flow into the Murray River at Doctors Point (near Albury) will be reduced below their normal minimums to conserve water for the 2008-09 water year. Murray-Darling Basin Commission chief executive, Dr Wendy Craik, says the situation is similar to last winter. Dr Craik says that from May 7, the minimum release from Hume Reservoir will be reduced from 600 to 400ML/day. "It will only be increased above 400ML/day if inflows from the Kiewa River are very low and the flow at Doctors Point is expected to fall below 800ML/day (1.32m gauge height) rather than the usual minimum of 1,200 ML/day (1.48m gauge height)," she said. The 400ML/day release from Hume Reservoir equates to a level in the Murray River at Heywoods Bridge of about 1.05m (gauge height). Currently it is 1.21m (gauge height). The MDBC says boat operators, stock owners, river pumpers and other river users are advised to take these changed water levels into account and make any necessary adjustments to their activities. 

Agriculture on back foot on emissions trading 
Agriculture is heavily on the back foot as it tries to deal with the immediacy of the Rudd Government's move towards a national emissions trading scheme (ETS). Back in 2002, Australia's coal industry was badgering for government funding to help it address greenhouse emissions; in 2006, it received $50 million in Federal funds for a low-emissions project, and another $125m that was later withheld because of project problems. The agriculture industry is only just starting down the same path. With the initial draft of Australia's ETS on a deadline for early 2009, the farming sector has little time to decide where it will stand in the scheme, and scant information to inform the decisions it must make. "We are very under equipped, even to analyse the decisions that will potentially have to be made," said Mick Keogh, executive director of the Australian Farm Institute.

"There is little work done by bodies like ABARE that can help us, and while the scientific community is starting to gain momentum, we're a long way from being able to use whatever research is produced." Dominic Devine, of Queensland-based Devine Agribusiness, a veteran of the infant carbon trading business, says the industry is currently "in a twilight zone" on tackling emissions trading. "There's a lot of guesswork going on at the moment," Mr Devine said. "What is agriculture's position? What obligations are we going to have to meet? What opportunities are there for agriculture? "It's very important that our industry doesn't stick its head in the sand on this one. "We'll just get ourselves in a position where regulation will be imposed from above." Mr Devine's company was involved in Rio Tinto's landmark 2006 purchase of 12,000 hectares of Queensland grazing land, which will be protected from clearing for 121 years to supply the mining giant with emissions credits. But now, Mr Devine said, he is advising clients against taking up new voluntary emissions trading schemes because of uncertainty about the price of carbon under an ETS. Mr Keogh said last week's AFI summit on emissions trading "was a wake-up call to those who had the issue in the back of their mind, but didn't see any urgency in it". The summit resulted in a communiqué outlining the broad consensus of the 100 participants, who represented the spectrum of the industry, from lobby groups and farmers to retailers and agribusiness. The communiqué has become a de-facto position statement for agriculture, outlining for the first time how the industry might best engage with emissions trading. Importantly, the document is clear that agriculture should actively be involved in emissions trading, and that responsibility for farm-generated emissions should be at the "point of generation", the farm business—not at the "point of sale", like dairies or meat processors, as some have suggested. A "point of generation" arrangement will provide direct incentives to farmers to act on reducing emissions, and to be innovative in our they offset the costs of emissions they can't avoid. 

NEWScom.au - Drought getting worse, despite rain
The La Nina effect, the weather pattern that had been meant to end Australia's big dry, is over - but weather watchers say it has failed to break the drought. In fact, Bureau of Meteorology figures show the drought is actually getting worse in some parts of the country. Climate change was partly to blame, the bureau said in its latest monthly drought statement. "The combination of record heat and widespread drought during the past five to 10 years over large parts of southern and eastern Australia is without historical precedent and is, at least partly, a result of climate change," the statement said. The latest La Nina - a cooling of the eastern Pacific Ocean which usually brings wet weather to Australia - was heralded last year as a drought-breaker. But it brought heavy rains only to some parts of the country and appears to have run its course, according to Lynette Bettio, climatologist with the bureau's National Climate Centre. "It does seem to be over ... it's winding down,'' Dr Bettio said. When asked if La Nina had ended the drought, she said: "It depends where you are in the country.'' 
Parts of Queensland and northern NSW received a good soaking; easing drought conditions, and the bureau is forecasting more above-average rainfall for these fortunate regions. But southern regions have largely missed out. "We really didn't receive that above average rainfall needed,'' Dr Bettio said. The bureau is forecasting average rainfall for southern areas but heavier rain is needed to end the drought.  The southern part of the Northern Territory, parts of far western Queensland, and areas around Marree in South Australia were suffering from serious rainfall deficiencies. 

3

Long-term rainfall deficiencies persisted from the coast of South Australia across much of Victoria and into southwest NSW, and also covered southeast Queensland and northern South Australia. One bright spot was southwest Western Australia, which had a wet April. Record low rainfalls remained on South Australia's Eyre Peninsula, near Melbourne and in parts of Tasmania. An area east of Alice Springs which was recording lowest rainfalls on record had increased slightly. The drought was so bad it would take years of decent rainfall to return the country to normal, the bureau said.  "The worst of the long-term deficiencies are likely to remain for some time," the statement said. "Several years of above average rainfall are required to remove the very long-term deficits."

FarmOnLine

Emissions trading scheme Q&A 
What's all this emissions trading scheme (ETS) fuss about? Here's an introduction to the concept of an ETS by Rural Press environmental writer, Matt Cawood, written as a question and answer. 

• What is an emissions trading scheme (ETS)?

- An accounting framework that allows for trade in what is effectively a new form of currency – emissions permits. The Australian ETS will largely be governed by the rules laid down in the international Kyoto Protocol.

• Why is Australia developing an ETS?

- As an international citizen, Australia has a responsibility to cut down its greenhouse gas emissions, considered to be the main driver of global warming and thus climate change. By signing the Kyoto Protocol in 2007, Australia formally committed to this aim, and to driving down national emissions to 40pc of 2000 levels by 2050.

• How? 

- Taxation could be used to drive down emissions, but would allow for little flexibility and innovation. 

- An ETS with regulation would underpin the more flexible “cap-and-trade” system. 

Industries will be given an initial “cap” on emissions — the industry’s estimated emissions levels in 2000 — and will only be able to exceed that cap by buying emissions permits. The cap will be progressively lowered to force industries into continuously lowering their emissions. At the same time, cap-and-trade would encourage innovators to explore ways of sequestering carbon so it could be sold to those businesses exceeding their caps.

• What’s the difference between an ETS and a voluntary carbon trading scheme?

- Note the word “voluntary”. 

Australia’s ETS will be mandatory for all participants. Voluntary schemes will exist alongside the national ETS for special purposes that don’t require as much accounting rigor, but are likely to put less value on carbon. 

This is an important point. Under an ETS, a farmer who is charged $20 a tonne for emissions will be able to sell offsets at $20 a tonne. A voluntary scheme may make it easier to sell offsets, but could pay only $10 a tonne, therefore not fully offsetting the $20/t cost for emitting under an ETS.

• Why the agricultural industry?

- Agriculture produces an estimated 16 per cent of Australia’s total greenhouse gas emissions. 

Australia is unlikely to meet its Kyoto targets without agriculture’s contribution to emissions reduction. 

Once an ETS scheme is in place, agriculture will have to be within the system if it wants the ability to trade against the inevitable costs that will be passed on by fuel, fertiliser and other inputs suppliers meeting their own ETS obligations.

• When do we start?

- Agriculture starts right away, because the decisions it makes now will affect the design of the ETS. The ETS will be introduced in 2010, but because of the complexities of levering agriculture into the system, it may be several years before the farm sector begins operating under an ETS. There may be transitional arrangements, possibly a form of regulation, to encourage farmers to begin lowering emissions.

• What will it cost me?

- No-one knows. 

It depends on the price set for a tonne of carbon, the rules agriculture operates under, and farmers’ creativity. 

Initially, the direct cost to farms should be relatively light. The farm sector doesn’t need to instantly reduce its emissions by 60pc. That is the 2050 target, and it will be approached incrementally. Some farm businesses may naturally operate under their caps. As agriculture’s cap is progressively lowered, meeting targets may become more difficult and potentially more expensive. However, innovation will mean that agriculture, and individual farmers, will probably find ways to operate under the cap.

• Who pays?

- Because it involves 130,000 separate farm businesses, agriculture presents an accounting nightmare to the ETS. 

Some would like to get around this by only accounting for agriculture’s emissions at the “point of sale” — dairies, meat processors, and supermarkets. 
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These businesses are resisting the concept. They don’t want the administrative burden, and argue that they can’t influence farmers’ decisions. Despite the extra paperwork, farmers may be best served by being directly engaged with an ETS. It gives them the opportunity to respond directly to price signals within the carbon market. It’s a bit like being clever with tax. SOURCE: The Land, NSW

Water demand will drive prices beyond irrigators 
Victorian farmers fear deep-pocketed Government agencies will outbid irrigators for water, driving up prices, after Federal Water Minister Penny Wong declared her intention last week to go ahead with $3 billion in environmental buybacks without waiting for a new Murray Darling Basin plan. Across the Murray, NSW irrigators fear the buybacks will suck a disproportionate volume of water from their relatively-cheaper districts with a devastating impact on the district’s viability and surrounding communities. Both are calling for greater input into how the Government secures water for the environment. “Over allocation and declining river health are urgent priorities and I intend to progress them now,” she said. And environmental groups promptly called for half the buyback money to be spent in the next three years, equating to an on market purchase of between 300-500,000 megalitres a year from a market that a year or two ago wouldn’t have traded half that in the whole season. There is concern that governments have increasingly resorted to buybacks as a cheaper, quicker means of achieve environmental water targets. Victorian Farmers Federation water spokesman Richard Anderson, for instance, said while the funding breakdown of the new plan was broadly similar to that drawn up under Howard, any push for rapid buybacks was a concern. “Our preference is for improving water infrastructure,” he said. “Buying on market from willing sellers should be a last resort. "The Government in the market will distort prices and may drive them up. "Look at all these communities that are down on their knees. "They might not necessarily be willing sellers. "We could lose a whole sector.” Mr Anderson said unlike investment in infrastructure upgrades which achieved savings, buybacks did nothing to address over allocation, simply transferring it from one user - the irrigator - to another, the environment. “It is no different to transferring it to another irrigator,” he said. “If you want to improve reliability to irrigators or the environment you would have to rip the entitlements up, (so there are fewer users for the same water).” SOURCE: National rural news from Rural Press weekly agricultural newspapers, updated on FarmOnline 

Carbon farming: organic farmers store more and cost less 
Queensland’s peak conservation group, Queensland Conservation (QCC) has aligned with Australia’s largest organic representative body, Biological Farmers of Australia, to re-instate claims organic farm methods can contribute to lowering Australia’s greenhouse emissions by locking up more carbon in soil. They also say organic production will become more competitive as oil and fertiliser prices climb. As part of its Climate Change Campaign, Queensland Conservation has referred to an extensive thirty-year scientific trial by the Rodale Institute in the US which found that organic practices can remove around 7845kg of carbon from the air for each hectare farmed per annum by sequestering it in the soil. The study found that, “if all 175 million hectares of cropland in America were converted to organic practices, it would be the equivalent of taking 217 million cars off the road – or, more than a third of the world’s automobiles." Jerry Coleby-Williams, Queensland Conservation board member, says the research (first published in 2003) has relevance in Australia. “Applying similar carbon sequestration results to those found in the Rodale study, an Australian farm with an average cropping area of 710 hectares, could sequester 5500 tonnes of carbon each year," he says. “There is a total of about 50 million ha of periodically cultivated soils in Australia, representing the potential for at least 390 million tonnes of captured carbon per year." And he says in the face of rising oil prices organic production combines ‘eco-friendly’ with ‘cost-effective’. “Research has shown organic farms can return higher yields over a longer period with less dependence on oil-derived fertilisers, pesticides and herbicides. 'This puts organics at an advantage as cheap and plentiful oil comes to an end," he says. Soil consultants claim fertiliser application can be reduced by 20-30pc on farms that are committed to restoring soil health via natural methods. Mr Coleby-Williams says organic farm techniques deserve greater consideration from governments in the development of emissions mitigation policies. “They are a simple and effective means of reducing Australia’s carbon footprint. Here in Queensland we could sequester 13pc of the state’s total carbon emissions by converting our croplands to organics.” How is carbon stored? Organic farm techniques facilitate increased carbon storage by helping accumulate higher levels of humus. Commonly referred to by farmers as “black gold”, humus is a stable form of organic matter that remains in soil after prolonged microbial decomposition, and is an ultimate indicator of healthy soil. Carbon can be contained in stable humus fractions for more than 1000 years. Dr Andrew Monk, BFA Standards Committee Chair said humus is well known for its moisture retention and resilience in extreme weather conditions. “Resilient soil has been a saving factor for many producers during recent droughts periods,” he said. But he said while the cost benefits of using no synthetic fertilisers in organic farms would increase in the future, organic farmers currently shouldered the costs of carbon efficiencies without formal compensation.
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“In the twenty years since the formal inception of organic farming in Australia, organic farmers have internalised the costs of a production system that provides some great environmental benefits,” he said. SOURCE: Queensland Country Life

Couriermail.com.au - Rain hopes go, level 6 water restrictions to stay
Southeast Queensland is likely to be locked in drought and strict level 6 water restrictions until at least next year, with a bleak rainfall outlook for the rest of 2008. Authorities yesterday warned dam levels might fall below the 30 per cent mark despite the best summer inflows in almost a decade. Even the State Government's much-touted water grid – due to come online in October – is unlikely to see water restrictions eased after a "fizzer" cyclone season. One-third of Queensland is still in drought despite record-breaking flood events around Mackay, Rockhampton, Proserpine, Townsville, Emerald, Charleville and Cairns last wet season. Forecasters initially predicted up to a dozen tropical cyclones would cross the Queensland coast but only one did, with Cyclone Helen striking the Gulf of Carpentaria and causing significant flooding. Unless the southeast is hit by a major winter system, similar to the freak storm which formed off Fraser Island in 1967, severe water restrictions will remain for the third year in a row. The latest SEQWater figures showed the outlook for winter – traditionally the driest months – was not "positive". "If we take into account having another average spring, we could see our combined dam levels under 30 per cent by the start of next summer," SEQWater operations manager Rob Drury said. "Effectively, unless we get some unusual autumn or winter rainfall, the community now faces a wait until next summer and the next cyclone season (to see restrictions eased)," he said. The latest La Nina – a cooling of the eastern Pacific Ocean which usually brings wet weather to Australia – was heralded last year as a drought-breaker but now appears to be over. A Water Commission spokesman said the recycled water pipeline and other projects would do no more than stabilise dam levels and level 6 restrictions would stay until summer.

Dispute over climate sceptic uni grant

The University of Queensland has accepted $350,000 for environmental research from a climate change sceptic and the Institute of Public Affairs, a right-wing think tank, in a move that has divided university academics.
The university insisted the money came with no strings attached and oversight of three environmental doctoral scholarship projects to be funded remained under its independent direction. However, the IPA suggested two of the three agreed topics and hopes the results of the research will inform public policy. IPA senior fellow Jennifer Marohasy, a climate change sceptic best known for questioning the evidence over whether the Murray River needed saving, said the funding was not motivated by ideology but by an attempt to produce objective, evidence-based research. "We don't mind what is discovered," said Dr Marohasy, who completed her doctorate at the university. The money, which has been channelled through the IPA, has been donated by Perth-based medical doctor and philanthropist Bryant Macfie, a long-standing IPA member. In a speech in Brisbane last week to launch the scholarships, Dr Macfie criticised what he claimed was a lack of objective, evidenced-based research in environmental science. Dr Macfie likened what he called "environmental activism" to a new religion infecting science. "The crucifix has been replaced by the wind turbine," he said. University of Queensland climate change expert Clive McAlpine said he had concerns about the funding. "It is important that the science is objective and that students are not subjected to restraints from donors," Dr McAlpine said. Another University of Queensland climate expert, Norman Duke, said it was important the university had sole responsibility for selecting the students who would benefit from the grant. "I would be suspicious of the selection process," Dr Duke said. 

In March, the university announced a reorganisation of its science facilities in a bid to "sharpen the focus of teaching and research surrounding sustainability and climate change". Deputy vice-chancellor David Siddle said the university had been closely involved in the final selection of the three PhD students and had appointed their supervisors. "As long as we are able to fiercely maintain our independence, as long as we provide supervision to the students that is objective and skilled, I don't see a problem," Professor Siddle said. Hugh Possingham, the director of the university's Ecology Centre and a member of the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists, is also not concerned by the funding. "The university does protect (the independence) of PhD students very well," Professor Possingham said. The three topics include an examination of agricultural practices and chemical usage, an issue close to Dr Marohasy's heart given she argues that the regulatory assessment of pesticides and herbicides is too time-consuming and expensive. Another topic includes the effectiveness of banning tree clearing in Australia as a way to store carbon. Dr Marohasy is sceptical of the carbon storage benefits of controlling tree clearing. 
 The Australian - Blessed are the sceptics

In 1633 Galileo Galilei was hauled before the religious authorities of his day, the Inquisition, for daring to concur with Copernicus that the Earth was not the centre of the universe and also that it orbited the sun rather than the other way around. For his pains, he was placed under house arrest and forced to recant. Giordano Bruno failed to recant and suffered a crueller fate. 
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Today we are faced with a newer religion known as environmental activism which has insinuated itself into some aspects of science. It shares some of the intolerance to new or challenging ideas with the old. Immolation at the stake is no longer fashionable but it has been replaced by pillory in the media. The new faith makes it apostasy to question the proposition that our river systems are dying and that nothing like this has ever happened before. And it is the blackest heresy to suggest that the beatification of StAl and the Goronites may be a little premature. The symbols and practices of the new and the old faiths are remarkably similar. The crucifix has been replaced by the wind turbine; where before there was the hair shirt and self-flagellation, mortification of the flesh now consists of switching off your airconditioner when it's hot and your patio heater when it's cold. The head of the University of Tasmania's school of government, Aynsley Kellow, has pointed out the close similarity between medieval papal indulgences and carbon offsets. However, these things matter less than the corruption of science by faith and the failure to recognise the contingent nature of scientific concepts. Concepts are only valid until such time as they are demolished by the scientific methods of observation, measurement, experimentation and analysis. Phrases such as "the argument is over, the science is settled" are so much fatuous nonsense and should almost never be used in the scientific community. Throughout history dissenters, sceptics, contrarians and innovators have suffered criticism, abuse and even persecution, but it is these people who have driven progress. 

To quote Thomas Huxley, "scepticism is the highest of duties, blind faith the one unpardonable sin". Where would we be without the Galileos, Newtons, Darwins and Pasteurs? I would like to think that some time in the future we could add the names of our scholars to that list. So what is this partnership between the Institute of Public Affairs and the University of Queensland to support environmental research about? What are we doing it for? There are two main reasons. First, to provide a haven for our scholars without ideological or commercial interference and with no prescription as to the end point of their inquiries. If they challenge orthodoxies and assumptions, particularly mine, then that's good. If they find that conventional wisdom is correct, then that's good, too. The only criterion is to seek empirical evidence. Second, it is important that any research that our scholars undertake is made available to aid the development of better, more rational public policy. Good public policy means applying our resources more efficiently to achieve the outcomes we desire, such as lifting the poor out of their poverty, feeding the hungry, healing the sick and, in our case, managing our environment sensibly and productively. I would like to think that what we have launched today is just the first step in something much bigger. I envisage that, in the future, to environmental lawyers and scientists we will add other disciplines: biologists, economists, and statisticians, even philosophers. What we need to do is shine the hard light of reason and critical thinking on our environmental problems, aided by multiple skills and points of view. As they say, from tiny acorns do mighty oak trees grow; or, to make the metaphor more geographically relevant, from tiny gum nuts do mighty river red gums grow. That's all I have to say but I would like to leave you with one thought. For those of you have a feeling of despair about the direction that some aspects of environmental science is taking, remember that most people now believe that Galileo was right. This is an edited version of a speech by Perth philanthropist Bryant Macfie, who is funding a research partnership between the Institute of Public Affairs and the University of Queensland.

NEWScom - Global pollution could wipe out koalas
A degrading environment could starve koalas to extinction, according to research that shows rising carbon dioxide levels are killing nutrients in the plants they eat. Lab tests reveal global warming is stripping the goodness from eucalypt leaves, and the University of Sydney researchers say koalas don't have enough time to adapt. "What currently may be good koala habitat may well become, over a period of not so many years at the rate that carbon dioxide concentrations are rising, very marginal habitat," lead researcher Prof Ian Hume said. 
"I'm sure we'll see koalas disappearing from their current range even though we don't see any change in tree species or structure of the forests." Prof Hume will present research at a major science conference in Canberra today showing increases in CO2, decreased levels of "good" nutrients and increased toxic nutrients in eucalypt leaves. This change will mean eucalypt species with high-protein content will no longer be beneficial to the koala as the so-called "anti-nutrients" such as tannins bind the protein, making it unusable. "At the rate things are going, I suspect we might see changes within our lifetimes," Prof Hume said.

The Advertiser – Panic Station: Rain in 100 days or famous property sheds its cattle

The World’s biggest cattle station, Anna Creek, in the State’s outback, will have no cattle for the first time if there is no soaking rain in the next 100 days.

8th
FarmOnLine

Budget '08: Climate and water details to be revealed 
Climate change, water and weeds will underpin the big ticket spending on agriculture in next week's federal Budget. Long-awaited detail on the $130 million climate change adaptation programs promised by Labor before the election will be unveiled next week.
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It's hoped the budget will also shed more light on the Federal Government's big $12.9 billion water plan, with specific details still outstanding on whether there will be a significant change to previously committed projects to improve water-efficiency at the farm level. The Government is expected to commit significant funding next week to a new Australian Weeds Research Centre, which was also an election commitment. The centre will replace the existing co-operative research centre for weeds research which was canned by the previous government because it could not prove its commercial merit and which would have stopped operating in June.

National Farmers Federation chief executive officer, Ben Fargher, said the four most important areas to NFF in the budget are:

• Climate change programs.

• Rural education and training commitments,

• Infrastructure spending on rail and roads.

• Water upgrade funding.

"We know FarmBis has been cut and the minister has made that clear," he said.

"But we'd like to see if training aspects from that program can be incorporated into the $130m farming for the future program. "The government also flagged it was going to cut the agricultural and horticultural apprenticeship scheme. "We've asked for that to be reinstated because of the importance of skills and the government's skills agenda. "They've given an indication that they will be retaining that scheme, so we'll be looking for that, too." The NFF is also looking to the budget for signs of an integrated plan for road, rail and ports, to help ease the burden on the growing freight task in Australia. But detail from the water plan will be one of the most carefully scrutinised areas come Tuesday night. "We want more detail on water," he said. "We've been supportive of the $10 billion plan, which is now larger than that because it involves urban water. "But we're particularly interested in the breakdown of the $5.8bn investment component. "We want to make sure there is some form of an on-farm investment component in the new plan." Hopefully, farmers can also expect to see a big slice of health funding this year annexed for rural health following the government's recent audit figures of rural health services. Already Minister for Health, Nicola Roxon, announced a $6.3m funding for extra clinical schools in the bush along with the establishment of a new rural health office within her department. The Rural Doctors Association of Australia is calling for a rural isolation payment to be paid to all rural doctors and a rural procedural and emergency/on-call loading. RDAA president, Dr Peter Rischbieth said last week's audit figures were much worse than expected and demonstrate how much urgent work needs to be done in "combating this crisis." SOURCE: Rural Press national news bureau, Parliament House, Canberra.

Hopes for above-average rain fade with La Nia 
The prospect of above-average and, for many, drought-breaking rain across eastern Australia is diminishing with the Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) today reporting that the 2007-08 La Niña event is continuing to fade. The good news, however, is that the bureau's models also indicate just a low chance of an El Niño (dry) phase returning during 2008. Rather, the BOM model indicates a fairly neutral position for the rest of 2008 - hopefully an indication of 'normal' seasonal rains. As the graph shows, the Southern Oscillation Index (SOI) at the start of this week has fallen to +4.4 - a figure sharply down from a peak of above +20 at the start of 2008. And the SOI has fallen below the critical +6. If the SOI is maintained at or above +6 for two months or more, it usually indicates the development of an above-average rainfall period. Conversely, a 'deep' and consistently negative SOI pattern (less than about minus 6 over a two month period) is usually related to a high probability of below median rainfall for many areas of Australia at certain times of the year, according to the bureau. In Queensland, AgForce drought coordinator Rod Saal said the bureau’s model indicates that the decline in La Niña contributed to the below-average rainfall to large parts of eastern and northern Australia during March and April. The bureau’s computer model predictions show Pacific Ocean temperatures gradually increasing over the next two seasons, but remaining near average. Mr Saal says there are some regions, such as Queensland’s central coast, which have had good summer rain. They are well on the way to recovery from drought. However there are large areas of the state – including metropolitan Brisbane – where despite some rain and early promise, the drought is continuing and there will be no recovery until next summer at the earliest. “Thousands of head of cattle are being sold from individual properties in north-west Queensland where the summer wet season was not good enough to carry stock through the coming winter," he said. "In other regions, such as Roma, some producers have had a bumper summer crop while others are still carting water for cattle. “What is really concerning is that significant planting rain is required during May and June for a successful winter wheat crop to be produced and that is looking increasingly unlikely.” In areas where it hasn’t yet rained to any extent, AgForce has been gathering information from members to help build a case for extension of EC support beyond the June review date.
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Troubled times for rivers in far north of the Murray-Darling Basin 
The Healthy Rivers, Healthy Communities conference is featuring presentations of the latest floodplain management science and discussion about policy directions for floodplain management in the Murray-Darling Basin and Lake Eyre Basin. Pop Petersen, from Brenda Station downstream of Cubbie Station on the NSW Qld border, outlined the damage that has been done to the floodplain by diverting water. “We have lost 30pc grazing capacity for sheep and 4pc cattle reduction in carrying capacity on Brenda Station. “The 1943–1947 drought was much worse than the current drought yet the river still flowed. “In the 1943-47 drought, the annual average rainfall was 173 millimetres, however, the 2002-07 droughts had an annual average of 307mm.” Mr Petersen said that in 2005 there were two stock and domestic water releases that didn’t reach the end of the system (the junction of the Darling River). “Stock and domestic users downstream were carting water while water was being stored upstream.” Living on Brenda Station for the past 27 years, Mr Petersen said he believed water was over-allocated by at least 50pc “You don’t have to be a scientist to see that the floodplain of the Culgoa Balonne System is in serious decline," he said. “Governments need to abolish the taking of overland flow, and to place annual volumetric caps on all water harvesting.” Chairman of the Condamine-Balonne Water Users Association, Ed Fessey, “Bullabalalie”, Weilmoringle, said there was a lack of equity in the granting of licences that had created division in rural communities. “The two-tiered system of water resource plans is complicated and has done much damage to people and communities downstream,” he said. “The transferal of wealth upstream as a result of the issuing of licences has contributed fiercely to this division.”

NEWScom.au - People fear climate change, but won't act
Australians see climate change as the nation's biggest problem but appear unwilling to change their lives to reduce their large environmental footprint, an international survey has found. Australia is tied in seventh place among 14 major developed and developing nations in the National Geographic's Greendex, a measure of sustainable consumption and behaviour. Brazil and India tied for the highest score for their small footprint per capita, and US consumers were ranked the most wasteful. Roughly a third of Australian consumers surveyed had nine rooms or more in their homes and most had air conditioning (70 per cent). More than 90 per cent had one or more vehicles per household, second only to US consumers, and six out of 10 drove alone daily. They also had the longest average commutes of those surveyed. Australians ranked among the lowest in using public transport, with only 22 per cent catching a bus or train at least once a week. When asked an open-ended question about the most urgent problem facing their country, Australians cited the environment/climate change - showing more concern on that count than any other national group surveyed. However, they ranked second-to-last in the belief that environmental problems were having a negative impact on their health, with only nine per cent agreeing strongly. Australians were among the least likely of the nations surveyed to believe global warming would worsen their own way of life (18 per cent), had low levels of guilt about their own environmental impact (nine per cent), and rated average in their belief that people need to consume a lot less to improve the environment for future generations (29 per cent). Australian consumers received some acknowledgment for their water and energy conservation habits. "Driven in part by their large household footprints and higher levels of car ownership and solo driving, Australian consumers rank in the middle of the pack,'' the Greendex report says. 

"Australians do, however, exhibit more responsible behaviours than many others surveyed in terms of water use and energy-saving appliances.'' The Greendex survey was conducted online earlier this year among 14,000 consumers - about 1,000 for each country. A panel of 27 international experts in global sustainability helped identify which consumer behaviours were most crucial to investigate. 

Parliament House 'dying of thirst'
The architects behind Australia's landmark Parliament House say that the building is dying of thirst. On the eve of its 20th birthday, the designers have called for the building's fountains to flow again and its grassy slopes to be properly watered. Despite moves to temporarily use recycled water in its main fountain, the designers want all its water features restored to operation. They are also concerned about trials of new hardy grasses that could be used to replant the building's lush green slopes. "I think it's a sad thing," said Professor Romaldo Giurgola, 88, the building's Italian architect. "A question of water is a question of management." Richard Thorp, his Australian design partner said: "Just because there is a drought, would we let the grass on the MCG dry out? "It's not so much of a stretch to keep up the water to the lawn on Parliament House, and to keep the water up to the fountains." The architects will celebrate the anniversary of the building's opening in Canberra tomorrow with others who worked on the project. The Department of Parliamentary Services announced yesterday water would be returned to the main fountain in the building's forecourt in time for the anniversary. Unsightly plastic barricades protecting the fountain will also be removed. But the water will flow only during the winter months, while dozens of other fountains will remain dry indefinitely. The department's acting secretary, David Kenny, said the recycled water was free, but there were financial and greenhouse costs associated with trucking it in. 

"I know the architects would like to have the whole building operating as it was 20 years ago," he said.
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"A lot of people would like that, but a lot of people who can't grow much wheat at the moment would like to be able to do that. "What we are trying to do is find ways to keep the place running and looking as it was originally intended, in a manner that is consistent with the environmental situation of today." Mr Kenny said the use of recycled water was consistent with stage 3 restrictions in the ACT. He said parliamentary gardeners were testing grass varieties that required less water, but the trial was not complete. Prof Giurgola said that changing the original grass would interfere with the building's integrity. "It probably needs a little bit more water than others," Prof Giurgola said. "But it is in key with the other aspects of the building, and has consistency of colour in winter and summer."

The Australian - Unions work over China on climate

Up to $19 billion worth of planned investment in the aluminium industry and 20,000 jobs could be lost to China if the federal Government does not allocate free emission trading permits to the sector, unions have warned.
Unions have told the Government to take a "balanced approach" to implementing emissions trading in Australia ahead of a global scheme, or put thousands of manufacturing jobs at risk. Australian Workers Union national secretary Paul Howes said yesterday 20,000 jobs in the energy-intensive aluminium industry alone needed to be properly protected or there was a risk the sector would be lost offshore. Pressure from the AWU on climate change policy follows lobbying by the Construction Forestry Mining and Energy Union for the Government to invest in developing clean coal technology to protect its members' jobs in the mining industry. The Government's top climate policy adviser, Ross Garnaut, yesterday made his strongest endorsement yet of clean coal technology, saying its success would be crucial to prosperity for the rest of this century. Mr Howes said up to $19 billion worth of investment in aluminium in Australia could be lost if free permits were not allocated for existing and new projects and secured far enough into the future. Without free permits, projects would be forced to buy them, drastically increasing their costs. Mr Howes said it would not help cut global greenhouse emissions if Australian smelters were closed and their output replaced by less efficient plants in China. "Every tonne of alumina made in Western Australia uses half the energy and produces less than half the greenhouse emissions than if it was made in China," he told a climate change conference in Sydney. "This is a critical point missed by those calling for industry to be shut down and Australian jobs offered offshore." Like many other industries, China's aluminium sector has doubled its output in the past three years to 13 million tonnes from 80 smelters compared with six operating in Australia. Aluminium is Australia's third-biggest commodity export behind coal and steel.

NEWScom.au - Water to flow back into Banrock Station wetland
WHY? There are people below Lock 1 who can’t get water, what’s special about Banrock?

The internationally recognised Banrock Station wetland will be partially refilled to save plant and animal habitats, the Murray-Darling Basin Commission says. The commission said 617 megalitres of environmental flows would be released into the Banrock Station wetland in South Australia's Riverland later this month. 

A further 215 megalitres would be released by the Banrock Station wine company. Commission chief executive Wendy Craik said the water would prevent potentially irreversible damage from increasing salinity. The Banrock Station wetland was disconnected from the Murray in January last year as a water-saving measure and has been completely dry since March 2007. "As a result, saline groundwater is rising to the surface and threatens the vegetation," Dr Craik said. "This could seriously impact on a number of plant and animal species such as river red gums, lignum thickets, sedgeland and populations of southern bell frog and river snail. "The river red gum community has already exceeded the limits of acceptable change, with about 10 per cent dead and more than 30 per cent severely stressed." Dr Craik said by introducing water to the wetland in autumn and early winter, evaporation would be minimised. "The wetland will be monitored for salts, nutrients and organic matter to determine if it will be later reconnected to the Murray," Dr Craik said. The MDBC said the water to be released into the wetland would come from an environmental entitlement, set aside to protect rivers and wetlands. Use of the water would not affect other water allocations, it said. Banrock Station was listed as a Ramsar Convention wetland in 2002, recognising it as internationally significant. 
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Government action needed on Murray-Darling water issues 
Australian Floodplain Association (AFA) and Cooper’s Creek Protection Group have highlighted the damaging effects of water extraction from the Warrego River and other major inland rivers at their second national conference in Windorah, Queensland this week. AFA vice-president, Mark Etheridge, "Kalyanka", Wilcannia, told the gathering of floodplain graziers, river managers and scientists the large floods in the Warrego River during 2007 had been diverted and held for use on the grazing and irrigation property, Clyde Agriculture owned "Toorale". According to Mr Etheridge, there are five licensed dams and one licensed billabong storage on "Toorale".
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"Toorale’s licence permits them to capture virtually all of the flow in the Warrego once the water reaches the Darling River and there is a minor flow at Louth, downstream on the Darling." Sue Jones, AFA committee member, called on governments to take more seriously their commitment to the RAMSAR Convention. This international agreement states that all signatories will protect and enhance wetlands listed under the RAMSAR Convention. "Although sections of the Macquarie Marshes are listed as RAMSAR sites, these unique environmental assets are not being protected," Ms Jones said. "Because there is no independent international audit system to ensure Ramsar sites are properly managed, governments simply hide behind the acclaim of having a wetland listed as a Ramsar site, despite poor management. "The only way to ensure that water is returned to our rivers is to secure future flows through buyback schemes such as "Riverbank". Riverbank allows the water purchased to be returned to rivers, floodplains and wetlands. 

Watered wheat rush

The area planted to irrigated wheat will double in some irrigation valleys this winter as high prices entice farmers lucky enough to have sufficient water allocations or stored supplies to make the most of the opportunity.

In the State's North West, where water is normally reserved for cotton and other irrigated summer crops, most irrigators are tipped to dabble in irrigated wheat in some form. Many will turn on their pumps to kick start dryland cropping regimes, while others plan a full irrigation schedule using up to five megalitres a hectare.

But the continued dry spell in the Central West is eroding optimistic predictions of just two months ago, when the Macquarie Valley's irrigated wheat crop was tipped to double last year's 10,000ha planting. Extract from full story in The Land, published Thursday May 8, 2008. 
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NEWScom - Plenty of agriculture jobs, but workers are scarce

Rural industry is facing a crisis - there are not enough people to fill the number of agriscience jobs available. And there is no relief in sight. This year the University of Queensland has enrolments of fewer than 20 students for its agricultural science courses. Last year saw a nationwide demand for about 2000 graduates, but there were only 750 available. Queensland Primary Industries Minister Tim Mulherin described the decline in numbers as alarming and said it had to be arrested through programs that enticed more students into the field. "We are ideally placed to provide global leadership in agriscience to benefit both Australian producers and importantly some of the world's poorest countries," Mr Mulherin said. "But at a time of opportunity, our agribusiness sector is facing challenges ranging from drought to flood, the effects of a global economy and has more jobs than people to fill them." Sydney University research indicated that demand for people with agricultural and natural resource management was expected to rise by 36 per cent over the next six years. A nationwide survey by the Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture found that Australian universities were producing considerably fewer than half the graduates required. Mr Mulherin said Queensland must find ways to attract more talented young people into agricultural science. "Our farmers are already among the world's best," he said. "They are innovative, open to new ideas and hard working. But studies have found that they need to know how to use the latest information and technology to compete globally and plan for climate change. "They want to maximise the production from their land and expand their businesses, but they need help to do this." Mr Mulherin said he had a clear message for Year 12 students. "If you want to make a real difference to what we eat, grow in our back yards and sell worldwide, and to be a leader in world-class science and technology, consider a career in agricultural science."

The Australian - Amazon 'at threat' from cleaner air
Cleaner air due to reduced coal burning could help destroy the Amazon this century, according to a study in the journal Nature. The research identifies a link between reduced sulfur dioxide emissions from coal burning and increased sea surface temperatures in the tropical North Atlantic that boosts the drought risk in the Amazon rainforest. With the rainforest already threatened by development, higher global temperatures could tip the balance, it says. "Generally, pollution is a bad thing, but in this case improving the air may have ironically led to a drying of the Amazon," said Peter Cox, a researcher at the University of Exeter in Britain, who led the study. 

“It shows you have to deal with greenhouse gases.” The Amazon - the world's largest tropical rainforest - plays a critical role in the global climate system because it contains about one 10th of the total carbon stored in land ecosystems. The researchers used a climate-carbon model to simulate the impacts of future climate change on the Amazon and compared it to data from a 2005 drought that devastated a large chunk of the rainforest. They estimated that by 2025 a drought on the same scale could happen every other year and by 2060 such a crisis could hit nine out of every 10 years - enough to turn the rainforest into savannah grassland, Cox said. In the pre-industrial age, the Amazon was less vulnerable. But higher temperatures and destruction of the forest make droughts far more likely than in the past, the researchers said. “The Amazon is said to be the lungs of the planet,” Cox said. “You don't want to damage it.” 
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The researchers believe that efforts to clean up sulphate aerosol particles from coal burning at power stations in the 1970s and 1980s helps to explain the threat. The pollution predominately in the northern hemisphere had limited warming in the tropical north Atlantic, keeping the Amazon wetter than it normally would have been. 
But with that protection evaporating due to cleaner air and as greenhouse gases fuel global warming, the rainforest now faces a deadly drought risk, the researchers said. “Reduced sulphur emissions in North America and Europe will see tropical rain bands move northwards as the north Atlantic warms, resulting in a sharp increase in the risk of Amazonian drought,” Chris Huntingford, a researcher at Britain's Centre for Hydrology and Ecology said. The findings highlight the need to deal not only with greenhouse gas emissions but also with the direct destruction of the rainforests as well, the researchers said. They said 20 per cent of global carbon dioxide emissions stem from burning of trees to build new homes and roads as development pushes farther into the delicate region, they added. “You can argue there is a greater urgency to deal with the deforestation issue in our model,” he said. Reuters
Cyclone 'is a sign of things to come'
A top Indian advocacy group that monitors climate change in south Asia warned last night that the Nargis cyclone that devastated Burma was "a sign of things to come", as climate change caused extreme weather to increase in intensity. Meanwhile, senior Indian officials confirmed that they had warned officials in Rangoon to prepare for a high-intensity storm two days before it hit. Indian Meteorological Department director-general Ajit Tyagi said teams in his department had been tracking the cyclone from the day it formed in the last week of April. "We were almost sure about the direction it was taking and had sent out messages to all the international cyclone warning centres as well as the countries in the region (including Burma)," Mr Tyagi said. "The cyclone headed towards (Burma) from May 1 and the Met authorities were informed about its high intensity." 

Emphasising that Nargis was always headed for Burma, Mr Tyagi said: "There was no danger to the Indian coasts. We had also informed all the coastal states that Cyclone Nargis was not headed towards India and there was no need to panic." India's influential Centre for Science and Environment yesterday warned that destructive cyclones were likely to occur more often unless nations sped up their efforts to curtail the emission of greenhouse gases. "Nargis is a sign of things to come. Last year, Bangladesh was devastated by the tropical cyclone Sidr," CSE director Sunita Narain said in a statement. "The victims of these cyclones are climate change victims and their plight should remind the rich world that it is doing too little to contain its greenhouse gas emissions." She recalled that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, headed by Indian Rajendra Pachauri, in a report last year concluded that cyclones would increase in their intensity as a result of global warming. Ms Narain said lifestyles in rich nations "are now spelling doom for countries like (Burma) and Bangladesh - and the big polluters of the world, such as the US, cannot escape their responsibility and their role in the 'dance of death' of tropical cyclones like Nargis."

Science submits to nagging
Researchers have proved what kids knew all along: nag for long enough and the parent will give in. Mental exhaustion has been identified as one of the factors in the subtle science of persuasion. According to New Scientist, researchers have established that children "have got this technique sussed". "There is a form of mental exhaustion that doesn't require thought: nag them into submission," it says. The magazine reported on techniques for persuasion, including mimicking another person and avoiding words such as "um" and "I mean", stumbling and pausing - all signs of hesitation. But mimics must be sly. "When you're aware of it, it's one of the most infuriating behaviours imaginable," New Scientist says. "Yet mimic someone's mannerisms subtly - their head and hand movements, posture and so forth - and it can be one of the most powerful forms of persuasion." The magazine recommends "framing" an argument in the negative - a technique familiar to election campaigns. 

"If you want to sway someone when they choose between two options, a good tactic is to be negative about the option you don't want them to pick." One US study showed that "cognitive exhaustion" made resisting ideas and suggestions more difficult. "Hunger is a powerful thing, but how many times have you reached for a quick snack only to regret it when it's lying heavily in your stomach?" the magazine says. "Just as your standards for food quality can slip when your stomach is empty, so you should avoid engaging in argument or doing battle with sales people when your mental batteries are running low. Conversely, if you're trying to be persuasive, strike when your target is running low on mental energy."

AdelaideNow - Drought's grim forecast
A drought update has found there is no immediate prospect of relief for the nation's farmers. Water availability in the Murray system is showing no signs of improvement over coming months, the Murray Darling Basin Commission has warned in its latest update. In South Australia, Commission chief executive Dr Wendy Craik said the condition of the Coorong and Lower Lakes was "grave and deteriorating". "There has been no flow through the barrages since 2006 and last week we started pumping water into Lake Albert to prevent any further exposure of sulfidic sediments," she said.
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The drought update found water levels in Lake Alexandrina were 50cm below mean sea level – well below the previous historic low in 1968. "Large areas of mudflats have been exposed in Lake Albert and there is a serious risk of acidification," the drought update says. Dr Craik said yesterday there was "no immediate prospect of relief" in relation to the drought. "The outlook is not good," Dr Craik said. She said inflows for March and April were heading back to the record lows of 2007. "Low autumn inflows are highly correlated with a dry year," she said. "We didn't expect to have two years in a row with very low inflows." The drought update warns that winter rainfall will need to be "well above average" to produce average inflows to upper Murray storages. This is unlikely after a dry autumn, it says. Dr Craik said one positive was that storage levels across Australia were slightly higher, including in South Australia. `That will help in terms of salinity," she said. Flow to South Australia was below normal entitlement rates in the past 20 months, the drought update found. Bureau of Meteorology National Climate Centre head Michael Coughlan said good summer rains in the basin had "barely made a dent" in the drought, due to the dry autumn. He said the predictions for average rainfall this year would not be not enough to turn around the situation. "We can't be blind to the fact that we may be entering a more arid period," he said. 

The Australian - Dam levels drop as water use rises

The decision to restore supplies of drinking water to southeast Queensland power stations earlier this year has been defended by authorities as restrictions on residents become more critical. Dam levels have begun falling at the rate of 0.2 per cent a day - three times the level in recent weeks - as consumption by restriction-weary residents soars. But Queensland Water Commission spokesman Gerald Tooth yesterday defended the decision to restore the flow of water to power stations in February, saying "consumers have a right to electricity". The decision boosted the supply from the Wivenhoe Dam to the Tarong North station from4400 megalitres a year to its pre-restrictions level of 7500Ml. The Bligh Government has since warned that its $9 billion water grid - which will partly come on-stream in October, pumping recycled water to Wivenhoe Dam - will offer no relief from residential restrictions. The water level in the dam yesterday was just 24 per cent, but an average of 155Ml a week have been pumped to the Tarong North power station. A spokesman for Tarong Energy said requirements for water from the dam would ease as recycled water was supplied to the station later this year. 

Flow to the power station was restored amid predictions La Nina would fill the dams after several years of drought, but University of Southern Queensland climatologist Roger Stone said the weather event had been disappointing. "The La Nina was not what we were hoping for after such a long dry period, and it is now in its death throes," Dr Stone said. "That is consistent with a trend of weakening La Ninas over the past 50 years, which we believe is due to climate change." The Queensland Water Commission hoped to ease level-six restrictions, which have been in place since last November, when the average level of southeast Queensland's three main dams reaches 40 per cent. It was 38 per cent yesterday. With residents routinely breaching the restrictions, Brisbane Lord Mayor Campbell Newman has threatened to derail the process, claiming it was unworkable and impossible for the council to enforce. Mr Newman yesterday called for the lifting of the daily water use limit from 800 to 1500 litres a household. He said most of the 16,500 households using more than 800litres were families of five or more. "This is bureaucratic and overkill, and I am afraid it's dictatorial." But Mr Tooth said the 800-litre limit would not be lifted. "We are still in drought and the need to save water and curb excessive use is as great now as it ever was," he said.
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There are no signs of improvement in water availability in the Murray system over the next few
months according to the Murray-Darling Basin Commission’s latest Drought Update released today.

Chief Exccutive Dr Wendy Craik AM said rainfall during March and April had been below average
and system inflows were very low.

“This is disappointing as historical records show that after a dry autumn, inflows into the upper
Murray are not likely to be high,” she said.

“While storages are slightly higher than this time last year, they are still well below long term
averages and the prospects for irrigation over the coming year will have to depend entirely on
rainfall over winter and spring.”

Dr Craik said lower water availability would impact on all users and the environment. Critical
urban, stock and domestic water needs for 2008-09 were reasonably assured.

“Opening allocations for Murray irrigators are again expected to be very low or zero, though
carryover water is reasonably assured,” Dr Craik said.

“The condition of the Coorong and Lower Lakes in South Australia is grave and deteriorating.
There has been no flow through the barrages since 2006 and last week we started pumping water
into Lake Albert to prevent any further exposure of sulfidic sediments.

“We are formulating medium to long term options for the Lower Lakes which we will present to the
Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council.”

Dr Craik said other environmental concerns included the future of wetlands along the Murray which
were disconnected to cut evaporative losses.

“We might have to partially re-fill some wetlands to prevent serious and possibly irreversible
degradation, as we are doing at Banrock Station Wetland later this month,” Dr Craik said.

Dr Craik said the MDBC would continue to run the system to maximise water availability. This will
include continuing reduced minimum flows from Hume Reservoir and minimum flows downstream
of Yarrawonga to the South Australian border.

“For the longer term, we are concerned at new evidence showing climate change is linked to the
lower autumn rainfall in south castern Australia. However, we will continue to work with all
relevant State and Commonwealth governments on effective contingency plans,” Dr Craik said
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Parched forests get an overdue drink 
Thousands of red gums on the brink of death have been saved — temporarily at least — after 17 billion litres of water were released from dams to boost Victoria's ailing Murray wetlands. The water sparked an immediate response from the environment. Hundreds of frogs spawned, water birds arrived and tortoises laid eggs. Many of the areas targeted had not seen water for two years. Numbers of water birds have dropped by two-thirds during the 11-year drought. About 10,000 red gums — some 500 years old — would have been dead within a year had the environmental flow not occurred, said Dr Jane Doolan, from the Department of Sustainability and Environment. Water has flowed through the wetlands and creeks for two weeks. Recent studies have found that 70pc of red gums in northern Victoria are dead or dying. This month's watering will cover only 900 hectares, or 1.4pc of the State's river red gums. The environmental allocation consists of 6 billion litres from the Murray-Darling Basin Commission's Living Murray program and 11 billion litres from Victoria's pool of environmental water. It is flooding the Gunbower Wetlands northwest of Echuca; Little Lake Boort west of Echuca; the Lindsay-Walpolla site in the Mallee; and the Reedy, Kinnaird, Black and Moodies swamps near Shepparton.

State Environment and Climate Change Minister Gavin Jennings said the water had prevented ancient forests from turning into red gum graveyards. "Some of the river red gums were alive when Columbus discovered the Americas," Mr Jennings said. "They are part of all Victorians' heritage." The Murray remains bleak, however. Dried-up wetlands and creeks in the lower parts of the river in South Australia have started to turn acidic and leach heavy metals, including high amounts of aluminium and arsenic, zinc and lead. The $12.9 billion water package to save the Murray has been finalised, but water specialist Mike Young, from the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists, has warned that time is running out and the Federal Government must act quickly to use $3 billion to buy back the 1500 billion litres the river system needs to be healthy. The Bureau of Meteorology winter forecast for the basin, released last week, suggested another dry El Nino phase could be on the way and there was little hope of good rainfall. The Basin Commission's chief executive, Dr Wendy Craik, described the situation as not terribly optimistic, but dam levels were slightly higher now than at this time last year. It is hoped the northern Victorian environmental water will help threatened species such as the regent parrot, the inland carpet python, the barking owl, the painted snipe, the white-bellied sea eagle and the growling grass frog. It is hoped the royal spoonbill, the great egret and the glossy ibis will benefit from the watering in the Gunbower Wetlands. 

Murray Darling farmers should prepare for worst 
A likely return of El Nino weather conditions later this year and no decent rain forecast for winter has prompted authorities to suggest the drought may never break in the Murray Darling Basin. The head of the Murray Darling Basin Commission, Wendy Craik, said today farmers and irrigators in the Basin should prepare for the worst as low autumn inflows and poor forecasts point to another season of potentially zero allocations in the southern half of the Murray Darling Basin. Meanwhile, Bureau of Meteorology modelling from the Indian and Pacific oceans are showing preliminary signs the drought-inducing El Nino weather pattern could make a come-back as early as the end of this year, or during 2009. Only some rain in near future in the northern part of the Murray Darling Basin provided any glimmer of hope from today's drought briefing. BOM's Michael Coghlan said despite heavy summer rain across the Basin, the run-off situation between the end of summer and now had reversed dramatically. Mr Coghlan said that rain at Christmas was not enough to have any impact on the run-off deficits in south east Queensland or the southern Murray, and over six years rainfall has barely made a dent on the deficit which has built up over that time. He said above average to record rain was required to get the Basin out of drought, but BOM modelling showed there was only a 5-15pc chance of high rainfall in the southern NSW Snowy Mountains high country, which is the main feeder of water into the southern part of the Basin. Dr Craik said while storages were slightly better this year compared to the same time last year, the basin was still heading back to the low levels experienced in 2006-2007. She said the commission was looking at "other measures" for emergency contingency planning of water supplies to advise State and Federal ministers later this year. This could include buying water from Snowy Hydro to help meet critical human needs along the river, as well as taking more water from tributaries. Allocations for the next irrigation season were still not known yet and would depend on late autumn and winter inflows, but she conceded the forecasts were not good and farmers should "prepare for the worst". Rural Press National News Service, Parliament House Bureau, Canberra.

Plan to make timber industry pay for rain 
In a blow to Victoria's massive plantation industry, the State Government has moved to make thirsty timber plantations accountable for the water they use. Companies such as Timbercorp may face extra costs as Government documents show it is considering making them pay for the water the trees suck up. Many Victorians have sunk millions of dollars into the plantation industry because investments are tax deductible.
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The move has worried the industry, which says it is being unfairly "picked on". But the documents show the Government is concerned that precious rain that would flow into groundwater and then to streams is intercepted by thousands of hectares of plantation trees, leaving less for farmers, rural towns and the environment. Under the 2004 National Water Initiative, all Australian governments agreed that changes in land use — such as large-scale plantations — could significantly affect the amount of water available to others, and needed to be regulated. The Brumby Government, which adopted the commitment in its water plan, recently released a tender to develop such a policy. The tender documents indicate where the Government may be headed on the issue. The Department of Primary Industries tender refers to all sorts of land use changes that affect water availability, but it clearly has the plantation industry in its sights. It suggests the successful contractor consider a permit system or "market-based mechanisms", which the industry believes may mean it has to buy the water the trees use.

Asking companies to pay for the water trees use is controversial because it is, essentially, charging for the rain that falls on private property. Such a decision could have implications beyond the plantation industry. "It is complicated and legally questionable about how you would charge a plantation grower for using the water that falls on their land," said Richard Stanton, manager of policy at the Australian Plantation Products and Paper Industry Council. He said the water use of plantations was exaggerated and there were far more significant issues to deal with. The Government faces the tricky task of balancing the benefit of plantations — reducing carbon in the atmosphere, erosion prevention, better water quality — with the negative "third party" impacts of taking water out of the system. A 2003 study said all types of reforestation in the Murray-Darling Basin would suck 600 billion litres of water from the system each year by 2020. The industry argues this overestimates the number of trees that will be planted, and its best guess is that, by 2028, plantations will take 50 billion litres from the Basin.

The tender, called Impacts of land use change on water resources — policy analysis and development, shows that recent studies of south-western Victoria have found that plantations and climate change have sucked 6pc to 10pc of surface and groundwater from the region. Matt Hillard, a spokesman for Victorian Agriculture Minister Joe Helper, said it was important for the Government to ensure resources were well managed. Allan Hansard, chief executive officer of the National Association of Forest Industries, said it was too early to jump to conclusions but the industry should not be "picked on". The companies that may be affected by any policy change include Timbercorp, Great Southern Plantations, ITC, HVP Plantations, Midway and Willmott Forests.

Under the tender, the contractor must report back with policy options by early October.

Where the trees are most thirsty
Areas where plantations are likely to be cutting water availability:

■ Some areas of the Strzelecki Ranges, including the Tarra Valley.

■ Parts of the Thomson and Latrobe river basins.

■ Groundwater aquifers in South Gippsland.

■ Surface and groundwater across much of southwest Victoria.

SOURCE: THE DEPARTMENT OF PRIMARY INDUSTRIES 
More rain needed in SA to ensure growing season is underway 
It is expected that the total crop area in South Australia will increase this season, with the season underway in some areas of the State, but substantial follow up rain is needed, according to the latest PIRSA Crop and Pasture Report. The report predicts more cereal corps are likely to be sown, as well as a possible increase in hay production. The report, compiled by Peter Fulwood, from Rural Solutions SA, says seeding has commenced in a number of districts following some good falls in late April. Lighter falls in Mallee districts and the South East have allowed some paddock preparation, however follow-up falls are needed. In some districts significant areas were sown dry during the month with cereals for early livestock feed. In other districts farmers are waiting for weed germination or further rainfall before commencing seeding. Most farmers had their fertiliser and seed well before sowing and have avoided supply issues, however there have been ongoing reports of some farmers having difficulties obtaining supplies of seed, herbicides and fertilisers. Some paddocks considered to be high risk, such as those with poorer soils or weed and disease problems may be pulled out of cropping this season and given over to grazing and hay production, largely because of high fertiliser and herbicide costs. In other situations however there are reports of an increased number of grazing paddocks being cropped this year due to high grain prices. Paddock feed continued to decline during the month, with most pasture paddocks having very limited surface cover. Pasture germination and emergence should be good with the recent rain in the absence of earlier false breaks. Grazing will need to be carefully managed and ongoing supplementary feed for livestock will be required until new pastures are established. SOURCE: PIRSA 
The Australian - Climate change will boost farm output
Australian agricultural output will double over the next 40 years, with climate change predicted to increase, rather than hinder, the level of production.
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A recent spate of reports forecasting the decline of Australian agriculture because of climate change have greatly exaggerated, and even completely misreported the threat of global warming, according to senior rural industry figures. In a report published by the Australian Farm Institute, executive director Mick Keogh says agricultural output is projected to improve strongly through to 2050, with a growing global population and increased economic wealth boosting demand for Australian produce. If the sector adapts even modestly, production would increase rather than decrease as a result of climate change, the report says. Predictions of a 20 per cent drop in farm production by mid-century were cited by Kevin Rudd and Agriculture Minister Tony Burke as justification for Australia's signing of the Kyoto Protocol. In fact, Mr Keogh says, if global warming does occur, some areas such as southeast Queensland will receive more rain, and as a result will greatly benefit. Recent research has shown increased carbon dioxide in the atmosphere lifts plant production by up to 30 per cent in a phenomenon known as carbon fertilisation. Mr Keogh, a well-respected industry figure, said much of the media reporting on the recent ABARE report Climate Change: Impacts On Australian Agriculture, was so misleading it risked eroding industry confidence in public research agencies. "The reporting claimed that agriculture would be absolutely devastated, when that is not what the research showed at all," he said. "For a start the media consistently misreported the research results as a future reduction in agricultural output, rather than a slowing of future rates of growth in output." He said the ABARE report chose a series of highly unlikely worst-case climate change scenarios and then projected them over a long period of time. ABARE also used the assumption that climate change would slow economic growth globally, thereby decreasing the demand for food. "With increasing world population this is highly unlikely," Mr Keogh said. Also unlikely was the assumption that farmers would not adapt. "In many situations it appears as if an increase in temperature, certainly over the next few decades, will increase rather than decrease productivity," he said. "As well, open field studies are returning increases in plant productivity of about 15 per cent with increases in carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Levels up to 30 per cent have been returned in laboratory studies." Charles Burke, a fourth-generation cattle farmer at Lake Somerset, north of Brisbane, said most farmers were sceptical of the claims surrounding climate change and believed they were instead dealing with climate variability. After the recent dry, he hoped the Australian Farm Institute was right in its predictions southeast Queensland would benefit from more rainfall. "No one has their head in their sand, but farmers want to move forward armed with the right information," he said. "The experts can't agree. Many farmers aren't convinced. We have to have the right information and the right tools. We need to make sure the information is correct." Chief executive for the National Farmers Federation Ben Fargher said his members too had been concerned about the negative reporting of the industry's future. "We are very well placed to grow businesses into the future," he said.
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