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"If I thought the world were to end tomorrow I would still plant an apple tree today." 

Martin Luther King (1929-1968) Nobel Peace Prize 1964
Starting 1st  

AdelaideNow - Adelaide company wins Water Industry Alliance award

Taking the guesswork out of what happens if water policy changes - including trading by city households - has earned an Adelaide company an industry accolade. Intelligent Software Development was today named winner of the Innovation Award by the Water Industry Alliance. The company uses artificial intelligence programming to model the effects of water policy changes across an entire community. It received one of six annual awards presented by the alliance at a luncheon at the Adelaide Convention Centre. "South Australia is emerging as a global player in water related technology and intelligence,'' alliance chief executive Joe Flynn said. "The winners of the 2008 Awards highlight how the knowledge and technology being produced here is being adopted throughout the world." "South Australian water companies are at the leading edge of responding to the global challenges of food production and climate change." "Many of the solutions are contributing to water optimisation on a global scale, saving water while also getting a better result or better yield.'' The alliance brings together more than 200 businesses involved in the water industry which collectively have exported more than $2 billion in goods and services in the past decade. Following a period of rapid growth, industry exports now account for nearly $400 million a year, Mr Flynn said. Intelligent Software Development is led by Don Perugini, a researcher who developed artificial intelligence systems in the defence sector, and his wife, Michelle. Its SimulAIt Water software has been used in conjunction with the University of Adelaide to examine the effects of water trading in the urban environment of Adelaide. The software allowed for modelling involving about 400 different demographic types in more than 500,000 households. The company also is working with SA Water to model the effects across a whole community of rebate policies on consumer behaviour such as buying washing machines. "SimulAIt Water simplifies the planning process and provides detailed rigorous and holistic analysis of infrastructure and water policies that was previously not possible,'' the award citation says.

"Ultimately it will help address the water crisis effectively through better management of water resources and reduced infrastructure costs.'' 

Also acknowledged today were: 
* The Chairman's Award - Ian Smith, Chicago Trade Commissioner, Austrade. 
Mr Smith put together the first water industry trade mission to the U.S. and has created many promotional opportunities for SA companies. 

* Collaborative Teaming Award - Waterproofing Northern Adelaide Regional Subsidiary. 
Playford, Salisbury and Tea Tree Gully Councils have worked together with the State and Commonwealth Governments to secure funding for a $104 million project that will convert stormwater into a useable resource. 
* Emerging Export Award - Baleen Filters. 
Baleen produces a filter that extends the capabilities of self-cleaning filtration and uses less than 2 per cent of the electricity used by traditional equipment. 
* Export Development Award - Maric Flow Control Australia. 
Maric Flow Control valves regulate water flow to a maximum pre-set rate over a wide pressure range that protects pumps and minimises disruptions. About 40 per cent of its production is exported to the U.S., Europe, South East Asia, Southern Africa, the UK, the Middle East and New Zealand. 
* Marketing Excellence Award - Waterfind. 
National water broker, Waterfind, has launched a new water indices information service for irrigators and water industry professionals. The indices provide a visual representation of historical trading data and also the key influences such as rainfall, water storage and allocation which may affect the supply and demand for water and consequently price. 

Food prices are set to double
Australian food prices could double within a few years on the back of global shortages and soaring fuel prices. The drought, a shortage of water and agricultural land, insatiable demand from China and India and a lack of investment in research have combined with high oil prices to create a grim future for Australian families. Australia has had its worst rice crop in more than 80 years and rice, wheat and corn prices have more than doubled in the past two years as a result of the drought. University of Technology Sydney science professor Julian Cribb said fuel was the main input to agriculture, serving farm machinery and producing fertiliser. Australia also had the added problem of having to transport its food over vast distances. "That's all going to impact on the consumer at the supermarket checkout, so you could easily see food prices doubling in Australia over the next few years," he said. Australia was also guilty of taking water away from farmers, building on prime agricultural land and failing to invest in science and technology that would boost food production. "Almost every country you look at, cities are taking the water away from farmers so there's no longer enough water to produce the food. "We can see that on the Murray Darling in Australia but it's true in China, India and other countries," Assoc Prof Cribb said. Australian Farm Institute executive director Mick Keogh said food prices were predicted to rise by around 20 per cent in the next financial year. Although Australia won't run short of food, consumers would certainly pay more, he said.
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 "It's interesting that the OECD, in looking at the global situation, pointed to Australia's drought as a factor (in higher global prices) and the reason is that Australia's such a big exporter," Mr Keogh said. The OECD and UN Food and Agriculture Organisation say the drought in Australia is a contributor to rising global prices. Australia's 2000 rice growers on average harvest 1.2 million tonnes - but this year didn't even crack 20,000 tonnes. Ricegrowers Association of Australia president Les Gordon said growers had received no water allocation for two years and there were no signs of rain. "In the case of the Murray Valley, it's the second year with virtually no crop there and we've had a zero (water) allocation for two years," Mr Gordon said. "We understand there's a drought, we understand there's no water in the dam, but particularly in the case of the Murray Valley, the price of rice has doubled and heading for tripled since any of us last grew a crop." At least 46 per cent of a crop producer's cost is fuel or fuel-related. But NSW Farmers' Association president Jock Laurie said the farmer didn't pass on any of those costs to the consumer. "Whenever you get increased fuel prices, you get increased transport prices right from the farm gate."

The Australian - World faces decade of high food prices

The era of cheap and plentiful food has been declared over, with a key international report warning that high world food prices will continue for at least a decade. Much bigger family food bills will remain an everyday fact of life for consumers across the West, while for poor nations permanently dearer food will spell widespread hunger, famine and civil conflict, the study from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development and the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation says. The report says that after soaring in the past year to record levels, food prices should fall back. But it added that the cost of everything from grain to meat and dairy products will remain stuck "substantially above" the average levels of the past 10 years. As ministers and officials from around the globe prepare for a world food summit in Rome next week, Angel Gurria, the OECD's Secretary-General, said prices should ease gradually, but "most agricultural commodity prices over the next 10 years will still exceed the average of the previous decade by 10 to 50 per cent". The UN and OECD report predicts that average prices between now and 2017 for beef and pork will be 20 per cent higher than the average in the past 10 years; those for sugar will be 30 per cent higher; for wheat, maize and skimmed milk powder between 40 and 60 per cent higher; for butter and oilseed produce more than 60 per cent higher; and for vegetable oils 80 per cent higher. The increases in the cost of food were blamed by the report on a range of factors, including surging demand in emerging markets such as China and India as their populations grow richer and rising living standards lead to bigger appetites and changing diets. Other critical driving forces in the long term included high oil prices, urbanisation as the poor flock to developing world cities, extreme weather blamed on global warming, exploding production of biofuels from crops and fast-growing populations. The World Bank estimates that these factors have combined to send overall world food prices up by 83 per cent in just three years. Some of the forces driving prices higher are now set to fade, the analysis concludes, with the huge scale of recent increases judged to be exceptional. The report cites "adverse weather in major grain-producing regions, with spillover effects on crops and livestock that compete for the same food". It says that these conditions were not new, and should pass. However, the UN and OECD united to warn world leaders that the expected persistence of high food prices in the longer term meant a global humanitarian emergency. "Current high prices will hit the poor and hungry people hardest," the report says. 
Mr Gurria emphasised that "the end of cheap food in a world where half the population lives with less than $2 a day is a source of grave concern". With food shortages and starvation rations in even some relatively rich developing countries sparking riots and unrest, Jacques Diouf, the director-general of the FAO, added: "Rising prices translate, unfortunately, as an increase in hunger and civil strife. Uncertainty rules and our people are worried. Coherent action is urgently needed by the international community to deal with the impact of higher prices on the hungry and the poor." 
In urging action to try to rein in food prices, the report calls for increased investment in agriculture and related research, measures to help poorer countries diversify their economies and improve governance and infrastructure. 
- The Times

2nd
AWA

1. Australia's irrigation water market sets an example for the world according to a report commissioned by the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors. This report examines the measures taken in Australia, one of the first counties in the world to have to face up to serious water shortages, in managing its water resources. 

2. A multi-million-dollar recycled water project in Alice Springs has been finished, albeit behind schedule. It will stop overflows from waste stabilisation ponds into the ILPARPA SWAMP. 

3. A report by Waterfind estimates that the Rudd government's water buybacks in the Murray Darling Basin - with the aim of returning 1500GL to the system - would take 47 years to be achieved unless the government buys back every drop of water offered for 14 years. 

4. River Murray Minister Karlene Maywald is yet to announce exactly how much carry-over water will be available to irrigators in the coming water year, starting from July 1. Irrigators are expecting a zero allocation but the Minister has begun talking about plans for recovery of the system in anticipation of a restoration of allocations. You can’t have recovery without water!
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5. Fifteen billion litres of extra drinking water will top up Melbourne's water supply by the middle of next year, three months ahead of schedule. It will be piped to hundreds of thousands of homes in the Mornington Peninsula and Western Port Bay on the city's southeast fringe by mid 2009. 

6. The US EPA has issued its 2008 report on the environment, the first proper environmental trends report after a draft five years ago. It shows increasing low flows in rivers, high nitrogen and phosphorus concentrations in over 30% of stream miles (rising to 78% of sites with concentrations of 2mg/litre and above in agricultural areas), and a massive concentration of nitrates in the Mississippi river, which carries 15 times more than any other US river. 

7. More than 600 soldiers and water professionals worked through heavy rain to dig a diversion channel on one of the most dangerous lakes in China's quake-hit Sichuan Province. The lake formed after the May 12 earthquake as rocks and mud blocked a river. However, the efforts have been insufficient to prevent the evacuation of the million refugees in the path of any overflow. 

8. The NASA Phoenix craft which landed in the polar region of Mars this week has a special robotic arm designed to dig down into the red planet's surface to collect soil and ice samples while a camera on the arm monitors the action. The area is expected to contain 80% by volume of water ice within one feet of the surface. 

9. American Waterworks Association (AWWA) has developed a guidance white paper to assist utilities in developing Water and Wastewater Agency Response Networks (WARNs) for natural emergencies and disasters that may disrupt normal services. The document is titled, "Utilities Helping Utilities: An Action Plan for Mutual Aid and Assistance Networks for Water and Wastewater Utilities." 

10. UK utility economist Professor Dieter Helm has produced a report on the regulatory model for water in England and Wales that singles out for criticism Ofwat's 'very conservative approach' to financial methodology and rejection of indexing the cost of debt plus its lack of response to the use of the balance sheet for purposes other than borrowing to achieve capital programmes. 

11. The Winter Edition of ReWater (June 2008), a quarterly newsletter focusing on farming with recycled water and a range of other news worth items about recycled water. 

12. Fears that conditions are ripe for disease in the Myanmar delta, despite the claims that health conditions are normal. Relief groups have reported deaths from dysentery, pneumonia, malaria, cholera and diarrhoea. 

 13. Scientists conducting a major survey of the North American Pacific coast have found significant increases in acidity that could have a profound effect on sea life. 

14. Carry-over water has become more important to River Murray irrigators following the announcement that a zero allocation is the most amount likely from July 1. 

15. Construction work is beginning on a $10 million pilot desalination plant for South Australia, Premier Mike Rann says.

2nd
FarmOnLine - Salts in coal-seam water pose huge environmental risk: AgForce 
AgForce has doused talks of drought-breaking water being supplied by Queensland's booming coal-seam gas sector, warning that salt and other contaminants could do serious environmental damage if not treated properly. There has been a spate of investments by energy companies to tap into the coal-seam gas industry in the Surat and Bowen basins, which have the earning potential to revitalise many rural economies. But AgForce water spokesman, Kim Bremner, says an environmental disaster is also waiting to happen and the companies chasing the gas need to be held accountable and responsible for ensuring this is averted. "The prime agricultural land on the Darling Downs is essential for Queensland's future food supplies and should not be compromised by an extractive industry that is building multiple pipelines and vast evaporation ponds across the landscape but may only be around for 20-30 years," Mr Bremner said.

"The evaporation ponds popping up all over the Downs will have long-term ramifications on farmland availability as well as the quality of soils, ground water in aquifers and flood plain areas. "Condamine Alliance figures predict that if all proposed coal seam gas development goes ahead, there will be 50,000 hectares of evaporation ponds. "This will result in millions of tonnes of salt across the landscape. "From just one small field south of Dalby, it has been estimated more than 400,000 tonnes of salt will be brought to the surface with the associated water." According to AgForce, each megalitre of coal-seam gas water has between 1300 and 9000ppm salt, compared with normal river water which is 250ppm. Cattle cannot drink water with more than 2000ppm and on certain soils that level of salts can destroy the land.

The water can be treated to remove the salts and Origin Energy earlier this month opened an award-winning new reverse osmosis water treatment plant at Spring Gully, north of Roma, to desalinate nine megalitres per day. "The development of this plant is a good step forward in making treated water available for either industrial or agricultural use, but the treatment cost should be borne by the producer of the water and the big unanswered question is: what are the coal-seam gas companies going to do with the salt produced from reverse osmosis plants?" Mr Bremner said

AgForce wants the Queensland Government working group, set up to look at uses for the water associated with coal seam gas extraction, to also consider the long-term environmental impacts of bringing such vast quantities of salty water to the surface. Queensland Country Life.
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Drought funds boost for NSW 
A $6 million funding boost has been given to NSW farmers battling the dry weather while almost half the State remains in drought. The money is for the "continuation of essential support services for affected farmers", according to Minister for Primary Industries, Ian Macdonald. Nearly a quarter of NSW is classed as marginal when it comes to drought. "This funding also ensures ongoing assistance for small businesses affected by drought through the Business Drought Assistance – Payroll Tax Relief Program for the 2007/08 financial year, payable in 2008/09," Mr Macdonald said. Mr Macdonald said with only a 45-50pc chance of average rainfall being received in current drought affected areas, it was clear the transport subsidy scheme would need to remain in place in coming months. "(It) will assist in the essential transport of livestock to and from agistment, to sale or slaughter, and the transportation of fodder and water supplies," he said. Transport subsidies have been in place since mid 2002. The NSW Farmers' Association has welcomed the State Government's decision, with president Jock Laurie saying thousands of farmers across NSW are still doing it tough, as they head into yet another bleak winter. "It is clear that assistance is still desperately needed with around 200 applications been lodged each week for these transport subsidies," he said. "They provide vital support to farmers to ensure the welfare of livestock, by making it easier for producers to access fodder, water and agistment."

Mr Laurie says the announcements are even more crucial given the current review of the 26 areas in NSW that are due have their Exceptional Circumstance declarations expire on 30 September this year. 

Feds boost drought assistance too 
The Australian Government is boosting drought and outreach services by increasing the number of support workers delivering government services to drought-affected parts of regional and rural Australia, according to Federal Minister for Community Services, Jenny Macklin. More than $8 million has been committed to establishing 24 Family Support Drought Response Teams to provide a full range of family relationship services to exceptional circumstance declared areas in all States and the ACT. These teams will provide family relationship counselling, crisis intervention, dispute resolution, case management and other services aimed at helping people affected by prolonged drought conditions.

Community organisations will manage the teams to strengthen the support networks available to drought-affected families. The teams will use their links with government bodies, health services and community organisations to provide an integrated range of family relationship services to families, free of charge. "I know that the financial impact of the drought on farming families and rural communities also brings significant emotional and social pressure," Ms Macklin said. "We want to support and help regional and rural communities and the people who live and work in them during these difficult times. "Through this initiative, we will increase drought and outreach services through more support workers, bringing services right to the farm gate and business door." The Family Support Drought Response Teams measure has been funded until 30 June 2009. 

3rd

FarmOnLine – Govt water buyback lacks funds and could take decades
National water broker Waterfind has released analysis showing it could take decades for the Federal Government to buy back its target of 1500 gigalitres worth of water licences from irrigators and a bigger budget will be required.

With the Federal Government actively purchasing water in the market place, Waterfind chief executive Tom Rooney says the Commonwealth needs to set a clear regulatory and licensing framework to make sure that water regulators, market operators and market intermediaries act in the best interest of irrigators. "It is important that Governments indicate the maximum level of the entitlement water market that they will acquire in any one year," Mr Rooney said.

"Using the last five years as a forecasting tool, the Government would need to acquire 100pc of the Murray connected entitlement market for 14 years to achieve a 1.5 million megalitre (1500 GL) water return target through market based mechanisms." But such a move would significantly distort and limit the effectiveness of the burgeoning water market, the report states. "Unless the market can be deepened by several orders of magnitude it will be impossible for many entitlement holders to operate in the market," it says. "To this extent it is critical that major barriers to trade be removed to increase the entitlement market size." The report suggests a 30pc annual entitlement activation limit be considered the maximum market activation allowed if the Government is to support the viability of the water market and minimise disruptions. But such a move would mean it would take 47 years for the Labor Government to achieve its goal of purchasing 1500GL worth of licences from irrigators. The report also raises serious questions about the level of funding set aside by the Federal Government to purchase water licences.  "Assuming that the value of water entitlements continue to grow at 15pc per annum, as they have been doing over the last decade, the current budget is sufficient to only secure around 540GL of water entitlements," the report says. 

AdelaideNow - SA shines as the solar state
The Adelaide Showground will create the nation's largest solar-power project - and by next year one-fifth of SA's power consumption will come from renewable sources. An $8 million State Government funding injection into a solar power project at the Wayville Showgrounds will create the largest rooftop solar installation in Australia, Premier Mike Rann said today. The new $42 million Goyder Pavilion at the showground is being built with $35 million of funding from the former Liberal federal government. The 26,000sq/m pavilion replaces Centennial Hall, which was pulled down last year. Mr Rann and Royal Show chief executive John Rothwell yesterday said the $8 million of state funding would pay for 10,000sqm of solar panels, rather than the previously planned 100sqm.
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The photovoltaic solar plant will power the new pavilion and a third of the showgrounds, cutting its annual $200,000 power bill by about 40 per cent, Royal Show president Charlie Downer said. The rooftop solar installation would be five times larger than Australia's next biggest, at Melbourne's Victoria Markets. Adelaide Airport's rooftop solar plant would now be the third largest in Australia. Mr Rann said once installed, the showgrounds' 1000-kilowatt system would generate 1400-megawatt hours of electricity a year, equivalent to the average electricity consumption of 200 houses. Mr Rann and Mr Downer said aside from the economic benefits, the solar project was about "making a big environmental statement". He said SA was "leading the way" in green energy. Next year, SA will "reach its target of 20 per cent of our power coming from either wind or solar power", Mr Rann said. "That's five years ahead of target and a target that critics said when we first announced it was unachievable," he said. "So, we intend to keep going on this – we already have solar panels on Parliament, the Art Gallery, the Museum, State Library, schools and the airport." Mr Rothwell said the rooftop solar project would be finished after this year's Royal Show, from September 5 to 13, and welcomed the State Government's funding commitment. "We'd actually planned to put in, for example, 100 square metres of photovoltaic panels," he said. "This is 10,000 square metres so our contribution or our ability to fund those small number of panels was only 1 per cent of what's now being delivered, so this is a fantastic boost." But Opposition Leader Martin Hamilton-Smith accused Mr Rann of "gross hypocrisy", pointing out that from July 1 the Government would cut solar hot water rebates. "The Premier has taken the credit for installing rooftop solar panels at the Adelaide Showgrounds – just weeks before cutting household solar hot water rebates," he said. Mr Hamlton-Smith said that from July 1, the rebates will be cut from $700 to $500 and be limited to welfare recipients. More than 2000 households a year sought the rebate, which was introduced under the previous Liberal Government, he said. "That signals a need to strengthen the scheme, not slash it," Mr Hamilton-Smith said. "Premier Rann's gross hypocrisy is that he takes the credit for installing solar panels on the showground roof while cutting solar rebates for households."

NEWS.com.au - Food crisis summit begins
An international summit on the global food price crisis opened in Rome today with UN chief Ban Ki-moon calling for a 50 per cent rise in world food production by 2030. "We have a historic opportunity to revitalise agriculture,'' Mr Ban said at the three-day summit at the Food and Agriculture Organisation headquarters. With prices at a 30-year high, the UN secretary general warned that while the world must "respond immediately,'' the long-term focus should be on "improving food security''. He said food production must increase by 50 per cent by 2030 to meet rising demand and that agriculture needs increased finance. Mr Ban specifically called for a rapid resolution of the Doha round of World Trade Organisation talks to help bring about the elimination of "trade and taxation policies that distort markets''. 
About 50 heads of state and government are at the summit which was called amid warnings from the World Bank that 100 million extra people could be plunged into poverty because of rises in the price of staple foods. Global food prices have nearly doubled in three years, according to the World Bank, sparking riots in Egypt and Haiti and in many African nations. Brazil, Vietnam, India and Egypt have all imposed food export restrictions. Rising use of biofuels, trade restrictions, increased demand from Asia to serve changing diets, poor harvests and increasing transport costs have all been blamed for the price rise. World Bank President Robert Zoellick has said two billion people across the world are struggling with high food prices, and 100 million people in poor countries may be pushed deeper into poverty by the crisis. The run up to the summit has been clouded by the planned attendance of Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe, which sparked condemnation notably from Australia and Britain. Britain's International Development Minister Douglas Alexander said he would snub Mr Mugabe at the summit, saying: "I think Robert Mugabe's attendance at a world food summit is quite frankly obscene.'' He added: "This is a man who has impoverished his own nation, a country that was previously regarded as the bread basket of Africa and now has four million of his own population reliant on food aid.'' The presence of Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad also generated controversy, with Italian activists, leftist politicians and Jewish groups planning protests today. Japanese Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda said that his Government would use the outcome of the Rome summit to focus debate at a Group of Eight summit it is hosting in July. "This is a multi-faceted problem that calls for multi-faceted response,'' Mr Fukuda said in London yesterday. "We would like to build on the outcome of (the Rome) meeting and engage ... at the G8 on the various complex factors behind rising food prices'' worldwide. UN agencies have launched appeals for hundreds of millions of dollars to alleviate the food crisis. But the charity Oxfam has accused the international community of spending a "pittance'' on supporting agriculture in developing countries compared to the huge support given to farmers in rich Western countries. "World leaders must urgently agree a coordinated global action plan to address the food price crisis,'' the group said today. Oxfam staged a protest yesterday to dramatise the effects of the rising use of biofuels. Oxfam stressed that European and North American biofuel policies are only one of several factors causing higher food prices. Estimates vary on the extent to which demand for biofuels has pushed up food prices. 
The Washington-based International Food Policy Research Institute estimates that biofuels account for 30 per cent of the increase, the International Monetary Fund puts the figure at 15 per cent, while the US Agriculture Department says it is under three per cent.

Heraldsun.com.au - Farmers protest plan to take water from Goulburn Murray
A city thoroughfare was brought to a standstill as protesters called for the Government to build a water pipeline from Tasmania.
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More than 300 angry farmers and their trucks blocked Bourke St to protest the Government's north-south pipeline, which they say will drive them off the land. The Government plans to send 75 billion litres of water a year from the northern food bowl district through the pipeline to Melbourne in 2010. The farmers are outraged at the plan to take water from the Goulburn Murray irrigation system, which they say was signed off without community consultation.

Independent civil engineer Geoff Croker told the crowd a pipe from Tasmania would be more feasible. The pipe would run 350km from Burnie in Tasmania, under the bass strait, and into Western Port Bay. "It is not engineering magic, it is basic plumbing,'' Mr Croker said. "Melbourne Water are quite capable of designing a pipeline from Tasmania.'' Mr Croker said he had sought meetings with both federal and state ministers to flag his pipe design, but had been knocked back. Opposition leader Ted Baillieu was greeted with cheers from the crowd saying the north-south pipeline was a project which lacked common sense, labelling it "a dumb idea". "Melbourne's reserves are at 30 per cent, the Eildon reserves are at 13 per cent. It makes no sense to steal from the 13 per cent to top up the 30 per cent,'' Mr Baillieu said.

Fourth-generation grower Christine Argiro, from Yelta near Mildura, said the pipeline would drive her off her 100 acres. "We grow table and wine grapes and right now we have a zero per cent water allocation,'' Ms Argiro, 38, said.

"It makes me so angry that Melbourne will be taking our water that we need, even though the natural rainfall in Melbourne is much higher than what we get. "Of course we will have to leave our land if we can't get any water.''

The north-south pipeline project is part of the government's $5 billion water strategy which includes a desalination plant on the southeast coast. Premier John Brumby said the water from the food bowl district will be "new water'' created from savings made by fixing leaky irrigation infrastructure. The remainder of the expected water savings, initially 225 gigalitres a year, are to be shared by farmers and the environment. The federal government has also committed to funding a share of the project. But critics doubt the State Government's projections, saying there is not enough water lost in the system, particularly during drought conditions, to make those savings. A report last year revealed water would be drawn from existing projects and the Lake Eildon water quality reserve if the promised 75 gigalitres for Melbourne are not created by 2010/11. Mr Brumby is spending the day in the western regional city of Ballarat. Water Minister Tim Holding will be at parliament house, giving evidence to the public accounts and estimates committee. AAP
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FarmOnLine – Greens back WA call for halt on GM foods 
The Australian Greens have supported calls from the WA Government for a halt on all genetically modified food approvals until they are fully tested for safe human consumption and rigorous national labelling laws are in place. 

"Regulation of GM in this country is grossly inadequate and highlights why it is so important to maintain the moratorium on GM crops," Australian Greens spokesperson, Senator Rachel Siewert, says. "The GM-free status of the produce of States like WA is under threat by the decisions of NSW and Victoria to go ahead with GM crops and federal legislation does nothing to deal with this issue. "These states threaten our markets, and take away choice of other farmers and other states to remain GM free," she says. "Under questioning at an estimates hearing earlier this year Food Standards Australia and New Zealand said that an appropriate standard for labelling GM products could take up to two years to develop. "The Greens applaud the WA Government's anti-GM stance and calls on Premier Carpenter to push his State colleagues in COAG to refer this issue to FSANZ and require them to develop a national GM labelling standard. "The NSW Government has said that `strict labelling laws will be in place' - but questioning in Senate Estimates recently revealed that NSW is not in a position to make this commitment because labelling is a federal issue. "Even if there was a national agreement to put in place labelling standards it would take up to two years to implement. "Until such a system is in place, we simply should not be approving the use of GM crops anywhere in the country," she says. 

Qld Murray-Darling Basin has dropped "off the radar" 
Local natural resource management groups have called for the Queensland and Federal Governments to turn their attention back to the northern end of the Murray-Darling Basin. "Between the Great Barrier Reef and the Murray River system, the headwaters of the Murray-Darling Basin have dropped off the radar for both levels of government," CEO for the Queensland Murray-Darling Committee (QMDC), Geoff Penton, says. "Our region is experiencing significant challenges in relation to water quality, salinity risk, biodiversity decline and decline in soil fertility, impacting the rest of the Basin and we are at the front line of some of the State's most serious weeds like parthenium. "We have had some of the highest historical rates of clearing in the country, resulting in serious fragmentation of habitat and impacts on iconic species like the northern hairy-nosed wombat and the threat of salinity is on the increase," he said. "Emerging issues like waste management for growing centres and the management of coal seam gas water, and other mining issues, are also creating significant environmental challenges in the region." Mr Penton also says that communities in the Queensland Murray-Darling Basin have been working hard to address all these challenges for the past five years and more, with support from State and federal programs, like the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality, and the Natural Heritage Trust. "With only 60pc of the Federal Government's previous contributions so far guaranteed for this region, we have grave concerns that the community momentum and enthusiasm will all diminish," he says.

"It is time to look at the top of the Murray-Darling Basin as the place to start seriously investing in solutions to environmental issues that will flow down to other States." 
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New National taskforce on food prices and shortages

Former Deputy Prime Minister, John Anderson, and Western Australian farmer and former GRDC chairman, Terry Enright, are among a group of agricultural, scientific and economic experts appointed to a new national taskforce on food prices and shortages. The group will address the causes and impacts of the crisis and identify policy options for governments. The formation of the task force follows record food and grain prices, the rush to develop biofuels and social tensions caused by the widening gap between rural and urban populations in Asia and Africa. Parliamentary Secretary for International Development Assistance, Bob McMullen, recently said the emerging issue of the price of food was one of the three big trends that would influence the future shape of the Australian aid program and has welcomed the announcement of the taskforce. The taskforce will translate global issues into a set of specific proposals for Australia, especially in terms of the Australian aid program. The taskforce will be led by Jim Ingram, with Dr Denis Blight, executive director of the Crawford Fund, which established the taskforce, as secretary. The taskforce includes John Anderson, former Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Primary Industries; Professor Kym Anderson, internationally respected economist and co-author of the 2008 World Development Report; Dr Terry Enright, former chairman of the GRDC and a farmer from WA; Dr Tony Fischer, internationally renowned wheat breeding scientist; Dr Tony Gregson, chairman of the Molecular Plant Breeding CRC, Plant Health Australia, and of Bioversity International and Victorian farmer; Dr Gabrielle Persley, international advisor on biotechnology-related matters and advisor to the Director General of the International Livestock Research Institute; Dr Bruce Standen, agricultural economist specialising in livestock production, marketing and international trade and Professor Beth Woods, chairperson of the Board of the International Rice Research Institute. 

The Australian – Garnaut target thwarts experts
The cost of deep cuts in carbon gas emissions proposed by the federal Government's climate change adviser Ross Garnaut is so severe it cannot be reliably predicted by existing computer models. Economists working for the Treasury and Professor Garnaut, using three sophisticated computer models, have struggled to measure the effect on the economy of a 90 per cent reduction in carbon emissions by 2050. The scale of the cuts mooted by Professor Garnaut in an interim report in February overwhelmed the models and work has been delayed until August, barely a month before Professor Garnaut's final report is due. The lack of definitive modelling results means Kevin Rudd may be forced to compromise his hardline election commitments on emission trading to create a scheme with enough flexibility to cope with unexpected problems that emerge after the proposed start date in 2010. Last week, the Prime Minister left the door open to excluding petrol from emissions trading, a move that would increase power bills and limit the effectiveness of the scheme. His move came as draft modelling by power generators suggested three out of the four brown-coal power stations in Victoria's Latrobe Valley would close by 2020 and household power prices would increase by 50 per cent under modest cuts in greenhouse emissions. Draft modelling yet to be made public shows Victoria would bear the brunt of a national emissions trading scheme as the value of its emissions-intense power stations could fall by up to 80 per cent. The Rudd Government has asked Treasury to inform the independent review of climate policy by Professor Garnaut and the Department of Climate Change, which is drafting emissions trading legislation by the end of this year. 

Treasury has enlisted the aid of the three major computable general equilibrium models available to weigh the impacts of different emissions cuts and prices on the Australian economy. The models from Monash University, the Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Reserve Bank board member Warwick McKibbin have been developed to measure how the economy would respond to shocks from the introduction of greenhouse gas emission cuts. Economic modelling is being done for Treasury on the impact of more modest cuts, and for Professor Garnaut, who is understood to be looking at what effect his posited 90 per cent emissions cuts by 2050 would have on the economy. Professor McKibbin told The Australian that, while it was important to model the impacts of major policy reforms, the scale of the changes meant the results could not be used to establish the likely cost of any "timetable and target" strategy. "The transformation required is so big that the models we have at our disposal just would have a great deal of difficulty dealing with it," Professor McKibbin said. "That's why you design policy with all sorts of safety valves and a capacity to adapt over time if it turns out the models were completely wrong." The modelling process is already delayed until August, after the release of Professor Garnaut's draft report and the Government's green paper in July. Australian Industry Greenhouse Network chief executive Michael Hitchens said the delay made it difficult to respond to both key documents and threatened to compress the time needed to have a robust debate over the economic impact of targets. "Until you know what they have in mind for it to do it's a bit of an intellectual discussion," Mr Hitchens said. The Energy Supply Association and the National Generators Forum have been modelling the national electricity market under different scenarios and the Brumby Government in Victoria is also preparing its own analysis due in July. Draft modelling estimates that a $45-a-tonne price on carbon would be needed to deliver a 10per cent cut in emissions by 2020, which would shut down almost all remaining brown coal plants in Australia. This would require the construction of cleaner power stations capable of producing 14,000 megawatts within a decade, which could cost up to $50 billion. Climate Change Minister Penny Wong has been meeting senior executives from the power industry and other major emitters over the past two weeks in the lead-up to the release of the Government's green paper. Some of these meetings have revealed tensions between emitters and the Government. 
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Concerns include the Government's unwillingness to reconsider its election promise of a renewable energy target of 20 per cent of generation by 2020, despite economists' doubts about its cost and efficiency. Some in industry are concerned about the optimistic assumptions used by Treasury and the perception that the sector was simply "rent seeking" by presenting its frightening scenarios of an industry in meltdown if the Government got it wrong. "They simply don't believe us," one industry source said. A spokeswoman for Senator Wong said research commissioned by industry groups and companies "added a great deal to our policy deliberations".

Garnaut in spat on a hot tin roof
Kevin Rudd's climate change guru, Ross Garnaut, has again been caught apparently failing to practise what he preaches. In a letter to the local Yarra council seeking approval to build a new home behind one he owns in Melbourne's inner-north, Professor Garnaut espouses the virtues of steel over slate, citing climate change predictions. 

Yet neighbours protesting against the new house, in Park Street, Princes Hill, say Professor Garnaut just two years ago refurbished the roof of the existing house on the block using slate almost exclusively. "He seems to have changed his tune," the neighbour said last night. The Prime Minister may have entrusted him with Australia's response to global warming, but Professor Garnaut has certainly found himself in a tangle when it comes to his own backyard. The matter is expected to unravel in public today when it goes before a hearing in the Victorian Civil and Administrative Appeals Tribunal in Melbourne. Ten neighbours have lodged objections with the council over the second house being built, and have particularly taken umbrage over the curving steel roof planned for the new development. They say it is an eyesore and will dominate the streetscape. In his bid to build the sustainable house, the economics professor has told Yarra City Council that global warming will lead to more hailstorms in Melbourne - a claim, it now emerges, at odds with climate change scientists. Professor Garnaut says a steel roof has greater resilience than slate, given the increasing hailstorm threat. He points to insurance data to back up his claim. But the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change's fourth assessment report in 2007 states: "Decreases in hail frequency are simulated for Melbourne and Mount Gambier." 

The assessment does not support Professor Garnaut's letter, which says: "Severe and more frequent hailstorms will be a feature of this change." Professor Garnaut was quizzed about the letter to Yarra council by a Senate estimates hearing in Canberra last week. He said he was not trying to use his position to influence the council, and at the time did not have a position with the commonwealth.

Dry autumn skies bring flood of mixed news

Autumn has once again brought farmers a relentless series of blue skies and dry days. Excited by predictions of the biggest-earning winter cereal crop on record, farmers have been checking the weather forecast daily, and planting on any rain that fell. But the autumn rains have been disappointing. May was the driest on record for Australia as a whole. 

Farmers hope winter will prove wetter than autumn and the next four weeks will bring enough rain to plant a bumper crop. Blair Trewin from the National Climate Centre said autumn was dry over the vast majority of the country. "There are big swathes of the continent which came in the lowest decile (among the worst 10 years on record)," Dr Trewin said. "In Queensland and the Northern Territory there are quite substantial areas." The Murray-Darling Basin had its fourth driest autumn on record. Murray-Darling Basin Commission head Wendy Craik said the autumn inflow into the Murray was just 200 gigalitres, the same as last year's record-setting low. Only southwest Western Australia and patches of the state's north, the northern tropics and the mid-north coast of NSW were above normal. Barry Batters, who farms in partnership with his wife Jenny at St Arnaud in western Victoria, was yesterday sowing chickpeas. 

"Strangely enough, even though it has been dry it has actually been good sowing, because the moisture had been just enough for us to be able to get the crop germinated at the right time of the year," he said. "We have only had two rains, a 9mm rain and about a 20mm rain." Mr Batters said his autumn rainfall was "quite a bit below average", adding, "it depends what average you are talking about". "If you are talking about the last 10 years' average, it is about on par," he said. "But over the long term, it is definitely below average." Mr Batters, who began farming in 1970, said the normal autumn break had gone. "Nowadays, the opportunities aren't as great as they used to be," he said. "You have to be quick." Rain in southern Queensland yesterday caused severe flash flooding on the Sunshine Coast, threw Brisbane's traffic into chaos and brought welcome relief to farmers in the state's west. But the rain brought little hope of southeast Queensland's tough water restrictions being eased. Although there were strong flows from the Stanley and other rivers into the Somerset and North Pine dams after their catchment areas received between 60mm and 75mm, the region's main storage facility, the Wivenhoe Dam, received just 24mm. The combined level of the three dams remained at 37.07 per cent - still short of the 40 per cent required before level-six water restrictions can be eased. The weather system brought much-needed rain to parched grazing lands between Charleville and Quilpie, 900km west of Brisbane. Grazier Stephen Tully said 75mm fell on his sheep property west of Quilpie. "It's come at a time when we really needed it, as it's been really dry here since the start of the year," Mr Tully said. "This should set us up for good pastures until Christmas." Five people were rescued on the Sunshine Coast yesterday after falls of up to 200mm caused flash flooding. 

Couriermail.com.au – End to level 6 restrictions now a real possibility
Brisbane residents will not return to extreme level 6 water restrictions unless dam capacities fall to about 25 per cent. But before that happens there will be two wet seasons and supplies will be bolstered with recycled and desalinated water.
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Brisbane's three dams last night were holding 39 per cent of their combined capacity, just short of the 40 per cent trigger for the city to stand down from the extreme restrictions imposed in November. Although inflows had slowed in the Stanley River, which runs into Somerset, it was still rising upstream at Woodford last night after Peachester in the dam's catchment registered 192mm since Friday. Engineers opened valves at Somerset Dam, releasing water into the Stanley which runs into the larger Wivenhoe Dam. The Wivenhoe catchment did not pick up as much rain and authorities remained cautious about predicting combined levels would top 40 per cent other than to say "certainly it is a possibility". However, The Courier-Mail revealed Tuesday that senior officers were confident the target would be reached. When it is, residents will be able to use hoses for 30 minutes from 4pm on Saturday for odd numbered houses or Sunday for even numbers. It will be legal to water gardens and wash cars and the outside of homes but not driveways or paths. The high-level restrictions will also permit bucket watering of gardens any day from 4pm to 8am and raise individual consumption from 140 to 170 litres a day. Queensland Water Commission spokesman John Bradley said the rain since Friday provided the "best chance" of relaxing the severe restrictions. "I have to say that within the commission we are not cracking the champagne yet - it might be on ice at the moment but we are not there yet," he said. Mr Bradley said the change from extreme to high restrictions was a "small and prudent allowance". He was confident the high level restrictions would not need to be tightened even if dam levels fell below 40 per cent again. 
"If we do cross 40 per cent then we'd be confident we could introduce high restrictions without the need to move back to more restrictions at a later stage," he said. Fortunately southeast Queensland residents had demonstrated they could conserve water and they hopefully would continue this practice when the daily individual usage level rose to 170 litres.
The Weather Bureau has predicted fine weather today and tomorrow and then light rain or showers until early next week. Since the rain began the bureau's official Brisbane registration site has registered 151mm of rain. Further inland Toowoomba had just 31mm.

5th
FarmOnLine – Buy-back scheme up the creek says water broker 
Water buy-back targets set by the Federal Government will fall short and may cause serious damage to the water market, according to a report by national broker Waterfind. They company's chief executive, Tom Rooney, said using the past five years as a forecasting tool, the government would need to acquire 100pc of the Murray-connected entitlement market for 14 years to achieve the 1500 gigalitres return target through market-based mechanisms. 

Assuming the value of water entitlements continued to grow at 15pc per annum - as they had been doing over the past decade - the government's budget was sufficient to only secure about 540gL of entitlements. * Extract of a story from Stock Journal, South Australia's leading farming newspaper. 

AdelaideNow - General Motors looks to greener future

The rising cost of fuel, stricter fuel-economy legislation and a changing marketplace have forced General Motors to close truck and SUV plants in the U.S. The changes are part of a new direction for GM towards smaller cars and hybrid drive trains as the U.S. heads towards stricter fuel economy and exhaust emission Corporate Average Fuel Economy 2011-2015 legislation. Hummer could be discontinued or sold off by GM as part of a restructuring process, which the company estimates will save more than $1 billion on a running rate basis by 2010. GM says that it is in addition to the $5 billion running-rate reduction (by 2011) announced earlier this year and the $9 billion reduction during in the U.S during 2006-07. While Holden remains coy about the effect of restructuring on local exports, the locally built VE sedan and ute export program to the U.S. could benefit from the more fuel-efficient aims of GM. The production halt at four SUV/light-truck plants in the U.S., Canada and Mexico was announced by GM chairman and chief executive Rick Wagoner at the company's stockholder meeting. Mr Wagoner said the changes were in response to rising oil prices and market changes that are more structural than cyclical. "While some of the actions, especially the capacity reductions, are very difficult, they are necessary to adjust to changing market and economic conditions and to keep GM's U.S. turnaround on track and moving forward," he said. Pressure from rising interest rates and petrol prices have started to make an impact on the Australian new vehicle market. While the Commodore took back No. 1 and Ford's Falcon took a turn in the right direction, industry VFACTS sales figures for last month showed the market for May 2008 versus 2007 rose by just 43 vehicles, although the year-to-date 2008 market remains 4 per cent ahead of 2007 to the same point. A total of 436,154 vehicle sales have been recorded, ahead by 16,875 units. Last month the passenger car market dropped 1328 vehicle sales or 2.5 per cent, with only light and sports cars ahead of May 2007 figures. Large, medium and small cars, as well as people movers, dropped compared to May 2007. The passenger car market remains behind its 2007 performance, down 1.1 per cent, offset by the SUV segment, which is 13.2 per cent ahead of its 2007 tally to the same point. The Sports Utility Vehicle market was up 2.3 per cent from May last year, boosted by increased medium and large SUV sales. Compact and luxury SUV sales dropped last month. Rory Livingston, from Woodcroft, recently took delivery of a new VE SS Ute at his upholstery business in Lonsdale. Mr Livingston, 49, who also owns a VS Ute, said petrol prices had not affected his decision to buy the V8 utility. "It's a nice car to drive, it's used for work purposes, I enjoy driving it," he said. "I'll get reasonable mileage out of it I guess, once it's run in – it's around 14 l/100km now and I'm driving through 50km/h speed zones most of the time to and from work, apart from trips to Kangarilla Football Club." 

