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Murray River to get even drier in SA

River Murray Minister Karlene Maywald says the release of the CSIRO report outlining a future of lower inflows into the entire Murray-Darling Basin system demonstrates the importance of addressing over-allocation in the river system. 

The report is the final in the series produced by the CSIRO Murray-Darling Basin Sustainable Yields Project and covers the entire Murray-Darling Basin system in Australia. The project has assessed the potential impacts of climate change and other risks on inflows for each catchment in the Murray-Darling Basin to provide governments with estimates of future water availability. Key findings in the report include: 

Under current development conditions in the Murray-Darling Basin, 48pc of the average available water is extracted and used. This is a very high relative level of water use. 

· Current development along the River Murray has already reduced end-of-system flows by 61pc. 

· Climate change is projected to reduce surface water availability in the River Murray in 2030 by 12pc, average diversions including irrigation by 4pc and end-of-system flows by 24pc. 

· The environment will bear a greater impact of any reduction until new sustainable diversion limits are introduced. 

"The report clearly shows that reduced water availability and climate variability are a reality," Mrs Maywald said. 

"The current Murray-Darling Basin situation is dire and major changes are needed to achieve sustainable extraction limits." As part of the new agreement between all jurisdictions on a national approach to the system's management, the new Murray-Darling Basin Authority will develop a basin-wide plan that sets new caps on future surface and ground water use. "These CSIRO projections must be used as the basis for setting those new caps on how much water can be extracted from the river system so all users can have security of water supply into the future," Mrs Maywald said. 

"For irrigators, the projections regarding reduced inflows outlines the importance of preparing for drier times where we will all need to use water smarter and do more with less."

Adelaide Advertiser - CSIRO report finds Murray mouth is closing over at Goolwa
The River Murray stops flowing through its mouth at Goolwa 40 per cent of the time because of water use in the Murray-Darling Basin, a new report shows. The CSIRO's final report for the Murray-Darling Basin Sustainable Yields project has revealed the total flow at the Murray mouth has reduced by 61 per cent, from an average of 12,233 gigalitres a year to 4733 gigalitres a year, since water was first extracted from the basin by farmers and town residents.

The report predicts there would be no flow past the mouth 70 per cent of the time under the worst-case scenario forecasts for reduced rainfall because of climate change. At the same time, there will be a decline of 11 per cent in the amount of surface water in the basin by 2030. CSIRO Water for a Healthy Country flagship director Dr Tom Hatton said scientists had been able to paint a robust picture of the future of the basin for the first time in today's report.

"There is clearly a need for some changes in policy and management if you want the river to be a healthy, working river," he said. "The drought has highlighted how far we've pushed some of these ecosystems and also the reliability of water as a resource for cities towns and irrigators. "But even when the drought breaks there's going to be an ongoing challenge to provide secure, safe water in a healthy environment unless we make some changes." Federal Water Minister Penny Wong said the report would be a "critical resource" for the Government to restore the balance in the basin. "We are facing a critical situation in the Murray-Darling Basin after years of over-allocation and drought and in the face of climate change," Senator Wong said. The southern part of the basin, which held 80 per cent of the basin's water resources, would feel the biggest impact.

Letter to the Editor –Murray Pioneer 

In response to a man who wrote in last week, in support of a regulator and wet and dry cycle on Lake Bonney

You do it every time you write in Craig. You sadly show your ignorance. The reason the 'informed' people will not accept a 'flood and dry cycle' at Lake Bonney via a 'permanent regulator' on the lake is because we have done an enormous amount of research and know without any doubt in our minds -  these two things would destroy Lake Bonney. Craig - Lake Bonney’s ecosystem has evolved massively since the intervention of weirs. To treat the lake in a pre -weir management style would be irresponsible and incredibly dangerous. The Locks have impacted on the lake and the Murray River by causing them to be held at a higher height permanently. The lake now has a massive build up of rich carbon and nutrient in Lake Bonney (that it didn’t have pre-lock) - which feeds an incredible mass of lower order macro-phites - which in turn supports a vast volume of fish in Lake Bonney. The sediment buildup in the lake creates a very real danger of bio-chemical reactions if the lakebed is exposed too far. Personally, I doubt anyone in the Riverland would want a septic cesspool like Bottle Bend forever on our doorstep. As lovely as the beach may look to you, as soon as you see white sand, it means the lake is dying, through the recession and the escalating salinity this causes. The only reason the government will attempt to fund a permanent regulator at Lake Bonney is to 'achieve water savings' - which means taking our natural water flows away. Starving the lake of water. 
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Craig, the Federal Government and the Murray Darling Basin Commission will be trying to shrink the Murray Darling Basin size in the future. They will be trying to decommission sites and wipe them off the map forever. I am not prepared to accept a permanent regulator on Lake Bonney, which caused Lake Bonney’s ecosystem to become so damaged, that the option ends up being easy for the government - to wipe Lake Bonney off the map. If you don’t think these are real threats than you need to wake up.  The beach may look lovely, but for how long? Take a drive out to Nappers Bridge and look at all the weeds growing nearby on North shore. The sand wont remain white for long, the weeds will grow, that dangerous grey sludge will soon be on view, and if water isn’t put back in the lake, we are going to see thousands of tonne more fish die that it will end up so septic that the lake will be unable to support any living life forms. If you wish to drink, and swim amongst the dead fish - well that’s your choice. Personally I think there are more of us who would rather try and educate people to the facts, and try to leave our children and grandchildren with a beautiful Lake Bonney to enjoy in their future.

27th
FarmOnLine - Senators steaming over Sugarloaf Pipe
Construction on the controversial Sugarloaf pipeline from the Murray to Melbourne is already well underway but the long-running political pipe gripe has still dominated this week's debate in Canberra on water reform. The pipe's fate is now in the hands of Federal Labor MPs, who can agree to changes in the Water Amendment Bill which include stopping the pipeline. They could also block the changes to avoid the unraveling of the inter-governmental agreement between the basin States, but in doing so the whole Murray Darling Basin reform plan could then be put on ice if Coalition Senators stick to their guns and refuse to pass the Bill until the pipe is stopped. One theme continued throughout Tuesday's day-night match between Labor and the Opposition and minor parties – why take water from the system when the idea of the Government's multi-million plan is to save it? Senators argued for hours over the merits of sending Murray water to Melbourne, even if the water is found through significant savings and efficiency technology, when farmers and communities are being told they have to cut back because "business as usual" can no longer continue. The Opposition's spokeswoman on natural resources, Fiona Nash, blasted the Government this week for giving the nod to a project which she said "directly contrasted" with the real savings being achieved in the basin.

Hot summer nights but only average rain ahead
Most of Australia has a 50:50 chance of exceeding their average rainfall over summer, according to the latest seasonal forecast from the Bureau of Meteorology. However, pockets of WA and NSW can expect wet feet, while Victoria and Tasmania will feel the heat. In its forecast for December to February released today, the Bureau says a wet summer is likely in the west and the far east of Australia. The national outlook for total rainfall over summer shows a moderate shift in the odds favouring higher than normal totals over western WA, as well as in parts of far northeast of NSW and southeast Queensland. The Bureau says the pattern of seasonal rainfall odds across Australia is mainly a result of continued warmth in the central and southeastern Indian Ocean, especially off the west coast of WA. The chance of exceeding median rainfall over Australia this summer is between 60pc and 70pc (see map) over a large part of western to central WA. The odds are between 60pc and 65pc over a small area in the far northeast of NSW extending into southeastern Queensland. Across the rest of the country, the chance of exceeding the median rainfall this summer is between 40pc and 60pc, meaning that above average falls are about as equally likely as below average falls in these regions. 

Nationals to rebel on carbon tax breaks
Four Nationals and possibly a Liberal will cross the floor of the Senate next week to back a Greens-sponsored disallowance motion over tax breaks for carbon sinks. The move will defy Opposition Leader Malcolm Turnbull who spoke strongly in support of the tax break at a joint party meeting of all Coalition MPs yesterday. Most Coalition members fell in behind Mr Turnbull at the meeting, but the five senators spoke actively against the tax credit.

Senator Barnaby Joyce yesterday confirmed the willingness of himself and fellow National senators Fiona Nash, John Williams and Ron Boswell to cross the floor on the issue. Liberal senator Bill Heffernan also spoke against the tax break during the meeting, but last night he did not indicate whether he would be prepared to cross the floor. Greens senator Christine Milne will move the motion to repeal the carbon sink tax legislation, which provides an up-front tax break to companies that grow large plantations to offset carbon emissions. Senator Milne was to put the bill to the Senate today, but said she had delayed the motion until next week at the request of Senator Heffernan to allow him time to persuade the Coalition to change its position. Senator Milne said the tax break for carbon sinks was "buried" in taxation legislation passed through the Senate in June, and was missed by the Greens and Nationals.
Scientists say soil carbon valuable
Last week’s message from high-profile scientists Dr Jeff Baldock and Professor Peter Grace was clear: soil carbon is intrinsically valuable, but on current understanding it seems unlikely to yield a meaningful return to farmers in a carbon trading scheme. Dr Baldock, a leading CSIRO soil scientist, and Prof Grace, a climate change specialist at the Queensland University of Technology, sailed against the prevailing mood of optimism at the Carbon Coalition’s Carbon Farming Conference in Orange. 
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Prof Grace observed that soil carbon will be traded under a scheme that also accounts for emissions—and right now, the farming ledger balances out with carbon inputs/outputs firmly in the red.

He showed modelling of emissions from a 400ha Darling Downs farm, with 300ha of crop, 12ha of trees, and some cattle, which collectively resulted in 416 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2e) per year. As a rule of thumb, mainstream science considers soil carbon sequestration potential in the more fertile, high-rainfall parts of eastern Australia to be around 500kg/ha/year. The reality might be considerably less. “You can’t just sell the carbon,” Prof. Grace said. “You have to look at the whole farming system and your profitability. A whole farming systems approach is essential—all gases have to be taken into account.”

MINISTERIAL FORUM COMMUNIQUE
Feedback to National Drought Policy Review

Ministers with responsibility for primary industries met on 12 November 2008. The Forum was convened to discuss options for improving drought policy to achieve improved farm productivity and farm family well-being. 

Ministers considered the key messages and implications of the 

· Expert Social Panel’s final report on the social impacts of drought

· The Productivity Commission’s draft report on government drought support and

· Report on the impact of climate change on the nature and frequency of exceptional climate events, undertaken by the Bureau of Meteorology and CSIRO.

The findings of the three assessments are that governments need to refocus drought programs to support early investment in preparing for the social, environmental and economic impacts of drought and climate change.

Ministers agreed to the following principles for the further development of drought reforms:
· There no longer be Exceptional Circumstances (EC) declarations or “lines on maps”.

· Instead, governments should focus on addressing the specific needs of farming families, farming businesses and farming communities.

· Future farm family welfare assistance should require a level of mutual responsibility.

· Government farm business support should assist farming businesses plan and prepare for the future. Farm business support will be based on a willingness by those businesses to prepare for the impacts of drought and climate change.

· For access to the income support system, farming families should have a temporary period of exemption from the normal assets tests for farm assets but otherwise receive the same access rights as the wider community.

· Government policies and programs should support farming communities to prepare for drought and enhance their long term sustainability and resilience.

· Acknowledgement that drought is just one of a number of hardships that can adversely impact farmers.

· Recognition of the important role of farmers as the nation’s food producers.

· Ministers reaffirmed that the EC rules will not change for those producers currently receiving assistance in existing EC-declared areas.

Ministers stressed that the Productivity Commission’s draft report is a report for public comment and encourage individuals and organisations to provide their views to the Productivity Commission during its public consultations in November and December 2008.

Productivity Commission Draft Report

In summary the Productivity Commission has recommended that:

1. Exceptional Circumstances (EC) relief payments AND interest rate subsidies AND regional declaration process be terminated, with the last year of eligibility for those in EC areas being 2009-10.

No new areas, full or interim, should be declared and current declarations should cease by 30 June 2010. In areas that remain declared, recipients of EC assistance should continue to receive assistance until declarations terminate, but not beyond 30 June 2010.

2. The “Australia’s Farming Future” initiative should be revised and expanded to:

· Assist producers to adapt and adjust to climate variability and climate change.

· Encourage primary producers to adopt self-reliant approaches to managing risks.

· Ensure that farm families in hardship have temporary access to a modified version of income support that recognises the special circumstances of farmers.
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All farmers facing hardship should have access to temporary income support designed for farm circumstances. It would provide income at Newstart levels, subject to:
( An overall asset cap, inclusive of the value of the farm house, beginning at $2 M with a taper to $3 M

( A liquid asset sub-cap of $20 000 (inclusive of bank balances and FMD balances) and be conditional on the applicant:

( Seeking independent financial advice on the viability of the business,

( Developing and carrying out a plan of action to improve self-reliance and on eligibility being reviewed, payments acquitted and plans updated, every six months.

The scheme should be limited to a maximum claim of 3 years out of 7 and commence on 1 July 09.
3.
Significant public funding should be directed to research, development and extension to assist farmers prepare for, manage, and recover from the impacts of climate variability and change.

4.
The contribution of rural financial counsellors to greater farmer self-reliance should be reviewed to assess:

· institutional barriers to the provision of private sector financial advice services in rural and remote regions.

· extent to which the scheme’s case-management provides for referrals to other relevant services in a timely manner.

· how services might be better targeted where alternatives are not available.

5.
Significant public funding should be directed to a continuous learning program, incorporating the successful    

             elements of FarmBis within the FarmReady platform.

6.
The Farm Management Deposits scheme should be retained with its current cap of $400 000 and no  

             widening of its eligibility criteria.

Opportunity to respond

You are encouraged to respond the Productivity Commission with feedback on those recommendations.

If the Government were to adopt these recommendations, the State Government is interested to hear from regional organisations and people on what programs and mechanism would best provide support for

· assist producers to adapt and adjust to climate variability and climate change, and
· .encourage primary producers to adopt self-reliant approaches to managing risks
Expert Social Panel Draft Report

In summary the Productivity Commission has recommended that:

Values, attitudes and policy

· there be a focus on preparing for dryness and planning for personal / family well-being. 

· governments make a high-level statement of commitment to a strong, healthy, vibrant and sustainable rural Australia 

· Existing and improved policy for dryness should be principles that include 

· integrated development of individual and family well-being plans consistent with farm business and natural resource management planning  and 

· a transition strategy to assist farm recovery and planning 

· The drought support roles clarified and a lead agency or coordinating committee be established to ensure proper implementation of dryness-related policy. 

· People who provide support be respectful and understanding of the stress facing farm families and rural communities and be clear and factual in their communication.

Planning for future dryness

· there be a move away from crisis-framed responses focused on planning for wellbeing prior to periods of dryness and provide incentives to support the development of individual and family wellbeing plans as part of a shift towards better preparedness for dryness. 

Community

· the needs of farm families and rural communities in remote and dryness affected areas should be an item for consideration by the Australian Social Inclusion Board, with a priority on indigenous communities. 

· ensure support of community development initiatives reinforce social changes that will endure. Community development initiatives should have clear objectives aimed at linking farm families and rural communities with various human service providers and/or facilitate clear referral pathways. 
· Non-government organisations should carefully consider whether there is a genuine need for food parcels or whether other forms of support would provide enduring benefits. 

· Policies which support farm families and rural communities to live with dryness should be delivered by appropriately qualified providers with clear criteria and guidelines with scope for rigorous independent evaluation.
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Families

· An improved policy to consider  the changing demographics of farm families and rural communities, impediments to farm succession to enable effective intergenerational change and the contribution of women and youth to farming and rural communities. 

· The Australian Government’s Review of Taxation should consider whether existing tax laws present institutional barriers to farm succession, and whether changes could provide improved succession planning incentives for farmers. 

· Government policy to focus on encouraging farm families to properly assess and to access human support services. 

· Further research is needed into understanding the well-being of farm families facing periods of dryness.

Human Support Services

· Improved human support services, must be available and responsive to the needs of farm families and rural people. 

· Community assistance and social services, including volunteers, should themselves have access to professional support. 

· Outreach mobility of human services needs to be improved, with one option being an expansion of the Centrelink Rural Services Officer program. 

· An independent formative evaluation of the Rural Financial Counselling Service must occur as soon as practical to: assess the progress that has been made in delivering a case-management approach, with the word “counselling” replaced from the name of the Rural Financial Counselling Service.

· Access improved by making applications and referral pathways simpler. 

· An urgent audit should be conducted on the extent, experience and qualifications of human support services. 

· Following this audit, strategies must be developed to achieve the most appropriate distribution and allocation of resources and linkages between human service providers, including clear hierarchies to facilitate better region-specific coordination and referral pathways 

Education and Training

· State governments must consider the short to medium-term social and economic impacts, when assessing the viability of classes, schools and bus services. 

· Where school closure is the judicious option, state governments should assist rural families to access other education options for their children. 

· There must be more flexible training delivery methods for adult learning (using adult learning principles), including providing outreach training, for farm families and people in rural communities who find it difficult because of dryness to attend training opportunities. 

· Further research is needed to better understand how reoccurring stressors such as dryness affect the education outcomes for young people. 

· The Australian Government’s Review of Australian Higher Education must consider the education challenges facing rural Australia and specifically examine whether the nature of farm families income and asset circumstances disadvantages farm families accessing youth allowance assistance. 

Human Capital

· Develop policies and initiatives to address trade and other professional skills shortages in farm families and rural communities underpinned by regional-specific research on the location, extent and impact of skill shortages. 

· A formative evaluation of the Drought Force program, as well as other employment programs, to encourage people to remain in their local community. 

· Promote and educate people on the rewards and risks associated with careers in agriculture and other rural industries. 

Health and Well-being

· Evaluate and enhance existing strategies aimed at overcoming reluctance by farm families to access health services in times of stress. 

· The Australian Government’s primary and secondary school mental health initiatives must be extended to schools in dryness affected communities.

· Support research on the extent to which dryness and access to primary healthcare in rural Australia impact on the health and well being of people. 
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· The current capacity of existing primary and allied health care services in rural communities must be sustainably built upon to enable them to respond to the impacts of future dryness, including improving access to affordable services. 

· Better efforts to engage with rural communities and the primary health-care sector, to ensure there is no continuing mismatch between needs and capacity.

· Adopting the recommendations relating to Patient Assisted Travel Schemes outlined in the then Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs September, 2007 report Highway to health.

· Existing physical and mental health services must be easily accessible and responsive to the needs of drought affected families, including improving and the streamlining the on-ground services available, incentives and tools to enable them to become more self-aware of their own physical and mental health needs, understanding the risk factors in determining health, healthcare services be strengthened to provide health promotion and regular health assessments, people who are employed in drought support roles being required to possess mental health literacy, referral and first aid skills, and the professionals providing primary healthcare in rural Australia have ready access to support, upskilling, relief and professional networks to enable them to provide quality care.

The Australian  - Cities need recycled water, says water commission boss
It is important that recycled water be maintained as an option for Australia's cities, despite some associated risk, the National Water Commission (NWC) says. Chairman and CEO of the NWC, Ken Matthews, said the key lesson of the last decade is that urban Australia is too reliant on single sources of water - mainly rain-fed dams. In the face of dam inflows and growing public disquiet, the Queensland Government this week pulled back from its determination to add recycled water to its dam supplies. Mr Matthews said cities need to "harden" their water supply systems by tapping into more secure and reliable sources that can supplement variable rainfall. "Cities need a diversified portfolio of water sources, including less-climate dependent sources of supply such as purified recycled water," he said. "Australian cities of the future will be designed water sensitively - and it is important that water recycling continue to be available as the backbone for more enlightened water sensitive urban designs. "The National Water Commission therefore regards water recycling in all its forms as a vital option to re-build Australia's water security and as an enabler for water sensitive urban design. "The Commission believes it should be considered on its merits with an open mind alongside other less-climate dependant water sources such as desalination, stormwater capture and inter-basin water transfers." 

Mr Matthews said it is critical that the recycling option not now be lost. "Decisions about recycling being made now will be hugely influential for decades to come," he said. The NWC head said there are risks associated with water recycling - just as there are with food, beverage and pharmaceuticals production. "However the Commission is convinced that water safety risks can be safely and acceptably managed under Australia's stringent regulatory systems," Mr Matthews said. "Australia's Drinking Water Guidelines are already world-leading." He said millions of Australians already drink recycled water. "Many communities (draw) on water supplies that contain treated wastewater discharged from upstream sources. "Literally millions of Australians drink such water daily," Mr Matthews said. 

Sniff of Queensland election damns recycling
The Queensland Government was yesterday forced into an election-driven back down on two fronts: recycling sewage in the state's southeast and the flooding of a valley to create a dam in the Sunshine Coast hinterland. Premier Anna Bligh yesterday renewed speculation of a New Year election campaign by ordering a review of the $2.5 billion recycled sewage plan and announcing the controversial Traveston Crossing Dam would be shelved for up to four years. Ms Bligh said the co-ordinator-general had advised that the dam site, near Gympie, had been badly degraded by decades of farming and would need mitigation work before the project was ready to go before the federal Government for approval. In the Mary Valley, the locals were preparing to celebrate well into the night, including the Robertson family who moved to the area in early 2006, only a few weeks before the dam was announced. Parents-of-five Stacey and Stuart Robertson had settled on a 61-hectare property in Kandanga and Ms Robertson said it had been "an emotional roller coaster" since then. "We've put so much into this property; it means so much to us," she said. For their 14-year-old son Angus, the proposal to build the dam threw into doubt his long-term ambition to keep the property in the family. "Eventually, I'd like to run cattle on the property," Angus said. "It's what I've always planned to do: work on the land." Ms Bligh, who yesterday claimed she would go full term before calling an election late next year, conceded the reversal from her previous hardline stance to pump recycled water into the drinking supply - when the southeast corner's combined levels hit 40 per cent - had been made after Labor polling last week showed falling support on the issue. The polling, obtained by The Australian, asked: "Do you support or oppose recycled water being added to your water system for general use, including drinking?" The results showed 56 percent in support and 38 percent opposed. 

Ms Bligh denied the review was a political decision, saying that while there was a small majority in support of recycled water, most people only wanted it as an insurance policy if Queensland was hit with another drought. "Clearly this, I think, is something that needs people to have a broad consensus about," she told reporters. "You would have to be living under a rock not to know that people would prefer that we think about this a bit harder." 
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The shift by Ms Bligh follows a series of reports by The Australian in recent months, which has highlighted concerns by experts about whether viruses and other contaminants would be blocked by the planned seven-stage screening process. Ms Bligh said that public opinion had changed in the face of rising dam levels after they fell to 22 per cent when the recycled water plan was announced in January last year. "As circumstances change, people's attitudes change and they expect the Government to change when necessary," she said. The decision defies Ms Bligh's statement on November 11 when she said that the only thing that would stop recycled water was if the dams were overflowing. 

Earlier yesterday, Ms Bligh told state parliament she had written to the Queensland Water Commission seeking urgent advice on whether the 40 per cent trigger for recycled water should be retained. The commission will meet today to discuss a new trigger for the combined water levels of the Wivenhoe, Somerset and North Pine dams. But Ms Bligh said the 40 per cent trigger might remain, depending on the advice from the water commission. "I do want it to be based on a very good analysis of possible changes to the water balance and I do want it to be scientifically solid before we lock into that," she said. Speaking on the other attempt to address environmental concerns and capture Green preferences, Ms Bligh said Mary Valley locals and environmentalists who oppose the dam should not interpret the delay as a precursor to abandoning the project. "The advice to us is that in order to secure an approval for this dam, we need to delay its construction by several years to ensure we can meet the conditions required to minimise the environmental impact," she said. Environmentalists fear the loss of threatened species including lungfish, turtle and cod if the dam goes ahead. 

Federal Environment Minister Peter Garrett applauds deferral of Traveston Dam by Queensland Premier Anna Bligh
The move by Queensland Premier Anna Bligh to defer the Traveston Dam was in response to mounting concerns in her Government that the project would be torpedoed by federal Environment Minister Peter Garrett. Although Ms Bligh insisted that the Government remained committed to the $2.1 billion dam, conservationists and Mary Valley residents hailed the deferral as a victory. The deferral raises the prospect that if Labor loses the state election expected early next year, it will never be built, because the dam is opposed by the Liberal National Party. Mr Garrett, whose approval for the project would be required under federal environmental legislation, applauded the deferral of the controversial project. "I welcome the giving of consideration to potential environmental impacts of the Traveston Dam," Mr Garrett said. Sources close to Mr Garrett said the minister had been stung by criticism of his performance from former fellow travellers in the environmental movement over Japanese whaling and other issues and was looking for ways to boost his credentials. Mr Garrett has reservations about the potential impact of the Traveston Dam on three endangered species, particularly the Australian lungfish, which is found only in the Mary and nearby Burnett rivers.

Weather politics trumps policies
For years Queensland was derided as a frontier state, but nowhere else in Australia is the political outlook dictated by the weather as much as it is in the self-titled Sunshine State. Almost two years ago, an excess of sunshine and no rain led Peter Beattie, flanked by Anna Bligh, to outline an "Armageddon" scenario under which the Government would do pretty well anything to stop southeast Queensland running out of water. At that stage, with dam levels at 22 per cent and falling, everything was on the table: recycled sewage, new dams, desalination plants, new pipelines. Beattie interpreted the community feeling as a desperate "just do it". Last summer, down came the rain, and over the first six months of this year, dam levels rose to more than 40 per cent, and water restrictions were eased. Now Bligh has to cope with some of the fiercest storms ever in southeast Queensland. Last week alone, the capacity of southeast Queensland's three dams went up from 41.5 per cent to 45.5 per cent. With a wet summer in store, they are likely to keep rising. Bligh has simply taken off the table two measures that could have cost her votes in the election due next year. Traveston Dam was a factor in the last Queensland election in 2006. Although it generated plenty of fire and brimstone, arguably it was not a big issue in the election. It was in the area around Traveston, where the ALP went backwards dramatically and its member for nearby Noosa, Cate Molloy, resigned from the party over the issue. But in the electorates that would have benefited most from the dam -- the then drought-ridden suburbs of Brisbane -- the Opposition parties made virtually no inroads. Since then the good folk of the Mary Valley have kept the Traveston issue alive, and the federal Government has been, at best, equivocal in its support for the dam. Last month, when canoeist Steve Posselt paddled from the Mary River to Sydney Harbour as a protest against the Traveston Dam, federal Environment Minister Peter Garrett was on hand to greet him. For the Bligh Government, it was an ominous sign. Recycled water is another issue that had considerable support two years ago, but there was always a strong "yuck" factor. ALP polling showed 56 per cent in favour of adding recycled water and 38 per cent against. But those who oppose recycled water hold their view passionately, while those who support it are often lukewarm. Bligh's move to put both projects on hold may not be textbook public policy but with an election looming it is smart politics.
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Australia cries foul over rules
Canberra is pushing to change the rules for international climate change talks in Copenhagen next year to prevent rich developed countries, such as Singapore and South Korea, being required to do less because the Kyoto Protocol classifies them as developing. Australia argues that the next global climate change deal should require binding economy-wide targets of developed countries, with unspecified binding "action" required of developing nations. But, in its submission to the UN ahead of next month's meeting in Poznan, Poland, to prepare for the Copenhagen talks, the Australian Government says the Kyoto delineation of developed and developing is unfair. "Since the convention was adopted in 1992, no work has been done to better differentiate the responsibilities of parties beyond ... simple lists which no longer reflect current realities," the Australian submission says. It says the lists were based on which states were members of the OECD in 1992 and that they classify countries such as Singapore, South Korea and Malta as developing, while Ukraine is considered developed. The lists will become critical if the negotiations lead to the adoption of Australia's preferred position on national commitments for the post-Kyoto period after 2012. Australia will announce a range for its 2020 emission reduction targets next month. Climate Change Minister Penny Wong will attend the talks in Poznan. International Energy Agency executive director Nobuo Tanaka told The Australian yesterday countries such as Australia should not delay greenhouse measures due to the global financial crisis. "It is not the case that the global financial crisis should delay measures to mitigate climate change because the cost will only get higher in the future," Mr Tanaka said. He warned oil prices could soar after the financial crisis and urged governments to spend some of their fiscal stimulus on renewable energy and energy efficiency projects.

Relief flows after dam stopped
Lining the highway that descends into the lush, green Mary Valley are dozens of hand-painted signs that leave no doubt as to what locals think about the proposed Traveston Dam. "ArmagedDAM", "Save our homes" and, painted on slabs of timber nailed halfway up trees, "Dam water level". As yesterday's decision to postpone the construction of the unpopular dam filtered through the tight-knit community, residents -- many of whom had felt pressured to sell their homes -- celebrated. Kevin Ingersole, chairman of the Save the Mary River group, spearheaded the vocal campaign to quash the dam plan. Mr Ingersole, a retired management consultant who moved to the Mary Valley to pursue his passion for woodworking, said the state Government's decision showed the fighting spirit of the community had won through. "There's a lesson for state and federal governments here: if you think you can get what you want by pushing around a community, you can't," he said. He said in the beginning, the state Government tried to bully and cajole residents into selling their properties. "I've watched families disintegrate, neighbours who have lived next to each other for 30 years without a harsh word almost come to blows, and marriages collapse," Mr Ingersole said. "The tension in the community has been unbearable." That tension dissipated markedly yesterday as locals -- many in beat-up cars with big yellow No Dam stickers on their bumpers -- came together in the afternoon's fading light to celebrate on the banks of the Mary River. Glenda Pickersgill, a grazier whose property was just a kilometre away from the proposed dam's wall, said she was overjoyed about the decision. "No money can buy what I have," she said. And on a hill above the river, the Robertson family was looking forward to getting their life back on track. Parents-of-five Stacey and Stuart Robertson had moved their brood almost constantly until they settled on a 61ha property at Kandanga, in the Mary Valley, in April 2006. Stacey Robertson said the family was not far from fracturing before the move to the valley. "I told my husband I was almost ready to take a chainsaw to the house -- he could have one side, I'd have the other," she said. It was a family-saving move. Son Angus, 14, sums it up. "Our doormat says 'Done moving' and that was our plan." Away from the jubilation of Mary Valley, Cate Molloy, the former state Labor MP whose political career was killed off by the dam proposal, said that while yesterday's decision left her feeling vindicated, "it's a pretty sad way of being vindicated". Ms Molloy was the ALP member for Noosa, close to Traveston, until the then premier Peter Beattie announced the decision to proceed with the dam in April 2006, just four months before the state election. She campaigned against the dam, and left the ALP because of its insistence on pushing ahead with the plan, standing as an independent on an anti-dam platform. "My personal tale of trauma and stress is insignificant compared with what the people of the Mary Valley have been through," she said yesterday. "I was hoping it would happen -- but it’s so bloody-minded not to say they were wrong. "But not cancelling the dam completely is just more damage control. It's really all about taking away a platform for the Liberal National Party and the Greens in the next election."

Bligh backflip on recycled water plan
A collapse in community support has forced Queensland Premier Anna Bligh to backflip on plans to use recycled wastewater regardless of dam levels. "The attitudes of people have changed," Ms Bligh said yesterday. "The growing preference of people is that if it is not needed as a permanent supply, then we should take it from other sources." Ms Bligh admitted circumstances had changed since last year, when the Government cancelled a proposed plebiscite on the issue and announced that recycled wastewater would be pumped to Brisbane's Wivenhoe Dam from early next year. 

At the time, the Government said the Queensland Water Commission had advised an average storage level of 40 per cent should trigger the addition of recycled water to drinking water supplies. The level has risen from 22 per cent to 45 per cent since then and is expected to rise further this summer if the wet conditions continue. 
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Ms Bligh said southeast Queensland's 2.6 million residents had also "dramatically" cut water use, from about 180 litres to 140 litres per person per day. The Government's water grid had become a reality, with more than 400km of pipe laid, the completion of the Gold Coast desalination plant, the approval of the Wyaralong Dam and the supply of recycled water to the Tarong and Swanbank power stations. Ms Bligh said that in the light of these changes, she had asked the water commission to provide urgent advice on whether the 40 per cent trigger still applied. She hinted at a policy reversal last week when she backed down from her longstanding position that the recycled water scheme was necessary to secure supplies in the future, saying then that she would accept the advice of the commission. In response, commission chief executive John Bradley insisted the scheme would be deferred only if dams were 100 per cent full and it was not possible to add further water to them. "If it is safe when dam levels are low, then it would continue to be safe when they are high," Mr Bradley told The Australian last week. Mr Bradley would not be drawn yesterday on whether he and the commission had been embarrassed by Ms Bligh's move. The commission issued a brief statement announcing that a meeting of commissioners today would review its assessment of an "appropriate trigger point based on updated developments". Government sources said the commission was expected at the meeting to endorse Ms Bligh's suggestion that the trigger for recycled water be 40 per cent, a move that would postpone the scheme indefinitely. Labor MPs said that Ms Bligh, for political reasons, had accepted the view of Australian National University microbiologist Peter Collignon and other critics of the scheme -- reported in The Australian in recent weeks -- that recycled wastewater should be added to reservoirs only as a last resort. Professor Collignon yesterday welcomed Ms Bligh's stand. "The essential principle of putting sewage in drinking water is that it should be an option only if other options are not available," he said. "A last resort is certainly not when dams are 100 per cent full." 

Opposition Leader Lawrence Springborg said Ms Bligh was responding to the results of polling by the water commission last week that asked residents at what dam levels should be before recycled water was added. "This is just poll-driven," Mr Springborg said. Ms Bligh said she was responding to public opinion. "I've been listening to what people are telling me, and while they think it is a good insurance policy, they are uneasy about it."

Official: long, hot summer forecast
It’s going to be a long, hot summer. The Bureau of Meteorology has released its summer weather forecast, and its tipping hot days in the southern states, and hot nights in the north and west. But there's some good news too - there's wet weather ahead for some lucky areas. The bureau is predicting warmer than normal daytime temperatures for Victoria, Tasmania, southern South Australia, and northern Queensland. When it comes to overnight temperatures, most of the country is in for a warm summer. Western Australia, Queensland and the Northern Territory are the areas most likely to have unusually hot nights. The mercury may rise this summer but there's some relief on the way when it comes to rainfall. Western Australia is in for a wet summer, as is northeast NSW and southeast Queensland. The rest of the country is tipped to have normal rainfall, although it could be a little less than usual in Victoria and Tasmania. The bureau said warm water in the Indian Ocean was mostly responsible for Australia's summer weather forecast. 

Greenhouse gas levels hit record high
Geneva: Greenhouse gas levels rose to record highs in 2007, leading to a 1 per cent increase in the overall global warming effect, the World Meteorological Organisation says. Carbon dioxide rose 0.5 per cent from 2006 to reach 383.1 parts per million, while nitrous oxide levels were up 0.25 per cent, according to latest WMO statistics. 

Methane, meanwhile, increased 0.34 per cent, surpassing the highest level recorded in 2003. ``Using the NOAA Annual greenhouse gas index, the total warming effect of all long-lived greenhouse gases was calculated to have increased by 1.06 per cent from the previous year and by 24.2 per cent since 1990,'' said the WMO. Carbon dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere have risen 37 per cent since the 18th century, the WMO said. 










