


















Scientists slam Murray-Darling plan
EXCLUSIVE
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RECENT floods have not solved
the problems of the Murray-
Darling Basin and more detail is
needed if there is to be any faith in
solutions put forward in the river
system's draft management plan.

In a joint statement to be re-
leased today, 60 Australian
scientists say the proposed
Murray-Darling Basin plan falls

short of meeting all of the targets
identified to protect key natural
assets and ecosystem functions.

A lack of transparency in the
plan makes it impossible to ident-
ify the volume of water needed to
secure the long-term sustainabil-
ity of the river system.

The scientists' statement is
signed by leading academic staff
at some of the nation's top insti-
tutions, including the University
of NSW and Charles Sturt, Mac-
quarie, Deakin and Monash uni-
versities, and comes ahead of
Monday's closure of public con-
sultation on the basin plan, which

was published late last year. Their
statement comes as the NSW
Coalition government will today
tell the federal agency charged
with saving the Murray-Darling
Basin that the draft plan is un-
workable without significant re-
visions, threatening to scupper
the $10 billion reform begun un-
der John Howard in 2007.

The O'Farrell government
questions the authority's science
and argues it has failed to balance
social and economic outcomes.
NSW Deputy Premier Andrew
Stoner and Primary Industries
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Scientists slam Murray-Darling
plan over lack of recovery data
Continued from Page 1

Minister Katrina Hodgkinson
said in a joint statement that the
plan was "unacceptable in its
current form".

"The draft plan will have major
impacts on our communities, and
the MDBA has only provided
limited information on the
benefits that this massive inter-
vention may achieve," Mr Stoner
said.

"The actions of the MDBA and
the commonwealth indicate they
want to push through with this
proposed plan regardless of the
community consequences."

The state government argued
the MDBA's plan lacked detail
and that the government had
been given insufficient time to
consider the authority's pro-
posals.

"There remains insufficient
detail or justification around the
volumes to be recovered, where
the water will be recovered from
and how it will be managed with-
out damaging infrastructure and
environmental assets and even
inundating private and public
lands," Ms Hodgkinson said.

The NSW government argued
all water buybacks should cease
until infrastructure investments
are completed, and future buy-
backs should be capped at 3 per
cent per decade of current extrac-
tion limits for any given area.

Queensland's Premier, Camp-
bell Newman, said yesterday the
state had "significant concerns
about some of the cutbacks, in
terms of water usage for people
on the land in Queensland, and
we won't be agreeing to anything
until we've had time to actually
assess what those actually are."

The Victorian government
said last week that it would not
support the draft basin plan in its
current form, either.

The scientists' spokesman, Ri-
chard Kingsford, director of Aus-
tralian Wetlands and Rivers
Centre, at the University of NSW,

said: "This is one of Australia's
most important environmental
and economic initiatives; we owe
it to our future generations to get
it right."

The group statement said
water recovery would deliver
significant ecological and econ-
omic benefits and remained the
centrepiece of the proposed
Basin Plan.

"That the water volume re-
quired for recovery is highly con-
tentious must not be allowed to
outweigh the reality of Murray-
Darling crisis or reduce the ur-
gency for action," the statement
said.

'There remains
insufficient detail
or justification
around the volumes
to be recovered'
KATRINA HODGKINSON
NSW PRIMARY INDUSTRIES
MINISTER

Professor Kingsford said that,
among the shortcomings of the
draft plan, the potential impact of
increased groundwater use was
of particular concern.

"We simply don't know
enough about it to rule out the
potential danger of dipping into
the very flows that provide base
flows for the rivers," Professor
Kingsford said.

He said increasing environ-
mental flows was not simply
about restoring the environment
but also the economies of the
Murray-Darling Basin that de-
livered benefits measured in the
billions of dollars, as recently
demonstrated by a CSIRO study.

The statement from the scien-
tists said the proposed plan was
flawed because it was based sole-
ly on historical data and failed to
take into account future climatic
changes. This was despite "un-
equivocal evidence that global

temperatures are rising", which
will lead to corresponding
changes in rainfall, evaporation
and stream run-off patterns.

The statement said the report
took insufficient account of likely
increases in groundwater extrac-
tion, estimated to be as high as
2600GL a year.

"Groundwater and surface-
water resources should be man-
aged t ogether, given that ground-
water often underpins surface
water flows," the statement says.

The scientists said they ac-
knowledged the "significant
challenges" faced by the federal
government in implementing the
plan.

But they say that, unless key
issues were addressed, the
current volume of water
proposed for return to the river
system might not be enough to
meet many of the environmental
targets identified in modelling by
the Murray-Darling Basin Auth-
ority and state agencies.

"This is really the centrepiece
of the Murray-Darling Basin
Plan and, unfortunately, there is
a general lack of transparency
about what other volumes of
water might or might not ac-
hieve," Professor Kingsford said.

The scientists confirmed their
support for a basin plan as the
means of co-ordinating manage-
ment of the river system.

They emphasised that recent
floods had not solved the long-
term problem for the basin.

"The most recent flooding has
got us through but the Murray-
Darling system is still over allo-
cated," Professor Kingsford said.

"The flooding saved the lower
lakes and a lot of the wetlands.
But Australia is a continent of
extremes and we will certainly
see another extended drought."

The long-term record showed
that flooding such as that in re-
cent years occurred every 30
years on average.

ADDITIONAL REPORTING:
AMOS AIKMAN
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