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1. Description of Initiative

Background

· Water is crucial to Australia’s natural and economic wealth. Many of Australia’s rivers have highly variable flows; droughts and floods are common. The flow variations have led us to extensively develop our rivers and groundwater resources for irrigated agriculture and domestic water supplies. Water underpins one of our largest industries, irrigated agricultural production, which accounts for more than 70% of Australia’s total water use. As the driest continent after Antarctica, Australia must use its limited water resources wisely – inefficient water use has created environmental problems of national significance. 

· Australia’s water reforms aim to achieve the sustainable use of Australia’s water resources for the long term. In 1994, the Council of Australian Governments (CoAG), consisting of the Prime Minister, State Premiers, Territory Chief Ministers and the President of the Australian Local Government Association, agreed to implement a strategic framework to achieve an efficient and sustainable water industry. The provisions of this agreement have guided water resource management in all Australian jurisdictions over the last decade.

· The Murray-Darling Basin (MDB) covers an area of 1.06 million km2, or 14% of Australia’s land area. It is located in the States of Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, and South Australia, and the Australian Capital Territory. Annual economic output from the Basin is around AUD$23 billion (USD$16.79 billion). AUD$10 billion (USD$7.3 billion) of this is from agriculture, equivalent to almost 1/3 of the value of Australia’s total annual agricultural output.

· The management structure established to underpin the governance of the Basin, involves the governments of the Basin States and Territory and the Australian Government, and comprises the: 

· Murray-Darling Basin Agreement, the overarching framework;

· Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council, the decision-making forum; 

· Murray-Darling Basin Commission, the executive and advisory arm of the Council; and

· Community Advisory Committee, which provides the Council with advice and provides a two-way communication channel between the Council and the community.

The National Water Initiative and MDB Intergovernmental Agreement on Water

· In June 2004, the Council of Australian Governments (CoAG) agreed to an Intergovernmental Agreement on the National Water Initiative (NWI), building on the 1994 CoAG water reforms.

· The objective of the NWI is to provide greater certainty for investment and the environment, and underpin the capacity of Australia’s water management regimes to deal with change responsively and fairly. In particular, it establishes secure and nationally compatible water access entitlements, and improved water trading arrangements, to expand water markets to their widest practical geographic scope. The NWI also establishes accountable, outcomes-focused provision and management of environmental water, and improved water planning, accounting processes and pricing policies.

· Also in June 2004, New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia, the Australian Capital Territory and the Australian Government signed a separate Intergovernmental Agreement addressing water over-allocation and achieving environmental objectives in the MDB. This agreement sets out the arrangements for investing $500 million over five years, commencing in 2004-05.

The Living Murray initiative

· The Living Murray initiative was established to respond to the declining health of the River Murray and Murray-Darling Basin. It aims to “create a healthy working river that assures us of continued prosperity, clean water and a flourishing environment”. The Living Murray takes an outcomes-focused, adaptive management approach to restoring the river system to healthy working condition, focusing initially on specific objectives for six significant ecological assets. It aims to recover up to 500 gigalitres of water for the environment over five years.

· In November 2003, Council’s ‘First Step’ decision set out the interim ecological objectives, and expected outcomes, that would focus environmental actions for each of the assets. Outcomes vary from asset to asset – examples include healthy vegetation in at least 55% of the area of the Barmah-Millewa Forest; increase in successful colonial waterbird breeding events at Hattah Lakes to at least two in ten years; and more frequent estuarine fish spawning in the Coorong and Lower Lakes. The outcomes focus explicitly sets out for the community the purpose of the dedicated environmental water and management arrangements.

· Management actions, such as enhancing natural freshes or floods, are being developed in six site-specific asset environmental management plans and one overarching environmental watering plan that will provide a system-wide perspective and coordinate the application of environmental water.

· A Business Plan is informing governments’ investment decisions to recover the water required for each of the assets. A range of projects was identified under the Plan in late November 2004, to recover an estimated 240 gigalitres – nearly half of the 500 gigalitres commitment.

· Funding to support the implementation of the First Step decision for the Living Murray consists of $500 million commitment, together with $150 million provided by Council for an Environmental Works and Measures Program. 

· Achievements to date: water recovery proposals have been identified, and progress has been made under the works program, with the construction of fish passages to assist fish migration, and watering of floodplain red gum communities at Chowilla in South Australia.

2. Mainstreaming/Sustainability

· The two initiatives are closely intertwined. The NWI provides the supporting framework that is critical to the successful and enduring implementation of the First Step decision. The NWI will create the necessary enabling environment for implementation of the objectives of the Living Murray initiative through its core provisions on: 

· security of water access entitlement for both users (irrigators) and for the environment; and

· establishes trading arrangements that enable recovery of water through market mechanisms as well as adjustment to change possible and affordable.

· The approach developed under the Living Murray initiative will effectively be mainstreamed nationally as this outcomes focus and adaptive management philosophy now underpins the environmental provisions of the NWI.
· Legislative changes to the water access entitlements as a result of the NWI will provide an enduring legacy from the water reform process. This was partly achieved by the 1994 reforms, but the NWI provides for improved specification and security of water access entitlements.

3. Replicating the Initiative

· As noted last year, the recovery of water for the environment, either through direct purchase of water or through the investment in water efficiency savings, can be applied in other countries. However, for an initiative such as The Living Murray to be successfully implemented, the necessary enabling environment and appropriate institutional settings need to be in place. 

· A number of lessons have been learnt through the development and implementation of the Living Murray Initiative. These include, but are not limited to, the need for:

· transparency and accountability in decision making;

· adequate community consultation and participation in decision making;

· robust scientific conclusions to support policy decisions and the mechanisms to describe these to the general public; 

· integrated management of waterways to complement site-specific management; and,

· resource security for water users, including the environment, through clearly specified access entitlements, and appropriate mechanisms to support the recovery of water and users’ ability to adjust to changes in water availability.

