



Gwydir Valley Irrigators Association Inc.


458 Frome St, PO Box 1451, Moree NSW 2400

Gwydir Valley Irrigators Associations submission on the

“Draft Gwydir Wetlands Adaptive Environmental Management Plan”

NSW Department of Environment, Climate Change & Water

June 11, 2010

3Introduction:


4General Comments


51.
Introduction


51.1
The purpose of the Gwydir Wetlands Adaptive  Environmental Management Plan


51.2 
The context of the Plan


61.3    The Plan: expectations and structure


61.6
Ecological systems and processes


61.8 Economic systems


71.8.1 Agriculture and other industries


71.8.2 The irrigation industry


71.8.3 Cotton production


71.8.4 The Grazing Industry


81.9   Benchmarking the conditions of the Gwydir Wetlands


92
The ecological assets and values of the Gwydir  Wetlands


92.2 Wetland Vegetation


92.2.1.2 Marsh Club-rush


102.3.2 Fish


102.4.1 The Gingham Watercourse (north)


102.4.3.2 Mallowa Creek


113.
Water Management


113.2 Inundation mapping


113.3 Water Sharing


123.4 Water Availability


123.5 Climate variability, climate change and the Gwydir Valley


133.6 Water requirements of ecological assets


133.7.1 Managing for an identified wetland area or value


143.7.2 Managing by availability of water (volume-based)


143.8 Scenarios of water availability for the environment


163.9 Structures for managing water in the Gwydir Wetlands


163.10 Measurement of water extraction




Introduction: 
The Gwydir Valley Irrigators Association (GVIA) represents in excess of 200 irrigators in the Gwydir Valley of NSW, centred on the town of Moree.

The organisation is voluntary, funded by a cents/ megalitre levy on regulated, unregulated and groundwater irrigation entitlement. In 2008/09 the levy was paid on in excess of 93% of the eligible entitlement (eligible entitlement excludes adaptive environmental water entitlements held by the State and Federal Government. Membership was offered, but declined).

The Association is managed by a committee of 11 irrigators and employs a full-time executive officer, a full-time irrigation extension officer and a part-time administrative assistant.

GVIA has had a long history of active interest in the management of Gwydir Wetlands, its members having supplied the Gwydir Environmental Contingency Allowance (ECA) in two tranches, and having done so reduced the reliability of their own Gwydir General Security licencing by approximately 10%. It should be noted that Gwydir entitlement holders received no compensation for those two reductions.

GVIA is represented on the Gwydir Environmental Contingency Allowance Operations Advisory Committee (GECAOAC) where it believes it provides genuine and positive advice on the effective management of this environmental water.

GVIA welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission on the draft Gwydir Wetlands Adaptive Environmental Management Plan (AEMP), and while very critical of the original very short consultation period, thanks the NSW Government for extending that period following requests from GVIA and other organisations and individuals.
GVIA considers that nothing in this submission is confidential, and is happy for it to go on public display.

The Association’s contact details are as follows:

Chairman: Ian Cush

Chief Executive Officer: Michael Murray

Ph 02 67521399

Fax 02 67521499

Mobile 0427 521399

Email gvia@bigpond.com
458 Frome St,

PO Box 1451,

Moree, 2400
General Comments
GVIA is disappointed that it was not given the opportunity to provide input into this Draft Plan earlier in the process.

The Draft Plan, as it has been presented, represents a fairly typical stereotype for such documents, and therefore is very disappointing to GVIA.

GVIA is aware that the project is currently working on tight deadlines, but would strongly urge the NSW Government to devote the time and energy to allow a fairly extensive rewriting of the Draft Plan.

Unfortunately, the tone of the document is strongly anti-irrigator/irrigation, and therefore it will be very difficult for the irrigation industry to throw its support behind the plan, even though GVIA and its members are committed to optimising the use of environmental water allocations, to ensure the long-term health and sustainability of the Gwydir Wetlands.
While detailed comments will be provided through-out the submission, it would be very difficult for a reader to pick up this Draft Plan and not come away with the impression that all the environmental issues in the Gwydir Wetlands can be blamed squarely on irrigation and irrigators.
This is extremely unfortunate, as irrigators have on many occasions been proactive in helping the Gwydir Wetlands. It should be remembered that today’s ECA grew out of a voluntary commitment of water by Gwydir Valley irrigators to ensure the completion of a bird breeding event.

There is no doubt that the advent of irrigation in the Gwydir has had some effect on the Gwydir Wetlands, but it also needs to be acknowledged that a whole range of other land use and management issues have also had major impacts, along with natural cycles of seasons and climate.

Throughout the rest of this submission GVIA will adopt the same chapter and numbering system of the Draft Plan, and therefore this submission should be read in conjunction with the corresponding section of the Draft Plan.

GVIA will not necessarily be commenting on each chapter or sub-chapter of the Draft Plan.

1. Introduction
1.1 The purpose of the Gwydir Wetlands Adaptive 
Environmental Management Plan

GVIA is aware of a broad range of previous studies and plans on the Gwydir Wetlands, and hopes that the AEMP will develop into a strong and practical document that will guide the management of the Gwydir Wetlands for a considerable time.

However, as GVIA will demonstrate later in this submission, this AEMP does little to strengthen the formal understanding of the economic aspects of wetland restoration.

GVIA believes that it is indeed sensible not to use the AEMP as a guide to restoring the wetlands to some past condition or to try to manage them to maintain a fixed state, but believes the agreed priority areas need to be more clearly identified, so the progress of the AEMP can be clearly measured.

1.2 
The context of the Plan

GVIA, having long called for the need to have land in the Wetlands that could be solely managed for the environment, has welcomed the purchase of “Old Dromana”, by the NSW Government. However, GVIA and other community members, are concerned that public access to this important site will be extremely limited under the “Nature Reserve” management regime that we understand will be used.

GVIA would welcome the acquisition of more wetland properties, provided they were purchased from willing sellers, and at market price.

While GVIA understands the importance of Australia meeting its Ramsar Convention responsibilities, and is very aware of the four Ramsar sites within the Gwydir Wetlands, it does question whether these sites, either individually or collectively, represent the ecologically most-significant sites within the Gwydir Wetlands.
GVIA notes the reference to the Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) Basin Plan and associated Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs) and questions whether this draft AEMP has been provided to the Authority as part of the information pool being used by the Authority. If it has, GVIA believes its provision has been premature, and the NSW Government should make every effort to ensure the Authority takes into account any changes that result from this public consultation phase of the AEMP’s development.
GVIA notes that the AEMP will not be a statutory document, and therefore will require the cooperation of numerous organisations and individuals if it is to achieve its aims. With that in mind it is extremely important that the AEMP is not a biased, “loaded document” that cannot be supported by a broad cross-section of the community.
1.3    The Plan: expectations and structure

GVIA questions who in the Australian government has the listed expectations for the Plan. Is it the Murray-Darling Basin Authority or the Department of Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts? If it is the former GVIA is very concerned that this draft AEMP has obviously been developed with the MDBA, and therefore its inherent inaccuracies and bias would be reflected in the soon-to-be-released Proposed Basin Plan.
1.6 Ecological systems and processes
GVIA is disturbed by the following reference “In addition, large on-farm storages have been constructed which are able to capture a significant portion of unregulated flows.

 Kingsford 2000.
 A combination of floodplain harvesting/overland flow and supplementary water extractions account for less than 20% of total valley flows. Providing an actual number would be far more useful than using the very imprecise “significant portion”, which could by some be taken to be more than 50%.

1.8 Economic systems   
 GVIA is completely mystified, and extremely disappointed by the quality, or lack thereof, of the economic data and analysis that has been included in the AEMP.

GVIA can only conclude that this sections has either been deliberately included to provide misinformation, or the author/s are so lacking in economic credentials that they have included a “hodge podge” of information that that in no way adds to the quality of the document, and infact destroys its credentials.

GVIA is somewhat reluctant to even identify the individual failures in this section, as this may result in some rectification, but it is highly likely the final product would still do nothing to enhance the plan.

GVIA strongly recommends that this entire section be deleted, as it would only have value if the information contained in it was directly related to the economic consequences of adopted specific management strategies within the Gwydir Wetlands.

For example, it may be helpful if the information here could be used to assess the economic costs and benefits of  devoting water to the wetlands as compared to using it for irrigation extraction; but what has been provided does nothing towards that.

1.8.1 Agriculture and other industries
This AEMP is very specifically focused on the Gwydir Wetlands, which represents only a tiny fraction of the 2,600,000 hectares that the Gwydir catchment encompasses. However, this section chooses to provide economic information on a catchment scale.
The relevance of knowing in 2005-06 that the Gwydir Catchment produced $695 million of agricultural output completely escapes GVIA. It would be relevant if we knew how much agricultural production occurred within the area defined by the Gwydir Wetlands, but because this information is not available, it is not an argument to provide the next level up of information.
1.8.2 The irrigation industry

It may almost be relevant to include the data on the irrigation industry, as irrigation occurs in a much more defined area, and any increase in water to the Wetlands will be offset by decreased irrigation production.

However, the figures used appear dubious at best. If approximately 90,000ha of irrigated cotton was grown in 2001, then the gross value of irrigated agriculture in that year would have been in excess of $350 million from cotton alone,  plus the value of all the other irrigated production, not the $200 million quoted.

1.8.3 Cotton production

This section again appears to have significantly under estimated the value of cotton production. 76,000ha of irrigated cotton would have had to have generated at least $240 million of gross value, not the $178 million quoted.  
Further, the reference to ethanol production providing an alternative to cotton, may have been relevant in 2007, but would today be seen as being completely irrelevant, extremely unlikely, and very dated.

1.8.4 The Grazing Industry 
This section is potentially the most misleading. It quotes total livestock production in the Gwydir Valley as being $233 million, a number that may or may not be correct. However, it has no relevance in the context of the AEMP.

What does it matter what livestock production there is in an area stretching from Armidale to Collarenebri, when the AEMP covers a small area to the west of Moree.
A casual reader of this AEMP could easily conclude that with regards to matters that are affected by this plan, livestock are of far greater economic importance than cotton production, yet this is patently not the case within the area affected by the plan.
Therefore GVIA strongly recommends that unless economically relevant statistics can be provided, which would be useful, but difficult to obtain, that this entire section 1.8 should be deleted, as its inclusion would at best be misleading and at worst be mischievous.
1.9   Benchmarking the conditions of the Gwydir Wetlands
GVIA does believe that it would be useful to identify a baseline for setting objectives for the broader Gwydir Wetlands, and concurs that the current condition (2010) is probably a sensible one to work from.
Although the AEMP goes some way towards documenting the current conditions, GVIA does feel that some of the current land-use assessments are not completely accurate, and that any baseline assessment must also include a real recognition of the recent seasonal conditions.
GVIA objects to the very biased flavour of this section. While it is true that the construction of Copeton Dam and the regulation of the river system has had an affect on the Wetlands, it should noted that there have been many other significant changes that have occurred independent of the construction of Copeton Dam.
History notes that the Wetlands have been steadily moving west, certainly over the past century and maybe significantly longer.
It is know that during the 1940’s sheep grazing was the dominated economic activity, yet by the 1970’s seasonal cycles had changed to such an extent that it was so wet that many graziers struggled to successfully run cattle.

The constant changes brought about by the dynamic Gwydir Raft has also been a major influence on the proportion of flows going to either the Gingham Wetlands or the Lower Gwydir. The construction of the stock and domestic water delivery systems such as the Gingham Channel have also had a major affect on the nature of the Wetlands.
On top of this, the explosion of significant weeds such as water hyacinth and lippia has led to many land-use changes including a significant swing to dryland agriculture. This swing was also strongly influenced by economic factors such as the relative returns from dryland farming compared with the returns from grazing.
There is also clear evidence of the construction of low level banks and levees that have diverted water flows through-out the area covered by the Wetlands, and been used by graziers for the beneficial impoundment of water to enhance pasture growth.

GVIA strongly recommends that this section be re-written to provide a balanced review of the significant factors that have led to changes in the state of the Gwydir Wetlands.
2 The ecological assets and values of the Gwydir 
Wetlands

2.2 Wetland Vegetation

A constant theme through-out this draft AEMP is the reference to changes being documented post-river regulation.

It is has if the construction of Copeton Dam and the regulation of the river was the sole significant event that has influenced the vegetation of the region.

However, there is no reference of the significant clearing and ring-barking that has occurred since European occupation or the large areas of established vegetation that was drowned out during the 1970’s due to very wet seasons and the gradual movement of the wetlands to the west. 

The AEMP uses the maps of vegetations from 1996 and 2005 (Figures 2.2 & 2.3) to document vegetation change, but no where in this section is it acknowledged that irrigation development was largely completed by 1996 and the vast majority of vegetation change since that period has been part of the shift from grazing to dryland framing.
Any comprehensive vegetation mapping programme would clearly identify dryland farming as the primary driver for vegetation change. 

Figure 2.4 demonstrates how little change there has been to the semi-permanent area of wetland vegetation, and this is because water flows have been maintained to these core areas. What changes that have occurred are not as result of any increase in irrigated cropping area.
2.2.1.2 Marsh Club-rush

No mentioned is made of the impact of grazing on Marsh Club-Rush stands, yet it is significance that the area of best Marsh Club-Rush is on an area of a property that has excluded grazing for many years, while the stands on “Old Dromana”, despite being Ramsar listed have continued to decline over the years, primarily due to grazing pressure.

2.3.2 Fish
Once again the theme that river regulation has been the major factor driving change has occurred. Other issues such as riparian zone degradation are identified, but no cause has been identified, such as poor grazing management in riparian zones.

This again demonstrates that at its heart, this document has a strong bias against irrigation, and effectively ignores the complex and varied reasons for long-term changes in the Wetlands make-up.
Towards the end of this section there is a comment that “if late-winter and spring floods were restored, conditions would be improved ……….”. This statement conveniently ignores the fact that these floods do still occur, and despite the drought, did occur as recently as 2005. 

2.4.1 The Gingham Watercourse (north)

This section sites work carried out by McCosker and Duggin (1993), and considers changes to vegetation, based on photographs from 1958, 1967 and 1985. Again the AEMP implies the changes occurred as result of river regulation, but no data has been provided about what changes occurred between 1958 and 1967, both well before regulation.
2.4.3.2 Mallowa Creek

This section concludes with the following curious sentence “Since river regulation, much of the water that has sustained this system has come from streams from the south-east such as Tycannah Creek.”

This is a very odd statement because prior to regulation, the majority of flows into the Mallowa Creek would have come from the Tycannah because until the construction of Tareelaroi Weir and Regulator, flows into the Mehi and further to the Mallowa only occurred during periods of relative high river flow. The construction of the weir and regulator has actually increased the opportunity for flows to the Mallowa Creek that originate from the main stream of the Gwydir.
3.
Water Management

3.2 Inundation mapping

GVIA is completely perplexed as to why references to off-river storages are included in the mapping of inundation zones. GVIA is not sure whether their inclusion is the result of lazy science that could not be bothered to remove them, or part of the mischievous anti-irrigation flavour of the AEMP.

Given the storages are primarily above ground level, and require pumping to fill them, and can either be filled from water pumped from the river or from the floodplain, it is not surprising, but nor is it relevant, that they have a high level of inundation! But what they have to do with an AEMP for the Gwydir Wetlands remains mysterious.
If the author wishes to continue to include the data, the AEMP should also include the significant increase in wetland area that has result from the construction of these storages. 

Further, the inclusion of the inundation data does nothing to either support or dispel the claims made in section 3.1 that the hydrological regime in the Gwydir Valley has been substantially altered since the completion of Copeton Dam, as the data presented  provides no before and after information.
3.3 Water Sharing

Given that the NSW Office of Water (NOW) resides within the Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water the level of inaccuracy in this section is disturbing.

It claims that the Gwydir Regulated Water Sharing Plan identifies the annual requirements for water under access licences, as they appear listed in the AEMP.

The Plan does nothing of the sort. The numbers listed in the AEMP were the Water Sharing Plans estimates of the number of unit shares on issue for each class of water, and do not remotely reflect that amount of water which is annually made available.

It is clear that the authors of the AEMP are under the mistaken view that somehow water is miraculously made available once shares are issued.

The authors may wish to consult NOW on the actual estimated reliability of each class of water.

Further, the AEMP state the 45,000 megalitre ECA account has the same accounting rules as general security shares. While it is true, increments accrue at the same rate as general security shares, the ECA has considerably more generous account keeping rules including a 200% storage share, as opposed to 150%, unlimited annual use rights, as a opposed to a 125% maximum which further constrained by a three-year rolling average use of 100%. 

3.4 Water Availability

This section continues with the same disturbing level of inaccuracy as the previous section.

While Available Water Determinations (AWDs) are set at the start of the water year (July1) for a number of licence categories, it is certainly not the case for all.
AWD’s for general security (and by default ECA) are carried out monthly, and sometimes more frequently if there is significant inflows into the system.
AWD’s for general security are not limited to a maximum of 1 megalitre per unit share, but are controlled by the use and maximum account limit rules as discussed in the previous section.

The quotes for long-term average annual flow and long-term average annual extractions appear to have been lifted from an early draft of the Gwydir Regulated Water Share Plan, and are inaccurate, and certainly do not reflect the numbers contained in the regulated plan.

Given the inaccuracies in the above annual flow and extraction figures, GVIA is very dubious about the claim that average annual flows into the Gingham and Lower Gwydir have been reduced by 165,000 megalitres per year, and urges DECCW to check this calculation prior to inclusion in the final plan.

3.5 Climate variability, climate change and the Gwydir Valley

GVIA has previously documented a number of serious concerns with the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation’s (CSIRO) Murray-Darling Basin Sustainable Yield Report, and in particular with its finding for the Gwydir Valley.

The Australian Government has verbally acknowledged the validity of some of these concerns, especially the methodology used to calculate total valley flow, and the percentage level of extraction. This methodology significantly underestimated total flow, and over-estimated the percentage level of extraction.
The estimates were completely at odds with what was contained in the Gwydir Regulated Water Sharing Plan, despite the extensive modelling that was used in the development of the Plan.

GVIA is hopeful that these inaccuracies will be rectified with the publication of the soon-to-be-released proposed Basin Plan by the Murray-Darling Basin Authority.
GVIA is very concerned by the use of the generic statement attributed to CSIRO (2007) – “Under drier conditions, the environment receives proportionally less water – a smaller portion of a smaller amount” (p40).

CSIRO and others have acknowledged that this statement does not apply to the Gwydir Regulated River Plan, which is recognised as a Plan that relatively equally shares both high and low flow.
GVIA requests that this reference be removed from the AEMP and replaced with a statement to the effect that the Gwydir Plan equitably shares the available resource.

While GVIA can understand the appeal of using general security allocations as a surrogate guide to overall water availability, GVIA would caution against using such assumptions in the AEMP.

It has certainly been the experience of recent years that reductions in water availability have been far more severe in general security allocations, than what as been reflected in supplementary water access.

GVIA would suggest that actual data on total regulated and supplementary water access should be readily available through NOW.

3.6 Water requirements of ecological assets

Again there is a reference to the completion of Copeton Dam, as if it is a major turning point. GVIA points to the Gwydir Wetlands Knowledge Audit (Torrible et al, 2008), a comprehensive and recent document that makes the very valid and independent point that there as been “a preoccupation with on the role of Copeton Dam as the major (even sole) agent of hydrological change on the floodplains” (p 2). 

3.7.1 Managing for an identified wetland area or value
Recent work carried out by DECCW Daryl Albertson in managing the Gwydir ECA has clearly demonstrated that the water requirement estimates in this section are completely over-estimated, and are impossible to deliver in a control manner.

Daryl Albertson calculated that in February 2008, 3383 hectares in the Lower Gwydir was inundated with flows of just 7805 megalitres, or approximately two megalitres per hectare.

To achieve the type of flows suggested by McCosker, Duggin, Johnson and others, is not possible as daily flows in excess of 3000 megalitres at Yarram Bridge would be required, and this would result in extensive, untargeted flooding through the Gwydir Raft, and along the stretch of the Lower Gwydir.
GVIA cannot understand the reference to Johnson’s aim to focus on providing enough water for 28,000ha of semi-permanent wetlands, when extrapolating Bowen and Simpson’s 2009 work quoted  on page 17, there was only approximately 20,000ha of semi-permanent wetlands in the Gingham and Lower Gwydir prior to river regulation. 
GVIA is concerned that this AEMP does not clearly identify the area of permanent and semi-permanent wetlands that it wishes to focus on.
Similarly, there appears to be a significant discrepancy between the 20,000ha’s indicated in a slide at the Moree presentation on May 3, and 28,000ha cited by Johnson.

GVIA’s membership, with vast experience in soil moisture content are flabbergasted by the claims that the soil in the Gwydir Wetlands have the capacity to hold up to 15 megalitres per hectare, and therefore GVIA strongly recommends that this claim be reviewed.  

GVIA also notes that the Gwydir CSIRO report did not actually forecast a drier future for the Gwydir, but actually forecasted that water availability in the Gwydir by 2030 may increase by 34%, may decrease by 29%, and its “best” estimate (based solely on a statistical average calculation) was a 10% reduction in water availability.
3.7.2 Managing by availability of water (volume-based)
In terms of the AEMP GVIA is largely comfortable with the approach of using the available volume of water to maximise the area of wetland protected, rather than striving to obtain a particular volume.

However, having said that, GVIA believes the AEMP should clearly articulate the area of remaining wetland, its condition, and the required watering regime to maintain it or return it to an agreed point.

Having done that, it would then be appropriate to prioritise actions, and use the available water to maximise outcomes.

GVIA reiterates that it believes the work done by Daryl Albertson clearly demonstrates that with careful management significant inundation can occur use far smaller volumes per hectare than what have been suggested throughout this AEMP.   

3.8 Scenarios of water availability for the environment

This section needs to be updated to reflect the current Commonwealth Environmental Water Holdings which are approximately 85,000 megalitres of general security, and 19,000 megalitres of supplementary.
This gives an approximate environmental water holding of 147,000 megalitres of General Security (or similar – ECA) shares, and over 10% of the supplementary water shares.
In addition water sharing rules provide for the first 500 megalitres per day of uncontrolled water to pass through to the wetlands, as well as a 50% share of uncontrolled flows in excess of 500 megalitres per day.

Given extraction constraints of less than 20,000 megalitres per day across the Gwydir Valley, the environment has accessed approximately 75% of the long-term average “uncontrolled flows”.
GVIA is stunned, and disappointed, by the “doomsday” selection of general security Available Water Determinations.

GVIA notes that only one of the scenarios- 40%, 30% & 20% and 13.5%  - is greater than the long-term average cumulative AWD of 38%.
The selection of such ridiculous AWD’s for a long-term plan like the AEMP is either a deliberate attempt to dramatically underestimate the likely level of water availability, so as to try to justify even further increase in environmental water holdings, or it is a demonstration of the very poor research that appears to underpin much of this document.

To provide some planning consistency, the scenarios chosen should have covered the range from full allocations with annual use capped on adaptive environmental licences at 125% and unlimited use for ECA, through to AWD’s of zero.

This would have provided for a range of responses.

In terms of a long-term plan, in the absence of any better knowledge, the long-term average AWD of 38% should have been used.

To test against the “best” case prediction on climate change the 38% should have been reduced by 10%, to approximately 34%.

The credibility of this section suffers even further as there is an underlying assumption that the Wetlands require volumes of 7-15 megalitres per year, every year. This is clearly not the case.

Firstly, GVIA has already demonstrated significant inundation has been achieved with significantly lower volumes, and secondly, wetlands by definition do not need wetting every year, as demonstrated in Tables 8.1 & 8.2.

However, with current environmental general security like water holdings, there should be on average 55,860 megalitres available to supplement uncontrolled volumes and the environment’s 10% share of supplementary water.

With this entitlement the actual annual availability could range 183,730 megalitres to zero megalitres.
This should be more than adequate to maintain and enhance 20,000ha’s of semi-permanent wetlands.   

3.9 Structures for managing water in the Gwydir Wetlands
GVIA is in complete agreement with this section. 

3.10 Measurement of water extraction

GVIA is fully supportive of the accurate and robust metering of water extractions; however, it is perplexed about the relevance of this section for the AEMP.

GVIA also notes the reference to the proposed $90 million “Water for the Future” metering project, and while it is aware of the existence of the proposed project, it is greatly concerned that neither the Federal nor State Government has chosen to effectively consult with the irrigation industry on this proposal,   
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