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If so, meeting location?  MELBOURNE TOWN HALL      Date 19 MAY 2006
Where did you obtain information about this Draft Strategy?


Web/internet               Contact with DSE Officer (Name: Alieta Donald and others)

Local media                 Group Briefing (Group: Environment Victoria)

Direct mail                    Other (Please specify: staff in Melbourne Water)
Part 1: Our Major Concern
We welcome many favourable aspects of the draft Strategy, which include the following matters.
· It acknowledges the value of the 2005 scientific study, Determination of the Minimum Environmental Water Requirements for the Yarra River, which has measurably improved scientific knowledge of the Yarra’s ecology and what is required for its health.
· It will provide the Yarra with a healthier pattern of flows, through the storage of 17,000 ML per year and the managed release of this water. 

· It gives the Yarra, for the first time, a legal right to some water, namely an environmental entitlement of 17,000 ML per year;
· It puts a maximum cap (of 400,000 ML per year), for the first time, on urban extraction from the Yarra.  

But we have one major concern.  The proposed cap on urban extraction from the Yarra is higher than the current average level of extraction, and if extraction were allowed to increase towards this cap, flows in the Yarra would decline.  This would reduce/damage the environmental values of the Yarra, and be inconsistent with the principle of ecological sustainability.  It has no place in a “sustainable water strategy”.  
We propose instead that the cap on extraction should be no more than the current extraction level, and believe that there is ample scope, through more water savings and better demand management, for this lower cap to be accommodated in the water supply arrangements.  That would be a “sustainable water strategy”
The justification for our position is explained below.

The draft Strategy takes more water from the Yarra 
There have been confusing public statements about whether the Strategy will return water to the Yarra or take water from it.  This doubt needs to be cleared before explaining our main concern.
The belief that water is being returned is an overstatement drawn from two considerations.  Firstly, the proposed cap of 400,000 ML per year is less than what it would have been if the higher cap of 420,000 ML per year, proposed in the Government’s White Paper Our Water Our Future, were implemented.  Secondly, flows will be increased at times by releases from storage of the Yarra’s environmental entitlement of 17,000 ML per year.  
But it would be wrong to conclude that water is generally being returned to the river.  Water will be returned only when flows are less than minimum thresholds, but not at most times.  Total water extraction is expected and permitted to increase above its current level.  This is apparent in the supporting document to the Strategy, Water Supply-Demand Strategy for Melbourne 2006-2055 (refer page 31) which notes the prospect that more water can, at times, be harvested from the Yarra. 

A subsidiary question is what is meant by the “current” level of extraction. The average annual extraction for urban purposes from the Yarra over the most recent five years (2000 to 2005) was 322,000 ML, and over the last ten years (1996 to 2005) was 317,000 ML.  There are large variations from year to year.  The highest in the last decade was 404,000 ML (1996) and the lowest was 207,000 ML (1997).  Last year it was 289,000 ML.  
Much of the variation is due to operational considerations.  For example, during some dry periods pumping from the Yarra into Sugarloaf Reservoir must stop if the flow at Warrandyte falls below 245 ML per day.  Conversely during wet periods, extraction from the Yarra is preferentially increased (over use of the Thomson) to reduce potential flooding in Melbourne and, more importantly, to allow the Thomson Reservoir (the main reserve storage for drought periods) to fill.  It is acknowledged that average extraction levels from the Yarra over the past decade (at 317,000 ML compared to 386,000 ML for the preceding decade) have hindered the ability to refill Thomson.

Notwithstanding all the above factors, it is still reasonable to conclude that the current average extraction is about 320,000 ML per year.  This means that a cap of 400,000 ML per year (which is to apply “on average”) provides scope to increase extraction levels, that is, to take more water from the Yarra.   

Taking more water reduces the Yarra’s environmental values 
It is stated that all the recommendations from the 2005 scientific study, Determination of the Minimum Environmental Water Requirements for the Yarra River, will be implemented.  It is also implied that any flows in excess of these recommendations are surplus and can be used without any damage to the environment.   These matters warrant examination.
· Only minimum flows were recommended.
The 2005 study recommended only the minimum flow requirements of the Yarra, and they are all that the Strategy proposes to provide.  

Whilst the study advanced scientific knowledge of the Yarra, there remain large gaps in today’s understanding of the river’s species, their requirements and the associated ecological processes.  The environmental objectives chosen for the study were necessarily limited by this knowledge gap.   It is also noteworthy that the recommended minimum flows are estimated thresholds, below which it is highly likely that river health is adversely affected.  Despite these considerations, the recommendations do not include any contingency for future advances in knowledge or methodology.   

We note that the draft Strategy includes intentions to monitor the river’s response to the altered flow pattern and to adjust flows accordingly.  But the opportunities to return any needed water would be much more difficult in the future.  

We contend therefore that adopting just the minimum flow recommendations is gambling with the health of this important ecosystem.  It is also falling short of the requirement under the amended Water Act (Sub-clause 22C(2)(c)) to take account of the precautionary principle. 

· Not all the recommendations are being implemented.

Not all the study’s recommendations have been addressed in calculating the proposed 17,000 ML/year environmental entitlement.  
This water quantity has been calculated to address the shortfall in some components of the required minimum flow regime, namely the so-called “low flows”, “freshes” and “high flows”.  But it does not include the river’s needs for a regular bankfull flow and occasional inundation of the rural floodplains.  We acknowledge that these very high flow events would be difficult to generate artificially by storage releases, but the water supply infrastructure currently attenuates them when they occur naturally.   

These flows therefore need to be protected, and the associated measures and water quantities should be added to the specification of the environmental water reserve.        

· Environmental values are more than health. 

The Strategy adopts the premise that once the river gets the threshold minimum environment flow to maintain its health, any higher flows are not “needed” by the environment, and are thus available for (further) extraction.  This is akin to saying that only the quality of the natural environment is important, and that the quantity is not.  

On the contrary, size does matter.  The community clearly values not only the health of the natural environment but also its abundance.  This underlies the laws relating, for example, to native vegetation.  But it has been overlooked in the Strategy’s consideration of rivers.   Rivers are vital elements of the natural landscape, just like native forests, and their size/abundance is valued, not just their health.  

How should this consideration be reflected in what is proposed for the Yarra?  The Strategy must acknowledge that any further reduction in river flows (ie. through increased harvesting) would diminish the river’s environmental values.  Reduced flows would also harm the aesthetic and recreational values of the river.  It would be inconsistent with the principle of sustainability, and the commitment to improve the environment.
We can do without taking more water from the Yarra 
The case for wanting to harvest more water from the Yarra is based on the assessment that Melbourne’s demand for water will increase: and that this will occur despite the success of recent water savings programs and the list of new measures including recycling and demand management.  We challenge this assessment.
Firstly there is considerable scope to reduce the household use of water.  Evidence of this is the data in the Water Supply-Demand Strategy for Melbourne 2006-2055 (page 17) which show that, notwithstanding recent reductions in household use of water, Melburnians use on average 55% more water at home than northern Europeans.  A portion of this relates to outdoor use, but much of it is indoors.  In fact, since water is scarcer in Australia than Europe, there is strong justification here for much lower per capita usage.
Secondly, although industry and agriculture are major uses of water from the Yarra, they get disproportionately little attention in the Strategy.   The proposal (6.24) in regard to industry is still only at the exploratory stage.  The proposal (6.23) for agriculture is to continue current approaches.  We contend that to make a step-change improvement in water management (which is essential) all water consumers must be subjected to more ambitious savings targets, not least of all those that are profit-driven.  Furthermore, given that businesses react to economic parameters, there is a case for giving them stronger price incentives to save water.  

Thirdly we question the size of the water availability buffer shown on page 79.  In both 2015 and 2030 the estimated volume of water available for Melbourne exceeds estimated demand by a margin (the availability buffer) well in excess of target.   This is an overconservative allocation of water for consumption, and means there is scope to reduce the proposed consumption cap without adversely affecting supply.
To summarise our major concern:

· The draft Strategy proposes that more water can be harvested from the Yarra.

· Taking more water would harm the environmental values of the Yarra and be inconsistent with the principle of ecological sustainability.

· There is ample scope to manage water demand and eliminate the need to draw more from the Yarra.

· We propose that the cap on urban extraction is no more than the current level of extraction, estimated to be 320,000 ML per year. 

Part 2: Other Comments
Legal entitlement to entire environmental flow regime. 

The Strategy acknowledges that the Yarra needs 57% of its long term average flows or 596,000 ML per year (as measured at the lowest gauging station, Chandler Highway Bridge) for the river to be healthy.  However it is proposed that the environment’s legal entitlement will be just 17,000 ML/year, the amount to be stored and released.  In other words the environment will have a legal right to only 3% of what it needs, with the other 97% coming from what is left over after other uses.   We do not support this out-dated concept.  The environment should have first priority not last priority, and it should have a legal right to all it needs.

Monitoring environmental flows and adaptive management. 

The principle of adaptive management warrants comment.  There are acknowledged large gaps in current scientific knowledge of river ecology.  It is critical therefore that the actual ecological response to changed flow patterns is monitored closely and over many years.  Should the monitoring reveal that flows are inadequate; the Government must have (a) the right, (b) the funds, and (c) the obligation to increase the environmental water reserve, whether this be a few or many years hence.
Compliance with the Water Act. 

The Water (Resource Management) Act 2005 specifies what must be contained in the Strategy.  Sub-clause 22C(1)(d) states that it needs, amongst other things:

to identify ways to increase and set priorities for increasing the volume of water in the environmental water reserve to improve the environmental values and health of water ecosystems.
We cannot see where the draft Strategy meets this legislative requirement.  Where are the provisions for increasing the volume of water in the environmental water reserve?

Clarity of messages  

One of the positive aspects of the draft Strategy is its endeavour to improve community understanding of water issues.  It is clear that the current level of that understanding is inadequate, and the analysis and information being disseminated about water are vital.

However, some parts of the draft Strategy do not convey clear messages, and to this end, we suggest the following improvements.
· River flow figures.  
The environmental flow studies have demonstrated that the natural and desired flow regimes in our rivers contain large variability.  Therefore to describe flows in terms of “means” or “averages” can generally be misleading, since the occasional high flow event will dominate the calculation of average.  It is more meaningful to quote median values, and how they have changed.  There is also a tendency in the Strategy to describe river flows only at the mouth.  But this is unrepresentative of what is happening along the length of the river.  To illustrate the point, it is indicated (page 47) that the current flow in the Yarra (at the lowest gauging point) is 55% of natural.   A more representative parameter would be the current median flow at Warrandyte (closer to the middle of the river) which is 42% of natural.

· Per-capita figures.   
In the draft Strategy many of the figures on urban consumption and water savings are expressed on a per-capita basis.  There are instances where this is appropriate.  But when considering what needs to be achieved to manage better our finite water resources, the total consumption figure is paramount not a per-capita figure.
· The pertinent benchmark.  
Figure 6.2 shows a number of forecasts for total water consumption, the best of which is based on the higher “25% conservation target”.  But even this forecast shows ever-increasing demand.  That is not sustainable.  The figure should include, as the benchmark, the only sustainable forecast which is nil increase.  

· Clarify of messages.

When the draft Strategy was released in April, it was accompanied by public statements to the effect that flows in the Yarra would be increased.  This was misleading.  We urge greater care in ensuring the accuracy of future communications. 
Part 3: Our Comments following your pro-forma
Those matters on which we have no comment are not listed.
CHAPTER FIVE: Foundations of the Strategy
The “Guiding principles” warrant two comments.

· Adaptive management – refer to comment above headed “Monitoring environmental flows and adaptive management.”
· Sequencing.  It is stated that “the range of options that can be implemented without causing significant further risks to the health of rivers …should be exhausted first.”  This statement is negative, and we would rephrase it to say that the options that should be undertaken first are those that improve the health of rivers.

CHAPTER SIX: The Strategy at a Regional Level

6.1 
Yes  
But refer to comment above headed “Legal entitlement to entire environmental flow regime”. 

6.2 
Yes to the concept but not the figures.  
Refer to the comments headed “Our Major Concern”.  Also the reference to the amount being “expressed as a long-term average” cannot be supported until this is made clearer.

6.3 
Yes  
But refer to comments above under the heading “Taking more water reduces the Yarra’s environmental values” 

6.4  
Yes  
But the purpose “to sustain key environmental values” is inadequate.   The Government has made a commitment to improve the health of Victoria’s rivers.  Just to “sustain” environmental values, and then only those values that are assessed as “key”, falls short of this commitment.  

6.5  
No  
Refer to the comments headed “Our Major Concern”.   

6.14 
Yes
6.15 
Yes
6.16 
Yes
In regard to the last dot point, refer to comment above headed “Monitoring environmental flows and adaptive management.”

6.20 Yes
But refer to comments in the second paragraph under the heading “We can do without taking more water from the Yarra”. 

CHAPTER SEVEN: The Strategy at a Local Level

Greater Melbourne

Environmental Needs
7.8 
No.  
Refer to the comments headed “Our Major Concern”.  
Urban Needs
7.9 

Which aspects of the proposal do you support and why?
· The options for water conservation and efficiency

· Investment in irrigation efficiencies in the Yarra Basin (Option CE32 !!)

Which aspects of the proposal do you not support and why? 

· Option RR34 “Substitute Yarra River water with recycled water”

The option to use water from the Eastern Treatment Plant for environmental flows is unacceptable for the Yarra River.  The first rule of environmental flows is to leave the water in the environment.  The primary use of recycled water should be as a substitute for potable water, so that more water can remain in the river.  

It is acknowledged that the output from several small sewage treatment plants (STPs) is currently released into Yarra tributaries.  Whilst the plants may meet existing release licence conditions, it should not be concluded that they have a benign environmental impact.  For example the current Healesville STP is believed to operate according to its licence, but the nitrogen content of its releases is well above that of the river, which is already suffering excess nitrogen (ie outside SEPP guidelines).  Another issue is that STPs do not remove pharmaceuticals which are of increasing concern in terms of their potential impacts on in-stream species.  

· Option RR15 “Large scale treatment and use of stormwater for drinking - Dights Falls”.  
This option has some merit in that it would have a beneficial impact on water quality, but it has an unacceptable negative impact on Yarra flows. 

· The option to “increase the output to Sugarloaf Reservoir” by expanding the capacity of the pumps at Yering.  
This option was listed in the Discussion Paper of Oct 2005, but is not mentioned in the draft Strategy.  The Water Supply-Demand Strategy for Melbourne 2006-2050, page 32 states “Increased harvesting from the Yarra River in wet periods may require an upgrade of water transfer infrastructure..”  We suspect therefore that the option is still under consideration, and are disappointed that the Strategy is less than transparent on the matter.
· Water availability buffer.  
Refer to the comment in the last paragraph under the heading, “We can do without taking more water from the Yarra”. 

What would you do instead? 
Refer to the comments headed “Our Major Concern”.  In particular we propose that the cap on urban extraction is no more than the current level of extraction, estimated to be 320,000 ML per year. 

Environmental Needs

7.11    

Comments are provided for each section relating to the Yarra River. 

· Key environmental objectives.  
This list of objectives is a summary of that used in the 2005 scientific study, Determination of the Minimum Environmental Water Requirements for the Yarra River.  But refer to comments above under the heading “Taking more water reduces the Yarra’s environmental values” and in particular under the sub-heading, “Environmental values are more than health”.
· Critical flow components.  
The two components listed are important, but there are other flow components that need to be delivered for the river to be healthy, and for environmental values to be retained.

· Improve environmental flow regime by 20,000 ML.  
This figure is based on the difference between the proposed 400,000 ML cap and that proposed earlier in the White Paper (420,000 ML).  So it is an improvement on what might have been, but is not an increase above the current flow regime. 

· Complete bulk entitlements for the Yarra including an environmental entitlement for 17,000 ML/year.  
Refer to comments under the heading, “Legal entitlement to entire environmental flow regime”.  The “fine print” in the bulk entitlements and environmental water reserve will need to address important topics such as the criteria, timing, carry-over, location, mechanism and security, of environmental flows.  Consultation with stakeholders will be necessary during the drafting process.   

· Monitoring and, if required, enhancements.  
Refer to comment above headed “Monitoring environmental flows and adaptive management.”

CHAPTER EIGHT: Implementation Considerations

Paying for the Strategy
8.1
Yes
8.2
Yes
Any other comments:  Refer to the comments under the heading “Part 2: Other Comments”
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