DRAFT “VIEW POINT” FOR LETTER FROM MELBOURNE
“GIVE THE  YARRA A FLOW”
In March 2006 the world’s eyes were on the Yarra River, a central feature of Melbourne’s Commonwealth Games opening ceremony.  Fireworks shot colour across a twilight sky from the corrugated metal fins of 72 amazing fish sculptures that floated on the water by Federation Square, each fish symbolising a country competing in the games. Australia was represented by the short-finned eel.

You’d be forgiven for not knowing much about this native fish species – very few of its co-habitants of Melbourne do – but the short-finned eel is a fascinating creature.  It called the Yarra River home long before John Batman came to town and can still be found swimming about today, anywhere from Healesville Sanctuary to Yarra Bend Park. 

When the eels are ready to breed they swim downstream, past the tourists drinking coffee at Southbank and out the mouth of the Yarra into Port Phillip. From there, they travel to the warm waters of the Coral Sea, a long 4000 km north.  Their young – the little elvers – find their way home alone, travelling back down the east coast of Australia on the current made famous by the film ‘Finding Nemo’.

Our city’s river is rich with life and history like the tale of the short-finned eel. 

Many people who live in or visit Melbourne know little of the Yarra’s wonders.  Some may have only experienced the lower reaches – where the river is swollen with the tidal waters of Port Phillip– upon a tourist boat or beneath Princes Bridge.  Plenty of people paddle on the river with their rowing club or cycle and walk on its banks.  Others have favourite spots to swim or bushwalk further upstream.


Whatever the connection, all who know the Yarra agree it is one of our city’s most valuable natural assets.

What’s more, in an average year 70% of Melbourne’s freshwater supplies are sourced from the Yarra’s upper reaches, allowing us to enjoy some of the best quality drinking water in the world.
But we don’t just drink the Yarra’s water.  We use vast quantities to flush toilets and irrigate farms.  Each year Melbourne consumes about 500 billion litres of water, with residential use accounting for over half.
Two active community groups, the Yarra Riverkeeper Association and Environment Victoria have been at the forefront of a campaign to have water returned to our struggling river. 

We were delighted when the Victorian Government – in a proud history-making moment in October 2006 – listened to the concerns of scientists and the community and promised to provide a minimum environmental flow regime for the Yarra as a key action of its Central Region Sustainable Water Strategy.

For a river like the Yarra, a healthy environmental flow – changing in rhythm with the seasons – is vital; it flushes along pollutants, transports nutrients to where they’re needed and provides fish with the right conditions to breed.

Sadly – 18 months on – that promise is yet to be delivered. 

On Australia Day 2007 the government announced that the Yarra‘s needed environmental flows would not be provided until water restrictions were back to Stage 1.  That could be many years away.  

Next, in June 2007, the government made a dramatic departure from its Sustainable Water Strategy with its decision to build an energy-intensive desalination plant in Wonthaggi and a north-south pipeline to take – yet to be secured – water from the Goulburn River across the Great Dividing Range to Melbourne.

Then in October 2007, the government decided to further plunder the Yarra with an additional take of 10 billion litres from the river at Warrandyte. 
The Yarra River is under increasing stress from low flows.  Its total flow over the last 12 months was only 22% of the average of the last four decades, and a tiny 13% of its average natural level.  This is taking a great toll on the birds, fish, frogs and platypus that rely on a healthy environment to survive.
Whilst low rainfall is one factor, the other is the huge amount of water taken from the Yarra.  The river can never be healthy until water extraction levels are reduced.  
The people of Melbourne have become wiser about water at home, at school and at work and have reduced their consumption.  We need to ensure these savings provide real environmental outcomes for our city’s great river.  Furthermore, we need our government to help Melbourne reduce water use by large scale investment in water conservation, efficiency, re-use and recycling outlined in the Sustainable Water Strategy.

Being sustainable means living within the available resources.  Our current water usage is not sustainable and is robbing current and future Melburnians of a healthy Yarra River.  
And let’s not forget the short-finned eel and other creatures that call the Yarra home.  Their lives depend on a healthy flowing Yarra.
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