Australia?

lohn Williams says that plans to “drought-proof* Australia are like bashing
the continent into submission instead of accepting its nature and learning to

live writhin it.

he bitter irony of the currend

drought is that it has again

called forth the same myths and
false beliehs that god us into trowble in
thie Nirsd place,

Mingled with a genuine desire o
help Earmers o ol people canght in
a spreéading tragedy are the age-old
calls to “drought-prool” the continent,
to toern thie riviers indamd, to harvest all
thi=lr waaler lest it mun to waste in the
it

Wi now know - as Australians did
not know 104 years ago — that these
are not sclutions bul reclipes lor
disaster that fight against the nature of
thie eomtinent instesd of working with
it Yot they still dominate the populisi
rhetorie of the public debate, Simplistio
siutions that will destroy Ausiralia

chain of muddy pools,

Eight generations on, we still haove
the greatest difficulty in grasping the
robe of water in oor landscape and
responding o it in an Australian rather
thiki i Eviropiin or an Asian way.

A year | ago wrote in The Age of the
three great myths that still hsunt oor
thimking:

# water allowed to run to the sea =
wasted;

& we mest make the desert bloom: and

e we must drought-proofl Australk

1 cautioned that these persistent
icfems hodd great danger, both for oor
landscape and for our sustalnalle
future within i, We need to rid
imirselves of them if we are Lo Hve like
e Ausirmlians i harmony with our
lanil.

"It isn't the drought that is the problem.

It is our delusions.”

It isn't the drought that is the
problem. It is our delusions. Lilke the
bobies-egiters, we inhalbit o deeam world
where water is plentiful and the land-
seapse resembles the soft, green hills of
Euroge, 11 is thme to ke and accepl
where we live,

The Austradinn psyebie i dominated
hy dreams of water. Early settlers
foumd the bandscapse harsh snd acid,
lackimg thie verdamsy and park-like qual-
ities of BEurope. The rivers were
untameck within weeks the vass floods
that spreai acmss the plains became &
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Yot ke specines from the dying land-
sz, thie old myths have arsen again
with the present drought. The media
is full of such calls, advocating that we
shouwld try o bash Australia into
submission instead of socepling its
nature and learning to lve within i

O 22 Oletodber, 1 sudden dust storm
lifted seven million tonmes of precioes
topsoil from the eastern ndscapse and
dumped most of it in the oeean, 1 was
a fresh warning ihat the damage
inflicted by the combbanstion of drought,
poor rEngderment and polciis s cum

I the 19305 the Bradfisld Irrigation Scheme
planned to turn the Tully and Herbert rivers
back across the Great Divide into Central
Gusansland.

ligtbve anmd lrreversible. Each sucees-
sive event tnkes mnidher bite oot of oor
resources - soil = lost, remnant vege-
tation declines, rivers dry oail, eeosys-
tems wither, and speches are lost.

Dieadingz widh the three miyths in tum,
thie natural flow of waler down @ rver
o the seq s port of & healthy systenm
It {5 when we prevent this by drmming,
banilding weirs and, especially, by Giking
ol Lo musch of the flow for other uses
that the mver's health is placed ab sk,
If theix river cannot fush iiself, it has no
wiay Lo remove the sale, mutrients amd
pesllution that buikd ap it

The Australian landscape, iis plants
and andmals have evolved w cope wiih
episodic Aooding, By removing the
water and preventing Boods, we need
tix b ware that we are also destroving
that lencscape and the rivers that give
lifie ni i

The key lies in striking o betier
balance between the needs of the
nitral environment, agriculiure and
our cities. It also Les in being w lot
smarter in how we s our wider. For
example, almosi all of our urban
stormwater and most of our sewage
effleEnt now runs to waste, while the
least efficient irmigation farmer wSes



A stressed river system: the Lachlan River at Cowl Cowl Station, Hillston, NSW, Phsie: CORO Land snd Wiriss

o=10IH tonnes mone water per
hectiane o produce the same amoun
of fosdd as the most efficient irrigation
farmmier

The second myth - of making the
clesert bloom by tuming coastal dvers
b run inland - s as much in vogoe
boedlay as it was 100 years ago. The
dronght has prompted calls o movive
the Bradfield Scheme, a 10830s plan 1o
turm the Tully and Herbsrt fivers back
across the Great Divide into Central
Hueensland, Two centuries of deviel-
opment in Australin seem to have
taught us little aloat the hazards of
salinity, soil and water degradation,
Ioss of habitat and species

The thilrel mth of ~drought-prooding”
our drier areas is equally fraught sdih
risk because it invites s to erow thilngs
in areas whre the nature of Acstralis
makes il inadvisable to do so. Tt
invelvis bringing water to plses where
it is normally anly an episodic svent,
il can cause unloressen prohdems

From anational perspective it S also
unnecessary. Australia has a huge

“lertile crescent”™ of reliable high
raintall conmntry and fortile sobls roaml
our constline, on which we could
develop sustainable agriculture and
hoxptbeuliure,

But instead of growing food, we
have chosen o use these lands far
Lt sprme], toorsn and bbby frmes

:|.r||| "-ill"!'q,‘”.iull.h'l'l.'ll LI st II|'1'|:'III\E\
rescaree inan arid, infertile continent
Whar other country would pat its bess
farmland under conerste and race-
horses?

We now have the tools to predic
risk in farming We can say, with high
conifidence, how many crops you can
ExXpect to get in a given area over 4
decade, and what son of cashflows
thisy will yielil. There is no need to grow
things in places where fallure i likely
There is no need to risk landscape
destruetion

Lemrming to farm Awstralin sustain:
ahly is about having a good grasp of
these risks. All that stand in the way
are the mirages and myths with wivich

Wi s caarselvies

Concern aboul the persistence of
Lhese myths drove the Wentwarth
group of concermed [andscape scien-
=t to ke it widely pubdicised statie
mieil bout our nesd o comee 1o terms
with the niature of our contbnent, (s
mvers anid Inndscape. The group saw
ther meed (i facies on those issnes whers
there is broad agreement, instead of
on the differences. We dont eladm to
hiwe nll the answers - bt we do asseri
that thae ability exists to ay a foundsa-
tiomn for sustainably managing Australia

We Believe Australin needs (o
* clanify water property rights and ihe

ohligations associated with those

rights b EIVe [armiens sonmee ﬁ'n.'anr_'..'

i o enable wader o be recovered

o the environmeni;
= resiore environmental [lows Lo

stressedd riviers such as the Murmy

Hiver and it tributaries:

* immmediately end broadscale land-
cliiringt af rernnanst nadive vegelation
and assist ruml communities with
adjustment, This provides Minda-
mental benefits to water gquality,
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prevention of salinity and soil loss,

andd conservation of biodiversity;

*  pay farmers for emvironmental seeyv-
ires such as clean water, fresh air
and healthy soils, Where we expect
farmers to makntakn Lind in & certain
way that is above their duty of cams,
we should pay them to provide those
services on behalf of the rest of
Australia; and

® incorporate iito the cost of food,
fibre amd water the hidden subsidies
currently borme by the environment
v assist farmers o farm astainably
und profitably in this country,

It is within the power of goviern-
Thenis fo ke the first three changes
immediately, The willpower is a
different manter,

W also see a need to cut the bareau-
et red tapse that is strangling sostain-
ahility in Australia so our frmers and
PESOUPCE managers can go for it We
think there should be o National Water
Plan to restore river health. And we
Wit govErnments (o agree to a 20-year,
20 billion reinvestment plan so that
regionil communities can be certain
that the nation is backing them.

By giving power back bo our commas-
nities, valuing the ecosystem services
provided by native vegetation, recog-
nising the inportance of environmental
Mows in our rivers and rewarding
peesple For environmental stewardship,
our generation can leave a legacy of
living rivers and healthy landscapes,
nist drains and dusthowls,

CAN CLOUD SEEDING BRING DROUGHT RELIEF?

i nhuge eumulus clowd above the
Blue Mountains to the west of Sydney, It
mmdmmm,h:mﬂudqwedn‘t

Sinoe those early t'.':p!deIu"lrir

mmﬂmﬂlmmmmﬂnﬂﬂumm

hawve bearned that we can chunge cloods
by seeding them, bot ies another thing

the east of

Since the 1980, the Hydro-Electrici
Commission of Tasmania has mun very
stceessiul cloud seeding projects in
mourntamons parts of the State, Seeding

mu#-m:-f&rm

O continent is fulling apart and it
I8 not due 1o drought - it is caused by
poor policies and poor management
And these are driven by populist myths

The critical meed is not to droughi-
proof the inland, for that is impossible.
It {5 to myth-proof Australians.

It 1= to help ourselves Lo attain a
more realistic and pragmatic appreci
ation of the charmcter of our continent
instead of one superimposed by our
alien cultursl origins.

If we are o become real Australians,
not merely transplants, we need to
rethink our fundamental values of
water and landscaps and our relation-
ship to them.

Johm ‘Willlarm = Ol of (500 Land & Walei.

southern and eastern Australin It b alao
likely to fnil n summer over Australia’s
eastern and nirth-eastern plains and

' BEF .l:._.. : m 1 nl‘

ence with clowd seeding, CSIRO has

estahlished procedunes for underaking
o eloud seeding experiment. These

rhunumndﬁlhmﬁmﬂmulha

planning needs to be done first, jass
ective other Australian cloud seeding experi-  with rigorous independent "
| Otherwise, we are simply pouring our

reprasstative on Se Wkl
s Thist bt witmmstaziial

e

iy of  eideline for clood

LT
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