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Siwan Lovett:
Well welcome everybody. My name's Siwan and it's my pleasure to be your host this evening for our conversation with the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder. It's a real pleasure. As we get going. I'd like to invite my friend Jason to give us the welcome to country. So Jason over to you.
Jason Wilson:
Again, thank you and a welcome, and I acknowledge Australia's traditional nations and pay respect to the nations of the Murray-Darling basin. The elders past, present and emerging, I’ve got a local traditional opening or welcome or acknowledgement to country here that I'll go through and the word Yuwwalaraay often refers to an Aboriginal person so please respect that, I suppose. Hello everybody. [Aboriginal language: Yaama ganu]. I acknowledge the Yuwwalaraay people who are the traditional custodians of the land that we meet on. [Aboriginal language: Giir Yuwaalaraay nhalay maran nguwalayy winangaylanha], and I pay respects to the elders both past and present. [Aboriginal language: Girirr wayamaa winangaylanha ngiyani  maran] and further extend that respect to all others here today. [Aboriginal language: Ngindaayluu  yilaadha  winangaylanha  ngiyani]. This was and always will be Yuwwalaraay, long ago, now and always [Aboriginal language: Yilaalu yalagiyu  dhugay  Murri Yuwaalaraay  dhaymarr nhalay]. And I'd like to give a shout out to Rebecca Harris who's done a wonderful bit of art just on the other side of the page there. And there is another Indigenous or Aboriginal recruit Tia Evans within the CEWO. I think we're heading in the right direction, getting some of these new Murris in the system. Thank you very much. Have a great seminar.
Siwan Lovett:
Thank you Jason. And yes the beautiful picture there by Beck is stunning. And it's also wonderful to have that welcome from you in language. It's just really powerful. Thank you very much. So joining me for today's conversation, we have Hilton Taylor is in the bottom of my screen, nice wave there. And he is in fact, the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder. And I also have Jane Humphries. She's a locally engaged officer based in Moree and then Anthony Wilson also known as Willow, which I keep forgetting but now I will definitely remember, and Willow is in Wodonga and he's locally engaged officer with the Commonwealth Environmental Water Office. So this evening is all about a conversation and we have a number of questions that we've already been asked to answer so we'll get to them in a moment, but this week is water week and the theme is caring for water and Country.
Siwan Lovett:
And so it is with the spirit of caring that we'll answer questions this evening. And I just want to set the ground rules for this conversation. So we're all coming together here with different backgrounds and experiences and we may not always agree. However my role this evening is to make sure that we listen to each other with respect and we answer with respect, and that will be how we will run proceedings the same thing. And with that in mind, you'll see at the bottom of your screen, a chat bubble and the chat is how we can talk to you and you can talk to us. So please pop your questions in the chat. They will be moderated and we will be working together. We have a team of people pulling out the questions that I'm going to be answering from the chat. So as we get going, Hilton, I want to start with you. And one of the questions I get asked a lot day-to-day is why do we need water for the environment? Can you answer that please?
Hilton Taylor:
Thanks Siwan. That's a big question and a common question that we get asked as well. Just before I kick off, I'd really like to thank Jason as one of the first nations staff of the Commonwealth Environmental Water Office. Thanks Jason for doing the acknowledgement and welcome to Country today. It's always nice to have it done authentically. He saved me just at the last moment. It's wonderful. So thanks Jason. And thanks Siwan and thanks everyone for giving up their time tonight to come and participate here. So why do we need a Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder? So I think if we step back a little bit in time and think about the fact that I have a decades, probably around 100 years, the rivers in the Murray-Darling basin catchment have been significantly modified.
Hilton Taylor:
If you think right from the Goulburn down in the south, around through the Murray, the Murrumbidgee, the Lachlan up into the Macquarie and further north into the Gwydir and right up into the Border rivers. All of those rivers, if you think about it, up on the Eastern ends of those rivers up in the headwaters on the Great Dividing Range, there's large dams, big storages. Most storages catch a heap of water every year that is then used out for agricultural and critical human needs right out across the Western Plains of New South Wales, Victoria, and down into south Australia.
Hilton Taylor:
And that's creating enormous wealth and fantastic agriculture. It's great land for cropping and it's a really good thing. But in doing that, what we've learned over the decades is that we've actually fundamentally changed those rivers. They now stop running as those dams fill up and that's often as the dams are filling out but often the critical times for the natural systems in those rivers for the fish, the birds, frogs, the riverine vegetation, everything that grows out there used to get that water and it's evolved over millennium to have that water come through at certain times of the year. And a lot of the times now that doesn't happen. So getting that water out down at the right time of year is a critical role of the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder. And so during the millennium drought in 2010 towards the end of that drought, the rivers got into such a bad state.
Hilton Taylor:
There was thousands of kilometres of bluegreen algae. There was acid sulphate soils down in Victoria. There was salinity issues. There were fish dying and governments got together and said, all the water that's getting extracted out of the rivers now to grow crops has just got out of balance. We really need to recover a bit more of that water and use that to keep those rivers healthy so communities can be healthy. The irrigation industry can remain and the river and the environment can be healthy as well. So that's what underpins the need for Commonwealth environmental water.
Siwan Lovett:
We've all been struck by those dreadful images of the basin and rivers under such stress so we really remember them. When you talk about the extent of the area that you're covering, it just seems immense. How do you actually go about planning for that use of a limited amount of water really?
Hilton Taylor:
So that's a good question and a big part of the role of the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder in the office here. If you think about it, the Murray-Darling basin is about a million square kilometres. It's vast. So it starts up in Queensland, encompasses Western New South Wales into Northern Victoria and right down into south Australia. And across that there's 20 odd different river valley catchments that we manage watering and we have a range of entitlements. We have about 119 different entitlement types and over, thousands of individual licences that make up the portfolio water. They've all got different rules and regulations around them, different space, different values, different types of entitlements. So planning the use of that water needs to take account of the water we've got on our allocations and our licences, the season or the conditions that have been in place in the lead up to the watering season.
Hilton Taylor:
We've also got to take account of the science that we're learning from. Year on year, we're building our knowledge and a really critical part of our planning is taking information from first nations people and local communities. These people live on these rivers. They actually work with the rivers themselves. They go fishing, they camp here, they see the changes in the river. They use these rivers for irrigation. So working with these communities and understanding what they need and how the rivers work is a critical input as part of our planning. We've got to consider risks, make sure we don't flood anyone or do any cause impacts that are inappropriate for third parties.
Hilton Taylor:
And we've really got to think about, well, in this particular year, is it going to be wet? Is it going to be dry? What's the seasonal forecast look like? We plan for a range of scenarios and in any particular year, we may have to change. It could start out being quite dry and then some stage during the year get good rainfall and then we are actually into a different area of how we use our water and deploy our water. So it's a comprehensive process. It's an annual process but it looks a year or two in the past but it also looks at a year or two into the future so that we're managing it as best we can to get the best environmental outcomes we can.
Siwan Lovett:
So this slide shows really clearly all the different elements that go into actually making a decision. When a decision is made have you got some examples of where it's done well? What are some things you're really proud about for the last couple of years that the CEWH’s been able to accomplish?
Hilton Taylor:
So I think some of the things that just really stand out to me is that during the recent drought, '18, '19 in the Northern basin when those rivers were just in absolute dire straits, there was grabs of records, record low inflows, record low rainfalls. And you could see this in the landscape. You didn't just have to look in the river. There were stands of timber just dying across the landscape. And these were old mature trees. It was a terrible drought, the environmental water that we had aside in some of the dams up there that we'd held over and they were ekking out, allowed us to get some connectivity flows down those rivers. It produced refuges for fish. It made the difference to local town where pools and water supply that were critical for human needs, but incredibly it had a huge impact upon the culture and the mental wellbeing and the health and the demeanour of folks in those towns where those flows got to.
Hilton Taylor:
So the power of water in the landscape in those circumstances a real highlight to me. Some of the other things that we've managed to do in the lower Darling after the horrendous fish deaths of 2019, we were able to get water down there once it had been a bit of water in Menindee, we held some of our environmental water there for awhile then we released it at the right time at the right flow rates and got fantastic breeding outcomes from Murray Cod. And that was in a population of Cod that have been really decimated. So getting that going again has been fantastic and we're following that up again this year.
Hilton Taylor:
These populations are still vulnerable and we're putting water down in the lower Darling and down the great Darling Anabranch following up on that. Since the millennium drought, when the lower lakes were just dust bowls of acid sulphate and salt blowing around and pumps getting eaten out with acid and stuff, we've maintained connection between Murray river and the Coorong for 10 continuous years since the millennium drought, and eight out of 10 years, that would have been cut off had it not been for environmental water. Some years, it's only made a trickle but it's actually kept the river alive and kept it connected to the Coorong. These are enormous things for the health of the river system, right across the Murray-Darling basin from way up in the north and the top of the head waters of the Darling right through to the mouth of the Murray.
Siwan Lovett:
Yeah, I think that's what's so striking is actually taking a system view. So we think about the wonderful Coorong, which has so many values and of course the connection right up as far as Queensland. But I know from stuff that I've been reading that we're actually getting fish moving up and down the system so much more as well. So let's have a look at what's planned for 21/22. I know the annual watering plan has been released so we can actually provide people with the link to that. So for 21/22, can you take us through some of these points here about where water for the environment is going to be used?
Hilton Taylor:
Yeah. Thanks Siwan. I think one of the things that people really need to understand is that there was decades of change as systems were developed and dams were built and the river's changed, and there's been a long period of change in those river systems, and the repair and bringing it back to a healthier system is a long-term process. So a lot of what we're doing will look a bit like what I've just spoken about. It's actually building on year on year on year trying to get these systems back into the natural cycles and really trying to get them to recover. So in the north following those droughts, places like Macquarie Marshes, Gwydir Wetlands and Narran Lakes, they're all Ramsar sites. They're internationally recognised wetlands. And we're following up with environmental water into those sites where and when we can to make sure that we can keep these on a great trajectory of recovery. They've been clearly badly damaged during the drought.
Hilton Taylor:
We've been putting flows into some of the big wetlands down along the Murray system. I'm not sure how many of the listeners have been into some of those areas, but if you get the opportunity to go into places like Hattah lakes or the Barmah-Millewa of a forest, that's spectacular. Barmah-Millewa was the biggest red gum forest on the planet. The ecosystem around Hattah Lakes is just spectacular. You see beautiful sand dunes with these Pines coming right down alongside a black box and then straight into the red gums and the water system there. It's all mixed up. It's really beautiful to see. Murrumbidgee Wetlands have been a high priority for a long time. They get disconnected because of the low flows in that system. And they're coming to life this year. It looks like birds are starting to breed down in some of those wetlands down the bottom end of the Bidgee. So there's a lot of work going on this year with our plans as well.
Siwan Lovett:
So just on that Hilton, we've got a comment here from Warwick who's saying, hi Hilton….hi Warwick.
Hilton Taylor:
Hi.
Siwan Lovett:
Are you aware that there's an ongoing discussion about the timing of water allocations. Warwick's interested to know in how the latest high dam levels have influenced the work plan for this coming year.
Hilton Taylor:
So the timing of water allocations is a critical thing for us. And as you're aware, our entitlement types get exactly the same allocation as other water users. And in some areas across the basin, the environmental needs come on really early. They can start with the need for priming flows from July through to the end of spring into early summer, which is a bit counter cyclical because often water allocations don't come on till later in the spring. So what we do in those valleys where we can, we actually carry some water over from the previous year quite intentionally so we are good to go when environmental cues are there. One of the things that is interesting now around the way we carry water over, we carry over water from one year to the next and then use it and then have to build up and bank a bit of water at the end of that next year.
Hilton Taylor:
We're not just building up a big lot of environmental carried over water. We use it each year but it's a really critical thing for the timing. I understand the irrigators have issues about how light that comes on and we do in some valleys as well but it's a matter of when the available resource is there. There's probably a lot we can do about that. So we manage that as best we can with a portfolio of different types of entitlements, some of which allow us to carry over water as it does for other irrigators in the system as well.
Siwan Lovett:
Thanks Hilton. Yeah. Thank you. Yes, you're absolutely right. It is a complex problem. I'd like now, just to introduce Jane. Jane is going to tell us a bit about her work in the Moree region. Jane, what's it like being a locally engaged officer on the ground out and about with people?
Jane Humphries:
You couldn't ask for anything better to be doing in my opinion so I'm really lucky when it comes to that.
Siwan Lovett:
That's good to hear. Tell us more.
Jane Humphries:
Sure. It's just wonderful. Moree's my hometown and apart from going away for a bit of study, this is the country that I grew up here on. I live and work on Gomeroi Kamilaroi country. And so yeah, really getting to work with the people and the places and just you learn so much, it keeps happening so you never know what's around the corner and what you learn more and it's a real privilege to work in this space and great team like we've got so many teams within CEWO like we've got us “LEO’s” (Local Engagement Officers) as they call us. We've got three of us now in the north, Jason, Sall and myself, and then we've got the wider team with the rest of them, including Willow. And then we've got all our delivery teams and other ones, and then we get to work with other people.
Jane Humphries:
And that's why I've chosen to put up this photo. It's from the Northern fish flow which Hilton mentioned, that was back in, I think that's in there in May and we're waiting for the water to arrive and it's got the people in it. So we've got local people come along to talk to us. First nations people who are vitally connected and interested in their rivers and the wetlands and how they can be involved and make sure they get supported in all their work. We've got David from New South Wales EES, energy, environment and science and they have environmental water so they're part of it. Jason there from the Commonwealth and we've got Annabelle from the MDBA and we've got the local councillor. He was there but at this stage he's just gone up the river a bit further to see where the head of the flow was so he's out in the quad bike looking for this water.
Jane Humphries:
It's just incredible how important the water was. It's connecting the rivers and it's connecting the communities and really to see people welcome and celebrate that the water was there. It's just so important. We’ve talked about this water and caring for water and country and you're caring for community and the critters and everything that's part of the systems. Yeah. Looking back then how desperate was, end of 2019, we weren't sure what was around the corner. We used the water as best we could, fingers, toes and everything crossed and now the contrast to now just the countryside’s looking incredible. The rivers have been flowing. We've had floods at Gwydir Rivers system that has seen a couple of half decent influx into Narran and things are happening so it's wonderful.
Jane Humphries:
And as Hilton said, we have to plan for the whole range if we don't know where we're going to go dry in the middle or be another flood so we're talking to people, seeing how things go. And I've been lucky enough to help out with some frog monitoring and just the Gwydir Wetlands are just absolutely amazing. So it's wonderful to see it. And the big bonus is, the dams are full so the irrigation communities are going to be busy. The dry land farmers have got wonderful crops. So things are happening in communities.
Siwan Lovett:
I'm always full of admiration for those people that go out monitoring in wetlands when it's really, really wet because lots of frogs but there's also lots of snakes. Probably….I’m a bit squeamish when it comes to that [crosstalk 00:20:53]. We need really, really good waders I think. Anthony, can you give us a bit of an insight into your work in Wodonga? This is a beautiful photo. I love the colours popping out of this one. So tell us more about what's happening here at this Billabong.
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
Thanks Siwan and thanks everyone for coming along tonight. As what Jane said, we're all fairly proud and really lucky to be working in the area as we do. This particular photo that we're looking at here on the screen at the moment it's Mullinmur Billabongs, that's on the Oven's floodplain up at Wangaratta. As far as the reason why I picked this photo to share with the group tonight is that just really demonstrates a community working together to get really good environmental outcomes. But it's not only environmental outcomes, it's about education with the local schools and also the science research component to it too. So just quick background with the slide there. That Billabong in the background it was really crappy, to be honest with you. It was full of weeds, full of carp and Kelvin Berry, the fellow there on the left underneath the nasty box there, him and the sustainability network in Wangaratta in the local community said, "We've got to do something better with this. This is a real asset. And how do we go about that?"
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
And I suppose one of the real pleasures working locally is our connection with those local people. And he got in touch with myself and Cath McInerney, the other girl there who works for Northeast catchment said, "How do we rehabilitate this Billabong into something worthwhile for the community?" So we drain in the lagoon, we got it all done and he knew that we had some CEWH, some Commonwealth Environmental Water and allocation along the Oven's river there. And we actually drained it, removed all the carp. We removed a lot of the carp from out of there. And I suppose it was our connections, I’m lucky enough to work through both Victoria and Southern New South Wales. We could hook up with fishing clubs within New South Wales so we knew that there was lagoon over near Barron where we can source some catfish and Kelvin himself and other few of the members went over and introduced them to the local fishing club.
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
And then they got the permits to translocate catfish from New South Wales back over to Victoria. So that's one of those real great, I suppose…it’s a real privilege to be able to work with these people at a local scale, to be able to connect them all together. They still talk together now about other opportunities moving forward, introduce the 60 catfish, pygmy perch into the lagoon there behind us. It’s now used by the local schools. We got nesting boxes there and they have got sugar gliders. So it's not like the water I suppose, it’s that environmental water has actually drawn people to the site and it's a landscape change in that area which is just fantastic.
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
We have researchers come down there, look at the way the catfish is going. We have locals coming down and doing the monitoring for us, Cath and I thought we would just give a presentation to one of the local schools. And it's just really been embraced, it's just fantastic and a real privilege to be working in the area. And I just love that photo because I think it demonstrates everything that we're all about, I think.
Siwan Lovett:
Yeah, it is fabulous. So let's go into some of the questions that we've got coming in. One of the ones that really strikes me is, I'm really fortunate in that I get to go out to these areas because I just love camping out on these inland rivers. And I've just noticed how incredible the change has been from it being incredibly dry to then looking at photos this with all this beautiful greenery. Hilton, what happens in the CEWH in terms of addressing climate change and the implications of climate change for allocating water for the environment.
Hilton Taylor:
Thanks Siwan. Well, I'm sure everyone online understands the concerns across the broader community about the risks of climate change, the unknown and the uncertainty associated with it I think is quite concerning. And like all industries, agriculture, some of the building and planning, all sorts of industries are impacted by the potential for climate change and environmental water is exactly the same. It's an uncertain thing. So in a really short term sense, we talked before about having plans adaptable. We plan for a range of scenarios within a year. And if you think about it as in a good year, you're really working to enhance and expand and really get the environment as resilient as you possibly can. And it's a bit like in a good year on a farm, building your heads up, really getting your high stocks up and getting systems in a state where they can handle another bad time.
Hilton Taylor:
And then in a really dry time, we'll hunker right down and use a little bit of water that we do have really judiciously to look after the refugia here. Really keep those key sites alive so that the system can expand and grow out of them in the future. And I think that's the same thing as a farming industry. They might bring it right back down to a core breeding herd and then when the seasons are good, expand again. So in the case of environmental water, if we start to think about that out to the longer term and we're thinking about, well, what pressures are going to come on water availability? And not only for us but for irrigation and for critical human needs and things like that.
Hilton Taylor:
And there will be really strong community views. There'll be political views. There'll be all sorts of things to determine how much water we as the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder wind up with. Currently we've got about 15% of the held entitlements and people need to remember that there's other water that environment benefits from that was around before we were established post the millennium drought and that the water is planning environmental water, minimum flows and there's water held by States. The water that we hold, we're really thinking about that into the future as well.
Hilton Taylor:
Do we focus on really building refugia and using our water to protect those things or do we focus on trying to use our water across a large area but at a thin level to try and maintain a sustainable basin? And some of these sorts of things we've got scientists engage, we're really starting to think about, well what could the future look like with either higher variability with just less water and how that water might be distributed between ourselves, industry, critical human needs right across basin. So these are serious issues, not only for us but for everyone involved in the basin.
Siwan Lovett:
So when some water's allocated to a place in the basement, it's obviously going to flow down through rivers. It might go out to wetlands and floodplains. How do you go about actually assessing whether it's doing its job? So what monitoring happens? Jane, would you like to give a bit of a response on that and then Hilton you're welcome to comment too.
Hilton Taylor:
Yeah, thanks.
Jane Humphries:
Yeah. Now the monitoring is really important as a whole cycle of what we do from informs our planning and of what’s happening. So we go from a really basic level of monitoring from as simple as looking at the water and gauges to see where's the water to, how's it going? The volumes good out there. We often have people out on places, it'll send us photos in and one of the other things we do is we get to get out on the ground and just have a look to see where water sat and how it's looking. And then you get the whole range of monitor that goes from there. So the Commonwealth's got the monitoring evaluation research program which covers things like water quality, the water critters from birds, vegetation, a whole range of things that monitored.
Jane Humphries:
And then we've got lots of state partners doing different things under that. So DPI Fisheries for instance it's doing a lot of the fish monitoring work, and EES (Environment, Energy and Science) is doing frogs and birds and things in other places. So there's a whole levels of monitoring happening. And it's also event-based. And then we have things that are going on for shorter term and starting to build up some good long-term monitoring data as well. So yeah, it's really key. And also the monitoring feedback you get from local community. Often if there's a bird going event, it's the landholders, the locals that are out in the area that say, we think something's going on so it's that local knowledge again that helps that monitoring. Yeah.
Siwan Lovett:
And now I'm friends with Heather McGinness who does all the waterbird tracking. And so I follow one of them. She's got names for some of them. And some of these birds, I do remember seeing some satellite tracking where one bird just headed left out to the lake air base and it was the only one on its own. I was really worried it would never come back. So is that monitoring data available to people? Hilton, can people go and look at what's happening with the environmental flows?
Hilton Taylor:
Yeah. It is. And I think it's really important that the monitoring that we do has been going on now through the long-term intervention monitoring program, the environmental water knowledge and research program and now the monitoring evaluation and research program. And it's been going on for, there's about a decade of data there. So we're really starting to see some of the patterns that are occurring in that data. It is available. If you go to the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder website and look for the monitoring evaluation research links there, you'll see some fantastic information about the detail reports and the scientific reports but there's summary reports of that as well. And so that information it's invaluable resource. And as I said at the beginning, when we're doing our planning, we have these feedback loops where the science is a key part of our planning process. So that science we're learning from each year gets plugged back into our planning each year. We're learning by doing and learning by observation and monitoring as Jane said.
Siwan Lovett:
Yeah. I've had to look through those reports. I think what's also really important is that you've got different areas in the basin where there's been an intense amount of monitoring, and it's not just the biophysical indicators but it's also about engaging with the community. Willow, can you give me an example of some of the experiences you've had working in the Edward Kolety-Wakool with private land holders and give us a bit of an idea about how that works. How can people get involved?
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
Yeah, sure. Yeah, the Wakool river system out there it's fascinating. Actually it's an amazing network of river systems that it just blew my mind when I started getting out there and talking to people on the ground out there. It was just absolutely fantastic. So what we do every year, we plan our water out what we've got as far as portfolio goes. So we've actually got a reference group, it's called the Edward Wakool reference group. That's made up of members from the community and landholders community members, and we bounce ideas off them to try and gauge on what they'd like to see happen through the area for that particular year too. So that's our prime work. And then I also worked very closely with individual landholders and I think this is really important to touch on Siwan because I think it's the individual landholders who are out on the ground who can really, really drive and give you some really good ideas on what we can do in that area.
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
And over the last couple of years since I've been doing the LEO (Local Engagement Officer) role out there, I just think it's come along in leaps and bounds. It's just been fantastic, you know, the landholder will give you a call, "Hi, listen, I've got a bit of an idea here. Would you mind coming out and have a look at this wetland or this Creek system here? Can we get some water in here?" And I think through demonstrating what we've been doing over the years, landholders are becoming more and more involved in that process and it's just great. It's fantastic. We've got land holders out there now who last week came to a us and said, look I've got a small creek here, can we try this, can we try that?
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
Let's give it a go for small native fish, and there's nothing better than having the phone ring late at night. I've just been down to the wetland. We've got XYZ ducks, we've got this. They've knocked off work for the day, had a beer down there and just really enjoying what's happening in that area. And it's that regional feedback that we're getting and their input into these roles that we're having is just absolutely fantastic. And it's growing all the time and I just encourage anyone who's online tonight. Reach out to us because we're always looking at opportunities to work more closely with the communities in this one area, the Wakool is one area but as we say we branch far and wide and it's just brilliant. It's great to get out there and get amongst all that.
Siwan Lovett:
It's almost like getting your eye in. I know I've been out orchid spotting around Canberra at the moment because the orchids are just going off. Once you get your eye and you see them everywhere and then you're taking a photo and you suddenly realise you're standing on one, which is terrible. But I think it's a bit like that with the little small bodied fish or particular wetland plants. Hilton, I've got a question here from Kate who's asking about wetlands in each state and territory. And she's wondering if you're actually able to get water to wetlands that are not necessarily listed in a Ramsar convention or on a state and Commonwealth particular nominated list.
Hilton Taylor:
Yeah. Thanks Siwan. Hi Kate. Yeah, absolutely. As I think you've just heard Willow talk pretty passionately about a lot of the wetlands that we put water into, they're not necessarily Ramsar wetlands or listed wetlands. There is limitations where we can get water physically where it is in the landscape, whether we've got allocations or entitlements in those particular valleys or those areas where we can get water to. But if there's a high-value environmental asset that's accessible and there's willing community and things. We have a number of partnerships. We have partnerships with irrigation companies. We have partnerships with the winery. We have partnerships with First Nations people. We have partnerships with farmers, individual farmers where there's water going onto private property onto crown lands into all sorts of wetlands and small creeks, streams and flood runners across the basin where we can work with communities and put water in for them. So we're definitely not limited to only Ramsar sites. The site that Willow talked about earlier with the lagoon in Victoria, that's not a Ramsar site there. That's a community driven project that we're really happy to support.
Siwan Lovett:
And Kate, at the end of the webinar, we'll actually put up the slide so you can see our locally engaged officers and where they ask and that you can always get in touch with them direct. And also of course by the big CEWH website, you can actually find out a whole lot of more information there. One of the things I think we need to talk about Hilton is this topic of constraints because we often hear about that when it comes to environmental watering and it was certainly quite a hot topic when we had our webinar at lunchtime. Can you tell us some of the, what a constraint is in the Southern basin and what challenges that then presents for us in environmental watering?
Hilton Taylor:
Thanks Siwan. Constraints is a term that's used widely in water speak and it's a bit of jargon really. But what it is is we're constrained or river operators are constrained by how high the flow can be before it starts to impact upon third parties. So it might start to impact upon an irrigator's pump or might start to run in a flood runner or adjacent to the main stem of the river that cuts somebody's property in half and they may have liked that at certain times of the year but that could be a real issue if they're in the middle of harvest and all of a sudden there's water running through and they can't get a crop off or something like that, or they got stock on the side and the shearing time. So constraints of where the water flow is limited by some either law, rule or impacts that it's going to have on somebody.
Hilton Taylor:
So the idea of relaxing constraints is about allowing infrastructure or easements or negotiation with landholders adjacent to the rivers to allow the flows to be higher at certain times within agreed limits and agreed times and maybe there's a need for some infrastructure of some levies or a new bridge or something to allow that to occur. And by allowing the flows to get a bit higher, rivers, if you think about them are a whole system. The floodplain is a critical part of the river. We think about rivers often just as the channel but think about that like a pipe. And if you just run water down a pipe all the time, it just scales it clean. There's not a lot happening in there, and river channels can become a bit that way as well.
Hilton Taylor:
Connecting rivers to the floodplain is what gives them the energy. Water gets out onto the floodplain, picks up all the nutrients and energy brings that back into the river. And it's like putting fertiliser on your crop, all of a sudden fish and plankton and all the little critters in the river go nuts because they're getting fed with this stuff that's coming in. So if we disconnect floodplains or rivers from their floodplains, we really hamstring the function of the river. So by relaxing constraints, we can get more connection between the rivers and the floodplains and that's a fantastic outcome for the whole lifecycle, the whole ecosystem benefits from that connection.
Siwan Lovett:
Yeah. And I read something recently about some work some scientists are doing looking at environment watering and looking at what they're calling metabolic fingerprints, which is the fingerprint that you can get from particular flows or in a particular wetland which just sounds really fascinating to me. Now I know that your biggest thing that you've got is water. What are some of the other non flow complimentary measures that are out there that are going to make the environmental water that we do release have an even bigger bang if you like for the buck or for the water flowing down. What's an example of that?
Hilton Taylor:
So the concept of complimentary measures as they're referred to is really important to us. We can get a flow timed at the right time of the year, to the right level and see a great fish spawning event and a year later come back and monitor and find all these magnificent baby fish in the system. The whole thing has been kick-started. But if working in parallel with that is a series of legitimate irrigation pumps that are sucking water out of the river, with that water goes a whole lot of those baby fish that we've just talked about.
Siwan Lovett:
Must be a horrible feeling getting sucked out.
Hilton Taylor:
Yeah, imagine. But the thing that can be done there with complimentary measures is that if there are really effective fish screens now that can be built around those pump intakes so that the water goes freely out and doesn't impact upon the irrigation sector and the fish stay in the river where they belong, not out on a paddock somewhere. And so that's a really good example of a complimentary measure because otherwise we're taking two steps forward in breeding fish and then a step back in having them extracted from the river perhaps.
Hilton Taylor:
So allowing them to work with industry and to work with farmers to be able to do these sorts of complimentary measures or to work with river operators. And if there's new weirs being built or old ones being refurbished, putting fish ladders in so the fish can move up and down the length of the stream, not just swim up 20Ks up against the weir, swim downstream and look over the edge of a weir sort of thing. It's really important that these things have got fish ladders because some of the perch, golden perch can move thousands of kilometres in their lifestyle.
Siwan Lovett:
Amazing.
Hilton Taylor:
But can’t if they run into a weir.
Siwan Lovett:
No.
Hilton Taylor:
But fish ladders, fish screens, things like that, they're really important complimentary measures.
Siwan Lovett:
A question that's come in from Sarah is, how is the Commonwealth Water managed alongside the water that's held say by different states like the Victorian environmental water holder or the office of environment heritage in New South Wales. So she's asking, are they in different systems and are they there for different purposes or can they be used together? How does that all get sorted out?
Hilton Taylor:
So I really like to think that the evolution of how an environmental water is being managed between agencies is just on a fantastic trajectory. Five or six years ago, I can recall going to meetings where each state would come along to the planning meeting in the Murray say, or the Southern connected basin, maybe it was watering the Murrumbidgee and the Goulburn and the capacity of the Murray Darling, each side come along with their bucket of water and say, we're going X gigalitres of water and we're got to put it on why wetland or flow rate down the river or something. Over that five years, it's evolved into a far more sophisticated planning process where the various parcels of water owned by the States all have slightly different categories or characteristics because of their entitlement time. All that water if you like gets put in the corner and a big bucket.
Hilton Taylor:
And the agencies with communities and feedback through local environmental water advisory groups or catchment management authorities or community members. With all that feedback, people look at the whole river system and think, well, what are the environmental priorities for this year? And then go over and we list all those priorities and we can order them from the most important through to, it'd be nice to do if we had enough water and then we can start assigning that water to hitting those priorities so it's far more coordinated now. And just this year already in the Murray, there's been a combination of water, entitlement types used already to hit environmental targets and some environmental water owned by us, some planned or state owned water that runs under certain rules.
Hilton Taylor:
Some from Snowy schemes. All this water's already been used in the river this year. And the fish don't care who's entitlement it is. They just want to know that it's there at the right level at the right time and the States and the Commonwealth getting much, much better putting all that together. We are timing flows out of different tributaries. Might be Commonwealth water coming down one tributary and State water coming down another tributary, and we're trying to time them so that they hit to give a pulse and that might cause a fish breeding event. So that collaboration is getting a lot better.
Siwan Lovett:
Picking up on that thing sort of coordination and working together, Willow, I was just wondering, could you give me an example of where First Nations have been involved in projects in your area? Because that's something that we are all so concerned about getting better at and we had the wonderful Jason welcoming us here today. What's actually happening on the ground.
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
Yeah, it's a really good question. In my particular area, we worked very closely with Yarkuw who is out there in Deniliquin and Werai State Forest which is located for people who aren't familiar with the areas between Deniliquin and Mulwala. And that's going to be handed back at the moment the state park, it's going to get handed back to the traditional owners very shortly. And we are getting water into that system out so obviously it’s Ramsar so it’s held very highly as far as the CEHW goes. And we worked very closely with Yarkuw and the indigenous Rangers in that area. They're actually involved in part of our monitoring and evaluation programs. So through Charles Sturt Uni here in Albury, they come out and they do a lot of them. They're just assessments with us on ground, total research.
Anthony Wilson (Willow):
So in the last 12 months, they're looking to do what, when the lagoon systems dry out through Werai in that area. So we're doing study in that area and they're really finding that being part of that process and being involved in that planning for their particular area just feels like it gives them real satisfaction or give them ownership, what they got to take over into the future too. So we're building that all the time by doing larval fish surveys with us also out there in the forest. And you just see the passion in around there too. It's really good to get them out on their country and let them be involved in the process. So that's just one example of what we're doing locally at the moment in that mid Murray area, which is just fantastic.
Siwan Lovett:
And Jane, what about you in your area? I know that for us working with a lot of the scientists at CSIRO on the Flow-MER program, monitoring evaluation research program, we're actually looking at indigenous science. What are some of the things that are happening in your area to combine these knowledges if you like about environmental water and what we can do to help our environment?
Jane Humphries:
Yeah. As Willow said, it's really important that we include knowledge held by our local Aboriginal community so we've had a couple of different things happening. At that planning level and advice levels there's been environmental water guidance projects. So the first lot were done through NBAN (Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations) and MIDREN (Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations) so that was a really, really important first step. And locally the Gomeroi nation have said that they want to work with us and manage their own water so they're really stepping into that space. And so they're going to work on a project to help share that information with us and to learn together about how we can meet a lot of those values for them so that's really important.
Jane Humphries:
And I guess we do lots of things where it's possible, we'd get a locals that are interested out on places and it's always amazing what you learn by being out there together and connecting. Yeah, so it's a really, really big space. There's a lot of work to do but it's amazing. And even some of the schools have had leadership projects around their kids, getting them out on country and connecting not only to the environment but to the culture out there. So there's a lot of different things happening at all different levels across the catchment. So that's something we've got to keep improving and working on but there's certainly exciting new ideas.
Siwan Lovett:
Yeah. I know in South Australia it's relevant and probably Calperum station, there were a group of school children that just went out with some of our scientists from SARDI because that's South Australian Research and Development Institute, along with elders, along with rangers and the interactions just looked wonderful. I wish I'd been there, obviously with COVID that wasn't going to happen. But just seeing the faces and the interest and these kids just lighting up learning about what's happening on their country but also them being able to contribute has been really wonderful to see.
Jane Humphries:
I think we’re all busting to get back out there together.
Siwan Lovett:
I know. I think everybody is. We're nearly at an end but obviously it's not always rainbows and unicorns. Some of the challenges that we have, how do you think we're going overall Hilton? We had the drought, we had the fish deaths and we had the bluegreen algae, we've had this amazing bumper season right now and there's lots of water around. What's your overall sense of where we're at with water for the environment in Australia?
Hilton Taylor:
I think it's one of those situations like, if you're climbing a tall mountain, if you look up there's so far to go, there's so many more things that need to be resolved. We talked about constraints before. We need to think about how we integrate our water with the other operational water in the system, making sure all the rules are fair for everybody. There's so much environmental benefit comes out of irrigation, water on farms, but it's doing good and we should be thinking about it in a more holistic way, how all of this water works together, how industry and environmental water managers should become, just de-branded in a sense and just become water managers and looking at, well, what are all the outcomes we can get with this water if we do it together in a really smart way.
Hilton Taylor:
So if we look into the future at that and with climate change coming, there's so much work that can be done. The great thing now when you're halfway up a mountain is you turn around and you look back and the view is pretty bloody stunning as well. We've come so far in terms of coordinating flows like I was talking about before, States coming together and really thinking about what are the issues we're dealing with here? How do we best use our combined resources to get water there? Some of the steps we've made in that area have been sensational. And then the science and the monitoring that we have got, and there's still a lot to be done.
Hilton Taylor:
But if you actually look at the results, the overall state of the basin might go up and down with drought and floods and good seasons or whatever. But we can actually see the difference that the environmental water is making on top of a good season or on top of a bad season. And some of that science and some of those results, seeing the fish breeding and seeing the vegetation response, seeing the bird breeding, as a direct response to environmental water use is pretty gratifying and satisfying. So I feel like you ask where, we are about halfway up the mountain I reckon. A lot to do but we've already done a lot as well.
Siwan Lovett:
I love that you actually, it's so important to reflect on how far we've come. I think as Aussies we're pretty hard on ourselves and when I talked to people overseas about what's happening in the basin and the environment watering, their just gobsmacked because there's no one else doing what we're doing here. So yeah, look, it's been a terrific discussion. Thank you everyone. And we've got a great comment here from Warwick saying, maybe we keep having these conversations and they might be focused on a particular issue. Warwick that's a terrific idea so please do stay in touch with us. So as we come to an end, we'll just pop up a slide now so that you can see the main website that you can go to for further information about the Commonwealth Environmental Water Office and the work that's being done.
Siwan Lovett:
So we have worked obviously in the Southern and the Northern basin. So there's the address there. And then Kate, we promised to let you know where our locally engaged officers located and here they are. Lots of lovely smiling faces. All these people will be delighted to talk to you about the work that they're doing and what's going on. And if you look in the chat as well, there's some more links being provided there. Thanks Pat, we can put that slide down now. So I hope if you haven't had your dinner, it's still warming in the oven and you can go and have it now. We'll be in touch with you with a follow up email so that you're part of our community so we will stay in touch. Please do let people know how you found the experience and particularly let us know. We'd love to know what you liked, what you'd like more of and...
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