Greetings – Thank you – I bring greetings from our Ambassador, Ngori, the pelican. Like many Ambassadors, ours is flying around. You might catch a glimpse of him over the water or on the shore. Apologies also from our two great supporters Senators Sarah Hanson-Young and Nick Xenophon, they are on their way to visit the Dalai Lama.  There are messages from those who can’t be here today on display boards at Embassy HQ so please read them and add to them.
This morning we are asking you to join with us to build an Embassy – it’s a Community project. We needed to feel we could do something together. The pain, sorrow, anguish and loss of those who live here, care for and love this country is palpable.  

We see the changes on a daily basis. We see the consequences of decades of mismanagement and over-allocation. We are asked to watch and listen as the bulldozers edge forward on Kumarangk (Hindmarsh Island) and next week begin to dump rocks and clay into this stretch of water.  Then the pumps will start. We need to be able to say this is not OK. We are watching. This is not being done in our name. We need you to understand what is happening.

The country is being torn apart and cut into bits with weirs and bunds and regulators and managed with pumping and dredging. The idea to build “Regulators” on the Finniss River and Currency Creek began in the name of creating an ecological refuge for endangered fresh water species. But if that was the goal, we should be seeing a “Regulator” being built to create a refuge to include Dunn’s Lagoon. Look at the maps at HQ – ask a local, take a walk around the point, follow the walking trail.

The “Regulators” then became the management strategy for acid sulfate soils. So as a community, we learned about pH levels and began monitoring. These acid sulfates are only dangerous if they are exposed – so keep them covered, we said. But dams and diversions on upstream on the Finniss River have not been addressed. That water is not available. 

Ok then, why not mulch? Why not replant the shorelines? Strategic and targeted liming? Pond the water and allow the good microbes to turn the sulfates back into sulfides where they are harmless. Look, we said, the July August rains last year refreshed the country – the congollis are spawning, the tube worms on the turtles is less, the fresh water mussels are back, the frogs are singing. Let’s work with nature. We developed a low intervention strategy. The SA Govt appropriated the bits they liked and called the rest a “do nothing” option. 

We continued monitoring. We knew there were acid ‘hot spots’. So, we said, treat those the way you would spot fires. Had this been a bushfire we would be in a declared state of emergency.  Then we began to hear about the heavy metals and scary soil chemistry with names like Natrojarosite and Schwertmannite. We continued to monitor. We asked for the expert reports on which the assertions that the rivers would turn to acid were based. We got a preliminary report that recommended more monitoring. We still have not seen the final report of the experts. I asked they again for the data 10 days ago and was told I would not understand and that I should trust the ‘experts’. Well I don’t. It is ‘experts’ who got us into this situation. The same ones are “modeling” the answers.

Now the “Regulators” are part of a water level management strategy. And the water this side of the “Regulator” will be pumped to 0.3m above sea level (so that would be about 1.3 metres higher than it is now) and allowed to rise to 0.7m above sea level with inflows from the tributaries. On the other side, Lake Alexandrina side will drop. These regulators will cut off Lake Alex. These regulators are one step towards the building of a weir at Wellington, to letting sea water into the Lakes and killing a fresh water system of international significance. The system is being regulated to death. And where is the long term plan? It is being developed in a $10  million exercise.

So we needed a Fresh Water Embassy to represents all the fresh water species, all the Ngarrindjeri ngatji (totems) and all the places and communities that will suffer as regulators, weirs, bunds and embankments cut an interconnected ecosystem into pieces. This is our last chance to enjoy the beauty of these waters before a 400 metre long and 40 metre wide “Regulator” is built
Why an Embassy? Remember the Tent Embassy that sprang up on the lawns of Parliament House, in Canberra, on Australia Day 1972. That inspired protest, initiated by Aboriginal activists, drew attention to the need for their people to be represented in their own country and rallied support for land rights across the country. The River Murray is Australia’s River and we want that to be understood, we want to see it nurtured as our river, not cut up, commodified and traded.

Had we seen the amount of time, money and energy that has been devoted to engineering works, focussed on local seed collection, plant nurseries and documenting the regrowth, where would we be now? We congratulate the SA Govt for catching up with our advocacy of working with nature in their bioremediation projects but believe they are yet to truly engage the local communities and benefit from our local knowledge.  We have written our messages on corflutes and will now mark out the Embassy domain in a “Sea of Statements”. We invite you to pen your own. 

