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Winner of the 2009 Jill Hudson Environmental Award





The Water Election Team’s (WET) Candidate Questionnaire: SA Election 2010

Preliminary Report of the River, Lakes and Coorong Action Group Inc.

1. Election Scorecard

	 Candidates
	EExamE   Questionnaire
	Comment

	ALP
	D
D
	Why no campaign on River/Water issues?

	Family First
	B
 B+
	River/Water is not party priority. Why?

	Liberal
	CC
C
	River overshadowed by stormwater focus.

	Maywald - NAT
	 FNot nN Not completed
	

	The Greens
	       A-
	River/Water not platform priority. Why?

	Winderlich - IND
	       A-
	Committed on River/Water issues.

	Not Seated
	
	

	Aldridge - IND
	       A- 
	N               No track record

	Dignity for Disability
	No score: too many

             incompletes
	                   D    No track record

	Drummond -IND
	         N     No score: too many

           incompletes
	No track record

	FREE
	     D
	No track record

	Henderson –IND
	                        No score: too many      I           incompletes    
	No track record

	No Desal: No Dams
	       A-
	No track record

	Peake - IND
	       A-
	No track record

	The Democrats
	       A-
	No seated representative


2. The River, Lakes and Coorong Action Group Inc. (RLCAG)

RLCAG is an independent, community-based organisation. It was formed in January 2007 with the specific purpose of opposing the proposed weir at Wellington across the River Murray and addressing the issues of over allocation.

RLCAG has worked to

· improve all aspects of the River Murray, Lakes and Coorong and to prevent any further degradation;

· increase the water flows in the River, Lakes and Coorong by lobbying governments and users of the River system;

· liaise with appropriate bodies over the management of the River Murray, Lakes Alexandrina and Albert and the Coorong, and their immediate surrounds;

· protect, conserve and enhance the biodiversity of the River, Lakes and Coorong;
· to educate the Community in River Ecology.
RLCAG has provided commentary and critique on policies that impact on the health of the River, Lakes and Coorong; conducted seminars; written submissions regarding government inquiries and actions; organised and participated in a range of events; campaigned for environmental water and bioremediation.

3. The Fresh Water Embassy

In June 2009, RLCAG established the Fresh Water Embassy (FWE) at Clayton Bay and entered into diplomatic relations with other like-minded groups including The Greens, Liberals, Local Council and David Winderlich (then Democrat now Independent MLC). RLCAG already had in place a Kungun Ngarrindjeri Yunnan (Listen to Ngarrindjeri Speaking) Agreement with the Ngarrindjeri, the local traditional owners of the country.

The message that FWE took to the community was that we needed to 

· keep Lakes Alexandrina and Albert as fresh water systems and therefore not flood the lakes with seawater by opening the barrages;

· restore fresh water flows by addressing over-allocation and through buy backs;

· establish a whole of basin approach with reference to management, economic, social, cultural, spiritual, climate change and ecological factors;

· maintain connectivity through the eco-system by pursuing low intervention strategies which would preclude weirs/dam/regulators at Pomanda Island (the Wellington weir), Clayton Bay, Currency Creek and Finniss River and the bund at Lake Albert; 

· encourage regrowth and employ biomediation strategies to manage exposed shores and acid sulfates soils.
RLCAG argued that there was water in the system and what was needed was the political will to establish the health of the River system as a priority and to develop policies accordingly. The floods of December 2009-January 2010 highlighted the need to have a policy that allowed these waters to flow through the system. RLCAG argued that

· rivers die from the bottom up;

· the health of the river upstream relied on salts and nutrients being flushed out to sea through the Murray Mouth and not accumulating in stagnant pools;

· flood waters were an historic opportunity to ‘reset’ the system.
The Embassy kept a peaceful vigil at Clayton Bay for every day of the eight weeks of construction of the regulator from Clayton Bay to Hindmarsh Island.  Some 60 visitors a day sought information about the construction of the regulators and the local ecology. There were display boards with maps and it was evident many visitors, including policy makers and politicians, had an incomplete understanding of the eco-system. We distributed information about healthy rivers, economies and communities.

The Embassy went into recess in October 2009, resumed on the steps of Parliament House in Adelaide in December, enjoyed a three week summer recess and, since mid January 2010, has been on the steps, Tuesday to Friday each week. In that time the Embassy has distributed some 20,000 flyers.

Through these activities and interactions, RLCAG has become increasingly aware that the general public is hungry for accurate and in depth materials and analysis. The public understands the issues are complex, many are angered by the inaction of state and federal governments, the spin, ‘blame game’, and lack of vision and leadership. 

RLCAG has challenged a number of government reports and has been frustrated in gaining access to documents on which decisions to construct dams have been based. The lack of serious, timely, open and respectful consultation has been raised in many forums and on many occasions.
RCLAG has documented their dissatisfaction with the decision-making process in a number of submissions regarding Environmental Protection Biodiversity and Conservation (EPBC) matters. 
As the recipient of the SA Conservation Council Jill Hudson Environment Award, RLCAG’s accomplishments and challenges were recognised in 2009. 
4. Water Election Team

On 25 February 2010, the Water Electoral Team (WET) was launched as an initiative of RLCAG.  The purpose of WET was to ensure issues concerning the River and water policies were part of the conversation in the run up to the March 20, 2010 election.

WET membership consists of concerned people from Lake Albert, Narrung, Lake Alexandrina, Mannun, Murray Bridge, Normanville, Finniss and Clayton. Working together and drawing on local knowledge, the team identified 10 problem areas as critical to understanding the River, Lakes and Coorong and created the Questionnaire for all candidates in the March 20 election.  The same Questionnaire with a different covering letter was prepared for voters. The Questionnaire had several functions:

· to be the basis of informed conversations regarding water policies;

· to establish the position of candidates on key issues;

· to survey opinion on contentious actions and proposals;

· to establish a data base on key issues before the election that can have value after the election.

The Questionnaire was distributed widely to candidates and voters as hard copy through the Embassy, visits to party offices, in shops, libraries, mail boxes, at meetings. In all we distributed 10,000 to voters and 500 of the candidate version. The Questionnaire was emailed and available online. Some public places declined to display the materials. We conclude that the role of a group such as WET is not well understood or is being resisted in certain quarters. We will be following up on these matters.
Nonetheless, as we hoped, the Questionnaire quickly became the subject of conversations and we learned that the public was better informed on many issues than their elected, or would-be-elected leaders.
WET continued to meet and to encourage candidates and voters to focus on water policies and the health of the River. 

Several of the questions were intended to gauge opinion and knowledge and were not determinative in terms of scoring the Questionnaire. 

Several questions were contingent upon answers to other questions, for example, one could not be against dredging the Murray Mouth and not for an allocation sufficient to keep the Mouth open.

WET will continue to monitor policies and candidates after the election.

The report should be considered as preliminary. WET will continue working on the issues identified.
5. Candidate Responses (alphabetical order)

(a) Parties

Australian Labor Party: on behalf of 47 for Lower House, 3 for Upper House
  50
Family First: on behalf of 47 for Lower House, 3 for Upper House


  50

Liberal Party: on behalf of 47 for Lower House, 7 for Upper House


  54

The Greens: on behalf of 47 for Lower House, 3 for Upper House


  50

The Nationals – Minister Maywald email, no detailed answers


     1

(b) Independents (currently seated)
David Winderlich – 2 candidates for Upper House




   2

Kris Hanna – Lower House, no detailed answers




   1
(c) Minor Parties and unseated Independents 

Australian Democrats: 3 candidates for Lower House, 1 for Upper House 

  4

Mark Aldridge – 2 candidates for Upper House




  2

Michelle Drummond – one candidate for Upper House



  1

Kelly Henderson – one candidate for Upper House




  1

FREE (Free Australia Party) –4 candidates for Lower House, 2 for Upper House
  6

Dignity for Disability – 3 candidates for Lower House, 4 for Upper House  
       
 7

David Peake – one candidate for Lower House




 1
John Tregenza and Corrie Vanderhoek – 2 for Upper House


 
 2
6. General Comments
There is across the board support for

· a healthy river, environmental flows and water as a human right

· keeping Lake Alexandrina and Albert as fresh water systems (FREE excepted)

· not opening the barrages to allow sea water into the lakes (FREE excepted)

· managing the system as a whole

· upholding our international obligations (Q. 19-21)
· open and transparent government and respectful consultation (Q. 69, 72)
· access to information and continued monitoring (Q. 25, 69-76)
· funding for Environmental Defenders Office to work on water related issues (Q.73)
7. Quality and format of responses

We received responses electronically, some in hard copy, some with covering letters, some with annotations.

Of the major parties, the ALP was distinguished by leaving a blank for 17 questions and writing a policy note on 53 of the 76 questions. The notes indicate the ALP is relying on the Murray-Darling Basin Authority Plan, draft due June 2010, final due 2011.
The Liberal Party left Q. 7 (privatisation), Q. 42 (fencing) and Q. 59 (population target) blank.

Unbundling was not well understood (Q. 6). 

What does ‘privatisation’ mean for the major parties? (Q. 7) Who owns our water?

The definition of what constitutes ‘critical human needs’ is not well understood. (Q. 14)

Blanks in the responses from minor parties tended to indicate gaps in knowledge. 
8. Scoring the Questionnaire: critical issues for a fresh water future

All candidates expressed a commitment to a fresh water future and the environment. For the eco-system to remain healthy a number of actions need to be taken. WET has sought to match commitment to action in four key areas. Each area is one where there is debate and each is one where answers indicate whether the practice of the candidate matches the philosophy enunciated. It was necessary for each candidate to demonstrate general knowledge of the issues to receive a score.

8:1   Water as a commodity and the river as a living system. WET was looking for candidates that would privilege ecological factors over economic considerations. It appears, however, that market considerations dominate.

Key Questions: Water Trading (Q. 5), Privatisation (Q. 7), Managed Investment Schemes (MIS) (Q. 8, 9) and International ownership of water (Q. 10).  

· All major parties were for trading across water districts and states. However, unless the Commonwealth is aggressive in acquiring environmental water and allocating water for the eco-system, opening water markets would mean water flowed to the highest bidder. What safeguards are there for the environment in this market-driven scenario? This is homework for the candidates and WET.
· All respondents, except the Liberal Party who left the question blank, did not support privatisation of water.

· All respondents, except the ALP, agreed that MIS should be environmentally accountable and supported the immediate removal of tax incentives. The ALP stated the questions were beyond SA’s jurisdictional powers.
· All respondents, except the ALP expressed concern regarding international ownership of our water. The ALP relied on the yet to be completed MDB Authority Plan and deferred on Q. 15 which would be an emergency measure to manage floods for the health of the river but endorsed the principle that the environment should have first priority on floodwaters.
8: 2   Connectivity: ecosystems rely on connectivity for their resilience. RLCAG and WET have opposed interventions that disconnect the system and pre-empt opportunities for a fresh water recovery.

Key questions: Flood waters flows Q. 15, 16, Weirs, regulators and bunds Q. 27-30, 32, 37, 46, 47, Barrages and sea water Q. 43, 54.

· All respondents (except FREE) agreed there should not be a permanent weir below Wellington (Q. 33). 

· All respondents (except FREE and the ALP) agreed that more weirs would further damage the environment (Q. 27-30). The ALP stated a weir was a last resort and they sought freshwater to make it unnecessary. 

· All respondents supported the removal of Clayton regulator (Q. 47) except the ALP, Liberals and Family First each of whom qualified their response in terms of water quality and quantity.
8.3  Sustainable growth and water: living in the driest state. Where will the water come from for an increased population? WET and the RLCAG is concerned that plans for desalination plants will not take the pressure off the River Murray.  Is there such a thing as an environmental safe desalination plant?  Can desalination plants be powered by renewable energy sources?

Key Questions: Population growth (Q. 59), Recycling (Q. 60, 61), Desalination (Q. 62, 63), 

· The ALP supports a 500,000  population target, the Liberals gave a qualified blank, all other respondents were opposed to the growth target. 

· The ALP, Liberals, Independent Winderlich and FREE, with various reservations and safeguards, endorsed the possibilities of desalination plants (Q. 62).

· All respondents except the Liberal and ALP opposed the desalination plants in the Gulf of St Vincent and Spencer Gulf.
· All respondents (except the ALP) supported recycling and reuse of storm water for human consumption. 

· All respondents (except Drummond, Independent) supported recycling and reuse of effluent for non-human needs.
8.4  Accountability: Open and transparent decision-making. All candidates endorsed measures that would require candidates to be accountable to the citizens. However, the experience of the RLCAG is that decision-making has not been open and transparent; documents have not been made available in a timely fashion and consultation has been disingenuous, disrespectful and divisive.

Key Questions: Independent Review (Q. 45, 69-76). 
· All respondents endorsed open processes. 
· All respondents, except the ALP, supported an independent review of the existing data on acid sulfate soils and the decision-making process that led to the building of the weirs.

· All respondents supported funding for the Environmental Defenders Office to continue working on water issues, but the EDO budget is being cut in June 2010.

9. Comments on Scorecard: policy and practice
WET has examined the party platforms and compared the party policies to the answers on the Questionnaire and track record of the party.

9.1  The ALP

The ALP policy covers the long term plan for the Coorong, Lower Lakes and Murray Mouth, the establishment of the desalination plant to take pressure from the River Murray for Adelaide’s water needs, crisis intervention to secure water for the River after the flood event December 2009 - January 2010 and measures to capture storm water and recycle it.

What has been delivered? What is the overall long term vision?
The policy uses drought and climate change to build policy and action: no mention is made of long-term over-allocation through the Murray-Darling Basin Authority or cyclical floods. When floods occur, where is the policy? Science and widespread community consultation is cited as providing support for the building of regulators at Clayton Bay (completed), Currency Creek (completed) and the Finniss River (not built). However, scientific reports have not been made available in time for communities to use the materials in submissions. Communities have also been critical of the one-way nature of the ‘consultation’. 

There is no connectivity in the ALP policy between the pressures of rapid population growth and available water resources; no analysis of the potential threat of the desalination plant to the fragile ecosystems of the gulf; no analysis of where the ‘green’ energy is coming from for the high energy needs of the desalination plant. All existing green energy is already allocated. 
The policy is delivered through an affirmative statement. How is this hopeful vision connected to the real state of the deteriorating River Murray, Lakes Alexandrina and Albert and the Coorong, and the distressed communities along the system? 
9.2  Liberal SA
The Liberal policy on the River Murray connects SA to the whole Murray-Darling Basin. It recognises changes to the health of the system here are dependent on new arrangements with the other states and questions whether the Murray-Darling Basin Authority has the independence to deliver the necessary outcomes for SA. The policy calls for a minimum of 1850 GL per annum for environmental flows to be guaranteed independent of trade by irrigators and other users. It calls for a full auditing of the use and storage of water along the whole system. It identifies salinity as a major factor in management and the policy is opposed to a weir below Wellington and seawater entry to the Lower Lakes. 

So far, all good. But this is a policy developed in opposition and it has not been tested. This is a policy by a party whose principles are based on the market and free trade. So what guarantees are there for the advocacy for the River system that places the health of River first before the practices of privatisation, commercial interest and open trade? 

9.3  The Greens

The Greens set out a suite of policies that endorse water being publicly owned; sufficient allocations for environmental flows; buying back entitlements in severely degraded areas; a whole Basin plan and urban sustainable catchment and reuse practices. It is a cohesive platform. It is visionary in that it is challenging what has now become accepted procedure – the gradual movement of water resources, access and use from shared public right to private ownership, use and dispersal. The platform is strong on vision and environmental cohesion, but lacking pragmatic plans to achieve these goals.
9.4  Family First

Family First requires the government to be responsible for supplying water to families and advocates improved efficiency in irrigation and agricultural practices. There is no indication of a whole Murray-Darling Basin approach to water management, and no clear analysis of public right to water and privatisation issues. 
10. Conclusion

WET is very disappointed with the lack of vision and leadership displayed by the major parties. A mixture of political expediency appears to be driving policy. 
Diane Bell and Ruth Trigg for the Water Election Team
March 16, 2010
0427 554 194
� The analysis of the Questionnaire will be ongoing after the election.
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