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WET Press Release:  The Master Chef Campaign -18 August 2010

‘You can chose the garnish,’ says Professor Diane Bell of the Water Election Team, ‘but substance, that’s a bit harder. The voters are hungry for policies that will redress the dire situation of the River Murray-Darling and tired of being fobbed off with tidbits.’

WET, the Water Election Team, set out to find the substance of water policies in the pronouncements of the candidates for the 21 August election with their 43 questions that addressed a broad spectrum of issues: Australia’s international obligations, the Murray-Darling Basin Plan, privatisation, family farms, Managed Investment Schemes, the Wellington weir, desalination plants on the gulfs, waste water, environmental safeguards and much more: www.hurrysavetheMurray.com/water-election-team

The Coalition, six Democrats, Family First, The Greens, Socialist Alliance and one Independent responded to the specific questions. The ALP provided policy statements but did not answer the specific questions.

The WET questionnaire built on a survey the team had conducted in the 20 March state election and thus they were able to track issues at both state and federal levels. ‘It is interesting to look back to March and see how the commitment to the Water Act 2007 and an independent authority to manage the Basin has solidified,’ said Ruth Trigg who has been campaigning against the desalination plants in the Gulf St Vincent and Spencer Gulf. ‘And it is also very gratifying to see that people are now connecting the environmental damage that desal plants represent for our gulfs with policies about the Basin. They want to see policies that connect the two.’

WET is an unusual group. The team members are independent of all parties; bring expertise from communities on the River Murray, the tributaries, Lake Alexandrina, Lake Albert and the Gulf St Vincent; include dairy farmers, community workers, educators, social scientists, small business and tourism.  What they share is a fiercely-held commitment to getting it right with respect to the environment in which they live and work. Whether it is family farms, houseboats, dams, desal, over-allocation or water-trading, they know at base there is a living system that must be nurtured. 

They question whether the rhetoric of the major parties will be matched by policies that will restore and maintain the health to our waterways.  Their analysis of the responses indicates that both the ALP and Coalition embrace the market as the mechanism by which water will be returned to the River but note that their buy-back policies have different textures. 

The Greens, Democrats and Independent raised their concerns with the reach of Managed Investment Schemes, overseas ownership and environmental safeguards for the River and Gulfs from development.  

‘It is interesting that innovation comes from the margins,’ says Bell. ‘The major parties have moved closer together in terms of reliance on the market, and the minor parties and Independents have the luxury of challenging existing policies and asking, ‘Shouldn’t water be a public good? How independent is the MDBA?’

‘Since the March state election, we have seen the emergence of talk of a sustainable Australia,’ said Bell. ‘But we are yet to see an integrated plan than links economic growth, with population polices and the socio-economic restructuring that buy-backs and reduced allocation will entail.’ 

WET wants us to sup together and to be sustained. They lament the lack of detailed attention to water policies and are dismayed by the glib talk about the environment.

WET will be publishing a detailed analysis of the Questionnaire online and their Report will appear in The Independent Weekly on Friday.

Diane Bell for WET
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