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rainfall and run-off is viral ro improving the

"
condition of our inland waters, The consequences of

past tailures to accepr this vanabulity are outlined in
Chaprer 7 of Australia: State of the Envivenment 1996,

In the Murray-Darling Basin, some 80% of the
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average annual water flow is diverted, t

In dry pernods, this may be the ol availa

GVl

"\.\ ith rivers an

nvironments hav
L:-I."lll_l'ulll .ll|l.| Lll'-[ll'llu!‘, l!
Most ol the diverted water is used for irnigation, a
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one third of Victoria's irrigation area has been salimsed
and in some parts of the Murray-Darling Basin, the
water table is rising by 0.5 metres a year as a result of
irrigation and clearing for dryland agriculware.

In south-east Australia, the water table in some
drvland catchments has risen by up to M) metres since

and salinity will claim abour one
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l'he quality of surtace waters is also affecred by
drvland agriculvural Practices Run-off and erosion are
ralsing levels of salt, sediments pesi ides and
nutrients, (particularly phosphorus and nitrogen) in
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since European settleme ind some 32 species of
ITOgs arc |.|-<r|H|1I to be in decline
['he plighre of our inland waters highlights serious

issues relating re Australia’s environmental

management: the ["I'”i'l cm ol III'H‘\'IL'Ilh povernment

structures, administrative boundaries with no physical,



geographic or cculug'tuﬂ basis, and the need for long:
term planning to incorporate an ecological perspective.

These issues arise repeatedly in Awseralia: State of
the Enviranment 1996, emphasising the need for an
integrated management approach to Australia’s natural
assers. The report confirms that Australians have been
most effective in ackling environmental problems with
a systematic approach that treats underlying causes,
rather than symptoms.

Many of the pressures facing Australia’s aquatic
environments have evolved from planning decisions
based on the short-term economic objecrives of
individuals, rather than long-term state or national
interests, the report says. For example, irrigation and
town water supplies have taken precedence over
riverine ecosystems for the water in our inland rivers,

Tradirional '.l}‘l|.\ru'.lchc.‘- Lo |11.'1n|1'mg, and
management have proved ineffective in dealing with
cumulartive, off-site, and incremenrtal environmental
impacts such as habitar fragmentarion; seil salinisation
and nutrient run-off resulting from land clearance, the
report says. Bur acrivities in our cities and farms affect
whar happens to our streams and rivers, estuaries and
about 80% of the

contaminants in Australia’s oceans and estuaries

seas. It is estimated that
originate on land, the main sources being stormwarer
systems, sewage effluent discharges and run-oft from
agricultural areas,

A possible solution to these problems is 1o base
environmental planning on biophysical regions.
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Hiclrugiumﬂ |li.'1]1niu.'5 is a framework that enables

government, business and community interests to share
responsibility for land-use planning. It is designed to
overcome the major problems associated with
!Li'ug,uwntcd L{L‘L‘i.\it!ﬂ-l!‘ll!kilig. An u_':mm!\h' of this
approach is catchment management, a system being
implemented increasingly across the country. The
Murray-Darling Basin Commission is a good example,

The report says greater knowledge and technical
support is required to improve the success of carchment
management. This includes scientific informarion on
regional biodiversity, and methods of creating the
intrastructure to include all interested parries, and ro
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Down and running out in the basin

PEOPLE Inving in abut 60% of Australia rely
on groundwater, yet this precious resource
is poorly uhderstood and often abused,
according to Australia: State of the
Environment 1996,

‘™Management of land and water must
take full account of groundwater, the
report says. 'Groundwater is an integral
part of the water cycle, and constitutes the
largest terrestrial water store. The volume
in just the upper one kilormetre of the
Earth's crust is 10 times that in all the
world’s nvers and lakes.’

Much of inland eastern Australia is
supported by water from the Great
Artesian Basin which lies underneath about
one-fifth of the continent, typically at
depths of more than | km. But this
resource I1s depleted due to uncontrolled
extraction from bores (see graph).

About 208 of bores in south-west
Queensland have ceased to flow because
of declining water pressure in the basin,
Average flow rates have steadily declined
from 600 million litres a day early this
century to half that level today. A program
of capping bores 1o conserve groundwater

is'under way, but will take years to
complete. The reliability of agncultural
activities relying on this water:scurce is
therefore in doubt They have relied on the
harvesting of water that has taken hundreds
of thousands of years to percolate through
rock strata to inland Australia.

Another issue raised in the report is
groundwater pollution. Because of the

Artesian bores in the Great Artesian Basin

Discharge (ML/day)
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timescales involved in replenishing
groundwater, once pollution has occurred
it is virtually impossible to remove. Basin
recharge areas in Mew South Wales are
also sites of major concem for
groundwater contamination, The
contaminants include total dissolved solids,
metals, pesticides and nitrates; the sources
are agnculture and mining.
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