''Protecting and sharing water resources - an Australian perspective?"

By Richard Swinton, M. App Sci, Resource Management Officer (Water) NSW Department of Primary Industries, Australia.
Around a decade ago, Federal and State Governments in Australia recognised that the old policies encouraging water exploitation were putting the health and ecology of Australia’s rivers and streams at risk. Signs of ecological and resource stress were becoming blatantly obvious.
So the Governments initiated a raft of policy reforms which in many cases reversed the pre-existing policy, and which have led to the development of water management plans which specifically try to protect the riverine ecology.

In this seminar I will provide an overview of the water resource geography of the world’s driest inhabited continent, and then the historical, economic, political and environmental issues that led Australia to finally review its attitude to water management.

I will look at the issues of the major inland river systems and other areas of the continent, and will then focus on the coastal unregulated rivers along the eastern seaboard where the bulk of Australia’s population clings. From my personal experience, we’ll explore how the State of New South Wales has tried to reach a delicate (and highly political) balance between protecting these rivers while still allowing for economic use of the resource.

 A number of different political and planning processes have been tried, and I hope to provide some insights into the success or otherwise of these. I hope that, despite some major differences in our attitudes to ownership of resources, there may be some experiences which can be of use to you here in the USA.
*********

Richard Swinton began his water resource career at the other end of the spectrum as an irrigated rice grower in the southern part of NSW. He became heavily involved with irrigation research and extension as a farmer representative on, and later chair of, a local Government Agency working group.
Eventually he joined the Department of Primary Industries as an Irrigation Advisory Officer, and instigated an annual ‘Irrigated Farm Competition’ as a way of encouraging the adoption of more efficient irrigation techniques. 

He was also instrumental in the development of the ‘Murray Land and Water Management Plan’ which combined Government funding and expertise with farmer experience and involvement to combat the spectre of salinity. This was the first major salinity action plan developed in Australia.

In 1997 he completed a Masters degree in Agriculture and Rural Development at University of Western Sydney, exploring the sustainability of irrigation in the Murray Valley.

He moved into water resource policy development and implementation in the late 1990s and relocated to the north coast region of NSW where he has been involved in the preparation of water management plans for the region. A major concern he is currently exploring is the impact of climate change on availability of water.
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A typical irrigation farm walk. (I’m the guy with the bald head)
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Water planning committee in the field
