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Life After Less Water:
A social assessment of the Lower Murray, 2011

This study was commissioned in the context of the public release of the Guide to the
Proposed Basin Plan in October 2010. Communities of the Lower Lakes had been coping
with loss of access to irrigation water since 2006.
The aims of the study were to:


Describe the changes to people’s livelihoods and lifestyles in the Lower Lakes
now and since 2006;



Provide an analysis of the insights gained by the community from this
experience, especially any that might be applicable to other communities in the
Basin in terms of their ability to adapt to a future with less water;



Draw out insights around the communities’ reaction to the Guide to the
proposed Basin Plan; and



Draw out any insights regarding the potential benefits the community might
perceive from the implementation of the Basin Plan.

DISCLAIMER
This study undertook qualitative consultation with key informants from the Lower River
Murray communities. This took the form of semi structured interviews in one-on-one
meetings and focus groups. While providing valuable insight into the adaptive capacity
of the Lower Lakes communities, the views and findings expressed in the report are
necessarily those of the informants and the author, Dr Jonathan Sobels.
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Executive Summary
This study is an example of the value of longitudinal research in capturing the dynamics of social
change in response to major environmental stressors. It builds upon findings of the 2007 study by
the author in which the social effects of low river flows and the announcement of a possible weir at
Wellington were explored. Then, as now, the situation in which the study takes place is highly
politicised. This study examined aspects of ‘Life After Less Water’ for the people of the Lower
Murray and Lakes, how they modified their livelihoods in a situation far more extreme than anyone
upstream is going to encounter. The terms of reference were:
•

•

•
•

To describe the changes to people’s livelihoods and lifestyles in the Lower Lakes now as
compared to 4 years ago, building on the work [you have] already undertaken with this
community;
To provide an analysis of the insights gained by the community from this experience,
especially any that might be applicable to other communities in the Basin in terms of their
ability to adapt to a future with less water;
To draw out insights around the communities’ reaction to the Guide to the proposed Basin
Plan; and
To draw out any insights regarding the potential benefits the community might perceive
from the implementation of the Basin Plan.

The study used qualitative methods to collect data, essentially the spoken words and stories of
stakeholders who have lived through the environmental and social crises of the Lower Lakes
between 2006 to 2010.
Findings are framed in relation to the Murray Darling Basin Plan, Guidelines to the Draft of the Plan.
They are:
1. Water levels and salinity are the two key bio-physical parameters to manage. As long as
water supply is conservatively managed relative to runoff (since climate change strongly
suggests that we are likely to experience another drought worse than the one just ended)
then the physical natural environment and the built/constructed environment of people can
be healthy.
2. People will toughen up, families battle through, as they embark on resilient behaviours and
re-invent themselves. As families and communities, the strong towns that maintain services
and relationships, footy teams and hospitals, will survive and prosper. Those that find this
too difficult are probably already being negatively affected by broader demographic and
market forces. In the context of the irrigators upstream of Renmark in the MDB, on the
evidence of the experiences of the people of the Lower Lakes, modest reductions in irrigator
entitlements will not result in community structure or service decline. Stress may well occur
during the period of change, but there are likely to be sufficient options available to vary
land use and tenure so long as flows are assured. Properties can be bought and sold, water
rights traded, banks remain confident of equity values, irrigation infrastructure upgraded,
and local support businesses and services such as health and education maintained.
3. So long as there is water, communities will survive quite well. It appears that most farmers
and business owners will quietly consider their position and make changes accordingly. It is
also likely to result in better management being adopted as closer attention to business
fundamentals at such a time usually results in greater awareness of opportunities and
threats to their livelihoods.
4. People who live off the rivers of the MDB generally have a good understanding of the broad
picture, the overwhelming need for a healthy river system, in total, that is managed in
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response to the weather, extraction, movement of salt, ecological needs and longer term
climate trends. This accords with their stewardship values, leaving the farm for the next
generation in a better condition than when they started.
5. It is crucial for the MDBA and State Agencies to frame the conversation with irrigators by
stating the question as ‘We all know that the river has earned the right to be a healthy river
for everyone’s benefit. How much water will you contribute for a whole of basin benefit’?
Effort should be directed to work out what framework will assist farmers come to terms with
the altered regime, rather than saying, “You have the option to give up x ML of your water
licence. How much will you contribute?”
6. Providing more water products will enable a greater diversity of land use operations and
flexibility, therefore adaptability, to be built into the system of water use.
7. In implementing the Basin Plan, State Government agencies must be direct, transparent,
thoughtful, inclusive and great communicators.
8. Communication is the key skill to be learned by Governments if cooperative behaviour is to
be obtained from landholders. Identification and support for the range of formal and
informal local organisations is value for money.
9. An understanding of how trust works, and how communities can add substantial resources
to projects, if a little flexibility is allowed the agency officers on the ground, is the most
effective way to ensure public funds are spent for maximum impact. Reality is messy and
does not fit into neat plans, yet public funding often demands accountability criteria
equivalent to major projects for spending in natural resources management. Agency Officers
are constrained in the degree of initiative and flexibility they can apply to particular
circumstances in the application of public funds especially when working in tandem with
community resources. Sometimes, unless expenditure is strictly in accord with the ‘plan’,
funds are not allocated. The role of the Auditor-General appears to have an unfortunate
influence on this culture of State and Commonwealth agencies. The shift from uncovering
fraud to micromanagement and cost-benefit analysis of individual project accountability has
promoted a culture that minimises trust and therefore efficacy in the Agency Officers who
deliver projects.
10. Reactions to the Basin Plan come down to an apparently simple formula. If the Murray
Mouth is kept open 90% of the time by flows out of the Lakes, it pre-supposes that there is
sufficient water flow coming into the Lakes, indeed, coming over Lock 1, to necessitate
water released through the Barrages. It means that water levels will be maintained in both
Lakes and the River, which obviates all of the consequences experienced during the recent
low flows. This level of flows means that there is sufficient flow to move salt out of the Basin
system. This scenario requires that SDLs throughout the Murray – Darling Basin conform to
this parameter, ie. The States ensure that relative to in-flows, they maintain water flows
downstream to keep the Murray Mouth open.
11. The general feelings of many in the communities from both Lakes and upriver to Lock 1
regarding the Basin Plan is a fear that the Basin Plan will be watered down by upstream
interests, especially political opportunism. The people of the Lower Lakes believe they have
earned the right to have access to water of sufficient quality and quantity to enable
livelihoods along the Lower Murray. Again, how the issue is framed or presented to irrigators
will determine the kind of response received by the MDBA and State Agencies whether from
individuals or Irrigation Corporations. The people of the Lower Murray care very much about
the health of the entire system, something they believe is common to a majority of their
peers upstream. But they are very concerned that the disaster could be revisited on them
again as sacrificial lambs, if a Basin Plan that ensures river health is not adopted in this
window of opportunity.
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1. Introduction
This study arose from a suggestion to the Murray Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) for a case study of
the social impacts of the Basin Plan on the people of the Lower Lakes. It germinated from the
Murray Bridge public meeting on Monday 15th October 2010, one of many such public information
sessions scheduled by the MDBA to explain their thinking and initial conclusions on sustainable
diversion limits (SDLs) for the catchments that comprise the Murray Darling Basin.
The request for a case study of the Lower Lakes of the River Murray aimed to bring forward a more
nuanced understanding of the responses of those families and communities whose lives changed
when they lost access to water from 2006 to 2010; of businesses and services dependent on the
river for their livelihoods. The extreme loss of access to water experienced by these people was a
much more severe test of adaptability, community cohesion and Government responsiveness than
anything contemplated by upstream irrigators in the current guidelines to the draft of the Basin
Plan. This study was framed with the idea of informing other Basin residents of the importance of
the Lower Murray and Lakes to the overall health of the River and to highlight some of the
implications of adapting to life with less water. Although obviously specific to the circumstances of
the Lower Lakes, it is hoped that the study could have lessons for others upstream, in particular,
how people responded to artificial, essentially political limits on their access to water, over a period
of four years. The key aims that this research addressed were:
•

•

•
•

To describe the changes to people’s livelihoods and lifestyles in the Lower Lakes now as
compared to 4 years ago, building on the work [you have] already undertaken with this
community*
To provide an analysis of the insights gained by the community from this experience,
especially any that might be applicable to other communities in the Basin in terms of their
ability to adapt to a future with less water.
To draw out insights around the communities’ reaction to the Guide to the proposed Basin
Plan
To draw out any insights regarding the potential benefits the community might perceive
from the implementation of the Basin Plan

* The author delivered a social impact assessment of the effects of the low flows and drought on the Lower
Murray below Lock 1 in January 2007 (Sobels 2007) to the Lower River Murray (Community) Drought
Reference Group (LRMDRG) and the Department of Primary Industries and Resources, SA (PIRSA).

The findings in this report are about the responses of people to life with less water in the Lower
Murray and Coorong, Lower Lakes, and Murray Mouth (CLLMM). The data provided evidence of
community responses to an environmental crisis that was very nearly catastrophic, the acidification
and possible salinisation of the Lakes, and the State, Commonwealth and Local Governments’
responses. However, this report does not encompass all of this evidence. For example, there is
currently considerable community anger over the failure to completely remove the Clayton
Regulator and Narrung Bund.
It should be acknowledged that the Lower Murray below Lock 1 was the only pool to experience a
substantial reduction in levels, around two metres, something that is not likely to occur upstream if
9|Page
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it did not happen during this drought. The communities of the Lower Lakes completely lost access to
all irrigation water for three to four years. The loss of flows, reduced water levels and high salinity
caused many biophysical and socio-economic problems along the Lower Murray from Lock 1 to
Wellington; siphons couldn’t reach the extra two metres down to the River along the Lower
Swamps; the Lower Lakes receded one, up to two kilometres from the shore denying residents even
the sight of water let alone access for pumps; and River corridor levee banks cracked and collapsed,
trees fell and infrastructure was damaged. More pertinent is the evidence of adaptation or
adjustment by farmers and their communities over the last four years to their situation of no water
and how the Government responded. The data provides insight into the associated management
crisis of water availability, such as the role of the media, the relations between governments and
communities and in particular, the extent of re-invention of livelihoods by individual families and
local organisations to water scarcity. The conclusions offer important experiences for State Agencies
which have the responsibility to deal with the effects of the artificial loss of water by Basin
communities under the Basin Plan.
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An Indicative Timeline for Lower Murray Low Flows Crisis
2006

Announcement of a weir at Wellington.
Spontaneous emergence of Action Groups.
Increased mental and physical health problems reported

2007

Lowest inflows to Murray Darling Basin on record
Stand-pipes installed for farmers to use for emergency stock water
Irrigation ceasing in the Lower Lakes – loss of access and increasing salinity
Boats seek moorings upstream of Lock 1 or interstate or were sold

2008

Lake Albert disconnected from Lake Alexandrina; inlets disconnect from Lake Alexandrina
Planning and construction begins for private/public pipelines
Tourism plummets
Survey of the extent of acid sulphate soils showed rapidly approaching catastrophe for
environment and communities
DENR lead agency in scientific response
Community response: ‘Shoreline Project Proposal’

2009

Potential acidification of the Lakes averted by installation of Narrung Bund and Clayton
Regulator
Fish out attempted in Lake Albert
Pipelines installed
Lake shore retreat 1km – 2km; River height down 2m; Complete loss of access to River or
Lakes water.

2010

Water from releases upstream arrives ahead of initial flood pulse
Release of the guidelines to the Draft of the Murray Darling Basin Plan
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2. Context
The original study (Sobels 2007) upon which the current work is based was a rapid social assessment
of the impacts of three low-flow scenarios south of Lock 1 on the River Murray in South Australia. It
was coincident with an economic study and an environmental study conducted during January 2007
and reported in March 2007. The commissioning body was the Lower Murray Drought Impact
Community Reference Group with funding from the Primary Industries and Resources Department
of SA (PIRSA).
The Terms of Reference referred to: water allocations to irrigators of 60%, 20% and 0%;raised
salinity levels (3 scenarios); and lower lake levels (3 scenarios).Key themes to be explored were:







The breadth of perspectives and perceptions held about the drought by people in the study
area;
The extent to which the issues arouse controversy or act to unify the communities;
The complexity of the issues, the contexts for decisions and the range of solutions as seen by
community members;
The impact of uncertainty about the drought and related issues;
The interdependencies of social issues with other aspects of the drought;
An indication of the capacity of the present communities to respond to the drought,
particularly the larger role of women.

The key findings were:
a. The announcement of the possibility of a new weir at Wellington, at the entrance of the
river corridor to its delta, the Lower lakes and Coorong, was a strategy to ensure Adelaide’s
water supply. The Premier’s announcement on Melbourne Cup Day, November 2006 created
an instant furore. Residents expressed their great alarm at the consequences of the weir and
the ‘man-made drought’ as opposed to the ‘natural’ drought. People believed that they
could cope with the drought, but a man-made drought of low flows or possibly no-flows
created a lot of fear and a feeling of helplessness. The angst, anger and anxiety it caused was
widespread and destructive.
b. This destructive, emotional response was a reaction to the over-riding sense of uncertainty,
of not knowing, and not being able to obtain information from the State Government which
was not transparent in its processes (see Sobels 2009).
c.

“The government got into this furore because it had made an announcement that affected
people’s livelihoods without first talking with them. It could not identify the process or
outcomes with any certainty. Considerations of local knowledge and perceptions were
apparently ignored. There were no effective channels of communication opened with the
communities by government, and very little information was made available to assuage their
uncertainty. This vacuum in institutional governance was filled by the network of
spontaneous action groups in collaboration with local governments which went after the
information and consultation they wanted” (Sobels 2007).

d. The study found that the weir announcement resulted in more significant effects on physical
and mental health, loss of employment, loss of confidence and investment, reduced
business turnover and livelihoods, and loss of community participation in social activities.
Government regulation and assistance was regarded as problematic at the time of the study.
12 | P a g e
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Figure 1: Coorong, Lower Lakes and Murray Mouth
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3. Methods
This study adopted qualitative methods of focus group meetings and individual interviews with key
informants and key organisations in the region of the Lower Lakes. The study was limited to a
completion date of 14th February, extended to the presentation of a draft report by the 25th
February. In addition, this study involved liaisons with Econsearch Pty Ltd who were conducting a
parallel study of the socio-economic effects of the proposed Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs) on
the Riverland and Lower Murray. During the study I was invited to several meetings which became
opportunities to gather data on the Lower Murray upstream of Wellington, to Lock 1, even though
the study was originally limited to the Lower Lakes communities. It became obvious that some of
that data was germane to the results in this report.
Semi-structured interview techniques were employed and based on the following questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

At what point in time did the situation become a crisis for you?
What did think about the media reporting?
What did you think/feel about the actions of Government agencies?
Was this a crisis of the environment or of management?
Are we still in a crisis?
If Rob Freeman walked in to this room now, what would you like him to tell you?

In total, data was gathered from nine groups (65 people) and nine individuals. An overview of the
study was also presented to a community reference group attended by 31 people from both the
Lower Lakes and river upstream of Wellington. As such, I was able to include a cross-section of
livelihoods and a geographic spread of communities. The only group not directly interviewed were
the Ngarrindjeri who were unfortunately not available during the course of late January - early
February 2011. Instead, questions were submitted to the Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority Board
meeting on 14th February, in lieu of attending. Their responses had not arrived by the time this
report was due.
In addition to the interviews and attendance at community forums, large volumes of documents and
e-mail newsletters were collated and examined for evidence of relevance to the aims articulated
above.
Analysis of hand-written notes - especially of direct quotations - was complemented by reference to
audio recordings of most meetings and interviews. Interviews, group meetings and written
materials were then subjected to content analysis (see Babbie 2001). All interview respondents were
advised of their complete control of their utterances. Verbal permission was obtained to record their
words for this study on the guarantee of anonymity of both quotation and context.

Caveats
This study was conducted within a highly politicised environment. There is therefore the possibility
that some comments were made to the author to make a political point, as well as providing the
information requested.
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The conduct of this study had a tight time frame which determined the methodology. There are
therefore limitations on the extent to which conclusions can be drawn and applied to other
locations. Fortunately the author’s previous study (Sobels 2007) allowed reflection on the last four
years to provide comparison with current data.
The extremity of the circumstances in the Lower Murray far exceeded anything that happened
upstream of South Australia. Some of the environmental and management crises will not be
experienced elsewhere in the Basin. The application of the conclusions to regions beyond the Lower
Murray must therefore be carefully considered in light of local circumstances and governance
arrangements

4. Findings
The Findings section reports on the Primary Effects, that is, the effects on those people who use
irrigation water for their livelihoods; Secondary Effects, that is, on those who provide services to the
irrigators; and the roles, actions and responses to Government.

Primary Effects of the loss of access to water
For many people interviewed the ‘crisis’ took hold on Melbourne Cup Day 2006 through the
announcement by the SA Premier Mike Rann that a weir at Wellington was now part of the State
Government’s options to ensure water for Adelaide. It created enormous angst, anxiety and
uncertainty amongst those affected by the announcement (see Sobels 2007; 2009). There were
three kinds of responses that informants identified in their communities which related, not only to
their physical loss of access to water from 2006 onwards, but also to their imagined losses caused by
the announcement of the proposal of a weir at Wellington:
a) “Resisting but screaming but moving forward and have made changes along the way!” –
farmers who were vocal in their opposition to the idea of a weir but made changes
grudgingly and noisily. Some of this group felt like second-class citizens or pawns in a
political game, for example, “Rudd used the Lower Lakes as an example of climate change
[but] we were being used! Rann crying - it was pathetic” And “abysmal, knee-jerk reaction
never looking to the future…” One dairy farm was turning over around $2.2 million per
annum until 2006. It now has stranded irrigation assets that it cannot use until it can draw
water from the Lakes again. The assets include irrigation pipelines worth $2 million, centre
pivots worth $1.2 million, mini-weather stations and soil moisture probes. However, they
first sold off all their herd, purchased a dryland farm with sale of part of their water licence,
then restocked the dairy at 30% of their previous size herd and have set up a feed-pad (not a
feed-lot). To run the dairy and provide stock water they were connected to one of the new
mains water supply pipelines with a water bill in 2009/10 of $105,000.
b) “Others went to a public meeting, [learned what they could, went home and] re-jigged their
farms and are now doing quite well”. They had the capacity to achieve this re-invention
through higher levels of equity in the farm, sufficient flexibility in thinking and knowledge to
change their land use, and irrigators had the option of selling all or part of their water right
to retire from farming or purchase property elsewhere. Some of this re-invention of land use
involved a lower energy/cost approach which emulated organic styles of farming or
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conversely a move to a feedlot operation with high energy/input costs. Either way, less
water was required to make a living.
c) Some businesses were unable to liquidate their assets or sell their business and so were
stuck with an unenviable choice, in many cases the sale of the business was their
superannuation but there were no buyers. They were without the assets otherwise required
to change their livelihood. The same situation was faced by people attempting to sell their
homes.
Although most of these people were at least looking forward, a number of farmers looked back to
what they had lost, and lost hope. Their depressed attitude increased their stress levels to the point
where some were observed to become destructive: to themselves, their families and their
communities. One respondent said they created ‘a loud, useless noise’ as they proclaimed conspiracy
theories aimed at the Government, which had the consequence of ‘a denial of community identity,
[as it focused attention on the individual and therefore] people sat back and deferred decision
making’. When a conspiracy theory was widely publicised it created uncertainty in others when in
some cases action was probably a better idea.
By contrast, in another town, a public meeting submitted 142 suggestions for dealing with the
symptoms of the low flows. The crunch came when it was realised that whilst there was much talk of
support (from Government), there was little that was tangible. In particular, the meeting identified
the lack of a local skills base and finance. It was estimated that an investment of around $400,000
over three years could have employed people to pursue opportunities that went begging because of
the lack of resources. In particular tourism and eco-tourism featured as potential for investment.
There was still the fear, too, that in three to four years time, “we could end up in the same situation
again”. The people at the meeting wanted to be confident that their community had the diversity of
skills and resources in place to mitigate another crisis. Importantly, this calls attention to how
priorities are set, by whom, for where, to do what and why. A Government response to community
planning might first start with listening to answers to these questions from the people on the
ground.
On the Narrung Peninsula there are 76 centre pivots most of which have been idle for three to four
years. Conservatively they would each cost $250,000 to replace and around $40,000 each to
refurbish. Most of them will not be used again for a variety of reasons to do with the individual
farmer’s situation including a lack of certainty about access and supply. The number of irrigated
dairy farms had reduced from 17 to three in the same period.
A crucial, key outcome of this situation is changed land use on the Narrung Peninsula. By January
2011 an estimated 3,500 acres (1,400 hectares) of irrigated dairy and beef farms had been converted
to cropping, much of which had been purchased by a single farmer from the Mid-North of SA. He
ripped out the fences, used broadacre machinery for superb crops of canola and wheat in a reliable
rainfall zone when the rest of the State was in severe drought. It meant that many houses were now
empty and not needed. There was little contact with the absentee owners nor did they involve
themselves in the community; they came down for sowing, spraying and harvest and brought with
them all their materiel resources, that is, from outside the district. The water licences that were
associated with the stranded irrigation assets were sold prior to the property land sales. The water
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assets were used to fund retirement, purchase dryland property in the region and in one instance, to
purchase an irrigation block in the south-east of SA.
This loss of dairy farms is mirrored elsewhere in the Lower Murray: The Lower Swamps south of
Mannum are down to 23 dairies from 36 before the low flows and drought. However, this situation
is complicated by the ‘Rehabilitation of the Lower Swamps’ program begun by Department of Water
Land and Biodiversity Conservation (DWLBC) around 2003. There used to be about 100 dairy farms
in the Lower Swamps but this program, the Commonwealth Dairy Industry Reconstruction program
from the late 1990s and market forces were also factors in dairy farmers leaving the industry. Some
35 irrigators chose to accept Exit Packages in the DWLBC programs in 2005.
The Lower Swamps project was an irrigation infrastructure upgrade complicated by a policy decision
to transfer State Government ownership to private tenure. Its implementation however, produced
unintended consequences for some participants that soured relationships between them and the
State Government. The Rehabilitation program paid up to $3135 per hectare to renovate 22
‘Swamps’ across 65 properties: laser-levelling irrigation bays, consolidating farms into larger units,
and installing collection drains and metered siphons and pumps, all to improve water use efficiency
and reduce pollutant load returning to the River. A total area of 4,100 ha was involved costing $22.6
million from Government and $2.65 million from landholders. According to one group of informants,
however, the cost per hectare was up to $8000 with the landholders paying the difference.
Unfortunately, according to informants, this left irrigators with extra debts just prior to the onset of
the drought and low allocations from 2006/07. Informants reported feeling stressed by the inflexible
and uncoordinated approach of the DWLBC and EPA during a period of significant farm operation
stress. For example, the subsidy was only available for a limited time and had to be met by the
requisite irrigator contribution at the time. One of the irrigators also told of how DWLBC was not
enforcing the new water access regulations, which led to great frustration and anger on the part of
those who were abiding by the rules.
The State Government was further accused by some irrigators of co-opting the Irrigation and
Drainage Levy. The levy was imposed from about 1990 to pay for maintenance of the Government
levee banks, apparently work which was not done according to informants. In addition to the costs
of the Rehabilitation project, these irrigators felt doubly cheated in that they were expected to look
after both their own as well as the Government’s levee banks as river levels fell. With the
Rehabilitation program winding up in 2006, the Lower Murray Irrigation Advisory Board (LMIAB) was
shut down which further disenfranchised the Lower Swamps dairy farmers. This body had assumed
the responsibility for the maintenance of the levee banks from the Government in the late 1990s, so
when it was shut down, irrigators lost an effective organising body for funds for works, their
representative voice, and their direct access to the Water Minister.
One of the strategies adopted by families of the Lower Swamps seeking an income was for the men
to get jobs in the mines in the north of SA. One informant recounted how a private school in Murray
Bridge had employed a counsellor to help children deal with the behavioural problems of the men,
their fathers, who had fly-in fly-out jobs. Up to one third of the fathers of a junior school’s children
were employed this way. Similarly the same informant, a dairy farmer, was contacted by a School
Principal at one stage to ask if child x was from a dairy farm. Behavioural problems were identified in
children from dairy farms across schools.
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A symptom of such stresses on landholders caused by the Rehabilitation program’s enforced change
was the appointment of a DWLBC ‘Project Officer’ in a Lower Murray Farm Support Program (LMFS) Social Support for Irrigators - who was seconded from the Murray Mallee Division of General
Practice. His role was to be the first point of contact for health and well-being issues amongst the
farmers of the Lower Murray .Reclaimed Irrigation Areas (LMRIA ) (DWLBC 2005). This appointment
occurred before the additional stresses caused by low flows and drought and can therefore be
attributed to the impacts of the LMRIA program. He found that farmers exhibited high levels of
stress in response to the coincidence of new government regulation, market and commercial forces,
and resulting life issues around relationships, lifestyles and an uncertain future. He felt that the
DWLBC had not recognised the serious, negative impact of the program on farm families’ physical
and mental health. Concerned farmers had contacted the Regional Health Service to obtain support
because of the fear of suicide that resulted from two prominent mental health incidents that
occurred to farmers in the program. This was the origin of the LMFS Program.

The poor management of the Rehabilitation of the Lower Swamps’ project had its dénouement in
the appointment of an Outstanding Issues Working Group for the Rehabilitation Project in 2008 to
mediate the physical, social, psychological and financial consequences still flowing from the project.
However (there is always a ‘however’), there are a growing number of irrigators for whom the past is
history. They want to fix the problems they see presently in front of them: “I’m sick of hearing about
the past, I’m over the past!” The group ‘Future of the Lower Murray Swamps’, acknowledge that the
Rehabilitation project was not done well but at public meetings on the future of the Lower Swamps,
declare that they “care about what neighbouring land is doing”. More positively they recount that
“most guys totally re-configured [their blocks].
For example, one response by a dairy farmer was to sell (most of) his water rights and with high
ground off the floodplain set up a feedlot for a capital cost of around $600,000, rather than refurbish
his irrigation infrastructure. The pumps and pipes had degenerated through lack of use due to the
lack of access to the low water levels in the River. The floodplain soils had also dried out and
changed character, for the worse, in agricultural production terms. They were the product of regular
inundation. Weeds colonised the fields and degraded soils rather than native species. The cost to
rehabilitate the soils and remove the weeds to re-start dairying was prohibitive in the cost of water
and time versus the dryland alternative. There is now a patchwork of land use across the floodplain
irrigation bays where once there was continuous dairy and hay production. Unfortunately the
degraded bays are now regarded by informants as virtually irretrievable for farming and are
effectively abandoned1.
Another snapshot of livelihoods directly affected by the loss of water from the Lakes comes from the
tourism industry. In the three years to January 2011, a marina in Goolwa (one of seven) lost 60 of its
64 boats at its moorings, resulting in gross annual revenues falling 70% from $115,000 to $35,000.
Expenses though remained at about $70,000 per annum. The business was not eligible for
Exceptional Circumstances assistance due to it forming an insufficient percentage of personal
income for the owner and was not linked to farming. The business was able to negotiate a rent
1

Recent flooding may alter this assessment.
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reduction of 50% for a period, saving $10,000 per annum but this was discontinued too early in the
recovery phase for the owner, since few boats have returned, continuing the losses from fixed costs.
Losses include income otherwise gained from maintenance services for the boats. Cash flow is
becoming critical; it is hoped that the confusion or misperceptions about the Lake water levels
amongst boat owners and the general visiting public soon dissipates. It is likely to take a number of
years to return to the situation before the crisis because many boats were sold off, many interstate,
evidence of the continuing challenges to a livelihood caused by the loss of water even after the
immediate crisis has passed. (Another marina saw its fuel sales revenues decline by 95% as almost 7
out of 10 boats found alternative moorings, most upstream of Lock 1). The lease at the marina runs
out in five years. The owner wonders if the low flows could happen again and is it worth the risk to
renew the lease, given current terms.
Goolwa is a town which, to some of its small business owners, felt like it had been forgotten or
ignored by State and Federal Governments and the MDBA until approached by the author and
Econsearch to hear their stories: “You’re the only ones to have come down here to listen to our
stories!” Although the houseboats and overnighting cruising craft (from two through over 100
berths) and recreational businesses may not play a large part in water allocation debates upstream,
they do play a large part in the economies and communities of all towns along the rivers of the MDB.
They are directly dependent on water levels and flows and contribute substantially to many towns’
small business employment opportunities. One Goolwa business laid off 4 employees as he
experienced a $300,000 loss of turnover in one year. These businesses were not eligible for
Exceptional Circumstances assistance because they were not linked to agriculture. Councils reduced
some lease fees but not rates, so fixed costs remained. The slipways and marina businesses lost the
opportunity to service approximately 1,000 boats at $5,500 per boat per annum (say 25 -30 foot)
most of which are run by absentee owners, which of course meant a loss of specialist expertise to
the towns and the knock-on effect to their suppliers. On top of this would be another $3,000 to
$5,000 per boat spent in the area on food, entertainment and accommodation. It was suggested
that boating retailers were going broke due to lack of sales. As one respondent suggested,
“businesses may look like they’re doing ok but underneath they’re paddling like ducks”.
Whilst the “community was consulted out… the businesses in Goolwa were left out, no
representation at all”. As a result, a Boating and Tourism Group formed in 2007 and was effective in
attracting support for works in and of the River, such as using the low flows to repair and improve
navigation beacons and charts, and to clean the Goolwa Channel of rubbish. The State Government
contributed $20,000 to the clean-up and the Department of Transport, Energy and Infrastructure
appointed two full-time senior employees to work with the local businesses for a year. The Group
also organised a public demonstration at Goolwa (3,400 people on the foreshore) and in Adelaide
very similar to the other Action Groups who were petitioning the State Government for information
and action on the proposed weir and low flows. As for information, one Government agency was
regarded as a conundrum by informants. On the one hand, SA Water responded magnificently to
construct pipelines to ensure people had access to stock and domestic water. On the other,
especially early on, respondents felt that SA Water’s attitude was “we know more [and] we know
better [than you]”. There was little evidence apparent of communication between the local office
and the Adelaide Head Office, nor were their local employees able to reflect on the recent history –
the last five to 10 years - of the region. They were relatively new to the job and were seemingly
unable to draw on the corporate knowledge of the Department.
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Whilst the towns of the Lower Murray are dependent on tourism for their incomes, tourism is
dependent on public perceptions. During the crisis, the media profile affected perceptions quite
negatively. Unfortunately, operators around the Lower Lakes and upstream to Lock 1 were made to
look like they were out of business because the River was not flowing: “We were just slaughtered by
the media… The ‘carcass’ was fought over… ecologically, financially, psychologically”. The front page
of the Advertiser in Adelaide carried a colour picture of a jet ski on a sand bar, but it was a contrived
photograph to the extent that there was still plenty of channel to use. The general complaint was
that articles in the key source region(s) for customers (like Adelaide) were biased towards
controversy and disaster, which inflamed divisions already evident in affected communities and
selectively quoted key informants, which meant that a less accurate picture was portrayed.
The crisis continues. Police reported very quiet roads over the January 2011 holidays. The impact of
media reports remained disastrous. Now it’s the high river levels and river-banks in crisis as
newspaper, Government web sites and TV articles influence many potential holiday-makers not to
book a river holiday. People read about the Queensland floods and decided not to book a river
holiday. The Government put out warnings about the river banks collapsing, that it was ‘dangerous’
to be near the river, which resulted in cancellations; houseboat owners had experienced a halving of
bookings compared with last summer. The impact was felt throughout river communities as small
businesses must still manage stock and cash flows very conservatively.
When the acid sulphate soils emerged as a potential catastrophe, and the Government decided to
keep the problem clay soils inundated, one area they needed to install barriers to enable a pool of
fresh water to keep the soils wet was Currency Creek and the Goolwa channel. This decision was
expedited by Government because of the impending catastrophe of sulphuric acid being released
into the Lakes, but it created substantial division between communities. That the impoundment at
Clayton meant that the marinas at Goolwa would maintain some water was taken as evidence by
some in the Clayton community that the wealth and political connections of the yacht and boat
owners had influenced the Government’s decision. The Clayton Regulator was apparently installed
just so a lucky few could “float their boats”. The Alexandrina Council called many community
meetings, some of which became quite heated, to the extent that the Mayor and CEO became the
spokesmen to the community rather than the General Manager with responsibility for this area
within Council.
Concern about the environmental implications of the Regulator was the driver for the protest by the
people at Clayton and used as the justification for comments about the ‘silver-tails’ at Goolwa.
However, this has a parallel with comments heard, again, second-hand about entitlement elsewhere
in the region; prima facie evidence for perceptions of class influencing people’s thinking as they tried
to rationalise the distribution of assistance by Government to water users. It is likely that this
phenomenon could surface again unless the allocation of SDLs and the means to achieve irrigation
water use caps are conducted scrupulously fairly and transparently throughout the Basin.
As for other industries dependent on River water, in particular intensive animal production, they did
not suffer. They were classed as ‘industrial users’ and their water allocations remained at 100%.
Other users such as golf clubs with their own water licences were affected by the allocations and
suffered along with dairy and vegetable producers. Although the commercial fishers of the Lower
Lakes and Coorong were not contacted for this study, it should be acknowledged that their
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livelihoods, like the irrigators, were also stymied by the loss of water and salinization of the
remainder. However, the fishers did not have any alternatives. They had no water licences to sell or
alternative uses for their right to fish (cf. the right to farm, to change land use). In terms of this
report however, fishers constitute a small proportion of upstream occupations. They would have
responded in the same way they did in the Sobels (2007) report, by obtaining employment in other
trades until the fisheries became viable again. In some cases this meant that families had to relocate
to follow employment, taking children and money out of the local communities.

Secondary Effects of no water and adaptive behaviour
An example: A contracting business, husband and wife, were hit by double misfortune. They lost
most of their primary income (~70%) from farm projects which disappeared when water became
extremely limiting. But they were also affected by the sharp depreciation in land values which were
also a result of the loss of water in the lakes. This depreciation in land value meant that their
overdraft and loans were no longer fully supported by the property as an asset. This occurred before
the Global Financial Crisis (GFC). At the onset of the GFC, the banks chose not to re-negotiate the
couples’ loans portfolio and adopted zero tolerance for expenditure beyond the overdraft limit. Even
though the business received Exceptional Circumstances interest rate relief they were severely
compromised financially. The land values are not expected to return to pre-low flow levels before
the end of 2012, 18 months away, if then.
The re-invention of their livelihood involved the fantastic and the sheer hard slog. On the one hand,
in a desperate letter to a philanthropic organisation they appealed for assistance to get them
through the next scheduled debt payment, without which the loans would have defaulted and their
business could have been bankrupted. To their great delight and surprise, their request was granted,
no strings, within a week. Their relief was palpable.
The sheer hard slog that they worked through involved setting up the administrative support
structure for contracting work in another sector and a different geographic location although still
linked to the skills and tools they used and job they did. The support required a substantial
investment of their office time, some expenditure in new computing software and intelligence in
completing forms, establishing new procedures and paper trails in order to acquire new permissions,
licences, memberships and commercial credit that then enabled them to close the deal on the new
work. Their livelihood now had hope for the future.
Interestingly, a local chapter of an organisation called ‘Women in Agriculture and Business’ was
started to which the wife (as ‘General Manager’) was invited. It had formed in response to the
effects of the low flows scenario affecting hundreds of businesses and families in the Lakes region.
Meetings were attended by women who “were fed up with stresses on the farm”, who wanted “to
do something interesting, leisurely, educational… different. The women counselled each other.
Reflecting on this, the informant stated that it “made me feel better… realise there are other women
in similar situations… [and] I can do this!”.
The change in their attitude was pronounced. From utter desperation and uncertainty in a day to
day struggle, to planning three to five months ahead is some transformation. It is indicative of many
businesses linked to farming in times when water is made limiting. Other agricultural businesses
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have successfully made the transition from irrigated dairy farms and hay producers as the primary
customers to intensive dryland and broadacre farmers. The recent run of high commodity prices for
most agricultural products – food and fibre – has mitigated limits to production caused by limited
access to, and, or, the high cost of water.
Other businesses were affected and responded differently. A real estate agency, father and son,
recorded the following disaster in property sales as the water crisis spread to service businesses:
Table 1: Decline in Property Sales, 2006-2010
Financial Year
2005/06
2006/07
2007/08
2008/09
2009/10

Number of sales
43
30
24
15
17

They also witnessed the complete abandonment of a development directly affected by the decline in
water levels after selling 80% of the 300 lots at up to $200,000 per allotment. That’s $4.8 million. All
purchasers had their money returned, an enormous setback to the business. This also happened
before the onset of the GFC. The company survived in part by the son taking opportunistic work in
the mines. His wife also obtained work until their baby arrived. The company secretary was put on to
three days per week from full time. The wages taken out of the business were reduced. The business
barely survived thanks to an overdraft.
The realtors expect that prices will take at least until February 2012 to recover, or until people
outside the area have “forgotten” how the water receded. Local buyers are still quite wary about
purchasing property with “water or lake views”; no house sales had occurred in January 2011.
(Similar comments apply to the 700 strong houseboat fleet, where average values have fallen by up
to 30%). They said that some confidence is emerging by the level of enquiries and they observed
that the caravan park was full over Christmas for the first time in four years and tourist car traffic
was higher.
For the son it had become most depressing to think about “water”. As a topic of conversation it
became something to be avoided at the golf or footy club. It seemed “no-one cared about here”
whereas upstream “was a pot of gold”, attracting most of the attention.
An engineering business which had served dairy farmers lost 50% of its turnover. Two workers and
an apprentice were laid off and the wife engaged in the administration of the business. The extra
work took its toll on the family and reduced the time available for usual socialising. Local trucking
and fencing contractors had to go further afield for work, which was problematic given that beyond
the Lakes region was the worst drought in recorded (European) history. A local supermarket
dropped turnover by 30%, the butcher and bakery were similarly affected as tourism ground to a
halt. Local sporting clubs lost teams and a tennis club folded.
In another sector, the loss of ‘working families’ from the area resulted in the local school being six
children short of qualifying for a $2 million facility from the Building Education Revolution (BER)
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program of the Federal Government. The school had lost over 30% of its enrolment during the low
flows crisis, a total of 100 children, placing staff levels and expertise at risk. Another small local
school catering for Reception to Year Seven closed in 2008 with up to 30 students being forced to
travel to a regional centre. In 2009, within five kilometres of the school, there were 15 empty
homes. As of January 2011, around 50% of the homes in the school catchment area remained
empty.
In reflecting on the last four years since the announcement of the weir as a policy option to protect
Adelaide’s water supply, and my study at the time (Sobels 2007), a health informant suggested that
nothing much had changed. A part-time social worker was paid for by the State Government and a
mental health nurse was recruited at a day per week with funding from the General Practitioner (GP)
Network. Otherwise, existing staff had to manage mental health levels which were high “very very
high’ over the period, at about 10 presentations per week. The proportion of people in need of
medical care increased, particularly at night as measured by the after-hours call out rate to the
Emergency Department. People were drinking too much, not taking medicines correctly, having
more accidents both on both farms and in homes. “You’d wonder how did that happen, walking into
doors, the sort of things you do when you are tired, stressed out…”.
The impact on the health professionals and doctors was serious. An informant reflected on how
there used to be leaders in a community to whom people would turn to for help when threatened.
These people or roles do not appear to be there any more except for the doctors; it is the doctors to
whom the community directs their expectations for assistance. On top of already high stress levels
because of the extra medical and psychological demands of a community under strain, a doctor must
also manage the high expectations of the community to remedy their ills. It means taking precious
time out to attend community meetings, to be a spokesperson, and be a facilitator between people
and government services. The medical informant found that to cope, he “just had to accept it [the
expectations]. You’re supposed to be part of the solution…”
Additionally, as a private business, a doctor felt constrained to limit fee increases for services
because of patients’ loss of income even though he had to keep paying higher wages for staff as
mandated under State Government and union negotiations. Other fixed costs such as petrol and
insurance premiums kept increasing whilst gross income was reduced by an estimated 10%. At the
Hospital, administrative staff were lost to centralised regional centres and some of the remaining
ancillary staff were asked if they would work for nothing, as ‘volunteers’. Another health informant
said how she “lost heart”.
Social capital and resilience
The medical informant mentioned resilience in a response. To him resilience meant “not giving up…
[you] don’t stop being, don’t stop going shopping, to the footy club, the golf club… don’t stop putting
your hand in your pocket to make sure the kids can do their sporting trips… being up to you waist in
mud to get water to the oval for the kids sport on Saturday…”. When asked further about social
structures in town he responded that the community used and continued using existing social
structures, the clubs and organisations that populated the town. But a few individuals, “a few
specific people got stuck into it… made the [community/town] their priority, … fighting for the
situation, … in a sense, not giving up”. So even though many younger families had left the area
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because of job losses in dairying, and an (unknown) proportion of children were sent to schools
outside the district, there was still a determination of the ‘locals’ to maintain their social
connections. “Families just battled through it”. One respondent commented that the community
was “toughening up” instead of giving up and grieving for what was lost.
‘Pragmatic optimism’ is a phrase used by King et al. (2009) to describe the attitude of rural people to
drought. In the situation of the low flows of the Lakes environs, people recently demonstrated their
capacity to flip into ‘happiness’ or a facsimile thereof as soon as they knew, for certain, that water
was coming down the Murray Darling system. “Their psyche changed… they cheered up… they
needed to believe there was some hope… a huge change in psychology in the community”. This was
not only observed in the return of frogs and frog song two days after the Narrung Bund was
breached, which became the topic of conversation in town (“Have you heard the frogs?... Nature’s
back!”), but in the rate of presentation of patients for help with mental health issues, which dropped
from 10 per week to three per week within two months. Injuries at the Emergency Department from
locals suddenly dropped, to be replaced by injured tourists! This mood swing was driven further by
the notification of a firm date when the Narrung Bund would be breached; over 100 locals turned up
armed with cameras to record the event;
“We all looked at the height [of Lake Albert] each day, took photos and talked about it. To see
Boats/Yachts/water skiing on the Lake again is fantastic as the town “feels alive… I guess I would say
that one never fully appreciates what one has until it is at risk of being lost... and it has also
demonstrated the resilience of this community”. “They just needed to know”, is a telling indicator of
the debilitating effects of uncertainty. The feeling of the health informant is that the worst is over
but “no, I don’t think we’re out of it”. However it does mean that people can now say “I will…[and]
we can do this…” and plan for the future.
The changing face in values, expectations and perceptions as the crisis played out were vividly
portrayed by the banners that the Meningie community produced over a period of four years (Box 1
below). The initial anger, angst and anxiety – the three ‘As’ – are represented in the ‘No Damn!!
Weir! banner. It was on the front line of a protest march on State Parliament and festooned on car
bumper stickers and t-shirts. Later, the second and third banners reflect children’s conversations
with their parents and friends and highlight their understanding of interdependence with a healthy
River Murray. These banners reflect how hope and a certain steadfastness is on display replacing, to
some extent, the earlier anger and anxiety. Hope, resistance, being steadfast, suggest a measure of
resilience in this community. The fourth banner takes us through the tunnel to the light at the end. A
future is suggested that is built firmly around the potential of living within ecosystem services and
developing new enterprises and livelihoods that co-exist with their natural physical environment.

24 | P a g e

Life After Less Water: Social Assessment of the Lower Murray

March 1, 2011

BOX 1: Letter from a small business owner
Dear Jonathan Sobels
Here is Meningie’s banner history.

The No Damn Weir banner was Meningie’s first banner
following the announcement by Premier Rann to build a Weir
at Wellington. The whole of the Meningie community could
see that this weir would impact on their businesses and
community.

The second and third banner were the result of a project called
S.E.W. which stands for students environmental wish and was
where the students of Meningie Area School were asked to
come up with a banner to show community concerns
regarding the proposed weir and how the students felt about
its impacts.

This fourth banner is the next proposed banner which is clearly
focussed on the environment and I think clearly endorses what
the community of Meningie and surrounds is saying. That is
that the environment must come first to ensure the
sustainability of both the community and our environment. If
we fail to look after our environment how can we be
sustainable.
Regards
Xxxxx xxxxx
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Government Action and Roles
The next section deals with the reactions and actions of Government in the low flows crisis. The
progress of two of four water pipelines and how the State Government adapted its communication
channels for partial success in working with the affected people of the Lower lakes and Murray will
be discussed. Instead of relying on behind-the-scenes conversations and meetings, the Premier
formalised the adoption of a ‘community champion’ by the appointment of a powerful individual to
cut through bureaucracy when in the midst of a crisis to solve immediate, pressing problems.
Pipelines private and public: just in time.
A commercial grape-growing consortium at Langhorne Creek installed a private pipeline (42km long,
hence ‘Marathon’ pipeline) in late 2008 in order to obtain fresh water to feed into a private
desalination plant (the largest private plant in the southern hemisphere at the time) after losing
access to water from Lake Alexandrina and the Angus-Bremer aquifer had been drawn down to the
limit of extraction. The consortium obtained assistance from the ‘River Murray Community Liaison
Manager’, Mr Dean Brown, who coordinated planning and construction permissions with PIRSA,
Aboriginal Heritage issues in particular.
The $100 million Creeks Pipeline was constructed in 2009 under supervision from SA Water as
public-private partnership. Ninety percent of the funds were obtained from the Commonwealth
Government. The pipeline extracts river water at Jervois, runs south-west to Langhorne Creek and
then south to Currency Creek irrigators. The pipeline schedule was brought forward due to the loss
of water supply from the Lakes which risked $650 million annually in vineyard and horticultural
production (Mr Brown). SA Water had pre-ordered the pipes and had the contractor ready to go as
of the 1st of January 2009, because the water was needed by November. But because it was
Commonwealth funds being used for commercial enterprises infrastructure, a tax structure had to
developed for the funding package, which then required a Tax office ruling to ensure probity, all of
which took increasingly valuable time, six weeks for the tax structure alone. Work finally
commenced on May 4th and was completed on October 1st. On November 1, a serious heat wave
occurred which could have killed a substantial proportion of the vines if without water.
Other potable water pipelines were constructed over the period of low flows, from Milang to
Clayton with a spur to Point Sturt and Hindmarsh Island. Standpipes were set up in cooperation with
Alexandrina Council in 2007 ahead of the pipelines to enable farmers to haul water tankers to keep
stock alive. This was a continuation of an ad hoc program to upgrade water supplies by SA Water to
main towns on the Fleurieu Peninsula (eg. Strathalbyn) as populations continue to increase. This
population influx changes land use and settlement patterns related to retirees, tourism and Adelaide
commuters in the Alexandrina Shire Council area, essentially the western side of the Lakes.
The $35 million Tailem Bend to Narrung pipeline was brought forward to meet the needs of farmers,
who would begin culling stock on or about the middle of December 2008 because they had almost
no water and salinity was increasing rapidly. The pipeline constructed by SA Water delivered water
four weeks ahead of schedule on the 7th of December, an effort applauded by local farmers.
The majority of funds for the pipelines on the eastern and western shores of the Lakes were to come
from the Federal Government, but as of late 2010 the State has bankrolled the projects without
promised funds arriving.
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It should be noted that irrigators have to pay for pipeline water irrespective of water use, and for the
Creeks pipeline, pay for the cost of the pipeline even if no water is consumed due to rain or flood.
That is, if water is extracted, they must pay their share of the volume at the point of extraction at
about $350/ML as well as the initial upfront payment of $1000 per ML of their licence. At 1.5 to 2.0
ML/ha this is an acceptable fixed cost against the once potential loss of the vines. For example at
Langhorne Creek in September 2010 there was minor flooding down the Angus River across their
vineyards. Vignerons were pumping water from the Creeks pipeline into the aquifer for storage
because they were still being billed for the extracted water. They are also responsible for any
maintenance or repair costs. But at least the remaining irrigators are productive, their vines are alive
(although grape prices are poor) and farmers are producing milk and vegetables.
Irrigators with a licence around Lake Albert are still unable to use the Lake water due to salinity of
around 7,000 EC units. The pipeline to Narrung Peninsula delivers potable water as distinct from the
Creeks Pipeline which is river water. This means that it is only available for stock and domestic
purposes. Even these applications pose substantial costs for a dairy farm, in one example, for the
period 2010/11, the estimated bill is $137,000. Informants suggested that the future for irrigation on
the Narrung Peninsula is problematic. It is highly likely to be reduced to opportunistic irrigation by a
few operators who have existing infrastructure. It is highly unlikely that the uncertainty of water
quality and water levels in Lake Albert would support a business plan or bank loan for new a new
irrigation setup.
Negotiations for the pipelines included local leaders/representatives in close, direct discussions with
the Minister for Water; one was backed by a local organisation, another not. A quiet, restrained but
powerful expression of thanks was made by farmers who were ‘saved’ to one of the negotiators, a
respondent to this study. Offers of produce, hay and labour assistants were given, but declined. The
obligation felt by these farmers for the service they believed had been provided by the local
representatives added substantial capital to the reputation of the negotiants. They had earned their
reputations for selfless acts of organisation and assistance in the community, which explains in part
why these people were seen as valid representatives with the requisite knowledge and experience.
River Murray Community Liaison Manager
The Premier’s announcement of a weir at Wellington on Melbourne Cup Day, 2006 from a COAG
meeting in Canberra was the tipping point for most people when asked, “When did the crisis begin
for you”? From the instant outcry of people above and below Wellington, the Lower Lakes and
indeed above Lock 1, came a myriad of action groups which spontaneously began to seek out
information about the decision (Sobels 2009). With so many people asking questions and not getting
answers from the State Government, an air of conspiracy around the Government was created. Yet
ironically, one of the most important actions that subsequently influenced many of the individual
and community initiatives over the last four years was the appointment of ex-Premier (and ex-MP
for the region) Mr Dean Brown to a new role, the ‘River Murray Community Liaison Manager’. The
role provided a communication channel for people of the region to reach senior public servants,
ministerial staffers and Ministers, and for messages from Government to get to the people
concerned. Not only did Mr Brown carry the gravitas of an ex-Premier and the explicit backing of the
Premier to speak directly with Government officers and politicians, including the Cabinet and
Premier himself, he was also qualified as an agricultural scientist with a Masters degree in Rural
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Science from the University of New England. Therefore, he understood how primary producers were
being affected by the weir announcement and the loss of their livelihoods due to the accelerating
crisis of losing access to water for irrigation.
The underpinning logic for the role is important to understand since it points to a specific structure
around which the other States could plan their interventions with communities likely to be most
affected by the introduction of Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs) for each catchment. The role
developed out of the Government’s response to the Eyre Peninsula bushfires of 2005. The State
found that at least one, probably two Ministers with responsibility in the area should be ‘on-theground’ at the crisis. They ‘should’ be seen to be leading, communicating, and caring about what was
happening.
The Government subsequently formed the ‘Premier’s High Level Drought Taskforce’ which included
establishment of a series of regional drought groups through the Department of Primary Industries
and Resources (PIRSA). These groups were populated by government-appointed, respected local
figures. These identities coordinated meetings and set up committees to involve their wider
communities in dealing with current problems and looking forward to surviving the continuing
drought. The groups reported directly to the Premier’s designate, a senior public servant who held
responsibility for drought actions across all Government agencies, by-passing the usual channels
through the public service. Using this model, the Premier invited Mr Brown to step forward to the
new role of ‘Premier’s Special Advisor on Drought’, in addition to his role as ‘River Murray
Community Liaison Manager’.
As a social scientist it prompted further reflection about the relationship of power and trust, and
how crucial transaction costs such as time taken to decide or act in a crisis, can be radically reduced
through social capital, that is, the willingness to draw on the capacities of relationships to make
things happen. This approach is at odds with usual bureaucratic procedures that allow action only
according to certain rules of accountability that are set up to replace, ‘having to trust’. Also part of
the new structure was a very senior public servant who was Chair of the Water Security Council of
the Government at the time. He was Mr Brown’s ally in persuading members of that Committee to
agree to the decisions being made on-the-ground: “This has to be done, I won’t take no for an
answer” (Mr Brown) – An example of the expectations and exercise of those vested with power.
Mr Brown’s first action was to talk to a number of key farmers known to him from his previous roles.
They invited him to participate in the broiling community activism that was emerging in order to
fulfil his communication role. He did this first by attending community meetings and being available
to local people for consultation, whether as individuals, members of an organisation, or as a
member of an informal association of people. Secondly, he agreed to chair meetings of many of the
small organisations that had formed around particular interests and geographies. He spent the
majority of his time sorting out and advising on priorities for immediate action. He saw his role as a
problem-solver. He was able to obtain information from Government departments but more
importantly obtain the cooperation of multiple agencies to achieve particular needs. For example,
irrigators were unable to obtain dredging rights to extend their pumps out into the receding Lakes
because they had to obtain six or seven approvals from five agencies. Prior to December 2006 some
irrigators had approvals not resolved after three applications and more than 12 months time passed.
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Mr Brown co-opted the processes of the agencies concerned into a single window which
subsequently processed 130 applications in approximately three days each (Table 2).

Table 2

Approvals for dredging to extend pump lines into Lower Lakes

Approval
Development Application
Native Title
Aboriginal Heritage
Minister for the River Murray
Crown Lands
Environmental Approval

Agency
Environmental Protection Authority
PIRSA
DEH (now Dept Environment Natural Resources)
DWLBC (now Dept for Water); SA Water
DEH (now Dept Environment Natural Resources)
Environmental Protection Authority

Of note was the alternative solution to site survey normally required for Aboriginal Heritage
assessment. Instead, two Aboriginal representatives were paid by Government to oversee dredging
operations as they occurred, thereby allowing rapid solution within the parameters of the crisis and
legislation. These approvals were vital to allow irrigators to continue to reach water for their
operations, a situation which within a few months became untenable, forcing irrigation to cease. The
Lakes levels eventually receded one or more kilometres from the edge at normal pool height, 0.75 m
AHD.
Ultimately Mr Brown became chair to 19 organisations that dealt with the effects of drought and low
flows in localities from Lock 1 to the Coorong for: dairy farmers, wine and grape producers,
vegetable producers, beef farmers, hay and fodder producers, boating and marinas, ferries,
houseboats, tourism on the river and services, pipelines, infrastructure and local government, and
an overarching community reference group. He has also chaired about 20 public meetings called by
the Water Minister (then, the Hon. Karlene Maywald, and now, the Hon. Paul Caica) for issues
relating to drought and the bio-remediation project for acid sulphate soils of the Lower Lakes.
Dis-satisfaction with State Government
The role of ‘River Murray Community Liaison Manager’ was not universally appreciated or effective.
The extent of the anger that still pervades parts of the case study region is testament to that: “[He]
hasn’t achieved anything to stabilise water in SA. [He’s] just a backstop for the Government”. There
are continuing criticisms about the equity with which Government has allocated grants and
assistance packages for irrigators in different locations. For example:
 Those below Lock 1 are angry that the Riverland communities are to receive $20 million in
assistance to survive and explore possible future scenarios whilst they are left without; “If
you think I’m disillusioned, yes I am”.
 The SA Government did not allocate funds for freight subsidies for fodder but NSW and
Victorian Governments did. The result was a skewed logistics supply chain and an extra cost
of $20/tonne for SA dairy farmers.
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 The SA Government would make an announcement about the allocation limit, so irrigators
went into the market to purchase water, but the next week were informed that their
allocation was being raised by 6%. The informant made the point that he wanted some
more thought put into Government announcements because they had a significant impact
on his expenditure in crisis circumstances.
 Some farmers complained about the “Criteria. I’m sick of criteria”, in filling out forms for
grants and subsidies or other assistance. The main complaint was about trying to fit their
circumstances into arbitrary boxes in order to qualify for assistance, and the extent of the
information required: “… a wad of paper two inches thick... [But] I was too viable!... Time
wasn’t worth it, too much trouble”.
There is more generalised dissatisfaction with Government: “State Government is a bloody
disgrace!... [They have] lost leadership, lost direction, don’t keep their word… [I have more] hope in
federal politicians… Crean is genuine, gives me a lot of hope… Nobody wants to put anything in
writing… Government doesn’t have money for levee banks – that’s a political decision… A slap in the
face time after time”.
The Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC) 1999 has been difficult to
work within. It is regarded as more of a barrier to effecting solutions during the crisis than was the
availability of dollars. The resolution of issues such as the pipeline approvals was achieved through
hard negotiations with the Commonwealth by a few individuals within State Government agencies.
Indeed, a respondent reflecting on the work of Government during the crisis said that one should
discern a distinction between the efforts of a few key individual agency officers and the broader
agencies’ efforts.
I asked one respondent how they would like State Government to work with communities in the
future. Their reply was, “I wish they wouldn’t lie to you… [It] drives people insane – they know when
they’re being lied to! ... Don’t come down for a photo opportunity, [these are] critical human needs…
Sometimes you have to tell the truth, so long as you are perceived to be fair”.
The importance of communication between community and Government
In canvassing stories and data from the communities an Agency officer who was involved in
managing the acid sulphate soils crisis was also interviewed. The particular set of events detailed in
the following section illustrates why communication is so important to ensure optimum outcomes
between Government and community. It is important because Government requires the
mobilisation of community resources to add to public resources in order to effect real solutions to
diffuse, complex often intractable problems of the physical natural environment that often only
demonstrate achievement over 20 to 30 years.
In late 2006 the habitats of the two Lakes were close to disconnecting, as were the links between the
main Lakes and the inlets of and to the Lakes. If the water levels kept falling the scientists predicted
(and feared) the loss of keystone species vital to the structure of the food chains. An example is
Ruppia, a water plant that supports aquatic and bird life. Unfortunately this coincided with the
announcement of the weir by the Premier which occupied the public perception of the crisis. In 2007
the major storages were being mined and the realisation dawned that Adelaide’s water supply and
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quality might not be assured. Later that year came the shocking findings relating to the potential for
acid soils acidifying the Lakes. In 2008 Lake Albert disconnected from Lake Alexandria. Pipelines were
being planned at the crucial biophysical step change from 0.1m AHD to below 0m AHD (Australian
Height Datum). The prospect of acidification was predicted within 12 months and would mean heavy
metals in solution and 200 years before the Lakes could again sustain an ecosystem. The strategy of
opening the barrages to allow sea water into the Lakes would have caused cation exchange in the
water/acid soil to “flip-out” the heavy metals (e.g. Aluminium) and Sulphur at an accelerated rate,
making the acid and salinity crisis worse. Instead, three strategies were put in place: keep soils
inundated with fresh water to prevent oxidation wherever possible, hence the Clayton Regulator
and Narrung Bund; liming point sources already acidic; and promoting sulphate-reducing bacteria
through revegetation to provide organic acids to feed the bacteria. This third strategy was the
genesis of the Bio-Remediation Project.
In early 2008 the community had heard about the threat of acid soils from CSIRO and Government
scientists. While DENR scientists involved Rural Solutions (a unit of PIRSA) in developing a bioremediation program of a trial and full roll-out, the Milang community were encouraged to develop
their own bio-remediation program in discussions with politicians. Unfortunately by the time both
plans were presented at a common forum, neither had communicated their common endeavours to
each other. The result was more or less a competitive tender which shocked the community
proponents, who thought that their proposal was the only one being considered for $10 million in
emergency Commonwealth funding. On the other hand, the DENR proponents were convinced of
the need for immediate action which over-rode community desires for participation in activity and
decision making. DENR also believed that the Commonwealth would not provide $10 million to a
local community organisation so the State agency would need to be involved.
As it worked out, the community were primary actors in the successful implementation of the
project, probably the largest of its type in the world, at around 28,000 ha treated. Consequently, it
would perhaps be expected that the community were pleased with this result. However, despite this
success, the community organisers were not happy. For example, reflections on the role of
Government, which continue to simmer in the background, included:
‘They didn’t have clue how to engage with the community… We knew how we wanted to be
engaged! … If we’re not going to be listened to, forget about holding community meetings… We were
looking for a partnership, they gave us patronage’.
The community version of events suggests that the Government agency co-opted the
Commonwealth funding for salaries and on-ground works leaving the community to deliver on
voluntary works. That would, however, be doing a dis-service to the Agency officers most closely
associated with the program. They managed a potential catastrophe to come up with a solution that
was essentially untested at this scale. The problem was one of communication, in particular, of the
Government for not taking responsibility for opening communication channels.
It wasn’t until the Agency officer had held four or five public meetings that the penny dropped for
the locals. As he recalls: ‘People were reduced to tears, crying, then the cut-through, to do the right
thing, [Government] trying to make it work… Relief! [It took] Five or six meetings to get to the ‘ah-ha
moment’…[He wondered] how do you deny given evidence?.. [There was] scepticism, mistrust,
fabrication, which hurt… [I] Couldn’t understand… Some people didn’t get it, [but] you’ve got to move
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on’. He even ‘went out on a limb, [I’ll] show you, [but] this is new stuff, not scientifically reviewed…
but then [this] was used against me!’. The urgency of the crisis meant that there wasn’t time for the
usual experimental approach, but a combination of local observation of remnant regrowth on Lakes
margins and the collaboration of scientists from across Australia.
Subsequently, DENR directed $220,000 over three years to support the formation of local ‘Hubs’,
offices set up in Milang and Meningie staffed with local people. DENR Officers use the facilities of
the Hubs to meet and talk with local people, a public forum for information transfer and activity
planning. The perception of the DENR Officers is that local people are beginning to value the Hubs as
reciprocal communication channels with the State Government.

5. Conclusions
This study set out to examine the Lower Lakes and Lower Murray communities in order to:
1. To describe the changes to people’s livelihood’s and lifestyles in the Lower Lakes now as
compared to 4 years ago, building on the work already undertaken with this community
(Sobels 2009; 2007)
2. To provide an analysis of the insights gained by the community from this experience,
especially any that might be applicable to other communities in the Basin in terms of their
ability to adapt a future with less water.
3. To draw out insights around the communities’ reaction to the Guide to the proposed Basin
Plan
4. To draw out any insights regarding the potential benefits the community might perceive
from the implementation of the Basin Plan
Responding to the first two aims, a set of points for consideration (below) provide the key
insights;

Points for Consideration: Aims 1 and 2
1. Water levels and salinity are the two key bio-physical parameters to manage. As long as
water supply is conservatively managed relative to runoff (since climate change strongly
suggests that we are likely to experience another drought worse than the one just ended)
then the physical natural environment and the built/constructed environment of people can
be healthy.
2. People will toughen up, families battle through, as they embark on resilient behaviours and
re-invent themselves. As families and communities, the strong towns that maintain services
and relationships, footy teams and hospitals, will survive and prosper. Those that find this
too difficult are probably already being negatively affected by broader demographic and
market forces. In the context of the irrigators upstream of Renmark in the MDB, on the
evidence of the experiences of the people of the Lower Lakes, modest reductions in irrigator
entitlements will not result in community structure or service decline. Stress may well occur
during the period of change, but there are likely to be sufficient options available to vary
land use and tenure so long as flows are assured. Properties can be bought and sold, water
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rights traded, banks remain confident of equity values, irrigation infrastructure upgraded,
and local support businesses and services such as health and education maintained.
3. So long as there is water, communities will survive quite well. It appears that most farmers
and business owners will quietly consider their position and make changes accordingly. It is
also likely to result in better management being adopted as closer attention to business
fundamentals at such a time usually results in greater awareness of opportunities and
threats to their livelihoods.
4. People who live off the rivers of the MDB generally have a good understanding of the broad
picture, the overwhelming need for a healthy river system, in total, that is managed in
response to the weather, extraction, movement of salt, ecological needs and longer term
climate trends. This accords with their stewardship values, leaving the farm for the next
generation in a better condition than when they started.
5. Begin the conversation with irrigators by framing the question as ‘We all know that the river
has earned the right to be a healthy river for everyone’s benefit. How much water will you
contribute for a whole of basin benefit’? Framing is incredibly important in determining the
kind of response that you will get (see List 2007). Therefore effort should be directed to
work out what framework will assist farmers come to terms with the altered regime, rather
than saying, “You have the option to give up x ML of your water licence. How much will you
contribute?”
6. Providing more water products will enable a greater diversity of land use operations and
flexibility, therefore adaptability, to be built into the system of water use.
7. In implementing the Basin Plan, State Government agencies must be direct, transparent,
thoughtful, inclusive and great communicators.
8. Communication is the key skill to be learned by Governments if cooperative behaviour is to
be obtained from landholders. Identification and support for the range of formal and
informal local organisations is value for money.
9. An understanding of how trust works, and how communities can add substantial resources
to projects, if a little flexibility is allowed the agency officers on the ground, is the most
effective way to ensure public funds are spent for maximum impact. Reality is messy and
does not fit into neat plans, yet public funding often demands accountability criteria
equivalent to major projects for spending in natural resources management. Agency Officers
are constrained in the degree of initiative and flexibility they can apply to particular
circumstances in the application of public funds especially when working in tandem with
community resources. Reduced trust equates to reduced effectiveness.
10. The role of the Auditor-General appears to have an unfortunate influence on this culture
within State and Commonwealth agencies which replaces trust with bureaucracy. The shift
from uncovering fraud to micromanagement and cost-benefit analysis of individual project
accountability has promoted an overburden on effective on-ground outcomes, including
social and economic outcomes. Sometimes, unless expenditure is strictly in accord with the
‘plan’, funds are not allocated. For example, respondents were aghast that the State had
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returned $110 million to the Commonwealth of funding for assistance for irrigators. Then
there was the requirement to obtain a tax structure for the funding for emergency
construction of pipelines being commissioned in SA, which was then referred to the
Australian Tax Office for a ruling. The months that it took for these bureaucratic procedures
to proceed put over $650 million of vineyard, vegetable and dairy production at significant
risk. A heat wave in early November in 2008 came within three weeks of completion of the
Creeks pipeline. This was a shocking reminder of how close those irrigators came to losing
their livelihoods through decisions beyond their, or their State Government’s, control.
This culture needs to be addressed as systemic change if State Governments are to give
meaning to the often written but rarely implemented notion of community engagement.

Points for Consideration: Aims 3 and 4
For the latter two aims, reactions to the Basin Plan, the findings come down to an apparently simple
formula. If the Murray Mouth is kept open 90% of the time by flows out of the Lakes2, it presupposes that there is sufficient water flow coming into the Lakes, indeed, coming over Lock 1, to
necessitate water released through the Barrages. In the minds of informants this means that water
levels will be maintained in both Lakes and the River, which obviates all of the consequences
experienced during the low flows. This level of flows also means that there would be sufficient flow
to move salt out of the Basin system3. One informant asked the question about how one might
count the days or periods of time when the Murray Mouth is classified as ‘open’. Another informant
canvassed that the Government hydrologists must also work out how to deal with a more variable
river level and flow regime that enables salt to be pulled out of Lake Albert and that is more like a
natural cycle of flows. This scenario requires that SDLs throughout the Murray – Darling Basin
conform to this parameter, ie. The States ensure that relative to in-flows, they maintain water flows
downstream to keep the Murray Mouth open (see footnotes 1 and 2).
The general feelings of many in the communities from both Lakes and upriver to Lock 1 regarding
the Basin Plan are represented in a letter dated 7th February 2011 to the new Chair of the MDBA, Mr
Craig Knowles, from the Lower Lakes and Coorong Infrastructure Committee of the Coorong Council
(below).

2

Finally, in the long term the additional water for the environment should see the Murray Mouth open
between 90% and 92% of the time (for a 3,000 GL/y reduction on current diversion limits and a 4,000
GL/y reduction, respectively), compared to 64% of the time as modelled under the current arrangements.
(MDBA 2010, p. 28)
3
Signposts of success: • acceptable levels of salinity in the Basin catchments and the Basin as a whole,
achieved through flows that are sufficient to export salt (MDBA 2010, p. 34)
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Again, how the issue is framed or presented to irrigators will determine the kind of response
received by the MDBA and State Agencies whether from individuals or Irrigation Corporations. The
people of the Lower Murray care very much about the health of the entire system, something they
believe is common to a majority of their peers upstream. But they are very concerned that the
disaster could be revisited on them again as sacrificial lambs, if a Basin Plan that ensures river health
is not adopted in this window of opportunity.
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Further research
There is considerable valuable data to be collected and analysed about adaptation to less water over
time: by families and in their livelihoods; community engagement by Government; and regional
governance in natural resource management, from the cauldron of the Lower Lakes crises. Such
research would also inform climate change strategies which suggest less rainfall for the Murray
Darling Basin over the next 50 years.
A further exploration is warranted of evolving governance in State agencies, and their relationships
with their Commonwealth colleagues, especially in relation to more participative modes of
engagement being demanded by regional communities.
The role of class influences the character of regional communities. It would be worth exploring to
understand how current groups and organisations form and undertake cooperative behaviour and
forge social cohesion especially in times of transition.
The material gathered for this report does not include input from the Ngarrindjeri, to its detriment.
Further support to continue this study would allow this situation to be redressed.
A growing body of international literature on Transition for Communities, principally in response to
climate change, would be informed by further study of the Lower Murray crises in terms of
organisation, resource allocation and governance.
There are hours of audio records from 2007 and 2011 which could be analysed for the language used
across the progress of the crisis. This could be useful as an indicator of stress levels and attitudes in a
community experiencing change or, in this instance, a slow-moving crisis of management.
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Resilience...

Source: unknown
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[insert caption]…..!!

Source: unknown
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