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Subjects:      Water Buyback Announcement
JOURNALIST:   Penny Wong, the Prime Minister is today committing to buying back the water required for the River Murray. In practical terms what does that mean?

WONG: What this means is we are committing to return water to the River. What this means is we are committing that when the independent Authority determines how much water needs to be returned, that we will ensure that we step up and fill that gap through purchase, through investment.  This is about giving certainty to farmers and certainty to the water being provided back to the rivers for the environment.

JOURNALIST: On the strength of that, can you predict that what has often been a sick river will be healthy in the future?

WONG: Well what we can say is this is a Government that is prepared to back the independent Authority in its determination on what the rivers need. The first time in Australia’s history that we will have a limit on what we take out from Australia’s Murray Darling Basin that is based on science.  And we will fill the gap between what is currently being taken out and what the Authority says needs to be the new cap by investment, by purchasing, by investing in more efficient irrigation to return water to the River. What we are announcing today is that we will continue to purchase in the years ahead until that gap is met. 

JOURNALIST: Is this a blank cheque? A ‘whatever it takes’ approach to the Murray?

WONG: What this is is an approach that says we need to return water to the River. We need to ensure we make the investments to do that. We believe that much of what we are doing will return a very substantial amount to the River. We’ve already purchased some 900 billion litres of water entitlements, that’s about one in every twenty litres of water that’s used in the Murray Darling Basin for irrigation. By the time, if we are re-elected by the end of the next term, we would have returned about one out of every seven litres of irrigation water used. Now if that is not sufficient, what we will say, what we are saying, is we will continue to purchase to ensure that gap is bridged. 

JOURNALIST: What will the cost be?

WONG: Look that will depend on what the Authority says is the limit that needs to be achieved. What I am saying is that much of what is required will be achieved by what the Government is already doing. But if more is required we are committed to doing that. 

Now obviously we will do that in a way that is consistent with our strict fiscal rules. We will continue to purchase at a rate that is consistent with the rate of purchase that we’ve had over our term of Government. So we will do this sensibly. But we are determined to provide the certainty to the rivers in terms of the water that is required, and to farmers who use water from these rivers. 

JOURNALIST: Can you give a rough idea of the cost involved?

WONG: That will be a matter, ultimately, for what the Authority says is the cap. But I can say that we have already committed a very substantial amount of money.  We have already purchased, as I said, 900 billion litres of water. We have already budgeted in the forward estimates and to date, $3.1 billion for purchase. We have already committed that we will spend up to $5.8 billion on infrastructure. So there is a lot of money that is already on the table. That will deliver a very substantial outcome. What we are saying is that we will continue to purchase water in the years ahead to make sure that we return as much water to the Murray Darling Basin as is required. 

JOURNALIST: In broad terms this is a commitment to continuity of policy, rather than a change of policy. Is that right?

WONG: This is a commitment to continuing to do what’s needed in order to provide certainty. We want to provide farmers with certainty. We want to give the environment a certain outcome as well. And we want to turn our back on what we saw in the past which is a failure to return water to the River. 

Can I say that path is exactly where Senator Joyce and Mr Abbott want to take us. They want to take us back to the bad old days where we weren’t prepared to make the hard decisions, to take less water out of the River. Senator Joyce says returning water to the River is theft. This is the man that Mr. Abbott wants to be Water Minister if he is elected on August 21st. 

JOURNALIST: Penny Wong, thank you very much.

WONG: Good to speak with you. 

