MINISTER FOR CLIMATE CHANGE, ENERGY EFFICIENCY AND WATER 

TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH LEON BYNER

5AA ADELAIDE RADIO

12 AUGUST 2010

E & O E – PROOF ONLY

Subjects:      Water buybacks.
JOURNALIST:   I’ve got the Minister for Water Penny Wong who everybody acknowledges, I think, has probably the most rotten job in the country. Penny...

WONG: That’s the most sympathetic thing you’ve ever said to me, Leon.

JOURNALIST: Well then why not frame it. My question simply is this. The amount of water the Federal Government will be able to give the environment to help it recover is a lot less than the 900 billion litres in any given year because much of it is in the form of entitlements which would only deliver the full amount during flood events. Now I have got to say, when this was presented the other day there was an impression given that that water was already on order and to a large extent has been delivered. What do you say to this?

WONG: I want to make a couple of points. The first point is this. The information that you refer to on the Department’s website is information that we have published regularly since we have been in Government. So we have been absolutely upfront and transparent about how much we have purchased and what it means in terms of the return to the River. 

The second point I want to make is this. This is the same water Tony Abbott would buy.  This is how you buy water. Water is purchased by purchasing an entitlement. How much is allocated against that entitlement depends on how much it rains. It’s the same way irrigators purchase water, buyers sell water. It is the same way the Government buys and sells water. There is nothing underhand here. It is precisely how the water market works.

JOURNALIST:   But Penny can I put this to you. When Julia Gillard was here the other day she very gloatingly said 900 billion litres of water, as if it’s there. But it isn’t there. Some of it is, some of it’s not there.

WONG: And as I said that is how you purchase water. You purchase entitlement. Now we have been upfront. It’s on our website, just as it has been for months. As we purchase water, we give these figures: how much it has rained, and what that is likely to mean in terms of how much water will be returned. And the amount, I think, is something like 627 billion litres of water on average is likely to be returned each year. But I do want to say this. There is nothing underhand here. This is the only way you can purchase water.

JOURNALIST: Well Penny, why didn’t we say the right figure instead of giving the figure that includes water that’s not there unless it rains and floods a lot?

WONG:  Hang on. It is the same water that irrigators use. I think it is entirely reasonable for us to say this is how much water entitlement we have purchased. Because what it means is that it is entitlement that is no longer taken out of the River; but it is entitlement that remains in the River.  Now in some years, it rains a lot and there will be a lot more allocation of water against those entitlements. Obviously in drought years, just as the Riverland irrigators have had low entitlements for many of the last four years, the Government stands in the same shoes as do those irrigators. We get a share that is according to how much it’s rained.

JOURNALIST: Minister, there’s another point here and that is the word that often is used by Professor Mike Young is glacial speed. Now I put this to you about the water issue. Due to drought and the slowness of water entitlements being transferred by state authorities, comparatively little water has been returned to the environment so far. And last financial year 165 billion litres was made available for use in 30 rivers, wetlands, the floodplains across the Murray Darling Basin according to the Department. So why the glacial speed in all of this?

WONG: Well a couple of points. I think we, having purchased 900 billion litres of water entitlement compared to not one drop under John Howard, you have to say Leon, a fair comparison is that we have done a lot. There’s a lot more to do; we acknowledge that.  I have always been upfront about that.

JOURNALIST:  What’s the impediment? What’s the speed hump, Minister, in doing this with great speed?

WONG: What I am saying to you is we have purchased 900 billion litres of water entitlement. I think that is a very substantial (inaudible) of progress in two and a half years. What we have said is we will continue to purchase until the gap between our current levels of take from the River and what is sustainable is bridged. 

I mean fundamentally, and this is the thing that the Coalition want to duck and weave on, we cannot fix up the River Murray unless we take less water out of the River. It’s as simple as that. We have got to find a way to put more water back in through efficiencies, though replumbing our irrigation, but also through purchasing water entitlement. 

JOURNALIST:   OK the next question is, are we going to make sure that the growers are treated fairly when we come to buy water off them?

WONG: We always try and achieve what we believe is a fair market price. Of course a fair market price depends on people’s perspective sometimes. I have been criticised by the opposition both for paying too much and for not paying enough. Now both of those things obviously are inconsistent. We try and purchase at a fair market value. I understand that some people would like us to pay more. Others believe we should pay less. But the judgement the Department has to make is what is in the best interests of taxpayers.  


JOURNALIST:  Given that Mike Young has been unswerving in his criticism of the glacial speed of all this, why is it slow?

WONG: I am not sure which bit Mike’s referring to. I know Mike and I have spoken to Mike…

JOURNALIST:  He is referring to the purchasing of the water and how long it’s taking. He is referring to the fact that we still don’t have a proper federal list to know who has got what and who is buying what. So they are two examples where he says it is very slow. 

WONG:   Look in terms of purchase I think that purchasing about 5 per cent, one in every 20 litres of irrigation entitlement, in two and a half years is not a bad start. Yes we need to do more. We will continue to do more and unlike the Opposition, we are upfront about that. We want to purchase. I think the way in which the Coalition is talking about this, you have to ask, where would they be prepared to purchase?

JOURNALIST: So basically Minister, what you are saying to the electorate is this. If you misinterpreted the fact that the Government has bought 900 billion litres, you should have known by going to the website that a lot of that water was actually water we will not have unless it rains a lot.  

WONG:  No Leon, what I am saying is this. What I am saying to people in South Australia is this. We are very clear. We purchase water in a way that you have to purchase water which is through the purchase of water entitlements. And we have purchased 900 billion litres of water entitlement. What I would also say is this. Compare our record to the record of those who want to now run this River if we lose government. And that is they didn’t purchase a drop in 12 years. We have. We are serious about the health of the River. Julia has made very clear our plan on the way forward. We are not having an argument inside our own party. The Liberals are where we have got Liberal MPs supporting the Labor Party’s policy, National MPs not supporting Mr Abbott’s policy. We are very clear about what needs to be done and we are willing to do it. 

JOURNALIST: Alright Penny, thank you for joining us. 

