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Introduction

Emily Potter and Stephen McKenzie

Living on the driest inhabited continent on Earth, it is not surprising that Australians are preoccupied with water. With tropical floods in the north and prolonged droughts down south, this is a country of extremes. For our farmers watching the dry earth crack below clear blue skies, or truck drivers cut off from southern markets by rising waters, their vehicles piled high with ripening mangoes, it seems that, inevitably, there is either too little water or too much.

Fresh Water: New Perspectives on Water in Australia appears at a time when the unpredictable nature of water in this country is a talking point like never before. Depleted reservoirs in highly populated coastal areas have ensured that water is regularly a front-page item. Newspapers publish worrying reports on the ‘drying out’ of Australia, and callers on talkback radio swap water-saving tips or offer opinions on the latest government response to the issue. While television morning shows run segments on ‘what you can do’ to combat the drought, politicians, scientists and historians publicly tussle over the facts: is this the worst drought Australia has seen since colonisation? Is it the worst drought in a thousand years? Is it a sign of global warming? Or is it merely part of a ‘natural’ cycle?

In Australia, water management has been complicated by artificial state boundaries imposed upon the landscape. Prime Minister Howard’s plan to refer control of the Murray–Darling Basin to the Federal Government is an attempt to overcome this, a move that raises new concerns even as it resolves others. How can water be distinguished from the land that adjoins it? Would the Federal Government’s proposal effectively create a new territory within the nation?

Water is a contested issue in Australia, not least when talk of drought on a national level is simultaneous with flash floods and swollen creeks in Sydney, Alice Springs and Townsville. This is an ambiguity both natural and cultural: in a country so prone to irregular rainfall, our economic reliance on water-dependent agricultural industries is significant. Moreover, the symbolic role of agriculture in Australian cultural mythology is strong. ‘Battling the land’ has become associated with virtue, a test of character and even—for settler Australians—the right to claim this land as home.

The statistics, however, suggest that this self-image is no longer sustainable. As rainfall averages are decreasing, temperatures are rising across Australia. In 2006 the Murray River, one of our most iconic waterways, experienced its lowest river inflows on record.

Scientists are beginning to speak of ‘super droughts’ and ‘mega droughts’ if the situation continues to deteriorate. Lakes and swamps are drying up, lands are becoming increasingly saline. Satellites have mapped the net loss of 46 cubic km of fresh water across the continent over the last three years—enough water to fill Port Phillip Bay twice.1 Domestic water prices are set to increase as is the cost of locally grown food, which will also affect Australian export markets.

In drought-affected farming communities, incomes have dramatically fallen and debt levels have risen. In some areas, growers have lost more than 50 per cent of their standard water allocation. Agricultural regions are experiencing alarming rates of mental health problems and resultant social stress. Although 75 per cent of the country’s fresh water is consumed in rural Australia, both rural and urban dwellers are implicated in the current water crisis playing out across the nation. A kilogram of beef bought in the city can take as much as 50,000 litres of water to produce. The provision of drought relief is a source of contention, with some scientists arguing that farmers should be assisted to leave the land rather than to stay,2 yet Australians are also encouraged to consume locally grown produce.

Fresh Water brings together a range of perspectives that paint a complex picture of water in Australia. There are many ways in which Australians are ‘caught up’ with water, materially and culturally, and there are many stories that narrate and fashion these relationships. In its range of forms, water is a powerful imaginative, as much as physical, presence in this country, and it intersects, as the authors demonstrate, with a range of other pressing issues facing Australian society, such as our sense of history, reconciliation, democratic governance, and the weakening of civil society.

The genesis of the book lies in a two-day workshop held in Adelaide in 2005, organised by members of the Hawke Research Institute for Sustainable Societies at the University of South Australia, and supported by the Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia and the Academy of the Humanities. The event was held to consider the question of ‘water justice’: the possibility of treating water justly, and allocating this most precious of resources in a fair and equitable manner. The workshop sought to bring different knowledges to bear on the issue, with scientific perspectives and social science research coming into conversation with the insights of cultural and political theory, visual arts and history.

Inevitably, this rich brew led to a broadening of our theme. Although the concept of ‘water justice’ shadows this volume, its meaning is diffuse rather than fixed. Muecke in chapter 18 asks us to think about water justice as intimately entwined with other forms of justice. Indeed, as chapter 8 by Hattam, Rigney and Hemming and chapter 15 by Hemming, Rigney and Pearce show, the concerns of water justice can sometimes perpetuate forms of social and political injustice. Do our water crises stem just from issues of resource allocation and management, or is there more to it than this? What are the other themes that dominate in water discourse? In what ways is water understood and politicised in Australia today? Whose understanding do we hear? How can we do things differently?

At the heart of the book is the relationship between humans and water: the tensions born of an intimacy predicated on our physical needs and a Western cultural history of environmental exploitation.

Rose’s radical call for a new water ethos (chapter 1) illuminates this ‘deathly’ (to use her term) paradox. For Rose, the decline of Australia’s river systems is the death of water beyond its material presence—it is the death of water in the human imagination, a forgetting of our own watery composition and a misunderstanding of water ‘in its living complexity’. Rose’s years of engagement with Indigenous communities are powerfully brought to bear on her challenge to non-Indigenous Australians to revalue water ‘in all its manifestations’.

The focus of our governments is, more often than not, on current solutions to our water crisis—a combination of political expediency, cultural logic and the urgency of the situation. By contrast, from Fresh Water emerges the view that before we can change the future of water in this country, we need to return to the past. Alongside ‘what can we do?’ are the questions ‘where did we go wrong?’ and ‘what have we learnt?’

Both Arthur (in chapter 5) and Mackinnon (in chapter 6) argue that the repeated failure of non-Indigenous Australians to learn from past mistakes underlies our environmental problems today. Despite more than two hundred years of colonisation and cross-cultural experiences in this country, the unchanging attitudes of non-Indigenous Australians to the environment are disturbingly evident. As Mackinnon says, we forget the past at our peril. But why do we insist on imagining indigenous waterways as European rivers, or imposing the four seasons of the northern hemisphere on a continent of the south?

The status of water in Australia, for several contributors, is tied to prevailing conceptions of non-Indigenous Australian identity, fashioned in opposition to human and non-human ‘others’. Giblett (chapter 3) parallels the negative associations of certain water-bodies in non-Indigenous Australian culture with non-Indigenous Australian attitudes towards Aboriginal culture; both have been perceived as strange and dangerous. Like Deborah Bird Rose, he considers that engagement with Indigenous ecological knowledge is the way forward if settler Australians are to understand themselves and their environments differently.

Differing perspectives are offered on the participation of Indigenous Australians in the process of addressing the critical state of water. While McKay (chapter 7) sees the development of natural resource management regimes as a significant shift towards bringing all views to the table of water negotiations, others disagree. Weir (chapter 4) and Hattam, Rigney and Hemming (chapter 8) highlight the lack of consideration for Indigenous knowledges (and, as a result, Indigenous futures) demonstrated by governments and industry in the management of water. Environmental loss and cultural loss are entwined for many Aboriginal communities.

Other chapters explore the question of just whose knowledges count in decisions over water management in Australia. Lawrence and Cumpston’s discussion (in chapter 16) of their collaborative art work Weaving the Murray points to the Murray River as a failed attractor for democracy. The river, they write, is potentially a ‘long community’, connecting geographically and culturally dispersed people. Yet at present, many voices—and the communities they represent—find themselves excluded from decisions over the Murray’s future.

Syme and Nancarrow (chapter 11), Pepperdine (chapter 14) and Cheney, Nheu and Vecellio (chapter 13) discuss the diversity of water stakeholders from the perspective of policy-makers. Environmental flows policy has meant that the environment itself is now considered a water stakeholder—but this arrangement has also introduced new tensions to the process of water policy development. There is not one community to be represented as a stakeholder but many, all with demands and needs to be met; in the current policy climate the often competing interests of water stakeholders are not necessarily reconciled. Hurlimann’s timely study of community attitudes to water recycling (chapter 12) suggests that the sustainability of water policy on a social level is as crucial as it is on an environmental one.

Uncertainty and debate over water management practices are destined to become more and more pressing for future generations. Environmental policy must be future-oriented—but how do we speak for future water stakeholders? Some are already speaking for themselves, as Cormack and Comber discover (chapter 10). Their chapter on the Special Forever project explores the changing environmental perceptions of school children in the Murray–Darling Basin over ten years. These children express despair for their rivers but also a vision of collaboration between different groups towards a common goal of eco-social well-being. Collaborations of this kind, working for a different future, are not idealistic: indeed as Martin indicates in her reflections on working with Indigenous artist Trisha Carroll (chapter 9), they are already occurring, but with negotiation and sensitivity being an implicit part of the process.

And what of the environment itself in the future we might imagine? Despite the claims of some environmentalists, according to Gell (chapter 2) and Cheney, Nheu and Vecellio (chapter 13), there can be no simple return to a pre-colonial environment. What is ‘natural’ is not at all straightforward. As Potter contends in her discussion of public space design and its eco-social possibilities (chapter 17), lived environments are cultural productions—they are crafted by the stories told about them. Yet agency does not lie with humans alone; equally, culture is informed by nature.

This is a key point for both Potter and Muecke, and their chapters conclude the volume with a reimagining of human/non-human relations that responds to Rose’s call for a new water ethos. Muecke’s challenging analysis of the fall-out from Hurricane Katrina (chapter 18) demonstrates that the many injustices at play in this event were neither natural nor cultural—they were ‘naturecultural’, and required in response a ‘coordinated effort between human and non-human agencies’, a new government of natureculture arrangements. The failure of the United States Government in the wake of Katrina was, more broadly, the failure of a logic that denies the interconnectedness of all things.

It is vital that Australia’s water crisis not be isolated from global environmental concerns. As many of the contributors suggest, while our situation is particular, the local is always ecologically networked, in touch with regional and global forces. Indeed, Hurricane Katrina and the disasters of New Orleans remind us that water will always be bigger and more powerful than human design—an important counterpoint to issues of management and control. It also demonstrates that the smallest raindrops, drizzle and mist are also potentially part of the largest cyclones and floods.

Fresh Water hopes to awaken in readers a sense of awe—which can lead to action—at the magnitude and intricacies of our relationships with water. We will enact what we also encourage: it is only by talking across differences, and incorporating a range of voices and perspectives, that we can hope to address Australia’s chronic water concerns. Water is not just an issue for technology, for the market or government regulation. It is something with which all humans are intricately bound, something that is shaped by and gives shape to our visions and dreams. Arthur writes in chapter 5: ‘when communities set up a relationship with a place, it is difficult to change that relationship.’ For the future of our water, it is our challenge to do so.

Notes

  1  Macey, ‘Satellites map a drying Australia’, p. 5.

  2  Flannery, ‘Whither our weather?’
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1

Justice and longing

Deborah Bird Rose

In a paper entitled ‘The totemic embrace’, Ian McIntosh states that the late Arnhem Land elder, David Burrumarra, wanted to impress on all people, not only Aboriginal people, that they must live for the totem, not just make a living from it.1

In a similar vein, but employing very different language, landscape ecologist John Cairns calls for a new ethos in which society deems it to be ‘unacceptable to damage natural systems for short-term perceived gains to human society’.2 His call is essential in the wider context, and directly pertinent in the context of fresh water. At the same time, the idea of the ‘new’ raises issues for settler societies such as Australia, because in imagining a ‘new ethos’ we do not start from scratch. In our society a ‘new ethos’ must be cross-cultural and inclusive. It matters to our society, and to the future, that we not forget that fresh water has an Indigenous history and an Indigenous ethos; it is already rich with stories, ceremonies and life. Equally, it matters that we acknowledge and gain understanding of the remarkable efforts on the part of many settler-descended Australians to defend and protect water’s life-giving integrity. We are working towards a post-colonial water ethos, and Australia’s multiple water knowledges offer both challenge and inspiration.

We live in a time when no one story will answer all the questions. Working back and forth across multiple narratives, I explore a border zone in which Indigenous ecological knowledge, Western scientific knowledge and Western philosophical and poetic inquiry converge. In tracking between different knowledges I am seeking points of connectivity. In the context of water, ecologists Ward and Stanford define connectivity as ‘exchange pathways of water, resources and organisms between the channel, the aquifer and the floodplain’. Their premise is that high connectivity is associated with biodiversity and ecosystem integrity.3 Similarly, I am seeking connectivity between knowledges: valuing heterogeneity and anticipating that disturbance and perturbation may lead to a sustainable post-colonial water ethos.

Encountering water

Between 1982 and 2006 I worked on a total of eighteen Aboriginal claims to land brought to law under the Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act 1976. In the course of these claims, I visited country all over the Northern Territory, from the centre of the Simpson Desert to offshore islands in the Gulf of Carpentaria, from rolling downs in the savannah to scrubby coastal peninsulas and swampy floodplains. In a number of the land claims I worked with the Aboriginal claimants, assisting them in negotiating the cross-cultural context of presenting their evidence, and appearing as an expert witness on their behalf. In the majority of claims I was the consulting anthropologist for the Aboriginal Land Commissioner, a Federal Court judge and the person responsible for conducting the inquiries and making the findings. In the course of these claims I learned that understanding water—its hidden places, its danger, its way of being in the world—is a major focus in Aboriginal people’s forms of belonging, underpinning their long-term inhabitation of the driest inhabited continent on Earth.

Proof of ownership required people to demonstrate connections with the land through sites, so a lot of the evidence concerned sites. We visited sites that are sacred, and found that the majority contained fresh water. At many of these sites people performed ‘business’—that is, ceremonies for the place, the Dreamings and the power contained within the sites.

Dreamings are the great creative beings who came out of the earth and travelled across the land and sea. The Australian continent is criss-crossed with their creation tracks. Through their creative actions they demarcated relationships of difference and relationships that cross-cut difference. Dreamings both created and are the patterns and connections in the living world. They are also ancestral to groups of kin that include human and non-human members, and thus are the founders of totemic groups and relationships. Across Australia, Indigenous people engage with water as a type of kin. Not only is it the source of life, or a resource for life, it is also another form of life itself.

The claim to Central Mount Wedge Station in Central Australia was a joyful event, and water business was an important part of it. I was with the judge on this claim. We got there in the afternoon, April 1997. While we were settling into our accommodation at the old homestead and meeting some of the claimants, the lawyers came to tell us that the people were so keen to show the judge the ceremony for the country that they had already started. We were invited to stroll down to a flat area that they had transformed into ceremony grounds.

The women had prepared ground paintings. They had been singing and painting all afternoon. They had painted themselves, and they had painted their ritual dancing boards. They had put their sacred objects into the ground so that they were standing up. Women from two different countries sang together. Each country had its own ground painting and its own sacred object, and the women joined their countries by running red-ochred hair string between the two poles. The poles too were rubbed with red ochre, and each pole was topped with a bundle of feathers. The women sang as they painted, and they painted the parts of the song they were singing, putting the power of the song into the painting and into the Dreaming.

The song for Ngapa—Rain, Clouds and Lightning—belongs with one of the ground paintings. The women sang the course of Rain’s action: they sang the clouds, and the lightning. They sang the Rain falling softly like feathers, and then they sang the Rain that comes down harder. While they sang, others danced the Rain.

As we listened and watched, the sun went low on the horizon, and the light increasingly carried that golden touch that gives everything a shimmering liveliness. The women were still dancing, doing ceremony for Rain and for country, for people and for life and, in this context, for proof of their unique relationships with this place.

Over the next few days we continued to visit sites, many of them water sites, and the women kept singing, raising their voices to the country around them, communicating their presence and testifying to their knowledge and care. Justice Gray recommended that the land be returned to the traditional owners, and it was formally handed back in 1999 by the then Governor-General, Sir William Deane.

The Central Mount Wedge claim was a fine expression of a widespread fact: for the Aboriginal people of this challenging continent, water does not happen by chance but rather exists through the creative action of Dreaming beings. Rockholes, soaks, wells, rivers, clay-pans, water-holding trees, billabongs, springs and the like form part of the subsistence geography of country and almost invariably part of the sacred geography as well.

Like other Dreamings, Rain and Lightning walked the Earth in human and other forms. There are tracks and sites, and there are the human descendants, the Rain people, the Lightning people. Rain is a totemic ancestor, a participant in webs of connected life. It can be spoken to, enhanced, called upon, interacted with. There are ceremonies to call it forth, then also to send it away.

In much of Aboriginal Australia, where there is permanent water, there is the Rainbow Snake—in the rivers, in the aquifers and in the action of the rain itself that brings the fresh water down to earth. The Rainbow Snake embodies and enacts the action of water that Westerners know as the hydrologic cycle. In areas with accessible underground waters, Rainbow Snakes are particularly associated with these waters, and their tracks may be the tracks of the great underground rivers. Dangerous, powerful, sentient and enduring, Rainbow Snakes are central to water’s actions across the whole of Australia.4

Many Rain Dreaming tracks start up in the desert. These tracks are powerful and dangerous. They connect Rain sites with Lightning sites and other storm and flood sites. There are the Lightning Brothers and their storm action; and there are the open ceremonies performed by men and by women that connect the power of water and its associates with the regeneration of the living world.

Activism

Understandings that emerge from encounters with Indigenous water practice invite the proposition that water business is work we should all be doing. Water business involves finding ways to protect and defend the fullness of water in itself and in its relations with other living things, and thus to engage with water’s own living presence. This proposition can be phrased as a question: what kinds of life-affirming and life-supportive work can settler-descended peoples engage in that will acknowledge the unique character of water in Australia? And what is water’s own living presence? These question are provocative, but let us note for a start that they arise because this is a time of dying water, and before we can properly consider the future we should pause to consider the death work to which we are witnesses and in which we are participants.

The work of unmaking water is a deeply death-oriented work, mystified often by being performed under banners that seem to signal life: production, human and ecosystem health, economic advantage, national security, etc, etc. On the one hand we in Australia know very well the evidence for dying river systems. We know, or can easily learn, about the ways many people in primary production seek to subvert even modest measures to keep water supplies sustainable, and how some, perhaps many, urban and suburban consumers refuse even modest curbs on consumption. We know how contested are even the most minimal efforts to direct water to non-human species. In our day, destruction goes on and on, killing diversity, and channelling more and more impoverished water into monocentric forms of production.

These are terrible issues, yet my concern goes deeper. I join scholars of the history and philosophy of the ‘death of nature’ in order to consider the effects of the death of water.5 I suggest that unmaking water’s living presence in the world also takes place in the domain of the human imagination. This is a process whereby the living presence of water in all its manifestations is reduced to a chemical formula—H2O—and to quantities expressed in gigalitres or sydharbs. This death-work impairs water’s living presence and at the same time works at killing the human capacity to understand water in its living complexity. It is a double unmaking, or double death, a process so hegemonic that one starts to wonder whether anything will be left of living water or of our capacity to interact imaginatively with it.

Chemical formulae and quantified amounts sound like science, and clearly, without technological science we would not have them. But as they are being used in contemporary politics to debate the control and management of water, they are not science so much as ontological reductions that seriously undercut many of the extremely interesting things that scientists are telling us about water.

Consider, for example, classical physics. Physics professor Sidney Perkowitz writes that no one has yet been able to answer the question of how smoothly flowing water breaks into eddies and whorls. He writes that this is ‘the great unsolved problem of classical physics. It is no exaggeration to say that physicists know more about the structure of subatomic particles than they do about the swirls and eddies of daily experience.’6

And then there is the fascinating ecological research being undertaken in Australia dryland rivers. Here is how Australian scientist Mary White describes them:

 

Rivers in Australia have the most variable flow patterns in the world. The climatic variability orchestrated by ENSO [El Niño Southern Oscillation] results in extremes. Rivers of the arid and semi-arid zones—85 per cent of the continent—are ephemeral. The Australian biota is adapted to this variability and in fact depends on it for balance and integration in ecosystems … Floodplains are as essentially part of the system as are the river channels and their banks. Alienation of floodplains impoverishes the river, and vice versa.7

The Cooper Creek controversy is a great example of the clash between scientific knowledge that values complexity and ontological reductions that treat water as a utility. Keith Walker, Jim Puckridge and Stuart Blanch were among a number of ecologists who put the evidence from their research to work in arguing against upstream dams that would have taken water from the Cooper and diverted it to irrigate cotton.8 They and others have been instrumental in developing understandings of Australian dryland rivers, understandings that offer their own gleaming accounts of the properties of these endangered ecosystems.

We learn, for example, that these rivers form and supply vast wetlands in their desert homes.9 We learn that the flood pulse is the key variable, and that pulses are ‘irregular flow patterns that have physical and biological signatures over a very wide spatio-temporal scale’.10 These systems produce diversity marked by ‘extreme levels of habitat patchiness and connectivity in space and time’.11 They are non-equilibrium systems whose ecological integrity depends upon a certain level of disturbance.12 Walker and colleagues summarise the conflict between dams and irrigation on the one hand, and a free-flowing river on the other, as the clash between ‘a regulated economy’ and a ‘boom-and-bust ecology’.13 Boom-and-bust is integral to ecological well-being: as Ward and Stanford note, ‘subsystem instability maintains the metastability’ of the whole system of riverine communities.14 Their concern therefore is not only with how upstream irrigation quantitatively deprives downstream ecosystems but also with how suppression of pulses qualitatively disrupts the very disruptions on which the wider riverine system depends.

It is important to remember that for every unregulated river such as the Cooper and the Paroo, there are many more Balonnes and Condamines, many places like the Narran Lakes that are being starved for water, and many stations that skirt the law and hoard water.15 Cubby Station in Queensland is an outstanding example: it takes water from the Balonne and has a sydharb of water stored for use in irrigating cotton.16

Ward and Stanford conclude that resource managers must become ‘conservators of ecological connectivity’.17 They are posing a complex challenge that requires activism in defence of water as a participant in webs of life. The challenge of this position lies with the incommensurabilities of political and philosophical objectives. Political action designed to ameliorate a given problem is embedded within a paradigm that philosophical analysis shows to be part of the problem. In the context of water, we can see this problem through a brief examination of distributive water justice. In the international sphere of activism, the term ‘water justice’ connotes opposition to privatisation. A principle articulated in the New Internationalist is that ‘water is nature’s gift and cannot be owned and turned into a commodity’.18 Subsequent principles assert that water is a human right, that the supply is exhaustible, and that democratic participation can ensure sustainable use and equitable distribution. Muecke in chapter 18 highlights the implications of privatised human services for broader questions of social and environmental justice.

I think I agree with all of this, and with the larger issue of opposing privatisation and promoting distributive justice. In arguing for distributive justice I would note that it is not easy to achieve. Our work towards water justice is an important part of how we shift dominant social thought and practice in relation to water. In Australia, the application of principles of distributive justice is having numerous positive benefits, including that of bringing Indigenous people into decision-making processes, and including non-human life within the justice framework. This framework has enabled new concepts; there are ‘cultural flows’ that are allocated in response to Aboriginal people’s activism in gaining a voice in fresh water decision-making, and there are ‘environmental flows’ that are dedicated to providing sustenance to indigenous species and ecosystems. These concepts have only recently come into language and practice, and they offer positive benefits.

But there are also negative effects. Distributive water justice rests implicitly on the premise that water is a resource to be managed; it may already be conceptualised in a utility mode, and utility is a major problem. At heart, utility objectifies the world and treats it with a narrow, human-centred reductionism (see chapter 17 by Potter for a discussion of water management as a particular imagined nature/culture relation). Heidegger’s critique of utility is pertinent here. Borrowing his terminology, we would say that water in this mode of utility becomes a ‘standing reserve’, simply waiting to be put to human use.19 This utilitarian approach misses, or implicitly denies, that which is most fundamentally significant about water: its living presence in itself and in all forms of life. It ignores the living qualities of life systems, and thus impairs our capacity to situate ourselves within them and to understand how profoundly and non-negotiably we, too, are manifestations of water’s beautiful sharing of life. As a consequence, the utility paradigm can be seen as an impediment to our capacity to develop an ethos that embeds humans in webs of life that are sustainable.

Into complexity

The result of intertwined positive and negative effects of distributive justice, insofar as it remains captured within a utility paradigm, is that we are required simultaneously both to support and to critique. Our task as critical scholars is complicated, and calls us to more imaginative work.20

I have put a case for the idea that when we reduce water to gigalitres, we reduce the human imagination at the same time. In more impassioned terms, and working with the idea of the death of water, we can pose the question: what do we kill when we kill water?

The philosopher Freya Mathews discusses two main characteristics of life: its desire for its own becoming (conatus), and its desire for connectivity (orexis). Each characteristic is implicated in the other: life wants to live, and life wants to live with others.21 In one sense, connectivity is a statement of the ecological fact that organism and environment permeate each other, are mutually constitutive, and thus mutually necessary and sustaining. A stronger statement involves synergy. If life is always more than the sum of its parts, then living beings and groups of living beings are parts of broader webs of connectivity in which they find their own becoming through time.22 Life’s synergistic process of its own becoming is actualised through the interactions of living and non-living matter.

Australian poet Peter Boyle writes: ‘Where we are, the longing for water is holiness.’23 His wide, inclusive and endlessly open concept of holy longing seems to me to capture the convergence of reverence and action that we encounter philosophically and scientifically in the understanding that life’s desire always includes the desire for others as well as for self. Longing is always in relationship. How might an activism immersed in longing find expression in relation to water?

To be here for others

Life is for others as well as for itself. Life’s process of becoming therefore entails ethics. Nothing conveys this mutuality and connectivity as vividly as water, which is here in the world for itself and for all the living things whose lives depend on it. The great twentieth-century philosopher of ethics, Emmanuel Levinas, tells us that ethics depend in the first instance on one’s ability and willingness to hear the voice of the other. Ethics arrive, so to speak, as a passionate call for care and connection.24 Levinas’s ethics are entirely human-centric, and the question that his work poses for us now is whether this profound understanding of the call of the other can engage us with the non-human world.

A first step must surely be attention to water’s call. In Australia fresh water has many voices: the Rainbow Serpent is heard crashing around in cyclones and roiling along in the floodwater; there is the soft sound of gentle rain; and there is the music of waterfalls, the rippling murmurs of creeks and springs. And there are all the Dreamings and their creatures: the frogs, birds, turtles and flying foxes, among the many others, who live in and with water.

The process of being and becoming, with and for others, works with relationships of call and response, synergy and new life. Such processes are situated within time and place. Rain sites, Rainbow sites, Cooper wetlands and the Paroo floodplains—such sites exist all across Australia. They contain time because the future rests within them. And at the same time, they contain life: the water that stays in these places, or that comes out as rain or that travels underground and trickles up in springs or soaks gives life wherever it travels. Water thus has an interestingly plural existence. It is an identifiable subject in its own right and, furthermore, it is the home, or nourishing terrain, for the myriad living things who dwell in or with water. In addition, it brings forth life—all the ephemeral grasses, the butterflies, the flowers, and all the connections across hemispheres and climatic regions, and all the creatures who lay eggs, hatch or are born in response to the life-giving power and presence of water.

Water is incredibly alive in this account. It is alive in its own embodied beings, and it is a living participant in the webs of life. Furthermore, it is situated in a most interesting way within living systems. On the one hand, living systems are greater than the sum of their parts, and water is one of the parts of any living system. On the other hand, the pervasive permeating presence of water throughout webs of life suggests that water is not a separable participant but actually is a key connecting force. There are thresholds such that living systems can experience the extinction of some parts of the system and still survive, but water is not this sort of participant at all. As Walker, Puckridge and Blanch state in relation to rivers: ‘It is in the nature of all ecosystems to have some capacity to absorb change, but once that capacity is exceeded, the system will change rapidly and irrevocably.’25

We may conclude, therefore, that a new water ethos will situate all living species, including humans, as manifestations of water in its life-giving propensity. Water will thus be understood simultaneously as its own self, as a participant in the webs of life, as the source of living things in their present lives and in their future prospects, and as a permeating presence such that all living things are manifestations of water.

Beyond distributive justice

The call of fresh water invites and impels us to move beyond distributive justice in order to embrace an intergenerational, multispecies longing for water in all its manifestations. Within an ethos that embraces ethics and synergy, that values life without reducing value to utility, and that includes longing and love for life on Earth, it may be possible to develop activism, critique, science, song, art and rituals to celebrate water’s life-giving work in the world, and to cherish water’s life for the sake of a widely empowering love of life.

I experienced this form of powerful longing, celebration, work and creativity in a ceremony at a site named Therreyererte in Central Australia. This site is part of a women’s Rain Dreaming song line that connects this place with a site at Santa Teresa. Therreyererte is a gorge with petroglyphs and painted art. There are rockholes, and there is green water and pink water. Here, the women dance their water, its living things, including for example, algae and rock pools, Dreaming action and fecundity. Butterflies figure prominently in the song and in the art. And here the women dance the connectivities—in this case not only water in the gorge but also the water all along the Dreaming track. They dance not only the rain but also all the connected events and beings: the cane grass that grows with rain, and the butterflies that emerge with rain.26 They are dancing life and they are dancing water, and it is all one dance. This is the basis of a living water ethos: the dance of life and the dance of water is the same dance.

Notes

  1  McIntosh, ‘The totemic embrace’, p. 1.

  2  Cairns, ‘Ecological integrity of aquatic systems’, pp. 315, 321.

  3  Ward and Stanford, ‘Ecological connectivity in alluvial river ecosystems’, p. 105.

  4  Radcliffe-Brown, ‘The Rainbow-Serpent myth’.

  5  Merchant, Death of Nature.

  6  Perkowitz, ‘The rarest element’, pp. 10–11.

  7  White, Running Down, p. 261.

  8  Walker, Puckridge and Blanch, ‘Viewpoint’.

  9  Kingsford, Boulton, and Puckridge ‘Challenges in managing dryland rivers’.

10   Walker, Sheldon and Puckridge, ‘A perspective on dryland river ecosystems’, p. 86.

11   Thom and Sheldon, ‘Lowland rivers’, p. 378.

12   Ward, Tockner, and Schiemer, p. 136.

13   Walker, Puckridge and Blanch, ‘Viewpoint’.

14   Ward and Stanford, ‘Ecological connectivity’, p.106.

15   Kingsford, Boulton, and Puckridge, ‘Challenges in managing dryland rivers’.

16   NSW Country Hour, 17 December 2003.

17   Ward and Stanford, ‘Ecological connectivity’, p. 126.

18   New Internationalist, vol. 354, 2003, p. 1, www.newint.org/issue_354/action.htm.

19   Discussed with particular sensitivity in Rigby, ‘Earth, world, text: On the (im)possibility of Ecopoiesis’, p. 239.

20   I have discussed this structure in relation to decolonisation under the label ‘deep colonising’. Carey Wolfe discusses the structure as it arises in relationships between people and ‘nature’ in Wolfe, Animal Rites, p. 192.

21   Mathews, For Love of Matter, pp. 48–61.

22   Margulis and Sagan, What is Life?, p. 8.

23   Boyle, ‘The Apocrypha of William O’Shaughnessy’, Book III, No. xxviii.

24   These ideas pervade Levinas’s oeuvre, see for example Proper Names.

25   Walker, Puckridge and Blanch, ‘Viewpoint’, p. 71.

26   Transcript of Proceedings, pp. 157–6.
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River Murray wetlands

Past and future

Peter A Gell

Rehabilitation of the waterways of the Murray–Darling Basin is arguably Australia’s most critical resource management issue. As early as 1973, the South Australian House of Assembly stated: ‘substantial areas of wetlands in South Australia should be preserved for the conservation of wildlife and where possible, former wetlands should be rehabilitated.’ In 2001, a Select Committee of the South Australian Parliament stated: ‘wetlands are essential to the maintenance of hydrological, physical and ecological health of the riverine environment and provide economic, social and cultural benefits to the broader community.’1 The 2003 Wetlands Strategy for South Australia also recognised that ‘action is needed to see water-dependant ecosystems understood, protected and restored or rehabilitated as part of addressing South Australia’s degradation of land and water resources and loss of biological diversity’.2

Specifically, that strategy focused on key research priorities, including:

•  defining, for differing wetland types and uses, their limits or thresholds of acceptable change

•  identifying natural wetting/drying cycles of wetlands and the biological responses of these

•  determining the environmental water needs of different wetland types and their related biota

•  developing a better understanding of the macro and micro invertebrates of wetlands

•  assessing the implications of long-term alterations and changes in salinity and climate change on wetlands

•  the generation of inventory tools including minimum data sets, classification systems, wetland condition indices, and

•  the identification of early warning indicators of impacts on wetlands and monitoring protocols.3

The identification of such a broad suite of research priorities was an admission that much remained to be learned about the ecology of the floodplain of our largest river system. The general framework of these priorities suggested that we are particularly knowledge-poor on the ecological history of these systems, and so we inadequately understand change.

Assessment of human impact on River Murray wetlands

To address the aims of such a wetland strategy, an assessment of its natural variability and more recent change needs to be undertaken. Environmental audits, such as wetland condition indices, are much more meaningful if they are accompanied by temporal context. In fact, given the highly variable nature of Australian ecosystems, it would be possible to generate a wide range of diagnoses depending on the timing of any audit. A full comprehension of the range of environmental variability in a Murray–Darling Basin wetland may require ongoing monitoring over decades.

The relatively recent awareness of our environmental plight means that, in most instances, measurements and samples are available to audit the health of the system only over less than a decade. This health monitoring is largely river-based; there is a dearth of monitoring data from wetlands. The longest sequences of water quality data for the River Murray are at Morgan and Milang, extending back to 1938. If anything, such data tell us that the salinity of the river has remained largely unchanged. However, this data is limited, and there are gaps in data collection (often up to several years). The ongoing monitoring of wetland sites is critical to enhance understanding of the variability of the system.

In 2004, in recognition of this and of our limited knowledge of the nature of these systems, South Australian government agencies and the River Murray Catchment Water Management Board initiated the River Murray Wetland Baseline Survey of forty key wetlands. This is intended to provide a twenty-first-century baseline to ensure that these wetlands deteriorate no further. However, many wetlands have been subjected to the impact of early pastoral activities from as early as the 1840s. The case for wetland rehabilitation, and the release of environmental flows to achieve it, would be far greater if the early settlers had had the foresight and capacity to establish a nineteenth-century baseline. While the chance for monitoring the living biota of the 1800s is lost, elements remain accessible through palaeoecological approaches.

Through procurement of sediment sequences that have archived, as fossils, a suite of bioindicators that reveal the nature of river and wetland water conditions, a baseline of the past can be obtained. In fact, read like a diary, the layers of sediments are an ongoing record of multiple baselines over the life of the wetland. They provide a broad insight into the ecological condition of a wetland. In some instances these sequences can extend to centuries or millennia, revealing the dynamics of sediment supply, flooding regimes and water quality over a range of past climates.4

Ninety-five per cent of river length in the Murray–Darling Basin is degraded, as Norris et al. have observed, and ‘changes to nutrient and suspended sediment loads are the greatest contributors to this index of degradation’.5 Underpinning this is the Flood Pulse Concept, which strongly links the role of a river, its floodplain and associated wetlands.6 This critical link was cut after extensive river regulation from the 1920s.7 In addition, water removal, largely for an economically significant irrigation industry, now uses up to 90 per cent of the river’s divertible flow.8 The exposure of riverbanks to the elements and the introduction of bottom-feeding carp fish have mobilised soil and sediment within the channel, supplementing the increased supply of sediments from the development of the floodplain itself. The biological consequences of these changes are many, and include increased phytoplankton at the expense of aquatic macrophytes, the replacement of river-adapted biota (e.g. snails and crustaceans) with pond-adapted sister taxa (e.g. the Yabbie has largely replaced the Murray Crayfish) and the decline in flood-driven breeding episodes and subsequent recruitment.9

Table 2.1: Condition of selected lower River Murray wetlands based on monitoring, microfossil and sedimentation rate data




	Wetland
	Condition
	Impact



	Psyche Bend Lagoon
	Heavily degraded
	Salinisation, acidification



	Tareena Billabong
	Heavily degraded
	Salinisation, eutrophication, sedimentation



	Ral Ral Creek
	Degraded
	Sedimentation



	Paringa Island
	Degraded
	Sedimentation



	Mundic Creek
	Degraded
	Sedimentation



	Kanyaka Creek
	Degraded
	Sedimentation



	Pike Creek
	Degraded
	Sedimentation



	Martin’s Bend
	Heavily degraded
	Salinisation, acidification



	Ajax Achilles Lagoon
	Modified
	Sedimentation, turbidity



	Loveday Wetland
	Heavily degraded
	Salinisation, acidification, sedimentation, eutrophication



	Loch Luna
	Degraded
	Salinisation, turbidity, inundation



	Ramco Lagoon
	Heavily degraded
	Salinisation



	Brenda Park
	Modified
	Sedimentation



	Scott’s Creek
	Modified
	Sedimentation, turbidity, inundation



	Sinclair Flat
	Degraded
	Salinisation, sedimentation, turbidity, inundation



	Swanport Wetland
	Modified
	Sedimentation



	Muroondi Wetland
	Modified
	Eutrophication



	Lake Alexandrina
	Modified
	Turbidity, regulation



	Coorong South Lagoon
	Heavily degraded
	Salinisation, sedimentation turbidity, eutrophication



	Coorong North Lagoon
	Degraded
	Salinisation, sedimentation, turbidity, eutrophication





The basin’s wetlands have been variously subjected to substantial increases in the flux of sediments, salts and nutrients since early in European settlement.10 This has shifted the wetlands from diverse, productive, plant-dominated systems to turbid water bodies dominated by phytoplankton.11 The available data on the condition of all River Murray wetlands for which there is long-term monitoring or sediment-based data reveal that all are modified to a degree and that many are highly degraded (see table 2.1).

Critical to the management of floodplain wetlands is the restoration of a flooding (‘wetting-drying’) regime that re-establishes the critical link between wetland and channel in the most water efficient manner. With sediment fluxes in some locations now much reduced compared to those experienced after early settlement, and the establishment of salt interception schemes, widespread wetland rehabilitation now appears realistic and achievable.12 Attempts to produce wetland management plans have involved mandatory elements for environment water allocation, but one major missing element is the vision of the nature and variability of the systems under a ‘natural’ pre-European state.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Mup
ACADEMIC

MONOGRAPH

SERIES

Fresh Water

New Perspectives on Water in Australia

Edited by Emily Potter, Alison Mackinnon,
Stephen McKenzie and Jennifer McKay






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
MELBOURNE
VERSITY
LA R






