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Chapter 6: Post Federation challenges 
TRANSCRIPT:
Welcome back to the Inspector-General’s Murray-Darling Basin Education Series.  In this episode, we will explore Australia’s nation-building era, when great feats of engineering like the Hume Dam and the Snowy Mountains Scheme were built.  This was the first half of the 20th century, a time when the Commonwealth government was focused on developing infrastructure to better control the flow of water in Basin rivers and to rebuild Australia’s economy after World War I. 
What we did not know at the time was that too much intervention in natural flows could harm the environment and, by extension, agriculture.  When the British colonised Australia, they “brought with them a sense of ecological superiority and confidence in their ability to tame and dominate the environment”.    But the harsh reality was that this land, and its climate, were very different to that of England. You might say they were in entirely new terrain.  Some academics argue that the lack of knowledge about the variable and often extreme Australian climate contributed to a mindset that harnessing the rivers could reduce the impact – and even the occurrence - of droughts and floods.   We’ll see how this mentality, combined with growing pressure to develop an “Australian” national identity after Federation in 1901, fuelled the push for infrastructure to control the Basin’s waterways. 
By the turn of the 20th century, Australians had experienced a number of challenges including severe drought, the looming first World War and a rapidly growing population.  Crucially, it was at this point that the Commonwealth government started to focus on fostering national development projects. The idea was to provide employment and security for returned soldiers and opportunities for immigrants.   
While it might at first seem unrelated, one of the most important pillars of nation-building is the availability of water to sustain a growing population. Following several droughts over the second half of the 19th century, water storage was seen as imperative.  The high flows of water in winter and spring could be stored for use in the summer and drier months. This would mean a year-round supply of water for human consumption and irrigation.  In this context, the 1914 River Murray Waters Agreement would be key to the Commonwealth’s nation building efforts – a watershed moment for many reasons, including establishing water sharing arrangements between the states after much debate.
Another key element of the Agreement was the capital works program.  This was an extensive list of 35 locks and weirs, along with upper Murray and Lake Victoria storages, to be built by the respective states with financial support from the Commonwealth government.   The aim of the program was to have more control over the flow of water in the Murray and Darling rivers. By creating locks, weirs and dams they could store more water for purposes including irrigation and make the rivers easier to navigate for boats.  
In 1918, the site for the largest capital works project was decided. Located at the junction of the Murray and the Mitta Mitta rivers near Albury, NSW, it would come to be known as the Hume Dam. The Hume Dam is the central water supply on the River Murray system.  It regulates and conserves water from the upper Murray and Mitta Mitta rivers for both human consumption and the environment. 
The Hume Dam is one of the great feats of Australian engineering. At the time of construction, it was the second largest dam in the world.   However, a number of factors including industrial disputes, and most significantly the impact of World War I, led to significant delays to the capital works program.  By 1920, the budget for the program had blown out to 8-10 million pounds, exceeding the original budget of about 4 million.   The Prime Minister at the time, Billy Hughes, insisted the additional cost was worth it to support the development of a post-war economy.  And so, the works continued… until 1923.
In 1923, the River Murray stopped flowing at Swan Hill.   Economist Chris Guest describes this iconic image of Ronald East, the Victorian Commissioner, “straddling the pools of water in the river bed” as “defiant” and capturing the mood of the time.  Despite the alarming lack of water, it was thought that “the Murray could be managed to deliver what was wanted”.  And so the works continued. But the problems didn’t end there…
After World War II, the federal government launched a range of initiatives to establish Australia’s independence from the rest of the world.  Critical to this was developing a better power supply, which would play a large part in increasing industrialisation.   Australia had experienced a number of power shortages throughout the 1940s, and the government was under pressure to find a solution. 
Enter the Snowy Mountains Scheme of 1944.
Some of Australia’s most critical rivers - including the Murray, Murrumbidgee, Snowy and Tumut rivers – originate in the Snowy Mountains of NSW.  These rivers naturally travel east, flowing down the Alps into the Bass Strait.  The Snowy Mountains Scheme proposed altering the natural flow of the rivers from east to west via a series of dams. As the water flowed down the western side of the mountain it would generate electricity and could also be stored for irrigation purposes.  When the hydro-electric project was begun in 1949, Prime Minister Ben Chifley described it as “the greatest single project in our history.”   There is no doubt that the Snowy Mountains Scheme, which was completed in 1974, has a special place Australia’s history as a pioneering and nation-building project. Along with the Hume Dam, it proved that the nation’s great rivers could be harnessed to create food, electricity and water security for millions of Australians.
But by the late 20th century, problems that had lain dormant in the Basin’s rivers for decades began to emerge.  There was evidence that the River Murray had a big problem – its waters were harbouring an abnormal amount of salt.   While salt is naturally found in river systems, high levels can significantly impact riverine ecosystems and agricultural productivity.  Long periods of high salinity can kill plants and animals and prevent farmers from growing crops.  It can also have an impact on local towns. For the people of Adelaide, it meant salty household water and limited hot water due to the rusting of pipes.  
In 1967, a survey was conducted to determine the cause of the problem. It took more than two years to complete, but eventually the verdict was in.  The report found that “half of the salt inflow to the River Murray was from man’s activities… of which the greatest source… was the established irrigation schemes.” 
The advances in irrigation and agriculture and the great infrastructure projects of the 20th century had bolstered food, water and energy security for millions of Australians. But nature would have the last word.  Interventions such as dams, locks and weirs had increased the amount of salt in the water. Natural flows that would normally flush that salt away had been interrupted for too long.
What would it take to find a balance between nature and progress?
End of transcript.
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