Australian Drought Roundtable

Bruce Rhodes, Chris Lee, and Brian Carnahan

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water Resources. It starts with a question, and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Zack Cunningham: Thanks for tuning in to the Aquacast. This is Zack Cunningham, and today we’re doing something a little different. Joining me today are Wendy martin, our Drought Coordinator here at DWR, and Matt Notley from Public Affairs. The three of us had a chance last week to sit down with three gentlemen who deal with similar water issues, but on the other side of the world. Visiting from Australia were Chris Lee, a manager at Southeast Water, and Bruce Rhodes, a manager for Melbourne Water, along with Brian Carnahan from the San Francisco offices of the State of Victoria, Australia. While they were here, we got a chance to discuss our similar drought situations. 

Zack Cunningham: Why are you guys visiting California’s Department of Water Resources? What’s the purpose of your visit? 

Bruce Rhodes: We’ve come to basically go to the Water Smart Innovations Conference next week where we’re both presenting, but because it’s such a long way to fly, we’d like to share information with like-minded agencies dealing with similar issues. It’s a learning experience for us as it is an information sharing experience. 
Zack Cunningham: So, Australia’s in its 11th year of drought?

Bruce Rhodes: Eleventh. 

Matt Notley: So if we could talk about 11 years in three minutes…(laughter)

Bruce Rhodes: I think we tend to say around 11 years of below average inflow. 
Zack Cunningham: Well besides the duration obviously, we have really similar conditions here in California, so I think we can certainly learn a lot from each other. 
Bruce Rhodes: Well, certainly I think that’s one of the reasons we visited California was that there are indeed a great deal of similarities. Whilst you rely more heavily on snow pack then we do, hydrologically there’s a lot of similarities in relation to the variability. Also too, the ways in which the problems are approached are very similar in many respects. 

Wendy Martin: On the urban side, how have you been able to elicit the behavioral changes you need from people in how they use water?

Chris Lee: It’s fair to say we’ve invested a lot of money, but probably more effort than money in building social capitol around the whole water story. I guess it started its foundations from a low rainfall perspective; keeping in mind the context is that we’ve always had water as part of our education curriculum in schools. So we’ve built that from the early childhood years all the way through secondary schooling. Then we moved into the last 10-year period, and we’ve certainly ramped up the efforts in terms of building that social capitol. Fundamentally, what the strategy really is about is keeping the community on side, working with us, the whole group as a team. There’s no sort of us and them process. Even though we have an enforcement role, we still have a strategy of education first. So even in the regulated environment where there are lots of prohibitions, we’re on state 3 restrictions at the moment which means you can’t water turf, you can only water a garden bed for a couple of hours per week, you can’t wash your car at home. So there’s a whole range of different things you cannot do, and yet what we find based on our inverse modeling, the savings that we project from those prohibitions, we’re actually exceeding that by a whole lot more. Which is saying that the community is on side to a point where they’re not only prepared to embrace the rules we’re putting in place, but they’re also prepared to go that extra step further. Most of our prohibitions that we’ve put in place are around discretionary type uses, principally they’re all outdoor type activities, and they’ve taken a lot of those behavioral traits indoors and started to do a number of things indoors. Some of it’s behavioral and some of it’s technological responses. We’ve had mandated water efficient toilets for many, many years, over 20 years in Melbourne. But it’s now moving to the point where we’re giving a way the showerheads and retrofit programs and all sorts of different technological responses and people are embracing them.

Zack Cunningham: What other sorts of efforts are you guys putting toward fighting drought effects? 

Bruce Rhodes: The way we’re approaching going forward is a diversity of supply options, a portfolio of options both on the demand and supply perspective, including non climate dependent sources such as desalination. We’re commencing in Victoria the construction of a large desalination plant to come on about 2012. 

Chris Lee: Well in terms of demand management there’s a raft of interventionism, I won’t be able to remember them all, there are so many. But they are the typical mix of interventions that we see here as well including rebates, grants, lots of R&D work, new technologies, social science research going around about behavior change, the water restrictions and prohibitions that go with them. 

Bruce Rhodes: I think there are a lot of similarities between the approaches here that are happening in California: moves towards improved efficiencies in water supply delivery through to water sensitive urban design principals, pipe systems and recycling, so the whole raft of those activities have been played out. In one respect the drought has increased awareness of other options. There’s large upturn, for example, of rainwater tanks for domestic customers to capture roof runoff in Melbourne as a result of the drought. I think that would probably be a bit more problematic here because you have less rainfall, particularly in Southern California. But a whole range of options, it’s a mix of options, not just a sort of bullet, if you like, to solving the problem, it’s a portfolio. 

Chris Lee: It is a portfolio.

Zack Cunningham: Well we really appreciate you guys taking some time to answer some questions.

Zack Cunningham: During their short visit here at DWR, our Australian guests taught us that real change can occur in the face of long-term drought. It goes without saying that Californian’s can learn a lot from our water-starved friends in Australia. After their stay here in Sacramento, Chris and Bruce were off to Las Vegas for the Water Smart Innovations conference. For more information, go to watersmartinnovations.com. 

Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll here the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.
