MEDIA RELEASE

NSW Siphons Off Snowy River Water Savings
28th November 2008

Snowy River Alliance has called for an independent audit of Snowy River environmental entitlements and allocations following evidence of inconsistencies in figures received from the NSW Department of Water and Energy over the past two years, which includes breaches of a major interstate Deed.

Six years ago the Snowy Hydro scheme was corporatised and legislation passed to return 28% environmental flows to the Snowy River below Jindabyne.

Victoria, NSW and the Commonwealth have since committed $350 million of taxpayers’ money to restore 21% to the Snowy River by 2012.

However for the past six years the Snowy has been limping along on barely 4% flow below Jindabyne Dam. 

Since 2006 the NSW Department of Water and Energy has been repaying to Snowy Hydro all additional Snowy River entitlements over 38GL (4%) in breach of the Snowy Water Inquiry Outcomes Implementations Deed (SWIOID) between Victoria and NSW and the Commonwealth.

“Taxpayer funded water savings have gone into Snowy Hydro storages when they should be going down the Snowy,” said Mr. John Gallard, Chair of Snowy River Alliance. “An independent audit of all the Snowy flows entitlements and allocations and including the Mowamba Borrowings Account must be undertaken immediately.” 

The first environmental flows were returned to the Snowy with the decommissioning of Mowamba Aqueduct to allow the Mowamba River to flow freely into the Snowy between August 2002 and January 2006. That water is known as the Mowamba Borrowings Account and has to be repaid to Snowy Hydro.

Documents from the NSW Department of Water and Energy reveal that NSW has been repaying the Borrowings Account to Snowy Hydro at double the rate of water it should be when the Snowy River is still only receiving a minimal amount of water.

 “NSW is in breach of the Deed and the Snowy savings must be repaid to the Snowy River,” said Louise Crisp, Vice-chair of Snowy River Alliance. “Otherwise the public could assume that NSW and Snowy Hydro has no intention of ever permitting more than 4% flow down the Snowy River.” 

“Clarification of the Department of Water and Energy’s position in regard to the Mowamba Borrowings Account is a matter of urgency, said Ms Crisp. “Early next year Snowy Hydro plans to remove the coffer dam at Jindabyne Dam to finalise works undertaken to provide Snowy River environmental flows. During the works period Snowy River environmental flows will have to be released via Mowamba weir. It would make an utter mockery of the Snowy River legislation if the water that will be released down Mowamba during that time is identified as a debit to the Mowamba Borrowings Account and has to be repaid. The water must be identified simply as part of the Snowy River’s annual environmental allocation.”

“The NSW government has a prime opportunity at present as it completes its Five Year Review of the Snowy Water Licence to amend the Licence to allow environmental flows to be released via either Mowamba weir or Jindabyne Dam,” said Mr Gallard. “In this way the Snowy River will receive an immediate environmental benefit from reconnection with a natural headwater and there will be no potential for confusion regarding additional debt to the Mowamba Borrowings Account. Such action by the NSW government would show real commitment to the restoration of environmental flows to the Snowy River.”
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