Executive Officer
Environment and Natural Resources Committee
Parliament House
Spring Street
East Melbourne VIC 3002
21 August 2008

Dear Sir /Madam,
Iwrite to express my grave concerns that the proposed Wonthaggi desalination plant
has been decided upon without due regard t o alternative water sources and to the
environmental and visual impact caused by it and the associated infrastructure.
Iwas shocked t o learn that the Victorian Government has acquired the Wonthaggi
site before feasibility studies have been completed and public submissions
considered.

Given the magnitude of this project - its size and cost and the effects it will have on
the land and the wildlife and people who live around it, Iam disappointed inithe
Government's lack of democratic process and assumption that it can make such land
purchases without completing all project approval processes.
From this I can only assume that the decision has already been made t o go ahead
with the project, ( I t is believed the Victorian and Federal governments have an
understanding with French multinational Veolia and private equity group Babcock &
Brown to build the Wonthaggi desalination plant.)' and this being the case, the
meetings and studies that are supposedly being carried out are nothing more that a
further waste of time and State money. This would explain too the lack of serious
consideration of alternative water sources such as new dams and saving initiatives
such as aquifer water storage, water tanks for all homes and recycled water for
industry - and most significantly the installation of a pipeline bringing water from the
Tasmanian hydroelectric schemes here to Melbourne.
Ihave read with interest the research reports published by Kenneth Davidson of The
Age newspaper making perfect sense of the proposed liberation o f Tasmanian water
that currently is spilled into the ocean. He suggests that the water available for
piping far exceeds that produced by the desalination plant, at a fraction the cost and
without the environmental destruction caused by desalination.

There is much t o read in Kenneth Davidson's well researched articles and though
there are no doubt criticisms you will find in his facts and findings, it cannot be
doubted that even i f he was incorrect by millions of dollars he puts the case for an
alternative to desalination that astonishes the reader that our Government could
consider its wasteful and damaging solution.
I
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' Kenneth Davidson, The

Age, 22 July 2008
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For Victoria, the water is available:-'According to-~HydrrTasmania;about4s;OOO------gigalitres of fresh water runs into the ocean each year. This is about three times the
flow into the Murray-Darling Basin and about a 100 times Melbourne's consumption."
Davidson argues convincingly that the long-term costs will be considerably less and
the environmental effects almost negligible. How then can the Government not
seriously consider such an option, indeed why dismiss it with such blunders of
misinformation as:
'The Tasmanian Government is considering a proposal to pipe a massive 350
gigalitres of fresh water a year to Melbourne or South Australia according to a report
in the Hobart Mercury.

If the project goes ahead i t will be a major embarrassment to the Brumby and Rudd
governments whose water ministers, Tim Holding and Senator Penny Wong, have
both claimed that, apart from the cost, the project wouldn't go ahead because i t was
opposed by the Tasmanian Government.
'The Victorian Minister even claimed the project was not viable because the cost of
the pipeline to Victoria would be $12 billion. The consortium, which is believed to
include a major international oil and gas producer, with experience in building and
operating pipelines, estimates the cost of building the pipeline to Victoria would be
less than $3 billion. '
This government's obsession with desalination as the solution to the State's future
water needs puts the pollution issue as one that is as difficult to understand as the
cost issues. Besides the air pollution caused by the generators required t o power the
plant (equivalent to that of 280,000 cars), there is frightening disregard for what will
happen to our coastal water environment. Davidson writes, 'The Government is faced
with a choice. On the one hand, i t can, annually, pump 200 gigalitres of brine laced
with 3 million litres of chlorine, 150,000 litres of caustic soda and 120,000 litres of
hydrochloric acid into the surf where i t will mix with the ocean. On the other hand,
the waste can be piped out to sea where i t will be out of sight of people but will
settle on the ocean floor because the toxic concoction is heavier than sea water.
Because there has been no environmental impact statement, the Government has
only just been confronted with this choice. I t is leaning towards the out-of-sight
option. But out of sight is not out of mind. I f the brine settles to a depth of a metre,
the outfall will spread over an area of 200 square kilometres each year. The current
runs both east and west. Within a year, the brine could spread to Phillip Island and
Cape Paterson. And this doesn't include the 45,000 litres of ferric chloride (it is used
as a flocculent) that must be transported by about eight 5-double trucks a week to a
place where i t can be buried without a revolt by the 10cals.'~ Besides, when other
smaller desalination plants in Australia and around the world have met with
problems, how could ours not.
Besides the cost and environmental benifits, there are significant advantages a
pipeline would bring to the Murray-Goulburn river systems and to Tasmania's - -economy that are not addressed by desalination. 'The attraction of the deal t o
Tasmania is that the water will be about 1 0 times more valuable as water than as
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electricity. The water for the pipeline is planned to come from the Forth and Pieman
rivers. I t s value as electricity is about $10 to $30 a megalitre if i t is passed through
the power station and into the ocean. I f the water is taken below most of the
generators (diminishing less than 1% of Tasmania's power) and piped to Melbourne,
the value of the water to Tasmanians is in the order of $300 a megalitre.
The ceiling on the value of the water delivered into the Melbourne network is $3300
a megalitre, which is the price the Victorian Government has promised to pay for
desalinated water. '
Furthermore, the project: '...would allow Melbourne's present supply from the
Thomson Dam to be diverted through a 30 kilometre tunnel through the Great Divide
into the Murray Goulburn basin.
This would provide enough additional water to meet both the environmental needs of
the lower Murray - which is dying - and irrigators who are only getting a fraction of
their current water entitlements.
It would also obviate the need for the $5 billion Murray-Darling Foodbowl

Modernisation Program and the $900 million North-South pipeline designed to take
water from the already stressed Goulburn River to supplement Melbourne's water
supplies. '
I t is indeed disturbing t o see our government in the embarrassing position i t has put

itself; ready t o cause a potential environmental disaster, spend many billions o f
dollars unnecessarily, scar our beautiful South Gippsland landscape with pylons and
eyesore buildings and cause hardship and suffering to an already struggling farming
community. There is a hidden agenda here - there must be.
'This must be the worst infrastructure bet ever taken by a first world government.
For the sake of horrendously expensive water that Melbourne doesn't need, the
Brumby Government is prepared to stake the future of the lower Murray and South
Australia and risk creating an ocean desert of immense proportions because of its
pigheaded refusal to undertake proper process.'

'

Yours truly,

Gerald Brocklesby
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