If a new dam is the answer, what was the question?

The Premier’s announcement of Tillegra Dam this week came completely out of the blue. It circumvents established urban water planning processes designed to protect consumers and the environment, and allow public input. Whether this dam is a good outcome for the region must then be seriously questioned.  

Once built, the proposed dam will sit on the Upper Williams River and will more than triple Hunter Water’s surface water storage capacities. The 300 million dollars for the dam will be recovered from new and existing water users in the Hunter and through water sales to the Central Coast. 
So does the Hunter need such a large new dam? Well, under its operating license Hunter Water is required to produce an ‘Integrated Water Resource Plan’. Integrated Water Resource Planning is commonly practiced in the Australian water industry. It involves considering a wide range of alternative means of meeting future water demand. As well as supply options, water conservation must be assessed. A key component is demand management, or measures that act to improve the efficiency of water use in shops, offices, factories and houses at the point of use. A demand management program in Sydney, for example, has seen over 250,000 customer homes visited and water efficient showers and taps installed.

Back in 2003 when Hunter Water released their Plan, a number of cheaper supply options than the current dam proposal where identified. These included accessing the existing Lockstock Dam and a smaller more cost effective dam at the Tillegra site. The Plan however concluded that “a new water source would not be required within the next 30 years”. It went on to state that “building a new dam at Tillegra would be far less cost effective than many demand management and water conservation initiatives.”
The finding that demand management and water conservation are more cost effective than large new supplies is consistent with results from other water authorities. 
So what has changed since 2003? The drought has deepened around the State. The housing projections for the Lower Hunter have been boosted and boosted again. The Central Coast’s water situation has gone from bad to worse. And of course there is an election looming.

To date, Hunter Water’s customers have mainly experienced the drought through their TV screens, as water restrictions have not been needed. Whether this is good luck or good planning is debatable. Even so, tripling the available surface storages in the name of ‘drought proofing’ seems like gold plating for a system that has performed well to date. The customers and regulators also need a chance to view and debate Hunter Water’s drought planning. 

Whether or not the population projections for the Lower Hunter come to pass, the cost effective demand management and water conservation measures referred to in the 2003 Plan remain largely unexplored, as do the smaller, cheaper, less risky supply alternatives. Much of the growth projected in the next 20 years is assumed to come from new developments. These areas represent a prime opportunity for water savings using high quality treated effluent and rain tank supplied water, as well as improved efficiency of water using fixtures and landscapes.

The Central Coast is in dire straits with their water supply. Something serious will need to be done there well before the first water flows from a new Tillegra Dam. In the longer term, the Coast has it’s own supply alternatives that they may choose to pursuit. If building a dam north of Dungong is really the best way to provide the people of Gosford with water, this will need to be demonstrated to the community and the regulators.  

So what have we lost with the Premier’s sudden decision? Gone is the orderly planning process for considering all the options and allowing the pubic and interested parties to have input  - a process designed to ensure we’ve got value for money from our water authority. By circumventing it, the Premier runs a real risk that the Lower Hunter is lumbered with an expensive piece of infrastructure that it is must then pay for.

Also lost is a golden opportunity for a significant water conservation effort and investment. The best outcome for the Lower Hunter may well involve a strong investment in water efficiency improvement, rain water tanks and wastewater reuse. Such a program would bring large environmental gains, on top of those from not having to building a dam. Reductions in water demand also save energy. Reused wastewater is not released to the ocean. It would also bring skills to Hunter Water and the region in the technologies and measures that represent the future of urban water.

Building the dam, in contrast, will simply entrench higher than necessary water usage in both industry and the community.
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