
The Secretariat 

Tune Review of the National Archives of Australia 

Dear Sir 

I am employed by the National Archives of Australia (AGS: 855-99445) on a non-ongoing basis in the 

Property and Security Section. I make this public submission to the Tune Review of the NAA as a 

Chartered Professional Engineer (‘APEC Certificate’).  I was employed by the Commonwealth from 

1980 to 1997 and have an intimate knowledge of the scope of environmental monitoring 

investigations for two large Commonwealth infrastructure projects in the 1980s.  My submission is 

not related to the work I perform at the NAA.  

I wish to draw attention to my concerns on the availability of environmental data collected by or on 

behalf of Commonwealth agencies and in particular : 

 the preservation of Commonwealth environmental data that describes the natural
environment;

 the retrieval of Commonwealth environmental data from the NAA records;

 the need for a reference source for Commonwealth environmental data; and

 the need for funding and resourcing to preserve, digitize and promote the availability of
Commonwealth environmental data.

For many decades the Commonwealth had an eminent public works authority that investigated, 

designed and constructed projects, including major infrastructure projects throughout Australia. 

Sadly in my view, the Commonwealth divested its last engineering entity (Works Australia) around 

1997. 

Sustainable engineering emerged in the 1970s for infrastructure projects, including comprehensive 

environmental investigations.      

As a specialist engineer engaged by the Commonwealth (Dept of Housing and Construction and then 

Dept of Administrative Services/Australian Construction Services) I was a contributor and witness to 

the environmental investigations for two major projects sponsored by the Commonwealth. The 

projects were the construction of the new Brisbane Airport QLD  and the proposed construction of 

new naval facilities in Jervis Bay NSW.   

The extensive environmental monitoring and investigations for each project included : 



Brisbane Airport 

 extensive and regular beach profile surveys to monitor the effects of large scale dredging
and reclamation works (‘Redevelopment of Brisbane International Airport – Monitoring of
the offshore dredging and reclamation works’);

 extensive water quality monitoring to assess any changes in sedimentation from dredging
and reclamation;

 monitoring of wave climate in Moreton Bay over years to assess the effects of dredging; and

 monitoring of river and drainage floodway flows to assess performance against design
parameters.

Jervis Bay 

 extensive and regular beach profile surveys around the whole bay to develop a database to
later compare to post-construction conditions (did not proceed);

 a detailed seagrass survey of the whole bay by divers (‘Jervis Bay sediment and seagrass
survey’), supplemented by regular aerial photography runs; and

 wave monitoring over a 5 year period of several offshore and in-bay locations to fully
understand the wave climate.

A search of NAA records for these projects using key words such as environmental monitoring, beach 

profile surveys and seagrass survey revealed only a few references to the actual physical data 

collected through environmental monitoring (‘NAA Records Search – Brisbane Airport environmental 

monitoring’ and ‘NAA Records Search – Jervis Bay seagrass survey’).  Committee reports were easier 

to find (‘Brisbane Airport development environmental study’ and ‘Relocation of naval facilities to 

Jervis Bay’) rather than the underlying environmental data . 

I think it is very important for Commonwealth environmental data records to be preserved and be 

readily available for researchers, as the data (such as for the two projects identified) describes the 

environment in detail not only at these locations, but at a period in time now almost 40 years ago. 

Having the ability to access high quality environmental data for independent research, such as on 

climate change, requires quality data be preserved and accessible. I think this is very much in line 

with the achievement of the UN Sustainable Development Goals to which Australia subscribes 

(‘World Engineers Convention’).   

For example, historical beach profile surveys are very valuable and when compared to current beach 

profiles can demonstrate the impact of sea-level rise due to climate change.  

The attached article (‘Stronger waves and winds pose rising threat to coastal infrastructure’) used 

current and historical wave data collected around the globe. Did Professor Ian Young, former Vice-

Chancellor of the ANU, and his collaborator have access to the wave data collected by the 

Commonwealth in Moreton Bay and Jervis Bay ? 



There may be other records that the Commonwealth has collected and may be held by NAA, but 

appear not to be readily available. For example the large fish kills in the Murray – Darling river 

system earlier this year had journalists asking where is the data that was used as the basis for the 

management of the river system (‘Fish deaths in lower Darling exposes huge data gaps in its eco-

system’ and ‘Dead stinking fish send a message’). 

I would hope that the Archives be tasked by the Commonwealth to take the pre-eminent and lead 

role in preserving, digitizing and promoting the accessibility of environmental data collected by the 

Commonwealth, particularly for large infrastructure projects. 

I urge that the Tune Review recommend that the Commonwealth provide the necessary funding and 

resources for the NAA to implement such an environmental data base and strategy. 

Yours sincerely 

Doug Crabb 

mailto:doug.crabb@outlook.com
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Item details

Item details for: J87, AT152 PART 1 Request copy

Title Redevelopment of Brisbane International Airport - Environmental Monitoring Activities - General; 
[Department of Housing and Construction]

Contents date range 1980 - 1982

Series number J87
Click to see which government agency or person created this item.

Control symbol AT152 PART 1

Citation NAA: J87, AT152 PART 1

Item barcode 12897399

Location Brisbane

Access status Open

Date of decision 16 Feb 2012

Physical format PAPER FILES AND DOCUMENTS (allocated at series level)

Records authority 
class number

1004949

Date registered 07 Feb 2012

RecordSearch 
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Access status: Not yet examined Location: Melbourne 

Access status: Not yet examined Location: Melbourne 

Access status: Not yet examined Location: Melbourne 

Access status: Not yet examined Location: Melbourne 

Access status: Not yet examined Location: Canberra 

RecordSearch 

Select Series 
no.

Control 
symbol

Item title Date 
range

Digitised 
item

Item 
barcode

Format

B6673 AUS/C95/7874 TITLE: Aerial survey photography negatives of SI55-13 Jervis Bay 
seagrass survey NSW 1:15000 CATEGORY: photograph FORMAT: 
colour negative STATUS: preservation material

1988 - 
1988

30883316

B6673 AUS/C96/7875 TITLE: Aerial survey photography negatives of SI55-13 Jervis Bay 
seagrass survey NSW 1:15000 CATEGORY: photograph FORMAT: 
infra-red colour negative STATUS: preservation material

1989 - 
1989

30883317

B6673 AUS/C206/7962 TITLE: Aerial survey photography negatives of SI55-13 Jervis Bay 
seagrass NSW 1:15000 and 1:35000 CATEGORY: photograph 
FORMAT: colour negative STATUS: preservation material

1989 - 
1989

30883403

B6675 SI56-
13/AUS/C96

TITLE: Aerial survey photography prints of SI56-13 Ulladulla - Jervis 
Bay seagrass survey NSW AUS/C96 run 12 frame 104 1:15000 
CATEGORY: photograph FORMAT: 1 infra-red colour print 
STATUS: access copy

1989 - 
1989

30884366

B6676 SI56-9_MAP7 SI5609 - JERVIS BAY SEAGRASS STUDY NSW 1989 - 
1989

200796223
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doug.crabb@outlook.com

From: Engineers Australia <email@e.engineersaustralia.org.au>

Sent: Wednesday, 21 November 2018 4:05 PM

To:

Subject: World Engineers Convention - present your work on a global stage

View this email online
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This email was sent to you from Engineers Australia. To unsubscribe or to select what types of communications you 

wish to receive from us, please update your preferences using the below links. Please do not reply to this email as we 

wont receive it. 

This email was sent by: Engineers Australia 

11 National Circuit Barton, ACT, 2600, Australia 

Unsubscribe  |  Update Profile 
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OPINION POLITICS FEDERAL WATER

Dead stinking fish send a message

Any halfway decent political opportunist would use this week's images of dead and 
dying Murray cod and other fish in the Menindee Lakes to put the environment and 
climate change at the forefront of the election campaign. The fact that the weather 
has been warmish, even by Goodooga standards, doesn't do any harm either.

The images have an emotive energy often lacking in many of the impassioned 
debates about places we care about which are fairly far away, and which have become 
almost abstractions for the feeling that we ought to be doing something – at the very 
least, something more than we have been doing.

Straight off, the dead and stinking fish could symbolise the mismanagement, 
maladministration and corruption of water policy in Queensland, NSW and Victoria. 
It doesn't take a great deal of extension to work it into an argument about the 
National Party's intellectual and moral bankruptcy, particularly under former leader 
Barnaby Joyce, and its complete unfitness to govern. Rural folk increasingly feel that 
way, wondering how a party established to represent rural and regional Australians 
became instead available for rent to big mining interests, the coal industry, the 
fracking industry and large-scale agribusiness, particularly when these interests 
threaten their livelihoods.

But the Nationals are only the obvious culprits. Look, for example, at Malcolm 
Turnbull, who had a spell as minister in charge of saving the Murray and Darling river 
systems a bit more than a decade ago, and knew so much about the topic that he and 
John Howard were able to concoct a river water policy, costing billions of dollars, on 
the back of an envelope over a couple of afternoons, without even feeling the need to 
consult the Treasury, which, Turnbull said contemptuously, knew nothing about the 
subject.

One of the many things that Turnbull learned duringhis period as water flâneur in 
chief was the wisdom of successive conservative prime ministers in keeping water 
policy out of the hands of Nationals ministers. Not even Tony Abbott was tempted to 
hand it over – probably on the advice of former senator Bill Heffernan, a farmer with 
some tolerance for human weakness but never for waste or mismanagement of a 
scarce water supply. After Turnbull knifed Abbott, to general applause, Joyce popped 
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around to remind him that Coalition agreements were between leaders, not parties, 
and that continuing the alliance would need to involve some Liberal concessions. 
When Turnbull announced his ministry, water was with Joyce at agriculture, and that 
department further refined its habit of looking away and doing nothing when policy 
became imperial, and when enforcement of the law, or even implementation of it, 
came to be regarded as a matter of discretion.

But one does not need to dwell long on the dead fish to think also of climate change, 
and the Morrison government's inertia on the subject, not least because a good 
proportion of the Coalition doesn't actually believe in it or, at least, in doing 
anything brave or courageous, or ahead of anybody else, about it. And also of 
drought, and extreme weather, neither in the least bit unusual in the Australian 
environment, but both seeming to come more regularly, and with solid evidence of 
increasing averages. Perhaps the population is not completely certain about what to 
do to ward off the effects of climate change, and how much of whatever it is is 
necessary, but opinion polls suggest that most Australians believe we should do a 
good deal more, and with a more explicit sense of urgency, than the present 
government.

One does not have to segue far off the dead fish, the drought or climate change 
theme to think of the Great Barrier Reef, and the threat posed to it by rising 
temperatures, caused not least by coal. The government's response to this crisis 
appears to involve enabling (if not yet financing, though it may come to that) a large 
coal-mining project nearby, and giving nearly $500 million to a club of rich 
executives, chiefly from the mining industry, who think they can commission work, 
perhaps with some private sector help, that will tackle some of the evidences of the 
effects of climate change, if not actually do anything about it.

The power of the images is such that they could be harnessed for messages against 
the Coalition, or for the Labor Party, which is saying mostly the right things about 
climate change, if not necessarily about water policy or Adani, or for the Greens or 

Some of the thousands of dead fish in the Darling River near Menindee. NICK MOIR
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environmental candidates. The fish don't need a detailed inquest: just by themselves, 
they show that something has gone very badly wrong.

It says something about the political ineptness of federal and state Nationals 
ministers, including Deputy Prime Minister Michael McCormack, that he insists that 
the fish deaths are the effects of drought rather than policy, or of drought 
accompanied by abrupt changes in temperature. No doubt these have played their 
part in the catastrophe but, as usual along the Darling system, the problem is much 
more complicated than that, and owes much to the overallocation of water to 
irrigation farmers, particularly along the Macquarie and Barwon rivers, to the failures 
of the Murray-Darling Basin Authority, not least (from the start) in failing to 
prioritise the environment ahead of agricultural needs, and to rorting of the whole 
system, with the connivance of public service regulators, particularly in the NSW 
government. That federal ministers and some public servants in the primary industry 
department see their function as facilitating agriculture and maximising its export 
revenue has also led to the corruption of the public stewardship they were supposed 
to deliver to the whole community.

One reason the symbolism of the fish deaths has the power to sound in votes is that 
the division of scarce resources inevitably involves rationing, winners and losers, and 
people who argue about what should be rationed. The Four Corners report last year, 
which showed some big farmers stealing water, acquired some of its moral force from 
the fact that the rorters were dobbed in by neighbours as well as by folk nearby. They 
were angry and resentful not only because the rorters were taking water for free while 
they paid for it, but because the rorting of the supply meant a diminished total 
supply. That's quite apart from the fact that many farmers are keen fishers, well-
versed in their local environments, and want to live sustainably in them, rather than 
by mining its water supplies and raping the soil.

But that's just in the immediate neighbourhood. In any river system, there are folk 
upstream and downstream, particularly downstream, who will gripe that their 
allocations have been reduced because too much water has been taken upstream. 
They are often right, even within a state. But there has been a long pattern of farmers 
within an upstream state taking more than they should, to the ultimate disadvantage 
of downstream states, particularly South Australia. That's a problem aggravated by 
physical constraints, including weirs that often prevent water flowing downstream, 
by very poor Commonwealth policy and management of efficiencies to save water, 
and by evaporation.

Given the original overallocations of water licences to irrigators, the Commonwealth 
began buying allocations (from "willing sellers" on the water market). But this was 
unpopular in some areas, with claims (by no means substantiated) that the sale of 
irrigation licences was depopulating communities and reducing their resources. The 
present government prefers to spend public money subsidising farmers to increase 
the efficiency of their water use, thus liberating some water for the environment. 
There are problems with this approach. First, the cost of the water "liberated" for the 
environment by such measures is nearly three times that of water liberated through 
buying allocations on the open market, the supposed ideal distributing mechanism. 
Second, the economic benefit from the subsidised infrastructure and efficiency 
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mechanisms goes to the individual farmer, rather than to a district or the public at 
large. In a real sense, neighbours can be economically disadvantaged because they 
are unable to grow food or cotton at the cost of the neighbours whose "investment" in 
better methods was heavily subsidised.

That has also brought to light other inequities. Last year in NSW, the government 
announced measures to "borrow" water from the environmental reservation because 
of the dought's severity. Listening to the blather coming from the Nationals, one 
would have understood the announcement as suggesting that some water was being 
liberated so farmers and graziers could get minimal supplies for thirsty sheep, or to 
round off a crop almost ready for harvest.

But the extra water, better characterised as water stolen rather than borrowed, was 
not rationed out to the needy. It was auctioned out to the highest bidder – usually to 
better-off farmers not suffering as greatly from the drought and thus in a better 
position to bid high. Some water, indeed, went upstream to farmers not actually in 
drought at all. And some of the crops "topped off" were not crops planned and 
planted as possible from diminishing allocations as drought took hold, but extra 
speculative planting, just in case there was late rain.

The South Australian royal commission into the management of the Murray-Darling 
system, being conducted by Bret Walker, SC, should soon report. Set up in response 
to anger about its very junior status at the table, it has had minimal cooperation from 
the Commonwealth (which ordered that the basin authority, and its staff and board 
members, not give evidence). The commission has had only token cooperation from 
the states.

But that has not meant that it has been purely parochial, or that the evidence before 
it has been skewed to South Australian matters or interests. For starters, there are 
many players, including irrigators and farming interests from other states, who were 
keen to give evidence and to describe their problems. There have been retired basin 
workers and regulators, and former CSIRO staff still angry about how managers caved 
in to politicians and changed scientific calculations of water needs to suit political 
agendas. There has been abundant evidence showing the authority's setting and 
subsequent reduction of sustainable environmental allocations not in response to 
any scientific analysis but to calculations of what interest groups might accept. After 
the interests complained about the initial determination that a minimum 3000 
gigalitres of water a year was needed to meet environmental water requirements, the 
authority was told to "pick a number with a '2' in front of it". It settled for 2750 
gigalitres, but despite all of the fad words about science, accountability and 
transparency, has been unable, since its establishment, to show how it arrived at 
either figure. Expert advice from scientists is that the minimum environmental 
allocation should have been 6900 gigalitres in an average year, that there was 
Buckley's of satisfying the environmental needs with an allocation of 3000, let alone 
2750.

It is typical of the mendacity of NSW's participation in the scheme that it came up 
with a rort to meet demands for a higher environmental flow. It wants to close up the 
Menindee Lakes, leaving only a narrow channel by which the water can go 
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downstream. After all, it argues, the water in the lakes (when it is there) only 
evaporates. Would it be better if, instead, it was sent to those whingeing crow-eaters, 
without actually disturbing the standard of living of NSW agribusiness upstream. 
Local farmers, as well as the city of Broken Hill, which draws its water from the lakes, 
are furious, some insisting that the evaporation causes local weather in any event, 
but also speaking of the lakes' importance as a wetlands site, a sanctuary for birds, a 
breeding place for fish (if there are any left) and as a sieve settling some of the dirty 
water. The basin does not appear to be much of a player in the argument involved, 
even from its duty as the ultimate protector of the riverine environment.

But it seems certain that Bret Walker will hold that the then Commonwealth 
solicitor-general was wrong when he advised Tony Burke, when the authority was set 
up, that protecting the environment was only one aim in basin management. Equally 
important were social and economic considerations.

Walker, and the counsel assisting the royal commission, are certain that this 
interpretation is wrong. Indeed, they say that every senior constitutional lawyer 
consulted shares this view. The authority is first required to establish the basin's 
minimum environmental needs. Only after that can it set allocations for irrigation, or 
for domestic use in towns and elsewhere.

Walker plainly thinks the misinterpretation of the Water Act's clear instructions has 
led the authority to think it must perform some political juggling act, by which it 
ends up with some solution that causes all of the vested interests least trouble. As 
such, the authority has failed miserably, and compounded rather than alleviated the 
rivers' problems.

The counsel assisting, Richard Beasley, SC, has not been kind to the authority or its 
board. He quoted senior international scientists who said it was a fundamental tenet 
of good governance that scientists produced facts and that government decided on 
values and made choices. They were concerned that scientists in the authority felt 
pressured "to trim [the facts] so that the sustainable diversion limit will be one that is 
politically acceptable".

Beasley said that if all the Murray-Darling Basin Authority had done over the past 
eight years was to "trim the facts", it would be bad enough.

"But it's worse than that. The implementation of the basin plan has been marred by 
maladministration. By that I mean mismanagement by those in charge of the task at 
the basin authority, its executives and its board, and the consequent mismanagement 
of huge amounts of public funds. The responsibility for that ... falls on both past and 
present executives of the MDBA and its board."

There are many guilty parties, and few deserve to be spared. Fish rot from the top, it 
is said.

Jack Waterford is a former editor of The Canberra Times. 
jwaterfordcanberrajwaterfordcanberra@gmailgmail.com
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