



Fertiliser Bans (From D.D - The Drover’s Dog)
Several bizarre press releases emanated from Minister McGowan’s office in recent weeks, disturbing the slumber of the Drover’s Dog. Bordering on the ridiculous, these missives were thought initially to be a hoax by first year students at one of the latter day universities, intended to embarrass the new chap on the Hill. 

The first decreed an intention on the new Minister’s part to ban ‘soluble fertiliser’ by 2010. As most of us were under the foolish impression that fertilisers had to be of necessity ‘soluble’, the news came as a bit of a shock. Were we dealing with an oxymoron, a moron or just plain ox? Would we see a rash of conciliatory industry ads pushing new environmentally safe, insoluble fertilisers? 

While industry heavies did a double take, they nonetheless agreed to meet with the Minister over tea and bickies and emerged assuring us it was all a bit of a storm in the proverbial, that things weren’t as bad as we first thought.  

Alas! Yet another declaration followed from the redoubtable Ministerial Office indicating that his initial sortie, while ill considered and poorly expressed, was nevertheless meant to be taken seriously!  The redrafted spin now put the knock on ‘highly soluble phosphorus’ yet proceeded to point the ministerial finger accusingly at ‘nutrient inputs’ in general.
Ordinary fly swatters are probably bemused by all of the above. What, you may well ask, is the cause of such ministerial intemperance? In a nutshell friends, it’s the Icon - the poor old Swan River. It’s tired, full of sand, jellyfish, effluent from former urban land fill and septic tanks and, when the Water Corp lads take a few RDO’s off, a generous dose of the other stuff as well. But Maaaate – it’s an ICON and you bloody Cockies are the REAL problem!

The rot started with the dim wits in the Ellenbrook Catchment. Seems they either amassed sizable share holdings in CSBP or haven’t heard that average farm incomes are in steep decline. Whatever the reason, it appears they’ve been whacking on Super at five times the State average! There’s no doubt about it – young research Things have swarmed up and down the brook for years, taking innumerable water samples, funded by innumerable research grants. The verdicts in, the Jury’s dismissed – you lot in Ellenbrook have dumped on the Icon! You’re the worst (but not only) purveyors of phosphorus contamination in the whole Swan/Avon catchment. This perfidious nutrient, upon arrival downstream causes dreaded algal blooming – all over the blooming Icon! 
Look what you’ve done! The Minister’s zealots are now drawing lines around the whole Swan /Avon catchment promising to ban ‘nutrient inputs’ from east of Koolyanobbing almost to Coolgardie, south of Lake King and Pingrup, north of Dalwallinu and Beacon. 

Hardly a storm in a tea cup!
But there was something troubling D.D about the ministerial verdict. This old dog knows a bloke or two from Ellenbrook and frivolous abuse of money is not their go. Farm incomes are won the hard way and don’t come monthly with State Treasury compliments. Why then would they be so extraordinarily profligate, so remarkably obtuse? It didn’t make sense, even to an old dog.

In the dusty cobwebs of years ago, something began to resonate in the canine mind, something about phosphites on the Swan Coastal Plain. I reached for, and dusted off, three volumes of ‘Minerals of Western Australia’ – a masterly compilation by famous Australian mineralogist, Edward S Simpson published in 1948 and reprinted lovingly by Peter J.Bridge of the Hesperian Press in 1984. 

…And there it was! Tucked away in Volume 1 page 132 - a detailed chemical and microscopic analysis of phosphites associated with the Gingin and Dandaragan Upper Cretaceous Chalks, an ancient dissected plateau draining onto the Perth Coastal Plain. Simpson collected nodular material from outcrops, local stream gravels and soils.  He measured Phosphorus (P2O5) in nodular materials of over 20 % .His investigation showed that anomalous phosphorous had been mobilised during weathering over sixty million years. Is this data being ignored?  Is it unreasonable to hypothesise that these phosphorus rich sediments have an impact on water quality within these catchments? Why not examine that possibility before impugning a highly productive farm sector? Such minerals are generally regarded as soluble only in acid but this doesn’t mean they are not slowly soluble in low pH soil environments, like acid sulphates, especially over long periods of time. Maybe this is the holy grail of fertilisers – a very slowly soluble phosphate!

We rang the Minister’s minions – they don’t like talking to old dogs and handballed us to the EPA where we were told that supportive data “was not available to the Public”. Really? How can such preposterous edicts be issued without providing the fundamental data? Surely the Minister did not act precipitously before the case had been properly documented? The possibility that a serious miscarriage of justice had occurred at Ellenbrook began to look likely.
Simpson’s data was nearly 80 years young.  Perhaps others had been stimulated by his tireless professionalism, to look further into other possibilities?  Phosphorus, after all, is a valuable resource, particularly to anyone who takes food production seriously -and old dogs do. 

A fifteen minute inspection of the Dept of Industry and Resource’s website (www.doir.wa.gov.au ) searching the WAMEX database for ‘Phosphate’, and selecting reports from the Perth Basin, uncovered four exploration reports from those horrendous predators of pristine environments – dreaded mining companies. Sure enough they’ve been quietly at work since the early 60s testing the Perth Basin from Geraldton to south of Bunbury for a commercially viable phosphate deposit. They didn’t find one – but they did find plenty of phosphorus. Perhaps the most comprehensive work is in the 1977 report by BHP which looked at 24,157 samples taken from 60,190 m of drilling product from 328 sites.

Turns out those outcropping phosphatic sediments north of Perth also underlie much of the Basin. While they generally occur 30 metres or more beneath surficial more recent stuff, in some circumstances they occur much closer to ground zero, within contact of water tables. Glauconitic greensands, frequently associated with phosphatic nodules have been observed in shallow situations (within three metres of surface) usually in topographic lows often near what is fashionable known as ‘wetlands’ –  which of course include iconic estuarine environments.

To what extent do these phosphatic sediments influence surface water quality on the Swan Coastal Plain? What impact do they have on wetlands?  Why is this possibility less appealing than a man induced catastrophe? 

It may not be as sensational; it may not even attract much in the way of funding. But why not?  Perhaps for the simple reason that in modern society we have to blame somebody?  A good lynching makes for better media, spooks the herd and squeezes more from an alarmed public mammary. In such circumstances, the science of people like Edward S Simpson gets in the way of good opportunity. 

Where farm management practices are demonstrably harmful, the sector should neither seek nor get favours. However, ‘environmental harm’ is to some, a catch-all shibboleth, an incantation of neo pantheism used to hyper-regulate and discourage productive enterprise. If such extreme views prevail, wealth creation falters and third world conditions become the norm. Ironically in such circumstances, genuine environmental and social harm are endemic. Environmental protection depends on wealth creation by individuals.
As far as the Drover’s Dog is concerned, Simpson’s apparently neglected data suggests sloppy and selective research by the Prosecution. It suggests also the likelihood of an anti-farm bias on the part of some politicians, compliant research ‘science’ and the bureaucratic elites happily feeding off both. Where there is evidence of shonky science, where data is selective and secretive, where there are inadequate statistical controls, where there is an absence of uncompromised peer review, farmers and the wider community have every right to be suspicious and angry. 

Parliamentary Opposition Parties need to form independent advisory panels consisting of accredited experts to review data used in formulating government policy. Too often in recent times science follows funding, sometimes to the detriment of truth and the common good.

Admittedly the Defence put forward in this case by some farm groups has been pathetically muted, self-accusatory and generally unscientific. Personally, I could have done better in a muzzle!  The Drover’s Dog cringes at the thought of being defended by such breast beating whelps!  Most of them of course have been spayed, as is the trend in Urbania. 

Well sun’s up - time for a bit of a scratch and a feed. I can hear the old lady stirring so better get cracking or there will be words. 

Regards to All
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