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Reflect with James: I was speaking once with the principal of a rural school located in the Murray-Basin of Australia. She told me how difficult the long-lasting drought had been on families in her area.  “One farmer whose son came to our school spoke to me after school. ‘Sister, what can I do? James wants a quad bike for his birthday to help on the farm.  With the drought and having our fodder crops fail year after year, and having to pay for agistment for our cattle, there is no way that I can get him a quad bike.  I’ll be lucky to get him a new shirt for school.” 
Consider the Murray Darling Basin in Australia: A Gift of Water
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Flowing from outback Queensland to its mouth in South Australia, the Murray-Darling is a source of life to all living along its banks. Spreading over more than 1 million square kms, or 14% of Australia's land mass, the river flows on its 3,750km journey. It is the longest river in the country providing water for its most important agricultural region. It provides irrigation for crops, sheep and cattle. The Murray-Darling Basin is the direct support and life-line to about 2 million people and a source of water to over 1.5 million more, living outside the basin, but depending on pipelines to supply water needs. The flood plains and wetlands are home to a myriad of species of animal and plant life, including the ancient River red gum forests, native frogs, parrots, pelicans and the great Murray Cod.  It is critical in economic, cultural and ecological terms.   It is also of deep spiritual importance for many, particularly the indigenous peoples living along its banks.

The Murray and its many river tributaries are at a crisis point and its restoration an imperative issue facing Australia. Large amounts of water have been drawn off for irrigation and the normal seasonal rainfall storage has been tampered with. The recent floods, after more than a decade of drought, have added to the problems of this great river system, creating a 'domino' effect.   During the drought, higher temperatures meant under-evaporation and greater water loss.  The drying then caused droughts to last longer and increased the intensity of bush fires. In turn, the resulting regrowth required far more water than natural forestation, reducing catchment waters. Less rain impacts on food production, and when the rains do come, they are likely to be erratic and produce extreme weather conditions. 
If allowed to continue to deteriorate, the livelihoods of millions of people, the output of Australia's agricultural heartlands will wither and many native species of plants and animals could be lost forever.  

One difficult task confronting climate scientists is to determine which changes to the Murray-Darling system are due to naturally occurring climate variability and which changes result from human activity.

  

 For Reflection:
 

1. What human priorities are evident in the deterioration of the Murray Darling Basin? What choices could reverse this situation? 
2. Who would be most affected if the situation continues to deteriorate either by benefiting or being harmed? 
3. Is there a similar situation in your region? 

4. What recommendations would you make to reverse the situation? 
  

What does our faith have to say about our responsibility for water?
Exodus 3:5   Remove the sandals from your feet, for you are standing upon holy ground.

John  7:38    Out of the hearts of believers shall flow rivers of living water. (Woman at the well. )
  

What do the themes of Catholic social teaching show us about this situation?
We cannot interfere in our area of the ecosystem, without paying due attention to both the consequences of such interference in other areas, and to the well-being of future generations.   (John Paul II)
We need a renewed spirituality of water that recognises its centrality for all life.  "We need to treasure water as a life-giving gift of God and as a beautiful sign of the life of God within us.”   (Australian Catholic Bishops Conference, 2003)
The Church has a responsibility toward creation which she must express in the public domain.   By doing so, she must defend water, air and earth as gifts of creation that belong to everyone.   Above all, the Church must prevent humankind from self-destruction.  

What can I, what can we do?
 1. If you are a person who depends upon the Murray-Darling Basin and its catchment areas, who can you include in a strategy to reverse the situation? 

2.  How would you relate to the government and local communities? 
3.  If you have a similar situation in your region what can you do and with whom? Are there local or regional coalitions that are already working on the issue and can you partner with them?  

 
Prayer
God, generous giver of life,

let us receive your gifts with equally generous and open hearts.

Help us to understand that what we have is not simply ours, 
but yours to share abundantly with others.

Teach us to care for the precious gift of water 
that all may have life and have it to the full.

May we continue to explore and develop creative ways 
of ensuring healthy water supplies for all.

The Murray-Darling Basin is 'our Galilee, a special place under the Southern Cross, where we are called to live before God.'   
 Do you know…?

Scientists are concerned that our present levels of water pollution harm the hydrological system, are unsustainable and put all life forms on the planet in peril.


