
Chapter   Ten

253

O P E R A T I N G   T H E A T R E S

10
Operating Theatres

Whilst construction crews at the end of a job can just
pack up and move on to the next one, they leave behind
a creation which, if it is to serve any purpose other than
purely monumental, has to be managed well into the
future. As the number of projects has grown, so has the
magnitude of operational functions.

The work of the operations crew entails operating all the moving parts to ensure
that water is delivered to the customers, meeting the customers’ requests, ensuring

that all the components remain operational, policing water use and levying and
collecting charges.

Obviously much of this work has to be carried out on site where the operators are
in close contact with the water users. Equally obviously, there is a need for a centralised
co-ordinating role to ensure that standards are consistent, policies are uniform and
that budgets are framed to meet the State’s priorities.

While there were only a few schemes, it was comparatively easy for their general
management to be undertaken within Irrigation Branch. But as the number and
complexity of the schemes grew, this became increasingly difficult. In 1960, Len
Redmond was transferred from Theodore to Brisbane to manage the operation of
irrigation areas across the State.

1
 Gordon McDowell was the head of Irrigation Branch

where Len took up residence, soon to be succeeded by Don Beattie.

The work continued to grow as the number of schemes increased. In 1966 the
Head Office operations area doubled in staff when Charles Julian came to Brisbane to
join Len Redmond.

2
 Charles was a Cornishman by birth and was the ideal foil for Len.

They formed a formidable team, both extremely strong on interpersonal relationships.
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Where others used the term ‘mate’, Len always called people ‘friend’
and it was far more than an habitual term of endearment. Len was
a genuine friend to so many. According to Ray Hargrave, Len and
(his brother) Don would be the two most easy-going fellows in
Queensland as well as being very efficient and capable.

3

Len Redmond’s operational area continued to grow and his staff
was augmented. In 1979, Operations Branch was created with Len
as Senior Engineer and branch head.

4
 By the time Len reached

retirement age in 1983 he had 19 field staff answering directly to
him.

5
 While Len seemed to take it all in his stride, his successor

Peter Bevin considered this was far too many people for any one
person to manage directly and set about changing the management
arrangements.

6
 Len Redmond was a very accomplished Senior

Operations Engineer and he could handle all of those projects on
the phone one after the other. The phone never stopped. I didn’t
want to operate that way with 25 project engineers ringing in to
me, I wanted five or so people ringing, so I talked to Tom (Fenwick),
and that’s where the concept of full regionalisation started. We

built a hierarchy of experience out in the Regions, whereby regional staff could contact
a senior person in the Region rather than ring Head Office every time. Head Office
would deal with the more strategic problems. That took a few years to implement,
but at the end of the day it became much more manageable. It’s not a reflection on
what they used to do in the past, but by the ’80s
there were more and more schemes coming on, so
we had to get staff out there with experience in
Operation, to give advice on a number of projects.

Even so, the Head Office staff continued to grow.
Stan James came down from Townsville; Bevan
Faulkner served a spell and even Bill Souter was
persuaded to spend a couple of years in Head Office
before he once again escaped to the Region.

7

When Peter Bevin was appointed Deputy
Commissioner, the reorganisation saw one of those
inevitable ironies of fate. Irrigation Branch, which
had spawned Operations, was absorbed into
Operations Division under a new Director, Dave
Morwood. The following year the Division was
redesignated Operations and Marketing.

Regulating device

Bevan Faulkner
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Under the DPI arrangements, Operations became part of Water Management under
John Potts, with John Cantor as his deputy. In 1993, it became part of Water Production,
whose General Manager was John Potts. In 1995, it became part of Water Commercial
and Bevan Faulkner was appointed Director Asset Management. For the first time in
a 33 career ranging from cadet draftsman, through draftsman and Engineer Division
III to Senior Engineer, he was appointed to a job for which he had been interviewed
directly.

8

The Commission’s assets include dams, weirs, pump stations, pipelines and
channels with civil, mechanical and electrical components integrally mixed. In

addition, and as will be seen from the examples of operational experience that will
follow, operational improvements can often be effected through mechanical or
electrical devices. Thus, electrical and mechanical technology is called upon as an
essential ingredient of the operator’s art.

Mechanical and Electrical Branch initially provided the necessary support, but, in
time, the Branch had a need for its own in-house expertise. John Hastie and Frank
Trimarchi served in the Branch before moving on to higher office. Over the past
decade plus, the Branch has been extremely fortunate to have the services of John
Read and Gerd Kircher. Not only are these two invaluable as individuals, they are the
epitome of synergy where the total value of the unit is greater than the sum of the
individual parts. Among other things, Gerd has a very heavy German accent which
John is able to interpret for the less audibly adept.

Among their many notable achievements are the fail-safe emergency systems for the
Leslie Dam gates and the implementation of SCADA systems for the Tarong and other
pipelines. They have, of course, been ably supported by regional staff such as John Noble
from Bundaberg and latterly Brisbane (who died far too young)  and Joe Cheetham.

Not only can delivery systems be made more
efficient in the quantity of water they can deliver,
the hydrologic system can be made to perform
more effectively. The brief discussion on the
reliability of water supply systems in Chapter 5
showed one way of making the water work harder.
As the demand for water has continued to grow
throughout the State, particularly in relation to the
available quantity, a great deal of thought has been
given to operational policies that could improve
the situation. These include policies that allow
water users to vary their annual allocation by leaving Gates at Leslie Dam
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some in storage for next year (carry-over) or drawing against next year’s allocation (forward
draw). The rules relating to these are always project-specific and are developed through
negotiation with user groups.

It has been obvious for some time that NSW growers make greater use of their
share of water from the Border streams than Queensland irrigators do. This is because
they accept a lower degree of reliability of supply and have installed water harvesting
schemes to supplement their allocations from joint schemes. Queensland has followed
suit, but is still more risk averse.

A major player in developing these new policies was Doug Flanders, who moved
from Operations Branch to become Manager Water Marketing in the commercial
area of the Commission. He was ably assisted in Head Office by Warren Hutton, who
was particularly skilled at the public interface activities. Many regional officers became
heavily involved in marketing water, including Greg Claydon and Frank Walker (as
we shall see) and Ed Miller in the Barker–Barambah area.

By the 1990s, the National agenda had taken up the issue of water pricing. It
had become apparent that in a number of schemes the annual charges did not
produce sufficient revenue to meet the annual costs of operation, maintenance
and administration. The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) agreed that
all jurisdictions should move, over a period of time, to water prices that, for existing
schemes, at least met the annual costs. For new schemes, prices should also provide
commercial rates of return on investment, except where goverments decided to
apply transparent subsidies. Not surprisingly, the rural clients are not entirely thrilled
about the adoption of these policies, even though experience throughout the world
has shown that increasing charges often produce improved economic performances
because irrigators use water more efficiently and convert to higher-value crops.
The implementation of the new price paths has been a nettle patch to be negotiated.
No doubt, however, increased water prices and tradeability of allocations will ensure
that the first law of American hydrodynamics is fully applicable – water flows uphill
towards money.

But out there, as Tom Fenwick and Peter Bevin had intended, was where the
action really happened. Whilst customers could appeal to Head Office if all else

should fail, the regional staff have been the front line troops dealing with the day-to-
day problems.

Naturally, conditions varied greatly over time and from location to location. In 1952,
Eric Wheeler applied for a job in Clare even though he didn’t know where that was,
and was appointed. He tells the story of his initiation into the Commission. No one
told us what to do. We packed all our own gear. We got to Ayr about 3 o’clock in the
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morning. A ute had been sent in to pick us up. The kids and I had to sit in the back of
the ute in August with the pram and all the gear. Peg sat in the front with another
woman and the baby, Ross. They’d collected the furniture from the station and dumped
it all in the hut and we couldn’t get in. The hut had shutters, so we crawled in through
the shutters and eased the furniture to one side so we could get in. The kiddies began
to cry because they were hungry and nobody told us we could go to the mess. There
was a store around the corner but it didn’t open until nine o’clock. The lady next
door gave the kids some cornflakes to see them through till the shop opened.

9

Conditions left something to be desired, according to Peg. We had a laundry that
we shared with the hut next door. The next door place had fenced the laundry into
their yard so the lady next door washed my nappies for a few days. Eric went to the
store and got the two tubs he was allowed to have. He made a bit of a bench and Alf
Taylor said, “What are you doing with those tubs?  You can’t have those – you’ve got
to share.” But Tom Knight (the Works Supervisor in charge of the camp), said, “If you
want to get into the laundry, I’ll get a bulldozer and push the fence down.” I said, “No
you won’t. I’m not starting out like that.” So I persuaded the fellow on the ration
truck to buy me two tubs in Ayr. The water in the river was brown so all the nappies
were brown. We bought a hundred gallon tank and put it on the house. Jacky Clive
used to bring a water truck out each day from Ayr to settle the bulldust.

10

Domestic arrangements caused problems and so did work. We were told that if a
farmer hadn’t paid his water bill, he couldn’t have water and that the water officers
had to tell the farmers. So we’d tell the farmers that we couldn’t turn on their
wheels till they’d paid. So they’d ring the RSL in Brisbane and report that they
weren’t allowed water. Within a day or so, the instruction would come from Brisbane
to scrub that order.

11

Originally, the tobacco farmers used to get the best price for the yellow leaf
tobacco. Then filter tip cigarettes came in and that wasn’t what the tobacco
companies wanted any more. The Department of Agriculture and Stock (later DPI)
would tell farmers to grow one sort of tobacco, and the Agricultural Bank would
tell them to grow another. The Agriculture and Stock Inspector would tell them to
water their crop because it was coming up and the Field Officer of the tobacco
company would come along and tell them not to water. The Bank would tell them
if they didn’t water it they’d cut their living allowance, and the tobacco company
would tell them if they watered it, they wouldn’t buy it.

12
 Under the rules that

applied, if the farmer’s quota wasn’t sold, it was brought back to the farm and
because it attracted customs duty, it was burnt in front of his eyes. That went on for
years even though there were local bulk sheds that it could have been stored in.

13
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In 1956, Dalbeg was opened and the Wheelers were transferred
there – although Peg, who was expecting her fifth child, declined
to go until he (Alan) was born and achieved the ripe old age of six
weeks. Their house was at the end of the channel and, although it
had power once Fred Haigh agreed to extend the line from the
pump station, any sort of storm between there and Townsville
tripped the fuses. There was no telephone and the pedal radio in
the office could only be operated for private use at night time.

14

Not long after their arrival in Dalbeg, the Wheelers experienced
a large flood that came within a few feet of the doorway of the
office. They could get messages to a ham radio enthusiast in Ayr,
Dr Kelly, who could pass on messages to the Shire Engineer. This
allowed the local populace ten hours to prepare for the flood,
which peaked at six feet through the main street of Home Hill.
The gauge was in the middle of the river and Eric would stand
on the bank with a torch and read it about every hour. Sometimes
at night I’d leave the kids and go with him. Eric cut the power off
to the pump because he was worried it would go off with a bang.

15

While Eric Wheeler enjoyed Dalbeg and his relationships with the farmers, Peg
hated it. There were problems with cattle and dingoes, uncertainty about the delivery
of rations and the lack of fences to prevent her children from falling in the channel.
And there was the long drive over very poor roads to town at least once a month for
routine activities plus extra trips for dental or medical appointments.

16

Peg Wheeler recalls there was a little school locally and the teacher had a
breakdown. He liked to listen to the radio show till 10 o’clock before he started. Often
he had a hangover and didn’t turn up at all. Our Ross was due to start school the
next year when he was five. John McShane’s son Francis went missing. (Cathy McShane,
his sister, later married Neville Wogandt.)  Mrs McShane assumed Francis had gone
off to visit his father while she fed Cathy. The search for the child had a tragic outcome.
John had a plough in his shed. Francis had climbed up on to the plough and it fell on
his stomach and he died for lack of breath. So there were not enough new enrolments
for Ross to start school. Eric consulted the Act that said schooling was compulsory
between the ages of five and 14. The teacher said Ross could attend but wouldn’t be
taught. So Ross sat there for six months with no tuition.

17

After a few years, the Wheelers were transferred back to Clare and then Eric was
offered the post of Storage Supervisor at Moogerah Dam which he accepted in 1964
and occupied for the next 18 years.

18

Tobacoo farming
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There have been many families with multiple members who have served the
Commission, but the Wheeler family appears to outnumber all others for their
contribution. Eric served as a Water Officer/Storage Supervisor from 1952 to 1982.
His sons Peter, Ross and Mark still work for the Department in Ayr, Mackay and
Toowoomba respectively and his son-in-law, Ray Hargrave, is in Bundaberg.

Some years after Eric Wheeler had left the Burdekin to become Storage Supervisor
at Moogerah Dam, Len Redmond rang to tell him that Ray Hargrave was to be
transferred to Maroon Dam under Eric’s control. That left a vacancy at Dalbeg and at
Ray’s farewell party, Bob Kimber asked Ross Wheeler, who was then working in the
ANZ bank in Home Hill if he was interested in the job. He accepted.

19

Ross Wheeler began as a trainee operations officer in Dalbeg in 1974, working
beside Dessie Weaver, Mick Dutton, Peter Wheeler (his brother), Doug Smith and
Lenny Roots. The Water Inspector was Eddie McMartin and the boss was the inimitable
Bob Kimber. During his three years there, he learned to run water in a pumped
system, open channels and pipelines. By then tobacco had been supplanted by sugar
cane, rice and some small crops. The channels were not well sized to do the job
(sugar cane has a much higher peak demand than tobacco), so the operators often
ran the channels above their design flow level. The system was almost exclusively
manually operated through drop boards with very few automatic gates and the officers
ran it on a very tight schedule to avoid wasting water for which the (by now) mostly
Mediterranean customers were reluctant to pay. In addition, Eddie McMartin and
Bob Kimber didn’t appreciate losses.

20

From Dalbeg, Ross Wheeler, moved to Emerald where he succeeded Barry Duncan
as Storage Supervisor at Fairbairn Dam. Each of the dams has a Storage Supervisor.

The duties vary considerably, depending on factors such as geographical location
and whether the dam serves an Irrigation Area or an Irrigation Project. In the former,
the duties are essentially limited to maintaining the dam and the surrounding area
(including any recreational facilities), while in the latter case the supervisor and his
staff are also responsible for customer services and running water.

21

While serving as Storage Supervisor Fairbairn Dam, Ross Wheeler was not directly
involved in the operation of the EIA which was still under construction, he worked with
water officers Bob Gnech, Robin Boon and Graham Richardson.

Water from Fairbairn Dam is distributed to the left bank of the Nogoa River via
the Selma Main Channel and to the right bank via the Weemah Channel.
(Departmental convention determines the left and right banks when facing
downstream, whereas cross-sections are drawn looking upstream, so that the left
bank is on the right and vice versa!)
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The EIA was originally designed for fat
lamb production.  Market forces, however,
intervened even though the later
dependency on “the market” had not yet
become a fundamental of economic
rationalist management. ‘King Cotton’
gradually took hold and became the
dominant and highly lucrative crop.
Naturally, the system hadn’t been designed
for cotton which has a higher peak demand
than fodder. There are therefore difficulties
in meeting demands at some times of the
year. Several proposals have been
examined for addressing this problem.
One of them involved establishing a
secondary pumping station on the Nogoa
River below Fairbairn Dam to augment
Weemah Channel in the second half of its
length. This proposal was put to the

growers in about 1993 with the suggestion that they should contribute about half the
capital cost. They were reluctant to enter into such an arrangement and before too long
it ceased to be an option.

22
 The spare supply that the Commission had been unable to

give away was put up for sale, and after the price was raised twice, it was fully subscribed!
23

In 1989, a Value Engineering study was carried out on operation of the EIA which
resulted in a number of innovations to improve its efficiency.

In 1979, the town water supply pump at Fairbairn died and Bill Souter arranged to
borrow a replacement from Graeme ‘The General’ Allan at Kinchant Dam. Ross

Wheeler went to collect it and was so impressed by the area that when a job as a
water officer in Mackay was advertised, he applied.

24

At the time the Eton scheme was still in the development stage with the Brightley
system under construction. The growers were naturally anxious to get water as soon
as possible, so when the pumps were installed but the motors had not arrived from
South Africa, the water officers rigged up some temporary petrol motors.

25

As the scheme expanded, the need for additional staff grew. One newcomer was
Mick Patterson, who is Officer-in-Charge at Theodore at the time of writing. His
ability to play cricket all day Saturday and then to imbibe all Saturday night and most
of Sunday without impairing his ability to report for duty on Monday was amazing.

26

First Water Released from Selma Main Channel
(L to R) farmer Ken Ballantyne, David Shaw, Wilton Boyd, Ian Chalmers, Tim Smith, Jim

Prosser, Bob McDonald, draftsman Day, farm manager, Norm Rossi
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The EIA is a source of great pride to its members, some of whom were only children
when it commenced. There has been remarkable harmony within the Advisory
Committee, of which Ross Wheeler was secretary for fifteen years, even though some
meetings were fiery and some were characterised by internal family disputation.

27

Over the years there have been modifications to the system, in part caused by a
philosophical debate over whether upstream or downstream control was favoured.
The first eight kilometres of the Eton system were operated manually. Ross Wheeler
explained: as the country is undulating in the Eton Scheme, a lot of farmers use
travelling irrigators to irrigate their farms. When the prevailing south-easterly winds
blow, the farmers cannot get the coverage of their blocks, so they would not start
irrigating until the wind dropped at about 8 or 9 o’clock at night. The balancing
storage wasn’t sized to permit a 24 hour cycle of irrigation demand. So when none of
the farmers were irrigating during the day, the operators would have to get up at
about three o’clock in the morning once the irrigators had commenced. Kev Devlin
had recently been to the United States to have a look at over-shot gates. He told how
good they were.  Teemburra Dam was just starting and I managed to do a deal with
Pottsy (John Potts). If he automated Teemburra and Oakenden Main Channel, we
would be able to run Teemburra, the Pioneer River System and the Eton Irrigation
System with the existing number of Operators and avoid the need for them to be
called out  at all odd hours . We were given $300,000, and we bought three over-shot
gates and telemetry and installed them in existing structures. We brought the telemetry
back to our operations complex at Eton so the system could be operated from the
office. The operators could come into the office at any time of night and alter the flow
to provide a more balanced supply for the customers the next day. It removed the
Workplace Health and Safety dangers of an operator working in the middle of the
night or the early hours of the morning and has significantly reduced the workload
of the operators in the scheme.

The pump station at Mirani was also automated. The Mirani Pump Station itself
was a bone of contention with the irrigators. It was originally built to a smaller capacity
than proposed in the planning report and the irrigators demanded that it be upgraded.
A workshop was held between the irrigators and Commission officers to determine
the best arrangement and to negotiate a financial deal. ‘Mr T’, the local farmer of
Chapter 9 fame, managed to get himself a seat on the task force chaired by Garry
Grant. Despite all rational argument, he held out for maximum pump capacity and
maximum farmer contribution, unaware that he was achieving the latter!

28
 ‘Mr T’

later gave evidence to the Parliamentary Public Works Committee inquiry into
Teemburra Dam, claiming the dam should have been on St Helen’s Creek, a catchment
adjacent to the Pioneer.

29
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Ross Wheeler feels that the mark of progress is obvious. When Mike McKenna
was District Engineer, by five o’clock it was ‘pencils down, hands away’ and everyone
to the pub for a drink. Nowadays, most are still at their desks at six or seven o’clock.
That’s progress, I suppose, he states philosophically.

As part of the arrangements for implementation of the Teemburra Dam/Pioneer
water supply scheme, a Pioneer Valley Water Board was formed with the responsibility
of owning and operating the diversion works – an example of local management
which may well become the model for water supply schemes in the future. Clearly,
the Board needed an experienced, competent manager and John Palmer, the then
District Manager for the Commission, was just the man for the job.

St George has been the testing ground of many future leaders of the Commission.
These include Bernie Credlin, Bevan Faulkner, Frank van Schagen, Peter Noonan,

Greg Claydon and Tom Wallwork. It has mostly been a fairly turbulent area with lots of
disputation. Originally designed, like Emerald, principally for fat lamb production, the
Irrigation Area was in due course planted with many crops other than fodder crops,
particularly cotton. Because of the profitability of this crop, it was grown not only by
the farmers in the Irrigation Area but increasingly by farmers adjacent to the river who
diverted water through water harvesting licences. As more and more demands were
made on the river, the reliability of supply has gradually declined. Licence holders have
also, on occasion, attempted to acquire more water by breaching their licence conditions.

Mirani Weir
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Frank van Schagen tells of heated exchanges with prominent irrigators when, as District
Engineer, he ordered the closure of their pumps.

30
 Work to improve the operation of

the Irrigation Area and make the life of Darrell Kann and his team easier has continued
over the years, with a concerted program being undertaken recently.

In the late 1980s, a hydrologic analysis of the system suggested that a small
reduction in reliability of supply would result in a substantial increase in the annual
supply of water. Economic studies carried out by DPI, particularly Barry White and
Blair Bartholomew, indicated that this would be very profitable. The local advisory
committee agreed to proposals from the Commission and local surveys also indicated
support. In 1989, additional water was sold by auction (by contrast with the original
granted allocations).

31
 Water auctions were new to Queensland so Greg Claydon,

the District Engineer, had little experience to fall back upon. Nevertheless, the water
was sold and the process was judged to have been highly successful.

32
 Appeals to the

Land Court also resulted in even more allocation being sold. 
33

 Based on the
experience in St George, Frank Walker arranged an auction in Goondiwindi in 1991,
which was extremely successful.

34

Local operators had observed for several years that Beardmore Dam did not behave
exactly as the hydrologic analysis predicted. In about 1990, the dam was well drawn
down and the surveyors took the opportunity to gather topographic data and reassess
the storage capacity. Lake Kajarabie (the pond created by Beardmore Dam) is very shallow.

Moolabah Weir on Thuraggi WatercourseMoolabah Weir on Thuraggi Watercourse
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The storage capacity had been determined in the 1960s using the then new
photogrammetric techniques. The 1990 analysis was much more exact, but,
embarrassingly, resulted in a reduction in the calculated storage capacity of 20%. Together
with the changes in agricultural practices, this resulted in a substantial decrease in the
assessed reliability of supply.

35
 Not surprisingly, the SGIA farmers were displeased.

Competition for water has steadily increased with the development of ring tanks
and water harvesting plants which the ‘channelgators’ believe further reduces the
reliability of their supplies. There has also been pressure from the downstream States
for Queensland to halt the growth of diversions from the river or even reduce them.
Relationships between the Commission and the various sectoral interests have not
always been totally harmonious.

The Mareeba–Dimbulah Irrigation Area covers a wide geographical area and
combines a large number of different components. The principal water supply

source is Tinaroo Falls Dam, from which water is either released to the Barron River
or is conveyed across the Divide via a bench flume to the Walsh River catchment
which drains to the Gulf of Carpentaria. From there it is distributed through channels,
natural streams and pipelines to farms.

Local engineers responsible for its genesis include
the maestro Henry Hannam and Robin Black, John
Cantor, Kevin Stark and Peter Bevin under the Head
Office direction of Don Beattie and particularly Stan
Ross, who had spent a number of years in Mareeba.
Jim Cannell was scornful of the bench flume,
referring to it as ‘Beattie’s Folly.’ The flume is
essentially a U-shaped concrete structure, cast in
sections which are connected together using water
stops and flexible joints. From time to time, leakage
occurs at the joints and over the years much effort
has been put into its maintenance.

36

There have been other ongoing problems as well. It is difficult to distribute water
through the natural creeks because there is tremendous variation in flow rates. Because
of the length of the system and the small capacity of some of the regulating weirs, it
is extremely difficult to run the system with just enough water to meet the demands
of the growers without losing water out of the end of the system. And as the pipe
reticulation networks grew increasingly old, the number of pipe breaks grew rapidly.
A lot of time was lost – to the detriment of the crops – as pipelines were dug up and
repaired. Charlie Paolucci invented his own clamp so that the lines didn’t have to be

Stan Ross celebrates the first water diversion
over the Great Dividing Range
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dewatered every time.
37

 Designers spent some time developing a formula to determine
the frequency of pipe breaks that would justify replacing entire pipelines instead of
carrying out spot repairs of breaks.

38
 Eventually, Charlie Paolucci decided that the

process of repairs was a major contributor to the need for the repairs. The joints had
become rock-hard over the years and responded badly to traffic, notably the repair
grader, over them.

39

Bill Souter moved to Mareeba in 1982 at the end of what was known locally as the
‘Pol Potts’ era and was quite upset at what he saw. Doug Flanders recalls I was called up
to Mareeba where Bill Souter was crying over a pile of rust which had been left behind.
No maintenance had been done and all the channel gates had rusted.  The budget had
been cut from over $1 million a year to $200,000.  Bill had to fix it all up again. We
couldn’t give him all the money he required in one year, but over the years he got it.

40

The scheme was in a parlous state. Bill Souter reports we lost the capacity of both
balancing storages at one stage, because the gates just fell apart. John Potts had been
unconcerned, according to Bill, because ‘the water still gets through’.

41
 Bill was gradually

able to acquire some budget and he got additional windfall support through a current
Commonwealth Government Regional Employment Development (RED) scheme. This
enabled him to employ labour to undertake such tasks as scraping the rust from, and
then repainting, some of the siphons across the creeks.

Bill Souter was also fortunate that at the time he had a young, enthusiastic and energetic
engineering staff – Don Cock, Ross Krebs and Richard West – who got on with restoring
the Irrigation Area in conjunction with the operations staff, Charlie
Paolucci,  Bob Fell, Barry Duncan, Ray Evans, Mick Kerwan and now
Joe Cheetham, who transferred from the Burdekin.

Not all operational problems were within the power of the
Commission to solve. An example from Bill Souter was we had an
intractable dispute on the Walsh. Every year the community on
one side would get a bulldozer and divert the flow to their side of
the river away from those on the other side. It happened every
year and I was never able to solve that.

42

In 1987 a Value Engineering study was carried out on the MDIA.
It was recognised that the system was not operating as efficiently
as it could. However, the available supply was not fully allocated
and there was no incentive to save water, particularly as it would
have required further expenditure to do so. Any water saved would
merely have evaporated with no one to pay for it.

43
Bench flume
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At this time, tobacco was being phased out, but no suitable replacement crops
had yet emerged. In 1994, the Government commenced a study into future options
for the Atherton Tableland. Over the next few years, a number of changes occurred.
Bundaberg Sugar facilitated the development of a sugar industry and other crops,
particularly tree crops, started to take off. Competition and demand for water grew.
The unallocated supplies were sold off at auction, State Water Projects set about
providing a substantial quantity of additional water through efficiency improvements,
and studies commenced into new sources of additional supplies!

The Bundaberg Irrigation Area (BIA) is comparatively new, having  taken a long
time to construct. The construction period covered the mid-1970s and early ’80s

when inflation was running very high. The result was that at the end of each year, after an
expenditure of about $10 million, the estimated completion cost hadn’t changed at all.

44

The technology was ‘state of the art’ and had built on the experience of other areas.
The BIA had another advantage in that many of the people who had been involved in
the design and construction of the scheme moved over to the operations side. Doug
Petersen, who, as a construction draftsman had been responsible for the detailed
drawings, became the Works Supervisor in charge of the maintenance of the assets.
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Phil Miller had also served as a construction draftsman at Gooburrum camp and
later in the design team in Bundaberg office. In 1984 he became a Works Supervisor
on maintenance in the BIA and, after stints in Brisbane as Supervising Water
Superintendent and Principal Technical Officer (Operations), he returned to
Bundaberg in 1995 as Scheme Manager of the BIA. In 1997 he became Operations
Manager Bundaberg Operations Centre with responsibility for the BIA, Lower Mary,
Barker–Barambah, Tarong Pipeline, Upper Burnett and Three Moon Creek projects.
Among his extremely competent operations staff are the two Darrel(l)s – Darrell
Griffiths and Darrel Cooper – and Peter Hodgkinson.

Mareeba–Dimbulah Irrigation Area
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The BIA is a source of great pride to the operators. A Value Engineering study into
its operation in 1987 concluded that the operators were perhaps a trifle too fussy
and assiduous in keeping the entire area in totally ship-shape condition!
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Part of the rationale for the BIA was the need to reduce the water demands on the
aquifers by substituting surface water for groundwater. A substantial part of the Area
continues to use underground supplies and their management is an integral part of
the operation of the whole scheme. This is not always appreciated by the farmers,
who consider this an intrusion on their rights. There have been a number of heated
arguments about bores, bore licences, water meters and the boundaries on the
groundwater area within the BIA.
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Ray Hargrave quotes a typical example of the attitude. I turned up to read the
bore meters of a farmer when he was having a bore replaced. I said, “Where’s the
meter?” He said, “In the shed, but it should be smashed up anyway because we
shouldn’t have  to pay for water that’s just coming from the ground.” I tried to
explain that the reason for the metering was simply so that we could see how much
was being used. But I knew that if I persisted, I’d have got a biff on the nose.
Fortunately I never got thrown in the channel, unlike the blokes in the Burdekin.

Ray Hargrave came to Bundaberg in 1977 from Maroon Dam. At the time all the
water officers had to apply for their own jobs and state their preferences for alternative
locations. Bundaberg was about his sixth choice, but the one Stan Ross assigned
him. Ray is grateful, because he loves Bundaberg and the transfer cured his son’s
asthma. When he arrived, the irrigation area supplied about 15 farms, but it has
grown enormously since then.
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Bill Souter was also a bit of an unwilling conscript to Bundaberg when he was
transferred there in 1990. He considers the BIA is a really good scheme from the
perspective of its design and hardware, but also because of the relationships with the
clients. He doesn’t believe you could get better relationships with farmers anywhere.
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But such relationships don’t just happen. They are the result of a lot of work by a lot
of people over a long period of time.

Fred Haigh had had interesting relationships with the Bundaberg community,
particularly with community leaders Ben Anderson (after whom the Burnett Barrage
was renamed) and Ned Churchward. Collectively, they lobbied Federal politicians
for a financial contribution to the scheme. Commission staff have made considerable
efforts to develop good relationships with farmers, industry leaders and the local
government officers. Peter Bevin is still remembered as a friend. Bill Souter and his
staff have been particularly diligent in spending time with the community to gain a
mutual understanding. One telling factor was the realisation that Commission staff
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live in the town and want the best for the community (within the rules) too.
50

Relationships with the sugar industry have been greatly helped by a succession of co-
operative local leaders such as Harry Bonanno and Noel Baldwin.

Whenever possible, staff try to inform the community on their activities. The
contribution to displays such as Agfest help to spread the message. Ray Hargrave has
developed a public relations policy by which he takes school children out into the
Irrigation Area and shows them what water officers do. He believes that the average
person in the Area, including farmers, has no idea of its complexity of the work.
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The conclusion is abundantly clear – the more
the community is involved in understanding and
contributing to decision making the better.

52
 But

for all the good will, there can still be healthy debate
over some issues. The costs of supplying water to
Isis are much higher than for Woongarra and for
Gooburrum, because of the additional pumping
head. Yet the charges are the same and the farmers
of Gooburrum and Woongarra believe they are
subsidising the others. They are not convinced by
the argument that, as no one is contributing to the
capital cost of the works, this really means that the
taxpayer is giving a bigger subsidy to Isis. There is

ongoing dialogue with Bundaberg City Council, too. The city prefers to take its water
supply from groundwater because costs of treatment are minimal by comparison
with those for river water, which is usually somewhat muddy. As the city’s demand
for water has continued to grow, the Commission has preferred to provide surface
water rather than increase the pressure on the aquifers.

In response to pressures for additional water supplies in the Bundaberg Irrigation
Area, an assessment has been made of the existing system’s capacity to convey more
water. The future operational requirements will depend on what decisions are finally
made, in a rapidly changing political environment, on the provision of additional (if
any) water to the area.

Isis Pump Station




