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Those enduring California's ongoing drought can look to the world's smallest continent for a 
vision of how they might end up because of it. 

Through a 13-year drought called the "Big Dry," Australians buckled down on water 
conservation and recycling, leaving their nation better prepared than ever for a future world 
where droughts could strike again. 

"What we finally realized was we can't just rely on building more dams and hoping there's more 
rain," said Kelly O'Shanassy, a conservationist who led Australia's push toward better water 
management. "It's just a brick wall if there's no water behind it, and during our drought, we were 
one or two years away from actually running out of water. So we had to be creative. 

"The climate is going to be very dry going forward in Australia, drier than before," O'Shanassy 
said. "But we are better prepared for it than ever." 

By the end of Australia's Big Dry, the country's farms and cities had cut their water use by 50 
percent, twice the goal set by California Gov. Jerry Brown (D) this year. The continent's 
complex water rights system was broken and redeveloped to force farmers and environmentalists 
to share water equally, and the majority of Australian homes have graywater recycling systems 
and rain barrels. Only 13 percent of California houses use graywater recycling, and rain barrel 
use there is negligible. 

Australia also cracked down heavily on those using excess water and built six massive 
desalination plants for the next large drought. The effort wasn't cheap; it cost the government 
roughly $13 billion, and water users now pay up to double the rates they used to. 

"It wasn't all rose-colored glasses making this happen," said Rebecca Nelson, a water law 
professor at the University of Melbourne. "But, basically, everyone here was accepting of the 
need to share resources in the public interest. It really seemed like we all had no choice. 

"And it helped that the federal government backed it all up with sacks of money." 

Indeed, Australian public will is in strong support of the water conservation measures, something 
experts contrast with the bitter recriminations thrown around in California. 

"One thing that really struck me about Australia was that everyone thought in the drought, 'We're 
all in this together,'" said Matthew Heberger, a researcher at the Pacific Institute who has studied 
Australia's handling of the Big Dry. "But here in California, there's a sense of blaming -- farmers 
blaming cities, cities blaming farmers, environmentalists and non-environmentalists. 



"One of the lessons we can learn from Australia is that we need to stop thinking of drought as an 
exceptional thing, but rather as a normal and recurring part of our climate," Heberger said, "and 
then move forward on that, together" (Kevin Fagan, San Francisco Chronicle, Sept. 25). – BTP 
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