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1 Introduction 

Water Resource Plans (WRPs) are the main mechanisms that implement the Basin Plan in each 

catchment area. They set the regionalised rules and requirements which must be followed to ensure 

a sustainable level of water extraction is maintained across the entire Murray-Darling Basin. They must 

be robust enough to ensure that the $13 billion Basin Plan delivers environmental outcomes to 

improve riverine and ecosystem health.  

The Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists have developed this guide to assist communities to 

understand WRP legal inclusions, the WRP accreditation process and the key scientific issues which 

should be included in robust WRPs. We intend this guide to be used to aid independent groups in 

submitting public reviews to WRP documents as they become available for public consultation.  

Box 1: Definitions 

Baseline Diversion Limit (BDL): A long-term average estimate of consumptive water use before the 

Basin Plan. 

Sustainable Diversion Limit (SDL): The maximum limit of water that can be sustainably taken for 

consumptive use (10,873 GL for surface water and 3,324 GL for groundwater). 

Held environmental water (HEW): Water held under environmental entitlements which is 

managed to maintain the health of rivers and wetlands. 

‘Bridging the gap’: Recovering water under the Basin Plan to move from the BDL to the SDL, i.e. 

purchasing HEW or infrastructure projects which save an equivalence of 2,750 GL of water. 

Constraints Management Strategy (CMS): The Murray-Darling Basin Authority developed the 

2013-2024 strategy to which Basin states must implement projects which relax flow constraints 

and allow greater volumes of water to flow. Constraints might be relaxed through infrastructure 

upgrades on private land or purchase of easements to enhance inundation of floodplains. 

Planned environmental water (PEW): Water committed through planning or legal documents for 

fundamental ecosystem health or other specified environmental purposes which cannot be taken 

or used for any other purpose. 

Pre-requisite Policy Measure (PPM): Two unimplemented policy measures: downstream 

environmental flow reuse and environmental water piggybacking other flows (see Basin Plan 

Chapter 7.15) designed to maximise the beneficial outcomes of environmental water. These 

policies were used in modelling simulations but have yet to be fully implemented by Basin states. 

A significant component to ensure the success of the CMS.  

 ‘The Cap’: In 1995 the Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council limited the amount of water that 

could be extracted for consumptive use based on 1993/94 levels of extraction. 

The Living Murray (TLM): In 2003 all Basin states and the Commonwealth created a wetland 

restoration program to deliver 500 GL/year to six ‘icon sites’ at a cost of $850 million through 

buybacks and infrastructure projects. 

Water for Rivers (WfR): A NSW, VIC and Commonwealth Government project started in 2003 which 

recovered 314 GL of water for the environment primarily through infrastructure improvements 

over 10 years costing $425 million. 
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In addition we have undertaken a review of the Victoria’s North and Murray WRP (Wentworth Group 

2019a) and a summary of our key findings are included in this document for illustrative purposes. 

This guide focuses on key elements that Wentworth Group consider necessary for delivering the 

environmental objectives of the Water Act 2007 (Cth) and the Basin Plan 2012 (Cth), and as such some 

of the issues discussed here go beyond the legal requirements of the Murray-Darling Basin Authority 

(MDBA) in evaluating the WRPs. Other legal or cultural elements contained within WRPs are not 

considered in this document. 

Wentworth Group is concerned that upcoming WRPs may not be fully inclusive of all scientific 

requirements needed for robust planning. We are especially concerned about the substantially 

reduced flows observed thus far in the Basin compared to what was expected given the current rates 

of environmental water recovery (see Wentworth Group 2019b). We also identify the need for greater 

public awareness related to mismanagement within the system including lack of compliance, water 

misuse and theft (see Besser 2017).  

 

2 What are WRPs? 

The primary purpose of the Water Act and subsequent Basin Plan are to ensure that water resources 

in the Murray-Darling Basin are sustainably managed and that over-allocated water resources are 

returned to sustainable levels of take. The Basin Plan provides a basin-wide framework for achieving 

these environmental objectives which are implemented on the catchment scale through subsidiary 

WRPs. These WRPs are the frontline documents regulating the amount of water take and how water 

is to be shared within each Water Resource Plan area. They identify state-based rules and limits to 

extraction that equate to the SDL set by the Basin Plan. These plans seek to maintain consistency with 

existing arrangements (see Box 2) while facilitating implementation of additional Basin Plan 

requirements.  

WRPs are developed by Basin state governments in cooperation with the MDBA and are then 

evaluated by the MDBA. They are constructed based on the requirements in the Water Act and 

Chapter 10 of the Basin Plan which provide mandatory inclusions for each WRP. If the MDBA considers 

the WRP to fulfil the requirements of the Act and Basin Plan the WRP will be submitted for 

accreditation by the Commonwealth Minister for Water Resources. 

There are 33 WRP areas in total in the Basin with 19 surface water and 19 groundwater including five 

areas which cover both (shown in Figure 1). A single WRP document can contain several WRP areas, 

for example the Victorian WRP package called ‘Victoria’s North and Murray WRP’ contains three WRP 

areas: Victorian Murray, Northern Victoria and the Goulburn-Murray.  
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Figure 1: Water resource plan areas for surface water, groundwater and shared areas (MDBA 2013). 

 

3 WRP development timeline 

WRP drafting should have started after the commencement of the Basin Plan in 2012, which provided 

sufficient time to achieve the 30 June 2019 original accreditation deadline. This deadline was set to 

align with the SDLs (see box 1) which take effect from 1 July 2019. This original deadline provided 

adequate time to develop, test and accredit the required models, to consult on the required legislative 

and rule-based changes and to provide comprehensive WRPs ready for the accreditation process.  

However most states chose to delay development of the WRP documents and overall WRP delivery is 

well behind schedule. WRPs are so overdue that a regulation was made in late 2018 under the Water 

Act to allow the Minister for Water Resources to grant extensions to the finalisation of WRPs for up 

to ten months, meaning that some WRPs may not be finalised until early 2020. Only one WRP, the 

Warrego-Paroo-Nebine in QLD, has been accredited to date. Basin governments have agreed to enter 

into agreements with the Commonwealth to ensure key elements of the WRPs are given effect from 
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the original deadline, 1 July 2019, where WRPs are not 

accredited by that date. The agreements will ensure that 

sustainable diversion limits and measures to protect and 

better manage environmental water are in place from 1 

July 2019 but do not allow for public, MDBA or 

Ministerial review of these protection measures by that 

date. 

Whilst Wentworth Group recognises the realities 

related to undertaking the required modelling, devising 

appropriate management strategies, public 

consultation and drafting such extensive documents, it 

must be noted that there was a sufficient timeline for 

the delivery of all of these requirements in the WRPs. It 

is important that the accreditation process not suffer 

from lack of transparency or inadequate consultation due to time constraints. Sub-optimal WRPs must 

not be accredited just because time has run out. 

The MDBA provides quarterly reports on WRP progress, Table 1 shows progress to March 2019. NSW 

is responsible for 20 out of the 33 WRPs and has many WRP areas that are in various states of progress 

including 12 which are only in “early progress.” 

Table 1: WRP progress as of March 2019 (MDBA 2019). * denotes that the Minister has agreed to grant an 

extension for these plans to be given to the MDBA by 31 April 2019. 

ACT 
ACT (SW)* 80% 

NSW 

Intersecting Streams 30% 

ACT (GW)* 80% Darling Alluvium 30% 

NSW 

Gwydir (SW) 70% Murray-Darling Basin Porous Rock 30% 

Macquarie-Castlereagh (SW) 70% NSW GAB Shallow 30% 

Lachlan (SW) 70% Murray-Darling Basin Fractured Rock 30% 

Gwydir Alluvium 70% 

QLD 

Warrego–Paroo–Nebine 100% 

Lachlan Alluvium 80% Condamine–Balonne* 90% 

Macquarie-Castlereagh Alluvium 70% Qld Border Rivers–Moonie* 90% 

NSW Border Rivers Alluvium 30% 

VIC 

Wimmera-Mallee (GW) 90% 

Namoi Alluvium 30% Wimmera-Mallee (SW) 90% 

Murray Alluvium 30% Goulburn-Murray* 70% 

Murrumbidgee Alluvium 70% Northern Victoria* 70% 

NSW Border Rivers (SW) 70% Victorian Murray* 70% 

Barwon Darling 30% 

SA 

SA Murray Region 100% 

Namoi (SW) 30% Eastern Mount Lofty Ranges 90% 

Murrumbidgee (SW) 30% River Murray 90% 

NSW Murray Lower Darling 30% SW: surface water, GW: ground water 

 

 

 

4 Responsibilities for accreditation 

The process for accrediting WRPs is identified in Part 2, Subdivision D of the Water Act. Under the Act, 

the MDBA and the Commonwealth Minister for Water Resources have clear responsibilities when it 

comes to accrediting WRPs. For example, during this process to protect the scientific independence 

 
>75% confidence: indicates the 
state is making good progress 

 25–50% confidence: indicates the 
state is making some early progress 

 
50–75% confidence: indicates 
the state is making progress 

 <25% confidence: indicates that so far 
the state has made limited progress 

Box 2: Other State-based water resources 

legislation and plans 

QLD: Water Act 2000, Water Regulation 2016, 

Healthy Waters Management Plans. 

NSW: Water Act 1912, Water Management Act 

2000, Water Sharing Plans. 

ACT: Water Resources Act 2007, ACT Water 

Strategy. 

VIC: Water Act 1989, Sustainable Water 

Strategies, Waterway Management Strategy, 

Water for Victoria. 

SA: Water Act 2008, Water Resources Act 

1997, River Murray Act 2003, Murray-Darling 

Basin Act 2008, Water Allocation Plans. 
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of the MDBA, the Minister must not give direction to the MDBA regarding any aspect of the WRP that 

is of a factual or scientific nature. There are four key stages in the accreditation process summarised 

as follows: 

1. The WRP is developed by the Basin state with assistance from the MDBA. 

2. There is public consultation. 

3. The MDBA considers the proposed WRP and prepares recommendations to the Minister in 

accordance with the WRP assessment framework (MDBA 2018) identifying if the proposed WRP 

should be accredited. The proposed WRP and recommendations are provided to the Minister. 

4. The Minister has 60 days to consider the proposed WRP and recommendations and, if satisfied 

that the plan is consistent with the Basin Plan, accredit the WRP, or if not satisfied exercise ‘step 

in powers’ (Water Act Part 2 Division 3). 

5 WRP legal Requirements 

Chapter 10 of the Basin Plan specifies inclusion 

requirements for each WRP (Box 3). These legally 

required inclusions are generally encompassing of 

the scientifically desirable inclusions listed below, 

however, the focus of the next section reveals that 

Chapter 10 could have been more comprehensive 

with regards to requiring scientific transparency in 

WRPs and to ensure environmental outcomes 

intended under the Basin Plan will be met. 

The most important scientific inclusions in Chapter 

10 relate to identifying the sustainable limits of water 

that can be taken for consumptive use and the 

requirements needed to support these limits. 

Chapter 10 also identifies the need to plan for 

climate change risks. 

Each WRP is required to ensure that the cumulative 

take of consumptive use is less than, or equal to, the 

sustainable diversion limit plus 20% leeway (Basin 

Plan Section 6.12). To check this, annual actual take 

(preferably metered diversions) must be checked 

against allowed take (e.g. the modelled SDL 

permitted in that water year or the BDL minus the 

SDL resource unit shared reduction amount and any 

other reductions). From these, annual actual take and annual allowed take, the cumulative difference 

is recorded. The WRP must describe actions to be taken if the WRP area is in breach which occurs 

when the cumulative year-on-year difference exceeds the SDL by 20% or more. These breaches in 

compliance require intervention steps which should be clearly identified in the WRP. 

 

Box 3: Chapter 10 of the Basin Plan 2012 

Chapter 10 of the Basin Plan 2012 covers the 

legal requirements for each WRP. The Chapter 

has 14 parts: 

Part 1 – Preliminary 
Part 2 – Identification of water resource plan 
area and other matters 
Part 3 – Incorporation and application of long-
term annual diversion limit 
Part 4 – The sustainable use and management 
of water resources 
Part 5 – Interception activities 
Part 6 – Planning for environmental watering 
Part 7 – Water quality objectives 
Part 8 – Trade of water access rights 
Part 9 – Approaches to addressing risks to 
water resources 
Part 10 – Measuring and monitoring 
Part 11 – Reviews of water resource plans 
Part 12 – information used to prepare water 
resource plan 
Part 13 – Extreme events 
Part 14 – Indigenous values and uses 
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6 Specific criteria to look for when reviewing WRPs 

WRPs are complex documents and encompass a range of issues. The focus here is on ensuring WRPs 

contain robust science and the environmental protections required to meet the objectives of the 

Water Act. As such the issues identified in this section go beyond the specific legal requirements of 

Chapter 10 of the Basin Plan. Although these issues are not legally prescribed, they are required under 

the Water Act’s best available scientific knowledge clause and Wentworth Group believes the WRPs 

should appropriately address all of the issues raised below. When reviewing a particular WRP, there 

is no expectation that all these issues will be addressed, however, if the WRPs were based on good 

science then the issues below should be identified and included. 

 

6.1 How will the SDL be implemented? 

The maximum annual limit of water diverted from the Basin at an environmentally sustainable level, 

the SDL, has been calculated by the MDBA for all Basin resources as 10,873 GL of surface water and 

3,324 GL of groundwater. This total is divided into SDL resource units, each of which represents a 

subset WRP area. Each WRP is required to demonstrate how it will limit the volume of water permitted 

to be taken to comply with each SDL resource unit allowance. These limiting methods will depend on 

whether the river system is regulated as are many rivers in the Southern Basin or unregulated as are 

large parts of the Northern Basin. 

Water take in regulated rivers is primarily controlled by water resource managers releasing water 

stored in public reservoirs in response to a ‘call’ from a water entitlement holder with a valid 

allocation. As such the SDL in regulated catchments is largely enforced through these water 

management processes. 

In unregulated catchments, for example the Barwon-Darling, where flows are not controlled by large 

river modifications (e.g. large public dams), a more natural flow condition exists and methods need to 

be applied to regulate water take by individual irrigators. In these areas pumping thresholds, 

embargoes and controls on the construction and use of on-farm storage are used as the main 

mechanisms to limit take. Pumping thresholds can be used to limit water take for different classes of 

entitlement which can access water based on various flow rates (e.g. low, medium, high). For example, 

when the river level is too low only stock and domestic users may take water. However pumping 

thresholds alone can be inadequate. If, for example, there are flows of environmental water that raise 

water levels above the pumping threshold levels, or the pumping threshold is set too low, then legal 

extraction of water purchased for the environment can occur without appropriate controls. This 

means that in-stream flows, incidentally increased by the retention of water acquired for 

environmental purposes downstream, can act as a trigger for opportunistic extraction of water for 

irrigation, in effect rebranding the additional water and undermining the intent of the Basin Plan. 

Relevant WRPs must include protections for these flows through implementing either pumping 

extraction limits (e.g. individual daily extraction limits and total daily extraction limits) or by modifying 

pumping thresholds to protect event-based and low flows. In addition, plans must strengthen rules 

related to embargoes such that there are sufficient penalties if embargoes are not followed. 

 

Box 4: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review 

The WRP is dominated by regulated rivers so the SDL is largely implemented through water resource 

managers.  
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6.2 Are hydrological river management models skilful and independently accredited? 

Hydrological river management models are highly complex and require an expert team to develop and 

maintain. Most of the surface water and groundwater computer models are operated by state 

agencies with several transboundary models coordinated by the CSIRO or the MDBA. The MDBA has 

always developed and managed the Murray River model that includes the lower Darling. These models 

are developed for each catchment and are run over the past century usually on a daily time step using 

observed rainfall, evaporation rates, historic constraints and historic diversions. They are used to 

simulate water flows; inflows minus losses to evaporation, losses to groundwater and losses to water 

extraction (see Figure 2). For the hydrological models to be skilful they must be able to accurately 

replicate the amount of water going to consumptive diversions and natural losses, as well as the 

amount of water remaining in the river, while allowing for water trade into and out of a valley.  

For each catchment there is a hydrological model that can be configured to run in BDL or SDL mode 

depending on the level of diversions being simulated (i.e. diversions prior to the Basin Plan–the BDL–

or required after the Basin Plan–the SDL). The Basin Plan requires that WRPs include and make use of 

a BDL model, however, there is no requirement for an SDL model. As such SDL models have not been 

developed for all catchments. Wentworth Group considers that the lack of SDL model goes against the 

tenants of best practice modelling. This is because while the BDL model replicates and records the 

agreed diversions that could have occurred prior to the Basin Plan and establishes a benchmark, an 

SDL model is necessary to:  

a) demonstrate that rules developed through WRPs and Water Sharing Plans (WSPs) are 

capable of reducing the diversions in the BDL model by the total reduction in diversion 

required in each valley (i.e. the shared plus local reduction) under the Basin Plan; 

b) demonstrate that the MDBA’s site-based environmental flow targets (discussed below) 

can be achieved; and 

c) update the annual estimate of allowable diversions based on annual changes in weather 

and hydrological conditions, rather than using the single value of allowable diversions that 

is rendered from the BDL. This can then be used to calculate the cumulative difference 

between the allowable take and actual take (i.e. metered diversions) to ensure 

compliance with the SDL. Because the diversions in any one year under the BDL or SDL are 

based on historically average climate and available water, the use of a single SDL annual 

average allowable diversion value is not appropriate yet this is what is being proposed in 

some valleys. Whereas if there was an SDL model which included annual variations in 

climate and other conditions the SDL could be adjusted from year-to-year based on the 

best available information.  

The BDL models were initially used during development of the 1995 Cap and were accredited during 

that process. Wentworth Group considers that any changes to the BDL and the development of any 

other model used to inform decisions including any SDL model should be independently accredited 

against appropriate standards. This means that there should be no change to the baselines (e.g. BDL), 

rules and assumptions used in the models without a systematic, independent and publicly available 

review. Without this process there is a risk of incremental changes to the models without appropriate 

scrutiny, undermining the goal of recovering water for the environment.  
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Figure 2: A simplified catchment area showing required elements of hydrological river management models 

including human and ecological influences (eWater 2019). 

 

 

6.3 Has the Baseline Diversion Limit been correctly calculated? 

The BDLs provides the critical baselines used in the determination of the SDLs and if these baselines 

are incorrect the SDLs will also be incorrect. The BDLs represent the diversion limits that were in place 

before the Basin Plan (i.e. before 2009). For most WRP areas the diversion limit is based on the 1995 

Cap with adjustments that reflect changes in permanent entitlement trade between districts, recovery 

of environmental water for The Living Murray (TLM) and Water for Rivers (WfR) projects and 

reductions applied by Water Sharing Plans. These changes over time have led to a series of 

adjustments to the 1995 Cap value and hence updates to the BDL estimates. Table 2 compares the 

2011 Basin Plan estimated adjustments with the 2014 MDBA estimated adjustments. This table shows 

that the 2014 assessments of the BDLs are generally lower than those made in 2011. However not all 

valleys have updated their adjustments (or BDLs) to properly reflect these changes. If the BDLs are not 

updated in the WRPs then they will overestimate the diversion limits applying prior to the Plan and 

the SDLs will also be too large. This will mean that more water can be used for consumptive purposes 

instead of for environmental outcomes. 

  

Box 5: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review 

The models used in the WRP were not finalised and interim models were used. There was also no 

independent accreditation of these models meaning the models may not be accurately simulating 

catchment flows. 
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Table 2: Comparison of the 1995 Cap, 2011 Basin Plan estimated adjustments (MDBA 2011), the 2014 MDBA 
revised adjustment (MDBA 2014) and the difference in these adjustments in GL/year.  

SDL resource unit 
1995 long-term 

averaged Cap on 
diversions 

2011 Basin 
Plan 

adjustment 

2014 MDBA 
adjustment  

Difference between 
2011 and 2014 

adjustments 

NSW 

    Lower Darling 354   -67.00   -82.98  -15.98 

    Murrumbidgee 1,925   -95.90 -140.46  -44.56 

    NSW Murray 1,880 -115.00 -115.91    -0.91 

Victoria 

    Goulburn/Broken/Loddon/Campaspe 2,156 -293.60 -321.31   -27.71 

    Kiewa/Ovens/Victorian Murray 1,702       0.00     -4.43     -4.43 

South Australia 

    Murray 692   -11.00     -10.10   +0.90 

Total  -582.50   -675.19 -92.69 

 

 

6.4 Will environmental water deliver expected environmental objectives? 

The WRP should demonstrate how additional environmental water will be managed to meet 

environmental objectives. The recovery of environmental water should meet specified environmental 

objectives and the WRP should state how this will happen. The WRP should include a long-term 

watering plan that enables the targets in the Basin-wide Environmental Watering Strategy to be 

achieved. 

The MDBA developed site-based environmental flow targets (Environmentally Sustainable Level of 

Take flow indicators) that should be used in conjunction with the SDL modelling to determine if the 

WRP rules will meet the environmental targets. In addition the WRP should demonstrate that flow 

conditions under its rules are capable of meeting the objectives and targets set within the Basin-wide 

Environmental Watering Strategy.  

For example, Table 3 shows achievement of the site-based environmental flow targets for the MDBA 

Baseline model simulation (without water recovery) and the MDBA Basin Plan model simulation (with 

Basin Plan water recovery). This table shows that the Basin Plan model simulates that flows will pass 

majority of the site-based environmental flow targets at the two sites. The success or failure of the 

individual WRP SDL models to meet these targets should be identified in the WRP.  

  

Box 6: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review 

We found that the BDL had not been updated and it therefore overestimated the most recent 

assessment of the BDL by 32.14 GL/year (27.71 + 4.43). This would mean that more water could be 

used for consumptive purposes which will compromise the intended environmental outcomes. 
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Table 3: Site-based flow target achievement at Chowilla on the Murray River and Wilcannia on the Darling River 

(Wentworth Group 2019b).  

Site-based environmental flow target 
Flow 

(ML/d) 
Baseline 
Model 

Basin Plan 
Model 

Chowilla  

1  Base flows lasting two months in winter  20,000 Fail Pass 

2  Small flows lasting a month in winter 40,000 Fail Pass 

3  Small flows lasting three months in winter 40,000 Fail Pass 

4  Medium flows lasting two months in winter 60,000 Fail Pass 

5  Large flows lasting a month any time of year 80,000 Fail Fail 

Wilcannia 

1  Base flows any time of year 2,350 GL Pass Pass 

2  Small flows lasting a week any time of year 6,000 Pass Pass 

3  Large flows lasting a week any time of year 20,000 Pass Pass 

 

 

6.5 Are ‘Held’ and ‘Planned’ environmental waters sufficiently protected? 

Held environmental water (HEW) is water which is owned under entitlement that can only be used for 

environmental purposes. This water is owned by either a state-based environmental water holder or 

the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder (CEWH). 

Planned environmental water (PEW), often described as ‘rules-based’ environmental water, is defined 

in Section 6 of the Water Act. This definition can be interpreted to mean it is water that is:  

a) committed through legislation or watering plans to achieve environmental outcomes and 

which cannot be used for other purposes; or  

b) left after allowable diversions under valley water planning instruments such as rules in WRPs 

or WSPs. 

The distinction is important as previously some dam spill events or natural floods could be regarded 

as PEW and had significant environmental benefit. If for instance a result of the Basin Plan negated or 

reduced these natural flood events then the environmental outcomes that where achieved prior to 

the Basin Plan will no longer be achieved.  

In unregulated systems PEW is usually made up of river flows that are protected from take. States may 

not explicitly refer to such water as ‘planned environmental water,’ for example Victoria operates a 

system which uses ‘passing flows’, ‘above Cap water’ and ‘guaranteed minimum flows’ which 

encompass some aspects of PEW. PEW is generally of more significant volume than HEW as it has 

historically been regarded as all unallocated water and rules-based water. Its protection is 

fundamental to the implementation and success of the Basin Plan and both interpretations in a) and 

b) above should be used to describe and protect it in WRPs. 

The WRP needs to recognise held and planned environmental water that existed prior to the Basin 

Plan in addition to any increases that have occurred since the implementation of the Plan. 

Additionally, the WRP needs to identify how these two categories of water will be protected from 

illegal take. In addition, Wentworth Group considers that all environmental water should be protected 

against consumptive take between valleys and across state borders. This is in line with the intent of 

Box 7: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review 

Our assessment showed that insufficient information is provided to evaluate if environmental 

outcomes will be delivered under the WRP.  
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the PPMs which require the “credit[ing of] environmental return flows for downstream environmental 

use” and the right of the environmental water holder to the “call of held environmental water from 

storage during un-regulated flow events” Basin Plan 7.15(2). For the Basin Plan to be successful the 

Wentworth Group considers this first right to mean that the PPMs requires “environmental water 

flows throughout the length of the river and between rivers is protected from extraction, re-regulation 

or substitution” (PPM assessment guide MDBA 2015).  

 

 

6.6 Is all consumptive take metered, modelled or estimated reasonably? 

The WRP needs to monitor and account for the amount of water taken for consumptive use which is 

to be reported to the MDBA annually. These determinations must be as accurate as possible, made 

using the best available information and include all known and estimated illegal, unauthorised and 

unreported take. An increase in unmetered take (either legally or illegally) can reduce environmental 

flows and harm the environmental benefits that the Basin Plan should deliver.  

The WRP must identify the methods (metered, modelled or estimated) to be used for determining 

consumptive take. The methods can then be evaluated to determine if they are sufficient for the 

purpose or if there are improved technologies or methods which should be employed. Wentworth 

Group considers a ‘no meter, no pump’ rule should be used as standard and as such all pumped take, 

both surface and ground waters, should be metered. NSW’s Natural Resources Access Regulator 

(NRAR) has recently mandated metering on all pumps above a certain diameter. 

A particularly difficult consumptive take to measure is floodplain harvesting, which is the channelling 

of flood waters from floodplains into on-farm storages. This take, occurring primarily in NSW and QLD, 

is not currently metered and is generally believed to account for large volumes of diverted water. This 

diversion does not require pumping and so amounts should be calculated through best available 

science including imagery (satellite and airborne), models, estimations and the process should be 

independently reviewed.  

 

 

6.7 How will growth in interception activities be monitored? 

Water can be intercepted through a range of means such as growth in farm dams, increase in 

plantations (e.g. commercial timber producing forestry plantations, or reafforestation for carbon 

sequestration and biodiversity conservation), increases in urban supplies, mining uses or other 

interception activities. The WRP should identify these possible growths in interception activities and 

state how they will be managed to ensure that there is no impact on the environmentally sustainable 

level of take. 

Box 9: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review 

We found the approach to assessing unmetered take was appropriate. 

 

Box 8: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review 

We found that the WRP adequately protects held environmental water but further regulations are 

required to adequately protect planned environmental water.  

 



12 

 

 

6.8 Has climate change been included? 

The WRP is required to include a section on risks to water resources. Climate change is a large risk to 

water resources and must be included. The only relevant requirement though is for the planning for 

extreme events such as a dry period outside the range of experience contained in the 114-year 

historical climate baseline which occurred before Basin Plan implementation. 

Basin Plan Part 13, 10.51 (3) states “the water resource plan must provide that, if new scientific 

information suggests a change in the likelihood of an event of a type listed in subsection (1) occurring 

(for example, due to climate change), consideration must be given to whether, as a result of this new 

information, the water resources should be managed differently.” Where subsection (1) refers to:  

(a) an extreme dry period; 

(b) a water quality event of an intensity, magnitude and duration that is sufficient to render water 

acutely toxic or unusable for established local uses and values; 

(c) any type of event that has resulted in the suspension of a statutory regional water plan in the 

past 50 years (including a transitional water resource plan or interim water resource plan). 

Any reasonable reading of this section of the Basin Plan would infer that climate change is a different 

issue from on-going variability (statistically and ecologically), that climate change modelling needs to 

be included in the development of the WRP and that a risk management approach needs to be 

implemented to account for this. One aspect of managing this risk relates to how the risk of reductions 

in water availability are shared amongst water users. As environmental water holders generally hold 

the same HEW entitlement classes as other water users this risk is usually shared amongst all users 

proportionately. Climate change risks are burdened equally between users. However in some valleys, 

PEW can be reduced by about four times as much compared to the flow reduction for irrigators in dry 

years, meaning the environment is excessively exposed to climate change risks.  

Apart from critical human water needs (the highest priority water use for communities who are 

dependent on Basin water resources, Water Act 2007 Part 2A), Wentworth Group considers that 

climate change risks should be applied predominantly to water users (as agreed in the 2004 National 

Water Initiative) and that environmental water should largely be protected from these risks. Water 

users should only be given allocations to take water in a particular valley if basic environmental 

watering needs have already been met.  

 

 

Box 11: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review 

The WRP included a thorough review of climate change risk, but failed to incorporate climate change 

impact assessment modelling to quantify and mitigate that risk. 

Box 10: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review 

We found that the process described for managing growth in interception activities seems 

reasonable. 
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6.9 Are all related documents publically available for review? 

In many cases, existing state documents or processes will meet both state and Basin Plan requirements 

for WRPs. As such WRPs are likely to consist of several documents setting out the interrelated water 

management arrangements for each WRP area. WRPs may reference documents prepared under 

various state laws such as water plans and strategies, bulk entitlements, relevant regulatory 

instruments, water quality improvement plans, and aspects of broader strategies or plans which the 

MDBA will assess as relevant. The WRP must identify any other instruments or texts that constitute 

part of the WRP, with specific section references, such as:  

1. Acts, regulations and other statutory or legislative instruments, such as water sharing plans, water 

allocation plans, bulk entitlements; 

2. Broad catchment or natural resource management plans; 

3. State-wide or regional policies and strategies (e.g. a state salinity strategy, a metering policy); 

4. Technical reports; 

5. Numerical or conceptual models; 

6. Consultation reports. 

One such subsidiary document is the pre-requisite policy measures (PPMs) document which should 

be publically available, along with MDBA’s assessment, before WRPs which use PPMs are accredited. 

These are Southern Basin WRPs where PPMs have been applied along with a corresponding SDL 

adjustment. The PPM documents should be publically reviewed before WRPs are accredited or the 

PPM implementation should have to be included in the relevant WRPs themselves.  

 

 

7 How to improve WRPs 

This document has identified a number of ways that WRPs could be improved to increase 

transparency, to ensure intended environmental outcomes are achieved and to make use of best 

available scientific knowledge. In addition there are a number of improvements which could be made 

to WRPs as they evolve through reviews. These include: 

 Ensuring all WRPs (and therefore all states) have consistent rules, consistent terminology, and 

consistent approaches to implementing the Basin Plan. There is currently no Basin-wide 

standardisation in the usage of water terms and their definitions. Terminology that exists in 

the Basin Plan or Water Act for example, may not translate into state instruments (for example 

Victoria does not classify its rules-based water as ‘planned environmental water’ although 

flows such as passing flows achieve environmental outcomes despite not being exclusively 

classified as such). These differences can mean environmental flows that existed pre-Basin 

Plan can be reduced through changes in definition or changes in rules.  

 Ensuring the WRP is drafted with community input from inception to create community 

ownership, rather than seeking comments only after it is drafted, which in most cases has 

taken over four years. 

Box 12: Victoria’s North and Murray WRP review  

The review found that the relevant PPMs document was not publically available before the public 

comment submission deadline.  
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 Ensuring licence conditions cannot be arbitrarily modified by water authorities or the Minister 

as has previously occurred. For example in early 2018 in the Macquarie River unregulated 

water licence conditions were changed, permitting licence holders to take environmental 

flows, paid for by taxpayers, for private gain (Hannam 2019).  

 Ensuring greater Basin-wide standardisation of models. There is some progress in ensuring all 

models are migrated over to the national standard eWater Source modelling platform but this 

is still many years away from completion. 

 Undertaking independent reviews of models, especially hydrological models and publishing 

the review along with the WRP. 

 Ensuring WRPs are self-contained documents with less cross-referencing to subsidiary 

documents. In addition the MDBA should provide a standardised template which would ease 

document creation and public review. 

The Wentworth Group recognises that WRP drafting, public review and final WRP accreditation by the 
Minister is only the first step of a detailed process of Basin Plan implementation which requires 
extensive monitoring, compliance and oversight. These additional actions provide the most 
substantial challenge in terms of translating the WRP text to the on-the-ground actions needed to 
restore the Basin’s environmental health. These processes of monitoring, compliance and oversight 
are also where the MDBA and Basin states have previously shown poor resolve. The MDBA should 
therefore ensure that the following systems are in place in each water resource plan area prior to WRP 
accreditation: 

 Implementation systems to ensure the amount of water shown to be recovered in the 

models ends up in the rivers; 

 Compliance and enforcement systems to ensure new rules are followed and to avoid and 

prosecute illegal take of water; and 

 Monitoring, evaluation and oversight systems to track progress on expected outcomes and 

ensure the WRPs are delivering the Basin Plan’s expected outcomes. 

These three actions are the only way to ensure that the WRPs will be properly implemented and that 

the Murray-Darling Basin will receive the environmental health benefits expected from the $13 billion 

investment. 
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