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  6 December 2019 

 

Dear WESA Review Panel, 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the discussion paper for the Independent Review of 

the Water for the Environment Special Account (WESA).  

The WESA was brought into the Water Act in 2013 “to enhance the environmental outcomes that 

can be achieved by the Basin Plan, …  by protecting and restoring the environmental assets of the 

Murray‑Darling Basin; and protecting biodiversity dependent on the Basin water resources, so as to 

give effect to relevant international agreements.” (s86AA(1) of the Water Act 2007). 

The two key mechanisms to achieve objectives of the WESA are increasing the volume of the Basin 

water resources that is available for environmental use by 450 gigalitres towards the 3,200 GL Basin 

Plan target, and easing or removing constraints on the capacity to deliver environmental water to 

the environmental assets of the Murray-Darling Basin (s86AA (3) of the Water Act). The Water Act 

2007 identifies that the 450 GL will be used towards enhancing environmental outcomes including 

“reducing salinity in the Coorong and Lower Lakes, … discharging 2 million tonnes of salt per year, … 

and providing water to low and middle level floodplains and habitats.”  The MDBA’s Constraints 

Management Strategy identifies that “overcoming constraints … would mean that the area that can 

be watered increases significantly—to about 75% of the wetlands and dominant vegetation 

communities of the floodplain,” resulting in managed environmental flows to 35,000 hectares of 

additional floodplain forests in the River Murray system. 

We would like to put forward the following points to address the terms of reference of this review: 

1. It is possible to secure the 3,200 GL of measurable additional water to the river system or 

equivalent outcomes, including the 450 GL in the Water for the Environment Special Account, 

through a combination of strategic water purchase, water efficiency programs and on-farm 

productivity investment. However, changes are needed to ensure this occurs within the 

statutory budget and timeframe. 

 

2. Basin states have all the tools they need to address constraints to river flows, what is needed is 

the concerted effort by Basin states to implement them. 

The remainder of this submission describes these issues in more detail and provides 

recommendations on each of these critically important aspects for improving the health of the river 

system. 

Kind regards,  

 

 

Celine Steinfeld on behalf of the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists 

mailto:information@wentworthgroup.org
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1. RECOVERING WATER FOR RIVER HEALTH: It is possible to secure the 3,200 GL of measurable 

additional water to the river system or equivalent outcomes, including the 450 GL in the Water 

for the Environment Special Account, through a combination of strategic water purchase, 

water efficiency programs and on-farm productivity investment. However, changes are 

needed to ensure this occurs within the statutory budget and timeframe. 

As at March 2019, only 1.3 GL of the 450 GL contributing to outcomes along the River Murray and in 

the Lower Lakes and Coorong system have been recovered under a $1.775 billion Commonwealth 

program funded through the Water for the Environment Special Account. Together with the 2,082 

GL of surface water entitlements that have been recovered for the environment, this represents 65% 

towards the 3,200 GL water recovery target.  

Three quarters of all surface water recovered to date occurred before the Basin Plan was enacted in 

2012 (1,577 GL). Progress slowed considerably after the Basin Plan was adopted, and has 

subsequently reduced to a trickle (Figure ).  

 

Figure 1. Progress on water recovery (blue line) towards the Basin Plan target (red line).  

The orange line shows the minimum amount of water required for a healthy Basin.[1]  

(Source: SEWPAC, MDBA and DAWR records, 2012 – 2017)[2-7] 

Only 530 GL has been acquired in the past five years. Slowing of progress on water recovery 

coincided with a major policy shift by the Commonwealth Government in 2014 which prioritised 

infrastructure upgrades over water purchase, despite their increased cost.[8] Consequently, many 

projects that would have been eligible for funding under the 450 GL efficiency measure program 

were funded under earlier programs towards the recovery of 2,750 GL. Combined with rising water 

prices due to water scarcity, there is little appetite for the uptake of projects towards the 450 GL. 

Recovering water through infrastructure upgrades is between two and seven times more expensive 

than water purchase.[8] Recent reviews suggest that recovering the 450 GL of water through 

infrastructure efficiency upgrades will likely exceed the available budget. [9]  The EY (2018) Analysis 

of efficiency measures in the Murray-Darling Basin states that “there is a significant risk in achieving 

the recovery of the 450 GL within the statutory budget.” The Productivity Commission’s Murray-

Darling Basin Plan: Five-year assessment estimates that the cost could exceed $2.2 billion. Further, 

water recovered using infrastructure efficiency upgrades (e.g. lining of channels, conversion of flood 

irrigation to drip irrigation) may not achieve the anticipated water savings because of the reduction 

in return flows and groundwater recharge from existing arrangements that would have otherwise 
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benefitted the environment.[10, 11] Impacts on return flows are not currently accounted for by the 

Commonwealth when investing in on-farm infrastructure upgrades. Accounting for return flows is 

necessary to guarantee that water savings are genuine and result in additional flows in the river 

system. 

It is possible to recover the remaining water in a way that results in measurable additional flows to 

the river, within the Water Act requirements and by supporting communities likely to be adversely 

impacted by reforms. One approach is to broaden the criteria for efficiency projects to allow for 

investment in projects which improve on-farm productivity, in addition to water efficiency projects, 

in exchange for an agreed volume of water entitlements. Projects could include activities such as 

netting of orchards, new or improved soil moisture monitoring networks, paddock renovation 

including laser grading and upgraded feedlots, provided they do not result in increased consumption 

of water. This approach provides farmers with greater flexibility to invest in a wider range of 

activities that will improve farm productivity, not just irrigation infrastructure upgrades which lock 

farmers into irrigation and may not deliver the anticipated water savings. 

Another approach is to use strategic purchase to recover water for the environment while releasing 

funds for regional development. Water recovery through voluntary purchase provides farmers with 

several benefits: flexibility in managing impacts of drought, a pathway to retire from their land, cash 

flow during drought and improved on-farm water efficiencies.[12, 13] Recovering remaining water 

through strategic purchase requires lifting the 1,500 GL cap on buybacks. 

If the efficiency measures program is to deliver the 450GL, it is also necessary to remove the 

additional criteria agreed at the December 2018 Minco meeting and restore the original criteria for 

water recovery outlined in the Department of Agriculture and Water Resources Efficiency Measures 

additional criteria for on-farm projects Consultation paper. This includes criteria for achieving real 

water savings, making well-informed investment decisions, achieving value for money, bringing 

benefits to industry and communities, and providing irrigators with flexibility. 

 

Recommendation: The Commonwealth Government should make the following changes to enable 

the recovery of the 450 GL: 

 Restore the original criteria for efficiency measures to allow for projects which enhance on-

farm productivity in exchange for water entitlements towards the 450 GL. 

 Lift the 1,500 GL cap on buybacks to allow for strategic water purchase towards the 450 GL 

target. 

 Reallocate funds to ensure the 450 GL of water for the environment can be recovered. 

 Ensure proper auditing and compliance to ensure that water savings projects generate 

measurable additional water in the river system, and any reduction in runoff and groundwater 

recharge that would have otherwise benefitted the environment is accounted for. 

 

1. REMOVING BOTTLENECKS TO ALLOW FLOWS TO REACH FLOODPLAIN FORESTS: Basin states 

have all the tools they need to address constraints to river flows, what is needed is the 

concerted effort by Basin states to implement them. 

The Murray-Darling Basin Authority in 2012 showed that a flow of 80,000 ML/d into South Australia 

was needed to provide sufficient water to enable 75% of wetlands and flood dependent vegetation 

in South Australia to be inundated, compared to just 40% with the river system constraints possible 

in 2012 (Figure ).[14] This target is necessary to achieve the objects of the Water for the 

Environment Special Account, including to “enhance environmental outcomes within floodplain, 

habitats, rivers and streams” and to “improve connections between those floodplains and habitats 
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and those rivers and streams” (Water Act 2AA 86AA g). On the basis of the modelling, the Murray-

Darling Basin Authority identified the minimum flow rates required along reaches of the River 

Murray and its tributaries to achieve outcomes in the Water Act, Basin-wide Environmental 

Watering Strategy[15] and Schedule 5 of the Basin Plan. 

 

Figure 2. Relationship between inundation of wetlands and flood-dependent vegetation and flow at the South 

Australian border (Source: MDBA 2012) 

The Murray-Darling Basin Authority identified constraints to the ability to achieve the required flow 

rates. These include physical barriers or policy actions which impede the delivery of water to 

floodplains and wetlands on public and private land, such as low-level crossings, bridges, fences, 

access to irrigation pumps, and cropping. Key constraint areas identified by the Murray-Darling Basin 

Authority were on the upper Murray River from Hume to Yarrawonga, mid-Murray River from 

Yarrawonga to Wakool Junction, Goulburn River, Murrumbidgee River, Lower Darling River, Gwydir 

River and on the lower Murray in South Australia.[16] These constraints are preventing 

environmental water from passing across low-lying areas next to watercourses and in designated 

floodways below minor flood levels. 

A key focus of the Murray-Darling Basin Authority’s Constraints Management Strategy in 2013 was 

addressing the constraints to the delivery of overbank flows into South Australia, and allowing 

environmental watering of floodplain wetlands in the mid-Murrumbidgee and the lower Goulburn 

River at higher flow rates than were achievable in 2012. In mid-2017, Basin states put forward 

projects which would alleviate constraints identified in the key constraint areas. Table 1 shows the 

major constraints existing in 2012, the level of constraint relaxation required by the Constraints 

Management Strategy, and the constraint levels achieved by the measures proposed by Basin states.  

The level of constraint relaxation being proposed by Victoria and New South Wales (Table 1) is not 

sufficient to achieve the aims of the Constraint Management Strategy or the outcomes in the Water 

for the Environment Special Account. In some cases the proposed constraint levels represent a 

return to what could be delivered prior to the Basin Plan, reflecting the fact that constraints in these 

areas have worsened since the Basin Plan came into effect in 2012.  

Of the seven constraints areas, six of these were assessed under the sustainable diversion limit 

adjustment mechanism, and only three were found to be consistent with the Constraints 
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Management Strategy. These measures are, when properly implemented, essential to the successful 

implementation of the Murray-Darling Basin Plan. All constraints proposals put forward need to be 

modified in line with the Constraints Management Strategy. 

In 2012, the Commonwealth Government committed $200 million to address physical, institutional 

and operational constraints over ten years from 2014/15.[17] In addition, some of the $1.3 billion 

for SDL adjustment projects is available for five of the constraint projects. To ensure adequate 

funding for all projects, we recommend that the $200 million funding allocated to the Goulburn and 

the Gwydir constraints projects, and the remaining constraints projects be funded under the supply 

measure funding. 

Without addressing the identified constraints, it will be difficult for environmental water holders to 

deliver water to key floodplains and wetlands in the southern connected system to achieve the Basin 

Plan objectives. If constraints are not relaxed to allow higher flow levels than could be delivered in 

2012, there is a risk that environmental water holder will not be able to deliver overbank flows and 

will have to use their environmental water at low flow rates inside the river channel all year round. 

This will deprive, for example, 35,000 ha of floodplain wetlands in South Australia from receiving 

environmental water and compromise the Basin Plan outcome of “healthy and resilient ecosystems 

with rivers and creeks regularly connected to their floodplains and, ultimately, the ocean.”[16, 18] 

Permanent solutions are required, including acquiring rights to inundate floodplain land through 

covenants and easements to compensate landholders for any reduction in land value, while enabling 

landholders to use their lands for flood resilient activities, such as grazing and timber production.  

Recommendation: Concerted efforts by State Governments is required to relax physical and policy 

constraints that restrict the use or passage of environmental water to target floodplains and 

wetlands, to achieve objectives in the Water for the Environment Special Account. The focus 

needs to be: 

 Working with communities in key areas to re-configure infrastructure, negotiate flood 

easements with landholders, enforce planning restrictions in designated floodways, and 

where appropriate compensate for any third party impacts;  

 Communicating to the public the tangible benefits of relaxing constraints in terms of 

economic, social and environmental outcomes in key constraint areas; and 

 Once all reasonable options are exhausted, existing state and Commonwealth legislation 

or new legislation should be used, either by compulsory acquisition of easements, or by 

upgrading roads and building bridges – as would occur with any other public 

infrastructure program. 
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Table 1. Physical constraints that must be addressed to permit delivery of water to floodplains and wetlands in 

the southern Murray-Darling Basin. Constraints highlighted in red are those projects proposed by states that 

will fail to meet the Murray-Darling Basin Authority’s target in the Constraints Management Strategy. 

Region Location PRE-BASIN PLAN: 
Constraint in 2012[16] 

(ML/d) 

TARGET:  
Target in MDBA 

Constraints 
Management Strategy 

(ML/d) 

PROPOSED BY 
STATES:  

Constraint in 
business case[19] 

(ML/d) 

Murray Hume to Yarrawonga 25,000 40,000 40,000 

Downstream of 
Yarrawonga 

40,000 (but effectively 
22,000* due to 
upstream constraint of 
25,000) 

40,000 (50,000 for 
reaching disconnected 
wetlands and 
ephemeral creeks)[20] 

30,000 

Darling Weir 32/Increase 
Menindee outlet 
capacity 

9,300 18,000 14,000 

Darling anabranch Water flows into 
anabranch over 9,300  

Regulator added & 
closed above 
9,300ML/d when env. 
water is supplied from 
Menindee 

n/a 

Murrumbidgee Gundagai 30,000 50,000 40,000 at Wagga 
(~30,000 at 
Gundagai) 

Balranald 9,000 13,000 9,000 

Goulburn Seymour 12,000 15,000 n/a 

McCoys Bridge 20,000 40,000 20,000*** 

Total flow at SA 
border 

 66,000**(assuming 
26,000 from Goulburn) 

111,000** assuming 
Menindee allowed 
18,000 

78,000** 

*10,600 ML/d in regulated periods in summer and in other periods Hume to Yarrawonga constraint of 25,000 ML/d was in place meaning 

that flows downstream of Yarrawonga were effectively restricted to 22,000 ML/d. 

**This number assumes perfect co-ordination of flows between the Murray and tributary flows, something which is highly unlikely. The 

111,000 ML/d target is most likely to achieve the outcomes in schedule 5 of the Basin Plan. 

***Target was revised down from the 25,000 ML/d to 20,000 ML/d in 2017 by the Victorian Government.[21] 
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