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“Insights into Water”
The Murray Darling Basin Plan & Sustainable Diversion Limits: 

Natalie Akers, Balcombe Consulting 
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Murray Dairy Business Forum 
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Federal Water Act 
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• Emphasis towards the environment 

• Little regard for social and economic 
implications;
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Development of the Act 
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• January 2007, the Howard Government launched their 
National Plan for Water Security (NPWS) 

• Fed’s sought deferral of State water powers as 
Constitution does not give them any power over water;

• Section 51 outlines power for the Commonwealth – inc. ‘external affairs’
powers;
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So with External Affairs Powers in 
mind..... 
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• We saw every international environmental agreement included in 
the Water Act

• Ramsar Wetland Conventions
Protection of international icon Wetland sites
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What does the Act say about the 
Basin Plan and SDL’s?
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The Basin Plan must: 

• “Give effect to international agreements”
• “Have regard to the sustainable use of biodiversity”
• “Protect, restore the ecosystems, natural habitats and species”
• “Promote wide use of basin resources”;
• “Promote conservation of Ramsar wetlands”
• “Take account of ecological character of environmental sites”

Subject to points above the MDBA can then take account of:

• “Sustainable development”
• “Scientific knowledge and socio-economic analysis”
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Section 22: Mandatory content of the Basin Plan: 
• Water resource plans;
• Risks to water availability & strategies to address them;
• Quantities of water to be available – Sustainable Diversion Limits 

(SDL’s – will set a new limit on surface and groundwater)
• Environmental watering plans;
• Water quality and salinity plans;
• Rules for trading and transferring water;

Guide to Basin Plan released 8th October – 2000 pages!!
Release of Draft Basin Plan – 16 week consultation period;
Final Basin Plan Released 2011 (20,000 pages!!) – doesn’t take effect in 

NSW till 2014 and 2019 in Vic

What does the Act say about the 
Basin Plan and SDL’s Cont...?
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What information will the plan be based on?
CSIRO Sustainable Yields 2008 
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MDBA’s Sustainable Diversion Limit Issues Paper (Nov 2009) –Pg 15

“adapt the river system modeling used in the Sustainable Yields project  to 
develop the Basin Plan”. 
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CSIRO Sustainable Yields 2008 
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Estimated water availability of 18 basin 
catchments in 2008:
•Murray: 
• 56% surface water used - “extremely high”
•By 2030 under medium climate change – surface 
water fall by14%;
•Groundwater use to treble;

•Goulburn-Broken:
• 50% surface water used - “extremely high”
•By 2030 under medium climate change – surface 
water fall by14%;
•Groundwater use increase by 67%
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So what is dairy doing? 
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• ADIC Leading Dairy’s response to Plan and SDLs;
• Each State has a team of 4-5 assisted by a technical consultant;

Vic Team NSW Team
Jeff Odgers Malcolm Holm 
Chris Griffin Jamie Drury
Daryl Hoey Janet Moxey
Richard Anderson Kevin Malone

Erika Chesworth
Natalie Akers (Tech Consultant) Geoff McLeod (Tech Consultant) 
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Dairy’s fit in the Basin: 
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• 276,000 hectares 
dairy pasture

• 32% Australia’s dairy 
cows

• Vic 82%
• NSW  13%
• SA 4%
• Qld 1%

Dairying regions in Aust

The Murray Darling Basin 
Source: Aust. Bureau of Statistics, 2008
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“So what are the big issues for 
dairy in the face of the Basin 

Plan”
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Sustainable Diversion Limits:
“A new limit for surface and groundwater”

“...likely that the Basin-wide SDL for both groundwater and surface water will 
be set at a level below the current level of use”. 

“The SDLs will take into account the best available science, and the 
‘precautionary principle’. According to this principle, if there are threats of 

serious or irreversible environmental damage, lack of full scientific certainty 
should not be used as a reason for postponing measures to prevent 

environmental degradation”.

What is the MDBA saying about SDL’s?
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How much water do we think will be 
left in the GMID under SDL’s?
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Historic After 
Modernisation/

Buyback

30% SDL 
reduction 

40% SDL 
reduction

60% SDL 
reduction

Water 
delivered 
to region

2145 GL 1564GL 1480GL 1244GL 772GL

Increased Water Use Efficiency will be critical:

1999/00 – 1 ML of water produced 1390 litres of milk 

2008/09 – 1ML of water produced 1800 litres of milk 

23% efficiency in 10 years 
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Water Returned to the Envt through 
Vic Water Projects 
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Project  Date Water to return to Envt  Total Water Saved

Barman Millewa Forest 
Allocation

1993 100GL 
(50 GL Vic/50 GL NSW)

50

Living Murray  Initiative  by June 
2009

67GL (modernisation, Mokoan)
120 GL (sales deal)

27GL  (reconfiguration)

67 GL
120GL
27 GL

Snowy Water Recovery 
Project (inc. Mokoan )

By 2013 35 GL 35 GL

NVIRP Stage 1  By 2013 75GL (75GL to farmers & 
75GL to Melb)

225 

NVIRP Stage 2 Proposed  100 GL (100GL to farmers) 200 

474 GL to return to envt 724 GL saved in 
projects 

Consideration for water already returned? 
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Water Returned to the Envt in NSW 
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Project  Date Water to return to Envt  Total Water Saved

Barman Millewa Forest 
Allocation

1993 100GL 
(50 GL Vic/50 GL NSW)

50

Privatisation of NSW 
Murray Irrigation

1995 30 GL  30 GL

Water for Rivers Commenced 

2003
50 (purchase) 

7GL (Edwards River Wetlands)
3GL (Colly Channel automation)

11GL (Forest Ck Stage 1)
23GL (Forest Ck Stage 2) 
20GL (Barren Box Swamp)

114

Living Murray Commenced

2004

249 GL  (purchases, on‐farm 
efficiencies, piping)

249

443 GL returned to envt



Murray Dairy Business Forum © Balcombe Consulting Pty Ltd, 29 September 2010

Restoring the Balance
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$3.1 billion to purchase water entitlements

• 23,000 GL surface water falls in basin; (on average) 

•11,000 GL used (on average)

•Over 900GL already purchased for envt; 
• Likely the envt will own 1/3rd of water 
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Aggregate Permanent Net Trade  Out 
in VIC 1991/92 to 2009/10 – 4% limit 
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Region Cumulative Net ML

Shepparton ‐36,985
Central Goulburn ‐ 78,663
Rochester ‐29,370
Campaspe ‐3,862
Pyramid Boort ‐81,188
Murray Valley ‐34,376
Torrumbarry ‐91,503

-355,947 ML
Further 44,902 traded outside 4% limit 
through Exemptions - 400,849 ML

278 GL  
purchased 
for envt

278 GL  
purchased 
for envt

Trade out of Riverina has only occurred recently with Water Buyback
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Water Purchases in the MDB @ 31-8-10
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State Purchased 
Entitlement
ML 

Amount returned to envt if 
based on last 5 yrs 
allocation (ML)

Amount returned to envt if 
based on last 10 yrs 
allocation (ML)

QLD 6,832 2255 2255
NSW 578, 215 106,670 184,355
VIC 281,462 171,298 249,450
SA 47,416 25,604 31,924
TOTAL 913,925 305,827 467,984

Amount for Envt based on 
last 5 yrs allocation Amount for Envt based on 

last 10 yrs allocation
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So what does it mean as water leaves 
the region? 
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“Significant Impacts on our Rural Communities!! 
• Fed’s paying less for water– impacting on current farmers equity as 

banks re-value water;

• Less water means less water to charge against – potential water 
price increases?

• We don’t understand what impact the buyback program will have on 
our water market.  Potentially, the temporary market will be smaller 
as those who have historically sold on the temporary market will
have sold water to the Cwlth. 

Paid by Cwlth Dec 09 Paid by Cwlth (May ‘10) Difference
Goulburn System $2400/ML $1862/ML - $538/ML

Murray System $2400/ML $1824/ML -$576/ML

NSW General 
Security

$1300/ML $870/ML - $430/ML
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So what does it mean as water leaves 
our region cont..... 
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2005 VFF Study Found:

“For every 1 ML of irrigation water removed... the 
community would need to receive between $16,610 and 
$31,312 today to offset  the loss that they would suffer over 
the next 20 years”

Fed Govt needs to consider the socio-economic implications 
as water leaves the region
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Other Environmental Solutions 
Lindsay Island 
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Lindsay Island  - icon site of The Living Murray 
program;

Site received 1000GL on 15th May 2009, 
Yet $42 million for  structural works could reduce the water required for 

the environment by 908GL to just 92GL!   

Lindsay Island before watering (April 9) Lindsay Island after watering (Dec 09)
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Other Environmental Solutions 
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Regulators for the Environment :
Maintains water levels for efficient 
flooding

Erosion: Increased flows will not 
help if we don't deal with erosion; 

Revegetation: 
Encourage natural habitat 
through re-vegetation

Fencing Riparian Lands will 
protect rivers; 
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1914 Cartoon 
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Here Deakin – Make 
him turn off the tap.  
Look at the dribble 

he’s leaving me  

Here Deakin – Make 
him turn off the tap.  
Look at the dribble 

he’s leaving me  
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Thankyou 
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Questions


