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Summary 

Water management in Australia is considered to be amongst the best in the world. Over the 

past decade, the National Water Initiative (NWI) has guided water reform across all 

jurisdictions and has led to increased efficiency and resilience in the water sector. The 

reform has supported the development of a water sector that now gains value from water 

use and has begun to incorporate social and environmental values in its economic 

mechanisms.  

Reform came on the back of ongoing protracted droughts, increasing demand across user 

groups and variable conditions produced by climate change. The fluidity of factors affecting 

the water sector, have produced an environment in need of continual reform, evaluation 

Key Points 

 Water management and governance in Australia is complex and lacks 

uniformity across jurisdictions. 

 Since the introduction of the National Water Initiative (NWI) in 2004, 

all states and territories have made significant progress on water 

reform. 

 Water reform in Australia has reached a tipping point, however, and 

fiscal tightening in all jurisdictions risks backsliding on that progress.  

 Groundwater management requires greater commitment by 

governments, to align with surface water management. 

 Reducing over-regulation and ensuring equitable licensing 

arrangements for all user groups, is necessary to enhance governance 

and environmental outcomes. 
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and improvement. With drought no longer threatening water supplies in major urban and 

irrigation centres and reform entering its second decade, however, we have reached a 

period of transition and shifting political priorities. The abolition of the National Water 

Commission, the removal of the Council of Australian Government’s (COAG) Standing 

Council on the Environment and Water, and a tighter fiscal position across all governments, 

has left the process of reform with limited independent oversight. Jurisdictions are now at 

risk of stalling or backsliding on progress; it is essential that we avoid the reprioritisation of 

NWI objectives at a time when management should be building on achievements and 

enhancing markets and access to user groups.     

Analysis 

Water in Australia has historically been managed by individual states and territories. Each 

jurisdiction has developed its own governing institutions, management and distribution 

policies. During the 1990s, partly in response to increasing over-allocations in shared basins, 

particularly the Murray Darling Basin (MDB), COAG outlined a shift to nationally-guided 

policies and water reform in its 1994 Water Reform Framework. In 2004 this process was 

expanded under the NWI.  

 

The reform has focused on: increasing uniformity in water management across the country; 

developing an economic value for water; and creating more equitable access through a 

market-based system. Ensuring that non-economic values, namely social and environmental, 

are incorporated into the system is also a priority. The shift to a more centralised approach 

has not, however, reduced the role of the states. Their planning approaches remain varied 

and dependent on the context of water use in each jurisdiction.  

 

Water Management by Jurisdiction 

 

According to the National Water Commission’s 2014 assessment, more than 80 per cent of 

water use in Australia is now managed under water plans. Water planning arrangements are 

in place for all water intensive areas across the country. Each jurisdiction, however, is at a 

different stage of reform and concerns are growing about their commitment to continued 

progress.  

 

Gaining State support for the Murray-Darling Basin Plan proved challenging. Support from 

New South Wales and Queensland came only after concessions on water purchases. Since 

then direct purchases of water have slowed considerably, despite the success of the 

purchasing programme in returning some 3175 gigalitres of water to the basin’s rivers.  

 

New legislation in Queensland in late 2014 is likely to create further challenges for reform in 

that state. The reform legislation will make it easier to extract water for large projects, 

particularly in mining and agriculture. Easier access to groundwater within the Great 

Artesian Basin will have unknown consequences. The lack of detailed knowledge about the 

basin’s interaction with surface water systems and its ecological role means that 

considerable increases in withdrawals may risk long-term water security and environmental 

sustainability.  

http://www.nwc.gov.au/our-work/assessments/2014-ta
http://theconversation.com/murray-darling-basin-plan-gets-off-to-a-very-slow-and-shaky-start-24732
http://theconversation.com/queensland-risks-running-the-well-dry-by-gifting-water-to-coal-34752
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Western Australia and the Northern Territory are the only jurisdictions yet to make the 

legislative changes required to support planning and entitlement arrangements consistent 

with NWI requirements. In WA the fragmentation of existing water legislation means that a 

complete rebuild of the legislative framework is needed, rather than amendments to 

existing legislation. The state has plans to improve licensing and management, introduce 

water access entitlements and also statutory water allocation plans and limits. WA signed 

the NWI in 2006; eight years on it needs to prioritise the implementation of planned 

reforms. This is particularly important given the urgent need to adapt to present and 

predicted impacts of climate change on WA’s water resources.  

 

The absence of national oversight and COAG leadership means that continued reform and 

progress on NWI outcomes will depend on leadership from state and territory governments 

and also private industry. Achieving this will prove challenging, given the differing and 

sometimes conflicting priorities of these jurisdictions. The loss of an independent national 

body to oversee and monitor progress is a significant handicap to realising NWI outcomes 

and objectives within the proposed timeframes.  

 

The National Water Initiative 

 

According to the National Water Commission (2014), the NWI ‘sets out the objectives, 

outcomes and actions for the ongoing process of national water reform’. This initiative forms 

the foundation for national water management and governance. It aims to support 

communities, ecosystems and economic development through shared ground and surface 

water resources. 

 

A key element of the NWI is the development of nationally consistent water planning 

arrangements. While each jurisdiction has developed its own framework, taking into account 

its own priorities, challenges and unique environment, the NWI has still created greater 

consistency across the states and territories than ever before.  

 

As outlined under the NWI, the development of a water market involves the establishment 

of water rights through statutory water entitlements. These unbundled water rights provide 

an exclusive, long-term, share of water within a system, which can either be used or traded. 

All jurisdictions have made significant progress on developing their own water markets. To 

ensure that management is transparent, however, sufficient investment and resources must 

be made available for ongoing monitoring and evaluation.   

 

The Australian government’s preferred policy has changed on a number of occasions since 

the early 2000s, between water buybacks and investment in infrastructure upgrades. At 

present, its buybacks have been put on hold and the preference is for infrastructure 

development. The present policy reflects the desire to save considerably more water 

through upgrades for irrigators, but there are concerns that the change will adversely affect 

farmers and the environment in the short- to medium-term. 

 

http://www.water.wa.gov.au/PublicationStore/first/106021.pdf
http://www.law.uwa.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/2568423/Report-with-ISBN-1-9-14.pdf
http://theconversation.com/the-latest-murray-darling-plan-could-leave-farmers-high-and-dry-27450
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It is an ongoing challenge for water reform managers to ensure that environmental water 

needs are met and balanced with other user groups, such as irrigators. There are some users 

who do not feel that reform has increased their security of access to water supplies. The 

Australian government and some of the states have cited a need to reduce regulatory 

‘green’ tape on extraction licenses, to further enhance equitable access. Of particular 

importance are the trade-offs between the economic, social and environmental values 

associated with water. Balancing trade-offs requires: significant input from communities and 

stakeholders; scientific data; socio-economic analysis; and established rules for water 

extraction and environmental water needs. 

 

Improving Governance and Water Management in Australia 

 

The National Climate  Change Adaptation Research Facility concludes that, ‘fostering the 

conditions for effective water governance in Australian policy is about recognising that 

water management issues occur within complex, dynamic and uncertain situations’.  

 

In an environment of growing urban centres, climate change and increasingly scarce natural 

water sources, there is increasing pressure to meet competing demands for water. Plans to 

address these demands must also take into account the social and environmental values of 

water. Balancing demands and ensuring equitable access, will remain a priority for water 

managers into the foreseeable future. 

 

Sustainable diversion limits (SDLs) are scheduled for introduction by 2019. With the loss of 

independent oversight, in the form of the National Water Commission, and fiscal belt 

tightening influencing decision-making, there is a concern that the development of SDLs will 

be given a lower priority and the target may not be met by the set deadline.  

 

Further challenges arise from the independent management of surface and groundwater 

systems. Greater investment in understanding the interactions and connectedness between 

systems and the development of an integrated water management approach, are necessary 

for the management of licensing arrangements. Failure to address these issues risks 

duplicating water allocations, which would lead to negative economic and environmental 

outcomes. 

 

Full cost-recovery pricing was agreed to by all jurisdictions in 2008, in line with the NWI 

proposals. Discussion is growing, however, about the affordability of water, as construction 

of new infrastructure and improvements to existing infrastructure increase the costs of 

service and delivery. Independent price regulation does provide some reassurances that 

price rises are fair and appropriate; however, there are still challenges because water pricing 

is failing to reflect the actual costs incurred. Within urban water markets, it has been 

suggested that water pricing should be as cost-reflective as possible and potentially consider 

the scarcity value of water. 

  

Progress on legislative reform is varied across the jurisdictions; Western Australia and the 

Northern Territory, in particular, need to move ahead with their water legislation reform to 

http://monash.edu/sustainability-institute/assets/documents/programs-initiatives/wgribrief_summarypaper2.pdf
http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publications/food-and-water-crises/2031-australia-s-water-security-part-2-water-use.html
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:hn-kpSjJOXIJ:www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/bf83efbb-ea89-40fe-8e2e-a3d200bc24ae/Australia_Water_Association_-_National_Policy_Summit_-_14_October_2014.pdf+&cd=3&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=au
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progress in line with other jurisdictions. It will now be up to the states to drive ongoing 

reform as proposed in the NWI. The National Water Commission has also identified that 

varied interpretations of objectives and guidelines have led to some inconsistencies across 

states. This requires attention and is especially important for water planning in the mining 

sector. To ensure the development of an equitable market and integrated system of 

management, all water uses should be managed within one framework. Mining water use, in 

particular, needs to be integrated into current arrangements.  

 

Independent reviews of water plans and ongoing reform will be critical in ensuring all 

jurisdictions are meeting NWI objectives and that outcomes are beneficial for all user groups 

and for the environment. This requires greater clarity about ecological objectives, supported 

by scientific evidence and ongoing assessment.  

 

Water planning is a cyclical process requiring regular review. For Australia to remain at the 

forefront of integrative water management, planning must be adaptive, relevant and remain 

a priority for all governments. These conditions will be necessary to sustain long-term water 

security, whether there is drought or an abundance of water. Consequently, improved 

monitoring and evaluation practices, conducted independently by bodies such as the now 

defunct NWC, will be crucial.  
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