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Executive Summary 

Future Directions for the Management of the Great Artesian Basin is a review of the 2000 

Strategic Management Plan and identification of key management issues that have arisen in 

the Great Artesian Basin (the Basin) since 2000. This report provides findings to inform the 

development of a new Great Artesian Basin Strategic Management Plan (Strategic Plan). 

The current Strategic Plan expires in September 2015 and all Basin jurisdictions agreed to 

undertake this review as an opportunity for governments, communities and water users to 

reflect on the management of the Basin since 2000 and to identify issues to be considered in 

the future management of the Basin. 

This review was undertaken by the Australian Government in consultation with the Basin 

jurisdictions of New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia and the Northern Territory, 

along with the Chair of the Great Artesian Basin Coordinating Committee (GABCC). Future 

Directions for the Management of the Great Artesian Basin aims to be a collaborative 

document reflecting the views of all Basin governments and community of Basin water users. 

The review covers key achievements in Basin water management since 2000, status of 

ongoing issues, emerging issues and an assessment of the effectiveness of institutional and 

governance arrangements. 

A range of findings have been drawn from the review and these have been grouped into the 

following three categories: 

1. achievements in Basin water management 

2. ongoing issues for consideration in the development of the new Strategic Management 
Plan 

3. new issues for consideration in the development of the new Strategic Management Plan.  

The findings of the review are listed at Tables 1, 2 and 3. 

Since the current Strategic Plan was first endorsed by governments, there has been significant 

progress in addressing the key issues and risks to the Basin identified at that time. A key 

achievement since 2000 has been the continual improvement in the awareness of Basin water 

management issues by landholders, communities and other water users. The Great Artesian 

Basin Sustainability Initiative (GABSI) and the implementation of the current Strategic Plan 

have assisted in educating water users on the efficient use of the resource, water use practice, 

reduction of water wastage and the environmental benefits of water savings.  

Monitoring of artesian pressure, flow and pressure in parts of the Basin shows that declining 

artesian pressure appears to be stabilising in areas where many bores have been plugged, 

capped and piped over the last 20 years. In addition, the removal and reduction of bore drains 

has been an effective management tool to address not only water wastage, but also to reduce 

the adverse environmental impacts associated with bore drains such as weed and pest 

incursions. These achievements can be attributed to the successful implementation of the 

GABSI programmes. 

A key finding of the review is the urgent need to clearly identify the necessary funding sources 

and incentives needed for the ongoing management of the Basin. This includes incentives 

which signal to water users their responsibilities in using and managing their own access and 

ongoing use of Basin water. Future management will also need to include consideration of the 

size, location and cost of the proposed infrastructure works. 
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Over the past 15 years, many issues have evolved and new issues have emerged. The new 

Strategic Plan needs to provide flexible and adaptive principles that can assist in proactively 

addressing water resource issues as they emerge. 

Table 1: Achievements in Basin water management 

Finding  Relevant section 

of the review 

Finding 1: There has been continual improvement in the awareness 

of Basin water management issues by landholders, communities and 

other water users as a result of the GABSI, the GABCC and the 

implementation of the Strategic Plan. 

2.1 Economic 

social, cultural and 

environmental 

values of the Basin 

Finding 6:  Monitoring of artesian pressure and flow where bores 

have been capped and piped in the last 20 years shows that 

previously declining artesian pressure appears to be stabilising and/or 

improving in those areas. 

2.3 Declining 

artesian pressure 

Finding 10: The removal and reduction of bore drains (such as 

through the GABSI programme) has been an effective management 

tool to address water wastage, seepage and evaporation and reduce 

the adverse environmental impacts associated with bore drains such 

as weed and pest infestations. 

2.4 Water waste 

and environmental 

impacts are caused 

by use of bore 

drains 

Finding 11: This review has found little or no direct evidence of 

coordinated management of weed, pests and feral animals in 

conjunction with groundwater management. However, the benefits 

created by capping uncontrolled bores and replacing bore drains with 

efficient water systems have led to less water in open channels, 

thereby reducing weed and pest problems.   

2.4 Water waste 

and environmental 

impacts are caused 

by use of bore 

drains 

Finding 22: There is anecdotal evidence, but little quantitative data, 

that use of Basin water for stock and domestic use has become more 

efficient.  

3.2 Expanding 

stock and domestic 

use  

Finding 29: The current Basin governance arrangements have 

facilitated consultation and communication with jurisdictions and 

stakeholders. The GABCC in particular has contributed to the 

proactive identification and discussion of whole-of-basin water 

management issues for water managers and governments.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

5 Governance 

Finding 32: Over the life of the Strategic Plan, the GABCC has held 

productive and constructive discussions that have provided 

considered advice to ministers. As the Strategic Plan has progressed, 

the relationship of stakeholders with government representatives has 

created a culture of trust and respect. The level of understanding of 

Basin water management issues among non-government members 

has strengthened over time from these relationships. 

5.3 Inclusive forum 

Finding 33: The current composition of GABCC representatives is 

inclusive of all Basin stakeholders and users, as well as government 

5.3 Inclusive forum  
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representatives from jurisdictions. 

 

Table 2: Ongoing issues for consideration in the development of the new Strategic Plan  

Finding Relevant section 

of the review 

Finding 2: While the Basin is now widely recognised as a nationally- 

important water resource, challenges still remain in changing the 

behaviour of some water users, including those who continue to have 

free-flowing bores and bore drains. 

2.1 Economic 

social, cultural and 

environmental 

values of the Basin 

Finding 3: There is a need to better understand, assess and report on 
the social, economic and environmental values of Basin water 
resources. The economic value of the Basin and how it has changed 
over time is poorly documented. 

2.1 Economic 
social, cultural and 
environmental 
values of the Basin 

Finding 4: If the remaining free flowing bores in the Basin – estimated 

at up to 300 bores - are not rehabilitated and other bores maintained, 

it is likely that there will be ongoing local or regional declines in 

artesian pressure to the detriment of bore capping efforts elsewhere in 

the Basin.  

2.2 Maintenance of 

bore infrastructure 

and bore drain 

replacement costs 

Finding 5: To address the large number of remaining free-flowing 

bores and bore drains that are still to be rehabilitated, as well as 

ongoing maintenance of existing Basin infrastructure, longer-term 

funding sources reflective of public and private user benefits must be 

found and implemented to ensure a financially sustainable approach 

to recovering artesian pressure and minimising water wastage. 

2.2 Maintenance of 

bore infrastructure 

and bore drain 

replacement costs 

Finding 9: The ongoing uncontrolled discharge of water from 

groundwater bores into open bore drains impacts on the 

environmental health of the Basin through issues such as pest and 

weed infestations. Ensuring bore discharge enters closed water 

systems and that these water systems are well-maintained should be 

a priority for Basin management and needs to be a key part of future 

plans for Basin bore rehabilitation.  

2.4 Water waste 

and environmental 

impacts are caused 

by use of bore 

drains 

Finding 12: To achieve the effective long-term sustainable 

management of the Basin, agreed cross-border management 

arrangements are necessary, particularly where they coordinate and 

implement: 

 consistent outcomes supported by adequately resourced 

compliance programmes 

 water access entitlement arrangements consistent with the 

National Water Initiative (NWI). 

2.5 Key policies 

and practices being 

used to manage 

the Basin are not 

coordinated 

Finding 13: The new Strategic Plan should consider opportunities for 

greater integration of surface and groundwater planning and the 

2.6 Basin values 

tend to be 
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connections between the Great Artesian Basin, Murray-Darling Basin 

and Lake Eyre Basin. 

managed in 

isolation from other 

values  

Finding 15: It is important to ensure that arrangements are in place to 

effectively manage overall extraction of Basin water resources, to 

protect the rights of water users and groundwater-dependent 

ecosystems.    

2.7 Water users do 

not always have 

secure access to 

Basin water or 

clear 

understanding of 

their rights and 

responsibilities 

Finding 16: Across the Basin, there is a lack of long term data on 

water extractions, usage and sustainability of the system. The lack of 

water extraction data has made it necessary to often rely on 

groundwater models to support policy decisions, which themselves 

are data poor. Management decision making is therefore undertaken 

at relatively high risk. 

2.8 Critical 

management 

decisions are 

sometimes made 

with higher risk due 

to the lack and 

extent of available 

water use 

information 

Finding 17: Further investment, preferably funded by water users as 

well as government, is needed to understand and document the size, 

extent, connectivity, recharge areas, variability and condition of the 

Basin water resources, the extent of access to the water resource, 

and the way in which Basin resources are being used. 

2.8 Critical 

management 

decisions are 

sometimes made 

with higher risk due 

to the lack and 

extent of available 

water use 

information 

Finding 18: To meet the needs of best practice public reporting, the 

consistency of data quality and format, as well as the collation, 

dissemination and analysis of data collected on Basin resources 

needs to be improved and expanded. 

2.8 Critical 

management 

decisions are 

sometimes made 

with higher risk due 

to the comparability 

of available water 

use information 

Finding 25: The coordination that has occurred after signing of the 

original Strategic Plan has mostly been through the GABSI 

programme, in the capping of uncontrolled bores and replacement of 

bore drains with more efficient watering systems.  

There has been some coordination in the research to address 

knowledge gaps such as through the Great Artesian Basin Water 

Resources Assessment report, and in the development of Water 

Allocation Plans by partner jurisdictions.  

4.2 Alignment of 

Water 

Management in the 

Great Artesian 

Basin 
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Finding 30: Given that the Basin spans four jurisdictional boundaries 

and that there are a multitude of stakeholders with an interest in the 

ongoing sustainable management of the Basin, a coordinated 

approach to engage with all stakeholders is necessary to achieve 

effective engagement. 

5 Governance 

Finding 31: In developing a new Strategic Plan it is essential that the 

role and function of the current governance arrangements are 

modified as necessary to be fit for purpose in delivering the new 

Strategic Plan.  

5.3 Inclusive forum 

 

Table 3: New issues for consideration in the development of the new Strategic 

Management Plan  

Finding Relevant section 

of the review 

Finding 7: Governments should consider establishing a ‘whole-of-

basin’ monitoring framework to monitor Basin water resources, 

including pressure monitoring of GABSI capped bores, other bores 

and monitoring of flows to springs.  

2.3 Declining 

artesian pressure 

Finding 8: While the objectives of the 2000 Strategic Plan included 

water quantity, quality and pressure of Basin flows, actions to date 

have focussed on addressing quantity and pressure impacts. Future 

arrangements should include integrated treatment of the quantity, 

quality and pressure impacts of Basin water use. 

2.3 Declining 

artesian pressure 

Finding 14: As water demand across the Basin increases, it will be 

essential that water access entitlements clearly identify both the rights 

and obligations of entitlement holders for all water users, including 

their water use reporting responsibilities.  

 

2.7 Water users do 

not always have 

secure access to 

Basin water or 

clear 

understanding of 

their rights and 

responsibilities  

Finding 19: The nature and extent of water take across the Basin will 

continue to increase. The cumulative impact of this increased water 

use must be monitored to ensure consistency with Strategic Plan 

objectives and that management interventions are targeted to 

minimise third party impacts. 

3.1 Emergence of 

new extractive 

industries: mining, 

petroleum, and 

unconventional gas 

Finding 20: Certainty regarding access to water for users and the 

environment cannot be provided unless all major water users are 

accounted for in water resource plans. A consistent approach to 

accounting for water use across the Basin has potential to minimise 

third party impacts and improve certainty. 

3.1 Emergence of 

new extractive 

industries: mining, 

petroleum, and 

unconventional gas 
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Finding 21: Stock and domestic users account for the majority of 

consumptive use in the Basin and yet little is known about the actual 

total consumption and trends in water use. The volume of stock and 

domestic take and its cumulative impact across the Basin must be 

quantified within the context of all Basin users on a risk-based 

approach. Stock and domestic take, and management and monitoring 

must also be transparently reported in line with Paragraph 80 of the 

NWI and Part 7 Division 3 of the Water Act 2007 (Cwth).  

3.2 Expanding 

stock and domestic 

use   

Finding 23:  Regular review of the Strategic Plan is essential, as well 

as an agreed mechanism for assessing risk to Basin water resources 

and risk trends.  

3.3  A risk based 

approach to Basin 

management  

Finding 24: Jurisdictions have made good progress with water 

resource planning however further alignment with the principles of the 

NWI, particularly around licensing and pricing of Basin water use, 

would generate further long term benefits for Basin water users. 

4.2 Alignment of 

Water 

Management in the 

Great Artesian 

Basin 

Finding 26: It is essential that adequate measurement, monitoring 

and reporting systems are in place under statutory arrangements or 

water resource plans to deliver on commitments made under 

Paragraph 80 of the NWI for water resource accounting, to support 

public and investor confidence in their access entitlements. 

4.2.2 Clear, 

nationally 

compatible and 

secure water 

access 

entitlements 

Finding 27: Current water pricing arrangements across the Basin are 

patchy and inconsistent. As water demand increases within the Basin, 

water pricing and institutional arrangements consistent with the NWI 

should be consistently applied (refer to Paragraph 64 of the NWI).  

4.2.3 Water pricing 

for recovering the 

cost of water 

services including 

for planning and 

management  

Finding 28: The Strategic Plan should facilitate water trading within a 

state and across Basin jurisdictional boundaries, by implementing 

principles in line with the NWI (Paragraph 58) for an efficient water 

market.  

4.2.7 Water 

markets and trade  
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1. Introduction 

The Great Artesian Basin (the Basin) is one of the most important water resources in Australia. 

It underlies an area of 1.7 million square kilometres, which equates to around 22 per cent of 

the continent. It is the only source of reliable water for all human activity and water-dependent 

ecosystems in much of the arid and semi-arid landscape overlaying the Basin in Queensland, 

New South Wales, South Australia and the Northern Territory. 

Formed between 100 and 250 million years ago, the Basin is a primarily sedimentary basin 

comprising a complex, multilayered system of permeable (water can flow through) and non-

water-bearing strata. The impermeable strata confine the aquifers, causing the groundwater to 

become pressurised. In most areas the water is under sufficient pressure to provide a flowing 

source once it rises to the surface through artesian bores and natural springs. It is estimated 

that more than 65 million gigalitres of water are stored in the Basin, at pressures of up to 1,300 

kilopascals.  

Of the bores distributed across the Basin, approximately 5,000 are artesian in nature. These 

water resources support an extensive pastoral industry, inland population centres, extractive 

industries and tourism.  

Pressure in systems is an important characteristic of artesian groundwater resources. Much of 

the discussion regarding sustainability is about maintaining the pressure characteristics of 

artesian bores, rather than about maintaining supply of volumes of water. This applies to 

sustainable communities and industries, enabled by Basin water, as well as sustained 

environmental flows to springs.  

1.1 The Strategic Management Plan 

In the early 1900s, it was recognised by government and landholders that control over 

groundwater extraction in the Basin was inadequate. By 1918, more than 1,500 bores had 

been drilled into the Basin to provide artesian flows. It soon became evident that a reduction in 

water volume and pressure was emerging across the Basin. 

Since that time, successive attempts had been made to reduce waste and manage Basin 

water better, including five interstate conferences on the Artesian Water of the Basin between 

1912 and 1928; state licensing regulations and investments in bore rehabilitation; and the 

formation in 1987 of an interstate technical working group to fill some of the knowledge gaps 

about the physiographic of the Basin. Even with the gains made during the first three quarters 

of the 20th century, it was evident that institutional arrangements in separate jurisdictions were 

unable to stem the unacceptable third party impacts being caused by the loss of artesian 

pressure and the waste of Basin water.  

Stakeholder concerns about falling artesian pressures in the Basin due to inefficient water use, 

and the related natural resource problems such as erosion around bores and weed invasion 

drove the development of a Strategic Plan for the Basin in the late 1990s. The Strategic Plan 

was developed collaboratively by the former Great Artesian Basin Consultative Council and 

formally endorsed by the Australian, New South Wales, Queensland, South Australian and 

Northern Territory Governments. The document was developed in an environment of voluntary 

cooperation and goodwill that its objectives would be achieved over the life of the Strategic 

Plan. The Strategic Plan commenced in 2000 and was given an operational period of fifteen 

years.   
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The Strategic Plan was the first whole-of-basin management plan adopted by all governments 

responsible for the management of the Basin. It was developed in response to a range of 

issues and limitations identified by Basin stakeholders including: 

 inadequate appreciation of the economic, social, cultural and environmental values of the 
Basin and its current condition 

 declining artesian pressure 

 water waste and associated environmental degradation 

 uncoordinated policy and management practices in the Basin 

 lack of clear rights and responsibilities for water access and water use 

 inadequate investment and regulatory incentives for bore maintenance and bore drain 
replacement 

 inadequate information to inform and underpin critical management decision making. 

The Strategic Plan aims to provide guidance and direction to relevant governments, water 

users and other stakeholders on policies, programmes and actions to attain optimum 

economic, environmental and social benefits from access to and use of the resources of the 

Basin. Governments and landholders have since worked cooperatively to invest in the best 

science and technology available to rehabilitate bores, improve water delivery infrastructure 

and change practices to ensure that water is used judiciously. 

An end of stage review of the Strategic Plan initiated by the Great Artesian Basin Coordinating 

Committee (GABCC) (the body established in 2004 to succeed the Great Artesian Basin 

Consultative Council) was undertaken in 2006. That review indicated that the Strategic Plan 

needed: 

 to be re-written to incorporate contemporary issues and developments 

 a tighter focus with fewer objectives 

 clearer strategies and practical performance targets 

 more robust mechanisms for assigning responsibilities 

 more robust mechanisms for assessing and reporting progress. 

In response to the reviews recommendations, rather than rewriting the Strategic Plan, the 

GABCC prepared two documents, ‘Strategic Management Plan Progress and Achievements to 

2008’ and ‘Strategic Management Plan Focus and Prospects 2008-2015’, to complement the 

Strategic Plan. This review considers and examines the Strategic Plan as amended and 

updated by these documents.  

1.2 Achievements to date  

The Strategic Plan was the first collective statement of intent by all Basin jurisdictions and the 

community to develop a strategic, structured and focused approach to addressing whole of 

Basin water management issues on a collaborative, cooperative and voluntary basis. This 

collective good will between government and stakeholders has underpinned the success in 

addressing many of the Basin water issues since 2000.  

A key achievement since 2000 has been the continual improvement in the awareness of Basin 

water management issues by landholders, communities and other water users. The Great 

Artesian Basin Sustainability Initiative (GABSI) and the implementation of the current Strategic 

Plan have assisted in educating water users on the efficient use of the resource, water use 

practice, reduction of water wastage and improved environmental health. 
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Monitoring of artesian pressure, flow and pressure in parts of the Basin shows that declining 

artesian pressure appears to be stabilising in areas where many bores have been capped and 

piped over the last 20 years. In addition, the removal and reduction of bore drains has been an 

effective management tool to address not only water wastage, but also to reduce the adverse 

environmental impacts associated with bore drains such as weed and pest incursions. These 

achievements can be attributed to the successful implementation of the GABSI programmes. 

The current Basin governance arrangements have maintained active and involved consultation 

and communication with all government jurisdictions and stakeholders. The GABCC in 

particular has contributed to the proactive identification and discussion of whole-of-Basin water 

management issues, improvement in solutions to consistently address water management 

issues and improved leadership and communication of findings and advice to all Basin 

Ministers and stakeholders. 

In addition to the successes discussed through the report, more information on the progress 

and achievements of the Strategic Plan to 2008 can be found in the GABCC’s report; The 

Great Artesian Basin Strategic Management Plan: Progress and achievements to 2008 at 

Appendix A. 

1.3 The need for review  

Given the expiry of the Strategic Plan in 2015, Basin jurisdictions agreed to review the 

Strategic Plan, with a view of preparing a new Strategic Plan. The review is also timely since 

there have been the following developments since the Strategic Plan was prepared: 

 significant advances in our knowledge of the Basin water resources 

 significant advances in policy, regulatory and planning frameworks for groundwater access 
and management such as the development of state water resource plans for the 
management of Basin water resources 

 the roll-out of the GABSI to address the need for comprehensive bore capping and piping 

 emerging and new users of Basin resources for example rapid development of the mining 
and extractive industry sectors within the Basin 

 changing institutional and governance arrangements relating to Basin management 

 changing delivery capacities of state and territory agencies in terms of  implementation of 
the Strategic Plan 

 agreement by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) in 2004 on principles for 
water management and reform – the Intergovernmental Agreement on a National Water 
Initiative (NWI) 

 the 2015 Australian Infrastructure Audit which calls for reforms across water markets to 
promote competitive pricing, improve economic and environmental regulation and support 
further private involvement. 

1.4 Purpose of the Review 

The purpose of this review is to provide an opportunity for governments, communities, 

industry, water users and stakeholders to reflect on management of the Basin to date, identify 

key and emerging issues facing the Basin and consider ways to strengthen Basin-wide 

cooperative approaches to the sustainable use and management of the Basin. The review will 

inform the development of the new Strategic Plan. 

The review will provide direction for the development of the new Strategic Plan by 

acknowledging achievements to date and identifying ongoing, new and emerging issues to be 

considered in the development of the new Strategic Plan. The review will also provide an 
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assessment of the effectiveness of institutional and governance arrangements, over the last 

15 years, for whole-of-basin management. 

1.5 Methods 

The Review was conducted by the Australian Government Department of the Environment, in 

consultation with the Great Artesian Basin Strategic Management Plan Review Steering 

Committee (the Steering Committee), comprised of state and territory officials and the GABCC 

Chair.  

The Review commenced with a literature review and analysis of current institutional and 

governance arrangements. The review examined economic and scientific research specific to 

Basin groundwater issues and policy and legislative frameworks relating to the management of 

the Basin, National Water Reform and other national and jurisdictional water and other natural 

resource management issues. 

The review covers the following key areas: 

 acknowledgment of achievements 

 status of key issues 

 emerging risk and issues 

 changes in institutional arrangements 

 governance arrangements. 

The review draws findings within these areas, which are grouped into the following three main 

categories at Table 1, 2 and 3. 

1. Achievements in Basin water management 

2. Ongoing issues for consideration in the development of the new Strategic Plan  

3. New issues for consideration in the development of the new Strategic Plan.  
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2. Status of the key issues identified in the Strategic Plan 

The current Strategic Plan contains a framework of principles, objectives, outcomes, actions 

and an implementation road map. Through this framework the Strategic Plan sought to 

comprehensively address critical risks and issues including limitations facing the Basin. 

The Strategic Plan identified the following eight key issues to be addressed to achieve Basin 

sustainability:  

 Water users, government and community generally lack an adequate appreciation of the 
economic, social, cultural and environmental values of the Basin and its current condition 

 A lack of investment by some water users in maintenance of infrastructure, caused by the 
belief that bore maintenance and bore drain replacement costs are not justified and that 
there are insufficient incentives for Basin water users to incur such expenditure 

 Artesian pressure is declining 

 Water waste and environmental degradation are caused by use of bore drains 

 Key policies and practices being used to manage the Basin are not coordinated 

 Water users do not always have secure access to Basin water or a clear understanding of 
their rights and responsibilities 

 Basin values tend to be managed in isolation from other values 

 The quality of critical management decisions is sometimes limited by the quality and extent 
of available information. 

The issues facing the Basin have changed over time; some of the issues existing in 2000 

remain but new issues, such as impacts of extractive industries activity on groundwater have 

emerged. There is a need for the development of a new Strategic Plan that incorporates and 

addresses contemporary issues and developments and is flexible and adaptive to ensure it 

can respond to emerging issues and threats into the future. 

2.1 Economic, social, cultural and environmental values of the Basin 

The water resources of the Basin are significant in numerous ways contributing to the 

economies of over 76,000 enterprises including pastoral, tourism and extractive industries, 

providing water to communities and townships, supporting important environmental assets, 

and underpinning Indigenous cultural heritage and Australian settlement heritage legacies. For 

over 180,000 people including households in more than 120 towns it is the only reliable water 

supply. The Strategic Plan identifies that past attempts to improve resource management and 

use had been compromised through a lack of appreciation of the value of the basin for 

economic, environmental, social and cultural reasons. Accordingly the first objective of the 

Strategic Plan is to ‘change attitudes and behaviour to improve Basin management and 

stimulate investment’.   

Significant improvements in understanding of the value of the Basin for economic, 

environmental, social and cultural purposes have been made over the past 15 years. The 

review found that a key achievement since 2000 has been the continual improvement in the 

awareness of Basin water management issues by landholders, communities and other water 

users. 

Media activities, education and training, research and activities by community have widened 

the community’s knowledge and concern for this important resource. For example a booklet 

and video released in 2008 ‘Water Down Under - The Great Artesian Basin Story’ on behalf of 

the GABCC presented the story of the Basin. The Basin also receives significant media 
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attention and media articles about the importance of the Basin. With this has come a greater 

focus on the value of improved management of Basin water resources, including the 

development and expansion of legislative and regulatory frameworks, statutory protection of 

key environmental values and direct financial investment. 

The most significant changes in recognition have come from government, in particular state 

and territory governments, who have primary responsibility for water management. All four 

jurisdictions have expanded their planning frameworks and development of water 

management plans for Basin water resources (at the time of writing this review the Great 

Artesian Basin (NT) water allocation plan remains in draft but is anticipated to be declared by 

the end of the 2015 calendar year)1.  

There has also been recognition of the environmental values of the Basin, in particular how 

ecological communities are supported by springs and discharge of groundwater throughout the 

Basin. Scientific research and monitoring has continued to be undertaken within the Basin 

such as the work carried out by Fensham and Fairfax (2005) as well as improved knowledge 

sharing through a number of national Spring Researcher Forums.   

Springs and related flows to watercourses, lakes and wetlands have been recognised as 

having significant and unique cultural and ecological values. The community of native species 

dependent on natural discharge of groundwater from the Basin was listed as a threatened 

ecological community under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 

1999 (Cth) in 2001. These communities are also managed under state laws through the 

Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995 (NSW) and both the Vegetation Management Act 

1999 and the Environmental Protection Act 1992 (Qld).  

Recognising the importance of these springs has seen their stewardship improved with the 

creation of new conservation reserves in South Australia to protect some of these important 

spring complexes. In Queensland, Elizabeth Springs (in the Springvale spring supergroup) has 

been conserved as a regional park and Currawinya Lakes and its springs are wetlands listed 

under the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands and protected within the Currawinya National 

Park. However, only four per cent of Queensland artesian springs are currently within 

reserves. Importantly, six spring complexes have been voluntarily conserved as nature refuges 

under the Nature Conservation Act 1999 showing growing landholder recognition of the 

importance of these ecosystems. One property, Egbaston Reserve in Queensland, is 

managed by Bush Heritage and was purchased in 2008 with assistance from the Australian 

Government under the Maintaining Australia's Biodiversity Hotspots Programme and The 

Nature Conservancy. This private reserve protects two nationally threatened fish – the red-

finned blue-eye and Edgbaston goby – eleven types of snail, one small crustacean, one 

flatworm, one spider and a species of dragonfly which reside exclusively in the Basin spring-

fed pools at Edgbaston.     

Broader community awareness about Basin values has included tourism displays along the 

Birdsville and Oodnadatta Tracks. Key tourism and recreation sites now proudly advertise their 

link to the Basin, including the Lightning Ridge Bore Baths in New South Wales and the 

Bedourie Artesian Spa in Queensland, and have become focal points for tourist visits in all 

Basin states (SKM Report 2014).  

                                                

1
 State management plans for Basin resources are as follows- Queensland: Great Artesian Basin Water Resource Plan 2006 and 

Great Artesian Basin Resource Operations Plan 2007, New South Wales: Water Sharing Plan for the Great Artesian Basin 

Groundwater Sources 2008 (GAB WSP) and Water Sharing Plan for the Great Artesian Basin Shallow Groundwater Sources 

2011, South Australia: Far North Prescribed Wells Area Water Allocation Plan 2009, Northern Territory: Draft Great Artesian Basin 

(NT) Water Allocation Plan 
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Government led initiatives have also had a positive influence on appreciation of Basin 

resources more broadly. For example, the regulatory and management framework created by 

state water resource plans and consultation with pastoralists, the mining industry and 

community members in the development of these water resource plans has also facilitated a 

greater understanding of the value of and issues facing Basin resources (Reeves and 

Brekwaldt, 2006). Additionally, while the overarching goal of GABSI is the capping and piping 

of bores, there has also been an associated benefit of the programme in raising awareness of 

social and cultural and economic values and issues (Reeves and Brekwaldt, 2006; SKM, 

2014).  

Finding 1: There has been continual improvement in the awareness of Basin water 

management issues by landholders, communities and other water users as a result of the 

GABSI, the GABCC and the implementation of the Strategic Plan. 

 

Finding 2: While the Basin is now widely recognised as a nationally-important water resource, 

challenges still remain in changing the behaviour of some water users, including those who 

continue to have free-flowing bores and bore drains. 

 

Finding 3: There is a need to better understand, assess and report on the social, economic 

and environmental values of Basin water resources. The economic value of the Basin and how 

it has changed over time is poorly documented. 

 

2.2 Maintenance of bore infrastructure and bore drain replacement costs 

The Strategic Plan recognised that its implementation would be achieved through investment 

in a range of strategies. There has been a significant increase in investment in the Basin over 

the past 15 years including on-ground infrastructure investment, communication programmes, 

monitoring activities and scientific research. 

Public investment by Basin jurisdictions and landholders in programmes such as the GABSI 

(see Box 1.) demonstrates the commitment of both governments and water users, and shows 

an emerging understanding that the benefit of investment in Basin management outweighs its 

costs and results in positive changes in Basin pressure and other benefits.  

The Strategic Plan calls for ongoing investment to maintain and renew infrastructure, with 

water users maintaining their own infrastructure as part of farm management. Landholders 

have voluntarily invested over $57 million during the programme, generally contributing over 

30 per cent of the total cost either in dollars or in-kind. The average cost to landholders (both 

in cash and in-kind) in Queensland, for example, to participate in GABSI Phase 3 was $51,020 

for bore rehabilitation, and $93,270 for bore piping, giving a total landholder cost of $138,980 

where both rehabilitation and piping were completed in one set of works.  

While significant improvements in investment have been made, about a quarter of eligible 

water users have failed to invest in the maintenance of infrastructure through this programme. 

Reasons for this may include, they believe that bore maintenance and bore drain replacement 

costs are not cost effective or that they should receive more funding from government or that 

drought, commodity prices or debt preclude them from funding these works. It may be that 
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there is insufficient incentive for water users to incur such expenditure as part of normal farm 

maintenance costs (ACIL Tasmin, 2005; Reeves and Brekwaldt, 2006; Marsden Jacobs and 

Associates, 2012), given the voluntary (non-regulatory) nature of the programmes to date. 

Box 1. The Great Artesian Basin Sustainability Initiative  

The Great Artesian Basin Sustainability Initiative (GABSI) is a joint programme between the 

Australian, New South Wales, Queensland, South Australian and Northern Territory 

Governments and Basin landholders.  

GABSI funding is provided for capping of uncontrolled bores and piping open bore drains to 

reduce system water loss and recover groundwater pressure, maintenance of critical 

infrastructure and other activities to support the sustainable management and use of Basin 

water resources.  

GABSI commenced in 1999 and since that time more than $222 million (as at 30 June 2014) 

has been provided by Governments under the programme. Since its commencement GABSI 

has resulted in: 

 control of 695 bores  

 installation of 30,672 kilometres of piping  

 decommissioning of 20,736 kilometres of open bore drains  

 estimated savings of more than 215GL of water per annum.  

Restoration remains incomplete. The Australian Government announced on 16 October 2014 

further funding of up to $15.9 million to fund continuing restoration efforts.  

The rehabilitation of free-flowing bores and bore drains leads to direct benefits to the 

landowner: 

 improved utilisation of productive land (better reach and/or less evaporation)  

 extended life of bores  

 reduced on farm maintenance/monitoring costs (e.g. of cleaning drains)  

 restoration of native vegetation  

 improved water quality – relative to when it flows through open drains  

 improved safety and health of stock during drought (stock weakened by drought are more 
likely to collapse or bog in drains)  

 reduced mustering time-stock traps can be installed at water points so that stock can self-
muster  

 improved (or lower cost of) local pest and weed control on private property  

 improved pressure and clean water at homestead.  

Studies during the life of the GABSI programme show that landholders receive benefits that 

exceed costs of participating in the programme. One study calculated that landholders receive 

$2.6 of benefit for every dollar of private expenditure. 

During the first 15 years of GABSI, approximately 219,872 ML/yr has been saved. This means 

that the GABSI programme achieved one of the targets of the Strategic Plan. This work has 

seen the decline in pressure across the Basin stabilise or reverse in many areas. Importantly, 

the recovery of artesian pressure that results from controlling flowing bores and closing bore 

drains protects the range of values associated with the Basin, including the ecological values 

of springs, the social and economic benefits supported by the Basin, and the Basin’s 
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Indigenous cultural values, providing substantial public benefits as well as private landowner 

benefits. Investment through the GABSI represents excellent value for money given the co-

contribution by the states and the Australian Government. A recent study of the programme 

showed an average cost of $1,167/ML/annum for the saved water (SKM, 2014).  

A further round of Australian Government funding for GABSI of $15 million, if the full extent of 

these funds was matched by state governments and landholders, would result in $75 million of 

further investment. Despite significant public investment and substantial achievements made 

by the GABSI programme to date, completing outstanding capping and piping works are 

estimated to cost around $200 million (see Appendix B). There will also be ongoing costs for 

the maintenance of bores, a responsibility that appropriately rests with bore owners unless a 

public benefit can be demonstrated. The Australian Government and Basin jurisdictions 

invested in GABSI over the past 15 years to fast track (act as a catalyst for) an improvement in 

the underlying artesian resource for the purpose of improving its sustainability and to improve 

environmental outcomes (i.e. based on a public benefit). It should not be assumed that the 

remaining outcomes from capping and piping works will still generate a reasonably high public 

benefit for Basin jurisdictions rather than the benefits being primarily of a private nature. It will 

be important that Basin jurisdictions carefully consider the remaining works and ensure that 

the appropriate incentives and management responses are put in place to ensure that funding 

is directed appropriately to governments and respective water users in relation to public versus 

private benefits. 

This fourth phase of GABSI also includes $0.9 million over three years to develop options for 

ensuring infrastructure maintenance, to identify opportunities for non-government investment 

in continued restoration of the Basin and enable and encourage new non-government sources 

of funding for Basin management to secure long-term investment in the Basin.  

The successful management of the resource will also require investment in science and 

research to improve and maintain the Basin knowledge base. This includes a better 

understanding of the value of the GABSI investments already made.  

A range of funding options which may include potential public- private -partnerships, a future 

fund, insurance schemes and co-contributions (from government, industry or the non-

government sector) need to be investigated to maximise opportunities for and to ensure 

ongoing investment. In developing alternate approaches, there will be a need to identify and 

prioritise areas for investment and the relative roles and responsibilities of stakeholders in 

funding these activities. In the possible absence of significant Australian Government, state 

and territory government investment in future, alternate incentives or disincentives will need to 

be introduced to encourage the long term efficient management of the resource, for example 

regulation and pricing of water. 

In exploring the transition from government led initiatives, the responsibility of water users 

must be recognised. Water users directly benefit from the availability of the resource and any 

improvement / maintenance of the resource such as bore pressure, quality, etc. Where water 

users are reliant on Basin resources, there is a strong case for those users to be contributing 

more substantially than they have in the past.  

Some bores in the Basin may be over 130 years old with the first bores dating back to the 

1880’s. More recent infrastructure such as polypipe irrigation, tanks and cooling beds may be 

much younger but may be coming to the end of its life span. As a result, increasing concerns 

are being raised by stakeholders in relation to who has responsibility to undertake ongoing 

Basin water infrastructure maintenance. Basin jurisdictions will need to consider bore and 
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water supply maintenance to be clear on the underlying principles for investing in ongoing 

maintenance with respect to public versus private benefits. 

While Basin jurisdictions and water users have invested in capping and piping works to 

remove uncontrolled water flows within the Basin, there are other approaches that Basin 

jurisdictions can take in improving water usage which do not require investment in water 

infrastructure. An example would be to establish a network of state extension officers to 

educate and work with water users to ensure that water is being used in the most efficient and 

effective way by promoting best practice water use. Another example would be to develop best 

practice water use guidelines for water users of the Basin aimed at promoting how to best 

utilise the different water infrastructure that minimizes water wastage. 

Finding 4: If the remaining free flowing bores in the Basin – estimated at up to 300 bores - are 

not rehabilitated and other bores maintained, it is likely that there will be ongoing local or 

regional declines in artesian pressure to the detriment of bore capping efforts elsewhere in the 

Basin. 

 

Finding 5: To address the large number of remaining free-flowing bores and bore drains that 

are still to be rehabilitated, as well as ongoing maintenance of existing Basin infrastructure, 

longer-term funding sources reflective of public and private user benefits must be found and 

implemented to ensure a financially sustainable approach to recovering artesian pressure and 

minimising water wastage. 

 

2.3 Declining artesian pressure 

A key objective of the Strategic Plan is to ‘manage the quantity, quality and pressure of Basin 

flows to maximise socioeconomic, environmental and cultural heritage values’. While the 

Strategic Plan identifies water quantity and quality as important factors, the predominant focus 

of Basin management has been on water pressure. Capping and piping is not an end 

objective, but rather the means through which objectives have been achieved, including partial 

restoration of aquifer pressure. 

Pressure is a key attribute of any artesian groundwater resource, as the water stored under 

pressure provides a relatively low-cost supply in remote areas without the need for pumps and 

associated energy costs. Excessive extraction through uncontrolled discharge from bores has 

resulted in the decline in artesian pressures across the Basin. Addressing declining bore 

pressure was a key driver behind and key focus of the current Strategic Plan.  

Data collected to date shows that pressure levels have responded to improved Basin water 

management with differing results of increased pressure or stabilization. However, in some 

parts of the Basin there is a long-term trend of decline. For example, the 2014 GABSI “Value 

for Money” review undertaken by Sinclair Knight Merz summarised that in Queensland, an 

increase in pressure in half of all artesian bores was observed by 2005 (see Table 1.) (SKM, 

2014). In New South Wales, anecdotal evidence suggests the majority of capped bores have 

been found to have either stabilised or increased pressure over the period of GABSI 

programme. Pressure recovery has also been observed at Little Blyth bore as a result of 

decommissioning Big Blyth bore in South Australia. Due to the hydrological nature of the 

various Basin aquifers there will be various time lags between actions such as bore capping 

and effects on pressure and potentially spring health, these will depend on nature and rate of 
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water movement in the aquifer and other hydrological issues. Smerdon et al. (2012) showed 

areas of increasing pressure but also found ongoing declining pressure in the western Basin. 

Data on actual bore pressures is scarce and where it does exist it is largely incomplete and 

cannot provide an accurate understanding of pressure responses to capping and piping or 

other management interventions (SKM, 2014). As a result, there is a need for cross-border 

monitoring framework across the Basin (covered in more detail in 2.8), without which we run 

the potential of putting at risk the considerable GABSI investment that has been made up to 

2014. It is an area of improvement that can be made in the new Strategic Plan to ensure 

benefits from the GABSI and other programmes are better quantified.  

Finding 6: Monitoring of artesian pressure and flow where bores have been capped and piped 

in the last 20 years shows that previously declining artesian pressure appears to be stabilising 

and/or improving in those areas. 

 

Finding 7: Governments should consider establishing a ‘whole-of-basin’ monitoring framework 

to monitor Basin water resources, including pressure monitoring of GABSI capped bores, other 

bores and monitoring of flows to springs.    

 

Table 1: Available evidence of pressure recovery provided by Basin jurisdictions (SKM, 

2014, and updates from jurisdictions) 

Jurisdiction  Data available or provided  Limitation of data  

Queensland  In Queensland, the establishment of a 

legislative framework to manage 

extraction of water and the significant 

investment in capping and piping 

programmes by landholders and 

government since before GABSI has 

resulted in measurable pressure 

recovery in key areas across the 

Basin.  

The combined result of these activities 

is that by 2005 there was an increase 

in pressure in half of all artesian bores 

monitored – 341 having increased by 

up to 8 m and 31 having increased by 

more than 8 m.  

Whist this data suggests that capping 

and piping works have been 

successful in recovering pressure, 

there is insufficient information to 

separate the impacts from pre-GABSI 

and different GABSI phases.  

*As part of the Basin water resource 

plan review, Queensland is analysing 

the status of the resource, including 

pressure trends, and this data will 

provide up to date information of 

resource status.   

New South 

Wales  

Monitoring at 60 bores shows that the 

decline in artesian pressure has now 

stabilised and shows signs of 

recovery in many areas. Pressure 

recovery is noticeable in areas where 

many bores were plugged, capped 

and piped in the last two decades. 

 Long term monitoring data is only 

available for a small number of bores 

due to various reasons: (i) a few 

bores with poor head work conditions 

and many bores plugged under 

GABSI are deemed unsuitable for 

monitoring, (ii) monitoring pressure is 
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Pressure recovery is attributed to the 

successful implementation of the 

GABSI capping and piping 

programme.   

not feasible due to the presence of 

gas in bores, in particular in New 

South Wales central and western part 

of the Warrego Basin groundwater 

sources. 

South Australia  Pressure recovery (10+kpa) observed 

at little Blyth bore over 17 month 

period which can be attributed to 

decommissioning of Big Blyth bore 

(located 13km away)  

This information is based on bore 

monitoring and is therefore robust. 

However, the results are only for one 

bore and cannot be extrapolated 

across the Basin or across GABSI 

phases.  

 

Now that a substantial number of the capping and piping works have been undertaken there is 

a need to protect the investment in capping and piping to ensure that water savings and 

pressure gains are preserved. One growing issue is that of reflowing bores - bores that have 

recommenced flowing due to improvements in Basin pressure and are now adding to 

uncontrolled water losses on some properties. Control of these bores will need to be 

considered alongside the remaining bores that need to be managed in the Basin.  

To date, the Basin jurisdiction investment through GABSI has predominantly focused on water 

savings and the recovery of water pressure in the Basin, with limited focus on directly 

improving water quality. The current Strategic Plan was concerned about the water quality risk 

from, for example, inter-aquifer leakage due to poor well integrity. Actions in the Strategic Plan 

to address quantity and quality included: protecting recharge zones, understanding recharge 

processes and best practice standards for bore construction.  

This review found little action to date directed to protecting recharge zones or the quality of 

water in recharge zones. New standards for bore construction have been developed and they 

may reduce the risk of inter-aquifer leakage from new bores but this does not reduce the water 

quality risk from the large number of existing bores or in corrosive areas. 

The quality of Basin water resources can be diminished through water management decisions. 

Plans to manage Basin water quality need to protect the resource from contaminated 

recharge, cross-contamination between aquifers and pressure reversals at discharge points.   

In preparing a new Strategic Plan, Basin jurisdictions will need to consider the extent to which 

water management responses should address water quality impacts resulting from water 

usage, including from extractive industries and stock and domestic use, in the overall 

management of the Basin water resource. 

Finding 8: While the objectives of the 2000 Strategic Plan included water quantity, quality and 

pressure of Basin flows, actions to date have focussed on addressing quantity and pressure 

impacts. Future arrangements should include integrated treatment of the quantity, quality and 

pressure impacts of Basin water use. 

 

2.4 Water waste and environmental impacts are caused by use of bore drains  

Discharge to bore drains has caused environmental degradation, contributed to the spread of 

feral animals, flourishing of weeds, and wasted water which could otherwise have been used 
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to maintain pressure in the aquifer or used efficiently by other uses. Uncontrolled access to 

water by stock, feral and native animals through bore drains is resulting in grazing pressure in 

some areas, to the detriment of the pastoral industry and biodiversity of the Basin.  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that attitudes and perceptions of pastoral water users in the 

Basin have generally shifted from focusing on bore drains for water delivery to widespread 

acceptance that acceptable industry practice requires closed water delivery system and that 

there are benefits to users of the adoption of such a system. GABSI has contributed 

significantly to the capping of uncontrolled artesian bores and replaced open earthen bore 

drains with piped water reticulation. A total of nearly 21,000 km of bore drains have been 

removed through the pre-GABSI and GABSI programmes across the Basin. Landholders have 

also undertaken this work without additional funding. This means that over 75 per cent of the 

previous bore drains have been removed to date, resulting in improved property and 

environmental management. However, there are still 6,700km of open bore drains that are 

wasting water across the Basin (Appendix 1). In the absence of on-going maintenance of 

water delivery infrastructure, the unwillingness of some landholders to install closed water 

delivery systems and not shutting down bores when not needed, water from uncontrolled 

watering points will continued to be wasted.  

Over the life of the Strategic Plan, three weeds: prickly acacia, mesquites and parkinsonia – 

woody weeds that are often associated with open bore drains – have been the target of the 

Weeds of National Significance programmes that commenced in 2001. Extensive weed 

control, mostly in Queensland, is often targeted at the management of bore drains and borrow 

pits, as they provide the soil moisture required for tree establishment. Community groups have 

noted that capping and piping could be better linked with farm management and natural 

resource management to ensure that the water infrastructure improvements also lead to better 

on-ground management. 

Uncontrolled discharge of artesian groundwater from the Basin has led to both the extinction of 

artesian springs and a reduction in water flow from many of the remaining springs. GABSI 

provided an incentive to landholders to rehabilitate uncontrolled flowing artesian bores. 

Despite the implementation of GABSI the uncontrolled discharge of artesian water is likely to 

play a continued role in the decline of some springs in the long term (Smerdon et al, 2012). 

Although the voluntary rehabilitation schemes have seen a large reduction in the number of  

open bore drains, alternative legislative measures may be required in Basin jurisdictions to 

further reduce these uncontrolled flows.   

Finding 9: The ongoing uncontrolled discharge of water from groundwater bores into open 

bore drains impacts on the environmental health of the Basin through issues such as pest and 

weed infestations. Ensuring bore discharge enters closed water systems and that these water 

systems are well-maintained should be a priority for Basin management and needs to be a key 

part of future plans for Basin bore rehabilitation.  

 

Finding 10: The removal and reduction of bore drains (such as through the GABSI 

programme) has been an effective management tool to address water wastage, seepage and 

evaporation and reduce the adverse environmental impacts associated with bore drains such 

as weed and pest infestations. 
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Finding 11: This review has found little or no direct evidence of coordinated management of 

weed, pests and feral animals in conjunction with groundwater management. However, the 

benefits created by capping uncontrolled bores and replacing bore drains with efficient water 

systems have led to less water in open channels, thereby reducing weed and pest problems.   

 

2.5 Key policies and practices being used to manage the Basin are not 

coordinated  

To ensure the needs of all water users are met, including natural ecosystems, Basin resources 

need to be managed and used in an efficient, sustainable and coordinated way. The Basin 

underlies parts of Queensland, New South Wales, South Australia and the Northern Territory. 

Each of the state and territory governments manages its respective parts of the Basin in line 

with its own legislation and regulatory frameworks. They all receive advice from their own state 

advisory groups. The presence of shared aquifers underlying state boundaries necessitates a 

whole-of-basin and coordinated approach to groundwater management and regulation. 

Addressing this issue is supported by all of the objectives of the Strategic Plan which 

collectively aim to address sustainable water management and use. In particular, this issue is 

addressed by Objective 3: ‘establish legislative and administrative frameworks for sustainable 

water management and use.’  

There has been an improvement in cooperative management of the Basin although it is 

difficult to ascertain whether this is attributable to the Strategic Plan. These improvements 

include an increasing focus on better water management across Australia, the National Water 

Initiative and implementation of basin-level approaches to water management and 

improvements to the institutional and governance arrangements which have supported Basin 

management, such as the former Standing Committee on Environmental and Water and 

Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council, the Great Artesian Basin Coordinating 

Committee, or the implementation of the GABSI programme. Regardless, the development of 

the Strategic Plan and endorsement by all relevant governments in itself illustrates a 

commitment to a more coordinated management approach to the Basin, as does the 

commitment of all jurisdictions to review and develop a new Strategic Plan.  

Since the Strategic Plan was written water resource plans have been developed in all 

jurisdictions (as noted previously the Northern Territory’s water allocation plan is in draft). 

While the principles are broadly the same across the jurisdictions, each takes a different 

approach. For example in South Australia, all bores in the state are required to be capped and 

piped. In Queensland since 1954 the policy has been that all artesian bores have had to have 

controlled flow into reticulated supply systems, however piping of bores existing before this 

date has not been mandated, although most of these have subsequently been piped. Some 

differences in management approaches in this example can be attributed to historical bore 

ownership circumstances. 

To ensure equity across the Basin, particularly as demand for the resource increases, there is 

a need to ensure consistent outcomes and coordinated approaches to water management are 

implemented. The Strategic Plan can play a crucial role in facilitating greater coordination 

across Basins jurisdictions.    

Recognising the autonomy of state and territory governments, there is a need for outcome 

based water management regimes to be applied across jurisdictions as far as possible, to 

ensure equity between water users across the Basin. However, there is also value in the 

Strategic Plan taking a longer term and more strategic approach to Basin management without 



 

26 

being prescriptive about activities and actions. The Strategic Plan must therefore allow a level 

of flexibility in state implementation while ensuring consistent outcomes. 

Finding 12: To achieve the effective long-term sustainable management of the Basin, agreed 

cross-border management arrangements are necessary, particularly where they coordinate 

and implement: 

 consistent outcomes supported by adequately resourced compliance programmes; and 

 water access entitlement arrangements consistent with the National Water Initiative (NWI). 

 

2.6 Basin values tend to be managed in isolation from other values  

The Strategic Plan identifies the making of resource allocation and management decisions 

without consideration of other natural resource values which may depend on the groundwater 

resources as a key issue. The review found that state based water resource planning 

processes have provided a process for the consideration of social, cultural, economic and 

environmental values of the Basin in water management decisions. The establishment of the 

GABCC in 2004 (and of State based advisory groups) has also contributed to this objective by 

providing a forum for government, Indigenous, community and industry concerns regarding 

Basin management to be raised and explored.  

Despite the importance of considering social, cultural and environmental issues in water 

management, this objective has not been well described in the current Strategic Plan. It is 

unclear which strategies or outcomes, if any, are linked to address this issue. In addition, the 

Strategic Plan did not deal with two other important areas of integration required to ensure the 

long-term sustainability of the resource; integration between groundwater and surface water 

and consideration of hydrological connections with other basins.  

As Figure 1. highlights there is a significant level of geographic overlap between the Basin and 

Murray-Darling Basin (MDB) (the Basin underlies approx. 37.5 per cent of the MDB) and 

between the Basin and the Lake Eyre Basin (LEB) (the Basin underlies approx. 53 per cent of 

the LEB). Scientific knowledge of the Basin resource and its connectivity to other surface and 

groundwater systems has significantly increased over the life of the Strategic Plan. The Basin 

has hydrological connections with the surface drainage divisions of both the MDB and LEB 

which overlay the Basin, as well as the shallow aquifers of the MDB and adjoining deeper 

basins such as the Bowen, Galilee and Cooper Basins. The most important connections are in 

the recharge zones of the Basin (Smerdon et al, 2012). It is important that the connections 

between surface and groundwater systems are considered in the development of a new 

Strategic Plan for the Basin. Users often rely on a mix of water sources and if access to one 

source is limited due to environmental factors or planning and regulation decisions, they are 

likely to seek alternative water sources (such as surface water) which may result in increasing 

pressure on the connected water sources.  

In 2006 a Regional Natural Resource Management (NRM) Forum was held jointly with the 

LEB and MDB Community Advisory Committees with workshops to develop joint approaches 

for coordinated management but the Basin may benefit from greater or more formalized 

exchanges. 

Finding 13: The new Strategic Plan should consider opportunities for greater integration of 

surface and groundwater planning and the connections between the Great Artesian Basin, 
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Murray-Darling Basin and Lake Eyre Basin. 

 

 

Figure 1: Geographic extent of the Great Artesian Basin and overlap with Murray-

Darling Basin and Lake Eyre Basin (Smerdon et al, 2012)  
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2.7 Water users do not always have secure access to Basin water or clear 

understanding of their rights and responsibilities  

The current Strategic Plan identified that many water users did not have a secure entitlement 

to a specified volume of water, nor were water users’ responsibilities always clear. Security of 

water rights encourages long term investment in both infrastructure and enterprise 

development, including assuming more responsibility in adopting water saving measures. If 

incentives are to be provided to promote both environmental and economic outcomes in the 

Basin, consideration needs to be given to providing certainty to investors and water users.  

While jurisdictions have made progress towards the development of legislation and 

implementation of water resource plans, which provide a transparent framework for the use of 

water within defined water resource systems, there may be matters that still need addressing 

on a consistent basis across Basin jurisdictions. For example there are currently differences in 

the licensing approach for the take of stock and domestic water, and for the take of water for 

commercial purposes such as mining or other extractive industries. In some areas, water 

rights are being provided outside of NWI consistent water planning and entitlement 

frameworks for some groundwater uses, with the possibility of not anticipating the resulting 

third-party impacts on other users.  

This raises the need to consider what the ‘basic rights’ of all users are so that they understand:  

 their responsibilities for this right (i.e. its efficient use) 

 what is required to maintain this right (e.g. maintenance of infrastructure) 

 legal standing against other users if the reliability of their ‘basic right’ is impacted by other 
Basin users. 

While it is recognised that the different regulatory approaches adopted by states have the 

same strategic intent of achieving balanced and consistent outcomes across the Basin, 

including protection of the environment and the rights of other users, there is potentially a risk 

that a lack of consistency in approach could reduce transparency in the water planning and 

allocation process. Given that the Basin is a cross border water resource, and that water users 

in one state may be impacted upon by the use of water in another state, it is important there is 

a level of consistency in outcomes so as to ensure that the resource as a whole is being 

managed sustainably. 

Finding 14:  As water demand across the Basin increases, it will be essential that water 

access entitlements clearly identify both the rights and obligations of entitlement holders for all 

water users, including their water use reporting responsibilities. 

 

Finding 15: It is important to ensure that arrangements are in place to effectively manage 

overall extraction of Basin water resources, to protect the rights of water users and 

groundwater-dependent ecosystems. 
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2.8 The quality of critical management decisions is sometimes limited by the 

quality and extent of  available information 

The Strategic Plan identifies that the quality of management decisions is sometimes limited by 

the quality and extent of available information. The Strategic Plan looks to address this issue 

through an objective to enhance the knowledge and technology base to improve resource 

management practices and support better decision making. 

To date water planning and management decisions have relied on the best available 

information and governments have made significant investment in improving 

knowledge/understanding of the Basin.  

However, there is a general lack of objective and measured data regarding water extraction 

demands on the Basin. Although there has been an increase in groundwater monitoring and 

modelling, a critical weakness in the management of the Basin is the paucity of data from the 

existing water monitoring networks which results in governments relying largely on modelled 

rather than measured data (National Groundwater Committee, 2004; DNRM, 2012; SKM, 

2012). Furthermore, without significant investment, aging monitoring infrastructure is likely to 

result in even less information being available into the future.  

The capacity of water planners to make decisions on groundwater allocation and management 

consistent with the Strategic Plan is constrained by a general paucity of data throughout the 

Basin, coupled with challenging data-sharing arrangements between industries and planning 

agencies (National Groundwater Committee, 2004; Reeves and Brewaldt, 2006; NWC, 2014). 

This paucity of data creates challenges in understanding groundwater systems, the 

ecosystems that rely on them and their connectivity with surface water systems. Where access 

to groundwater is expanding without metering of extractions or expanded monitoring, risks to 

the resource will increase.  

The state and territory governments, in developing their water resource plans, are relying on 

hydrogeological conceptual models and estimation of take from stock and domestic use. 

Without a process for verifying these estimates with monitoring and metering data, there is a 

risk that planning and management processes will be based on inaccurate assumptions (SKM, 

2012; DNRM, 2012).  

Inadequate understanding of the Basin also undermines decisions on investments. For 

example, there is an assumption that capping and piping has led and will lead to a variety of 

benefits by providing water savings and improving bore pressure. To date, there is only some 

anecdotal and physical evidence of pressure having increased in the Basin as a result of 

GABSI or pre-GABSI rehabilitation activities (SKM, 2014). Further measurements are required 

to confirm whether or not claims of improved pressure are a direct result of the GABSI 

programme and this is an outstanding requirement from the current Strategic Plan (e.g. 

Strategy 2.7).   

While governments have invested in research to improve understanding of groundwater 

resources (see Box 2.), research that improves understanding of how groundwater resources 

are being used across the Basin is necessary to support future policy and management 

decisions, and also to evaluate existing policy and management approaches.  

There is a need for greater investment in understanding the size, extent, connectivity, 

variability and condition of the Basin water resources, the availability of the water resource and 

the way in which Basin resources are being used including estimates of volumes of water 

being used by stock and domestic users. State and territory governments are required under 
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the Water Act (2007) and the Water Regulations (2008) to provide any water-related 

information, including groundwater data in their possession, custody or control, to the the 

Bureau of Meteorology, which has been given the authority to receive water-related data by 

states and territories. Improved information would make a significant contribution to 

understanding groundwater flows and usage/extraction at a whole-of-basin level.  

Box 2. Investment in Groundwater knowledge  

Significant investment has been made into the Basin and related national initiatives have 

heightened awareness of the value of Australia’s groundwater resources. Jointly they have 

made significant gains in addressing a substantial deficiency in groundwater knowledge and 

capacity, but there remains an ongoing need to address historical under-investment and 

responding to likely increasing and changing future water demands, to ensure ground water 

planning and management is supported by a robust knowledge base.  

Great Artesian Basin Water Resource Assessment  

In 2013, CSIRO and Geoscience Australia delivered the Great Artesian Basin Water Resource 

Assessment which examined the available knowledge of water resources of the Great Artesian 

Basin and assessed potential impacts of climate change and resource development on those 

resources. The Assessment brought together knowledge of the geology and hydrology in a 

consistent way for the whole Basin. 

Great Artesian Basin Wide Monitoring Programme  

GABSI Phase 3 provided funding for a Basin-wide monitoring network of 202 dedicated 

monitoring bores to improve the quality of information about the Basin and enable better 

management of whole-of-basin issues. 

National Groundwater Action Plan  

Led by the National Water Commission’s (NWC) $82 million National Groundwater Action Plan 

(GAP), which recognised that investment in groundwater management and knowledge had not 

reflected its economic or social significance. GAP investment from 2008 to 2012 provided 

support to the policy, resource assessment, management, monitoring and compliance 

responsibilities of the state and territory governments and the Australian Government. The 

programme included a $50 million commitment to hydrogeological investigations of 

groundwater systems, and a $30 million joint venture between the NWC and the Australian 

Research Council to establish the National Centre for Groundwater Research and Training 

(NCGRT) to build groundwater capacity and expertise.  

Bureau of Meteorology Water Information 

The Water Act 2007 (Cth) gave responsibility to the Bureau of Meteorology to develop a 

national database of water information and make it available through the internet. In this 

context the Bureau of Meteorology (in collaboration with the NWC) has developed a National 

Groundwater Information System (NGIS) providing standards for reporting on hydrogeological 

and bore construction details at boreholes in conjunction with jurisdictional groundwater 

managers that will facilitate access to reliable groundwater data. 

Queensland Great Artesian Springs monitoring 

Six important Basin discharge spring complexes were monitored in Queensland in 2008, 2011 

and 2014 by the Department of Science, Information Technology and Innovation (DSITI). The 

spring complexes Edgbaston – Elizabeth, Abercorn, Yowah, Spring Rock and Moorabinda – 

are located in the Barcaldine, Springvale, Eulo and Springsure super-groups. Overall the 
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results indicate that the 2014 spring extents were similar or greater than the 2008 satellite 

imagery extent. For example the Edgbaston springs complex, which has the highest richness 

of aquatic fauna in any spring complex in Australia, showed a 28% increase in 2014 on the 

wetland extent in 2008 – from 2.4 hectares to 3.4 hectares. The 2014 spring extents had 

contracted from the 2011 survey, however, the 2011 spring extents were possibly larger as a 

result of high rainfall conditions prior to the monitoring period. Importantly these surveys do not 

show any marked decline in size or condition of these springs which compares favourably to 

the previous spring declines before capping and piping activities (Source: Negus  et al 2015) 

 

Finding 16: Across the Basin, there is a lack of long term data on water extractions, usage 

and sustainability of the system. The lack of water extraction data has made it necessary to 

often rely on groundwater models to support policy decisions, which themselves are data poor.  

Management decision making is therefore undertaken at relatively high risk. 

 

Finding 17: Further investment, preferably funded by water users as well as government, is 

needed to understand and document the size, extent, connectivity, recharge areas, variability 

and condition of the Basin water resources, the extent of access to the water resource, and 

the way in which Basin resources are being used. 

 

Finding 18: To meet the needs of best practice public reporting, the consistency of data 

quality and format, as well as the collation, dissemination and analysis of data collected on 

Basin resources needs to be improved and expanded. 
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3. Emerging risks and issues in the Great Artesian Basin 

Significant national changes have occurred which affect the context of managing the Basin 

since the release of the Strategic Plan. The following analysis uses current available 

information and further builds on the risks identified in the GABCC Futures Workshop 

convened in 2013.  

3.1 Extractive industries: mining, petroleum, and unconventional gas 

It has been reported that that up to 80 per cent of the Basin is covered by petroleum and gas 

exploration and productions licences (Banks 2014).The rapid growth of the extractive 

industries, mostly the production  of coal seam gas (CSG),  is increasing competition for water 

resources in many parts of Australia. Mining and unconventional gas development in the Basin 

represents a potential risk to groundwater resources given the combination of material 

uncertainty about groundwater impacts, the significance of potential impacts, and the long time 

period over which they may emerge and continue to have effect (Fermio and Hamstead 2012). 

It is crucial that water extractions for mining and unconventional gas related activities is 

transparent and accountable, does not compromise the long-term sustainability of the 

resource, does not erode the water rights of other users and minimises any potential third 

party impacts.  

Water entitlements are required for mining and unconventional gas operations in most 

jurisdictions, except in the Northern Territory for mining and petroleum operations and in 

Queensland for the take of associated water during petroleum and gas operations (see Table 

2. below).  

The resource sector in Queensland operates within an adaptive management regime, which 

includes the monitoring, accounting and reporting of water extractions; assessment of 

cumulative impacts; and requirements for ‘make good’ arrangements and other impact 

mitigation strategies. While Queensland supports the need for having transparent accounting 

of groundwater extraction, it does not support the proposition that it is necessary to have a 

water access entitlement for this purpose. It is Queensland’s view that the application of a 

water entitlement framework would not achieve any additional benefits beyond the 

management framework currently being applied in Queensland. The dynamic and evolving 

nature of resources sector associated water extraction renders the take of ‘associated water’ 

unsuitable for the purposes of water access entitlements.  

While cross-jurisdictional differences exist in approaches (licensing vs an impact management 

framework), these derive from different regulatory rationales and have the same strategic 

intent of achieving balanced and consistent outcomes across the Basin, including protection of 

the environment and the rights of other water users. This strategic intent should inform the 

work of all jurisdictions in developing and progressively refining extractive industries related 

policy, planning and regulatory regimes.  
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Table 2. Summary of licensing and entitlement arrangements for extractive industries  

Jurisdiction Arrangements for extractive industries   

 South Australia Mining and petroleum ventures must provide for their own water 

supplies within the requirements of the Natural Resource 

Management Act, just like any other water user. This applies even if 

an activity is already approved under the Mining or Petroleum Acts. 

Groundwater, watercourse and surface water can be ‘prescribed’ 

under the Natural Resource Management Act. Highly valued water 

resources are prescribed to protect their integrity and the beneficial 

uses they support. If a water resource area is prescribed, a water 

allocation or authorisation is required to take water within that area, 

and a water allocation plan must be prepared by the relevant NRM 

Board to manage this. 

Activities that could impact on a water resource or a water dependent 

ecosystem, such as the construction of a well or dam, may need a 

permit. Rules for permits and water allocations are laid out in 

statutory Regional NRM Plans and/or water allocation plans. 

Outside of prescribed water resource areas, surface water, 

watercourse water and groundwater cannot be taken in contravention 

of the relevant Regional NRM Plan. 

In all cases, there is a general duty of care requiring that, as a 

minimum: 

 the principles in the relevant regional NRM Plan are adhered to, 

including that water resources are managed sustainably 

 there will be no significant impact to water dependent ecosystems 

due to mining or petroleum operations 

 the quality and quantity of water supply to existing users during 

and after any resources activities be maintained to meet 

reasonable requirements 

 there is no net ongoing liability to the Government related to 

control of impacts resulting from mining or petroleum operations. 

If a coal seam gas or coal mining activity is likely to have a significant 

impact on water resources, including any impacts of associated salt 

production or salinity, it must be referred by the state government 

regulator to the Independent Expert Scientific Committee on Coal 

Seam Gas and Large Coal Mining Development for advice, and that 

advice must be taken into account by the decision maker. This 

referral occurs during the Mining or Petroleum Act approvals process, 

in line with South Australian protocol for the referral of project 

applications for coal seam gas and large coal mining development. 

In South Australia, under the Natural Resources Management Act 

2004 (SA), water allocation plans may be tailored to provide for 

http://www.environment.gov.au/coal-seam-gas-mining/index.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/coal-seam-gas-mining/index.html
https://www.waterconnect.sa.gov.au/Industry-and-Mining/CSG-Coal-Mining/SitePages/Home.aspx
https://www.waterconnect.sa.gov.au/Industry-and-Mining/CSG-Coal-Mining/SitePages/Home.aspx
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unconventional gas and other unique circumstances, such as the 

ability to allocate additional water resources that may not already be 

accounted for within the plan’s extraction limits. 

The SA Water Allocation Plan for the Far North Prescribed Wells 

Area allocates 60Ml per day for co-produced water, which is held by 

the Minister for Mineral Resources and Energy to allocate to 

petroleum companies for water withdrawals associated with 

petroleum and gas extractions for the term of their operations.  The 

allocation returns to the Minister for Mineral Resources and Energy to 

be re-allocated to other operators as required. 

Queensland   In Queensland, where most coal seam gas (CSG) mining occurs, 

amendments to the Water Act 2000 (Qld) were made in 2010 to 

manage CSG impacts on water resources using ‘make good’ 

arrangements for affected bore owners and monitoring and impact 

management strategies for springs. Queensland late last year passed 

the Water Reform and Other Legislation Amendment Act 2014 

(WROLA Act). On 17 February 2015, the Governor in Council 

approved an amending proclamation that deferred the 

commencement of most provisions in the WROLA Act. Queensland 

Government is currently reviewing the WROLA Act provisions before 

they commence, to ensure consistency with election commitments 

and priorities.  

Amongst other changes this Act proposes to make amendments to 

arrangements which apply to the mining and petroleum sectors. 

Under the proposed WROLA Act provisions, take of ‘non-associated 

water’ will require water entitlements and will be managed under a 

water planning and management framework under the Water Act 

2000 (Qld). This will include water for consumptive uses such as dust 

suppression, developing production wells and hydraulic fracturing. 

Impacts of the take of ‘associated water’ (underground water that is 

taken incidentally or unavoidably as a result of extracting the 

resource, e.g. dewatering to ensure safe operation of the mine) will 

be managed through a statutory make good obligation under Chapter 

3 of the Water Act. Bringing mining companies under the 

requirements of chapter 3 will ensure a consistent, statutory approach 

is applied to all resource operations across Queensland (including 

petroleum, coal, CSG and shale gas). 

New South Wales Arrangements for industry in New South Wales are NWI consistent: 

minerals and unconventional gas operations are required to hold a 

volumetric licence for any water taken, regardless of its quality unless 

an exemption applies. Where systems are fully allocated, licences 

must be obtained through the market. New South Wales’ Aquifer 

Interference Policy (2012) sets out a system of triggers for 

watertables and groundwater pressures. Where triggers are 

exceeded, additional studies, contingency plans and ‘make good’ 

arrangements are required.     
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Northern Territory Mining operations are legislatively required to obtain a water access 

entitlement or a licence to take water in all jurisdictions, except the 

Northern Territory. In the Northern Territory mining operations 

continue to be exempt from water licence and permits provisions 

under Section 7 of the Water Act 1992 (NT). A 2003 memorandum of 

understanding seeks to clarify the operational relationship between 

relevant agencies with the aim of ensuring water resource usage for 

mining purposes does not impinge on existing allocations for other 

uses and vice versa. However, this document does not require mining 

and petroleum proponents to obtain water entitlements or 

transparently account for water take within water plans. 

 

 

Finding 20: Certainty regarding access to water for users and the environment cannot be 

provided unless all major water users are accounted for in water resource plans. A consistent 

approach to accounting for water use across the Basin has potential to minimise third party 

impacts and improve certainty. 

3.2 Expanding stock and domestic use 

Water taken for stock and domestic use represents a significant proportion of extraction across 

the Basin. Water extracted for stock and domestic purposes is not metered across the Basin. 

In the absence of metered data, state water resource planning relies largely on estimates of 

stock and domestic use. Such estimates of stock and domestic water use should be assessed 

against actual metered water usage by undertaking random water meter sampling.  

There is a perception amongst some that use for stock and domestic purposes is mature, and 

there is likely to be very little increase in resource use. Some evidence for this can be taken 

from the decline in new artesian bores in Queensland with 610 new bores from 2000-2013 

compared to 2024 bores from 1980-2000. Data from sub-artesian stock and domestic licences 

in Queensland show similar trends with most new bores being sunk to replace older bores that 

have been capped across much of the state. 

However, in the absence of metering, licensing arrangements and volumetric entitlement or 

allocations it is difficult to ensure, given the significant proportion of Basin usage that stock and 

domestic represents, that Basin resources are being managed within sustainable levels.  

Although extraction of water for stock and domestic purposes remains a basic right, estimates 

of stock and domestic take are considered and accounted for in setting the overall cap on 

water availability. State government and landholder views that stock and domestic extractions 

are not increasing needs to be tested, preferably by the collection of volumetric data on use 

over the life of the new Strategic Plan. 

Finding 19: The nature and extent of water take across the Basin will continue to increase. 

The cumulative impact of this increased water use must be monitored to ensure consistency 

with Strategic Plan objectives and that management interventions are targeted to minimise 

third party impacts. 
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Concerns over the use of stock and domestic bores for more intensive agriculture such as 

feedlotting should be alleviated by transparent reporting on any water allocations/entitlements 

for feedlots, which require water allocations and licences.  

As demand for Basin resources increases, particularly due to expanding mining and 

unconventional gas operations, there will likely also be increasing competition between users 

of Basin resources. Accurate assessment of stock and domestic use in the Basin and fit-for-

purpose entitlement arrangements for stock and domestic users are essential to ensure the 

long term security of water access for those with basic rights such as stock and domestic 

users. 

Table 3. Summary of licensing and entitlement arrangements for stock and domestic  

Jurisdiction Groundwater licensing  

New South 

Wales 

Groundwater extraction and use in the New South Wales portion of the 

Basin is administered under the Water Management Act 2000 (NSW). 

Legislation requires an access licence (entitlement) to take groundwater.  

An access licence is not required to take groundwater under a basic 

landholder right, which includes most domestic and stock use.  Extraction 

for all basic landholder rights are accounted for under the extraction limits 

set in water sharing plans.  

An approval is required for constructing, altering or de-commissioning all 

groundwater bores including for domestic and stock purposes. 

Queensland Under the Water Act 2000 (Qld), legislation and policy in Queensland 

require a licence for the extraction of groundwater for commercial purposes 

within Water Resource Plan areas. A ‘development’ permit is required 

under the Sustainable Planning Act 2009 for constructing, altering or de-

commissioning all groundwater bores including for stock and domestic 

purposes. The granting of allocations, licences and permits must be in 

accordance with any WRP or ROP in place.  

The Water Act 2000 (Qld) also requires a licence for stock and domestic 

take however there is no volumetric limit on these licences.  

South 

Australia 

Water resources in South Australia are governed under the Natural 

Resources Management Act 2004 (SA). Legislation and policy require a 

licence for the extraction of groundwater proclaimed/declared areas (a 

prescribed wells area) and in the case of the Great Artesian Basin, stock 

and domestic use is granted a licence based on the property stocking rate 

and stock watering rate which requires the stock water to be delivered in a 

closed piping system. Metering is required for all licensed extraction, 

except for stock and domestic. A well construction permit is required under 

the Natural Resources Management Act 2004 SA), including for stock and 

domestic purposes.  

NT In the Northern Territory, the primary water resources legislation is the 

Water Act 1992. Legislation and policy under this Act require a licence for 

the extraction of groundwater for commercial purposes within Water 

Control Districts. Outside Water Control Districts threshold extraction rates 

determine the requirement for a licence. A licence is not required to extract 
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water for (a) domestic purposes, (b) stock watering or c) irrigating a house 

garden <0.5 ha. A ‘bore construction permit’ is required for constructing, 

altering or de-commissioning any groundwater bore within a water control 

district, including for stock and domestic purposes.  

Extraction licences are not required for stock and domestic use. 

 

Finding 21: Stock and domestic users account for the majority of consumptive use in the 

Basin and yet little is known about the actual total consumption and trends in water use. The 

volume of stock and domestic take and its cumulative impact across the Basin must be 

quantified within the context of all Basin users on a risk-based approach. Stock and domestic 

take, and management and monitoring must also be transparently reported in line with 

Paragraph 80 of the NWI and Part 7 Division 3 of the Water Act 2007 (Cwth).  

 

Finding 22: There is anecdotal evidence, but little quantitative data, that use of Basin water 

for stock and domestic use has become more efficient.  

 

3.3 A risk based approach to Basin management  

The current Strategic Plan was underpinned by an understanding of and appreciation for the 

risks and threats facing Basin resources. There is value in a risk based approach being used 

as the foundation for the development of a new Strategic Plan and revisions to the Strategic 

Plan over time. However, there is a need for the Strategic Plan to refocus on addressing 

unresolved issues (and allowing strategies to address the evolution of risks over time) and 

also to develop and incorporate responses to emerging water resource issues.  

The rapid expansion of CSG (and unconventional gas more broadly) during the past few years 

has revealed the importance to have adaptive management arrangements to effectively 

manage rapidly expanding industries and to transparently account for the same in jurisdictional 

planning frameworks. A risk-based approach to the Strategic Plan and to water management 

practices more broadly, may provide an effective framework with sufficient flexibility to address 

risks as they evolve and also to deal with any emerging risks and threats to the resource. The 

Strategic Plan will also need to be flexible enough to adapt to improved information and 

knowledge, including monitoring and reporting.  

A desire for a flexible and adaptive framework for Basin management will also need to be 

balanced against the need for consistency and stability in management arrangements to allow 

sufficient time for objectives to be implemented, for lessons learnt to be incorporated into 

revised management approaches to the Basin and to maintain security and clarity for water 

users from a whole-of-basin perspective.  

The Strategic Plan also needs to provide a mechanism to monitor and evaluate Basin 

management including a stock take of issues facing the Basin and for reviewing and amending 

the Strategic Plan to ensure its currency and relevance. The current Strategic Plan is not a 

user friendly document, containing many layers and complexity in objectives, principles, 

outcomes and strategies. There is value in the development of a less complex guiding 

document which can provide greater clarity and direction for Basin water management in a 

way which will facilitate greater consistency across the jurisdictions.  
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The Strategic Plan review process undertaken in 2006 for example, recommended the 

rewriting of the Strategic Plan, the need for the Strategic Plan to be brought up to date by 

incorporating contemporary issues and developments and to adjust and refocus objectives for 

implementation. Rather than rewriting the Strategic Plan two documents were developed to 

complement the Strategic Plan. These documents while providing some of the updates 

necessary, only added to the complicated framework of objectives, principles, strategies and 

targets of the Strategic Plan. The new Strategic Plan needs to ensure that there is a process 

for reviewing the currency of the Strategic Plan and a commitment to incorporating any 

changes necessary in the Strategic Plan.  

Finding 23: Regular review of the Strategic Plan is essential, as well as an agreed 

mechanism for assessing risk to Basin water resources and risk trends. 

 

A proposed model for reviewing the Strategic Plan over its implementation period is set out 

below:  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Continuous improvement cycle: a proposed approach to review the Strategic 

Plan during its implementation period.  
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4. Changes in institutional arrangements 

Since the Strategic Plan was first written, there has been significant national water planning 

and management reform. The Strategic Plan contains a complex framework of strategies, 

principles, activities and outcomes, and it contains considerable repetition in parts. While many 

of these objectives may align with best practice water management and national water reform, 

they are difficult to interpret and translate into state and territory water resource planning. To 

ensure that water planning and management resources are used to the maximum effect, to 

promote consistency and cross-border harmonisation (where appropriate), it is important that 

the Strategic Plan is brought into alignment with contemporary water planning and 

management policy. It is also important that the Strategic Plan contains clear and concise 

objectives. 

4.1 Water policy and planning context  

The Strategic Plan sits within a wider context of water policy reforms aimed at addressing 

competition for scarce and variable water supplies across Australia. Water reform over the 

past two decades has also been characterised by a rise in the federal role in basin governance 

to coordinate multiple states and water-user associations to share the benefits, costs and risks 

of water planning and allocation decisions. 

The recent history of reforms to achieve integrated basin governance begins with the 

establishment in 1994 of COAG framework and set of principles adopted through an 

intergovernmental agreement by the states, including recognition of environmental uses as 

legitimate and the establishment of limits on consumptive uses.  

The 2004 Intergovernmental Agreement on a National Water Initiative (NWI) built on the 

COAG framework and furthered its emphasis on market-enabling reforms, a return to 

environmentally sustainable levels of extraction, risk assignment, and future adjustment 

processes for water users and communities.  

While addressing environmental degradation is a key plank of reform, the NWI is also about 

making more efficient use of water for consumption, gaining greater value from water use and 

applying sound economic principles to water management. The greatest reform gains have 

come from establishing the entitlement, planning and market regimes, and institutional reform. 

The Water Act 2007 (Water Act) aimed to optimise the economic, social and environmental 

outcomes of water use. The Water Act further stipulates the need to identify environmental-

water requirements and establish sustainable diversion limits to meet these requirements.  

In 2008, COAG commissioned the development of NWI Policy Guidelines for Water Planning 

and Management as part of its three-year work programme on water to facilitate the 

development and implementation of NWI consistent plans, building on experience gained to 

date. Water planning is a key aspect of the NWI; it is also one of the most important tools for 

achieving sustainable use of water.  

Box 3. Principles of Water Planning and Management  

National Water Initiative  

The NWI established a blueprint for water governance that included: 

 transparent and statutory-based water planning  

 clear, nationally compatible and secure water access entitlements  

 water pricing for recovering the cost of water services  
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 institutional arrangements that promote the economically efficient and sustainable use of 
water resources 

 effective water accounting  

 resolution of over allocation and overuse  

 open water markets  

 community engagement and consultation  

 assessment of proposals for investment in new or refurbished water infrastructure.  

NWI Policy Guidelines for Water Planning and Management 

The Guidelines published in 2010 identify a number of overarching principles for water 

planning:  

 All water plans should have a statutory base 

 All water plans should include a clear water budget – water management requires reliable 
information about the resource and its use 

 Water planning processes should consider all forms of water use including those that are 
not currently subject to water access entitlements 

 Monitoring is essential  

 Surface and groundwater should be managed in an integrated manner.  

 Indigenous water needs should be recognised  

 Rights of existing uses and users should be recognised  

 All water access rights should be clearly defined 

 All decision making should be transparent and explicit 

 Stakeholders should be engaged throughout the planning process. 

 Consider other relevant plans 

 Apply a risk-based approach 

 Adequate resources. Water planning and management is a complex business. It requires 
adequate funding and other resources. 

 

4.2 Alignment of water management in the Great Artesian Basin  

Governments, communities and industry have learned much from the past two decades of 

reform which have underpinned successful water-dependent development. The substantial 

government investment required to address the environmental condition of the Murray–Darling 

Basin starkly revealed the cost of getting water management decisions wrong. Principles of 

water reform articulated and refined through the COAG Water Reform Framework in 1994, the 

NWI in 2004 and the Water Act in 2007 have enabled major advances in Australia’s water 

management and provides proven principles to guide future decisions.  

While different approaches are possible, water planning is essentially the vehicle for the 

setting of sustainable environmental, social and economic objectives for the management of 

water resources. Effective water plans establish the rules to meet environmental objectives 

and for users to share water resources by providing certainty of access to a share of water 

over an agreed timeframe. The planning process should aim to meet environmental and 

consumptive needs within an evidence-based, participatory and transparent process. Potential 
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and emerging threats to the resource, for example those identified in Part 3, need to be taken 

into account in the water planning process. Water planning is central to dealing with the 

challenges of stressed water systems. It imposes a discipline to clearly define environmental 

objectives and strategies. The process also brings accountability for achieving those 

objectives. 

In each state and territory, water planning sits in a contextual framework of legislation, policy 

and other types of plans. The new Strategic Plan will be an overarching strategic document 

that relies on a range of subsidiary arrangements for its implementation. Collaborative 

arrangements will be needed to coordinate the actions of multiple parties both within and 

outside of government. How objectives of the Strategic Plan are implemented will make a big 

difference to its effectiveness.  

While the framework is designed at promoting improved state and territory water planning, it 

provides a useful and relevant benchmark against which to evaluate Strategic Plan objectives 

and Basin management and a foundation for the development of principles and objectives for 

the development of a new Strategic Plan.  

Finding 24: Jurisdictions have made good progress with water resource planning however 

further alignment with the principles of the NWI, particularly around licensing and pricing of 

Basin water use, would generate further long term benefits for Basin water users. 

 

Finding 25: The coordination that has occurred after signing of the original Strategic Plan has 

mostly been through the GABSI programme, in the capping of uncontrolled bores and 

replacement of bore drains with efficient more watering systems.  

There has been some coordination in the research to address knowledge gaps such as 

through the Great Artesian Basin Water Resources Assessment report, and in the 

development of Water Allocation Plans by partner jurisdictions. 

 

4.2.1 Transparent and statutory-based water planning 

A key pillar of the NWI is the development of transparent and statutory-based water planning. 

Transparent and statutory-based water planning can be achieved in a number of ways, for 

example through a single instrument (such as a single water sharing plan) or a number of 

instruments (as with water resource plans and resource operations plans in Queensland). 

Regardless the key elements required are:  

 All water plans should have a statutory base 

 Water plans should identify the water available for consumption 

 Water plans should deal with issues such as the natural variability of water systems, major 

water interception activities, the interaction between surface water and groundwater 

systems and the provision of water to achieve environmental outcomes. 

Strategic Management Plan  

The Strategic Plan identifies as Objective 3: Establish legislative and administrative 

frameworks for sustainable water management and use. Of particular note is strategy 3.3. 

Develop groundwater management plans to involve a whole-of-resource approach and 

integrate Indigenous, economic, social, environmental and cultural values. 
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State Implementation  

States now have in place statutory water plans for the management of Basin resources:  

 Queensland: Great Artesian Basin Water Resource Plan 2006 and Great Artesian Basin 

Resource Operations Plan 2007.  

 New South Wales: the Water Sharing Plan for the New South Wales Great Artesian Basin 

Groundwater Sources 2008 (GAB WSP) and the Water Sharing Plan for the NSW Great 

Artesian Basin Shallow Groundwater Sources Water Sharing Plan 2011. 

 South Australia: Far North Prescribed Wells Area Water Allocation Plan 2009. 

 Northern Territory: Great Artesian Basin (NT) Water Allocation Plan, currently in draft but 

expected to be finalised by the end of 2015.  

While there has been substantial improvement in state water planning frameworks in Basin 

jurisdictions, there are a number of areas in which water planning could improve:  

 Integrated management of surface and groundwater: There has been substantial progress 

towards aligning groundwater and surface water management since 2004, despite 

management arrangements still being effectively separate in most areas. The 

sophistication of water plans has also improved in recent years, with an increasing number 

of mechanisms employed to prevent cross impacts from occurring, and manage impacts if 

they do occur. While the number of water plans that recognise connectivity between 

groundwater and surface water is increasing, the number of plans that fully integrate 

groundwater and surface water resource management remains relatively small (NWC, 

2013; NWC 2014) 

 Consideration of other relevant water resource plans: Given the biophysical connections 

between the Great Artesian Basin, the LEB and the MDB there is also a need for greater 

consideration of and integration with processes for the management of those Basins 

 Cross border consistency: As this Review highlights, states and territories have taken 

varying approaches to water resource management. While this is appropriate and reflects 

the different legislative and planning frameworks and priorities and challenges facing 

resources in that jurisdiction, there is a need to ensure that water planning processes are 

producing consistent cross-border outcomes and preventing impacts on ‘downstream’ 

users and third parties (NWC, 2014) 

 Monitoring and Evaluation: Inadequacy of monitoring and evaluation frameworks in water 

plans and of measureable objectives and outcomes for many water plans continues to 

result in lost opportunities. For this reason, attempts to evaluate the effectiveness and 

appropriateness of water plans have had limited success and the opportunities for ongoing 

improvements remain substantially under-realised (NWC, 2014). 

 

4.2.2 Clear, nationally compatible and secure water access entitlements 

The NWI establishes a framework to promote a nationally compatible approach to water 

access entitlements. This entitlement system is intended to provide security to environmental 

and consumptive users now and into the future and to promote investment confidence. When 

deciding on entitlement structures to ensure a fair, efficient and orderly distribution of water 

resources, the following should be taken into account:  

 Rights of existing uses and users should be recognised 
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 All water rights should be clearly defined including basic rights such as stock and domestic 
and environmental requirements 

 Water access entitlements should ideally be defined as a perpetual share of the available 
resource, with sound registry arrangements giving confidence to those investing in the 
water industry 

 Water planning and entitlement frameworks should provide a system for preventing and 
minimising third party impacts.  

Strategic Management Plan  

Strategy 3.4 under the Strategic Plan is to ‘develop and implement compatible systems of 

water allocation in line with national policy frameworks for groundwater management’. The 

Strategic Plan identifies that the available resource is apportioned among competing users to 

the greatest public benefit and clear rights and responsibility associated with entitlements to 

groundwater are expected results from implementing this strategy.  

State Implementation  

The National Water Commission’s 2014 National Water Reform Assessment identifies that 

there has been incremental improvement against this objective of the NWI however there are 

a number of areas in which state implementation of this objective could improve, particularly in 

relation to water rights arrangements for extractive industries (NWC, 2014).  

Under Clause 34 of the NWI, parties agreed that special management arrangements outside 

the scope of the NWI may be adopted particularly for circumstances specific to the mineral 

and petroleum sectors. In some jurisdictions Clause 34 of NWI has been evoked resulting in 

alternative water rights arrangements for extractive industries. For example, water entitlements 

are not required for associated water extraction in petroleum and gas operations in 

Queensland;  or for mining and petroleum operations in the Northern Territory. Mining 

operations are legislatively required to obtain a water access entitlement or a licence to take 

water in all jurisdictions, except the Northern Territory. In Queensland, petroleum and gas 

extraction, including production of co-produced water, is primarily regulated through the 

Petroleum and Gas Act. This Act provides rights to tenure holders to take or interfere with 

underground water and to use the water for carrying out authorised activities for the tenure. 

Although under the Petroleum and Gas Act, CSG companies have the right to extract 

groundwater in the process of producing CSG, conditions are imposed to ensure that the 

impacts resulting from the extraction are minimised. These conditions may include, for 

example, requirements to mitigate any impacts on other water users resulting from CSG 

activities through “make good” and other adaptive management strategies to minimise impacts 

on groundwater resource. 
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Finding 26: It is essential that adequate measurement, monitoring and reporting systems are 

in place under statutory arrangements or water resource plans to deliver on commitments 

made under Paragraph 80 of the NWI for water resource accounting, to support public and 

investor confidence in their access entitlements.  

 

4.2.3 Water pricing for recovering the cost of water services including for planning 

and management  

Water pricing and cost-recovery reforms have been major components of the national water 

reform agenda since the establishment of the 1994 COAG Water Reform. These 

arrangements were expanded through the NWI. States and territories have agreed to actions 

related to recovering the cost of water planning and management activities (including those 

related to groundwater) under the NWI and NWI pricing principles. 

In a planning context under the NWI, states and territories have agreed to implement pricing 

and institutional arrangements that, among other things:  

 promote efficient use of government resources devoted to water management  

 ensure sufficient revenue streams to allow efficient delivery of the required services  

 promote pricing transparency for cost recovery for planning and management 

 bring into effect consistent approaches to pricing and attributing costs of water planning 
and management. 

A key risk to the Basin is the lack of long term investment to fund further capping and piping 

work, maintenance of bore infrastructure, science and research, and monitoring. Funding gaps 

are likely to lead to continued underinvestment in groundwater planning and management, 

particularly in the monitoring bore network. Improved cost recovery provides an obvious 

means of alleviating some of the investment pressures in the Basin and therefore cost 

recovery mechanisms should be considered alongside additional funding models for Basin 

management activities.  

Strategic Management Plan  

The Strategic Plan identifies as Objective 1: ‘change attitudes and behaviour to improve Basin 

management and stimulate investment’; but it does not identify any specific strategies to 

address investment or institute cost recovery arrangements.  It does, however, identify as 

strategy 3.5 the need to build on existing financial instruments to foster water use efficiency 

and to create clear incentives for sustainable use of Basin groundwater resources. 

State Implementation  

Implementation of water pricing and cost recovery reforms has been inconsistent across the 

Basin (Frontier Economics and SKM, 2012; NWC, 2014):  

 Queensland: Imposes charges that contribute to funding groundwater planning and 

management activities, but they account for a relatively small proportion of groundwater 

planning and management. Queensland imposes three cost recovery mechanisms for 

groundwater use: water licence fees, harvesting and groundwater charges, and meter 

service charges from groundwater. Queensland is taking the approach of streamlining 

planning processes through proposed changes to legislation, facilitating on-line 

transactions to achieve efficiency and enhanced customer benefits. 
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 New South Wales: Is the only Basin jurisdiction that appears to recover a substantial 

proportion of groundwater planning and management costs from users. Entitlement, 

usage, water management and consent transaction fees and charges are imposed on 

water access licence holders. 

 South Australia: There are charges that contribute to funding groundwater planning and 

management activities, but they account for a relatively small proportion of total 

groundwater planning and management costs at a state level. Water levies are payable by 

persons who are holders of a water licence, holders of imported water permits or are 

authorised to take water under the Natural Resources Management Act 2004. Water 

allocated for stock and domestic purposes is exempt from these levies.  Water licence, 

permit and approval fees also apply. The NWC’s review of cost recovery for groundwater 

planning and management in Australia highlights that in South Australia, revenue from 

water levies in Prescribed Wells Areas (groundwater resources) is an important source of 

funding for some Natural Resource Management boards. 

 Northern Territory: Cost recovery for groundwater planning and management in the 

Northern Territory is currently very low. Administrative fees are charged but are generally 

small and limited in coverage.  

Finding 27: Current water pricing arrangements across the Basin are patchy and inconsistent. 

As water demand increases within the Basin, water pricing and institutional arrangements 

consistent with the NWI should be consistently applied (refer to Paragraph 64 of the NWI). 

 

4.2.4 Institutional arrangements  

The NWI provides that state and territory governments put in place institutional arrangements 

which promote the economically efficient and sustainable use of water resources, 

infrastructure assets and government resources devoted to the management of water; 

and which separate the roles of water resource management, regulation and service.  

Strategic Management Plan  

The Strategic Plan identifies a number of strategies relating to institutional arrangements for 

Basin management namely:  

 Strategy 3.1:  Develop institutional arrangements to establish security of access and 

entitlement for users 

 Strategy 3.7: Monitor and evaluate institutional arrangements including resource 

legislation, administration structures, taxation and incentives. 

State Implementation  

At a high level, the broad institutional and regulatory frameworks in place across jurisdictions 

address a similar range of issues and concerns. Water resources are managed and regulated, 

typically through water licensing regimes governing their allocation and use. Various aspects 

of water quality and environmental impacts associated with water extraction, use and 

wastewater disposal are regulated by state government agencies.  

4.2.5 Effective water accounting 

Adequate water information is fundamental to the sound planning and management of 

Australia's water resources. Under the NWI states and territory governments committed to 

develop and improve water resource accounting so that measurement, monitoring and 
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reporting systems are in place across all jurisdictions to support public and investor confidence 

in water being extracted and traded, as well as recovered and managed for environmental and 

public benefit outcomes. Sound water accounting in water plans should include:  

 Information on how much water there is, where it is, who has control of it and who is using 

it, to inform decision-making and support public and investor confidence 

 A clear water resource budget 

 All types of water use including those that are not currently subject to water access 

entitlements should be captured.  

Strategic Management Plan  

The Strategic Plan does not deal directly with water accounting. It does, however, touch on 

important aspects of water accounting through Objective 6: to enhance the knowledge and 

technology base to improve resource management practices to support better decision 

making.  

State Implementation  

Effective water accounting arrangements in state water resource plans are impeded by historic 

and continued underinvestment in groundwater data and information. Greater effort and 

resources are required to ensure a substantial data and information basis to inform water 

planning and management decisions.  

4.2.6 Over allocation and overuse 

Parties to the NWI agreed that overallocation and/or overuse of systems would be addressed 

through water resource plans. Water resource plans would determine the precise pathways by 

which those systems would be adjusted to address overallocation or overuse, and meet the 

environmental and other public benefit outcomes. For systems not already overallocated, it is 

also important that sustainable levels of extraction are maintained and overallocation and 

overuse are prevented. Determinations of sustainable yields for groundwater systems are 

extremely complex, and impeded by the general paucity of data relating to groundwater and 

fit-for-purpose tools.  

Strategic Management Plan 

The Strategic Plan identifies as Objective 2: Manage quantity, quality and pressure of Basin 

flows to maximise socioeconomic, environmental and cultural heritage values. This objective, 

much like many of the objectives and strategies of the Strategic Plan, highlights the 

importance of rehabilitation and maintenance of bores, replacing bore drains with piped 

distribution systems and capping of bores rather than ensuring sustainable levels of extraction 

across the basin.  

State Implementation  

The NWC’s 2013 National Planning Report Card undertook an assessment of state water 

resource plans against a number of criteria including prevention of overuse or pathway to 

return overallocated resources to sustainable extraction (NWC, 2013). For Basin Water 

Resource Plans, the following was found:  

 Queensland: The Great Artesian Basin Water Resource Plan 2006 (GAB WRP) defines 

the availability of water in the plan area and provides a framework for sustainably 

managing Basin water resources in Queensland. The plan also identifies priorities and 

mechanisms for dealing with future water requirements. A total unallocated volume (State 

Reserves) for the GAB WRP was 10,000ML across all areas. Queensland is initiating the 
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review of the Great Artesian Basin Water Resource Plan and it is expected that the new 

plan will be finalised in 2016. 

 New South Wales: The Water Sharing Plan for the New South Wales Great Artesian Basin 

Groundwater Sources 2008 establishes a descriptive long-term extraction limit that will be 

clearly defined on completion of the GABSI programme of works. Results from recent 

studies have the potential to change extraction limits and will need to be taken into account 

when the plan is reviewed. The Water Sharing Plan for the NSW Great Artesian Basin 

Shallow Groundwater Sources 2011 does not identify any areas of overuse and 

establishes a long-term extraction limit including limits to extraction of recharge generated 

over high environmental/conservation value areas. The extraction limit reflects 

environmental and consumptive use trade-offs and the plan allows for adjustments to 

available water determinations if the extraction limit is exceeded.  

 South Australia: The Far North Prescribed Wells Area Water Allocation Plan prevents 

overuse by setting management zone volumetric allocation limits to protect current 

artesian aquifer pressure and defining buffer zones for well development.  

 Northern Territory: The draft Great Artesian Basin (NT) Water Allocation Plan does not 

identify any overuse or overallocation. A precautionary approach has been adopted 

whereby groundwater extraction is limited to a volume equivalent to 70 per cent of average 

annual recharge and surface water extraction to five per cent of any flow at any time.  

4.2.7 Water markets and trade  

Parties to the NWI agreed to create and facilitate efficient water markets within and between 

states and territories. The agreed mechanisms to achieve this are the establishment of 

compatible entitlement, registry and regulatory arrangements that provide information to the 

market, and the provision of an appropriate mix of products based on water access 

entitlements. The NWI also requires markets to protect the needs of the environment and 

provide appropriate protection for third parties. 

In addition, the 2015 Australian Infrastructure Audit identified reforms across water markets 

within Australia to promote competitive pricing, improve economic and environmental 

regulation, and support further private involvement in the sector. It identified that the rural 

water sector requires reforms to improve the competitiveness of markets, along with the 

sustainability and resilience of water supplies. 

 

Strategic Management Plan  

The Strategic Plan includes little discussion of water markets and trade, however it does 

identify as strategy 3.4 ‘Develop and implement compatible systems of water allocation, in line 

with national policy frameworks for groundwater management which is an important precursor 

to the operation of a water market within the Basin, and strategy 3.5 ‘Build on existing financial 

instruments to foster water use efficiency and to create clear incentives for sustainable use of 

Basin groundwater resources’, which recognises the role markets can play in fostering  

appropriate valuation of Basin resources and in promoting the efficient use of water.  

State Implementation  

 Queensland: Water licences in the Basin have not yet been separated from land, although 

trade of licences is possible and is occurring where sufficient demand exists. Little demand 

for water trade exists within the Queensland Basin given the predominant use of water is 

from stock and domestic users and emerging demands on the resource from mining, 
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petroleum and unconventional gas extraction are managed outside of the water resource 

planning framework (NWC, 2011; NWC, 2013; NWC, 2014).  

 New South Wales: The Water Sharing Plan for the New South Wales Great Artesian Basin 

Groundwater Sources 2008 and the Water Sharing Plan for the New South Wales Great 

Artesian Basin Shallow Groundwater Sources 2011 facilitate water trade by creating NWI-

consistent water access entitlements under the Water Management Act 2000 (NSW) and 

defining clear trading arrangements (NWC, 2011; NWC, 2013; NWC, 2014). 

 South Australia: Trade can occur in accordance with provisions in the Far North prescribed 

Wells Area Water Allocation Plan and South Australian legislation. Preventing trade 

between different industries is justified on resource and/or environment protection grounds 

and in the context of critical supply needs in the arid environment (NWC, 2011; NWC, 

2013; NWC, 2014).  

 Northern Territory: The draft plan allows for trade although licences are not fully NWI-

consistent and barriers to trade are not explained. There is a low level of demand for 

trading in the area (NWC, 2011; NWC, 2013; NWC, 2014).  

 

Finding 28: The Strategic Plan should facilitate water trading within a state and across Basin 

jurisdictional boundaries, by implementing principles in line with the NWI (Paragraph 58) for an 

efficient water market. 

 

4.2.8 Community engagement and consultation  

The planning and management process should actively involve consultation with the local 

community, including Indigenous people, and other relevant stakeholders, and identify all 

water use values and associated water regime requirements. There should also be an 

emphasis on building a community understanding about the water and related resources. In 

order to be transparent, the process by which objectives and outcomes of water plans are 

identified should be made publicly available, including the information base upon which trade-

offs and decisions are made.   

Strategic Management Plan  

The Strategic Plan includes significant focus on community engagement and consultation and 

identifies a number of objectives and strategies that are designed to increase understanding of 

Basin water resources and their use and values, and to facilitate partnerships with water 

users, the technical and scientific community, industry groups, natural resource management 

groups, Indigenous users and the community generally.  

State Implementation  

In most cases, the legislation governing water planning requires community engagement, the 

transparent development of water management arrangements and water plans that 

incorporate the best available information. Water plans draw on community input, socio-

economic analysis and scientific information to establish the size of the consumptive pool and 

rules for consumptive and environmental use. 

In addition, Basin states have also established advisory committees comprised of diverse 

stakeholder presentation to provide advice and guidance on water management.  

 Queensland: Queensland Great Artesian Basin Advisory Council  
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 New South Wales: New South Wales Great Artesian Basin Advisory Group 

 South Australia: South Australian Arid Lands NRM Board 

 Northern Territory: No water advisory committee was established in the development of the 

Great Artesian Basin (NT) Water Allocation Plan due to the limited number of stakeholders 

and geographical spread. However the consultation on the plan took place through 

meetings with key interest groups (including Indigenous representatives) and the release 

of the draft plan for comment.  

4.3 Planning for emerging risks 

The National Water Initiative (NWI) Policy guidelines for Water Planning and Management 

also provide additional guidance in the implementation of NWI water planning and 

management objectives of direct relevance to Basin water management. These relate to the 

areas of groundwater specific management, mining and unconventional gas and stock and 

domestic use and should be taken into account in defining objectives for a new Strategic Plan 

for the Basin.  

4.3.1 Groundwater specific management  

The NWI applies to both surface and groundwater. The NWI Policy Guidelines for Water 

Planning and Management provide specific guidance for ground water specific management.  

Principles:  

 Groundwater infrastructure should be licensed or otherwise authorised. Management of 

individual water bores is an integral part of groundwater system management. Extraction 

from one bore can have a significant effect on the performance of another, and a poorly 

constructed bore can impact on the water quality of an aquifer. 

 Managing non-renewable groundwater resources. Non-renewable groundwater systems 

require different management regimes from recharging groundwater systems.  

4.3.2 Mining and unconventional gas   

The NWI (in clause 34) allows for special water management arrangements to be put in place 

for mining and other extractive industry activities where needed. However, the NWI does not 

preclude parties from including these industries in their water planning regimes. Mining 

activities should benefit from clearly specified water access entitlements as this would provide 

a greater level of water security and therefore investment certainty. Mining and other extractive 

industries can have a large, localised, incidental water use or impact associated with ore 

production or hydrocarbon extraction and it is important that consideration is given to the 

current and future water requirements of such operations to ensure water resources can be 

sustainably managed.   

NWI Policy Guidelines for Water Planning and Management, also provide guiding principles 

for managing water extraction associated with mining and unconventional gas.  
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Principles: 

 Integrating mining into water planning processes. Water resource impacts of mining and 

other extractive industries should be brought into the water planning process to ensure an 

integrated approach. However, in doing this there will be a need to recognise relevant 

legislative requirements. 

 The cumulative effect of all water use by mining and other extractive industries, including 

energy generation, should be authorised and accounted for in water budgets and managed 

under regulatory arrangements that are part of, or consistent with, water plans.  Much of 

this information is currently provided under existing legislative arrangements and should be 

utilised in the water planning framework.  

 Minimising the impact on aquifers. Regulation of mining and other extractive industries 

should ensure that the impacts of activities outside the water entitlement system that could 

interfere with the integrity (and quality) of an aquifer, for example, drilling or excavation, 

are understood prior to approval. 

 Protection of existing rights. Regulation of mining and other extractive industries should 

ensure the legitimate water access rights of existing water users are protected. 

 The water resource impacts of mining and other extractive industries need to be managed. 

Consideration needs to be given to: 

o the cumulative effect of all operations 

o the protection of water quantity and quality (including beyond the life of the activity) 

o what type of monitoring and evaluation is required 

o whether, and what form of, offsets are required to minimise the impact of the 

operations, for example in areas where there is no water market 

o obtaining the future use requirements of these industries through engagement with 

state mineral resource departments and companies.  

 The ability of mining operations to intercept overland flows should be similar to that of 

other landholders. Mining operations also need to ensure that any water leaving the 

operation is of suitable quality. 

 All water sources need to be considered. Mining companies often recycle and reuse water 

within their operations and whenever possible, all water sources should be considered. 
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Box 4. Alternate options for funding capping and piping: the Carmichael Mine  

As part of the Australian Government’s approval of Adani’s Carmichael mine and rail project a 

number of groundwater conditions were imposed by the Australian Government Minister for 

the Environment. 

The key groundwater conditions imposed require the proponent to: 

 return at least 730 mega-litres per annum each year to the Basin over a five year period by 
capping a number of currently flowing bores in the Basin 

 monitor groundwater changes to verify and update modelling of impacts 

 implement adaptive management to address potential impacts from subsidence and 
groundwater changes 

 review offset requirements if impacts from subsidence or groundwater changes exceed 
modelled predictions 

 undertake research on potential groundwater changes to adaptively manage risks of 
impacts. 

While Adani’s capping and piping work will only make a small contribution to the overall 

remaining work in the Basin, it is a demonstration of how government regulation and private 

investment can be used to augment public funding. There is strong justification for similar 

approaches to be taken in the approval of other large scale developments where the 

development is reliant on and may have long term impacts on Basin resources.  

 

4.3.3 Stock and domestic use  

Stock and domestic is a predominant use of water in the Basin. Stock and domestic uses are 

not defined consistently across jurisdictional legislation. The NWI Policy Guidelines for Water 

Planning and Management provide guidance for stock and domestic use.  

Principles: 

 Source water should minimise the hydrologic impact. This should be implemented where 

practical and economically viable. This may involve preferentially sourcing stock and 

domestic water from reticulated systems where available, or relying on groundwater rather 

than dams to improve the efficiency of water use by minimising evaporation losses. 

 Rights to stock and domestic water use should be well defined. If the rights are not defined 

volumetrically then the boundaries between stock and domestic use and for example stock 

intensive use should be clearly defined.   

 Volumetrically account for stock and domestic use in water budgets. Volumetric accounting 

should be based on information where it is available, or alternatively on realistic estimates 

of water use.  

 Monitoring activities should be implemented. Monitoring activities should be conducted to 

ensure water use is for genuine stock and domestic purposes. In some high-risk 

catchments, for example around peri-urban areas, there may be justification in metering 

stock and domestic use for compliance purposes. 
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5. Governance  

Management arrangements over the past 15 years have contributed to improved Basin-wide 

water management and a heightened awareness of water management issues among water 

users and Ministers. However, the on-the-ground changes which are required for the Strategic 

Plan to deliver long-term sustainable management and use will not be realised if institutional 

and governance settings are not in place to direct, facilitate and support implementation. 

Effective implementation of the Strategic Plan will depend on commitment from multiple levels 

of government, will demand government institutions and agencies, industry and sectoral 

groups, environmental interest groups and communities work together and require 

partnerships with communities and non-government organisations. In this context getting the 

institutional and governance arrangements right, to support implementation of the Strategic 

Plan but without adding unnecessarily to the complexity and layering of water management 

arrangements in the Basin will be crucial in the new Strategic Plan.   

The current Strategic Plan discusses partnerships between community, industry and 

government and the key principles on which these partnerships should be built:  

 community-centred 

 proactive in identifying alternatives and options 

 adaptive and interactive 

 operated to include conflict management and negotiated outcomes as appropriate. 

While its partnership principles are sound, the Strategic Plan has little focus on the institutional 

and governance arrangements necessary to ensure a collaborative and cooperative approach 

to whole-of-basin management.  

A key deficiency of the Strategic Plan is that it does not outline the interests, roles and 

responsibilities of these Parties in relation to Basin management and implementation of the 

Strategic Plan. The past two decades in particular have also seen a rise in the role of the 

Australian Government to promote cross-border and whole-of-basin water management. 

There are also a multitude of non-government and community stakeholders who have a direct 

interest in the use and management of Basin resources and advisory groups which represent 

these interests e.g. the GABCC at the whole-of-basin and at a state scale the New South 

Wales Great Artesian Basin Advisory Group, Queensland Great Artesian Basin Advisory 

Council and South Australian Arid Lands NRM Board. Collaborative arrangements will be 

needed to coordinate the actions of multiple parties both from within and outside governments. 

Clearly defined roles, lines of reporting and communication including opportunities to promote 

greater linkages between groups will help clarify responsibilities and promote greater 

coordination across the Basin.   

For institutional and governance arrangements in the Basin to be effective they will also need 

to be stable and consistent, providing sufficient longevity for policy and management learning. 

Since the Strategic Plan was first endorsed by governments, governance arrangements have 

undergone many changes. The Great Artesian Basin Consultative Council, for example, 

ceased operation in 2002 and was replaced in 2004 by the GABCC, and the Terms of 

Reference and reporting arrangements were revised. However, the GABCC still maintains a 

broad representative membership of government and non-government members. Ministerial 

engagement in Basin issues has also undergone significant changes. The 2000 SMP was 

signed by relevant state and Australian Government ministers, and in 2000 Ministerial 

engagement and oversight came under the auspices of the Natural Resource Management 

Ministerial Council and this function was then undertaken from 2011 by the Standing Council 
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on Environment. However, since the 2013 streamlining of the COAG’s Ministerial Council 

system there has been no coordinated Ministerial Forum through which Basin water 

management issues are considered. The responsibilities of the community members of the 

GABCC has always included providing advice to the relevant Australian and state government 

ministers and senior agency staff, and to represent the interests of their community groups.  

The changing governance environment necessitates a consideration of an effective whole-of-

basin governance arrangement to ensure the active engagement and involvement of 

community, industry and government to manage Basin water resources. 

 

Table 4. Comparison of institutional and governance arrangements across Basins 

Institutional and 

Governance 

Arrangements  

Basin 

Element Murray-Darling Basin  Lake Eyre Basin Great Artesian Basin 

Coordinating 

Instrument 

Legislation: Water Act 

2007, Water 

Regulations 2008, 

Basin Plan 2012.  

 

Intergovernmental 

agreements: Murray-

Darling Basin 

Agreement 2008, 

Intergovernmental 

agreement on 

implementing water 

reform in the Murray-

Darling Basin 2013. 

 

Intergovernmental 

agreement: Lake 

Eyre Basin 

Intergovernmental 

Agreement 2000 

(recognised in 

legislation by the 

Australian 

Government in the 

Lake Eyre Basin 

Intergovernmental 

Agreement Act 2001). 

No specific legislation 

or intergovernmental 

agreements.  

 

Great Artesian Basin 

Strategic 

Management Plan 

endorsed by 

Australian 

Government, state 

and territory 

governments.  

Ministerial 

Engagement 

Dedicated Ministerial 

Council for Murray-

Darling Basin issues: 

Murray-Darling Basin 

Ministerial Council 

(recognised under the 

Water Act 2007). 

Dedicated Ministerial 

Forum for Lake Eyre 

Basin issues: Lake 

Eyre Basin Ministerial 

Forum (established 

through 

Intergovernmental 

Agreement). 

No dedicated 

Ministerial Forum. 

Prior to 2013 

considered as part of 

successive Ministerial 

Committees under 

the COAG framework 

with mandate for 

natural resource, 

environment and 

water issues.  
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Government 

engagement 

Murray-Darling Basin 

Officials Committee 

(recognised under the 

Water Act 2007) 

Lake Eyre Basin 

Senior Officers Group  

Great Artesian Basin 

Senior Officials 

Committee created in 

early 2014.  

Government officials 

from relevant 

jurisdictions are 

members of the 

GABCC.  

Community 

engagement 

Murray-Darling Basin 

Community 

Committee 

(established under 

the Water Act 2007) 

 

Must include water 

users and Indigenous 

representation.  

Lake Eyre Basin 

Community Advisory 

Committee (created 

under 

Intergovernmental 

Agreement) 

 

Must include 

Indigenous, 

conservation, 

pastoral, agricultural, 

tourism, 

conservation, mining 

and petroleum 

representation.  

Great Artesian Basin 

Coordinating 

Committee 

(established in 2004 

by the NRMMC)  

 

Must include 

Indigenous, 

conservation, 

pastoral, agricultural, 

tourism, 

conservation, mining 

and petroleum 

representation. Also 

includes government 

representatives.  

Scientific and 

technical advice 

No specific or solely 

scientific and 

technical advisory 

group.  

Scientific Advisory 

Panel (created under 

Intergovernmental 

Agreement) 

Great Artesian Basin 

Technical Working 

Group (has met 

infrequently in recent 

years) 

 

Finding 29: The current Basin governance arrangements have facilitated consultation and 

communication with all jurisdictions and stakeholders. The GABCC in particular has 

contributed to the proactive identification and discussion of whole-of-basin water management 

issues for water managers and governments. 

 

 

Finding 30: Given that the Basin spans four jurisdictional boundaries and that there are a 

multitude of stakeholders with an interest in the ongoing sustainable management of the 

Basin, a coordinated approach to engage with all stakeholders is necessary to achieve 

effective engagement. 
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5.1 Ministerial engagement  

As a result of the 2013 streamlining and refocusing of the COAG Ministerial Council system, 

coordinated, cross-boundary Ministerial oversight for Basin issues has diminished. The 

cessation of the Standing Council on Environment and Water has also curtailed the role of the 

GABCC in providing advice to government by removing direct lines of interaction between the 

GABCC and ministers.  

Ministerial engagement will be important in ensuring implementation of the objectives of the 

Strategic Plan by governments and the existence of a Ministerial Forum which meets on a 

regular basis to discuss issues is also a reflection of the significance of particular issues to 

governments. A Ministerial forum is a key element of governance arrangements in both the 

MDB and LEB. Without the existence of a Ministerial Forum it can be difficult to get ministers 

(particularly when five Ministers are involved) to meet specifically to discuss just one issue, 

particularly if it is to take preventative rather than remedial action. There is, however, the need 

to balance the need for Ministerial Engagement against the 2013 streamlining of COAG 

Ministerial Forums and a desire not to contribute to duplication and overlap, unnecessary 

complexity and inefficiencies. A possible governance structure is outlined in Figure 3. 

There is the potential for the role of pre-existing Ministerial Forums to be expanded to provide 

for consideration of Basin issues. One potential option is expansion of the LEB Ministerial 

Forum. The 2007 review of the Lake Eyre Basin Intergovernmental Agreement highlighted that 

given the biophysical connections between the two basins and noting that the boundaries for 

the two basins do not coincide, there is a need for a greater level of communication and 

coordination between bodies and committees working on the Basin and the LEB. Having a 

combined Ministerial Forum could be one such way that the coordination could be improved. 

In the event that the LEB Ministerial Forum’s role was expanded (with appropriate 

considerations of how community Basin-wide input could be provided to the Forum), it could 

also help align programmes, funding and policies, increase understanding and knowledge of 

the Basin in the context of other water management and environmental issues and allow 

lessons learnt to be shared on common issues across basins.  
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Figure 3. Proposed Governance Arrangements for the Great Artesian Basin  

 

5.2 Government coordination  

The Strategic Plan will depend on the collaboration of a number of players to achieve its 

desired outcomes in each state and across the Basin as a whole. Even within each state, 

responsibilities for water-allocation planning, management of environmental water, water-

entitlement management, operation of water infrastructure, natural-resource investment, and 

various elements of land and water-quality management are split between multiple state 

agencies. Additionally, Australian Government agencies responsible for allocation of 

Australian Government funds under various relevant programmes will be involved e.g. funding 

for the latest round of GABSI comes from both the Environment and Infrastructure and 

Regional Development Departments. Coordination of these agencies around the achievement 

of common regional outcomes and targets will be very challenging and current mechanisms 

are insufficient. 

In the course of reviewing the Strategic Plan, senior officials from Australian Government and 

state and territory governments have met on an informal basis to consider Basin governance. 

There is value in maintaining a Senior Officials group for the Basin on a longer term basis to 

provide a forum where Government officials can discuss issues of joint concern, to facilitate 

sharing of lessons in management across Basin jurisdictions, and to promote greater 

coordination and collaboration in the implementation of the Strategic Plan. The creation of a 

Senior Officials group would help fill a policy advice gap in Basin governance arrangements 

and would add significant value by virtue of the fact that it would also be able to meet on a 

more regular basis than a Ministerial Forum. 

Great Artesian Basin Ministers

Commonwealth

New South Wales

Queensland

South Australia

Northern Territory

Great Artesian Basin 

Senior Officials

Commonwealth

New South Wales

Queensland

South Australia

Northern Territory
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Coordinating Committee

Chair – Community

State community 

representatives

Sector representatives:

Agriculture
Mining

Indigenous

Environment

Local Government

Lake Eyre Basin Liaison

Reports to
Provides 

advice

Provides 

advice
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5.3 Inclusive forum  

The GABCC was formed in 2004 to provide advice from community organisations and 

agencies to ministers on efficient, effective and sustainable whole-of-resource management, 

and to coordinate activity between stakeholders. Since that time the operating arrangements in 

which the GABCC sits have changed. For example, as a result of the streamlining and 

refocusing of the COAG system which occurred in December 2013, there is no longer a 

Standing Council on Environment and Water (SCEW).  The GABCC previously reported to 

and provided advice to Ministers through the Water Thematic Oversight Group to the SCEW. 

The independent review of the GABCC completed in 2013 recommended that the GABCC 

should be retained in its current role and structure until a review of the Strategic Plan was 

completed.  

Given the collaborative nature of Basin management and the need for non-government 

stakeholders to be actively engaged and involved in its management, there is still the need for 

a body to coordinate activities between stakeholders and to provide advice to government 

regarding community views.  

The 2008 review of the GABCC found that the scope of the GABCC’s work (in part due to the 

nature of the Strategic Plan itself) was very broad and this limited its ability to provide effective 

advice. A way that this could be improved is to have greater Ministerial (or if no Ministerial 

Forum replacement is secured, government) ‘direction’ on priorities to be addressed by the 

GABCC and issues on which Government is particularly interested in advice. This could be 

done as part of an annual work plan for Basin management with a role for the GABCC, similar 

to what was done in the past for COAG subcommittees.  

Another area in which the GABCC could be strengthened is having robust and unfettered 

debate regarding Basin issues and providing a truly non-government community based 

perspective to Governments. Continuing the current membership of GABCC with Basin 

jurisdictions as full members is an option. Non-government GABCC members have indicated 

their preference for the continuation of the current membership model. Basin jurisdictions have 

indicated their preference to step down from full voting membership of the GABCC and instead 

take on the role of observers and to attend GABCC forums where appropriate. Both the MDB 

Community Committee and the Lake Eyre Basin Community Advisory Committee for example 

do not contain government members on their committees. 

The constitution of the GABCC should continue to contain representatives of:  

 Indigenous interests 

 pastoral interests 

 agricultural interests 

 mining interests 

 petroleum interests 

 conservation interests 

 tourism interests. 

The GABCC would also benefit from greater collaboration with and coordination with the Lake 

Eyre Basin Community Advisory Committee and with state based advisory committees e.g. 

GABCC at the whole-of-basin and at a state scale the New South Wales Great Artesian Basin 

Advisory Group, Queensland Great Artesian Basin Advisory Council and South Australian Arid 

Lands NRM Board. Operating procedures for the GABCC could require a representative from 
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these groups to also sit on the GABCC or for standing agenda items reporting on activities 

undertaken by these associated groups to be included in each of the GABCC’s meetings.  

 

Finding 32: Over the life of the Strategic Plan, the GABCC has held productive and 

constructive discussions that have provided considered advice to Ministers. As the Strategic 

Plan has progressed, the relationship of stakeholders with government representatives has 

created a culture of trust and respect. The level of understanding of Basin water management 

issues among non-government members has strengthened over time from these relationships. 

 

Finding 33: The current composition of GABCC representatives is inclusive of all Basin 

stakeholders and users, as well as government representatives from jurisdictions. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Since the current Strategic Plan was first endorsed by governments, there has been significant 

progress in addressing the key issues and risks to the Basin identified at that time. Over the 

past 15 years, however, these issues have evolved and this Review has identified a need for 

the new Strategic Plan. The new Strategic Plan should refocus and refine its approach to 

address unresolved issues and provide flexible and adaptive strategies to respond to water 

resource issues as they emerge.  

The Basin’s long-term health and its capacity to support community values and benefits will 

also depend on the implementation of sustainable and long-term management practices for 

the Basin to address the key issues identified. There is value in building these practices 

around the NWI which has the benefit of ten years of implementation and significant 

investment and will also ensure that there is consistency across the Basin and that Basin 

management aligns nationally.  

Additionally, robust and effective governance and institutional arrangements will also be 

crucial to the management of the Basin. All stakeholders need to work cooperatively and share 

in the considerable investment needed to achieve sustainable use of the Basin water 

resources. Such cooperation and shared investment can only be based on clear roles and 

responsibilities of all parties and a commitment of all stakeholders to the implementation of a 

new Strategic Plan for the Basin.  

 

  

Finding 31: In developing a new Strategic Plan it is essential that the role and function of the 

current governance arrangements are modified as necessary to be fit for purpose in delivering 

the new Strategic Plan.  
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Management Plan: progress and 
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Appendix B:  GABSI statistics at 30 June 2014 

Australian Government Funding Contributions to the GABSI up to and including  

30 June 2014 

Phase 1 $ mil 

1999-00 2.505 

2000-01 4.420 

2001-02 5.375 

2002-03 8.530 

2003-04 7.556 

Total Phase 1 $28.386 

  Phase 2  

2004-05 7.7 

2005-06 5.663 

2006-07 10.216 

2007-08 8.148 

2008-09 8.161 

Total Phase 2 $39.888 

  Phase 3  

2009-10 4.703 

2010-11 1.322 

2011-12 14.012 

2012-13 10.912 

2013-14 12.828 

Total Phase 3 $43.777 

  Programme Total $112.051 

 

Australian Government and State Funding Contributions up to and including 30 June 

2014  

Jurisdiction GABSI 1: 1999-

00 to 2003-04 

($mil) 

GABSI 2: 2004-05 

to 2008-09 

($mil) 

GABSI 3: 2009-10 

to 2013-14 

($mil) 

Total 

Australian 

Government 

28.386 39.888 43.777 112.051 

QLD 13.23 23.88 23.964 61.074 
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NSW 12.335 15.595 17.77 45.700 

SA 1.747 0.200 2.301 4.248 

Total 56.772 78.419* 43.778 222.746 

* This total does not include $1.357 million which was provided to WA under GABSI 2 

 

Estimated* GABSI Phase 3 Landholder Contributions 

State   Contributions 

by Year 

($mil) 

  Total 

 09-10 10-11 11-12 12-13 13-14  

New South 

Wales 

5.399 3.841 5.527 5.832 7.653 28.252 

South 

Australia** 

- - - - - - 

Queensland 3.293 2.597 2.662 2.467 6.465 17.484 

Total 8.022 7.461 8.337 8.503 13.838 46.161 

* The figures in this table are the estimated land holder contributions shown in the 

Implementation Plans against each year. In some years, severe and unexpected natural 

events may have caused the landholder contributions to be significantly different to those 

shown. This is likely to have occurred in New South Wales in 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 and 

in Queensland in 2010-2011 due to extensive flooding. 

** In South Australia bores are under crown ownership and are leased to landholders 

Therefore South Australia has not required landholder contributions in the same manner as 

New South Wales and Queensland.  

 

Water Savings (megalitres per annum) up to 30 June 2014 

Time/State Water Saved 

Ml/annum 
GABSI to 30 June 2013 - Source: GABCC 2012-13 Annual Report 202,044 

2013-14 NSW - Source: Certifications brief cross referenced with the 

project tables in the signed 2013-14 Implementation Plan. 
2,041 

2013-14 SA - Source: Certifications Brief cross referenced with the 

project tables in the signed 2013-14 Implementation Plan. 
1,401 

2013-14 Qld  - Source: (provided by State on 4 July 2014) 14,433 

2013-14 Total up to 30 June 2014 17,828 

GABSI Total up to 30 June 2014 219,872 
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Bores Controlled up to 30 June 2014 

Time/State Number of Bores 

GABSI to 30 June 2013 - Source: GABCC 2012-13 Annual Report 650 

2013-14 NSW - Source: Certifications brief cross referenced with the 

project tables in the signed 2013-14 Implementation Plan. 
18 

2013-14 SA - Source: Certifications Brief cross referenced with the 

project tables in the signed 2013-14 Implementation Plan. 
2 

2013-14 Qld  - Source: (provided by State on 4 July 2014) 25 

2013-14 Total up to 30 June 2014 45 

GABSI Total up to 30 June 2014 695 

 

Open Bore Drains deleted (km) up to 30 June 2014 

Time/State Bore drains deleted 

(km) 
GABSI to 30 June 2013 - Source: GABCC 2012-13 Annual Report 19,179 

2013-14 NSW - Source: Certifications brief cross referenced with the 

project tables in the signed 2013-14 Implementation Plan. 
191 

2013-14 SA - Source: Certifications Brief cross referenced with the 

project tables in the signed 2013-14 Implementation Plan. 
2 

2013-14 Qld - Source: (provided by State on 4 July 2014) 1,371 

2013-14 Total up to 30 June 2014 1,557 

GABSI Total up to 30 June 2014 20,736 

   

Piping Installed (km) up to 30 June 2014 

Time/State Piping installed (km) 

GABSI to 30 June 2013 - Source: GABCC 2012-13 Annual Report 28,377 

2013-14 NSW - Source: Certifications brief cross referenced with the 

project tables in the signed 2013-14 Implementation Plan. 
336 

2013-14 SA - Source: Certifications Brief cross referenced with the 

project tables in the signed 2013-14 Implementation Plan. 
  3 

2013-14 Qld - Source: (provide by State on 4 July 2014) 1,956 

2013-14 Total up to 30 June 2014 2,295 

GABSI Total up to 30 June 2014 30,672 

 

Estimated Remaining Basin Bore capping and piping work post 30 June 2014 (Source – 

Great Artesian Basin Sustainability initiative Value for Money report January 2014) 
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State New South 

Wales 

Queensland  South 

Australia 
Total 

Bores to be controlled 238 180-215 <30 483 

Bore drains to be deleted (km) 1,150 5,500 0 6,690 

Estimated water saving 

(ML/annum) 
26,600 75,000 365 107,598 

Total estimated cost, ($ mil 

Cwlth, State & landholder) 
114 84 1.25 199.25 

 

 

 


