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Outline of presentation

• Australia’s water scarcity challenge

• National water reform and supporting programs

• The criticality of water information

• Role of AWIAC



Australia has a water scarcity crisis that is being addressed 
through new water policy, regulatory, investment and 

management strategies.

[High quality water information is critical to the success of 
these strategies]







Inflows to Melbourne’s reservoirs

Total annual water flowing into Melbourne's main water supply storage reservoirs
(Thomson, Upper Yarra, O'Shannassy and Maroondah Reservoirs)

Average Inflow (1913-1996) 
615 GL/a

Average Inflow (1997-2008) 
377 GL/a

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400

19
13

19
15

19
17

19
19

19
21

19
23

19
25

19
27

19
29

19
31

19
33

19
35

19
37

19
39

19
41

19
43

19
45

19
47

19
49

19
51

19
53

19
55

19
57

19
59

19
61

19
63

19
65

19
67

19
69

19
71

19
73

19
75

19
77

19
79

19
81

19
83

19
85

19
87

19
89

19
91

19
93

19
95

19
97

19
99

20
01

20
03

20
05

20
07

Year

A
nn

ua
l I

nf
lo

w
 (G

L)

Notes:
1. Annual inflow is taken as calendar year inflow (January to December) and is calculated using hydrological methods and gauging records.
2. Inflow at the four main harvesting reservoir sites represents the main sources of streamflow from Melbourne's water supply catchments
    that are not impacted by upstream diversions, but may be impacted by changes to catchment and climate conditions.



Melbourne’s water storage



Murray system inflows



MDBA water storage volumes





The National Water Initiative
(NWI)

• Begun in 2004 (COAG)

• Broad objective:
– a nationally compatible market, regulatory and planning based 

system of managing surface and groundwater resources for rural 
and urban use

– optimisation of economic, social and environmental outcomes

• Each state and territory government is required to 
prepare a NWI implementation plan



NWI Objectives (1)

• clear and nationally-compatible characteristics for secure       
water access entitlements 

• transparent, statutory-based water planning 

• statutory provision for environmental and other public 
benefit outcomes, and improved environmental 
management practices



NWI Objectives (2)

• return all currently over-allocated or overused systems to 
environmentally-sustainable levels of extraction 

• progressive removal of barriers to trade in water with an 
open trading market to be in place 

• clarity around the assignment of risk arising from future 
changes in the availability of water for consumption



NWI Objectives (3)

• water accounting able to meet the information needs of 
different water systems in respect to planning, 
monitoring, trading, environmental management and on-
farm management 

• policy settings which facilitate water use efficiency and 
innovation in urban and rural areas



NWI Objectives (4)

• addressing future adjustment issues that may impact on 
water users and communities 

• recognition of the connectivity between surface and 
groundwater resources and connected systems managed 
as a single resource



Water for the Future (2008)

A  10 year $12.9b investment by the Commonwealth 
in

– Murray Darling Basin Authority (and a new plan)



Murray-Darling Basin

• Directly supports 3 million people

• Feeds approximately 20 million people

• Significant environmental values

• 14% of Australia

• Australia’s three longest rivers

• 40% Australia’s farmers

• Exports earn $9 bil/year



Historical Perspective

Collaboration



New Perspective

“to enable the Commonwealth, in conjunction with the Basin States, to manage the Basin 
water resources in the national interest” – 3(a) Water Act 2007



The Murray-Darling Basin Authority

• Statutory Agency under the Water Act 2007

• Role
– Preparing the Basin Plan
– Advise on/accrediting of state water resource plans
– Water rights information service
– Measure and monitor water resources
– Engaging the community
– Former Murray-Darling Basin Commission

responsibilities



The Water Act and the States

• Basin Plan

– Binds:

• Basin State agencies

• operating authorities

• infrastructure operators

• holders of water access entitlements 

• (to the extent possible under Constitution)

– Enforced by Authority

• Water resource plans (WRPs)

– Prepared by States, consistent with Basin Plan

– Accredited by Minister, with advice of Authority

– Enforced by Authority



Key Elements of the Basin Plan



Cap v Sustainable Diversion Limits

Cap

• Surface water only

• Based on historic levels of 
water use

• Weak enforcement powers

MDBC 1995

SDL

• Surface water and 
groundwater

• Set at sustainable levels of 
water use

• Binding by law

Water Act 2007



Water for the Future (2008)

A  10 year $12.9b investment by the Commonwealth in

• Murray Darling Basin Authority (and a new plan)

• water purchases for the environment

• modernising water delivery infrastructure

• water supply augmentations

• urban water reform

• reform in water pricing and market rules

• water information (Bureau of Meteorology)



Why invest in water information?

Good water 
information 
is the key

Judicious infrastructure 
investments

Properly functioning
water markets

Greater efficiency in 
water use

Accurate and timely 
flood warnings

Prudent environmental 
flow allocations

Fair pricing and equitable 
sharing of a scarce 

resource



The water information goal

Australia is well equipped to manage water scarcity, water 
quality and flood risk through

ready access to high quality water information
provided by the Bureau of Meteorology



The questions we need to answer

• How much water is available in different parts of the country 
today (and how does it compare with history)?

• How much water is likely to be available in the coming days, 
weeks, months and years? (ie forecast)

• How much water is the environment getting?

• How is water quality changing?

• How much water is being intercepted by farm dams and 
various land management changes?



Role of AWIAC (Australian Water 
Information Advisory Council)

• Provide strategic advice to the Bureau on emerging 
water information needs across the water sector

• Advise the Bureau on how to maximize the value of its 
water information activities across the water sector

• Guide the Bureau’s approach to address key national 
water reform objectives

• Assist the Bureau by providing advocacy across the water 
sector for its new water information mission



AWIAC members

• Russell Mein (Chair)

• James Horne (DEWHA)

• Ken Matthews (NWC)

• Rob Freeman (MDBA)

• Warwick Watkins (Department of Lands, NSW)

• Ross Young (Water Services Association of Australia)

• Chris Bennett (Irrigation Australia Limited)



Conclusion

• Water security pressures have evolved rapidly and are 
increasing

• An active national water reform process is in train

• All governments have signed up to the NWI

• The Australian Government has invested heavily to help 
accelerate reform

• High quality water information is a vital 
ingredient in the process



Thank you for attending today

Russell Mein
russell.mein@bigpond.com
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