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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

WHERE'S THE GAP?

This report looks at water recovery in the context of meeting Sustainable Diversion Limits
(SDLs). It questions whether further water recovery is even required to meet SDLs.

The primary objective of the Murray-Darling Basin Plan is to set and implement SDLs. Water
recovery from farmers (i.e., buybacks) was the primary means fo “Bridge the Gap” to
reduce water diversions from pre-Basin Plan Baseline Diversion Levels (BDLs) to SDLs.

SDLs came info effect in 2019, with 98% of surface water recovery and 92% of groundwater
recovery against the Bridging the Gap target complete. Since then, data shows that not
only are SDLs being complied with, but diversions are tfrending below SDLs.

Despite this, the Federal Government recently announced "“Strategic Water Purchasing”
to recover another 49.2 gigalitres (GL) of surface and groundwater in six valleys “to bridge

the gap to the Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs) set out in the Basin Plan1™.

This is despite analysis of SDL accounting indicating the five ‘under-recovered’ NSW valleys
are already meeting the SDLs; indeed, water use is on average below the SDL.

For example, water diversions in the NSW Murray in 2020-21 were 322.7 GL under the SDL,
or 21%, The year before, diversions were 117.4 GL, or 8%, under the SDL. But the

Government sfill wants o buy yet another 10 GL from farmers in the NSW Murray valley.

This report questions the necessity of further water recovery to bridge the so-called gap to
SDLs. It suggests further work is required fo ensure water recovery targets are based on up-

to-date information, with due diligence.

! https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/policy/mdb/commonw ealth-w ater-mdb/strategic-water-purchasing



https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/policy/mdb/commonwealth-water-mdb/strategic-water-purchasing
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THE BASIN

PLAN

WE'VE COME A LONG WAY

The centerpiece of the Basin Plan is implementing, and achieving compliance with,
Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs). This has been achieved.

What's it all about?

The Basin Plan’s primary objective is to
address the historic problem of over-
exiraction, by seffing Sustainable
Diversion Limifs (SDLs).

Modelling for the Basin Plan showed that
reducing water diversions to SDLs would
require water recovery (i.e., buybacks) of
2,075 billion litfres of water (gigalifres, or
GL), as well as a suite of environmental
projects (the SDL Adjustment Mechanism).

What's left to do?
(i) SDL Adjustment Mechanism

The full suite of SDL Adjustment
Mechanism projects is not expected to be
completed by 2024, leaving a shortfall.
These projects are essential to delivering
the intended environmental outcomes
using the water recovered from farmers,
including to ensure that water can be
delivered to the sites where it is needed.

Where are we at?
SDLs came into effect in 2019.

Data shows that all valleys are now not
only compliant with SDLs*, but have a
chronic trend of underusage (i.e. water
diversions are well under the SDL).

To date, 2,107.4 GL has been recovered,
exceeding the 2075 GL target.

ii) Bridging the Gap

Whilst SDLs are in place, and the total
water recovery target has been met,
water recovery in some valleys is less than
the volume initially modelled to be
required at valley level. These valley-level
fargets are known as ‘Bridging the Gap’,
and will be the focus of this report.



WATER

RECOVERY

A MEANS TO AN END

Water recovery is a policy instrument
designed to reduce water use so that
fotal diversions for irrigafion, fowns and
industry collectively are within the SDLs.

Simply, water recovery is the means to
achieve the end of SDL compliance.

As part of developing the Basin Plan,
modelling estimated the volumes of water
required to achieve SDL compliance.

This involves recovery at both a valley
level (local recovery target) and at a
State and fterritory level (shared recovery
target).

This form of water recovery is known as
“Bridging the Gap”, as itis the amount of
water recovery estimated to be required
fo close the gap from pre-Basin Plan
diversions levels (Baseline Diversion Levels)
fo post-Basin  Plan levels (SDLs, or

Sustainable Diversion Limits).

“‘BRIDGING THE GAP WATER
RECOVERY REMAINS CLOSE

TO COMP

LETION, WITH

APPROXIMATELY 98% OF
SURFACE WATER AND 92%
OF GROUNDWATER
RECOVERED”

- MURRAY DARLING BASIN AUTHORITY



THE FACTS

e At a Basin scale about 98% of surface water recovery and 92% of groundwater
recovery (against the Bridging the Gap target) is complete.

e The total amount of water recovered across the Basin is 2107.4 GL, higher than the
overall target of 2075 GL/y.

e Some modelled local and shared water recovery targets have not yet been met at
the valley scale. For surface water, a total 46 GL/y gap across seven valleys remains,
and for groundwater, 3.2 GL/y.

e Some valleys have been overrecovered (i.e. recovery has exceeded the target).

The below table shows the remaining “Bridging the Gap” surface water recovery, based
on the recovery modelled in 2012 as being required to achieve SDLs.

Table 1: Surface water recovery remaining against initial estimates

LOCAL REMAINING SHARED REMAINING

Valley RECOVERY (GL) RECOVERY (Gl)

QLD Condamine-Balonne
14.0

NSW Barwon-Darling
1.6

NSW Namoi
9.5

NSW Border Rivers
5.1

NSW Lachlan
0.9

NSW Murray
10.0

ACT
4.9

TOTAL

31.1 14.9
TOTAL WATER RECOVERY =
2,107.4 GL REMAINING WATER RECOVERY

= 46.0gl




SDL
COMPLIANCE

HAVEN'T WE GOT THERE?

For many vyears, State governments The MDBA is required to establish and
already had their own limits on water maintain aregister of the amount of water
extractions. taken each year ineach SDLresource unit
across the Basin, and to publish these
SDLs came into effect in 2019 and are  ‘Registers of Take' to compare and frack
binding on all States. the annual water take against the SDLs.

Each of the Basin's 29 surface water areas
and 80 groundwater areas has its own
SDL.

The most recent SDL Account Register of Take (2020-21)2 showed 108 of 109 water areas
as compliant. The one area that was not, the Barwon Darling, had a reasonable excuse
claim submitted by the NSW Government, indicating it was due to a modelling issue, not
over-extraction beyond the limit. Similarly, in the year prior, 106 of 109 water areas were
compliant; two of those three were brought info compliance by 2020-21.

Table 1 Summary of finding for the 109 SDL resource unit in the 2020-21 water and comparison to
prior water year.

Summary of registers of take 2020-21 2019-20
No. SDL units not exceeding compliance trigger 108/109 106/109
No. SDL units with compliance trigger exceeded 1/109 3/109
Reasonable excuse claims 1* 3
No. SDL units that exceeded the trigger in the previous 2/3 n/a

year, but no longer exceed the trigger

No. accredited water resource plans 13/33 1/33

*reasonable excuse claim referred to IGWC

2 hitps://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/sustainable -diversion-imit-accountsredisters-of-tak e-2020-
21.pdf



https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/sustainable-diversion-limit-accounts-registers-of-take-2020-21.pdf
https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/sustainable-diversion-limit-accounts-registers-of-take-2020-21.pdf

IF WATER DIVERSIONS ARE
NOW COMPLIANT WITH SDLS

WITH WATER RECOVERY AT
EXISTING LEVELS

AREN’T WE THERE, THEN?

The below fables show the surface water register of take for 2021-21.

The first table shows the whole Basin (excluding NSW), in which every single valley is SDL
compliant (i.e. no compliance trigger — see final column). The following table shows the
NSW Basin (shown separately as SDL compliance is legally the subject of bilateral
agreements until Water Resource Plan accreditation).

Similarly, no NSW valley has exiractions over the SDL (recognizing the aforementioned
modelling issue in the Barwon-Darling, which authorities have repeatedly specified is not
the result of over-exiraction)3.

3 For further information on the Barwon-Darling, see: https://www .industry.nsw.gov.au/water/allocations-
availability/tracking-surface-water/reasonable-excuse-fags; and

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0003/509565/reasonable-excuse-report-for-bd-sdl-
compliance-2020-21.pdf



https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/allocations-availability/tracking-surface-water/reasonable-excuse-faqs
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/allocations-availability/tracking-surface-water/reasonable-excuse-faqs
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/509565/reasonable-excuse-report-for-bd-sdl-compliance-2020-21.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/509565/reasonable-excuse-report-for-bd-sdl-compliance-2020-21.pdf

Table 4: Surface water registers of take for 2020-21 under accredited Water Resource Plans [WRPs). All numbers are in GL {1 gigalitre = 1 billion litres)

SDL resource unit SDL resource SDL Annual Annual Annual Cumulative Balance Cumulative HEW Adjusted Compliance Trigger Was the trigger
umnit eode Permitted Actual Balance® - Start of 2020 -21* Balance - End of Adjustments®  Cumulative Balance [-20% of SDL)” exceeded?

Take? Take 2020-21° - End of 2D20-21° [ YesfNa)

QLD  Queensland Border Alvers 5524 3636 508.2 452.4 55.8 0.00 558 .00 55.8 -7aF Nao
alD  Moonie 5525 E9.9 114.3 5B.8 558.5 0.00 555 0.00 55.5 -18.0 No
QL  Condamine-Balonne 5526 919.0 853.9 BAE.4 5.52 0.00 5.52 0.00 5.52 -183.8 Na
QLD  Mebine 5527 17.1 16.9 11.1 5.78 4.92 10.7 0.00 10.7 -3.41 No
QLD Warrego 5528 555 381 21.8 16.3 244 0.8 0.00 40.8 -11.1 Na
QLD Paroo 5529 11.8 10.9 10.9 0.08 0.08 015 0.00 0.15 -2.36 No
ACT  Australian Capital Territory (surface water) 551 534 351 19.8 153 0.00 15.3 .00 15.3 -10.7 Nao
WIC  Wictorlzn Murray® 552 1319.8 1266.8 1137.7 1291 0.00 129.1 0.00 1291 -264.0 No
VIC  Klewa® 553 7 284 20.9 7.49 0.00 749 0.00 7.49 -5.54 No
WIC  Owens® 554 BS.8 1.2 75.2 15.9 0.00 15.9 -0.04 15.9 -17.2 Na
VIC  Broken® 555 49.0 44.6 42.2 242 0.00 242 0.00 2.42 9,80 No
WIC  Goulburn® 556 1278.0 1149.1 797.0 3521 0.00 3521 0.00 3521 -255.6 Na
VIC  Campaspe? 557 111.7 805 68.1 124 0.00 12.4 0.00 12.4 -22.3 No
VIC  Loddon® 558 127.7 819 73.2 B.77 0.00 BET7 0.00 B.77 -25.5 Na
ViC Wimmera-Mallee [surface water)® 5589 8.1 723 48.2 241 0.00 4.1 .00 .1 -15.2 No
SA South Australian Murray® 5511 5422 635.4 G206 5.72 0.00 572 -1386 -T.87 -108.4 No
SA South Australlan Nen-Prescribed Areas® 5510 £R 2 552 233 ] .00 3148 0.00 314 1.0 No
SA harne-Saunders? 5812 300 1.84 1.44 0.50 0.00 0.50 0.00 0.50 050 No
SA Eastern Mount Lofty Ranges® 5513 28.3 72 181 #.13 .00 813 0.00 813 568 No
VIC Goulburn-Broken-Campaspe-Loddon™* 1586.4 1356.1 880.5 756 .00 3756 0.00 3756 -313.3 No
VIC  Wictorian Murray-&iewa-Ovens®® 14333 1385 4 12338 152 6 0.0 1526 -0.04 1525 -286.7 No
Basin Total (incl. NSW]* 11820.3 10705.6 10551.2 154.4 616.8 m.2 54.1 825.3 -2364.1
MNotes:

Lannual Permitted Take: The annual permitted Lake method set out in WRPs For surface water regulated rivers & generally determined by hydrological madek, with post modelling adjustments made to the output to allow Tar components not processed within the model. The
adjustments include:



Table 7: Surface water interim registers of take for 2020-21 under Bilateral Agreements. All numbers are in GL (1 gigalitre = 1 billion litres)

SDL resource unit SOL resource S0 Amnveal Annual Actual Al ¥ 1 Currnslative HEW i justed Compliance Was the
unit oode Permitted Take Balamce” Balamce - End A s trenis? Curmiul ative Trigger [-20% trigper
Take* of Year* Balance - End of 5oL
of Year"
MSW Intersecting Sireams 5517 119.3 183 118.3 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 <239 No
NSW NSW Border Rivers 5523 300.1 04T 3e58 £1.1 n3 8.9 1.43 274 <640 No
NW Gwydir a2 530.2 TSRS a4 <559 S8 £1.1 0.00 £1.1 ~106.0 L1
NEW Mamagi 5821 4503 40 WG9 284 4 45 259 442 B4 L
NSW Macquarie-Ciitlereagh 5520 8118 ] 5802 101.2 -37.2 o 0.00 B840 -128.8 Na
NoW Lachlan 518 578.3 4401 4213 a7 4.0% nr 1.10 28 1187 Na
N Murrumbidgee 5515 22006 14802 X207 4 -Td7.2 456.8 -280.7 368 2538 4415 Na
NS Barwon—Darling Watercourse 519 118.2 1878 2073 -18.8 -40.2 888 1.84 889 -352 Yed
NEW NESW Musrray 5514 15123 12417 1084.0 157.7 1412 204.8 239 a7 -302.5 Na
NIW Lower Darling 5518 354 102 .48 069 0.54 1M 0.00 1M -T.08 Na
Mol

| Anmual Permitied Tale: The annusl peimitted take metbod st 0wt in WRPs for surfsce water regulsted riven a generslly determined by hydrologicsl modeh, with past modelling scjustments made to the culput to allw lor componenits not procested within the model. The
sdpaiments indlude:

v BSadjusiments for beidging the gap heid environmental water (HD%) to 0L setting. The models vved to generate annzal pevmitted lake do not explicilly model HOW entitiements. This meana that all of the entitlements within (e model are ssumed (o be wed for consemptive
purposes, and an sdjusiment i required Lo remove Lhe propoion sttributed fo estiElements that have since been recovered and are now HDW, The methods uied by each Basin state for this process are st gul in their acoredited or proposed WHPs.

& Tisde affuatment, A sliscation trads [ie, indhaling tagged 11ade) A Aol Bouded @ (he model, an sdiuilment B ieguired Far Wade Between S0 feouien unity, uh thal the pef mi ted Lake i intremed in the wnil That the waled R traded 1o and iedigedin the unil Lhe waled B
traded liom. Nt sdpsting fod thi trade could lead ta sctiual Labe sxcoeding pofmatted Lake doupile irfigators Iegitimately being able 15 we mahe waler, Tisde between the coRium snd pry nenlal poak i ieparately sduated in Lhe cumulative balse [vee nole 3],

* As per Basin Plam fs. 6.08{ 38 a}& [bj). Negathee numbers indicate a debit amount, posltive numbsers indicate a credit amount.

Y oart ol year balance is deiet to beva fod the i waber year follewing WRP actreditation, in stoordante with the Basin Plan [, 6.08(5) & (5] In B020-21 this spplie to all SO0 Ressuros Uaits in WIC, ACT, and SA, a8 well i the Oueenland Bodder Rivers, b , and Condamine-Baks
% A per Basie Plam 5. 608433 c)).

HEW adpatments indlude the et HEW squinition and daposal under Basin Plan (5. 6.12{ 1) a)). and where spplcable, adfatments for Be previous year's Ansial Expresiion of Incomgletbe Recavery [ADR| wnder Basie Plas (5. 61151}

© Adgusted cumlslive Balsnee 1o determine mon-complance & per Basin Plan (5. 6. 111 Na])

¥ Numerical compianoe trigger au per Basis Plan 5. 6.12). The trigges & emceeded when ke corresponding adisted cumulative balsnce i lower than this number.




WHERFE’S THE

GAP?

IS THERE A GAP LEFT TO BRIDGE? DATA SAYS NO.

Taking data from the above SDL Account
Register of Take (2020-21), and applying
the compliance criteria set out in the
Basin Plan Ch. 6, Part 4, Section 6.12, we
have calculated the percentage by
which each NSW valley was over or
under its SDL.

Water use above and below the SDLina
given year (overs and unders) is common
in water diversion accounting, reflecting
wet and dry conditions. But SDL
compliance requires that over the long
tferm, the annual use trend must average

out at the SDL, and use in any one year must
not be more than 20% above the SDL.

The findings are in Table 5 below. It shows that
overall, NSW Basin valleys were 1% below their
SDLsin 2020-21, ending the year with 55.64 GL

in credit.

Valleys where use was higher than the SDL in
20020-21 were all still well below the 20% non-

compliance

frigger

for

the year.

The

exception was the Baron Darling, which was

38%

over

due fo

Table 5: 2020-21 SDL compliance in NSW Basin valleys (in GL)

the aforementioned
modelling issues, not over-extraction.

SDL resource SDL Adjusted Comp- End of year [ Over/ Was the

unit Cumulative | liance GL balance | under 20% over
Balance - Trigger as % of SDL | against SDL comp-
End of Year | (-20% (over/ SDL liance
(over/ over SDL) | under) frigger
under SDL) exceeded?

NSW Border

Rivers 320.1 27.4 64 9% Over No

Gwydir 530.2 61.1 106 12% Over No

Namoi 490.3 -44.2 98.1 -9% Under No

Macquarie-

Castlereagh 633.8 -64 126.8 -10% Under No

Lachlan 578.3 -32.8 115.7 -6% Under No

Murrumbidgee 2209.6 253.9 441.9 11% Over No

Barwon-

Darling 176.2 66.9 35.2 38% Over Yes*




NSW Murray 1512.3 -322.7 302.5 21% Under No

Lower Darling 35.4 -1.24 7.08 -4% Under No

Total 6486.2 -55.54 1297 1% Under No

The SDL accounting from 2019-20 below (Table 6) shows almost all NSW valleys were well
under their SDLs in GL and percentage in the first year of SDL accounting. The exception
was Barwon Darling due to the aforementioned modelling issues.

Table 6: 2019-20 SDL compliance in NSW Basin valleys (in GL)

SDL resource | SDL Adjusted Comp- End of year | Over/ Was the 20%
unit Cumulative | liance GL under over SDL
Balance - | Trigger balance against | compliance
End of Year | (-20% as % of SDL | SDL trigger
(over/ over SDL) | (over/ exceeded?
under SDL) under)
NSW Border
Rivers 320.1 -33.8 64 -11% Under No
Gwydir 530.2 -85.9 106 -16% Under No
Namoi 490.3 -39.7 98.1 -8% Under No
Macquarie-
Castlereagh 633.8 -0.47 126.8 0% Under No
Lachlan 578.3 9.88 115.7 2% Over No
Murrumbidgee | 2209.6 -285.5 441.9 -22% Under No
Barwon-
Darling 176.2 57.7 35.2 33% Over Yes*
NSW Murray 1512.3 -117.4 302.5 -8% Under No
Lower Darling 35.4 -4.16 7.08 -12% Under No
Total 6486.2 -699.35* 1297 -11% Under No

*Credit adjusted down to 587.5 GL as starting balance in 2020-2 1 report, without explanation.

Whilst it is early days for SDL accounting, the above tables do not provide justification for
a policy intervention (such as further water recovery) to remedy a situation of non-
compliance. To the confrary, they demonstrate that diversions are fracking to SDL
compliance, and that the overalltrend inthe last two years is still towards chronic underuse
below SDLS, consistent with the chronic underuse frends already evident under the
previous Cap accounting and reporting framework.

COMPARING TO PREVIOUS CAP ACCOUNTING

SDL accounting only replaced the former Cap compliance accounting in the 2019-20
year, so there are only two years of SDL accounting to datfe. Whilst this data is indicative,
it is not long enough for any long-term over/under frends to be concluded.




However, interestingly, under the Cap accounting framework, large Cap credits
accumulated over 20 years.4 The pattern emerging under the SDL accounting framework
reflects the earlier frends under the Cap accounting.

The Cap ‘credits’ were forfeited with the commencement of SDL accounting, but
nonetheless, even with the reset to zero, the underuse frend is appearing fo persist in SDL
accounting too, with credits accumulating in many valleys.

To demonstrate this frend is not just a one-off with the short data period for SDL accounting
fo date, the below diagrams show the chronic frend of diversions being persistently below
extraction limits. Specifically, the below diagrams for four ‘underrecovered’ valleys show
the variation of diversions over and under the extraction limit shown as 0 GL), with underuse
(blue line) and overuse (red line). Note: the extraction limit changes from Cap to SDL in
the 2019-20 year. Accumulated Cap credits were also forfeited, and not carried overinto
the SDL accounting.
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4 https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/cap-compliance-reports



https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/cap-compliance-reports
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FINDINGS: IS THERE A GAP FOR FURTHER WATER
RECOVERY TO BRIDGE? NO.

The recently announced Strategic Water Purchasing Framework states it is about *Bridging
the Gap to the Sustainable Diversion Limits: 49.2 gigalitres total from 7 catchments”.

However, the SDL Registers of Take (consistent with earlier Cap compliance reports)
indicate there is no gap left fo bridge in surface water — or at the very least, it is far too
early to tell whether, over the long-term, a gap in fact exists.

This raises questions about whether the “Bridging the Gap” water recovery is actually still
required, or whether it is just a legacy of an outdated, modelled estimate from more than
a decade ago that is no longer required to achieve SDLs.



When the proposed further water recovery is confrasted to credits/debits in the relevant
valleys, this question of whether further water recovery is in fact required to meet SDLs
becomes evident.

Table 3: SDL accounting over/under SDL in GL against proposed further water recovery

SDL resource unit SDL 2019-20 2020-21 Further Is further
Over/ Over/ proposed water

Under SDL Under SDL | water recovery

recovery justified?

NSW Border Rivers 320.1 -33.8 27.4 5.1 No

Namoi 490.3 -39.7 -44.2 9.5 No

Lachlan 578.3 9.88 -32.8 0.9 No

Barwon-Darling* 176.2 57.7* 66.9* 1.9 No*

NSW Murray 1512.2 -117.4 -322.7 10 No

*Barwon-Darling SDL exceedance due to aforementioned modelling issues, not overextraction.
* Positive number = credit; Negative number = debit.

To interpret the above table, it shows — for example — water use in the NSW Murray in 2019-
20 was 117.4 GL under its SDL, or 8%. In 2020-21, water use in the NSW Murray was 322.7 GL
under the SDL, or 21%.

This is consistent with chronic underuse frend in the NSW Murray evident in the Cap
accounting reports (above). The underuse persists even though the Cap credits were
forfeited and the balance was reset fo zero when SDL accounting started in 2019-20.

It ishard to see how an additional 10 GL water recovery can be justified, when NSW Murray
is already more than meeting its SDL. There is, simply, no gap to bridge to meet the NSW
Murray SDL.

Similarlyin the Namoi valley, water use in 2019-20 was 39.7 GL under the SDL, or8%. In 2020-
21, water use in the Namoi valley was 44.2 GL under the SDL, or 9%.

It is hard to see how an additional 9.5 GL water recovery can be justified, when the Namoi
is already more than meeting its SDL. There is, simply, no gap to bridge to meet the Namoi
SDL.

In the Lachlan and Border Rivers valleys, the difference between the under and over
across the two years is still a net credit in GL (22.9 GL and 6.4GL respectively). This credit
compares with the Bridging the Gap ‘debit’ of 0.9 GL and 5.1 GL respectively. ltis, simply,
too early to tell whether there’s a gap to bridge in the Lachlan and Border Rivers Valleys.



CAN THINGS CHANGE? YES.

The DCCEEW website states:

“There are several Water Resource Plans (WRPs) that are still being finalised in NSW. This
means water recovered toward the bridging the gap target in NSW is subject to change
until all NSW WRPs are independently reviewed and accredited by the Commonwealth
Minister.”

The 2018 Productivity Commission Report review of the Basin Plan states that:

“As water recovery targets are defined as a long-term average, the overall contribution
of the portfolio to meeting the water recovery targets will change if cap factorss
change. Changes to cap factors may create (or increase the size of) a water recovery
gap, reduce the size of a gap, or lead to over-recovery”é

"While the exact size (and direction) of changes to recovery progress from cap factors is
not yet certain, the risk of a shortfall is likely to be manageable within the water already
recovered.”’

"When completed, it is possible that water recovery may exceed the targets established
by SDLs, with over-recovery in some surface water areas. Although this cannot be
determined until key technical work is finalised, there is not yet a process in place to
calculate and address any over-recovery."8

Put simply, until that technical work is completed, the size of the gap to bridge is unknown.

Given the above data on SDL compliance, the balance of probabilities suggests that — at
best — the planning assumptions may be different to what was initially modelled.

The problem with persevering with water recovery from farmers in the absence of this work
is that the impacts are irreversible. As has already been seen in over-recovered valleys
such as the Macquarie and Gwydir, over-recovered water is not retfurned to water users.

This raises serious procedural questions of whether due diligence has been undertaken to
complete this technical work, prior to any further water recovery, to avoid potential over-
recovery — and to at the very least identify the exact size of the gap to bridge (if any).

5 Cap factors “estimate the historic utilisation of each type of entitement in each area covered by the Basin
Plans. The MDBA says that “the factors are based on historic use patterns, climatic data, and trade
information. They will be accredited as a part of the accreditation of water resource plans”.

6 hitps://www.pc.gov.au/inguiries/completed/basin-plan/report/basin-plan.pdf [P 96].

7 hitps://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/basin-plan/report/basin-plan.pdf [P 96].

8 hitps://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/basin-plan/report/basin-plan.pdf [P 10].
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CONCLUSION

WHAT DOES THIS ALL MEAN?

This report questions whether further water
recovery is needed to meet SDLs (i.e. the
“Bridging-the-Gap" water).

It suggests that further work is required by
government agencies to ensure water
recovery targets are based on the best
available information on actual water use
against diversion limits.

Whilst the drivers of these ‘underusage’
frends are not well understood, the nature

and the extent of underuse is well known.

Without further technical work, there is a
real risk that water recovery will go well
beyond what isrequired to achieve long-
tferm SDL compliance in several valleys.

Not only is this a problem for the irrigation
industry and Basin communities who suffer
from lost water access, but this represents
a significant risk of spending more
tfaxpayer funds than required.

RECOMMENDATIONS

e DCCEWW / MDBA to undertake a comparative assessment of SDL compliance
under ftwo scenarios:
o (i) current water recovery levels
o (ii) proposed further water recovery levels (i.e., additional 49.2 GL)
to determine if any further water recovery is needed o meet SDLs.

e To ensure due diligence, halt “Bridging the Gap" water recovery until this
technical work is completed to idenfify the actual extent of the gap (if any).

e Federal Government to commit that any further water recovery will not result in
any valley becoming over—recovered against its targets (i.e., that once the gap
to bridge is technically identified, water recovery will only go to, and not beyond,
that amount). For fransparency, a risk assessment should be published identifying
the procedures being used to mitigate the over-recovery risk (particularly given
the uncertainty about the size of the actual gap).

e The recently announced round of “Strategic Water Purchasing” be referred to the
Australian National Audit Office for a comprehensive audit and assurance report,
to ensure due diligence and proper process on the expenditure of public funds for
this program.




