
 

 
 
 

Response to Murray Darling Basin Authority Issues Paper on 
Development of Sustainable Diversion Limits for the Murray-

Darling Basin 
 

Horticulture Australia Limited (HAL) has established an industry Water Initiative and steering committee to 
provide a coordinated approach to water issues in horticulture and promote responsible water use. The 
objective of the Initiative is “Ensuring access to water for responsible and profitable horticulture” 

1.  Background 

The Australian horticulture industry makes a significant contribution to the national economy. It is the third 
largest agricultural industry in Australia (only the grain and meat industries are worth more) and makes up 
about 20 per cent of agricultural employment (over 100,000 people estimated).  

Horticulture is an extremely diverse industry, consisting of more than 40 individual industries or 
commodities (nuts, nursery, fruit, vegetables, extractive crops, turf, cut flowers).  The gross value of 
horticulture production is around $7 billion (farm gate). Exports in 2006/07 were $763 million. It is the 
fastest growing agricultural industry, the total value of the industry is estimated to be about $13 billion 
when multipliers associated with processing, wholesaling, distribution and retailing are included.  

Access to adequate, reliable and secure water supplies is a fundamental requirement for all horticultural 
enterprises and is vital to horticulture’s future. It is for this reason that Horticulture Australia Limited has its 
own program to research and promote responsible water use. 

The Across Industry funded Horticultural Water Initiative has been set up by Horticulture Australia Limited 
to provide a coordinated approach to water issues in horticulture.  

2.  Water for Horticulture 

The horticulture industry continually works to increase the efficiency of water use in its operations. Latest 
figures estimate it uses about 23% of total irrigation water (ABS2006/07).   

The industry is at the forefront of developing and using new technology, including for soil moisture sensing 
and irrigation scheduling to ensure high efficiency of water use. It is committed to, and will continue to 
work towards addressing the considerable scope that exists for improved water use efficiencies and 
management.   
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3.  Relevant Policy Positions of the Water Steering Committee 
The Horticulture Water Initiative has a number of policy positions that are relevant to the Issues Paper – 
Development of Sustainable Diversion Limits for the Murray-Darling Basin.  These are outlined in the 
following section. 

 

3.1  Requirement for a Specified High Level of Water Security  
• The horticulture industry seeks recognition from water managers and the community that horticultural 

enterprises require highly reliable water supplies and resource managers will work towards ensuring 
secure access to adequate water allocations.  

• Water policy makers must recognise and where possible provide horticulture with highly reliable water 
to provide security of investment in technology, which is the basis for the horticultural industry’s global 
competitive advantage. 

• Horticultural producers value systems that facilitate trading of water entitlements as a mechanism to 
secure adequate water supply, manage risk or adjust to changing resource availability. Greater 
certainty should be provided to water users through the provision of information on water reliability. 

• Developments in urban water policy need to consider the impacts on horticulture users. 

 

3.2  Environmental Flows Which Have Specific Measurable Outcomes  
• Horticultural industries recognise the need for environmental flows to maintain river and catchment 

health. 

• Environmental flows should be secured in a way that does not erode water allocations or water 
delivery of existing users, unless full compensation for any losses is provided. 

• Implementation of environmental reserves should consider that the rights of existing users are not 
diminished without compensation. 

• Environmental reserves/allocations are supported where they are included as part of a clearly defined 
and holistic environmental management framework with clear environmental outcomes. 

• Where over allocation of water resources has occurred partnerships of communities, water users and 
government are required to establish agreed environmental needs and water services.  

• Opportunities are sought for irrigators to actively manage river systems by providing conjunctive use 
of water for both environmental needs and for consumptive use downstream. 

• Mechanisms are supported that enable irrigators to voluntarily implement environmental management 
practices and provide water donations to the environment, especially where these mechanisms allow 
water to be donated for specific river reaches or wetlands. 

• Sound and transparent governance arrangements for environmental water allocations must be in 
place.  Implementation of environmental flows must be accompanied with the necessary supporting 
works (eg. weed control, grazing management) to ensure maximum environmental benefit.  

 

 

 



 

 3 

 

3.3  Water Use Limits or “Caps”/Sustainable Diversion Limits 
• Groundwater resources need conjunctive assessment and management with surface water resources. 

This should include recognition of benefits of groundwater pumping for salinity control. 

• Management arrangements are supported that will prevent erosion of the water share to existing 
users.  Land use changes that reduce water availability downstream should require purchase of water 
entitlement. 

 

3.4  Characteristics of Water Entitlements 
• Water shares/entitlements should specify both expected volume and reliability. Expected changes in 

future volumes or reliability should be publicised by water resource managers to all entitlement 
holders. 

• Order of priority of different water shares/entitlements should be made explicit to water entitlement 
holders (eg. urban, domestic & stock, irrigators). 

• Unlimited access for new stock and domestic dams and rural fringe developments is not supported. 
Any ‘take’ should be within the catchment SDL and should consider all forms of ‘take’ including 
licensed, authorised and incidental interception. 

• Defined security of tenure of licences is crucial for long-term investment to occur. Perpetual water 
entitlements are sought and priority of access should not be altered. 

• Changes in water policy that result in reductions in average expected volumes and reliability profiles of 
water to entitlement holders should be compensated. 

 

3.5  Water Trading and Unbundling of Land and Water Titles 
• Governments have been keen to promote water trade to shift water from low value to high value uses. 

Horticulture has been able to grow as a result of water trade and also to better survive droughts by 
buying water on water markets. However, it is important to realise that high value use is only 
preferable when it is profitable at farm gate and can be sustained. 

• All new developments must be market driven with a sound business and marketing case. Higher value 
use is not sustainable if it is not profitable or over supplies existing markets. 

• Sustainable profitability depends on a number of things that are not well reflected in the gross return 
on water. Other aspects are market trend, capital and operating costs, and the need for supporting 
infrastructure. Governments should be discouraged from using simple gross value and gross margins 
in comparing the potential profitability of enterprises. 

• Shares of delivery capacity are supported, provided they can be traded to enable properties to 
upgrade their service levels. They should not be used to maintain inadequate infrastructure or 
services when upgrades are necessary and are cost effective and supported by water users. 

• Water charges (and exit fees) should only be applicable to those properties that receive service or 
wish to retain future access to the service. Water charges should not restrict trade from properties that 
choose to permanently cease irrigation. 

• Open trade is supported provided that the impacts on irrigators who are left on “stranded assets” are 
dealt with in a fair and reasonable manner and community impacts are considered.  

• Greater consistency in trading rules across regions is sought. 
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4.  MDBA Issues Paper on Sustainable Diversion Limits 
The following comments are provided by the HAL Horticulture Water Initiative steering committee and 
relate directly to issues raised in the discussion paper. 
 

4.1  Responses to Section 3 
Section 3.1: As a significant generator of irrigated agricultural production within the MDB, the horticultural 
industry requests to be engaged within the stakeholder engagement strategy. 

Section 3.2: The definition of over allocation is critical to the basis of determining SDLs. It is important 
that over-allocation is considered in the context of existing access and reliability of water shares and that 
impacts on future access and reliability are assessed. 

Section 3.4: Socio-economic assessments must account for the impacts of SDLs on long term water use 
economic value, not change from current or recent economic value which has been reduced by drought. 

Section 3.5: Environmental flow assessments should consider river regulation impacts to ensure that 
consumptive water is not displaced. Some environmental flows identified in the process proposed may be 
rendered ineffective by the need for river regulation such as weir pools and seasonality of water demand. 

Section 3.5: The inclusion of boating as part of the productive base prior to setting a SDL suggests that 
its requirements are more valuable than irrigation. We doubt this. 

Section 3.6: Environmental flow requirements should consider the most water efficient ways of achieving 
environmental outcome. This may include river regulation, manipulation to water wetlands, pumping and 
other creative engineering solution rather than relying on flow alone.  It should be recognised that flow can 
be multi-purpose delivering environmental and consumptive outcomes.  

Section 3.7: The implementation of a SDL may potentially lower water availability and or reliability for 
irrigation. This must be done in a way that protects the reliability of existing water shares/entitlements. 
Water entitlements are significant business assets of irrigators and their value and certainty needs to be 
protected in the transition to the new SDL. The impact on the water market must be considered. Risk 
assignment should be applied where there are changes. 

Section 3.8: Horticulture depends on good quality water. We support salinity and nutrient management in 
the MDB. This should include an integrated catchment approach rather than rely on flow alone. 

Section 3.9: Socio-economic analysis for a range of SDLs should be made available for consultation with 
irrigation industries at an early stage prior to the MDBA recommending a final SDL. 

 

4.2  Responses to Section 4 
Section 4.1: We support the development of the BP with state based application on a valley-by-valley 
basis with appropriate engagement and application of state processes.  This must also include 
maintenance of water characteristics. 

Section 4.1: We support the approach to recognise groundwater and surface water connectivity. 

Section 4.2: Environmental extraction (net impact) should be considered a “take” and needs to be 
covered by a water entitlement within a SDL so that the reliability and availability of water entitlements for 
environmental use is consistent with the entitlements of irrigators. 

Section 4.2: Upper catchment interception dams or afforestation should be considered a “take” and be 
addressed within SDLs. 
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Section 4.2: Interception thresholds should be considered on a cumulative basis of impact rather than 
based on a specified dam size. For example dam volume density across a catchment may be more 
appropriate than a threshold individual dam size. 

Section 4.2: All “take’ should be licensed.  This includes unregulated overland flows, farm dams, 
groundwater interception and afforestation. 

Section 4.3: A transition period of 5 years may not be long enough depending upon the SDL proposed 
and the State Water Resource Plans.  A variable transition period would ensure that all states come into 
the same time frame.  

Section 4.3: Regional industry groups/organisation should be engaged for the socio-economic studies. 

Section 4.3: We support the consideration of socio-economic impacts using water availability during 
drought sequences as well as within long-term averages. 

Section 4.3: The SDL should consider multi-use of water where irrigation water could be used for 
environmental benefit en-route. It should also be recognised that there may be potential for multiple use of 
water with environmental benefits. 

Section 4.3: There is no mention of existing or future water entitlements that are held by the 
Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder, or held by States/ Catchment Management Authorities and 
how these will operate within the Basin Plan or SDL framework. We would like clarification on how the 
water held by the EWH will fit under the SDL. 

Section 4.3:  We would like clarification on the inter-valley sharing of environmental water.  Environmental 
water should not displace trade of water for consumptive use where there are physical restrictions for 
water trading.   

Section 4.4: We support the proposed approach with regard to integrating surface and groundwater 
management. We are concerned that a timing issue could result in unintended consequences. For 
example if a SDL is applied to surface water before the groundwater SDL is applied and it leads to 
“mining” of ground water resources. The potential for double accounting should also be considered. 

Section 4.4:  Groundwater should have a variable allocation in line with surface water. 

Section 4.5: SDLs should be expressed in a transparent and predictable way. Computer models do not 
provide this to Basin communities. One way that the MDBA should consider is that the SDL and all other 
entitlements be expressed as a capacity share of the available resource. This would enable each 
entitlement holder to assess their current water availability each season. 

Section 4.5: We support the principles as outlined on page 41 and emphasise the need to preserve the 
hierarchy of entitlement. 

 


