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Overview

Australia’s long-term economic resilience increasingly depends on how we value,
manage, and mobilise our natural assets — particularly water. The Water Futures
Efficiency Program (WFEP) is a shovel-ready, market-based reform that enables the
recovery of environmental water without the socio-economic harm of traditional
buybacks.

WEFEP enhances productivity, revitalises regional communities, and relieves pressure on
taxpayers by avoiding over $5 billion in public expenditure. It delivers water more
affordably, maintains entitlements in productive use, and reduces the need for politically
sensitive or disruptive interventions.

This program is fiscally responsible, nationally scalable, and ready for immediate
deployment. With limited time and resources remaining, all viable options must be on
the table.

The Australian Government should invest $220 million in a WFEP pilot across three
Basin states to strengthen economic resilience, meet Basin Plan obligations, and protect
regional communities from further harm.

Budget-Positive Reform: Water Futures Efficiency Program

Current water buybacks under the Basin Plan have well-documented negative impacts
on irrigation communities, leading to economic contraction and long-term community
decline. The WFEP offers a voluntary, market-based alternative that maintains
productive capacity while achieving environmental objectives.

Rather than permanently acquiring water entitlements, WFEP accesses water via
perpetual option agreements, allowing the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder
(CEWH) to call on water when required under defined flow and seasonal conditions.

Key features include:

e Fully voluntary participation by entitlement holders.
e Upfront and annual payments, creating ongoing local economic stimulus.

e \Water access activated only under environmental trigger conditions, remaining in
regional communities when not required by the environment.
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e Use of a registered title covenant to ensure transparency, enforceability, and
compatibility with existing water markets.

Budget and resilience benefits:

WFEP achieves significant public savings and avoids community disruption:
e Recovers 550 GL of water for $1.08 billion — a fraction of buyback or grant costs.
e Delivers water at around $1,800/ML, compared to:
o $7,500/ML for buybacks
o $25,000/ML for efficiency grants
¢ No legislation required. Immediate deployment possible.

The most recent review of the Water for the Environment Special Account (WESA)
confirmed that the current funding envelope is insufficient to meet Basin Plan targets
through traditional buybacks and efficiency measures. Furthermore, in the past year, the
federal government has only secured 48 GL' (well short of its 100 GL target) and now
faces difficulty in acquiring the full 450 GL by December 2027.

Table: Estimated Cost Comparison

Method Upfront Cost/ML Total Cost (450 GL*)
WFEP (avg. 4 products) $1,800 $1.08 billion
Buybacks $7,500 $6.5 billion

Off-farm efficiency $25,000 $21.8 billion

1- Calculated based on 450 GL of Long-Term Cap Equivalents.

Strengthening Budget Sustainability

WFEP delivers fiscal and community dividends well beyond its direct cost:
e Avoids over $5 billion in public expenditure compared to traditional methods.
e Supports regional economic resilience by preserving water in productive use.

e Reduces reliance on politically sensitive or disruptive interventions (e.g. compulsory
buybacks or land retirement).

o Generates predictable environmental outcomes with greater flexibility and lower risk.

Recommendations

To enhance economic resilience, deliver Basin Plan obligations, and avoid further
damage to regional communities, the Australian Government should:

e Fund a $200 million WFEP pilot across three Basin states, with an additional
$20 million allocated for administration, verification, and monitoring.

With limited time and funding remaining, all viable options must be on the table. WFEP
is cost-effective, fiscally responsible, and fully ready for implementation in FY25-26.

1 Refer to: https://www.weeklytimesnow.com.au/news/water/federal-government-faces-battle-to-buy-
irrigators-water/news-story/af8996706625fe3c032df44cdff4884d
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