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Executive summary   

 

Waterfind welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the 2026 Murray-Darling Basin Plan 

Review. This submission focuses on strengthening the effectiveness, social sustainability, 

and market integrity of Basin reform settings. 

 

Waterfind submits that emphasis is required on minimising market disruption from any 

Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDL) adjustments and expanding alternative environmental 

water recovery pathways beyond entitlement buy-backs.  

 

We also emphasise the importance of improving the management of transitional impacts on 

irrigation communities and regional economies, particularly in the context of the ever-

growing number of concurrent water reform inquiries, consultation processes, reviews, and 

reporting obligations now facing Basin stakeholders. 

 

The submission further highlights the need to explicitly recognise food security and food 

affordability, strengthen scrutiny of the efficiency and transparency of environmental 

watering, and adopt a more integrated Basin-scale response to native fish health and 

broader river system outcomes. 

 

Key areas addressed:  

• Extension of time and improved sequencing across concurrent water reform reviews  

• Sustainable Diversion Limits and market impact management  

• Alternative environmental water recovery pathways  

• Water efficiency infrastructure delivery models  

• Alternative sale, leasing and perpetual option arrangements  

• Managing transitional impacts on irrigation communities  

• Food security and food affordability  

• Efficiency and transparency of environmental watering  

• Native fish health and river system outcomes 
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Extension of time to respond to this review  

 

As the Department noted in March 20261  

 

“There are multiple reviews currently taking place to ensure overall frameworks are 

fit-for-purpose to deliver effective and sustainable water management outcomes. 

These include the Water Act Review, the Basin Plan Review, the review of the 

Inspector-General of Water Compliance (IGWC), and the review of the Snowy Water 

Inquiry Outcomes Implementation Deed (SWIOID), among others.” 

 

We acknowledge the Department’s statement that “the Water Act Review will consider and 

build on the recommendations of the Basin Plan Review.” However, it is difficult to reconcile 

this intention with the compressed timeframe currently proposed. 

 

The period between the close of submissions on the Basin Plan Review Discussion Paper 

and the delivery of the final 2026 Review of the Water Act 2007 appears to allow 

approximately nine months for the Basin Plan Review to be finalised, its findings considered, 

and those recommendations meaningfully integrated into the Water Act Review process.  

 

Given the scale, significance and interdependence of these reviews – and noting this period 

includes the end-of-year holiday shutdown – we do not consider this sufficient for a matter of 

such importance to the Basin, its industries and its communities. 

 

This concern is further heightened by the fact that stakeholders are concurrently being asked 

to engage in multiple adjacent national reform processes, including the Productivity 

Commission’s recent and continuing work on national water reform and the development of 

a renewed National Water Agreement. These parallel processes place substantial demands 

on the same expert stakeholder base and increase the risk that consultation quality, policy 

coherence and stakeholder participation are diminished.  

 

This stands in contrast to previous major review cycles, which were undertaken over 

materially longer periods and allowed greater opportunity for stakeholder engagement, policy 

development and the considered integration of recommendations into subsequent reform 

settings. 

 

Accordingly, Waterfind respectfully submits that the consultation period and overall review 

sequencing should be extended to ensure that stakeholders can engage meaningfully, and 

that the final recommendations of the Basin Plan Review, the Water Act Review and related 

national reform processes can be considered in a coherent and integrated manner. 

 

  

 
1 Refer to https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/independent-review-water-act-
introductory-paper-2026.pdf, p.4.  

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/independent-review-water-act-introductory-paper-2026.pdf
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/independent-review-water-act-introductory-paper-2026.pdf
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Sustainable Diversion Limits  

  

The Discussion Paper identifies concerns that surface water SDLs in 8 units (catchments) 

may not be supporting Basin Plan environmental outcomes or reflecting an Environmentally 

Sustainable Level of Take (ESLT).2 

 

While not explicitly stated, this suggests that the volumes of environmental water recovered 

to date may be insufficient. However, the Paper does not quantify the extent of any shortfall 

in these surface water units, nor does it propose clear actions or pathways to address it. 

Waterfind notes that the 8 identified units are key water markets. As such, the total volume 

of water available in the consumptive pool is of critical importance, as is any proposed 

pathway or action that may affect this balance. 

 

Waterfind is concerned that any adjustment to SDLs – particularly where it results in a 

reduction to the consumptive pool – has the potential to materially disrupt water markets.  

 

This includes impacts on price formation, market liquidity and the underlying value of water 

entitlements held by irrigators and other right holders. Uncertainty in this regard may also 

dampen investment and undermine confidence in the market. 

 

Any action to address SDL adjustments should: 

• be designed to minimise market disruption and provide clear, predictable 

implementation pathways  

• include fair, transparent and timely compensation mechanisms for affected 

entitlement holders  

 

Waterfind requests that the Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) provide further 

information on: 

• the indicative volume of additional water that may be required in these SDL units  

• the actions or pathways under consideration to address these shortfalls  

• the expected market impacts of any proposed SDL adjustments, including 

distributional effects across regions and entitlement classes 

 

Alternative environmental water recovery pathways  

 

Currently, environmental water recovery efforts are entirely focused on water buy-backs. 

Waterfind notes well communicated concerns with the socio-economic impacts of buy-backs 

and calls on the Basin Plan to focus on supporting additional water recovery pathways and 

suggests the following areas of focus.    

 

Water efficiency infrastructure projects 

 

Water efficiency projects have contributed around 700 gigalitres (GL) towards Basin Plan 

targets. However, efforts to progress such projects have ceased, in part due to reliance on 

State-led delivery models. A more flexible model, including accredited private delivery 

 
2 Refer to https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/independent-review-water-act-
introductory-paper-2026.pdf,, pp.23-24             

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/independent-review-water-act-introductory-paper-2026.pdf
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/independent-review-water-act-introductory-paper-2026.pdf
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partners, could unlock latent demand which Waterfind is confident exists in many parts of the 

Basin, based on discussion with clients.  

 

Furthermore, given timing, the window for completing projects is likely to need to be 

extended to maximise participation. 

 

Alternative sale and leasing arrangements  

 

Achieving the full 450 GL target by the end of 2027 is becoming increasingly difficult, 

especially with the Sustainable Diversion Limit Adjustment Mechanism (SDLAM) shortfall 

estimated at 300 GL. Furthermore, failing to meet any of the annual 100 GL water recovery 

targets will magnify the challenges in subsequent years. 

 

Currently, the buy-back model is focused solely on the Commonwealth purchasing and 

owning water entitlements. While there has been some discussion on Commonwealth 

purchasing and leasing-back into the consumptive pool3, there has not been any appetite 

shown to lease-in – which Waterfind understands through our client and key stakeholder 

contacts, can be a credible sized buy-back alternative.  

 

Such an approach, where water would only be activated under certain environmental trigger 

conditions, would enable the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder (CEWH) to 

access water via perpetual option agreements - without removing entitlements from 

productive use. This approach reduces socio-economic harm, preserves regional 

productivity, and reduces the impact of sensitive buybacks.  

 

Waterfind has developed the key project architecture for such a program and is looking for 

MDBA and government support to implement this, which would also be significantly lower 

cost than traditional entitlement buy-backs. 

 

Managing Transitional Impacts 

 

Water recovery through buybacks can have concentrated and uneven impacts on irrigation 

communities, affecting production systems, employment and regional economies. While 

adjustment is an intended component of Basin reform, the effectiveness of transition support 

remains critical to maintaining community confidence and enabling adaptation. 

 

The Commonwealth has established funding mechanisms to support affected communities, 

including the Sustainable Communities Program. However, a significant portion of the 

allocated funding remains unspent, raising questions about accessibility, delivery 

mechanisms and overall program design. 

 

There is an opportunity to review both the adequacy and effectiveness of this funding, 

including whether access could be broadened to include private sector and non-government 

actors to support more flexible, locally-driven responses. While the administration of such 

 
3 Refer, for example, to the Southern Connected Basin EOI processes opened in September 2024, 
which signalled a willingness to test alternative procurement structures and gather market intelligence 
from entitlement holders outside standard tender pathways.  
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programs may sit outside the direct remit of the MDBA, providing clear advice on the scale, 

nature and distribution of transitional impacts should form part of its role in informing Basin 

Plan settings. 

 

Strengthening the focus on transitional impacts will be critical to ensuring that Basin reform 

remains both effective and socially sustainable. 

 

Food security and food affordability   

 

The Water Act 2007 requires the Basin Plan to support the use and management of Basin 

water resources in a way that optimises economic, social and environmental outcomes, and 

requires decision-makers to have regard to the consumptive and other economic uses of 

Basin water resources. This creates a clear policy nexus with food production systems, 

agricultural supply chains, and food affordability outcomes across Basin-dependent regions. 

 

Traditionally, food security in Australia has been assessed in terms of aggregate production 

relative to national demand. However, this framing is evolving. Contemporary policy, 

including the National Food Security Preparedness Green Paper, recognises that food 

security also depends on supply chain resilience, affordability and broader public health 

outcomes. 

 

The Murray-Darling Basin produces approximately 40% of Australia’s agricultural output by 

value and is heavily dependent on water availability. As such, Basin Plan settings directly 

influence production capacity, input costs and ultimately food prices. The Review presents 

an opportunity to explicitly recognise food security and affordability as core considerations, 

ensuring water policy supports both environmental sustainability and a resilient, accessible 

food system. 

 

Efficiency of environmental watering  

 

The efficiency of environmental watering is an increasingly important consideration as the 

volume of held environmental water continues to grow across the Murray-Darling Basin. This 

issue is not only relevant to the Basin Plan Review, but is also within scope of the 2026 

review of the Water Act 2007, which is examining whether current arrangements are 

operating effectively and delivering intended outcomes. 

 

As environmental water portfolios expand, so too does the level of scrutiny from Basin water 

users and stakeholders regarding how this water is planned, delivered and accounted for. 

There is a growing expectation that environmental water should be used as efficiently and 

transparently as possible to maximise ecological outcomes. 

 

Waterfind continues to hear concerns from some entitlement holders and market participants 

that there may be opportunities to improve the efficiency of environmental watering 

practices. While these concerns are not independently verified, they point to a broader need 

for continued focus on monitoring, reporting and adaptive management. Strengthening 

transparency and evaluation frameworks will be critical to maintaining confidence that 

environmental water is delivering its intended benefits. 
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Native fish health and river system outcomes 

 

Native fish populations are a key indicator of river health in the Murray-Darling Basin and are 

central to achieving the Basin Plan’s environmental objectives. The 2026 Discussion Paper 

highlights the continued decline of native fish and identifies flow, connectivity, habitat and 

invasive species as critical drivers. This reinforces that simply increasing water recovery, in 

isolation, is unlikely to deliver improved ecological outcomes. 

 

While the Discussion Paper appropriately identifies invasive species as a contributing factor, 

there is an opportunity to place greater emphasis on the scale and impact of carp on Basin 

ecosystems. Carp are estimated to comprise 70-90% of fish biomass in some river systems, 

contributing to poor water quality and habitat degradation. The National Carp Control 

Program, including investigation of a biological control agent, has been in development for 

over a decade, with implementation pathways yet to be finalised. Given the significance of 

this issue, a clearer articulation of priorities, timelines and investment pathways would 

strengthen the Basin Plan’s approach to native fish recovery. 

 

The Review presents an opportunity to adopt a genuinely integrated Basin-scale response – 

combining environmental water management, habitat restoration and invasive species 

control - to achieve measurable improvements in river health and native fish recovery. 

 

 

Closing remarks  

 

Waterfind appreciates the opportunity to provide this submission to the 2026 Murray-Darling 

Basin Plan Review. 

 

The issues raised in this submission reflect Waterfind’s practical market experience across 

Basin water recovery, entitlement markets, irrigator engagement and transitional policy 

impacts. We would welcome the opportunity to discuss any aspect of this submission in 

further detail, including the alternative recovery and market design pathways outlined. 

 

For any questions or to discuss this submission further, please contact: 

 

Tom Rooney 

Managing Director 

Waterfind 

Email: tom.rooney@waterfind.com.au  

Phone: 0407 974 100 

 

mailto:tom.rooney@waterfind.com.au

