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ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

ACCC

Australian Competition and Consumer Commission

ACL

Australian Consumer Law

ACT

Australian Capital Territory

Basin Plan

Murray–Darling Basin Plan

CCA

Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth)

CICL

Coleambally Irrigation Cooperative Limited
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Council of Australian Governments
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DNRME
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Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (NSW)
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GL

gigalitre (one billion litres)

GMW

Goulburn-Murray Water
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general security

GVIAP

gross value of irrigated agricultural production
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high pressure

HPID

Hay Private Irrigation District
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high security

IHS

integrated horticulture supply

IIO

irrigation infrastructure operator

IO

infrastructure operator

IPART

Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (NSW)
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irrigation right
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Joint Water Supply Scheme

KL
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LMW

Lower Murray Water
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MDB

Murray–Darling Basin

MDBA

Murray–Darling Basin Authority

MI

Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited
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Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area

MIL

Murray Irrigation Limited

ML

megalitre (one million litres)

MP

medium pressure

NRAR

Natural Resources Access Regulator

NWI

National Water Initiative

off-river IO

off‑river infrastructure operator

on-river IO

on‑river infrastructure operator
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Productivity Commission

PIIOP

Private Irrigation Infrastructure Operators Program (NSW)
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WAE

water access entitlement

WAL

water access licence
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Water Administrative Ministerial Corporation (NSW)

WAR

water access right

Water Act

Water Act 2007

WC

West Corurgan

WCR

Water Charge Rules 2010

WCIR

Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010

WCTFR

Water Charge (Termination Fees) Rules 2009

WDR

water delivery right

WMI

Western Murray Irrigation Limited

WPM

water planning and management
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Glossary
Basin Plan

A high level framework on which the Australian Government and Basin
states agreed, and that sets standards for the management of the
Murray–Darling Basin’s water resources in a coordinated and sustainable
way in collaboration with the community. Officially known as the Basin
Plan 2012.

Basin Plan Water Trading
Rules (BPWTR)

Rules set out in Part 12 of the Basin Plan that relate to the trade or
transfer of tradeable water rights. The rules commenced on 1 July 2014
and are enforced by the Murray–Darling Basin Authority.

Basin states

States and territories that reside partly or wholly within the MDB—New
South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia, the ACT.

Basin state agencies

Basin state departments and water authorities.

bulk water charge

A charge payable for either (or both) the storage of water for, or the
delivery of water to:
(i) infrastructure operators
(ii) other operators of reticulated water systems
(iii) other persons (including private diverters and environmental
water holders).

carryover

Arrangements that allow water entitlement holders to hold allocated
water in storages so it is available in subsequent years.

conveyance water

Water required primarily to operate regulated rivers and utility supply
networks to enable the delivery of water.

gravity fed irrigation
system

An irrigation system comprising channels and/or pipes that relies on the
movement of water due to the force of gravity.

infrastructure charge

Charges that infrastructure operators impose for access to their water
service infrastructure, and for services provided in relation to that access.

infrastructure operator
(IO)

Any person or entity that owns or operates infrastructure for one or more
of the following purposes:
(i) the storage of water
(ii) the delivery of water
(iii) the drainage of water
for providing a service to someone who does not own or operate the
infrastructure.

viii

irrigation infrastructure
operator

An infrastructure operator that owns or operates water service
infrastructure for delivering water for the primary purpose of irrigation.

irrigation network

The water service infrastructure of an irrigation infrastructure operator, as
defined in s. 7(4) of the Water Act 2007. In practice, an irrigation network
typically constitutes a network of carriers (open channels, pipes and/
or natural waterways) that convey water from a water source through
customer service points to customer properties. It may be either a gravity
fed network (typically using channels and/or natural waterways) or a
pressurised network (using pipes).

irrigation right

A person’s right against an off-river infrastructure operation (IO) to
receive water, which is not a water access right or a water delivery right. It
usually can be transformed into a water access entitlement.

infrastructure service

Access, or a service provided relating to access, to water service
infrastructure. It includes the storage, delivery, drainage and taking of
water.
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joint water supply
schemes

Similar to cooperatives where the members form and run an organisation
to deliver water to irrigators.

non-volumetric charge

A charge that does not reference a volume of a water right—for example,
a charge that is levied per account, per outlet or per meter.

off‑river infrastructure
service/off‑river
infrastructure operator

The storage, delivery and/or drainage of water diverted from a natural
watercourse through a network consisting of channels and/or pipes
(which can be gravity fed or pressurised) to another person. An operator
providing such services is an off‑river infrastructure operator.

on‑river infrastructure
service/on‑river
infrastructure operator

Harvesting and storing water through infrastructure such as dams, lakes,
weirs and reservoirs located primarily on a natural watercourse, and
delivering water, primarily through natural watercourses. An operator
providing such services is an on‑river infrastructure operator.

private diverter

An irrigator that extracts water directly from a natural watercourse (either
a regulated or unregulated river).

pressurised irrigation
system

A piped irrigation system that usually requires water pressure for the
system to work and requires pumps to pressurise the water.

regulated water charge

Regulated water charges include fees or charges payable to an irrigation
infrastructure operator for access, changing access, or terminating
access to its irrigation network; bulk water charges; charges for water
planning and management activities.
See section 91 of the Water Act 2007 for a full definition.

southern connected
Murray–Darling Basin

Refers to the southern Murray–Darling Basin catchments that are
hydrologically connected and water can be traded between any of these
catchments (subject to trade limits).

termination

When a person terminates or surrenders the whole or part of a right of
access to an IO’s network, typically by terminating a water delivery right.

termination fee

A fee that an off-river IO may impose when an irrigator terminates.

the Water Act

Water Act 2007 (Cth)

total network access
charge

Amount on which the termination fee multiple is applied to calculate a
maximum termination fee. It is the sum of all amounts that would have
been payable for access to an operator’s irrigation network by an irrigator
for a full financial year if termination or surrender had not occurred,
excluding:

tradeable water right



any amount for the amount of water actually delivered to the
terminating irrigator (that is, variable irrigation network charges)





any amount for the storage of water



fees under ACCC approved contracts.

connection/disconnection fees
any amount that exceeds the cost of providing irrigators with access
to an operator’s irrigation network

One of:
(i) water access rights
(ii) water delivery rights
(iii) irrigation rights.

transformation

Process by which an irrigator permanently transforms their entitlement to
water under an irrigation right against an off-river IO into a water access
entitlement held by the irrigator (or anybody other than the off-river IO),
thereby reducing the volume (for example, the share component) of the
operator’s water access entitlement.
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volumetric charge

Charge based on the volume of a water right or physical amount of water.
A fixed volumetric charge is a charge based on the volume of a water
right held, while a variable volumetric charge is a charge based on the
volume of the right that is used in a particular manner.

water access entitlement

Perpetual or ongoing entitlement, by or under a law of a state, to
exclusive access to a share of the water resources of a water resource
plan area.

water access entitlement
trade

Change of ownership and/or location of a water access entitlement
(including through the establishment of a tagging arrangement).

water access right

Any right conferred by or under a law of a state to hold and/or take water
from a water resource, including:






stock and domestic rights
riparian rights
a water access entitlement
a water allocation.

water allocation

Specific volume of water allocated to water access entitlements in a given
water accounting period.

water allocation trade

Change of ownership and/or location of a particular volume of water
allocation.

watercourse

A river, creek or other natural watercourse (whether modified or
not) in which water is contained or flows (whether permanently or
intermittently). It may be:
(i) a dam or reservoir that collects water flowing in a watercourse
(ii) a lake or wetland through which water flows
(iii) a channel into which the water of a watercourse has been diverted
(iv) part of a watercourse
(v) an estuary through which water flows.

Water Charge Rules 2010

Rules for fees and charges payable to an infrastructure operator for bulk
water charges; access to the irrigation infrastructure operator’s network,
or services provided relating to that access; and matters specified in
regulations made under section 91(1)(d) of the Water Act 2007. Also
included are rules for water planning and management activities and
terminating access to an operator’s irrigation network.

Water Charge
(Infrastructure) Rules
2010 (WCIR)

Rules for fees and charges payable to an infrastructure operator for:




bulk water charges



matters specified in regulations made under section 91(1)(d) of the
Water Act 2007.

access to the off-river IO’s network, or services provided in relation to
that access

Note that the Water Charge Rules 2010 replaced the Water Charge
(Infrastructure) Rules 2010 on 1 July 2020.
Water Charge (Planning
and Management
Information) Rules 2010
(WCPMIR)

x
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Rules relating to charges for water planning and water management
activities in the Murray–Darling Basin, and requiring the publication of the
charge details and the process for determining the charge.
Note that the Water Charge Rules replaced the Water Charge (Planning
and Management Information) Rules 2010 on 1 July 2020.

Water Charge
(Termination Fees) Rules
2009 (WCTFR)

Rules for fees or charges payable to an off-river IO in relation to
terminating access to an operator’s irrigation network (or services relating
to such termination), or surrendering a right to delivery of water through
the operator’s irrigation network.
Note that the Water Charge Rules replaced the Water Charge
(Termination Fees) Rules 2010 on 1 July 2020.

water delivery right
(WDR)

The right to have water delivered by an infrastructure operator. It typically
represents the holder’s right of access to an irrigation network (there may
also be a right to drainage), and can be terminated.

Water Market Rules
2009 (WMR)

Rules dealing with actions or omissions of an off-river IO that prevent or
unreasonably delay transformation arrangements or trade of the resulting
water access entitlement.

water service
infrastructure

Infrastructure for one or more of the following purposes:
(i) the storage of water
(ii) the delivery of water
(iii) the drainage of water
for providing a service to another person.
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Highlights from the Water Monitoring
Report 2018–19

Hot and dry conditions persisted throughout most of the Murray–Darling Basin
during 2018–19. While total water deliveries to irrigators decreased, signiﬁcant
levels of allocation trade occured in the southern-connected Basin.

xii
1

With hot and dry conditions
continuing, water delivered
to irrigators decreased by
over 30 per cent.

Typical irrigator bills show
that on average one
ML of water delivered
in pressurised systems
cost $100, while the cost
for gravity fed systems
was $56.

The NSW Government
waived its fixed fee charge
for general security
entitlement holders in
2018–19 reducing the cost of
typical irrigator bills.

While the number of
transformations decreased
by 30 per cent, the volume
transformed was up
40 per cent.

Complaints to the ACCC
rose substantially during
2018–19, indicating
some concerns about
the transparency
and functioning of
water markets.

The new Water Charge Rules
commenced on 1 July 2020
and aim to improve pricing
transparency.
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Key findings
The ACCC monitors regulated water charges which include charges imposed by monopoly water
infrastructure operators (IOs) throughout the Murray–Darling Basin (MDB), including termination fees,
transformation arrangements and compliance with the Water Market Rules 20091 and the water charge
rules.2 In 2018–19 our key findings were:

xiv



The ACCC found overall modest increases in the on-river and off-river IO individual charges
monitored.



Drought like conditions persisted throughout most of the MDB during 2018–19. These had a number
of impacts including lower allocations to high security entitlement holders, and a second year of zero
or close to zero allocations for most general security entitlement holders.



While many irrigators used trade to supplement any water shortages, the level of trade in New South
Wales was substantially below that of the previous year. However, overall trade was substantially up
due to trade within and out of Goulburn-Murray Water (GMW) networks.



The New South Wales’ Government drought relief package for irrigators with general security
entitlement resulted in all typical irrigator bills for these holders decreasing (apart from Hay Private
Irrigation District).



The number of irrigation rights transformed by irrigators into water access entitlements decreased
by 31 per cent. This continued the general trend of declining numbers of transformations over the
last decade. It is also the lowest number since monitoring commenced. The decrease in numbers
of transformations since 2009–10 can be partly attributed to a combination of factors including
the cessation of the Commonwealth water access entitlement acquisitions and the dissipation of
pent-up demand for water trade that existed prior to the commencement of the Water Market Rules
2009. Additionally, in Victoria and Queensland most individual irrigators already hold their statutory
entitlements to water in their own names, and do not need to transform these in order to trade
without off-river IO approval.



The volume of transformations increased by 40 per cent in 2018–19. This increase was driven by
irrigators in the Coleambally Irrigation Corporation Limited, Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited and
Murray Irrigation Limited networks. If these three off-river IOs’ volumes were excluded, there would
have been a decrease in the volume of water transformed in 2018–19 by 83 per cent.



The number of water deliver right (WDR) terminations for off-river IOs in New South Wales and
South Australia decreased by 30 per cent, the lowest number since monitoring began. These
declining numbers reflect among other matters the winding down of rationalisations from earlier
programs and an increasing tendency to trade WDRs rather than terminate WDRs.



The majority of terminations incurred a termination fee while 33 per cent of terminations did not.
Most of the non-fee terminations related to GMW’s ‘Connections Project’.



Most on-river IO typical bills (ie the bills paid by the customers of bulk water suppliers) increased
in line with regulatory decisions made. General security bills for NSW IOs decreased reflecting the
NSW government’s waiving of fixed fees.



The majority of off-river IOs bills decreased. This reflected the NSW Government waiving of fixed
fees. This is significant as previously these bills mostly increased (generally the typical off-river IOs’
bills increase with CPI each year).



The monitoring of off-river IO bills over 10 years has found generally modest increases in real terms.
Over this period, around 45 per cent of typical irrigator bills decreased in real terms. Over the same

1

The Water Market Rules 2009 apply to irrigation infrastructure operators (IIOs). The Water Market Rules seek to ensure an IIOs
administrative requirements for processing transformations do not represent a barrier to trade.

2

The Minister may make water charge rules which relate to regulated water charges. The ACCC under the Water Act 2007
enforces these rules. As of 1 July 2020, the previous three sets of water charge rules that is the Water Charge (Infrastructure)
Rules 2010, the Water Charge (Termination Fees) Rules 2009 and the Water Charge (Planning and Management Information)
Rules 2010 were combined into the Water Charge Rules 2010. The Water Charge Rules 2010 apply to all infrastructure
operators. Some aspects of the Water Charge Rules 2010 apply to specific infrastructure operators for example there is a
specific definition of who is a Part 6 operator under the Water Charge Rules 2010.
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period, the total aggregate bill increased by 5 per cent in real terms (reflecting both increases and
decreases in bills for both 50 per cent and 100 per cent of water delivered).



The volume of water allocation trade increased by 19 per cent in 2018–19. Victorian allocation trade
from GMW drove this increase. GMW attributed the increase in allocated water trading during
2018–19 to the dry conditions, high prices and a maturing market where participants were taking
advantage of the online services providing up-to-date data and the ability to transact.



Total water planning and management (WPM) expenditure by the Basin states increased by
3 per cent in real terms to $330 million. The WPM chapter focuses on trends within Basin states
rather than comparisons between them. This acknowledges significant differences across each Basin
states’ administrative and charging arrangements, and shortcomings in data availability that limit the
usefulness of comparisons.



There was a substantial rise in the number of complaints and enquiries received in 2017–18 (up
from 14 received in 2017–18). However it was a rise off a very low base. This rise continued a trend
of increasing complaints and enquiries from 2017–18. The increase in complaints may in part
be attributed to the ongoing drought and increased water scarcity which created concerns for
market participants, who in turn contacted the ACCC about their concerns. In 2018–19 the ACCC
received some complaints related to behaviour that was perceived (by the complainants) to be
unfair. However none of the conduct was found to be a breach of the Rules or the Competition and
Consumer Act 2010. The Rules only prevent discriminatory behaviour in very limited circumstances.
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Summary
The ACCC’s role in the Murray–Darling Basin
Under the Water Act 2007, the ACCC monitors regulated water charges including termination fees3,
transformation arrangements4, and compliance with the Water Market Rules 2009 and water charge
rules (the Rules).5 The ACCC is also responsible for enforcing compliance with these Rules.
The Water Market Rules 2009 prohibit actions or omissions by off-river infrastructure operators that
prevent or delay an irrigator from transforming an irrigation right into a water access entitlement. The
water charge rules provide for a termination fee cap and include requirements for the publication of
Infrastructure Operators (IOs) schedule of charges.
The Rules which we enforce do not cover wider water market regulation, nor obligations on
water brokers, or other water market participants. Laws set by the Basin States establish the legal
entitlements to water and determine whether those rights can be traded under State laws. These State
trading rules sit alongside the Commonwealth Basin Plan water trading rules (BPWTRs) which apply a
framework for governing the trade of water access rights across the Basin. Basin States also determine
water allocations and carryover arrangements.
This is the ACCC’s 10th report. The ACCC produces this annual monitoring report for the Australian
Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia as required by the Water Act 2007. The ACCC
has now collected 10 years of data on IOs’ regulated water charges, transformation and termination
processes in the MDB. These reports and the data we have collected over time add to the level of
transparency of information about water markets and regulated water charges in the MDB.
Off-river IOs that supply water to irrigators generally operate in geographically exclusive areas for water
and are regarded as monopolies. In many industries including water, monopolies are in a position to
increase prices, and their service quality and innovation may diverge from efficient levels. From their
monopoly position, off-river IOs may have an incentive to prevent or unreasonably delay trade or
transformation requests, and increase the cost of terminations.
The ACCC’s monitoring helps highlight where IOs may potentially exercise their market power over
irrigators and other customers. In doing so, it helps policy makers determine the appropriate form of
regulation for these monopolies.
The information obtained by the ACCC for this monitoring report found that in 2018–19, there was
no significant increases in transformation charges and processing times nor detriment from delays
attributable to off-river IOs’ conduct. Termination fees were also broadly in line with off-river IOs’
fixed charges. The ACCC found overall modest increases in the on-river and off-river IO individual
charges monitored.
Finally, our monitoring and enforcement of the Rules found no significant concerns or detriment arising
from the issues raised with, and considered by, the ACCC.
Through our compliance work the ACCC is aware of some complaints from irrigators about (alleged)
unfair conduct. However none of the conduct was found to be a breach of the Rules or the Competition
and Consumer Act 2010. Also, in 2018–19 a number of market participants raised concerns about the
transparency and functioning of water markets. The ACCC is considering stakeholder concerns about
the transparency and competitiveness of water markets in the MDB as part of its inquiry into MDB water
markets. On 8 August 2019, the Treasurer, the Hon. Josh Frydenberg MP, directed the ACCC to hold

xvi

3

Regulated water charges include fees or charges payable to an irrigation infrastructure operator for access, changing access,
or terminating access to its irrigation network; bulk water charges; charges for water planning and management activities.
See section 91 of the Water Act 2007 for a full definition.

4

Transformation is the process by which an irrigator permanently transforms their entitlement to water under an irrigation right
against an IIO into a water access entitlement held by the irrigator (or anybody else), thereby reducing the share component
of the IIOs’ water access entitlement.

5

Refer to footnote 1.
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an inquiry into markets for tradeable water rights in the MDB. The ACCC released its Interim Inquiry
Report on 30 July 2020. The interim report is available at Murray–Darling Basin water markets inquiry.6

Hot, dry conditions increased water scarcity in 2018–19
Most parts of the MDB experienced mean temperatures that were well above average or the highest on
record during 2018–19, a result more pronounced in the northern MDB. As the Bureau of Meteorology
noted, these record temperatures exacerbated water stress and the intensity of drought conditions
across the MDB.7
Rainfall is the dominant determinant of total water supply across the MDB. The majority of the MDB
received either below average or very much below average rainfall, with some areas in the north
and west recording the lowest on record.8 The southern-connected MDB experienced slightly better
conditions, but rainfall was either average or below average.
In the southern-connected MDB, water supply was low but still above Millennium drought levels.
Storage reduced significantly, falling from 63 per cent in July 2018 to 42 per cent in July 2019.9 Storage
levels in the northern MDB were down to less than 7 per cent full by the end of 2018–19, which is lower
than at any point during the Millennium drought.10
Drier conditions in most parts of the MDB in 2018–19 resulted in lower allocations, which declined by
33 per cent from those in 2017–18. Water allocated in the southern MDB was around 3326 GL, the
lowest level since 2008–09. These allocations were 33 per cent lower than in 2017–18 and 51 per cent
lower than 2016–17.11 Total water delivered by on-river IOs decreased by just over 36 per cent during
2018–19.

Transformation numbers fell while volume increased
For the off-river IOs capable of transforming irrigation rights12, the number of transformations fell
by 31 per cent in 2018–19. This is the lowest number of transformations since monitoring began.
The significant decrease in numbers of transformations since 2009–10 can be partly attributed to a
combination of factors including the cessation of the Australian Government water access entitlement
acquisitions and the dissipation of pent-up demand for trade that existed prior to the commencement of
the Water Market Rules 2009. Also in Victoria and Queensland most irrigators already hold the statutory
entitlements and do not need to transform in order to trade without off-river IO approval.
The total volume of irrigation rights transformed increased by 40 per cent. This increase in volumes
transformed was driven by irrigators in the networks operated by Coleambally Irrigation Cooperative
Limited (CICL), Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited (MI) and Murray Irrigation Limited (MIL). If the volumes
transformed in these three networks were excluded, the total volume of water transformed in 2018–19
would have fallen by 83 per cent.
The overall median times taken to process transformations in New South Wales and South Australia
both increased in 2018–19. The median processing time was 44 working days (up from 42 days) and
16 working days (up from 14 days) respectively.13 The impact of different administrative procedures and
6

ACCC, Murray-Darling Basin water markets inquiry, 2020, https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Murray-Darling%20Basin%20
inquiry%20-%20interim%20report.pdf.

7

Bureau of Meteorology, Climate of the 2018–19 financial year, July 2019, http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/updates/articles/
a034.shtml, viewed 28 November 2019.

8

Ibid.

9

Aither, Water markets report, 2018–19 review and 2019–20 outlook, 2019.

10 Bureau of Meteorology, Climate of the 2018–19 financial year, July 2019, http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/updates/articles/
a034.shtml, viewed 28 November 2019.
11 Aither, Water markets report, 2018–19 review and 2019–20 outlook, 2019.
12 Those off-river IOs are located in New South Wales and South Australia.
13 These processing times are aggregate figures which include the State agency processing times and the IIO processing
times. The Water Market Rules which the ACCC enforce require IIOs to conduct their process/approval of applications to
transform within 20 business days, disregarding certain days when a third party, state approval and/or registration authority is
processing the application.
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requirements is evident in processing times in New South Wales and South Australia. The extended
state authority processing time in New South Wales is due to the involvement of two separate
government entities.14 In South Australia, the Department for Environment and Water is responsible
for the trade approval and the registration of the transformed water right. In relation to off-river IO
processing times the ACCC investigated two self-reported breaches of the Water Market Rules 2009
which were resolved administratively.

Termination numbers increased substantially in Victoria
Termination activity among off-river IOs that cannot effect transformation (that is in Victoria and
Queensland) varied considerably in 2018–19. Among the five small joint water schemes (where
customers jointly hold the water access entitlement (WAE)), there was only one termination.15 On the
other hand, Goulburn-Murray Water (GMW)—a large Victorian Government owned entity that provides
on and off-river water services—reported a significant number of terminations. GMW’s terminations
jumped by 420 per cent, up from 10 in 2017–18 to 52 in 2018–19. Of these 52 terminations, 77 per
cent were associated with the Connections Project. This project is a $2 billion Victorian and Australian
government-funded investment in automating much of the irrigation delivery networks, improving
system efficiency, and generating water savings.
The number of terminations for off-river IOs in New South Wales and South Australia16 decreased by
30 per cent in 2018–19 to 21, which is the lowest number since monitoring commenced. This decline,
particularly for the past few years, may be related to the winding down of rationalisations from earlier
infrastructure programs; and an increased tendency to trade rather than terminate water delivery
rights. However, the total volume associated with these terminations increased by over 100 per cent
to 5.5 GL and is the largest total volume terminated since 2015–16. MIL accounted for most of the
terminated volume.
The majority of terminations incurred a termination fee while 33 per cent of terminations did not. Most
of the terminations that did not have a fee applied related to GMW’s Connections Project.

Allocation trade increased, driven by Victoria
The volume of allocation trade increased by 19 per cent from 2017–18. All off-river IOs except Eagle
Creek reported some allocation trade during 2018–19. The overall increase was driven by allocation
trade in the GMW network in Victoria. GMW attributed the increase in allocated water trading during
2018–19 to the dry conditions, high prices and a maturing market where participants were taking
advantage of the online services that provide up-to-date data and the ability to transact.17 Trade by
off-river IOs in New South Wales and South Australia decreased by 29 per cent in 2018–19.
There was a net export of allocation trade from New South Wales, Queensland and Victoria during
2018–19, which increased by 39 per cent from 2017–18. The volume of allocation water traded in
2018–19 was largely from water allocation traded out of GMW’s area of operations. South Australia was
a net importer of water allocation in 2018–19. The demand for water in South Australia has been partly
driven by the substantial expansion of permanent crops such as almonds (particularly for younger

14 In New South Wales, after the initial processing by the IIO, the application is forwarded to WaterNSW. The application is then
returned to the IIO who either submits the approved application to the New South Wales Land Registry Services directly or
returns it to the irrigator for lodgement.
15 Under s. 5 of the Water Act 1912 (NSW), a JWSS is a group of people who jointly supply the members of the JWSS with
water through the JWSS. As a JWSS is not a separate legal entity from its members, members usually require the consent of
other co-holders of the water access entitlement in order sell or transfer their portion of the JWSS’s water access entitlement.
JWSSs usually have a small customer base. These factors mean it could be difficult for a JWSS member to sell their portion
of the JWSSs water access entitlement, and that termination of the member’s right of access could be difficult (without
potentially the funds to pay a termination fee from the sale of a water access entitlement. Often irrigators use the funds from a
sale of irrigation right or WAE to pay for termination).
16 The off-river IOs in NSW and SA are capable of permanently transforming their entitlement to water under an irrigation right
against an infrastructure operator into a water access entitlement held by the irrigator.
17 GMW, 2018–19 annual report, 2019, p. 24, https://www.g-mwater.com.au/downloads/gmw/Annual_
Reports/2018-19/20191023_ANNUAL%20REPORT%20-%202018.19%20-%20FINAL%20A3675403.pdf, viewed 30 March 2020.
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maturing almond trees). Chart S.1 represents the water allocation volumes traded in proportion to the
total volume of water delivered for each network.
Chart S.1:

Water allocation volumes traded into, out of and within networks as a proportion of total water
volumes delivered, 2018–19
CIT
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ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Complaints and enquiries rose in 2018–19, but new Rules in
2020 aim to improve transparency
The ACCC received 32 complaints and enquiries from water stakeholders (up from 14 received in
2017–18) in 2018–19, including 15 from irrigators, and nine from IOs. This rise continued a trend of
increasing complaints and enquiries from 2017–18. The increase in complaints may in part be attributed
to the ongoing drought and increased water scarcity which created concerns for market participants,
who in turn contacted the ACCC about their concerns.
During 2018–19 the ACCC investigated six possible breaches of the Rules. These investigations included
allegations relating to misrepresentations about the performance of customer meters in an off-river
IO’s network.
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Recent developments
The new Water Charge Rules commenced on 1 July 2020. To improve pricing transparency and make
it easier for IOs to comply, these new Rules clarify requirements and combine the three previous sets
of rules.
The ACCC is engaged in guidance activities to help stakeholders understand the new Water Charge
Rules. The ACCC released an example schedule of charges18 and an example termination information
statement19 (chapter 5, box 5.2), and Frequently Asked Questions are available on the ACCC website.
The ACCC aims to educate irrigators and IOs about their rights and responsibilities under the new
Water Charge Rules and the existing Water Market Rules 2009. IOs will need to ensure their schedule of
charges complies with the new Water Charge Rules.

On-river infrastructure operator typical bills generally
recorded modest increases during 2018–19
The ACCC prepared typical bills for on-river IOs in Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria and
for private diverters in South Australia. These typical bills represent the level of charges imposed by
on-river IOs on customers. A typical bill is a simple representation of how regulated water charges
translate into an individual customer bill based on assumptions about the amount of water entitlement
held and water used, and the type of charges likely to be incurred. Typical bills enable comparison of
charge levels across IOs and years given the wide range of tariff structures employed across the MDB.
These typical bills use standard charges billed to customers and assume the water access entitlement
held by the customer is 1000 ML and received delivery of either 50 or 100 per cent of their entitlement.
Bills were grouped and analysed according to whether a system is located in the northern or southern
MDB, given the different characteristics of these regions. The ACCC’s assessment is based on individual
charge movements and also overall changes to the typical bills that were constructed by the ACCC.
Most typical bills recorded modest increases apart from New South Wales general security entitlement
holders’ bills, which fell substantially. However, for the typical bills that rose, there was some variation
across IOs. This result partly reflects different regional characteristics but also degrees of cost
recovery and the variation in tariff structures (that is, the mix of variable, fixed and non-volumetric
charges imposed).
Most typical bills for customers of on-river operators (on-river IO bills) increased for the southern MDB
during 2018–19. These increases are directly related to price determinations by Victoria’s Essential
Services Commission and New South Wales’ Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal. The majority
of the increases were at or close to the consumer price index.
There were substantial reductions in southern MDB typical on-river IO bills for general security
entitlement holders in New South Wales. These reductions related to the New South Wales
Government’s waiving of fixed fees (with a cap of $4000) which was part of its drought relief package.
In the northern MDB, all typical on-river IO bills increased except for New South Wales general security
bills and Peel Valley’s high security bill (with 100 per cent delivered) and Queensland bills. Most
increases were at or close to the consumer price index and directly related to price determinations.

18 ACCC, Water charge rules: Schedule of charges example, 2020, https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/water/
water-charge-rules/water-charge-rules-schedule-of-charges-example.
19 ACCC, Example termination information statement, 2020, https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Example%20
Termination%20Information%20Statement%20-%20Water%20Charge%20Rules%202010.pdf.
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Off-river operator typical irrigator bills continued to vary
considerably
Off-river IOs’ typical bills varied considerably. This reflects the different characteristics amongst off-river
IOs including the size of their networks, the age of the infrastructure, the number of customers, the level
of cost recovery and level of government subsidies. Smaller systems also have less ability to achieve
economies of scale.
Each year, the ACCC calculates typical irrigator bills from the monitored off-river IOs. A typical off-river
IO bill is a simple representation of how regulated water charges20 translate into an individual bill,
enabling comparison across off-river IOs with different tariff structures. Typical bills include charges
imposed on the off-river IO by Basin state water departments and on-river IOs.
Typical bills have been produced for irrigation networks assuming the customer holds 50 ML, 250 ML
and 1000 ML of water access entitlement and the equivalent volume of water delivery right with a water
allocation equivalent to 50 per cent or 100 per cent of the water access entitlement delivered.
In 2018–19, for the first time, the ACCC also considered the implications of zero allocations in New
South Wales, as well the New South Wales Government’s waiving of certain fixed fees for a sample of
typical irrigator bills in that state.
The majority (53 per cent) of typical irrigator bills decreased in 2018–19. This result is significantly
different from the previous year, when 64 per cent of bills increased. All New South Wales off-river
IOs’ typical irrigator bills (apart from Hay) decreased in 2018–19, reflecting the New South Wales
Government’s drought relief package (which included waiving WaterNSW’s fixed fees), and decreases
in WaterNSW’s usage fees.
Water delivered by off-river IOs was around 29 per cent lower than the previous year, partly reflecting
lower allocations and the drier conditions. Narromine Irrigation reported the largest drop in water
delivered, with a decrease of 76 per cent to 7.2 GL. While a substantial number of off-river IOs
(53 per cent) reported upgrades or restructures in 2017–18, this number dropped significantly in
2018–19 to only 21 per cent.
The average typical bill per ML of water delivered in pressurised networks was $100 (for 250 ML of
entitlement) which was around the same price as it was in 2017–18. For gravity fed networks, the
average bill per ML of water delivered was $56 (for 250 ML) and around 5 per cent lower than in the
previous year.

Changes in typical irrigator bills—a contrast between New South Wales
and the other MDB states
Across both pressurised and gravity fed networks, changes in typical irrigator bills in South Australia
and Victoria were largely driven by changes in off-river charges. Within South Australian networks,
increases in off-river charges were responsible for 96 per cent of the overall aggregate increase.
Similarly for Victorian networks, around 91 per cent of the overall aggregate increase was from
off-river charges.
By contrast, in New South Wales, water planning and management (WPM) and on-river charges drove
decreases. Around 61 per cent of the aggregate decrease was attributed to drops in on-river charges
associated with the New South Wales Government’s waiving of fixed charges for general security
entitlement holders.

20 Refer to footnote 3.
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New South Wales typical irrigator bills for those receiving zero water
allocations
The ACCC’s typical irrigator bills for off-river IOs were constructed using assumptions about a
customer’s charging profile for each reporting off-river IO that holds over 10 GL of WAE with either
50 per cent or 100 per cent of allocation used. However for many general security holders in New
South Wales, allocations for the past two years have been either zero or close to zero. In light of this,
the ACCC constructed typical irrigator bills from a sample of New South Wales off-river IOs with zero
allocation (and therefore no usage fees applied).

Comparing 100 per cent allocation typical bills against zero allocation typical bills
In aggregate terms, even though these general security holders have no water allocation, irrigators still
pay around 56 per cent of their original bills (with full allocation). This result is because some irrigators
still have to pay a proportion of their fixed fees which are unrelated to the amount of allocation received.
That is, the irrigator is still required to pay the off-river IO’s fixed fees.21 The aggregate hides the
considerable variation of individual off-river IO’s bills when comparing their original full allocation typical
irrigator bills to one with zero allocation. Tenandra had the largest difference between full and zero
allocation bills, with the latter 88 per cent lower. However, for Coleambally, the difference was only 6 per
cent due to the higher proportion of fixed charges applied to typical bills.

Comparing zero allocation bills with and without the New South Wales Government
emergency drought relief package
When the ACCC included the New South Wales Government’s waiver of fixed fees, the aggregate
reduction of the zero allocation bills was around 17 per cent (from those zero allocation bills that
included government fees). Again there was considerable variability by operator with Tenandra’s
zero allocation bill reducing by 70 per cent while the effect at both Hay and Western Murray Irrigation
Limited’s Buronga was only 5 per cent when these charges are not included. These differences reflect
the proportion of fixed versus variable charges applied by networks. The majority of operators had
reductions between 10 per cent and 40 per cent when the government fees were waived.

The Basin states are applying differing approaches to, and
reporting of, water planning and management activities
Basin state water authorities and departments undertake a range of WPM activities to promote
sustainable water use, maintain ecosystem health, and minimise the impact of water extraction.
These bodies also levy charges to recover some of the expenditure associated with these activities.
Over ten years of monitoring, the ACCC continues to observe that Basin states are applying differing
approaches to, and reporting of WPM activities.
New South Wales’ total WPM expenditure increased by 32 per cent in real terms in 2018–19.
Expenditure by the Department of Planning, Industry and Environment doubled, primarily due to
capital expenditure on environmental water infrastructure, while WaterNSW’s expenditure decreased
by 20 per cent. Revenue collected from WPM charges increased by 5.5 per cent.
During 2018–19 Victoria spent $168 million on WPM activities, a decrease of 10 per cent from 2017–18
in real terms. Victoria’s total revenues collected from WPM charges jumped 30 per cent in real terms
during 2018–19 to $28 million. This result was driven by a 43 per cent increase in revenues collected
from the Environmental Contribution charge.

21 Off-river IOs’ fixed charges are levied to recover at least some of the fixed costs of providing the infrastructure services.
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WPM expenditure by South Australia decreased by 9 per cent in real terms to $37.3 million during
2018–19. This amount was the lowest expenditure by South Australia over the past five years. Changes
in total revenue collected were relatively flat with an increase of 2 per cent in real terms. The Australian
Capital Territory’s expenditure on WPM activities jumped by 43 per cent in real terms to $23.8 million
during 2018–19, reversing the 40 per cent decline recorded in the previous year. These large changes
in WPM expenditure largely reflected the commencement or finalisation of large capital projects. Total
revenue derived from water charges decreased marginally (1 per cent in real terms) during 2018–19 to
$31.5 million.
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Monitoring makes
market information more
transparent, and informs
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1.

Monitoring makes market
information more transparent, and
informs policy makers

Key points



In this 10th annual water monitoring report, the ACCC continues to provide information on IOs
regulated charges, and transformation and termination processes in the Murray–Darling Basin.



Off-river infrastructure operators (IOs) that supply water to irrigators generally operate in
geographically exclusive areas where competition is unlikely to develop, so they are regarded
as monopolies. In many industries, including water, monopolies can increase prices, and their
service quality and innovation may diverge from efficient levels. From their monopoly position,
off-river IOs may have an incentive to prevent or unreasonably delay trade or transformation
requests, and increase the cost of termination.



The ACCC’s monitoring helps highlight where off-river IOs may be exercising their market
power over irrigators and other customers. In doing so, it helps policy makers determine the
appropriate form of regulation for these monopolies.



The ACCC also helps facilitate effective water markets by monitoring and enforcing compliance
with the Water Market Rules 2009 and water charge rules (the Rules).1

This chapter outlines why and how the ACCC monitors a range of regulated water charges,
transformation and terminations, and other related matters in the Murray–Darling Basin (MDB):




Section 1.1 provides information about the basis of the ACCC’s monitoring.
Section 1.2 describes the process for preparing this report.

1.1

The Water Act requires monitoring and reporting in
the Murray—Darling Basin

The Water Act 2007 (the Water Act) establishes the ACCC’s monitoring role in the MDB, including the
monitoring of regulated water charges2, transformations and terminations. The Water Act also directs
the ACCC to report to the Minister on the findings of its monitoring3, and this 2018–19 report is the
10th edition.
The ACCC now has a decade’s worth of data showing changes to regulated water charges, and
other factors influencing rural water markets (including the costs associated with transformations
and terminations).

2

1

The Water Charge (Termination Fees) Rules 2009, the Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010 and Water (Planning
and Management Information) Rules 2010 are collectively referred to as the ‘water charge rules’. New water charge rules
commenced on 1 July 2020 and are referred to in this publication as the new Water Charge Rules. Further information on the
new Water Charge Rules is set out in chapter 5.

2

Regulated water charges are defined in the section 91 of the Water Act 2007 and include charges payable to an off-river
infrastructure operator for access to the operator’s network. It also includes bulk water charges and water planning and
management (WPM) charges.

3

Water Act 2007, section 94(2).
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The public reporting of the results shares information about infrastructure operators (IOs) that
otherwise might not be available to water market participants in the MDB. For example, the ACCC’s
price monitoring improves consumer understanding by providing information about pricing practices
and also allows for benchmarking against other networks. This information can promote efficient
allocation of resources among water users and uses. For example, the information may inform irrigators’
decisions about the best location to conduct their enterprises. It also helps policy makers to determine
appropriate regulation, and identify the impact of regulatory reforms.

1.1.1

Monitoring of regulated charges makes bill information
more transparent

The ACCC monitors regulated water charges and related matters because IOs4 operate in
geographically exclusive areas for water harvesting, storage and delivery services where competition is
unlikely to develop. Without competition, monopolies can increase prices, and their service quality and
innovation may diverge from efficient levels and lead to inferior market outcomes. Regulatory oversight
aims to limit the exercise of market power by IOs over irrigators and other customers.
Monitoring also further clarifies the impact of state regulatory pricing decisions for customers of
off-river IOs.

1.1.2

The ACCC’s monitoring of transformation arrangements helps us
identify where barriers to water trade persist

The ACCC monitors off-river IOs and enforces their compliance with the Water Market Rules 2009, to
ensure off-river IOs are not preventing or unreasonably delaying transformation. Transformation allows
water formerly available to a customer under an irrigation right to be held directly by the customer or
traded to another person. This system allows an irrigator to participate in water markets more easily,
and to have greater control over the timing, quantity and location of water trade. From their monopoly
position, off-river IOs may have an incentive to prevent or unreasonably delay trade or transformation
requests, and increase the cost of terminations.

1.1.3

The ACCC’s compliance monitoring helps us enforce the Rules
and assess policy impacts

The ACCC collects data directly from off-river IOs on their compliance with the Rules. It also examines
complaints and enquiries from irrigators and other stakeholders, and information published by other
government agencies. Chapter 5 reports on the ACCC’s compliance monitoring for 2018–19.
The Rules which we enforce do not cover wider water market regulation, nor obligations on
water brokers, or other water market participants. Laws set by the Basin States establish the legal
entitlements to water and determine whether those rights can be traded under State laws. These State
trading rules sit alongside the Commonwealth Basin Plan water trading rules (BPWTRs) which apply a
framework for governing the trade of water access rights across the Basin. Basin States also determine
water allocations and carryover arrangements.

1.2

This report draws on many sources of information

To prepare this report each year, the ACCC sources data and information from:




36 on-river and off-river IOs, Basin states and one territory

4

The terminology used in this report differentiates between general IOs—which store and deliver water, and provide drainage
services to a wide range to customer types—and off-river IOs—which provide the same services for the primary purpose
of irrigation.

5

If an off-river IO does not have a website, we attempt to collect this information from the off-river IO directly.

Off-river IOs’ schedule of charges and transformation policies, from their websites (if available)5
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3



enquiries by, complaints about, and contacts with IOs, irrigators and industry participants, including
water brokers and peak associations



government agencies such the Murray–Darling Basin Authority, the Australian Bureau of Agriculture
and Resource Economics and Sciences, the Bureau of Meteorology, the Australian Department of
the Environment and Energy, the Victorian Water Register and WaterNSW



academic literature, independent consultancy reports, and media articles.

1.2.1

The ACCC assesses trends and compliance, and reports
observations

The ACCC uses data directly collected from Basin state agencies, and on-river and most off-river IOs to
create typical irrigation bills.6 In this way, the ACCC can show changes in IOs’ regulated water charges
over time. Given the considerable differences in off-river IO characteristics and approaches to charging,
the comparison of individual charges across off-river IOs is difficult. But typical irrigation bills allow for
more meaningful comparisons among off-river IOs and across years.
The ACCC also uses information from off-river IOs to analyse trends in transformations and
terminations. More broadly, the full data collection allows the ACCC to identify areas of potential
concern and compliance with the rules.

6

4

In previous water monitoring report publications, typical irrigation bills were referred to as hypothetical bills. In 2018–19 we
prepared: for on-river: a total of 34 typical bills for 17 systems. These typical bills are for IOs in Queensland, New South Wales
and Victoria and for private diverters in South Australia and for off-river: a total of 74 bills for 16 different off-river IOs.
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Transformations and
termination volumes
rebound in 2018–19

Loddon River, Laanecorrie, Victoria
Source: ACCC

2.

Transformations and termination
volumes rebound in 2018–19

Key points
Transformations



The number of irrigation rights transformed by irrigators into water access entitlements
decreased by 31 per cent, while the total volume of transformations increased by 40 per cent.



The increase in volumes transformed was driven by irrigators in the Coleambally Irrigation
Cooperative Limited, Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited and Murray Irrigation Limited networks.
If these three off-river infrastructure operators’ (IOs) volumes were excluded, the total volume
of water transformed in 2018–19 would have decreased by 83 per cent compared to the
previous year.



Transformation processing times increased in both New South Wales and South Australia in
2018–19. The median processing time was 44 working days (up from 42 days) and 16 working
days (up from 14 days) respectively. The extended state authority processing time in New
South Wales is due to the involvement of two separate government entities compared to one in
South Australia.



The information obtained by the ACCC for this monitoring report found that in 2018–19, there
was no significant increases in transformations charges and processing times nor detriment from
delays attributable to off-river IOs’ conduct.

Terminations




The total number of terminations fell from 30 in 2017–18 to 21 in 2018–19.



The volume of water delivery rights terminated in 2018–19 rose to 5.5 GL, with Murray Irrigation
Limited accounting for most of the terminated volume.

The majority of terminations incurred a termination fee, while 33 per cent of terminations did not.
Most of the non-fee terminations related to Goulburn-Murray Water’s Connections Project.

Allocation trade

6



The volume of water allocation trade increased by 19 per cent in 2018–19. Victorian allocation
trade from Goulburn-Murray Water drove this increase.



There was a net export of water allocation trade from Queensland and Victoria in 2018–19. In
Victoria, this was driven largely by water allocation traded out of Goulburn-Murray Water’s area
of operations.



South Australia was a net importer of water allocation in 2018–19 and this can be partly
attributed to permanent horticulture’s increasing demand for water.




Most New South Wales and South Australian off-river IOs were net importers of water.
Water allocation prices jncreased significantly in the southern Murray–Darling Basin in 2018–19,
reflecting lower water availability (especially in New South Wales) and higher demand than in the
past two years.
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This chapter reports on changes and trends in transformations, terminations and trade for monitored
off-river infrastructure operators (IOs):



Section 2.1 shows transformation data reported by those off-river IOs capable of transforming
irrigation rights into water access entitlements (WAE). Off-river IOs typically capable of transforming
are located in New South Wales and South Australia.





Section 2.2 reports on termination activity in the irrigation networks of selected off-river IOs.
Section 2.3 covers the water allocation trade reported by off-river IOs.
Section 2.4 assesses water delivery right (WDR) trade reported by off-river IOs.

2.1

Transformation numbers continued to decline, while
volumes of water transformed increased significantly

This section looks at transformation data reported by those off-river IOs that are capable of
transforming irrigation rights. Transformation represents a reduction in the WAE held by an off-river IO.
It may represent water moving outside an off-river IO’s irrigation network, depending on whether the
transforming irrigator holds or trades the resulting WAE.
Off-river IOs that can give effect to transformation are concentrated in New South Wales and South
Australia. These operators typically hold a WAE on behalf of their customers, who in turn hold an
irrigation right against the operator. In Victoria and Queensland, irrigators typically already hold a WAE
directly and so would not need to use the transformation process.

2.1.1

Total number of transformations declined while total volume
increased

The number of transformation applications processed in 2018–19 decreased by 31 per cent,
while the volume of irrigation rights transformed increased by 40 per cent. Chart 2.1 presents the
number of transformations, the volume of irrigation rights transformed, and the average volume
per transformation since 2009–10.
The significant decrease in numbers of applications for transformations since 2009–10 can be partly
attributed to a combination of factors including the cessation of the Australian Government WAE
acquisitions and the dissipation of pent-up demand that existed prior to the commencement of
the Water Market Rules 2009. Central Irrigation Trust (CIT), Western Murray Irrigation (WMI) and
Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited (MI) reported the highest number of transformations, and accounted
for around 69 per cent of the total number for 2018–19.
Just over 24 GL of irrigation right was transformed in 2018–19. That total represents the highest
volume transformed since 2016–17. This increase was driven by irrigators in the Coleambally Irrigation
Cooperative Limited (CICL), MI and Murray Irrigation Limited (MIL) networks. If these three off-river IOs’
volumes were excluded, the total volume of transformations would have decreased by 83 per cent in
2018–19.
CICL, MI and MIL’s combined volumes of transformations contributed 88 per cent of the total volume
transformed in 2018–19 (up from 63 per cent in 2017–18). These off-river IOs made up the majority
of volume transformed each year and over the past 10 years. CICL advised its overall increase was
partly driven by a large property sale, in which the seller wished to sell the property and transform the
irrigation rights into a WAE to sell separately. While most of the irrigation right transformed by CICL was
general security, 262 ML of high security irrigation right was also transformed.8

8

West Corurgan reported one large transformation for 8.7GL during 2018–19 where the irrigation right was transferred onto a
water access entitlement held by a subsidiary company.
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Chart 2.1:

Number and volume of transformations, 2009–10 to 2018–19
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Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Note:

Data relates to transformations in New South Wales and South Australia, for all irrigation infrastructure operators
that can give effect to transformations.

Relatively high entitlement prices in the Murrumbidgee trading zone during 2018–19 may have
contributed to irrigators in CICL’s network deciding to transform their irrigation rights into a WAE
and sell the entitlement separately. The volume weighted average prices (VWAP in dollars per ML)
for general security WAE prices in the Murrumbidgee were 25 per cent higher in 2018–19 than in the
previous year, and high security entitlement prices were 54 per cent higher.9

2.1.2

Irrigators generally transformed a greater percentage of irrigation
rights in 2018–19 than in 2017–18

Chart 2.2 presents the proportion of irrigation rights transformed between July 2009 and June 2019.
In 2018–19, around 18 per cent of transformations were for less than 10 per cent of the irrigation
right (5 percentage points less than in 2017–18). By contrast, those transformations that were
for 90–100 per cent of the irrigation right increased 6 percentage points to 25 per cent of all
transformations in 2018–19.
Irrigators in WMI, MI, MIL and CICL tended to transform a higher proportion of their irrigation rights
than irrigators in other networks. Irrigators in New South Wales transformed 18 per cent of irrigation
rights, compared with those in South Australia with 35 per cent.
Over the past decade, irrigators typically transformed only some of their irrigation rights, to retain some
water for use within an irrigation network. In the early years, irrigators tended to transform either a very
high proportion of irrigation rights (above 90 per cent) or a very small proportion (below 10 per cent),
as shown by the general ‘U’ shape of most curves in chart 2.2. The early years (2010–11 to 2014–15)
followed trends in Australian Government WAE acquisitions (through buybacks and investments
in water infrastructure). By contrast, the years following 2014–15 show flatter lines, which indicate
irrigators are willing to transform varying amounts of their irrigation rights.

9

8

Aither, Water markets report 2018–19 and 2019–20 outlook, 2019, https://www.aither.com.au/2019-water-markets-report/,
viewed 22 May 2020.
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Chart 2.2:

Number of transformations as a proportion of irrigation right transformed, 2010–11 to 2018–19
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ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

State trends in proportion of irrigation rights transformed
Chart 2.3 compares the breakdown of the percentage of irrigation rights transformed by off-river IOs
in New South Wales and South Australia. Over the past nine years, their proportions of irrigation rights
transformed in each state differed substantially.
Data from the past nine years (chart 2.3) show an overall trend where South Australian irrigators
generally transformed less of their irrigation right than did irrigators in New South Wales. Around
67 per cent of South Australian transformations over the past nine years were for less than 50 per cent
of the irrigation right, compared with 52 per cent in New South Wales. Over the same period,
51 per cent of all New South Wales transformations were for over 75 per cent of the irrigation right,
compared with only 32 per cent in South Australia.
In 2018–19, New South Wales irrigators transformed irrigation rights in lower proportions than they did
in 2017–18. That is, transformations of 75 per cent or more of irrigation right dropped by 8 percentage
points to 44 per cent of all transformations. The opposite occurred in South Australia, where
transformations of 75 per cent or more of irrigation right increased by 6 percentage points in 2018–19.
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Factors that may affect the proportions of irrigation rights transformed include:




WAE prices



Off-river IOs’ internal policies—for example, transformation administration policies and fees, and
other policies affecting the ease with which (or cost at which) customers can trade water outside or
continue to have ‘transformed’ water delivered in their operator’s network



the level of direct purchasing (‘buyback’) of water for the environment, across valleys and across
time. The level of direct purchasing has reduced since the Australian Government first introduced a
program in 2008 to acquire water for the environment through direct buybacks10



the Australian Government also legislated a 1500 GL cap on surface water purchases by the its
agencies in 201511



the level and nature of government funded infrastructure investment in particular off-river IOs—for
example, projects involving ‘water savings’ sourced from entitlements used for conveyance versus
savings sourced from irrigation rights.

changes in agricultural commodity markets that alter irrigators’ long term demand for water,
influencing their willingness to transform irrigation right and sell the resulting WAE

10 PC, Market mechanisms for recovering water in the Murray–Darling Basin, March 2010, p. xxii, https://www.pc.gov.au/
inquiries/completed/murray-darling-water-recovery/report/water-recovery-report.pdf, viewed 25 June 2020.
11 Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, Commonwealth water purchasing in Murray–Darling Basin, 2020,
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/water/markets/commonwealth-water-mdb, viewed 25 June 2020.
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ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Proportions are based on the number (not volume) of transformations.
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2.1.3

Transformation processing times increased

After completing the transformation process, irrigators may have greater flexibility to participate
in water markets outside their own network. After transforming, the irrigator holds the statutory
entitlement (WAE) and can trade these entitlements without the consent of the operator. However,
several barriers can inhibit or deter irrigators from transforming their irrigation rights, including:





the general costs for the irrigator in the time taken to complete the transformation process
the actual administrative fees associated with the transformation
costs from transformation processing delays.

The application approval process in New South Wales and South Australia requires the involvement of
the off-river IO that received the transformation application, and approval by government agencies.
Chart 2.4 presents the median days for processing transformations in New South Wales and South
Australia since 2015–16. It shows significant differences in the processing time of the two states over the
past five years. While South Australia’s processing times were relatively stable (averaging 17 days), New
South Wales’ times considerably varied, and the average time was much higher (51 days).
In 2018–19, the median processing time increased by two days to 44 days in New South Wales, and
from 14 days to 16 days in South Australia. These processing times include the time taken by both the
off-river IO and relevant state government agencies to process the transformation. Off-river IOs have
20 business days to complete their part of the process (and advise the applicant within a further five
business days). However, these periods exclude the time taken to obtain any third party consent (such
as banks that hold a mortgage over the property), and the time taken by government agencies to
process the transformation application (which the Water Market Rules 2009 do not regulate).12 Chapter
5 summarises compliance with the Water Market Rules 2009.
The impact of different administrative procedures and requirements is evident in processing times in
New South Wales and South Australia. The extended state authority processing time in New South
Wales is due to the involvement of two separate government entities. After the initial processing by the
off-river IO, the application is forwarded to WaterNSW. The application is then returned to the off-river
IO who either submits the approved application to the New South Wales Land Registry Services directly
or returns it to the irrigator for lodgement. In South Australia, the Department for Environment and
Water is responsible for the trade approval and the registration of the transformed water right.
In relation to off-river IO processing times the ACCC investigated two self-reported breaches of the
Water Market Rules 2009 which were resolved administratively (see chapter 5).

12 Rule 14, Water Market Rules 2009.
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Chart 2.4:

Median days to process a transformation application in New South Wales and South Australia,
2015–16 to 2018–19
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Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Note:

Data presented for 2015–16 to 2017–18 has been revised.

Chart 2.5 shows the range of transformation processing times for New South Wales and South Australia
in 2018–19. For the transformation applications submitted in 2018–19, most were approved:




within 30 days in South Australia
between 30 days and 90 days in New South Wales.

Chart 2.5:

Range of transformation processing times in New South Wales and South Australia, 2018–19
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2.1.4

Transformation processing fees varied considerably

Table 2.1 presents transformation processing fees levied by irrigation infrastructure operators and
Basin state approval authorities in 2018–19. The processing of transformation applications involves fees
imposed by state governments and most off-river IOs. The ACCC website link to our Water monitoring
materials contains further supplementary information that sets out the differing state approaches to
processing transformations.13 While New South Wales and South Australia have different processing
methods, their total fees in 2018–19 were similar: $446 and $440 respectively.
Table 2.1 highlights the considerable variation in the lowest and highest off-river IO fees, from a low
of $70 for Narromine to a high of $550 for West Corurgan (WC) and CICL. Off‑river IO transformation
charges were steady over the past four years, with seven of the 11 not changing. WC’s fees, however,
increased by 38 per cent from 2015–16. New South Wales and South Australian processing fees
increased in 2018–19 in line with inflation.
Table 2.1:

Transformation processing fees, 2018–19

Basin state

State processing fee ($)

Infrastructure operator

New South
Wales

Fee for establishing zero
share WAL:

Coleambally

WaterNSW fee $304.46 +
Land Registry Services fee
$141.60

Fee for trade of share
component:

South
Australia

Operator
processing fee
($)

Total fee (state and operator)
($)
Lowa

Higha

550.00

1 024.48

1 470.54

Hay

350.00

824.48

1 270.54

Jemalong

400.00

874.48

1 320.54

Moira

300.00

774.48

1 220.54

Murray Irrigation Limited

385.00

859.48

1 305.54

Murrumbidgee Irrigation
Limited

225.00

699.48

1 145.54

70.00

544.48

990.54

Narromine

WaterNSW fee $332.88 +
Land Registry Services fee
$141.60

West Corurgan

550.00

1 024.48

1 470.54

Western Murray Irrigation

350.90

825.38

1 271.44

Fee for transfer of WAE on
transformation: $440.00

Central Irrigation Trust

365.00

–

422.00

Renmark Irrigation Trust

324.50

–

764.50

Source:

Schedules of charges and transformation policies of irrigation infrastructure operators; responses from the
New South Wales Department of Planning, Industry and Environment and the South Australia Department of
Environment, Water and Natural Resources to ACCC water planning and management requests for information;
New South Wales Land Registry Services’ schedule of charges.

Notes:

Processing fees are those listed in the operator’s documents, although some operators did not report any
transformations in 2018–19.
WAL = water access licence; WAE = water access entitlement.
a

Low fee is for applicants with an existing WAL; high fee is for applicants requiring a new WAL.

13 https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/water/water-monitoring-reporting.

14

Water Monitoring Report 2018–19

2.2

Terminated volumes remained substantially below
transformation volumes

A termination occurs when an irrigator terminates or surrenders the whole or part of their right of
access to an off-river IO’s water service infrastructure, usually by terminating water delivery right.14 Offriver IOs generally impose a termination fee that finalises any ongoing commitment of an irrigator to the
network in relation to that right of access.
An irrigator’s right to access water from an off-river IO’s water service infrastructure is usually
represented by their WDR. If an irrigator wants to reduce or exit completely their right to access water
from an off-river IO, they can terminate some or all of their right of access after which time the irrigator
will no longer incur fixed access charges related to the WDR they have terminated. An irrigator who
chooses to transform might also choose to terminate their WDR if they are for example converting to
dry land farming or retiring. An irrigator who has transformed all or almost all of their irrigation right
maybe more likely to exit irrigation. If they are exiting irrigation, the irrigator may be more likely to
terminate their WDR.
The following sections report on termination activity in those off-river IOs that can give effect to
transformation15, which are generally located in New South Wales and South Australia. The ACCC also
reports on joint water supply schemes (JWSSs)16, Goulburn-Murray Water (GMW) and Lower Murray
Water (LMW).

2.2.1

Termination numbers decreased in New South Wales and spiked
in Victoria

Table 2.2 shows the number and volume of terminations since 2009−10 for off-river IOs that can give
effect to transformation. The number of terminations decreased by 30 per cent in 2018–19 to 21,
which is the lowest number since monitoring commenced. This decline, particularly for the past few
years, may be related to the winding down of rationalisations from earlier infrastructure programs; and
an increased tendency to trade rather than terminate WDRs. However, the total volume associated
with these terminations increased by over 100 per cent to 5.5 GL in 2018–19. It is the largest total
volume terminated since 2015–16. This spike in volumes was due to activity in the MIL network, where
eight terminations with high volumes of water were processed.

14 A termination fee is a fee that an operator can impose on a customer who terminates or surrenders the whole or part of their
access to the operator’s water service infrastructure. This access includes a water delivery right and right to the drainage of
water through the operator’s infrastructure.
15 Transformation is the process by which a water user permanently converts an irrigation right into a water access entitlement
to gain greater control over their right, particularly in relation to trade. Off-river IOs that can give effect to transformation are
concentrated in New South Wales and South Australia. These off-river IOs typically hold a water access entitlement on behalf
of their members.
16 These schemes i nclude Marthaguy Irrigation Scheme, Tenandra Irrigation Scheme, Trangie-Nevertire Irrigation Scheme,
Eagle Creek Pumping Syndicate and Buddah Lake Irrigators’ Association.
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Table 2.2:

Number and volume of terminations for off-river infrastructure operatorsa that can effect
transformation, and joint water supply schemes, 2009–10 to 2018–19

Number of
terminationsb

Average WDRs
terminated (ML)a

Total volume of
WDRs terminated
(ML)

Cumulative terminations as a %
of WDRs held on 1 July 2009

2009–10

414

256

105 887

3%

2010–11

94

346

32 568

4%

2011–12

76

397

30 137

5%

2012–13

103

222

22 830

6%

2013–14

89

410

36 526

7%

2014–15

36

154

5 548

8%

2015–16

80

135

10 788

8%

2016–17

48

110

5 259

8%

2017–18

30

87

2 616

8%

2018–19

21

260

5 457

8%

991

260

257 617

Year

Total
Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Notes:

a

Includes Coleambally, Hay, Jemalong, Moira, Murray Irrigation Limited, Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited,
Narromine, West Corurgan, Western Murray Irrigation, Central Irrigation Trust and Renmark Irrigation Trust.

b

Does not include surrenders for which individual transaction data were not provided. Termination total
refers to terminations with and without a related transformation.

For the off-river IOs that can effect transformation, the total volume of WDRs on issue in 2018–19 was
3 per cent higher than the total volume reported on issue at 1 July 2009. While this increase reflected
the issuing of new WDRs17, it was also affected by terminations of WDRs.

17 A number of irrigation i nfrastructure operators issued new water delivery rights during 2018–19 including Murrumbidgee
Irrigation Limited, Lower Murray Water, Central Irrigation Trust and Renmark Irrigation Trust.
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Termination activity in other off-river IOs
Termination activity among off-river IOs that cannot effect transformation varied considerably in 2018–
19. Among the five JWSSs (where customers jointly hold the WAE), there was only one termination.
On the other hand, GMW—a Victorian Government owned entity that provides on- and off-river water
infrastructure services—reported a significant number of terminations.18 This increase was related to the
Connections Project.19
While the number of terminations was low for the JWSSs, the total volume of WDRs on issue in 2018–19
was 28 per cent lower than the total volume reported on issue at 1 July 2009. This total volume was
substantially above that recorded for off-river IOs that can effect transformation, and also corresponds
higher terminations in JWSSs. This result suggests a significant proportion of irrigators exited
these off-river IO networks altogether after 2009–10, as a result of water recovery by the Australian
Government including direct water buybacks and infrastructure upgrades or other factors.
The majority of terminations for the JWSSs over the past 10 years occurred in 2011–12 (57 per cent),
and were mostly in the Tenandra and Trangie–Nevertire networks (94 per cent of all terminations). This
spike in Tenandra and Trangie–Nevertire terminations in 2011–12 was associated with modernisation
projects funded by the Australian Government through the Private Irrigation Infrastructure Operators
Program (PIIOP).20
While termination activity was subdued for those off-river IOs that can give effect to transformation and
JWSSs, GMW and LMW showed spikes in termination activity in 2018–19. The number of terminations
for GMW jumped by 420 per cent—up from 10 in 2017–18 to 52 in 2018–19. Of the 52 terminations GMW
reported, 77 per cent were associated with the Connections Project.21 The number of terminations at
LMW increased by 100 per cent in 2018–19 to eight.
Table 2.3 shows the number and volume of terminations for JWSSs and for GMW and LMW since
2009−10.

18 Customers for Goulburn-Murray Water and Lower Murray Water hold their own statutory water access entitlement.
19 The Connections Project is a $2 billion Victorian and Australian government funded investment in automating much of the
irrigation delivery networks, improving system efficiency, and generating water savings. The project is planned to finish in
October 2020. The project enabled irrigators to terminate water delivery rights without incurring termination fees.
20 For further information, see: Sustainable Soils Management Pty Ltd, Tenandra Scheme Modernisation Project Final Report,
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/sitecollectiondocuments/water/tenandra-final-project-report.pdf, viewed
11 February 2020. Vanguard Business Services in conjunction with Trangie Nevertire Co-operative Ltd, Trangie Nevertire
Cooperative Ltd (TNCL) Final project report under round one of the Private Irrigation Infrastructure Operators Program in
NSW, March 2016, http://www.tnis.net.au/index.html, viewed 11 February 2020.
21 GMW, 2018–19 annual report, August 2019, https://www.g-mwater.com.au/downloads/gmw/Annual_
Reports/2018-19/20191023_ANNUAL%20REPORT%20-%202018.19%20-%20FINAL%20A3675403.pdf, viewed
11 February 2020.

Water Monitoring Report 2018–19

17

Table 2.3:

Number and volume of terminations for joint water supply schemes and Goulburn-Murray Water
and Lower Murray Water, 2009–10 to 2018–19

Number of
terminationsa

Year

Average WDRs
terminated (ML)a

Total volume of
WDRs terminated
(ML)

Cumulative terminations as %
of WDRs held on 1 July 2009

Joint water supply schemesb
2009–10

0

na

0.0

0%

2010–11

10

545

5.5

3%

2011–12

34

922

31.4

23%

2012–13

3

319

1.0

24%

2013–14

2

115

0.2

24%

2014–15

6

1 002

6.0

28%

2015–16

2

240

0.5

28%

2016–17

0

na

0

28%

2017–18

2

0

0.03

28%

2018–19

1

0

0.01

28%

60

742

45

Total

Goulburn-Murray Water
Number of
terminationsa

Delivery share
terminated (ML/day)c

Number of
terminations

Delivery share
terminated (ML/14 days)d

2009–10

43

35

90

593

2010–11

69

67

11

35

2011–12

130

100

9

36

2012–13

161

191

7

20

2013–14

136

149

9

25

2014–15

76

80

14

66

2015–16

13

11

8

33

2016–17

21

14

12

56

2017–18

10

3

4

16

2018–19

52

45

8

15

711

695

172

895

Total
Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Notes:

a

Does not include surrenders for which individual transaction data were not provided.

b

Includes Buddah Lakes, Eagle Creek, Tenandra, Trangie–Nevertire and Marthaguy.

c

Goulburn-Murray Water delivery shares entitle a user to have 1 ML/day delivered for 270 days in gravity fed
networks and 1 ML/day for 365 days for pressurised networks.

d

Lower Murray Water delivery shares entitle a user to have 1 ML per fortnight

WDR = water delivery right.
Data may not add to total due to rounding.
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2.2.2

Volume of irrigation rights transformed continued to outpace
volume of water delivery rights terminated

Table 2.4 shows the proportion of irrigation rights transformed in 2018–19 was around 10 times
greater than the proportion of WDR volumes terminated. This pattern repeated for all years from
2009–10 except 2013–14, when the proportion of terminations exceeded transformations by
0.1 of a percentage point.
Table 2.4:
Year

Volume of irrigation rights transformed and water delivery rights terminated, 2009–10 to 2018–19
Volume transformed as a % of irrigation
rights held at 1 July 2009

Volume terminated as a % of water delivery rights
held at 1 July 2009

2009–10

4.4%

3.4%

2010–11

2.9%

1.0%

2011–12

2.4%

1.0%

2012–13

3.0%

0.2%

2013–14

1.1%

1.2%

2014–15

2.1%

0.1%

2015–16

1.1%

0.3%

2016–17

0.9%

0.2%

2017–18

0.5%

0.1%

2018–19

1.0%

0.1%

Total

19.3%

7.5%

Source:

ACCC from data provided by irrigation infrastructure operators in New South Wales and South Australia that can
effect transformation.

Note:

Data may not add to total due to rounding.

Between 2009–10 and 2018–19, the proportion (by volume) of irrigation rights transformed was more
than double (12 percentage points) the proportion of WDR terminations. While transforming (part or
whole) of their irrigation rights, many irrigators did not terminate WDRs to the same extent.
This difference may indicate irrigators are not transforming to exit from local networks. Rather, they
may transform to increase flexibility, so they can trade a proportion of their permanent entitlements
while continuing to irrigate. For some irrigators, this may be due to an intention to continue irrigating
using water allocation purchased from other parties or traded in from other property holdings. Also,
irrigators may be able to trade their WDR instead of terminating WDR as in some cases this may be
less expensive.
Chart 2.6 presents the number of transformations and/or termination transactions since 2009–10.
One of the more striking trends is the decline in numbers for those irrigators who transform and
also terminate, from a high of 334 in 2009–1022 to a low of only 3 in 2018–19. This result reinforces
that currently irrigators are transforming for other reasons than exiting from networks. The numbers
of irrigators who are both transforming and terminating dropped by 73 per cent from 2017–18.
Further, this is the lowest number since monitoring began. This is also the case for the number of
transformations which fell to 118 in 2018–19.

22 The high number of transformations combined with terminations in 2009–10 reflected the Commonwealth’s water recovery
buyback program to recover water, https://www.agriculture.gov.au/water/markets/commonwealth-water-mdb, viewed
27 June 2020.
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Chart 2.6

Number of transformation/termination transactions, 2009–10 to 2018–19
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Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators in New South Wales and South
Australia that can effect transformation.

Note:

Excludes surrenders for which individual transaction data were not reported.

Table 2.5 compares the proportion of WDRs terminated and the proportion of irrigation rights
transformed in 2018–19. The proportions generally followed the trends observed in the past few years.
That is, transforming customers were most likely to transform a lower proportion of their irrigation
rights. These trends include a greater number of terminations of 75–100 per cent of WDRs, and a
preference to transform less than 50 per cent of irrigation rights. The relatively low volume terminated
as a percentage of WDR held at 1 July 2009 over the past two years may indicate a maturing market
where irrigators’ willingness to exit the industry has declined.
Table 2.5:

Terminations and transformations, by proportion of water delivery right terminated or irrigation
right transformed, 2018–19

Proportion of WDR terminated or IR
transformed (%)

Proportion of terminating
customers (%)

Proportion of transforming
customers (%)

0–<25

11

36

25–<50

13

20

50–<75

6

7

75–100

70

36

Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Notes:

Termination proportions are calculated across all irrigation infrastructure operators, not only those who can effect
transformation. Data may not add to total due to rounding. Excludes surrenders for which individual transaction
data were not reported.
WDR = water delivery right; IR = irrigation right.
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2.2.3

The majority of monitored irrigation infrastructure operators
imposed termination fees in 2018–19

Off-river IOs may impose termination fees to offset future losses of revenue from forgone fixed charges.
The termination fees minimise the extent to which the remaining customers may have to pay the
network’s fixed costs to cover infrastructure expenses. Chart 2.7 details the proportion of termination
volume for which termination fees were imposed. It also includes the volumes of WDR surrendered
or cancelled.
Around 67 per cent of the termination volume in 2018–19 had termination fees imposed, up
20 percentage points from 2017–18. However, between 2012–13 and 2018–19, around 75 per cent of the
termination volume did not have termination fees imposed. In the earlier years, most terminations were
coordinated terminations, which were associated with the PIIOP in New South Wales23 and the Victorian
Government and GMW’s Connections Project.24 Terminations associated with these programs typically
waived termination fees so as to incentivise irrigators to participate in coordinated rationalisation efforts.
Chart 2.7:

Volume of terminations, by imposition of termination fee, 2012–13 to 2018–19
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Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Notes:

Data for years before 2012–13 are not available.
Data includes surrendered water delivery rights.
Data for Goulburn‑Murray Water and Lower Murray Water are converted from ML/day and ML/14 days respectively
to ML.
Data presented for 2017–18 have been revised to include surrendered water delivery rights. All other termination
volume reported incurred termination fees in 2018–19.

2.2.4

Termination fees moved in line with annual fixed charges

Under the Water Charge (Termination Fees) Rules 2009, the maximum fees that off-river IOs can
charge for a termination is 10 times the total network access charge excluding GST. As expected, since
this cap was introduced, average termination charges moved in line with each off-river IO’s annual fixed
charges. The data in appendix 3 shows that increases in termination fees over time broadly reflected the
differences and movement in the off-river IO’s annual fixed charges.

23 The aim of the New South Wales Government’s Private Irrigation Infrastructure Operators program to improve the efficiency
and productivity of water use and management of private irrigation networks to deliver water savings for the environment.
This was generally done through infrastructure projects, https://www.agriculture.gov.au/water/mdb/programs/nsw/piiopnsw, viewed 27 June 2020.
24 GMW, Connection project benefits: what and now fact sheet, 2020, https://assets.website-files.
com/5acc4fc47901611c43b43018/5ae26af6a1776f07e765db0e_Fact-Sheet-Connections-Benefits.pdf, viewed
30 March 2020.
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2.3

Allocation trade volumes increased

In 2018–19, off-river IOs reported a 19 per cent increase in the volume of allocation trade processed
(from 3709 GL to 4398 GL). Apart from Eagle Creek, all off-river IOs reported some allocation trade
in 2018–19. The increase in total water allocation trade directly related to increases in GMW’s trade
in Victoria. Excluding Victorian allocation trade, trade for the other off-river IOs (New South Wales
and South Australia) actually decreased by 29 per cent. Both New South Wales and South Australian
off-river IOs were also net importers of water.
The demand for water in southern New South Wales was driven by unexpectedly poor summer growing
conditions and inflexible water demand from cotton growers that had already committed to their
crops.25 The demand for water in South Australia has been partly driven by the substantial expansion of
permanent crops such as almonds (particularly for younger maturing almond trees).26
In aggregate, there was a net export of allocations from off-river IOs reporting to the ACCC. The
volume of allocation water exported through trade increased by 39 per cent from 2017–18. Chart 2.8
represents the water allocation volumes traded in proportion to the total volume of water delivered.
There was less water available in the allocation market in 2018–19, with water delivered down by
29 per cent compared with the previous year. This situation contributed to higher prices compared with
2017–18. For the southern Murray–Darling Basin (MDB), allocation prices increased by 180 per cent to
276 per cent, depending on the Basin state and trading zone.27
Total off-river IO allocation trade in Victoria increased in 2018–19 by 51 per cent, with GMW’s trade
up by 57 per cent28 and LMW’s trade up by 27 per cent. While GMW was a net exporter of allocation
through trade, LMW was a net importer.

25 Aither, Murray-Darling Basin water markets 2018–19 outlook and 2017–18 review, 2018, https://www.aither.com.au/watermarkets-report-2018-19/, viewed 26 March 2020.
26 ACCC, Murray-Darling Basin water markets inquiry, Interim Report, 30 June 2020, p 118 and 121, https://www.accc.gov.au/
system/files/Murray-Darling%20Basin%20inquiry%20-%20interim%20report.pdf.
27 Aither, Water markets report 2018–19 and 2019–20 outlook, 2019.
28 Goulburn-Murray Water noted water trading was strong in 2018–19 due to high prices and dry conditions. It also noted more
customers were purchasing and trading water as the water trading market continued to mature. Further, access to online
tools that supply real time information helped facilitate further trade. When combined with access to the many water brokers
now operating, Goulburn-Murray Water considers these factors have created a highly active water market.
GMW, 2018–19 annual report—including the financial report, 2019, p. 24, https://www.g-mwater.com.au/downloads/gmw/
Annual_Reports/2018-19/20191023_ANNUAL%20REPORT%20-%202018.19%20-%20FINAL%20A3675403.pdf, viewed
4 March 2020.
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Chart 2.8:

Water allocation volumes traded into, out of and within networks, as a proportion of total water
volume delivered, 2018–19
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ACCC from data provided and published by off-river infrastructure operators.

2.3.1

Allocation trade for New South Wales off-river IOs decreased

Allocation trade among New South Wales off-river IOs fell by 31 per cent in 2018–19. These off-river
IOs were net importers of water allocation in 2018–19, as in 2017–18. CICL, Hay and WMI were the
only monitored off-river IOs that were net exporters. Table 2.6 compares the total volume of allocation
traded by off-river IO networks in New South Wales in 2017–18 and 2018–19.
Table 2.6:

New South Wales allocation trade, 2017–18 to 2018–19

Off-river IO allocation trade

2017–18 (ML)

2018–19 (ML)

Change %

Traded into off-river IO networks

428 621

270 018

–37

Traded out of off-river IO networks

285 635

247 457

–13

Traded within off-river IO networks

741 680

494 116

–33

1 455 937

1 011 591

–31

Total
Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.
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The net export from CICL was due to additional water allocation by the operator to its members
based on their delivery entitlements. The additional water came from efficiency savings and carryover
water. High allocation market prices led many members of CICL to trade the water.29 Cotton and
maize supplanted rice as the dominant crops in 2018–19, with the low water allocation of 7 per cent for
general security entitlement holders, and the high demand for allocation water in the market.30
MI had significantly fewer water allocation trades in 2018–19, with 60 per cent less water traded in,
24 per cent less traded out, and 27 per cent less traded within the network. However, there was
high demand from permanent crops in the Murrumbidgee Valley, which along with reduced water
availability31, contributed to water trade prices being up 192 per cent.32 The decrease in water traded
into MI’s network can be partly attributed to the closure of trade from the Murray to the Murrumbidgee
until May 2019.33 That closure would not have prevented allocation trade from other off-river IOs in the
Murrumbidgee such as CICL.
Allocation trade for MIL also fell by 32 per cent, as did the volumes of water delivered, which were down
by 36 per cent in 2018–19. The decrease in trade largely reflected lower water availability and zero
allocations for general security WAE holders. Nearly all New South Wales general security entitlement
holders did not receive an allocation of water in 2018–19.34 These changes to water allocation trade may
partly reflect increased water scarcity. Irrigators had to rely on allocation markets and any unused water
from 2017–18 to carry over for use in 2018–19. MIL’s Water Exchange also saw decreases in its listed
sales, bids and purchases.35
Allocation trade for the New South Wales northern MDB nearly halved in 2018–19. However, the
estimated trade value remained at a record level ($33 million), due to higher allocation prices.36

29 CICL, Annual report 2019, June 2019, p. 2, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5af3b1ae70e8023a6ac7a10b/t/5d914056
c42b3f3ef3fae6fd/1569800355898/CICL+Annual+Report+2019.pdf, viewed 14 February 2020.
30 CICL, Annual compliance report 2019, 2019, p. 6, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5af3b1ae70e8023a6ac7a10b/t/5db
a797372889c780e32428c/1572501941263/ACR+2019.pdf, viewed 27 June 2020.
31 General security entitlement holders in the Murrumbidgee received a 7 per cent allocation compared with 45 per cent plus
carryover in 2017–18.
32 Marsden Jacob Associates, Murray–Darling Basin water markets—2019–20 update and 2018–19 review, 2019.
33 Waterfind, Australian water markets annual report 2018–19, 2019, p. 16, https://www.waterfind.com.au/wp-content/
uploads/2019/08/2018-19-australian-water-markets-annual-report-1.pdf, viewed 14 February 2020.
34 The only general security allocations in New South Wales in 2018–19 were Coleambally Irrigation Cooperative Limited,
Hay Private Irrigation District and Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited, all with opening allocations at 3 per cent and closing
allocations at 7 per cent.
35 Comparison of data reported in Murray Irrigation, Annual report 2019, 2019, p. 15, https://www.murrayirrigation.com.
au/wp-content/uploads/resource/2019/10/Interactive-Annual-Report_online-version.pdf, viewed 5 March 2020; and
Murray Irrigation Limited, Annual report 2018, 2018, p. 26, https://www.murrayirrigation.com.au/wp-content/uploads/
resource/2019/10/Interactive-Annual-Report_online-version.pdf, viewed 5 March 2020.
36 Marsden Jacob Associates, Murray–Darling Basin water markets—2019–20 update and 2018-19 review, 2019, p. 10.
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Box 2.1:

Private diverter trade in Lower Murray Water

Private diverters37 in Lower Murray Water’s (LMW) area of operations were responsible for most of
the total water allocation traded over the three years to 2018–19. Their share of total trade in LMW
ranged from a high of 87 per cent (in 2018–19 and 2016–17) to a low of 84 per cent in 2017–18 when
compared with the shares of LMW’s irrigation districts.
Generally private diverters in LMW’s area have relied more on the allocation market to manage
water needs. LMW has been a net importer of allocation water since 2015–16 with net trade
increasing annually to 2018–19 and trade from private diverters has driven the trend of net imports
of water. In 2018–19 irrigation districts in LMW also became a net importer of water.
The volume of water allocation traded into LMW’s area of operation for use by private diverters and
other irrigators can be partly attributed to permanent horticulture’s increasing demand for water.38
The main permanent horticulture for this region includes wine and table grapes, citrus, almonds and
dried fruit. Irrigation in this region increased by 40 825 hectares from 1997, with almonds being the
most prominent crop. This expansion of irrigation occurred predominantly with private diverters.39
In 2019, horticulture development expanded at the fastest rate in 10 years, with almond plantings
comprising 50 per cent.40
The relatively high volumes of water allocation traded in LMW’s area of operation (and also
Goulburn-Murray Water) was accompanied by significantly higher allocation prices. Allocation
market price increases for the major Victorian trading zones ranged from 230 per cent to 280 per
cent in 2018–19.41
While total allocation trade rose by 27 per cent in 2018–19, private diverters were responsible for
96 per cent of the volume increase (chart 2.9). Allocation water that was traded into LMW’s network
in 2018–19 rose by 48 per cent for irrigation districts and 36 per cent for private diverters. However,
of the 330 GL traded into LMW’s area of operation in 2018–19, 90 per cent was for private diverters.
Of the total water traded by private diverters, only 14 per cent was traded out of LMW’s area of
operations, whereas irrigation districts traded out 42 per cent.

37 A private diverter is an irrigator that extracts water directly from a natural watercourse (either a regulated or
unregulated river).
38 Aither, Water markets report 2018–19 and 2019–20 outlook, 2019.
39 Mallee Catchment Management Authority, Annual report 2018–19, 2019, p. 70, https://mk0malleecmacomvmcpd.kinstacdn.
com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Mallee-CMA-2018-19-Annual-Report-low-res.pdfhttps:/www.parliament.vic.gov.au/
file_uploads/Mallee_CMA_2018-19_Annual_Report_5vdTfRxC.pdf, viewed 4 March 2020.
40 Neville, L., ‘Almonds dominate Murray-Mallee 2019 plantings’, Media release, 2019, viewed 4 March 2020.
41 Aither, Water markets report 2018–19 and 2019–20 outlook, 2019.
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Chart 2.9

Private diverters and irrigation districts’ total trade, Lower Murray Water, 2016–17 to 2018–19
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ACCC from data provided by LMW.

Trade in water delivery rights fell

WDRs are rights to have water delivered by an IO. They also typically represent the holder’s right of
access to an irrigation network. The terms and conditions of the WDR can vary per irrigation network,
and are set out in contracts or policies of the service provider. The WDR can set an irrigator’s ability
to trade, transfer, and surrender or terminate a WDR. Further, it can include information on fees and
charges that may apply to the holder (such as termination fees and disconnection fees). Other services
that may be in a WDR contract include drainage services. If an irrigator has surplus WDRs, the irrigator
may choose to trade WDRs within their own network instead of terminating its WDRs and paying
termination fees.42
WDRs can be traded independently of irrigation rights and WAE, and only within an off-river IO’s
network. WDR trade in 2018–19:



fell in volume by 74 per cent from 2017–18, to a total of 19 576 ML. Those networks that had
significant falls in WDR trade volume included MI, GMW, Jemalong and WMI



independent of an associated irrigation right or WAE sale, comprised 67 per cent of the total volume
traded (13 153 ML)



was highest (by volume) for Jemalong Irrigation, at 6531 ML (down 51 per cent from 2017–18). MIL
accounted for the next highest trade volume, with 4994 ML.

Over time, the volume of WDRs traded has been extremely low compared with the volume of WDRs
held. The highest proportion of WDRs traded to WDRs held occurred in 2015–16, and was due to a
significant volume of WDRs traded in GMW’s network.43 Table 2.7 presents the proportion of WDRs
traded as a percentage of WDRs held in selected off-river IO networks from 2013–14 to 2018–19.

42 When an irrigator no longer requires access to water via water deliveries to their property, they can terminate their water
delivery right and pay a termination fee imposed by the irrigation infrastructure operator. The maximum fee is 10 times the
total network access charge. This charge seeks to ensure termination fees mitigate the impact on other irrigators that remain
within the network.
43 Goulburn-Murray Water cannot differentiate between water delivery right trade with an irrigation right and without an
irrigation right.
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Table 2.7:

Proportion of water delivery rights traded in selected networks, 2013–14 to 2018–19

Network

Water delivery rights traded as a percentage of water delivery rights volume held %

CIT

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

3.1

0.1

0.2

0.4

0.2

0.6

RIT

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

GMW

0.4

0.3

13.9

0.2

0.5

0.0

LMW

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

West Corurgan

1.1

3.6

0.0

2.7

3.2

0.0

Moira

0.0

0.0

0.3

0.0

0.9

0.0

MIL

1.0

0.2

3.8

1.2

0.5

0.5

Eagle Creek

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

WMI

2.8

0.4

8.1

15.7

8.2

3.0

Coleambally

7.8

1.0

0.0

2.3

0.3

0.5

MI

1.9

3.4

1.0

1.4

2.4

0.2

Hay

0.5

5.3

5.5

0.0

0.0

0.0

Jemalong

0.0

4.3

4.4

1.1

15.9

8.2

Narromine

1.1

0.0

3.1

0.0

0.0

0.0

Buddah Lake

0.0

1.9

0.0

0.0

1.9

0.0

Trangie–Nevertire

0.0

0.0

9.2

0.0

0.0

3.3

Tenandra

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Marthaguy

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Mallawa Irrigation

5.1

18.2

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by irrigation infrastructure operators.

Note:

Volume traded during the year is expressed as a percentage of the volume of WDRs issued at the start of that
year. It includes trades involving just WDRs, plus bundled trades involving both WDRs and either a water access
entitlement or irrigation right. GMW’s and LMW’s WDR units are converted from ML per day and ML per 14 days
respectively to ML per year.
CIT = Central Irrigation Trust; RIT = Renmark Irrigation Trust; GMW = Goulburn-Murray Water; LMW = Lower Murray
Water; MIL = Murray Irrigation Limited; WMI = Western Murray Irrigation Limited; MI = Murrumbidgee Irrigation
Limited.
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03

Rises in typical bills from
on-river infrastructure
operators were mostly
modest in 2018–19

Weir at Lake Wetherell
Source: Andrew Beer, Murray–Darling Basin Authority

3.

Rises in typical bills from on-river
infrastructure operators were mostly
modest in 2018–19

Key points



Conditions in 2018–19 were drier in most parts of the Murray–Darling Basin (MDB) than in the
previous year. This resulted in lower water allocations, which fell by 33 per cent from 2017–
18. Total water deliveries by on-river infrastructure operators (on-river IOs) fell by just over
36 per cent in 2018–19.



Most ‘typical bills’ for customers of off-river IOs increased for the southern MDB in 2018–19.
These increases directly related to price determinations by Victoria’s Essential Services
Commission and New South Wales’ Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal. The majority
of the increases were at or close to the consumer price index (CPI).



In the southern MDB, typical on-river IO bills for general security entitlement holders in New
South Wales fell substantially. The decreases related to the New South Wales Government’s
waiving of fixed fees (with a cap of $4000 per irrigator), which were part of the government’s
drought relief package.



In the northern MDB, all typical on-river IO bills rose other than the general security bills in
New South Wales, and Peel Valley’s high security (with 100 per cent delivered) category. Most
increases were at or close to the CPI and directly related to price determinations.



There were considerable differences across on-river IOs including size, water volumes and
customer type. Generally, the most expensive typical on-river IO bills were in the smaller
networks that are unable to achieve economies of scale in the supply of bulk water services.

This chapter covers the charging arrangements for on-river infrastructure operators (on-river IOs)
across the Murray–Darling Basin (MDB). On‑river IOs manage water service infrastructure used for
storing and delivering water (sometimes called bulk water services). On-river IOs use different charge or
tariff structures to recover from customers the costs of providing these services.
The ACCC uses the typical bills for customers of on-river operators (on-river IO bills) to analyse the
changes in regulated water charges from year to year:

30



Section 3.1 describes the annual price reviews undertaken by state regulatory agencies for
WaterNSW, Goulburn-Murray Water (GMW) in 2018–19, and Sunwater’s water prices for 2020–24.



Section 3.2 reports on the volumes (ML) of water access entitlements (WAEs) held by the on‑river
IOs, and the volumes of water delivered by on-river IOs.




Section 3.3 reports on how the ACCC prepared typical bills for on-river operators for 2018–19.



Section 3.5 discusses the typical on-river IO bills for the northern MDB in 2018–19, and the changes
from 2017–18.

Section 3.4 discusses the typical on-river IO bills for the southern MDB in 2018–19, and the changes
from 2017–18.
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3.1

Most on-river infrastructure operators’
charges are set by regulators under Basin state
accredited frameworks

In 2018–19 Basin state regulators approved the infrastructure charges of large, non-member owned onriver IO charges under accreditation arrangements under the Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010
(WCIR). In the MDB, the large non-member owned IOs are GMW and Lower Murray Water (LMW)—
both regulated by Victoria’s Essential Services Commission (ESC), and WaterNSW which is regulated by
the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART).
From 1 July 2020, the new Water Charge Rules (the Water Charge Rules 2010) commenced and
included new requirements related to the regulation of on-river IOs. The new Water Charge Rules
(WCR) move away from the WCIR model where the ACCC or an accredited state agency sets the
infrastructure charges of large IOs, to a model where Basin states set the infrastructure charges of all
on-river IOs, provided minimum standards in the setting of these charges are met (or the ACCC gives
the operator an exemption from these requirements).44
This section describes the pricing changes or decisions made by state regulators or ministers in 2018–19
that affect on-river IOs and in turn affect some typical on-river IO bills The ACCC website link to our
Water monitoring materials contains further supplementary information for on and off-river IOs’ types
of charging arrangements.45

New South Wales
IPART undertook its first annual review of WaterNSW’s regulated charges for rural bulk water services
for 2018–1946 within the current pricing determination, which is a requirement under the WCIR.47 IPART
reviewed prices for rural bulk water services for the 1 July 2017 to 30 June 2021 period, and released its
final determination on 13 June 2017.48
On-river infrastructure charges assessed by IPART include the charges to recover the costs of
WaterNSW rural bulk water services, and the charges that WaterNSW uses to cover its payments
to the functions of the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) and the Border Rivers Commission.
WaterNSW uses two-part tariffs for these charges, which comprise:




a fixed entitlement charge (dollars per ML of entitlement)
a variable use charge (dollars per ML of water used).

IPART’s decision in its annual review for 2018–19 was to maintain the regulated charges for 2018–19 as
set under the 2017 determination. This resulted in prices increasing at or close to the consumer price
index (CPI) for the majority of customers. WaterNSW applied for a variation to the charges for 2018–19,
citing changes in water demand and the desire to maintain price stability. IPART found WaterNSW’s

44 Rule 23, Water Charge Rules 2010. This rule sets out the test for when a bulk water infrastructure operator is a Part 6
operator. Under the new Water Charge Rules, such operators will not be Part 6 operators where its infrastructure charges
are determined by a single state agency under the law of the state in a way consistent with the prudency and efficiency
requirements of Rule 29(2)(b). If the operator is a Part 6 operator, the ACCC will regulate the operator’s infrastructure
charges unless it grants the operator an exemption. Rule 81 of the new Water Charge Rules sets out transitional provisions for
operators currently regulated under the accredited arrangements of the Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010 who will
transition to the new rules. Whether these operators remain Part 6 operators is still determined against the Rule 23 criteria.
45 https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/water/water-monitoring-reporting.
46 IPART, WaterNSW annual review of regulated charges for 2018–19, June 2018, https://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/
sharedassets/website/shared-files/pricing-reviews-water-services-metro-water-waternsw-annual-review-of-regulatedcharges-2018-19/legislative-requirements-waternsw-annual-review-of-regulated-charges-2018-19/final-report-waternswannual-review-of-regulated-charges-for-2018-19-june-2018.pdf, viewed 4 December 2019.
47 See Rules 24 to 31 of the Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010.
48 IPART, WaterNSW Review of prices for rural bulk water services from 1 July 2017 to 30 June 2021, June 2020 https://www.
ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/sharedassets/website/shared-files/investigation-legislative-requirements-water-bulk-water-review-ofprices-for-waternsws-rural-bulk-water-services-from-1-july-2017-formerly-state-water-corporation/final-report-waternswreview-of-prices-for-rural-bulk-water-services-from-1-july-2017-june-2017.pdf, viewed 24 June 2020.
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updated demand data did not represent a sustained shift in demand, and was not sufficient to justify
varying the charges set out in the 2017 determination.49
To address volatility in annual revenues over the price setting period, IPART’s 2017 determination
factored in a revenue volatility allowance: a further $1.27 million dollars per year from 2018–19 to
2020–21. This approach differed from the ACCC’s 2014 price determination, which made annual
updates to charges using an ‘unders and overs’50 mechanism to account for revenue volatility risk.
In July 2018, the New South Wales Government announced a drought relief package that included
fixed charge rebates (chapter 4, box 4.1) for general security entitlement holders across all rural valleys,
up to $4000 per irrigator.51 The Department of Planning, Water and Environment estimated the rebate
would cover 100 per cent of the fixed component of charges for 95 per cent of eligible customers. The
New South Wales Government announced in June 2019 that the rebate also applies in 2019–20. The
calculations for the on-river (chapter 3) and off-river (chapter 4) typical bills have accounted for the
impact of this reduction in fixed charges.

Victoria
GMW submitted its annual application to the ESC for the annual price review of fees and charges for
2018–19, which was the third year of GMW’s 2016–20 price setting period.52 GMW did not apply for a
variance in the bulk water storage fees. GMW’s proposed revenue figure for the year was $119 million
($2018–19), which was below the ESC’s final determination of $122.5 million ($2018–19). Bulk water
price changes for the Goulburn, Murray, Loddon and Campaspe systems increased by the CPI, while
prices in the Bullarook, Broken and Ovens systems increased by 10 per cent in real terms.53 As a result
of historic pricing decisions, the cost of operating and maintaining these smaller systems typically
exceeded the revenue collected. The relatively large price increases for the smaller systems will be
carried over to the current regulatory period.
These bulk water charges remained largely unchanged from the ESC’s 2016 final determination,
except in the Broken, Bullarook and Ovens systems. GMW has several on‑river basins, with the
Murray and Goulburn basins holding most of the water stored for customers. The other five smaller
basins—including Broken, Campaspe, Loddon, Bullarook and Ovens—store smaller volumes of water.
In November 2019, GMW submitted for ESC review a proposal on pricing arrangements for the four
years from July 2020 to June 2024. Its pricing proposal includes cutting expenditure by almost $20
million per year, and its subsequent revenue requirement is forecast to drop by nearly 13 per cent over
the four years. Most customers are expected to receive charge reductions approaching 10 per cent.54

49 IPART, WaterNSW annual review of regulated charges for 2018–19, June 2018, p. 9.
50 The under and overs mechanism adjusted charges within a determination period to account for holding costs of any under or
over recovery of revenue faced by WaterNSW as a result of differences between forecast and actual sales volumes.
IPART, WaterNSW annual review of regulated charges for 2018–19, June 2018, p. 2.
51 New South Wales Department of Primary Industries, Available drought assistance in NSW, 19 June 2020, https://www.dpi.
nsw.gov.au/climate-and-emergencies/droughthub/drought-assistance, viewed 27 June 2020.
52 ESC, Goulburn-Murray Water Corporation—Application for annual price review of fees and charges, 4 May 2018, https://
www.esc.vic.gov.au/water/water-prices-tariffs-and-special-drainage/water-tariffs/goulburn-murray-water-tariff-2018#tabscontainer2, viewed 10 December 2019.
53 ESC, Goulburn-Murray Water Corporation—Application for annual price review of fees and charges, 4 May 2018, https://
www.esc.vic.gov.au/water/water-prices-tariffs-and-special-drainage/water-tariffs/goulburn-murray-water-tariff-2018#tabscontainer2, viewed 10 December 2019.
54 ESC, Goulburn-Murray Water price submission 2020–2024, November, 2019, https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/sites/default/
files/documents/Goulburn-Murray%20Water%20price%20submission%202020_0.pdf, viewed 10 December 2019.
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u Case study 3.1: A snapshot of Goulburn-Murray Water’s operations
Goulburn-Murray Water (GMW) manages Australia’s largest irrigation delivery network and is
located in northern and central Victoria. GMW’s reach extends from the Great Dividing Range in
the south to the River Murray in the north, and from Corryong in the east to Nyah in the west. It is
a statutory corporation that reports annually to the Victorian Water Minister. GMW is a vertically
integrated network managing both the on- and off-river operations. GMW’s off‑river networks
comprise three pressurised and six gravity fed with irrigation water used primarily for horticulture,
dairy and mixed farming. The irrigated agriculture within the GMW’s networks earn more than
$6 billion in annual production and supports over 10 000 jobs.

Water delivered, water access entitlement prices for one ML of water delivered for
GMW’s Central Goulburn network
Another hot and dry year with lower water storage levels and subsequent reduced allocations55
were catalysts for the total water delivered by GMW dropping by 19 per cent during 2018–19.
Water delivered over the past decade has, like many networks in the Murray–Darling Basin, varied
significantly from a low of 493 GL in 2010–11 to a high of 1447 GL in 2014–15. The price of having
water delivered per ML has increased by 3 per cent in 2018–19. Since 2015–16, the volume of WAEs
held increased by 4 per cent.
GMW’s prices in real terms for one ML of water delivered, using the Central Goulburn gravity fed
network charges were $52 during 2018–19, up 1 per cent from 2017–18 in real terms. Over the past
several years, the charge has ranged from a high of $60 to a low of $51 in real terms (table 1).
Table 1:

Goulburn-Murray Water, water delivered, water access entitlement held by network and the
charges for one ML of water delivered (in real terms), 2010–11 to 2018–19

Year
Water delivered (GL)

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13 2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

493

1 270

1 771

1 311

1 447

1 206

929

1 339

1 091

WAEs held (GL)

na

na

na

na

na

2 823

2 830

2 863

2 949

Price per ML of
water delivered a,b

na

na

59

60

60

58

53

51

52

Source:

ACCC from data provided by GMW.

Notes:

a

The price per ML of water delivered was calculated from typical irrigator bills for 250 ML of WAE with
100 per cent water delivery for low reliability entitlements. The prices per ML were representative of GMW’s
Central Goulburn gravity fed network.
b

Price per ML of water delivered is in real terms with 2018–19 as the base year.

While Central Goulburn gravity fed network price per ML of water delivered is representative of
most of GMW’s gravity fed networks, the average price per ML of water delivered in its pressurised
networks is considerably higher. Using GMW’s Nyah pressurised network as an example, its price
per ML during 2018–19 was around $86 per ML, 65 per cent higher than in Central Goulburn.

Termination of water delivery rights
Terminations at GMW spiked during 2018–19, jumping by 420 per cent (up from 10 in 2017–18 to
52 in 2018–19). This is the highest number of terminations and also the highest volume of water
delivery right (WDR) terminated since 2014–15 (table 2). Of the 52 terminations, 77 per cent were
associated with the ‘Connections Project’ and 54 per cent resulted in the customer having no
subsequent WDR. All terminations associated with the Connection’s Project had no termination fees
imposed.

55 In Victoria, High Reliability Water Share (HRWS) holders received allocations of water ranging from 32 per cent for the
Loddon and Goulburn systems, to 100 per cent for Campaspe and 41 per cent for the Murray. Closing allocations for HRWS
holders in 2018–19 reached full allocation for all Victorian systems with the exception of Broken which closed the financial
year at 37 per cent.
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The Connections Program (previously named the Northern Victoria Irrigation Renewal Project56) is
the largest irrigation modernisation project in Australia and is a component of Victoria’s contribution
to the Murray–Darling Basin Plan. The project’s aims include modernising irrigation networks
through automation, channel remediation, meter installation and replacing existing open channels
with pipelines.57 The program is intended to reduce GMW’s irrigation network footprint. It also allows
irrigators who no longer require their WDRs to terminate without charge.58 The estimated water
savings from the Connections Program is 429 GL annually and it is expected water use efficiency
will increase by 15 percentage points to 85 per cent.59
Table 2:

Goulburn-Murray Water, number and volume of terminations, 2010–11 to 2018–19

Year

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

No. of terminations

69

130

161

136

76

13

21

10

52

Volume of
terminations (GL)

18

27

52

40

22

3

3

1

12

266

209

320

296

285

236

168

85

232

Average
termination volume
(ML)
Source:

ACCC from data provided by GMW.

The average volume of WDR terminated was 232 ML during 2018–19 and this is generally consistent
with most previous years apart from 2017–18. Prior to 2016–17, the number and total volume of
terminations was considerably higher, peaking in 2012–13 with 161 terminations and a volume of 52
GL. These terminations over the early years were associated with the significant restructure of the
network under the Northern Victoria Renewal Project.

Water allocation trade trends in GMW
Total trade of allocation water in GMW’s networks increased by 57 per cent during 2018–19 to
2752 GL, which is the largest over the period 2013–14 to 2018–19. While water allocation traded
out had the largest increase during 2018–19, at 81 per cent, water traded within GMW’s networks
had the largest volume increase with 577 GL compared with water traded out and in. Similar to
other networks, the majority of trade (around 66 per cent) was water traded within GMW’s network
during 2018–19 (see table 3). GMW attributed the increase in allocated water trading during
2018–19 to the dry conditions, high prices and a maturing market where participants are taking
advantage of the online services providing up-to-date data and the ability to transact.60
Other reasons for the increase in GMW’s allocation trade, particularly out of its system, include
demand from lower Victorian Murray irrigation areas. During 2018–19, the South Australian Murray
trading zone was a net importer of water, which was in response from permanent horticulture.61

56 The Northern Victoria Irrigation Project (NVIRP) was a $2 billion investment by the Australian and Victorian governments to
modernise irrigation systems in the Goulburn-Murray Water (GMW) district and included automating regulators, changing
customer service points, and remediating and decommissioning channels. On 1 July 2012, NVIRP was integrated into
GMW to create the GMW Connections Project. GMW, Annual report 2011–12, 2012, p. 6, https://www.g-mwater.com.au/
downloads/gmw/Annual_Reports/2011_12/G-MW_2011_12_Web_Version.pdf, viewed 27 March 2020.
57 GMW, Connection project benefits: what and now fact sheet, 2020, https://assets.website-files.
com/5acc4fc47901611c43b43018/5ae26af6a1776f07e765db0e_Fact-Sheet-Connections-Benefits.pdf, viewed
30 March 2020.
58 GMW, Connections project, Operational rules volume 2, December 2018, p. 4, https://assets.website-files.
com/5b35d890852a6d732774b5a5/5c0dbc1436137d122bdd8638_Final%20-%20Operational%20Rules.pdf, viewed
30 March 2020.
59 GMW, Connection project benefits: what and now, fact sheet, 2020, 2020.
60 GMW, 2018–19 annual report, 2019, p. 24, https://www.g-mwater.com.au/downloads/gmw/Annual_
Reports/2018-19/20191023_ANNUAL%20REPORT%20-%202018.19%20-%20FINAL%20A3675403.pdf, viewed 30 March 2020.
61 Aither, Water markets report 2018–19 and 2019–20 outlook, 2019. https://www.aither.com.au/water-marketsreport-2018-19/, viewed 30 March 2020.
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Table 3:

Goulburn-Murray Water, allocation trade (GL), 2013–14 to 2018–19

Year

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

Traded into network

215

251

226

263

108

185

Traded out of network

452

664

224

398

421

764

Traded within network

1 173

1 404

668

1 979

1 226

1 803

Total

1 840

2 319

1 119

2 640

1 756

2 752

Source:

ACCC from data provided by GMW.

Notes:

GMW trade data represents water traded into all Victorian zones (including Lower Murray Water customers)
from interstate trading zones.

While total allocation trade was the largest during 2018–19, the largest volume traded within
and into GMW’s networks occurred in 2016–17. One of the factors partly contributing to the high
volumes of water traded in was demand from irrigators for carryover purposes.62

Queensland
Queensland’s Sunwater provides on-river services and operates 22 water supply schemes (WSSs), of
which six are within the MDB region. The Queensland Competition Authority (QCA) reviews Sunwater’s
prices at the request of the Queensland Treasurer, and recommends prices for the relevant regulatory
period.63
Sunwater was not a Part 6 operator under the WCIR, because it did not meet the threshold (the
provision of infrastructure services in relation to more than 250 GL of entitlements).64 Under the WCIR,
Sunwater was a Part 5 operator, meaning it had to produce network service plans, consultation plans
and information statements relating to future plans for its network. However, from 1 July 2017, the
Australian Government Minister for Agriculture and Water Resources removed Part 5 of the WCIR.
This removal followed the ACCC’s recommendations in its Final Advice on the Water Charge Rules in
September 2016.
In May 2012, the QCA released its final report into prices that Sunwater could charge across its WSSs
for the period July 1 2012 to June 30 2017. Sunwater’s schedules of charges contain a fixed charge
(allocation) and a variable charge (for water use) for two price types:



lower bound (LB) prices (to recover the lower bound revenue required to cover costs of running the
WSSs—these costs exclude the rate of return on assets and depreciation)



upper bound (UB) prices.

The QCA determines the LB prices only; Sunwater sets the UB prices. The UB prices will differ
according to the type of right held by a customer which will be high priority and medium priority. The
higher the priority held, the higher the price. The QCA’s 2012–2017 pricing decision stated those WSSs
where the prices being charged were below the LB prices set by the QCA would have prices increase
by $2 per ML annually in real terms until the lower bound costs of running the relevant scheme were
reached. For those WSSs where the LB price was at the LB price set by the QCA, the annual increase in
the LB price would be at the CPI.
In 2016 the 2012–2017 regulatory period was extended by two years, to finish on June 30 2019, and
allow some WSSs to transfer to local ownership and operation.65 The previously determined CPI
increase and $2/ML increase were maintained until June 30 2019. The effects of this extension on prices

62 Aither, Water markets report 2016–17 review and 2017–18 outlook, 2017, https://www.aither.com.au/wp-content/
uploads/2019/03/17_08_28_AWMR-2016-17_FINAL_STC_comp.pdf, viewed 30 March 2020.
63 Section 23, Queensland Competition Authority Act 1997.
64 The new Water Charge Rules that commenced on 1 July 2020 include a test for who is a Part 6 operator (Rule 23, Water
Charge Rules 2010) which differs from the current Water Charge (infrastructure) Rules 2010 requirements.
65 Only one transition to local management related to a water supply scheme (WSS) inside the Murray–Darling Basin: St George
WSS transitioned as Mallawa Irrigation.
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ranged from an increase of 2.5 per cent for St. George to an increase of 3.6 per cent for the Border
Rivers WSS.

Box 3.1: Queensland Competition Authority’s rural irrigation price review for
Sunwater, 2020–24
In 2018, the Queensland Competition Authority (QCA) commenced its review of Sunwater’s rural
irrigation prices for the next regulatory price setting period (1 July 2020 to 30 June 2024). The QCA
released its draft decision on Sunwater’s Irrigation Price Review Submission in August 2019, and its
final report on recommended prices in February 2020.
Sunwater’s irrigation prices are two-part tariffs consisting of fixed and variable charges:



Fixed charges include part A tariffs for bulk water services and part C tariffs for the distribution
systems such as Mallawa Irrigation.



Variable charges include part B tariffs (variable charges for the bulk water services), which are
charged by ML of water used by a customer.

The QCA sets ‘lower bound’ prices that recover the costs of managing the water supply schemes
(WSSs) but exclude the return on capital and depreciation. The ‘upper bound’ prices include
the costs of capital, while the lower bound prices involve a subsidy that Sunwater collects from
Queensland tax payers.
For the WSSs with prices below lower bound costs, the QCA recommended an annual cap of
$2.38/ML of water access entitlement (WAE) in real terms, and the same amount for volumetric
prices. It recommended part B tariffs be set to cover the full variable cost of providing these
services, except for WSSs where the price increase would exceed the $2.38/ML cap.66

Recommended prices in the final report
The QCA recommended the following price paths for the WSSs:



Chinchilla Weir—part A price remains constant; part B price increases by the consumer
price index.



Cunnamulla—part A price increases to the full cost-reflective level in 2020–21, then increases
by inflation; part B price decreases to the full cost-reflective level in 2020–21, then increases
by inflation.



Macintyre Brook—part A price increases by the price cap plus inflation annually to 2023–24; part
B price decreases to the cost-reflective level in 2020–21, then increases by inflation annually to
2023–24.



Maranoa River—part A price increases by inflation and the price cap over the period; part B
prices increase by inflation over the period.



St George—part A price (medium priority customers) increases to the full cost-reflective level in
2020–21, then increases by inflation over the period; part B price decreases to the cost-reflective
level in 2020–21, then increases by inflation.



Upper Condamine—part A fixed price (Sandy Creek and North Branch) remains constant; part B
price (Sandy Creek and North Branch) increases by inflation.

The QCA’s recommended prices will increase the level of cost recovery for five of the six WSSs from
90 per cent in 2020–21 to 94 per cent in 2023–24. The Macintyre Brook scheme is the exception,
with prices moving from 84 per cent of cost recovery in 2020–21 to 96 per cent in 2023–24.

66 QCA, Information sheet, Rural Irrigation Price Review 2020–24, draft, Maranoa River Water Supply Scheme, 2018, p. 1, https://
www.qca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/maranoa-river.pdf, viewed 16 December 2019. The Maranoa River has
805 ML of medium priority water access entitlement issued. In the 2012–17 price review, Sunwater was providing on-river
services to four customers. QCA, Final report: Sunwater Irrigation Price Review 2012–17, Volume 2 Maranoa River Water
Supply Scheme, April 2012.
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Movements in typical on-river infrastructure operator bills
The QCA’s recommended prices for the six Murray–Darling Basin WSSs would see typical on-river
infrastructure operator (IO) bills (as calculated by the ACCC) fall in real terms for four of the six
schemes over the regulatory price setting period (when assessed from 2019–20 typical on-river IO
bills). Table 3.1 shows the price changes in real terms.67
Table 1:

Changes in typical on-river infrastructure operator bills for Queensland water supply schemes
in the Murray–Darling Basin

ACCC typical bill changes

2019–20 to
2020–21

2018–19 to
2023–24

Chinchilla Weir

–2.2%

–8.5%

Cunnamulla

–2.1%

–2.8%

Macintyre Brook

3.1%

15.4%

Maranoa River

1.7%

6.8%

St George—Beardmore, Balonne

0.5%

–0.3%

–2.1%

–8.2%

Upper Condamine—Sandy Creek, Condamine River
Note:

Real values in 2018–19 dollars.
CPI used to calculate prices to 2023–24 derived by QCA using the Reserve Bank of Australia’s largest short term
inflation forecast.

The QCA’s recommended prices will increase the level of cost recovery for five of the six WSSs from
90 per cent in 2020–21 to 94 per cent in 2023–24. The Macintyre Brook scheme is the exception,
with prices moving from 84 per cent of cost recovery in 2020–21 to 96 per cent in 2023–24.

3.2

Hot dry conditions drove lower water allocations
and water delivered

For the six on-river IOs in the MDB, table 3.1 shows the water access right (WAR) and delivery
volumes (ML) for 2017–18 and 2018–19. Total water deliveries by on-river IOs decreased by just over
36 per cent in 2018–19. On‑river IO water delivery volumes reflect customer demand (including the use
of carryover, where available) and allocations for different entitlement classes. Conditions in 2018–19
were drier in most parts of the MDB than in the previous year. As a result, allocations fell by 33 per cent
from those in 2017–18. In the southern MDB, 3326 GL of water was allocated to water entitlements,
which was the lowest total volume allocated since 2008–09.68 In New South Wales, the only general
security entitlement holders to receive any allocation were in the Murrumbidgee and the Peel valleys.
Murrumbidgee general security entitlement holders received a 3 per cent opening allocation, and
closed the financial year at 7 per cent. The Peel Valley general security allocation opened at 29 per cent
and closed at 38 per cent.

67 Decreases are in real terms, with 2018–19 as the base year. This analysis assumes the ACCC’s 1000 ML of water access
entitlement (WAE) and 100 per cent allocation scenario. By contrast, the Queensland Competition Authority’s nominal
indicative bills for 2020–21 and 2023–24 assume 100, 500, 1000 ML of WAE, and use the 15 year average annual water use
figures for each water supply scheme.
68 Aither, Water markets report 2018-19 and 2019-20 outlook, 2019, https://www.aither.com.au/water-markets-report-201819/, viewed 28 November 2019.
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Despite the zero allocation for general security WAE holders in most of New South Wales, some
water users would have had access to carryover water. Carryover is unused allocation water, whereby
a proportion of the unused water can be carried over to the following water season for use or trade.
The maximum water allocation that can be carried over for general security entitlements in the
Murrumbidgee Regulated River Water Source is 0.3 ML/unit of the volume of water in the relevant
entitlement (that is, 30 per cent).69 In the New South Wales’ Murray and Lower Darling systems, the
maximum carryover is 0.5 ML/unit (50 per cent).70 Water allocation statements announced by the New
South Wales Government resulted in a carryover for the Murray, Lower Darling and Murrumbidgee
systems of 31, 15 and 22 per cent respectively in 2018–19.
In Victoria, all High Reliability Water Share (HRWS) holders received allocations of water ranging
from 32 per cent in the Loddon and Goulburn systems, 100 per cent in the Campaspe system, and
41 per cent in the Murray system. Closing allocations were full allocations for all of Victoria’s HRWS
holders except those in the Broken system, which closed the financial year at 37 per cent. South
Australian Class 3A (irrigation) entitlement holders received a full allocation (100 per cent) throughout
2018–19.

3.3

The ACCC prepared typical bills for on-river
infrastructure operators for 2018-19

The ACCC prepared typical bills for on-river IOs in Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria, and
for private diverters in South Australia. The ACCC’s Water monitoring report 2018–19: monitoring
approach and assumptions outlines how the ACCC constructed the typical bills and the charges that
were included (see chapter 2 of this report). The ACCC grouped and analysed the bills according to
whether a system is located in the northern or southern MDB, given the different characteristics of
these regions. A considerable variation in bills across the IOs partly reflects these characteristics, but
also other differences such as the degree of cost recovery and the variation in tariff structures (that
is, the mix of variable, fixed and non‑volumetric charges imposed). During 2018–19, high security
entitlement bills were higher than general security entitlement bills, reflecting premiums put on high
security entitlements.
Typical on-river IO bills assumed the customer held a WAE of 1000 ML and received delivery of
50 per cent and 100 per cent of their entitlement (to demonstrate the effect of variable charges on
the total amount payable.) The ACCC also produced bills for different entitlement reliability classes
where applicable. Many New South Wales typical on-river IO bills varied depending on whether the
entitlement held was general or high security. Chapter 4 (box 4.2) presents typical irrigator bills for a
sample of New South Wales off-river irrigation infrastructure operators who have had zero or close to
zero allocations for general security entitlements. The ACCC then calculated typical irrigator bills for
those who receive no water. That analysis also assumes the customer receives no carryover, nor traded
water in.

69 Water Sharing Plan for the Murrumbidgee Regulated River Water Source 2016, Div. 1 section 68(6), p. 41.
70 Water Sharing Plan for the New South Wales Murray and Lower Darling Regulated Rivers Water Sources 2016, Part 9, Div. 1,
section 53 (2), p. 37.
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3.4

Most typical on-river infrastructure operator bills
increased in the southern Murray–Darling Basin

For the 17 systems of the southern MDB, the ACCC developed 34 typical on-river IO bills. The bills are
for a notional customer that holds 1000 ML of WAE and receives water delivery volumes of 50 per cent
and 100 per cent against the volume of water held in the relevant entitlement.
In Victoria, the fixed charge structure (without variable/usage charges) means water delivery volumes
do not impact the bills, so bills for the different levels of water delivered are equal (chart 3.1). The use of
fixed charges also means water users still pay regardless of whether they receive water during the year.
Most typical on-river IO bills increased (usually at or close to the CPI increase) in the southern MDB
in 2018–19 (chart 3.2). Of the 34 typical on-river IO bills calculated for the southern MDB, 47 per cent
had increases equivalent to the CPI, 29 per cent had increases above CPI while 24 per cent were either
below CPI or declined. Price determinations by Victoria’s ESC and New South Wales’ IPART drove the
changes in typical on-river IO bills. However, there were substantial reductions in the bills for general
security entitlement holders in New South Wales, driven by the New South Wales’ Government’s
waiving of fixed fees. South Australia’s water levy for the Murray River prescribed water course
increased by just under 2 per cent from 2017–18 for entitlement Class 3 (irrigation).
In 2018–19, the ACCC observed:



a 12 per cent increase in the typical bills in GMW’s Bullarook, Broken and Ovens systems. These
systems typically have had the highest bill increases in GMW’s area of operations since 2009–10. This
outcome is due to their small size and their lack of the economies of scale in the provision of water
infrastructure access and delivery services (that are evident in larger systems such as the Victorian
Murray and Goulburn systems)



falls of 27–72 per cent in New South Wales general security bills for a 1000 ML water entitlement at
50 per cent water delivered



falls of 15–56 per cent in New South Wales general security bills for a 1000 ML water entitlement at
100 per cent water delivered.

The falls in the New South Wales general security bills were driven by the $4000 rebate applied to the
fixed charges. If the rebate had not been applied, then bills would have increased at or just above the
CPI increase for the Murray, Murrumbidgee and Lachlan Valleys.
In New South Wales, the fixed and variable cost structure means typical on-river IO bills are affected by
the volumes of water delivered. Fixed costs are charged per ML of water held in the irrigator’s type of
WAE (general security or high security).
South Australia does not have a on-river water provider under the WCIR, and bills are determined by
the South Australian Government’s water levy for the River Murray Prescribed Watercourse under the
Natural Resources Management Act 2004.
Typical on-river IO bills in Victoria ranged from a low of $7350 in the Goulburn system to a high of over
$460 000 in the Bullarook system. Bills tend to be higher in smaller systems such as Bullarook, which is
the smallest of GMW’s irrigation districts in terms of water delivered. Smaller systems tend to have less
customers to share the fixed infrastructure costs.
In New South Wales, bills ranged from as low as $2315 for general security entitlement holders in the
Murray system to $28 270 for high security entitlement holders in the Lachlan Valley. The significant
difference in bills relates to factors including the size of the system and whether the operator can
achieve economies of scale in the supply of infrastructure water access and delivery services. Also
holding high security entitlements is more expensive than general security entitlements.
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767 726

82 980

374 335

Goulburn-Murray Water
(Victoria)

Grampians Wimmera
Mallee Water (Victoria)

Lower Murray Water
(Victoria)
2 564 497

117 614

0

1 219 347

0

0

1 227 536

Infrastructure
operators

694 663

1 008

29 704

333 440

7 400

0

325 468

Environmental
water holders

151 899

20 984

240

53 622

2 300

4 078

70 687

Urban water
suppliers

124 104

0

0

0

0

5 821

118 283

Other

Figures may not exactly equal the totals, due to rounding. For the Victorian operators (Goulburn-Murray Water, Lower Murray Water and Grampians Wimmera Mallee Water), the
reported volumes of water access rights held are less than the volumes of water delivered. This difference arises because the bulk entitlements reported by the operators do not
include all entitlements for customers to whom they deliver water.

1 514 772

465 175

0

89 732

25 200

28 186

906 479

Private diverters

ACCC from data provided and published by on‑river infrastructure operators.

5 049 935

604 781

29 704

1 696 140

34 900

38 084

2 648 453

2018–19

Volume delivered (ML),
by customer type, 2018–19

Note:

7 942 188

574 198

27 576

2 335 077

44 711

45 278

4 915 349

2017–18

Volume of water
delivered (ML)

Source:

10 776 583

84 414

Department of Natural
Resources, Mines and
Energy (Qld)

Total

90 022

Sunwater (Qld)

9 460 085

Volume of water
access rights held/
serviced (ML)

Water access rights and delivery volumes, by on-river operator, 2018–19

WaterNSW (NSW)

Operator

Table 3.1:
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Goulburn

Bulk—
Goulburn

Bulk—
Ovens

LMW

Murray

WPM fixed

Private
diverter—
all basins

Murray

Bulk—
Murray

On-river variable

Private
diverter—
all basins

On-river fixed

Victoria

GMW

Bulk—
Broken

HS

WPM Variable

South
Australia

Murray

Private
diverters

Murray

GS

GS

New South Wales

WaterNSW

Murrumbidgee

HS

HS

Lachlan

GS

Fixed charges include fixed volumetric and non-volumetric charges. The 50 per cent and 100 per cent figures refer to the proportion of a 1000 ML of water access entitlement
delivered to the water user. HS = high security; GS = general security; WPM = water planning and management (charge).

Bulk—
Campaspe

ACCC from data provided and published by on-river infrastructure operators.

Bulk—
Bullarook

Notes:

Bulk—
Loddon

50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100% 50% 100%

461 670

Source:
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Typical on-river infrastructure operator bills (nominal) southern Murray–Darling Basin, by charge components, 2018–19
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Total typical on-river IO bills
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Goulburn

Bulk—
Goulburn

Victoria

Bulk—
Ovens

Private
diverter—
all basins

50% water delivered

GMW

Bulk—
Broken

Private
diverters—
all basins

100% water delivered

Murray

Bulk—
Murray

LMW

Murray

HS

Murray

Consumer price index

South
Australia

Murray

Private
diverters

GS

GS

New South Wales

WaterNSW

Murrumbidgee

HS

HS

Lachlan

HS = high security; GS = eneral security; CPI = consumer price index.

Fixed charges include fixed volumetric and non-volumetric charges. The 50 per cent and 100 per cent figures refer to the proportion of a 1000 ML water access entitlement
delivered to the water user.

Bulk—
Campaspe

ACCC from data provided and published by on-river infrastructure operators.

Bulk—
Bullarook

Notes:

Bulk—
Loddon

GS

Typical on-river infrastructure operator bill changes for 1000 ML water entitlement at 50 per cent and 100 per cent water delivered (nominal), southern
Murray–Darling Basin, 2018–19

Source:
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Chart 3.2:

Change in typical on-river bills
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3.5

Typical on-river infrastructure operator bills in the
northern Murray–Darling Basin mostly increased at
or just above inflation

The ACCC developed 38 typical on-river IO bills for the northern MDB for 2018–19. These bills tend to
be higher than the bills for the southern MDB, given the smaller economies of scale arising from the
lower volumes of WAE issued in the northern systems. As noted in section 3.2, the 50 and 100 per cent
water delivered assumptions used to calculate the bills vary compared with actual allocations for the
northern MDB valleys in 2018–19.
In New South Wales, the Border Rivers region and the Peel Valley had the lowest and highest bills
respectively for both high security and general security entitlement holders. For high security
entitlement holders, the bills ranged from $20 830 in the Border Rivers region to $69 460 in the Peel
Valley. For general security entitlement holders, the bills ranged from $8240 in the Border Rivers region
to $23 660 in the Peel Valley.
In Queensland, typical on-river IO bills ranged from $22 720 for the St George WSS to $115 290 for
the Maranoa River WSS. These schemes have had the lowest and highest bills since the 2012–13 water
monitoring report. For 2018–19, the ACCC developed their bills from the ‘lower bound’ prices set by
the QCA.
In 2018–19, there were significant decreases in general security bills in New South Wales, but none
in high security bills (except Peel Valley’s 100 per cent allocation bill). This decrease in the Peel Valley
reflected IPART’s decision to change the ratio of fixed-to-variable charges from 40:60 to 80:20 for
the period 1 July 2018 to 30 June 2021. At 100 per cent water delivered, the decrease in the variable
component of the typical on-river IO bill offset the increase in the fixed component of the total typical
on-river IO bill, delivering the only decrease in New South Wales high security bills. There were increases
in all of the bills for Queensland’s WSSs at or just over the CPI (chart 3.3). The ACCC also observed:



decreases in New South Wales general security bills with 50 per cent water delivered. The fall ranged
from 35 per cent in the Macquarie Valley to 66 per cent in the Peel Valley



decreases in New South Wales general security bills with 100 per cent water delivered. The fall
ranged from 21 per cent in the Macquarie Valley to 64 per cent in the Peel Valley



an increase of 7 per cent in high security bills in the Peel Valley. This increase reflected IPART’s
decision to rebalance the fixed-to-variable charge from a ratio of 40:60 to 80:20 in 2018–19. The
rebalance doubled the entitlement charges and more than halved the usage charge. It was done to
reflect the largely fixed cost structure of WaterNSW.71

The bill decreases in New South Wales reflected the rebate on the fixed charges as part of the New
South Wales Government’s Emergency Drought Relief Package (rebate up to $4000 per irrigator on
2018–19 invoices). In November 2019, the government announced the rebate would also apply in
2019–20.72
The Queensland Government’s decision to extend the price setting period drove the changes in
Queensland typical on-river IO bills. It resulted in prices being adjusted in line with the price paths set in
the QCA’s 2012 recommended prices for Sunwater (chart 3.4).

71 WaterNSW, Review of prices for rural bulk water services from 1 July 2017 to 30 June 2021, June 2017, p. 7, https://www.
ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/sharedassets/website/shared-files/investigation-legislative-requirements-water-bulk-water-review-ofprices-for-waternsws-rural-bulk-water-services-from-1-july-2017-formerly-state-water-corporation/final-report-waternswreview-of-prices-for-rural-bulk-water-services-from-1-july-2017-june-2017.pdf, viewed 6 December 2019.
72 WaterNSW, Customer newsletter November 2019, viewed 26 November 2019,
https://www.waternsw.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/150929/Unregulated-Newsletter-November-2019.pdf, viewed
6 December 2019.
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Typical irrigator bills for
off-river infrastructure
operators varied
considerably in price

Psyche Bend Pump Station, Mildura, Victoria
Source: iStockphoto

4.

Typical irrigator bills for off-river
infrastructure operators varied
considerably in price

Key points



Water delivered by off-river infrastructure operators (off-river IOs) was around 29 per cent
lower than in the previous year, partly reflecting lower allocations and drier conditions. Only
21 per cent of off-river IOs reported upgrades or rationalisations in 2018–19, a significant drop
from the 53 per cent reported in 2017–18.



The majority (53 per cent) of typical irrigator bills fell in 2018–19. This result is significantly
different from the previous year, when 64 per cent of bills increased.



All New South Wales off-river IOs’ typical irrigator bills (apart from Hay) were lower in 2018–19.
This result reflected the New South Wales Government’s drought relief package, which included
waiving its fixed fees.



The average typical irrigator bill per ML in pressurised networks was $100 (for 250 ML of
entitlement) which is consistent with the result in 2017–18. For gravity fed networks, the typical
bill per ML was $56 (for 250 ML) and around 5 per cent lower than in the previous year.



More than half (54 per cent) of gravity fed typical irrigator bills decreased over the past 10 years,
partly driven by the New South Wales Government’s waiving of fixed charges in 2018–19. In
pressurised irrigation networks, 25 per cent of typical irrigator bills decreased in real terms
between 2009–10 and 2018–19.

This chapter focuses on off-river infrastructure operators (off-river IOs) and reports on changes to their
regulated charges73 for access to, and use of, their irrigation networks:




Section 4.1 describes off-river IOs and the climatic conditions they faced in 2018–19.



Section 4.3 presents the ACCC’s findings on off-river IOs’ 2018–19 typical irrigator bills (including
total bills, components and changes over time).

Section 4.2 presents findings on Murray–Darling Basin (MDB) water storage levels and allocation
in 2018–19. It also describes changes in the characteristics of the 19 off-rivers IOs that the ACCC
currently monitors and collects data from.

4.1

Off-river operator characteristics and climatic
conditions in 2018–19

4.1.1

Off-river infrastructure operators are generally regarded as
monopolies

Off-river IOs extract water from natural watercourses such as rivers and deliver it to customers through
their network of channels or pipes or both. These networks use either gravity or pressurised channels
and or pipes (or both) to deliver the irrigation water to end users.
These off-river IOs are generally regarded as monopolies because they usually operate in
geographically exclusive areas where competition is unlikely to develop. While water trading is an
avenue to purchase water from users in other off-river IOs, the purchaser must still use the irrigation
network where they are located to receive the water.
73 Regulated water charges are defined in section 91 of the Water Act 2007. They include, among other things, charges payable
to an irrigation infrastructure operator for access to the operator’s irrigation network and services provided in relation to
access to water service infrastructure.
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Our 10 years of monitoring indicates modest off-river IO typical bill increases in real terms. Over this
period, around 45 per cent of typical irrigator bills decreased, although the total aggregate bill increased
by 5 per cent (reflecting both increases and decreases in bills for both 50 per cent and 100 per cent of
water delivered). Overall, the ACCC has not detected increases in off-river IOs’ infrastructure charges
that suggest monopoly rents, which would warrant more heavy-handed regulation. Currently off-river
IOs’ infrastructure charges are subject to the water charge rules (mainly light touch regulation in the
form of publication requirements). However, these operators still hold market power as a result of their
natural monopoly status, and governance structures may not deter the exercise of monopoly power in
all cases. In particular, pricing discrimination by off-river IOs in favour of particular customer groups or
classes can occur whether or not an off-river IO earns monopoly rents in aggregate.
Off-river IOs rely on volumetric charges to obtain the revenue required to cover their costs, but most
off-river IOs charge customers a combination of volumetric and non-volumetric charges. These access
and use charges may also include charges that the off-river IO passes through to customers, such
as water planning and management (WPM) charges (chapter 6) and on-river charges (chapter 3).
Off-river IOs often levy fixed volumetric charges based on water access entitlements (WAE) or water
delivery rights (WDR) held, and variable volumetric charges based on water delivered. Some off-river
IOs also use other types of charges, or charge particular customers in different ways including casual
usage charges and non-volumetric charging, such as charges based on landholding size or number
of irrigation outlets. Off-river IOs levy these charges to recover the operating and capital costs that
they incur in providing infrastructure services to deliver water. The ACCC website link to our Water
monitoring materials contains further supplementary information on off-river IOs’ types of charging
arrangements.74
The majority of water delivered by off-river IOs in the MDB is for irrigated activities. In 2017–18 around
9500 agricultural businesses were irrigated, which was 27 per cent of all agricultural businesses
operating in the MDB.75 The total gross value of irrigated agricultural production (GVIAP)76 in
the MDB was around $8.6 billion, representing 95 per cent of all GVIAP in Australia.77 Apart from
irrigation, water in the MDB may be used for stock and domestic, manufacturing, mining and
environmental-related uses.

4.1.2

Temperatures were above average and rainfall was below average

Like 2017–18, most parts of the MDB experienced mean temperatures very much above average, with
some temperatures the highest on record in 2018–19. This result was more pronounced in the northern
MDB. The Bureau of Meteorology noted these record temperatures exacerbated water stress and the
intensity of drought conditions across the MDB.78
At the same time, the majority of the MDB received either below average or very much below average
rainfall, with some areas in the north and west recording the lowest on record.79 The southern MDB
experienced slightly better conditions but rainfall was either average or below average. The rain that did
occur fell mostly in the Victorian Alps, contributing to low but sustained Victorian tributary inflows.80 A
positive Indian Ocean Dipole81 (which tends to change rainfall patterns) was attributed as a key driver of

74 https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/water/water-monitoring-reporting.
75 ABS, Water use on Australian farms, 2017–18, cat no. 4618.0, 2019, https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
DetailsPage/4618.02017-18?OpenDocument, viewed 27 November 2019.
76 GVIAP refers to the gross value of agricultural commodities that are produced with the assistance of irrigation. The
gross value of commodities produced is the value placed on recorded production at the wholesale prices realised in
the marketplace.
ABS, Gross Value of Irrigated Agricultural Production 2017–18, cat no 4610.0.55.008, 2019, https://www.abs.gov.au/
AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4610.0.55.008Main+Features12017-18?OpenDocument, viewed 27 November 2019.
77 Ibid.
78 Bureau of Meteorology, Climate of the 2018–19 financial year, July 2019, http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/updates/articles/
a034.shtml, viewed 28 November 2019.
79 Ibid.
80 Murray–Darling Basin Authority, Losses in the River Murray System 2018–19, March 2019, https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/
default/files/pubs/River-murray-system-losses-report.pdf, viewed 4 December 2019.
81 The Indian Ocean Dipole refers to sustained changes in the difference between sea surface temperatures of the tropical
western and eastern Indian Ocean and is viewed as one of the key drivers of Australia’s climate.
Bureau of Meteorology, Climate of the 2018–19 financial year, July 2019.
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the dry conditions.82 These climatic conditions impacted on water storage levels and volumes of water
delivered in 2018–19.

4.2

Water storage levels fell and water delivered to
irrigators dropped in 2018–19

In the southern MDB, water supply was low but still above Millennium drought levels; storage fell
from 63 per cent in July 2018 to 42 per cent in July 2019.83 By contrast, storage levels in the northern
MDB were lower than at any point in the Millennium drought, at less than 7 per cent full by the end of
2018–19.84 Water allocated in the southern MDB was around 3326 GL, the lowest result since 2008–09.
These allocations represented a drop of 33 per cent from 2017–18 and 51 per cent from 2016–17.85
Table 4.1 presents information on the characteristics of 19 off-river IOs that service more than 10 GL of
water access entitlement and are monitored by the ACCC.
Off-river IOs delivered around 29 per cent less water in 2018–19 than in the previous year, partly
reflecting the lower allocations and drier conditions. Narromine Irrigation reported the largest drop
in water delivered, falling 76 per cent to 7226 ML in 2018–19. Hay Private Irrigation District and
Coleambally Cooperative Limited Irrigation also recorded large drops (both down 61 per cent).
By contrast, Murrumbidgee Irrigation delivered much more than the 7 per cent allocation for
entitlement holders, reflecting substantial use of carryover water.86

82 Aither, Water markets report, 2018–19 review and 2019–20 outlook, 2019, https://www.aither.com.au/water-marketsreport-2018-19/, viewed 28 November 2019.
83 Ibid.
84 Bureau of Meteorology, Climate of the 2018–19 financial year, July 2019, http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/updates/articles/
a034.shtml, viewed 28 November 2019.
85 Aither, Water markets report, 2018–19 review and 2019–20 outlook, 2019, https://www.aither.com.au/water-marketsreport-2018-19/, viewed 28 November 2019.
86 Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited, 2019 annual compliance report, 2019, p. 8.
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Table 4.1:

-

14%

0%

0%

0%

0%

2%

–19%

13%

–42%

–2%

0%

18%

–22%

–6%

–16%

–25%

0%

–1%

Percentage
change from
2017–18

–

–

–

–

–

–

17 911

192 870

–
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–
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–
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66 923

15 468
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–43%

–76%
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–40%
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–27%

7%

–18%

1%

–3%
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Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by off‑river irrigation infrastructure operators.

Notes:

CIT = Central Irrigation Trust; RIT = Renmark Irrigation Trust; GMW = Goulburn–Murray Water; LMW = Lower Murray
Water; MIL = Murray Irrigation Limited; WMI = Western Murray Irrigation Limited; MI = Murrumbidgee Irrigation
Limited.
a

SDL resource unit refers to the 29 surface water Sustainable Diversion Limit (SDL) areas in the Basin Plan 2012.

b

The figures reflect the volume of water access entitlement (WAE) of a particular entitlement class held directly
or serviced by the operator, noting:


For GMW, WAE volumes reported are the sum of high reliability water shares and low reliability water shares
held by GMW customers in the irrigation networks (areas/districts) of Campaspe, Central Goulburn, Loddon
Valley, Murray Valley, Nyah, Rochester, Shepparton, Torrumbarry, Tresco and Woorinen. Data are from the
Victorian Water Register at January 2019. Given a customer may hold water shares not ‘associated’ with
a district in the register, the values reported here may underestimate the total proportion of WAE held by
customers within GMW irrigation districts.



For joint water supply schemes (Buddah Lake, Eagle Creek, Marthaguy, Tenandra and Trangie–Nevertire),
WAEs are jointly held by all customers, not by the off-river IO on behalf of members.



Eagle Creek, Moira, West Corurgan, Buddah Lake, Marthaguy, Narromine, Tenandra and Trangie–Nevertire
did not report entitlement class for non-conveyance entitlements. The ACCC assumes entitlements for these
off-river IOs are general security. General security and high security volumes for Jemalong, Murrumbidgee
Irrigation, Murray Irrigation Limited and Western Murray Irrigation were derived using the total WAE reported in
2016–17 and data on entitlement (by class) held in 2013. Narromine’s reported conveyance entitlements have
been recorded under general security because ‘conveyance’ is not a separate entitlement type in the Macquarie
system.

c For South Australia Murray, high security = high reliability entitlement classes 1, 3a and 3b.
d Total volume delivered by the off-river IO in 2018–19 refers to the total volume of water delivered in the 2018–19
financial year and is measured in ML.
e In the Macquarie Valley there is not a separate entitlement type for conveyance. The following off-river IOs
reported that they do not hold conveyance WAEs/licences including Eagle Creek, West Corurgan, Western
Murray Irrigation Limited and Hay Private Irrigation District.

The ACCC collects data on whether off-river IOs have upgraded, restructured or rationalised their
network. In 2018–19, only 21 per cent of off-river IOs reported upgrades or restructures, compared
with 53 per cent in the previous year. The off-river IOs that reported network upgrades included
Murrumbidgee Irrigation, Western Murray Irrigation and Murray Irrigation.
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u Case study 4.1: A snapshot of Murray Irrigation Limited’s operations
Murray Irrigation Limited (MIL) is one of the three largest off-river IOs in the Murray–Darling
Basin (MDB) and is located in Deniliquin, New South Wales. During 1995, the New South Wales
Government privatised the network and created MIL as an unlisted public company. MIL provides
irrigation and drainage services to over 2100 farm businesses and landholdings across the southern
Riverina region and operates over 724 000 hectares.87 MIL’s irrigation water is used primarily for
wheat, barley, maize, rice, oats, cotton and pastures.
MIL completed two of its largest infrastructure modernisation programs since the mid-1900s
in 2019. Combined funding of over $270 million from the New South Wales Private Irrigation
Infrastructure Operators Program was used to modernise its network. The two programs were
expected to return over 60 GL annually back to the Australia Government.88

Water delivered, water access entitlements and the price for one ML of water
delivered
The amount of water delivered by MIL has varied considerably over the past decade, partly
reflecting significant changes in climatic conditions. During 2018–19 MIL delivered 557 GL of
allocated water, the second lowest amount over the past nine years and 36 per cent less than in
2017–18. Deliveries peaked in 2011–12 with 1264 GL (table 1).89
Water access entitlement volumes held by MIL have been consistent since 2013–14 with changes
between years of 0–3 per cent. Prices in real terms to have one ML of water delivered were fairly
stable until 2017–18 when the price jumped 19 per cent from the previous year. The drop of 39 per
cent in 2018–19 was directly due to the New South Wales Government waiving fixed charges and
decreasing usage charges.
Table 1:

Murray Irrigation Limited, water delivered, water access entitlement and the price of one ML
of water delivered, 2010–11 to 2018–19

Year

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

Water
delivered
(GL)

399

901

1264

925

739

583

890

869

557

WAEs
held (GL)

na

na

na

964

938

927

912

913

911

Price per
ML of water
delivereda, b

na

na

47

46

49

46

43

52

31

Source:

ACCC from data provided by MIL.

Notes:

a

The price per ML of water delivered was calculated from the typical irrigator bills for 250 ML of WAE with 100
per cent water delivery.
b

Price per ML of water delivered is in real terms with 2018–19 as the base year.

87 MIL, Annual report 2019, 2019, https://www.murrayirrigation.com.au/wp-content/uploads/resource/2019/10/InteractiveAnnual-Report_online-version.pdf, viewed 19 March 2020.
88 Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment, Private Irrigation Infrastructure Operators Program in New South Wales,
2020, https://www.agriculture.gov.au/water/mdb/programs/nsw/piiop-nsw#round-3closed-on-12-may-2015, viewed
19 March 2020.
89 The 2011 calendar year was the second wettest year on record in the Murray–Darling Basin since records commenced in
1900. Dam storage levels increased from around 18 per cent in June 2009 to around 90 per cent in June 2012. Irrigators took
advantage of high storage levels by increasing their water use. The volume of water delivered by irrigation infrastructure
operators increased by 97 per cent from 2010−11 to 2011−12.
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Transformation of irrigation rights
MIL processed eight transformation applications during 2018–19 which was double the number
processed in 2017–18. This is similar to previous years aside from 2012–13 and 2016–17 when a
much large number of transformations were processed (table 2).
MIL customers transformed 5084 ML of irrigation right, accounting for approximately 0.5 per cent of
the total volume of irrigation right held by MIL customers. This result is up from 2017–18 when only
0.1 per cent of the total volume of irrigation right was transformed. MIL’s transformation fee of $385
has not changed since 2012–13.
Table 2:

Murray Irrigation Limited, number of transformations, 2010–11 to 2018–19

Year
No. of
Transformations
% of irrigation
right
transformed
Source:

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

8

4

34

9

9

8

29

4

8

1.0

1.7

3.2

0.8

1.6

0.4

1.1

0.1

0.5

ACCC from data provided by MIL.

Termination of water delivery rights
During 2018–19, MIL had eight customers that terminated some of their right to the water delivery
infrastructure (up from the three terminations reported in 2017–18). Of these, one involved a
conversion to a domestic water supply agreement, while another was forced due to bankruptcy.
However, all customers retained some water delivery right post-termination. The average volume
of terminations during 2018–19 was 387 ML, up 39 per cent from 2017–18 and the highest since
2014–15 (table 3). The average volume terminated has been quite volatile over the past 10 years,
ranging from 673 ML in 2011–12 to a low of 39 ML in 2016–17.
Table 3:

Murray Irrigation Limited, number and volume of terminations, 2010–11 to 2018–19

Year

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

No. of
terminations

13

12

37

62

8

28

15

3

8

Volume of
terminations
(ML)

2 364

8 078

2 176

33 522

1 162

883

1 797

580

3 099

Average
termination
volume (ML)

182

673

598

545

129

64

39

278

387

Source:

ACCC from data provided by MIL

Water allocation trade trends in Murray Irrigation Limited
Trade of allocation water within the MIL network has been a substantial portion of the total water
delivered by MIL over the past six years. The total allocation of trade into, out of and within the
network constituted around 60 per cent of the total water delivered over this period.
Total trade during 2018–19 decreased by 32 per cent and can largely be attributed to lower water
availability and zero allocations for general security holders. Trade within MIL’s own network had the
largest decrease of 51 per cent, while water traded out decreased 35 per cent during 2018–19.
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The largest total volume of trade occurred in 2016–17 (581 GL), with both water traded out and
within driving this increase. Over the period from 2013–14 to 2018–19, 30 per cent of total allocation
trade was water traded in, while water traded out comprised 31 per cent and water traded within
was 37 per cent. Table 4 sets out the volume of water allocation that was traded into, out of and
within MIL’s network over the past six years.
Table 4:

Murray Irrigation Limited allocation trade (GL), 2013–14 to 2018–19

Year
Traded into network
Traded out of network

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

94

136

155

157

144

138

104

132

179

240

129

83

Traded within network

264

174

111

183

201

100

Total

462

443

446

581

474

321

Source:

4.3

ACCC from data provided by MIL.

Unlike previous years, the majority of typical
irrigator bills decreased in 2018–19

Each year, the ACCC calculates typical irrigator bills from the monitored off-river IOs. These bills show
how an off-river IO’s regulated charges apply under different scenarios. The bills and changes over
a 12-month period are presented in nominal terms while longer term comparisons are presented in
real terms.

4.3.1

We make several assumptions to calculate typical irrigator bills

The ACCC calculated typical irrigator bills based on the following key assumptions:




Typical irrigator bills use standard charges billed to customers.



The volume of water used is either 50 or 100 per cent of the irrigation right or WAE volume held.

The irrigation right or WAE held by the customer is for either 50 ML, 250 ML or 1000 ML (or an
equivalent volume of WDR).

The New South Wales Government has waived the fixed charge component of general security licence
holders for both 2018–19 and 2019–20, so these charges were excluded for the relevant entitlement
holders. Box 4.1 contains more information about this waiver.
The ACCC’s typical irrigator bills assume some use of general security entitlements, but many holders
received zero (or close to zero) allocations of water for the past few years. For this reason, typical bills
included estimates for zero allocations for those operators that had zero or close to zero allocations
(and these estimates include only fixed costs). Box 4.2 presents these estimates for selected operators
in New South Wales.
More information about how the ACCC constructs the typical irrigator bills and related assumptions
can be found on the ACCC website link to our to our Water monitoring material.90 Detailed information
about each off-river IO’s typical irrigator bills is available in the other accompanying publication Water
monitoring report 2018–19: Monitoring approach and assumptions.

90 https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/water/water-monitoring-reporting.
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Box 4.1: New South Wales Government waiver of annual fixed fees for general
security entitlement holders
As noted in the 2017–18 monitoring report, the New South Wales Government waived the fixed
charge component (usually charged per ML of water access entitlement (WAE)) of general security
WAE holders for the 2018–19 reference year, as part of its Drought Relief Package.91
The following fixed charges (applied per ML of water access entitlement held) were waived:



WaterNSW—Fixed charges for 2018–19 general security WAE holders ranged from $0.78 for the
Murray and Lower Darling rivers to $8.28 for the Namoi River.



Water Administration Ministerial Corporation—Fixed charges for the general security WAE
holders ranged from $1.36 for the Murrumbidgee River to $2.70 for the Namoi River.



Murray–Darling Basin Authority/Border Commission—Fixed charges for general security WAE
holders ranged from $0.63 for the Murrumbidgee River to $3.70 for the Murray and Lower
Darling Rivers.



This drought subsidy was capped at $4000 per year, and does not apply to high security
WAE holders for regulated river systems or government entities. These subsidies were applied
automatically to irrigator bills. The package also included $30 million to waive these charges in
2019–20.92

4.3.2

The value of one megalitre of water delivered varied significantly
across the Murray–Darling Basin

The unit per ML cost of water delivered varied greatly within network types and across all networks
(tables 4.2 and 4.3). The average typical irrigator bill per ML of water delivered in pressurised networks93
was $100 (for 250 ML of entitlement), which was 1 per cent lower than in 2017–18. For gravity fed
networks, the average typical irrigator bill per ML was $56 (for 250 ML), around 5 per cent lower than
in the previous year. These decreases reflected the New South Wales Government’s decision to lower
usage charges and waive fixed charges. If these government fixed charges are included, the 2018–19
average would have been $59, the same as it was in 2017–18. The higher average cost per ML for
pressurised networks reflected the larger capital costs for pipes and particularly pumps, and higher
energy costs associated with pumping water.

91 WaterNSW, NSW Emergency Drought Relief Package, 14 August 2018, https://www.waternsw.com.au/about/
newsroom/2018/nsw-emergency-drought-relief-package, viewed 7 November 2019.
92 Department of Primary Industries, Frequently asked questions—general drought assistance packages, 2019, https://www.dpi.
nsw.gov.au/climate-and-emergencies/droughthub/drought-assistance/faq, viewed 7 November 2019.
93 These observations are from typical irrigator bills where 250 ML of water access entitlement is held and 100 per cent of water
was delivered.
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Table 4.2:

Typical irrigator bills per ML of water delivered from off-river irrigation infrastructure operators—
customers in pressurised networks, 2018–19

State

Infrastructure
operator

Network/entitlement
category

50 ML
($/ML)

250 ML
($/ML)

1000 ML
($/ML)

Ratio ($/ML for 50 ML: $/ML
for 1000 ML)a

South
Australia

CIT

High pressure

93

93

93

1.00

Medium pressure

81

81

81

1.00

Low pressure

66

66

66

1.00

91

91

91

1.00

Tresco

88

84

84

1.05

Nyah

92

86

85

1.08

RIT
Victoria

GMW

New
South
Wales

Woorinen

95

89

88

1.08

LMW

Robinvale

219

217

217

1.01

WMI

Curlwaa

64

64

64

1.00

Coomealla

88

88

88

1.00

Buronga

154

154

156

0.99

IHS–HS

125

91

85

1.46

MI
Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by off‑river infrastructure operators.

Notes:

CIT = Central Irrigation Trust; RIT = Renmark Irrigation Trust; GMW = Goulburn–Murray Water; LMW = Lower Murray
Water; WMI = Western Murray Irrigation Limited; MI = Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited; IHS = integrated horticulture
supply; HS = High Security.
These ratios compare the dollar value of one ML for 50 ML of water delivered with the dollar value of one ML for
1000 ML of water delivered. A value of 1 indicates one ML is of the same value for both volumes of water. A value
greater than 1 indicates the price decreases as volume increases, and/or reflects the inclusion of outlet, account or
other fixed charges that do not vary with volume held/delivered.
a
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Table 4.3:

Typical irrigator bills per ML of water delivered from off-river irrigation infrastructure operators—
customers in gravity fed networks, 2018–19

State

Infrastructure
operator

Network/entitlement
category

50 ML
($/ML)

250 ML
($/ML)

1000 ML
($/ML)

Ratio ($/ML for 50 ML: $/
ML for 1000 ML)

Victoria

GMW

Central Goulburn

55

52

51

1.09

Loddon Valley

56

52

51

1.09

Murray Valley

57

54

53

1.09

Rochester

54

51

50

1.09

Shepparton

76

72

71

1.06

Torrumbarry

57

53

52

1.09

Merbein

117

115

115

1.02

Mildura

144

142

142

1.01

Red Cliffs

124

123

122

1.02

West Corurgan

41

41

45

0.91

Moira

40

40

42

0.83

LMW

New
South
Wales

Murray

73

31

27

2.68

Eagle Creek

14

14

17

0.83

Coleambally

44

24

20

2.19

Gravity fed–GS

72

36

29

2.46

Gravity fed–HS

77

41

35

2.23

LAW–GS

87

37

27

3.18

Hay

93

63

58

1.61

Jemalong

42

42

42

1.00

Narromine

60

57

57

1.06

Buddah Lake

40

40

40

1.00

Trangie–
Nevertire

56

56

57

0.99

Tenandra

70

54

52

1.36

Marthaguy

48

48

48

1.00

75

75

75

1.00

Murrumbidgee

Qld

Sunwater

Source:
Notes:

B1 Class C

Mallawa

ACCC from data provided and published by off-river infrastructure operators.
The table presents typical irrigator bills from irrigators in gravity fed networks with 50 ML, 250 ML or 1000 ML of
irrigation right or WAE. We assumed 100 per cent water was delivered in 2018–19.
GMW = Goulburn–Murray Water; LMW = Lower Murray Water; HS = high security, GS = general security, IHS =
integrated horticulture supply; LAW = large area supply Wah Wah excluding IHS.
These ratios compare the dollar value of one ML for 50 ML of water delivered, with the dollar value of one ML for
1000 ML of water delivered. A value of 1 indicates one ML is of the same value for both volumes of water. A value
greater than 1 indicates the price decreases as volume increases, and/or reflects the inclusion of outlet, account or
other fixed charges that do not vary with volume held/delivered.
a

Within pressurised networks, typical irrigator bills (for 50 ML of entitlement) ranged from $219 per ML
for Lower Murray Water’s (LMW) Robinvale network to $64 per ML at Western Murray Irrigation’s (WMI)
Curlwaa network. For gravity fed networks, bills (for 50 ML of entitlement) ranged from $144 per ML at
LMW’s Mildura network to $14 per ML at Eagle Creek.
These large differences for one ML of water delivered reflected a range of factors, including volume
of water delivered, energy and capital costs, network size and customer numbers, and degree of cost
recovery. However, they only partly explained the variations in prices in similar type networks. These
differences are discussed below.
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4.3.3

Off-river charges as a proportion of typical irrigator bills
remain high

The significance of off-river charges continues
As well as the off-river IOs’ access and usage charges, a typical irrigator bill includes the pass through
of on‑river infrastructure charges and WPM charges. Charts 4.1 and 4.2 present the 2018–19 typical
irrigator bills showing the dollar value of the WPM, on‑river and off-river components for pressurised
and gravity fed systems.94 These charts and the rest of the discussion in the chapter relate to typical
irrigator bills for 250 ML of irrigation right or WAE held, and for 50 per cent or 100 per cent of
water delivered.
While off-river charges continued to dominate typical irrigator bills in 2018–19, the extent differed by
type of network. Off-river infrastructure charges comprised 91 per cent of the total in pressurised
networks (up 2.1 percentage points from 2017–18), compared with 81 per cent in gravity fed networks
(up 5.2 percentage points). These increases in the proportion of off‑river charges (particularly in gravity
fed networks) largely reflected the New South Wales Government waiving fixed charges and reducing
its usage charge.95
For pressurised networks, off-river charges accounted for relatively consistent shares of total charges96
across all operators, ranging from 98 per cent for WMI’s Buronga network to 82 per cent for GMW’s
Nyah network. By contrast, the proportion varied considerably for gravity fed networks, from
96 per cent for Narromine to 46 per cent for Buddah Lake and Jemalong.
For pressurised networks, off-river charges’ share of total charges remained virtually the same for
Victoria and South Australia when compared with 2017–18, at 89 per cent and 91 per cent respectively.
In New South Wales, the proportion of off-river charges rose to 94 per cent in 2018–19, up from
87 per cent in the previous year.

Victorian pressurised networks were the most expensive in the Murray–Darling Basin
In 2018–19 the average Victorian typical irrigator bill for pressurised networks was $29 785 for
100 per cent of water delivered. The average South Australian bill was 30 per cent lower at $20 721,
while the average New South Wales bill was $24 807 or 17 per cent lower than in Victoria.
LMW’s Robinvale network had the highest typical irrigator’s bill (of any network type), at $54 285 for
100 per cent of water delivered, which has been the case since the ACCC started monitoring bills.97 By
contrast, WMI’s pressurised Curlwaa network reported the lowest bill for 2018–19 for that network type,
at $10 379 for 50 per cent delivered (or 81 per cent lower than LMW’s Robinvale network).

94 Off‑river infrastructure operators (IOs) do not always clearly identify the on-river and water planning and management
(WPM) charges that they pass through to their customers. However under the new Water Charge Rules which took in
effect on 1 July 2020, IOs will need to clearly identify on-river and WPM charges on their schedule of charges. For some
off‑river IOs, the ACCC calculated the bill components attributable to on-river and WPM charges by using the amounts in the
schedules of the on-river IO or the Basin state agency levying the charge on the off‑river IO. The ACCC also considered any
other relevant information (for example, the amount of Irrigation Corporations and Districts rebate received by some off-river
IOs in New South Wales). See Water monitoring report: monitoring approach and assumptions, 2018–19 for more detail about
the calculations for specific off-river IOs.
95 If the ACCC included the New South Wales Government fixed charges in the bills, the percentage of off-river charges in
pressurised systems drops from 91 per cent to 89 per cent. In gravity fed systems, the percentage of off-river charges drops
from 81 per cent to 77 per cent.
96 These other charges would include on-river charges and water planning and management charges.
97 Lower Murray Water’s Robinvale network higher typical bills were partly due to higher cost recovery, falling customer base
and higher average costs. See Marsden Jacob Associates, Lower Murray Water: independent benchmarking study of rural
irrigation services, final report, June 2015, p. 44.
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Victoria also recorded the highest gravity fed typical irrigator bills
Like the pressurised networks, on average Victoria had the highest typical irrigator bills for gravity fed
networks, at $19 782 (for 100 per cent of water delivered). The average bill in New South Wales was
47 per cent lower, at $10 854, while the only Queensland off-river operator (Mallawa Irrigation) was
32 per cent lower at $13 500.
The highest gravity fed bills were all in LMW’s networks, ranging from $25 009 at Red Cliffs to $35 553
at Mildura (with an average bill of $31 670). As occurred last year, Eagle Creek had the lowest gravity
fed bill, at $3549.

Box 4.2: Expected typical irrigator bills for general security WAE holders
receiving zero allocations—new estimates
The ACCC constructs the typical irrigator bills using assumptions about a typical customer’s
charging profile for each reporting off-river irrigation infrastructure operator (off-river IO)
that holds over 10 GL of water access entitlement (WAE). The ACCC consulted off‑river IOs
when it constructed these typical irrigator bills and most bills contain a mixture of fixed and
variable charges.
The variable costs are usually volumetric based and levied on the water delivered. Fixed charges
can be both volumetric based (levied on the volume of water delivery right (WDR) held) and
non-volumetric, such as charges levied per account held or on the size of outlets. These fixed costs
recover at least some of the expenditure associated with maintaining the irrigation infrastructure.
While the bills assume irrigators received either 50 per cent or 100 per cent of entitlement, this has
not been the case for many general security entitlement holders for the past few years, particularly
those in New South Wales. While these holders will generally receive little or no water, they still
receive bills from the off‑river IOs for the fixed charge component.
The ACCC selected a sample of New South Wales off-river IOs who have had zero or close to zero
allocations for general security entitlements and calculated typical irrigator bills for those who are
receiving no water (table 4.4). The analysis also assumes that the irrigator has received no carryover
or traded water in. As noted in box 4.1, the New South Wales Government has waived its fixed fees
for 2018–19 and typical irrigator bills without these charges have also been included.

Comparing 100 per cent allocation typical bills against zero allocation typical bills
This section assesses the original full allocation typical irrigator bills against the zero allocation bills
(with the New South Wales Government’s fixed fees included). In aggregate terms, even though
these off-river IOs have no water allocation, irrigators still had to pay around 56 per cent98 of their
original full allocation bills. However, this aggregate hides the considerable variation between
individual off-river IOs when comparing their original full allocation typical irrigator bills with a bill for
zero allocation. Tenandra had the largest difference between full and zero allocation bills, with the
latter 88 per cent lower than the former. However, for Coleambally Irrigation Cooperative Limited,
the difference was only 6 per cent.

98 While it varies between operators the types of charges included in the 56 per cent can include fixed outlet fees and fixed
access fees.
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Table 4.4:

Typical irrigator bills for selected off-river IOs for zero allocations, 2018–19
(250 ML entitlement)

Irrigation
infrastructure
operator

Original typical
irrigator bill with
100% allocation

Typical irrigator bill
with 0% allocation—
Includes NSW Govt
fixed charges

Typical irrigator bill
with 0% allocation—
Excludes NSW Govt
fixed charges

Percentage difference
for 0% allocation
between NSW Govt
charges included and
excluded

Buddah Lake

9 935

3 600

2 435

–32%

Coleambally

5 976

5 596

4 811

–14%

Eagle Creek

3 549

3 005

1 293

–57%

Hay

15 770

11 478

10 850

–5%

Jemalong

10 415

3 613

2 608

–28%

Marthaguy

11 898

5 027

4 284

15%

8 951

5 866

5 526

6%

MI—LAW—GS

9 174

5 308

4 263

–20%

MIL—B1 Class C

7 798

5 700

3 625

–36%

Moira

9 875

4 750

3 250

–32%

Narromine

14 250

4 915

3 750

–24%

Tenandra

13 500

1 665

500

–70%

Trangie—Nevertire

13 960

5 125

3 960

–23%

MI—Grav—GS

West Corurgan

10 250

6 345

4 375

–31%

WMI—Curlwaa

15 928

11 300

9 800

–13%

WMI—Coomealla

22 063

13 963

12 463

–11%

WMI—Buronga

38 383

27 565

26 065

–5%

Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by off-river infrastructure operators.

Notes:

The table displays typical irrigator bills for 250 ML of irrigation right or WAE with 0 per cent water delivered.
MI = Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited ; MIL = Murray Irrigation Limited; WMI = Western Murray Irrigation
Limited.

Comparing zero allocation bills with and without the New South Wales
Government’s emergency drought relief package
For the selected off-river IOs presented above, the New South Wales Government’s waiving of
its fixed fees resulted in an aggregate reduction for the zero allocation bills of around 17 per cent.
Again, results varied considerably by operator, with Tenandra’s zero allocation bill falling by
70 per cent99, while the effect at both Hay and WMI’s Buronga was only 5 per cent when these
charges are not included. These differences reflect the proportion of fixed versus variable charges
applied by networks. Tenandra’s bills are largely based on variable charges hence the larger
reduction in charges.100 The majority of operators had reductions between 10 per cent and 40 per
cent when the government fees were excluded.

99 For a typical irrigator bill with 100 per cent allocation, Tenandra’s proportion of fixed charges was the lowest of the selected
off-river IOs with 11 per cent of the total bill. The proportion of the total fixed charges levied by Tenandra itself was 30 per
cent. As the majority of Tenandra’s fixed charges were levied by the New South Wales Government, it experienced the largest
change when these government charges were excluded.
100 For a typical irrigator bill with 100 per cent allocation, Tenandra’s proportion of fixed charges was 11 per cent of the total bill.
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4.3.4

Fewer typical irrigator bills increased in 2018–19, but pressurised
networks recorded more increases above CPI

Charts 4.3 and 4.4 present year-on-year nominal percentage changes for the typical irrigator bills for
pressurised and gravity fed networks.101 These charts also depict the consumer price index (CPI) for
2018–19.
In 2018–19, the ACCC observed the following results:



When all typical irrigator bills for pressurised and gravity fed systems are assessed (and including
50 and 100 per cent delivery), around 47 per cent of these bills increased in 2018–19 which is
17 percentage points lower than in 2017–18. If the New South Wales Government charges were
included, around 61 per cent of typical bills increased in 2018–19.



Of the bills that increased in 2018–19, 77 per cent were above the CPI.

Pressurised systems



Overall, typical irrigator bills increased for 58 per cent of pressurised networks in 2018–19. However,
all New South Wales networks recorded falls in both 50 per cent and 100 per cent delivered bill
types. GMW’s Woorinen network102 was the only other network to record falls in the year (around
1 per cent for both bill types).



GMW’s Nyah network recorded the largest increase within the pressurised system, with increases
of 5 per cent for both 50 per cent and 100 per cent water delivered. GMW’s Tresco had similar (but
slightly lower) increases. These increases reflected Victoria’s Essential Services Commission (ESC)
2016 determination for these networks.103 The price rises covered increased capital costs and were
required to accord with the ACCC Pricing Principles.104



WMI’s Curlwaa network recorded the largest fall, with its 50 per cent of water delivered bill falling by
23 per cent. Bills from WMI’s Coomealla network dropped by 17 per cent for the same amount of
water delivered. These falls related to the New South Wales Government’s waiving its fixed fees and
decreasing variable fees. WaterNSW’s variable charge (which is levied per ML of water entitlement)
decreased by 50 per cent since 2017–18.

101 These typical irrigator bills are for 250 ML of irrigation right or water access entitlement with two outputs for 50 per cent and
100 per cent of water delivered.
102 This reduction is related to the Woorinen network fixed charges reducing by 5 per cent and its use fees increasing by
5 per cent in line with variable costs. These adjustments were made with regard to the ACCC’s pricing principles, such that
fixed costs should be recovered from fixed charges and variable costs from variable charges,
GMW, Application for annual price review of fees and charges, 4 May 2018, p. 15, https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/water/
water-prices-tariffs-and-special-drainage/water-tariffs/goulburn-murray-water-tariff-2018#tabs-container2, viewed
28 November 2019.
103 ESC, Goulburn-Murray Water price review 2016 final decision, June, 2016, p. 52, https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/sites/default/
files/documents/Water-Price-Review-2016-20-G-MW-Final-Decision.pdf, viewed 28 November 2019.
104 Goulburn-Murray Water’s submission to the 2016 price review stated that the infrastructure in those networks were
constructed in the 1960s and 1970s and is at the end of its useful life. Further, much of the production in these networks is
perennial based horticulture, which would be significantly affected by any cessation of supply. Much of the infrastructure will
need to be replaced.
GMW, Goulburn-Murray Rural Water Corporation submission to price review 2016 (Water Plan 4), pp. 96–97, https://www.esc.
vic.gov.au/water/water-prices-tariffs-and-special-drainage/water-price-reviews/water-price-review-2016-goulburn-murraywater#toc--goulburn-murray-water-price-submission, viewed 28 November 2019.
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Gravity fed systems



GMW’s gravity fed networks recorded the largest increases in typical irrigator bills, rising by
2–3 per cent (except for its Shepparton network which rose by less than 1 per cent).



All of LMW’s networks also reported increases of around 2–3 per cent. These modest increases
largely reflected the ESC 2018 determination for moderate charge increases for these networks. The
ESC approved a revenue limit over the five year regulatory period which is expected to provide a
small reduction in charges105 and allow for investment in irrigation and drainage systems and improve
access to account information. The ESC also approved LMW’s current tariff structures.106



Typical irrigator bills for New South Wales off-river IOs (except Hay) decreased in 2018–19, reflecting
the New South Wales Government waiving its fixed fees and also decreases in WaterNSW’s variable
fees. The largest decreases occurred at Eagle Creek, which were 49 per cent and 44 per cent lower
than the previous year (for 50 per cent and 100 per cent delivered respectively).

Chart 4.3:

Year-on-year percentage change in total typical irrigator bills in pressurised networks for
250 ML entitlement at 50 per cent and 100 per cent water delivery (nominal), by irrigation
network, 2018–19

Change in typical irrigator bills
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Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by off-river infrastructure operators.

Notes:

CIT = Central Irrigation Trust; RIT = Renmark Irrigation Trust; GMW = Goulburn–Murray Water; LMW = Lower Murray
Water; WMI = Western Murray Irrigation Limited; MI = Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited; HP = high pressure; MP
= medium pressure; LP = low pressure; HS = high security; IHS = integrated horticulture supply; CPI = consumer
price index.
50 per cent and 100 per cent figures refer to the proportion of water under an entitlement delivered to the water
user.

105 ESC, Lower Murray Water draft decision—rural services 2018 Water Price Review, 28 March 2018, p. iv.
106 ESC, Lower Murray Water final decision—rural services 2018 Water Price Review, 19 June 2018, p. v, https://www.esc.vic.
gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2018-water-price-review-lower-murray-water-rural-final-decision-20180619-v3.pdf,
viewed 28 November 2019.
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u Case study 4.2: A snapshot of Murrumbidgee Irrigation’s operations
Murrumbidgee Irrigation (MI) was established in 1912 and is one of the three largest off-river
operators in Australia. It is located on the Murrumbidgee River in the Riverina, New South Wales.
In 1999 the New South Wales Government privatised MI and it is now an unlisted public company
owned by around 2300 shareholder customers.
Over the past decade, MI has received over $337 million from the New South Wales Government
Private Irrigation Infrastructure Operators Program for system upgrades.107 Water entitlements
transferred back to the Australian Government as a result of water savings totalled 56.9 GL. MI’s
irrigation water is used to grow crops including grapes, citrus, cotton, rice and lucerne. During 2018–
19, the new Gunbar pipeline servicing properties in the Wah Wah district opened and MI transferred
ownership of this to the Gunbar Private Water Supply District.108

Water delivered, water access entitlements and the price for one ML of water
delivered
Water delivered over the past 10 years by MI has varied significantly, caused by changes in climatic
conditions such as drought. During 2017–18, MI delivered 803 GL of water, down 39 per cent from
the previous year (table 1). Allocations for general security entitlement holders were considerably
lower during 2018–19 with opening allocations at 3 per cent.
MI’s holdings of water access entitlements (WAEs) decreased slightly (by less than 1 per cent) in
2018–19 to 911 GL. Over the past six years, MI’s WAE holdings fell by 5 per cent. MI’s prices in real
terms for one ML of water delivered to its gravity fed general security entitlement holders have been
fairly stable between 2010–11 and 2017–18.
Table 1:

Murrumbidgee Irrigation, water delivered, water access entitlement held by network and the
price of one ML of water, 2010–11 to 2018–19

Year
Water delivered
(GL)
WAEs held
(GL)
Price to have
water delivered
per MLa,b

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

481

751

940

699

739

526

670

803

489

na

na

na

964

938

927

912

913

911

$40

$41

$41

$41

$42

$44

$44

$40

$36

Source:

ACCC from data provided by MI.

Notes:

a

The price to have water delivered per ML was calculated from typical irrigator bills for 250 ML of WAE with
100 per cent water delivery for gravity fed general security entitlements.
b

Price per ML is in real terms with 2018–19 as the base year.

However, in 2018–19, the price dropped by 10 per cent to $36 and was directly due to the waiving
of fixed charges and decreases in usage charges by the New South Wales Government’s drought
relief package.

107 The New South Wales Government Private Irrigation Infrastructure Operators Program’s aim was to improve the efficiency
and productivity of the off-river IO networks infrastructure. This included upgrading and modernising irrigation channels,
installing pressurised pipelines and installing total channel control.
Department of Agriculture, Private Irrigation Infrastructure Operators Program in New South Wales, https://www.agriculture.
gov.au/water/mdb/programs/nsw/piiop-nsw, viewed 25 March 2020.
108 Murrumbidgee Irrigation, Gunbar Water pipeline locks in future for next generations of farmers, Media release,
7 December 2018, https://www.mirrigation.com.au/Media/Media-Releases, viewed 25 March 2020.
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Transformation of irrigation rights
Consistent with other off-river IOs in the Murray–Darling Basin, the number and volume of
transformations that MI processed declined in recent years. This result is particularly so after 2014–
15 when the Australian Government capped the volume of WAEs it would purchase through direct
buyback. Since that time, less than 1 per cent of MI’s WAE has been transformed in any one year. At
the end of 2017–18, 81.4 per cent of MI’s WAE was untransformed (table 2). In 2018–19, 7.5 GL of MI
irrigation right was transformed in 22 separate transactions.
Table 2:

Murrumbidgee Irrigation, number of transformations, 2010–11 to 2018–19

Year

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

No. of
transformations

71

46

23

19

26

28

14

21

22

% of irrigation
right transformed

1.0

1.7

3.2

0.8

1.6

0.4

1.1

0.1

0.5

Source:

ACCC from data provided by MI.

In 2018–19, MI’s fee to process a transformation application was $225 (in addition to state
government processing charges). This was lower than the amount it charged in 2017–18 ($232.50),
and substantially lower than the $560 charged in 2009–10 (when the Water Market Rules were first
introduced). MI’s fee for processing a transformation is lower than most other New South Wales
off-river IOs the ACCC monitors.

Termination of water delivery rights
MI reported no terminations during 2018–19 for the third year of the past five years (table 3). As
for other off-river IOs since 2010–11, the average volume terminated has fluctuated, ranging from
589 ML in 2010–11 to 0 ML in 2014–15, 2016–17 and 2018–19.
Table 3:

Murrumbidgee Irrigation, number and volume of terminations, 2010–11 to 2018–19

Year

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

No. of
terminations

19

10

4

3

0

6

0

5

0

Volume of
terminations
(ML)

11 190

4 235

861

242

0

420

0

30

0

589

424

215

81

0

70

0

6

0

Average
termination
volume (ML)
Source:

ACCC from data provided by MI.

Water allocation trade trends in Murrumbidgee Irrigation
The total trade of allocation water in MI’s network decreased by 36 per cent during 2018–19. This
result reflected the scarcity of water, high water prices and the relatively high levels of trade that
occurred during 2017–18 (and to a lesser extent, trade during 2016–17). Water traded in was
particularly low, dropping by 69 per cent from the previous year to 75 GL. Similar to other networks,
the majority of trade (around 70 per cent) was water traded within MI’s network during 2018–19
(table 4).
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Table 4:

Murrumbidgee Irrigation allocation trade (GL), 2013–14 to 2018–19

Year

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

77

65

48

69

190

75

Traded out of network

120

79

159

182

83

63

Traded within network

237

216

214

328

437

318

Total

435

360

421

579

709

457

Traded into network

Source:

ACCC from data provided by MI.

As noted, the largest total volume of trade over the past six years occurred during 2017–18, driven
by high demand for water in the region, especially from cotton growers.109 Over the past six years,
around 18 per cent of total allocation trade was water traded in while water traded out comprised
23 per cent and water traded within was 59 per cent.

Regulated charges in Murrumbidgee Irrigation
In 2017–18 MI restructured its pricing and implemented substantial changes. MI’s previous pricing
structure included a standard outlet charge, with tiered charges applying a declining block tariff
based on the size of the delivery entitlement and pricing groups based on location, within, and type
of, irrigation network. The 2017–18 pricing schedule replaced these charges with a single flat rate for
holding delivery entitlements. It also simplified some pricing groups (removing small and large area
supply groups) and realigned the outlet charge with the actual cost of different sized outlets.
According to its 2018 ‘Understanding Flow Rate’ fact sheet, ‘flow rate’ is the volume of water that
can be delivered through a customer’s outlet (or access point) at a point in time. MI customers’ flow
rate is determined by the size of their outlet, and where there is high demand for water, at one ML
per day per 150 ML of water delivery right that the customer owns. The ACCC understands that
before MI changed its pricing structure, MI managed its network so that its high security customers
had sufficient flow rate to meet their needs. Under the new pricing structure, all MI customers were
responsible for ensuring they had sufficient delivery right for the flow rate they needed. Therefore,
some high security customers may have needed to acquire more delivery right to secure the same
level of service (or flow rate) that they had enjoyed previously.
However, as noted in the 2017–18 Water monitoring report, the ACCC considers these changes
improve the likelihood that MI’s charges will reflect the underlying differences in the costs of service
provision to different users and, therefore, reduce the potential for large users to benefit unfairly
over small users. MI’s approach was consistent with what was proposed in the ACCC’s 2016 advice
to the Australian Minister for Agriculture and Water Resources (which was not accepted) to expand
the non-discriminatory provisions to prohibit operators from unreasonably levying different charges
or restricting the availability of infrastructure services.

109 Aither, Murray-Darling Basin water markets 2018–19 outlook and 2017–18 review, 2018, https://www.aither.com.au/watermarkets-report-2018-19/, viewed 26 March 2020.
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4.3.5

Changes in off-river charges drove bill changes in Victoria and
South Australia, but not in New South Wales

Charts 4.5 and 4.6 present the charge types (WPM, on-river or off-river charges) that contributed to the
changes described in section 4.3.4. These charts present the changes in nominal terms.110
Across pressurised and gravity fed networks, changes in off-river charges111 largely drove changes
in typical irrigator bills in South Australia and Victoria, accounting for 96 per cent of aggregate bill
increases in South Australia and 91 per cent in Victoria.
By contrast, changes in on-river charges112 and water planning and management113 charges drove
bill decreases in New South Wales. In particular, on-river charges accounted for 61 per cent of the
aggregate decrease.

Pressurised systems
In South Australia and Victoria, changes in off-river charges drove bill increases, while falling WPM and
on-river charges drove bill decreases in New South Wales.
The ACCC also observed:



GMW’s Nyah and Tresco networks reported the largest dollar increases over the past 12 months, up
$938 and $863 respectively. In both cases, changes in off-river charges accounted for 99 per cent of
the rise



changes in WPM and on-river charges accounted for almost all bill decreases in New South Wales
networks, reflecting the New South Wales Government’s waiving of fixed charges.

WMI’s networks experienced the largest dollar decreases, ranging from $3325 at Curlwaa to $2923
at Coomealla. For all WMI network decreases, the New South Wales Government’s waiving of fixed
charges accounted for around 81 per cent of the change, while a drop in WaterNSW’s variable charge
accounted for the remaining 19 per cent.

110 The typical irrigator bills presented in charts 4.5 and 4.6 are for customers with 250 ML of irrigation right or water access
entitlement with 100 per cent of water delivered.
111 Off-river charges include fixed volumetric charges levied on the volume of the water delivery right held, variable volumetric
charges levied on the volume of water delivered and/or non-volumetric charges typically levied per account or outlet or size
of the outlet.
112 On-river charges include fixed volumetric infrastructure charges levied on the volume of water access entitlement that a
customer holds, variable volumetric infrastructure charges levied according to the amount of water allocation delivered and
non-volumetric charges levied per account or meter/outlet.
113 Water planning and management charges vary for each state but generally include both fixed and variable volumetric based
on water access entitlements held and the amount of water delivered.
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Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited; HP = high pressure; MP = medium pressure; LP = low pressure; HS = high security; IHS = integrated horticulture supply; WPM = water planning
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Gravity fed systems
Like the pressurised systems, off-river charges drove bill increases in Victorian networks, while drops in
WPM and on-river charges drove falls in all New South Wales network bills.
The ACCC also observed the following results:



Apart from GMW’s Shepparton network, the vast majority of increases in GMW and LMW networks
were related to increases in off-river charges.



The largest dollar increases occurred at the LMW’s Red Cliffs network ($840). Around 95 per cent
of this increase was due to rises in off-river charges, such as the water usage fee and delivery share
access fee.



As for pressurised networks, New South Wales operator decreases mostly reflected changes in
WPM and on-river charges.



Murray Irrigation Limited (MIL) had the largest dollar decrease ($5060), most of which was
associated with the New South Wales Government’s waiving fixed charges (88 per cent of the
total). A fall in MIL’s delivery entitlement fee accounted for the remaining 12 per cent of the total
dollar decrease.

4.3.6

Overall typical irrigator bills recorded modest growth over the
past 10 years, although individual bills varied considerably

Charts 4.7, 4.8 and 4.9 present changes in typical irrigator bills over the past 10 years (2009–10 to
2018–19) in real terms. Over this period, around 45 per cent of typical irrigator bills decreased in real
terms. Over the same period, the total aggregate bill increased by 5 per cent in real terms (reflecting
both increases and decreases in bills for both 50 per cent and 100 per cent of water delivered).

Pressurised systems
In pressurised networks, 25 per cent of irrigator bills decreased in real terms between 2009–10 and
2018–19. The total aggregate increase in pressurised networks’ typical irrigator bills was 8.3 per cent.
The ACCC also observed:



GMW’s Nyah network recorded the largest increases over the past 10 years, with increases of
48 per cent and 36 per cent in real terms for 50 per cent and 100 per cent delivered respectively.
GMW’s Tresco network had the second highest increases, with rises of 33 per cent and 29 per cent
(for 50 per cent and 100 per cent delivered respectively)



typical bills from Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited’s (MI’s) high security pressurised network dropped
by 23 per cent and 21 per cent for 50 per cent and 100 per cent delivered respectively. Other
decreases occurred at two of WMI’s networks: Curlwaa bills dropped by 15 per cent and 12 per cent,
while Coomealla typical bills fell 9 per cent and 6 per cent (for 50 per cent and 100 per cent of water
delivered respectively).

Gravity fed systems
More than half (54 per cent) of gravity fed typical irrigator bills decreased over the 10 year period. The
New South Wales Government waiving its fixed charges drove part of this result. But interestingly, a
higher proportion of Victorian networks (61 per cent) recorded declines in bills over the past decade,
compared with 53 per cent in New South Wales.
The total aggregate bill increase for gravity fed networks was nearly 2 per cent. In aggregate, typical
bills from New South Wales networks increased by just under 2 per cent, while bills from Victorian
networks declined by less than 1 per cent.
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The ACCC also observed:



Hay customers experienced the largest increases in typical irrigator bills, up 62 per cent and 92
per cent for 50 per cent and 100 per cent delivered respectively. Other large increases included
Tenandra (rises of 23 per cent and 65 per cent) and GMW’s Loddon Valley network (rises of 26 per
cent and 24 per cent) for 50 per cent and 100 per cent of water delivered respectively



MI’s high security gravity fed network had the largest drop in typical irrigator bills, decreasing by
37 per cent for 50 per cent of water delivered. Other large decreases included Eagle Creek (falls of
36 per cent and 32 per cent) and Coleambally (falls of 29 per cent and 27 per cent) for 50 per cent
and 100 per cent of water delivered respectively.

4.3.7

Off-river charges fell over the past decade, but are still significant
components of typical irrigator bills

The off-river IOs in the MDB generally rely on off-river charges for the bulk of their typical irrigator bills.
In 2018–19 off-river charges constituted over 60 per cent or more of typical irrigator bills in around
94 per cent of all networks. By type of network, off‑river charges contributed over 80 per cent of
charges for all pressurised networks and over 70 per cent for Victorian gravity fed networks. For New
South Wales and Queensland gravity fed networks, off-river charges accounted for at least 40 per cent
or more of total typical bills.
While these off-river charges remain important to operators, 62 per cent of all networks have reduced
the contribution of off-river charges to total typical irrigator bills since 2009–10. Three quarters of
pressurised networks have reduced their reliance on off-river charges, while 89 per cent of Victorian
gravity networks reduced the contribution of off-river charges. By contrast, only 38 per cent of New
South Wales and South Australian networks reduced the share of off-river charges in typical bills.
The ACCC also observed:



within pressurised networks, the contribution of off-river charges ranged from 97 per cent at
WMI’s Buronga network to 84 per cent at GMW’s Tresco network. The largest change over the
decade occurred at CIT’s low pressure network, with a drop from almost 100 per cent in 2009–10 to
90 per cent in 2018–19



Victorian gravity networks’ reliance on off-river charges varied from 93 per cent at LMW’s
Mildura network to 75 per cent at both GMW’s Torrumbarry and Murray Valley networks. GMW’s
Torrumbarry and Murray Valley networks both had the largest change in the proportion of off-river
charges, dropping 8 percentage points



the New South Wales and South Australian gravity fed networks showed considerably more
variability in their reliance on off-river charges as a revenue source. Reliance in these networks
ranged from 93 per cent for Hay to 46 per cent at Jemalong. Mallawa Irrigation had the largest
change over the decade, with its reliance on off-river charges dropping from almost 100 per cent in
2009–10 to 70 per cent in 2018–19.

The Water monitoring report 2018–19: supplementary spreadsheet–background data contains charts
for pressurised networks, gravity fed networks in Victoria and gravity fed networks in New South Wales
and South Australia that present the proportion of off-river charges over the past 10 years.
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Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited; HS = high security; IHS = integrated horticulture supply.
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4.3.8

Larger networks relied more on fixed charges

Fixed charges can be a critical component of typical irrigator bills, particularly in times of water scarcity,
when revenue from variable charges can decrease or even disappear for general security water holders
on zero allocations. These fixed charges and their level also influence the maximum termination fee that
an off-river IO can impose on a customer terminating access to the network.
Over the past 10 years, around 56 per cent of operators increased their reliance on fixed charges as a
revenue source, while 42 per cent recorded declines (one operator’s proportion of fixed costs remained
unchanged over the period). Off-river IOs in the larger gravity fed networks generally have a higher
proportion of fixed charges, accounting for at least 50 per cent or more in a typical bill. By contrast,
fixed charges accounted for less than 50 per cent of a typical bill for 50 per cent of smaller gravity
fed networks.
Within pressurised networks, the contribution of fixed costs varied considerably, when compared with
the two gravity fed type networks.
The Water monitoring report 2018–19: supplementary spreadsheet–background data presents three
charts by off-river IO type and provides the fixed charge proportion of typical irrigator bills.
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Complaints and enquiries
rose in 2018-19, but new
Rules in 2020 encourage
improved transparency

River Murray below Hume Reservior dam well
Source: Ben Murry, Murray-Darling Basin Authority

5.

Complaints and enquiries rose in
2018–19, but new Rules in 2020
encourage improved transparency

Key points
2018–19 monitoring



There was a substantial rise in the number of complaints and enquiries received in 2017–18.
However this was rise off a very low base. The ACCC received 32 complaints and enquiries from
water stakeholders (up from 14 received in 2017–18) in 2018–19, including 15 from irrigators, and
nine from infrastructure operators (IOs) (table 5.1).



Some of the complaints related to alleged misleading or deceptive conduct, private contractual
matters, the role of water brokers or the functioning of the water market (for example, the
impact of unbundling and the price of water access entitlements), rather than the Water Market
Rules or water charge rules (the Rules).



The ACCC is considering stakeholder concerns about the transparency and competitiveness of
water markets in the Murray–Darling Basin (MDB) as part of the MDB water markets inquiry.

Recent developments



The new Water Charge Rules 2010 (WCR) commenced on 1 July 2020. To improve pricing
transparency and make it easier for IOs to comply, the WCR clarify requirements and combine
the water charge rules into a single set of rules.



The ACCC has provided guidance to help stakeholders understand the new WCR. The ACCC
released an example schedule of charges114 and an example termination information statement115
(box 5.1). The ACCC will gradually review and update existing publications.



IOs will need to ensure that their schedule of charges complies with the new WCR.

This chapter reports on the ACCC’s Rule-related compliance and enforcement activities and outcomes
in 2018–19:



Section 5.1 reports the number of Rule-related complaints and enquiries received by the ACCC in
2018–19.



Section 5.2 outlines activities in 2018-19 to monitor and enforce the Rules and the Australian
Consumer Law (ACL).



Section 5.3 summarises the new Water Charge Rules 2010 (WCR) (which commenced on
1 July 2020) and how they clarify what is required of irrigators and IOs.



Section 5.4 summarises compliance activities in 2019–20.

114 ACCC, Water Charge Rules—Example schedule of water charges example, 2020, https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/
Water%20Charge%20Rules%20-%20Example%20schedule%20of%20water%20charges%20example%20%28Final%29.pdf.
115 ACCC, Example Termination Information Statement—Water Charge Rules 2010, 2020, https://www.accc.gov.au/system/
files/Example%20Termination%20Information%20Statement%20-%20Water%20Charge%20Rules%202010.pdf
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ACCC compliance, enforcement and advisory roles
Under the Water Act 2007, the ACCC monitors regulated water charges including termination
fees, transformation arrangements, and compliance with the Water Market Rules 2009 and water
charge rules (the Rules). The ACCC is also responsible for enforcing compliance with these Rules.
By fulfilling this role, the ACCC aims to promote transparency of infrastructure operator (IO) and
Basin state regulated water charges, and limit barriers to water trade in the Murray–Darling Basin
(MDB).116 The Rules:



prohibit the actions or omissions by an irrigation infrastructure operator (IIO) that prevent or
delay an irrigator from transforming an irrigation right into a water access entitlement



regulate the fees or charges payable to an IIO relating to the termination or surrender of access
to an IIO’s irrigation network



set requirements, particularly in relation to the schedule of charges, relating to the fees and
charges payable to IOs for their services



provide for the publication of information of fees and charges imposed by, or on behalf of,
governments relating to water planning and management activities.

To monitor and enforce compliance with the Rules in 2018–19, the ACCC:



requested information from 52 IOs and Basin state water management departments to assess
their compliance with the Rules




reviewed IOs’ and Basin states’ responses to these requests for information
investigated and responded to complaints and enquiries about compliance with the Rules.

The Rules do not cover wider water market regulation, nor obligations on water brokers, or other
water market participants.
The ACCC refers complaints about possible breaches of the Basin Plan water trading rules to the
Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA), which enforces those rules. These rules relate to the
trade or transfer of tradeable water rights in the MDB. The ACCC advised the MDBA on these rules
in 2010117 and 2016.118 More recently, the ACCC advised the MDBA on the operation of section
12.02 of the Basin Plan water trading rules (which allows environmental water trades to be treated
differently from other trades in some cases) on 1 June 2020. The ACCC also enforces IOs and water
market intermediaries’ compliance with the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (CCA), including
the Australian Consumer Law (ACL). This includes prohibitions against anti-competitive conduct
under the CCA, and fair trading requirements as specified in the ACL.119

116 The water charge rules (including the requirements relating to termination fees) apply to all entities that meet the definition
of ‘infrastructure operator’ (IO). However, the Water Charge (Termination Fees) Rules 2009 and the Water Market Rules 2009
apply only to irrigation infrastructure operators (IIOs). Under section 7(4) of the Water Act 2007, an IIO is an IO that operates
its water service for the purposes of delivering water for the primary purpose of being used for irrigation. IIOs are referred to
as off-river IOs in other chapters of this report.
117 The ACCC’s final advice (March 2010) to the MDBA is at https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/water/watertrading-rules-advice-development.
118 ACCC, Water trading rules—advice on amendments, 2016, https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Water%20trading%20
rules%20amendments%202016%20-%20ACCC%20advice.pdf.
119 In 2011, the ACCC published guides to assist water market intermediaries and their customers to understand their fair trading
obligations under the Australian Consumer Law: https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/water/water-tradingbrokers-exchanges.
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5.1

The number of complaints and enquiries rose in
2018–19

There was a substantial rise in the number of complaints and enquiries received in 2017-18. However
this was a rise off a very low base. The ACCC received 32 complaints and enquiries from water
stakeholders (up from 14 received in 2017–18) in 2018–19, including 15 from irrigators, and nine from
infrastructure operators (IOs) (table 5.1).
This increase may in part be attributed to the ongoing drought and increased water scarcity which
created concerns for market participants. A number of market participants also raised concerns about
the transparency and competitiveness of water markets. On 3 April 2019, the Minister for Agriculture
and Water Resources announced the making of the WCR.120 This may have also increased the profile of
the ACCC’s water role and stakeholders appeared more engaged with the Rules.
Table 5.1:

Complaints and enquiries received from water stakeholders, 2011–12 to 2018–19

Water stakeholders

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

20

14

13

8

13

5

8

15

7

17

13

8

2

1

2

9

Water specialists
and interest groups

22

10

8

4

0

3

2

4

Other water
stakeholders

22

5

14

16

3

1

2

4

Total complaints
and enquiries

71

46

48

36

18

10

14

32

Irrigators
Infrastructure
operators121

Chart 5.1:

Trend in total complaints and enquiries from stakeholders, 2011–12 to 2018–19
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The ACCC received complaints and enquiries about several different subject matters in 2018–19
(table 5.2):



A number were self-reported breaches of the Rules, including schedule of charges requirements.
For example, as explained in case study 5.3, one IO omitted some charges from its schedule of
charges. As these charges were not published, the ACCC was not aware of this breach until the

120 The making of the Water Charge Rules was based on advice provided by the ACCC to the Minister on 21 September 2016.
121 This includes self-reported breaches of the Rules by infrastructure operators (IOs). In 2018–19, there were three self‑reported
breaches of the Rules by IOs.
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IO self-reported it. This self-reporting indicates some IOs may not have implemented policies and
procedures to ensure they comply with the Rules, despite them having been in operation for almost
a decade.



Some queries from IOs related to the implementation of the WCR from 1 July 2020, particularly new
requirements for schedules of charges. The ACCC has released guidance to help IOs comply with
the WCR, including an example schedule of charges and termination information statement.



Some complaints related to allegations of misleading or deceptive conduct, or unconscionable
conduct, but the ACCC discontinued these enquiries after careful consideration (for example, see
case study 5.1).



Other complaints related to the functioning of the water market, including the impact of unbundling,
the price of water access entitlements, and water leaving some areas in the MDB. The ACCC is
considering concerns about the functioning and transparency of the water market as part of the
MDB water markets inquiry.



Of all the complaints and enquiries received in 2018–19, complaints and enquiries related to irrigator
private contractual matters, and irrigator water policy enquiries made up the largest category.

Table 5.2:

Subject matter of complaints or enquiries, 2018–19

What the complaint or enquiry was about

No.

Rule requirements relating to schedules of charges (including representation of NSW Irrigation Corporation and
District drought rebates on schedules)

5

Rule requirements relating to termination fees

3

Requirements relating to the Water Market Rules

3

Total complaints or enquiries related to the Water Market Rules or water charge rules

11

Concerns about water brokers and investors in the water market

3

Concerns about the impact of unbundling, the price of water access entitlements and water leaving certain areas

3

Total complaints or enquiries relating to concerns about the functioning of the water market

6

Conduct relating to the Australian Consumer Law, including allegations of misleading, deceptive or
unconscionable conduct

6

Other (including irrigator contractual disputes and water policy queries)

9

Total

5.2

32

The ACCC conducted six investigations in 2018–19

During 2018–19, the ACCC conducted six investigations of possible breaches of the Rules (table 5.3),
of which three were prompted by complaints from irrigators. These investigations considered alleged
misrepresentations about the performance of customer meters in an irrigation infrastructure operator’s
(IIO) area (case study 5.1), as well as unconscionable conduct.
The ACCC also investigated two self-reported breaches of Rule 14 of the Water Market Rules (case
study 5.2), and one self-reported breach of the Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010. In the latter
case, a large IO self-reported that it had failed to include all the necessary information on its schedule
of charges for almost two years (case study 5.3). As these charges were not published, the ACCC was
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not aware of this breach until the IO self-reported it. The IOs under investigation were cooperative and
willing to follow our guidance to achieve compliance.
Table 5.3:

ACCC initial investigations in 2018–19
2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

2018–19

25

20

7

8

10

6

5

6

7

4

2

2

1

1

0

3

Initial investigations by
the ACCC
ACCC investigations that
identified potential Rule
breaches
Note:

Investigations may result from compliance concerns raised through stakeholder complaints and enquiries, staff
analysis, or IO self-reporting of breaches. In some cases, timeframes may overlap different water monitoring report
periods. In these cases, the ACCC reports the investigation result in the year in which the matter is resolved. The
responses to the Water Monitoring Report Requests for Information also result in some investigations, and the
ACCC reports these investigations in the year in which they are resolved.

u Case study 5.1: Investigation of Murrumbidgee Irrigation’s representations
about the performance of customer meters
The ACCC investigated concerns regarding representations made by Murrumbidgee Irrigation
Limited (MI) about the performance of certain customer meters in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation
Area (MIA). After making enquiries, and after careful consideration of information that MI provided
relating to the accuracy of its meters, the ACCC decided not to take action under the Competition
and Consumer Act 2010 or the Australian Consumer Law. Following these enquiries, MI released a
fact sheet to its customers to clarify information about meters in the MIA.122
New South Wales is introducing a metering framework as set out in its Non-Urban Water
Metering Policy123, and the Water Management (General) Regulations 2018.124 However, irrigation
infrastructure operators (IIOs) are exempt from the requirements in these documents. As a result,
no specific metering standards apply to meters used within an IIO’s irrigation network, but the new
standards will apply to meters at the IIOs’ offtake points, which WaterNSW owns and manages.125

122 Murrumbidgee Irrigation, Counting every drop.… Understanding your meter, 2019, https://www.mirrigation.com.au/LearningCentre/Fact-Sheets, viewed 6 January 2020.
123Available at: https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/205442/NSW-non-urban-water-meteringpolicy.pdf, viewed 6 January 2020.
124 Due to severe drought, the start dates for these Rules is postponed until 1 December 2020 for surface water pumps
500 mm and above (all regions), 1 December 2021 for remaining works that require a meter (northern inland regions), and
1 December 2022 for remaining works that require a meter (southern inland regions). See https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/
water-reform/metering-framework/overview-of-the-non-urban-water-metering-framework.
125 In May 2019, the Murray–Darling Basin Authority reviewed the adequacy and effectiveness of the measurement, recording
and reporting arrangements for metered surface water use in the lower Murrumbidgee regulated surface water system.
See: https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/lower-murrumbidgee-metering-review-report-sept-19.pdf, viewed
6 January 2020.
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u Case study 5.2: Irrigation infrastructure operators must process transformation
applications within the timelines of the Water Market Rules
In 2018–19, two irrigation infrastructure operators (IIOs) self-reported breaches of Rule 14 of
the Water Market Rules. Rule 14 specifies IIOs must process applications to transform within
20 business days, disregarding certain days when a third party, state approval and/or registration
authority is processing the application (see box 5.2). In both self-reported cases, the breach
was due to a misunderstanding or miscommunication among the staff employed by the IIO to
process transformations.
The ACCC chose to resolve the breaches administratively after initial investigation because:




in each case, there was little, if any, detriment to the affected IIO customers



the IIOs committed that they would review their procedures to ensure future compliance with
Rule 14 of the Water Market Rules.

the IIOs reported the breach as soon as they became aware of it, and ensured the application
was then processed promptly

The ACCC engaged with the IIOs to ensure their future compliance with the Water Market Rules. As
a result, irrigators of these IIOs should not be delayed in transforming their water in future. Timely
transformation processes can help move water to high value uses.
Some compliance reviews indicated IOs have not always ensured their schedule of charges complies
with the requirements of the Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010 (see section 5.2). Case study 5.3
provides an example. The new WCR require IOs to include more detail in their schedule of charges, so
that IO customers better understand what they need to pay their IO, and why. IO customers will also be
able to compare their charges with the charges of customers that have the same IO or a different IO.
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u Case study 5.3: A schedule of charges must include all regulated water charges
The Environmental Water Delivery Agreement and the Escape Flows Agreement126 allow the
NSW Office of Environment and Heritage and WaterNSW to bypass the Barmah Choke to deliver
water downstream (for environmental purposes and to other water customers respectively) more
efficiently by using Murray Irrigation Limited’s (MIL) Mulwala Canal.
Under the Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010, infrastructure operators (IOs) must not
levy a regulated charge relating to an infrastructure service provided by the IO unless the IO has
given its customers a copy of the IO’s schedule of charges.127 Additionally, an IO must give each
new customer a copy of its schedule of charges at least 10 business days before providing the
infrastructure service to that customer, or within 20 business days of being asked by an existing
customer for a copy.128 When an IO proposes to make any changes to any of its regulated charges,
the IO must also give to each of its customers a copy of its updated schedule of charges, and (if the
IO holds more than 10 GL of water access entitlement) publish that document on an unrestricted
part of its Internet site (if it has one) at least 10 business days before the changes take effect.129
MIL self-reported that it had breached the Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010 by:



not including on its schedule of charges (between 16 December 2016 and 5 November 2018)
the circumstances in which the Office of Environment and Heritage paid MIL’s (cheaper) tier 3
variable charges as per the Environmental Water Delivery Agreement



not publishing an updated schedule of charges 10 days before the charges took effect reflecting
changes to the Escape Flows Agreement with WaterNSW.

All customers (apart from the Office of Environment and Heritage130 and WaterNSW) paid MIL’s
tier one and tier two variable water delivery fees131 for small volumes of water. All these fees
were published on MIL’s schedule of charges. However MIL omitted the discounted price paid by
WaterNSW132 and the Office of Environment and Heritage133 for water deliveries. Volume discounts
are allowed under the Rules but need to be published unless an exemption applies.
The ACCC’s enquiries indicated that MIL could not comply with the requirements of the Water
Charge (Infrastructure Rules) 2010 and also deliver the water in the short timeframe requested by
WaterNSW. While no customers appeared to be disadvantaged by MIL’s failure to provide timely
information in these circumstances, MIL undertook to review and improve its internal systems, and
train senior staff to prevent a recurrence of the issue.134

126 For information about the Escape Flows Agreement, see https://www.murrayirrigation.com.au/wp-content/uploads/
resource/2018/09/Media-release-Escapes-Agreement-14-09-2018.pdf and https://www.murrayirrigation.com.au/murrayirrigation-announces-resource-distribution-2/, viewed 6 January 2020.
127 A schedule of charges is a document that is issued by or on behalf of an infrastructure operator (IO) that sets out all regulated
charges that the operator may levy in respect of an infrastructure service provided by the IO. See Rule 4 and 7 of the Water
Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010.
128 See Rules 7 and 13, Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010.
129 See Rules 12 and 15, Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010.
130 The Office and Environment and Heritage no longer exists—its functions are carried out by the NSW Department Industry,
Planning and Environment (DPIE).
131 For other Murray Irrigation Limited customers, the tier 1 rate ($44.41 per ML ex GST in 2018-19) relates to the first 5 ML of
water delivered, the tier 2 rate ($12.00 per ML ex GST in 2018–19) relates to the 6–100 ML of water delivered, and the tier 3
rate ($5.99 per ML ex GST in 2018–19) relates to the deliveries above 100 ML of water deliveries. Casual water usage fees
apply to water use greater than 120 per cent of delivery entitlements. These charges are not tiered.
132 $4.00 per ML ex GST in 2018–19.
133 The Office of Environment and Heritage paid Murray Irrigation Limited’s tier 3 variable water delivery fees from the first ML of
water delivered.
134 https://www.accc.gov.au/media-release/murray-irrigation-breaches-water-charge-rules.
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5.3

The new Water Charge Rules from July 2020 are an
opportunity for improved transparency

The WCR (which commenced on 1 July 2020) are designed to improve pricing transparency. They also
aim to make it easier for IOs to comply, by combining the Water Charge (Termination Fees) Rules 2009,
Water Charge (Infrastructure) Rules 2010 and Water (Planning and Management Information) Rules
2010 into a single set of rules.
Obligations of IOs under the previous water charge rules will mostly continue under the new WCR. The
amendments clarify requirements for IOs’ schedule of charges. These changes will ensure schedules
include what IO customers need to pay and why. In this way, customers will be able to compare their
charges with the charges of other customers within and outside their networks.
The WCR also require IOs to:



give a termination information statement (box 5.1) to customers who ask to terminate some or
all of their right of access. That statement must show how the customer’s termination fee will be
calculated135




disclose generally available discounts, surcharges and hardship policies136
disclose how a person can make an enquiry or resolve a dispute about regulated water charges.137

In some cases, Basin states will take over regulatory responsibility for Part 6 IOs pricing under their state
laws where certain minimum requirements are met.138 A Basin state will have this responsibility when its
regulatory approaches ensure the IOs’ costs are prudent and efficient, and IO charges are set at levels
that will not allow monopoly returns.

5.4

In 2020, the ACCC updated guidance on what is
required of IOs

The ACCC is helping stakeholders understand the new WCR:



On 16 October 2019, the ACCC presented to the National Irrigators Council’s IIO sub-committee on
the new WCR.



In 2018–19, the ACCC engaged with a range of IOs and Basin state regulators about the changes to
the Rules, and will continue this engagement in 2019–20.



In December 2019, the ACCC released an example schedule of charges to help IOs understand their
obligations under the new WCR.



In June 2020, the ACCC released an example termination information statement, which explains how
to calculate termination fees (box 5.1) and answers to Frequently Asked Questions about the WCR.



The ACCC will gradually review and update existing publications to assist compliance with the
new Rules.



The ACCC will consult with interested parties to ensure compliance materials are appropriate and
easily understood by IOs and their customers in the MDB.

135 Rule 74, Water Charge Rules 2010.
136 Rule 13, Water Charge Rules 2010.
137 Rule 13, Water Charge Rules 2010.
138 Rule 13, Water Charge Rules 2010.
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Source:

x 20 ML

x 10

=$4000

Deakin Irrigation allows the trade of your water delivery rights. The rules that apply to the
trade of those rights are available at www.deakinirrigation.com.au.

Deakin Irrigation does not charge customers for dedicated infrastructure under its current
schedule of charges.

$20 per ML of general security water delivery right

This fee has been calculated on the basis of the maximum applicable fee under the
Water Charge Rules 2010. The statutory maximum fee is calculated according to the
following method:

General termination fee:

Explanation of Termination Fees:

General Termination Fee: $ 4000 + GST
Additional Termination Fee: N/A
Disconnection Fee: N/A
Total: $ 4000 + GST

Termination Fees

If you wish to proceed with termination more than six months after the date you notified
Deakin Irrigation of your intention to terminate some or all of your rights of access, the
general termination fee may be calculated on the basis of the schedule of charges in effect on
the termination date, and may therefore be higher than the amount specified below.

** This termination information statement is current at the time of publication.

The general termination fee quoted in this termination information statement is valid for a
period of six months after you are given this statement and is based on Deakin Irrigation’s
2020–21 schedule of charges (which commenced on 1 July 2020).

The disconnection fee must reflect the
reasonable costs incurred by the infrastructure
operator of removing or disabling this physical
connection between the infrastructure
operator’s water service infrastructure and the
customer’s infrastructure. [Rule 76]

An infrastructure operator and a customer
can agree in a contract to a termination fee
related to dedicated infrastructure built for
the customer. This is called an ‘additional
termination fee.’ A party to the contract
must apply to the ACCC for approval of this
additional termination fee within three months
after the contract was entered into. [Rule 73]

The general termination fee in a termination
information statement must not exceed the
amount set out in Rule 72 — Calculation of
maximum general termination fee. [Rule 74(6)]

ACCC, Example Termination Information Statement - Water Charge Rules 2010, 2020, https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Example%20Termination%20Information%20
Statement%20-%20Water%20Charge%20Rules%202010.pdf.

EXAMPLE ONLY

The termination information statement
must include information about whether the
terminating customer may trade the water
delivery right relevant to the right of access
referred to in the customer’s information
request. This must be accompanied by a copy
of any rules governing the trade of that water
delivery right or a website where such rules
can be found. [Rule 74(5)(c)]

A termination information statement must
include a statement about how the fees in the
statement have been calculated or estimated.
[Rule 74(5)(b)]

If it is not practicable to know the disconnection
fee at the time the statement is given, an
estimate of the amount of such a fee must be
included. [Rule 74(5)(a)]

A termination information statement must set
out the amount of any general termination fee,
additional termination fee, and disconnection
fee that would be payable to the operator
by a customer if the whole or a part of the
customer’s right of access were terminated
within 6 months after the day the statement is
given to the customer.

A termination information statement must
include this statement if it relates to a notice
that specifies a termination date that is more
than 6 months after the date of the notice.
[Rule 74(5)(e)]

*

Period this termination information statement is valid for
1 July 2020 to 30 December 2020

Date of information statement: 1 July 2020

TERMINATION INFORMATION STATEMENT

DEAKIN IRRIGATION

ACCC Note: Infrastructure operators are required to give their customers information on the termination fee that would apply if the customer were to surrender or terminate the whole or a specified part of their right
of access, or to provide notice to terminate that access. This is known as an information request. This example termination information statement includes details that typically will be found on termination information
statements that infrastructure operators are required to give. It is the responsibility of the operator to ensure that any termination information statement that it gives to a customer complies with the Water Charge Rules 2010
and any other relevant legal obligations.

Box 5.1: Example termination information statement

The ACCC also updated its guidance on the Water Market Rules. This includes an update to
transformation guidance on IIOs processing time obligations139 under Rule 14 of the Water Market Rules
(boxes 5.2 and 5.3). The requirements of Rule 14 are important to ensure IIOs do not delay irrigators
that wish to transform their irrigation rights so they can trade.
Transformation allows an irrigator to participate in water markets more easily and gives the irrigator
greater control over decisions related to timing, quantity and location of trade.
Transformation processing times can have important implications for the water users involved. During
the time an application is being processed, an irrigator is generally not free to trade or engage in
other dealings with the irrigation right being transformed—although they may continue to have water
currently available under the irrigation right delivered. Therefore, any delay in transformation may
prevent or delay anticipated trading activity. Further, where a customer wishes to trade the water
access entitlement resulting from the transformation, delays in processing can mean the market price
for the water access entitlement could be substantially different once the transformation is complete
compared with the price at the time the transformation application was first made.

Box 5.2: Transformation under the Water Market Rules
Under Rule 14 of the Water Market Rules, irrigation infrastructure operators (IIOs) must process
applications for transformation within the ‘relevant period’, which is the 20 business days after the
IIO receives a complete transformation application.
The relevant period begins when the IIO receives a complete transformation application from a
customer, including any outstanding fees and further information requested by the IIO. It ends when
the IIO approves the application after all requirements under state law necessary for the IIO to be
able to approve the transformation are satisfied.
Alternatively, the relevant period ends when the IIO is unable to approve the application because:




a person who holds a legal or equitable interest in the irrigation right refuses to give approval, or



the applicant has not provided the information required, or has not paid a fee for the
transformation or, if applicable, a fee relating to a water delivery right.

a requirement under a state law cannot be satisfied—for example, the state government
approval authority refuses to approve the application because it breaches a state government
water trading rule, or

While relevant third party and/or government authority requirements are being processed, ‘stop
the clock’ provisions may apply. If applicable, this means the ‘relevant period’ will not include any
business days between when appropriate steps are taken to obtain the:




approval of a person holding a legal or equitable interest in the irrigation right, or



when that third party and/or state government authority notifies the IIO of the outcome.

approval and/or registration of the transformation by a state government authority as per any
requirement of a state law (or any other requirement of state law if applicable), and

After the application is approved or not approved, the IIO must inform the applicant in writing of the
outcome no later than five business days after the end of the relevant period.
Under Rule 16 of the Water Market Rules, an IIO must not do, or fail to do, an act in a way that
prevents or unreasonably delays the transformation. An example of this conduct may include where
an IIO does not take reasonable steps to request all the information reasonably necessary to process
a transformation application.

139 That is, how to count days in the ‘relevant period’.
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Box 5.3: How to count the day in the ‘relevant period’ for processing a
transformation under Rule 14 of the Water Market Rules—a hypothetical example
Deakin Irrigation is an irrigation infrastructure operator (IIO) in New South Wales. On 2 March 2020,
a customer submitted a complete application to Deakin Irrigation to transform all of their irrigation
right. Before the customer submitted this application, they used a water broker to sell the
entitlement to water associated with their irrigation right to a private diverter located outside Deakin
Irrigation’s network. With the water broker’s help, they correctly completed and signed:




the Deakin Irrigation ‘Application to Transform’ form (which is on the IIO’s website)
the WaterNSW ‘Application to assign the share component/s between water access licences’
pursuant to section 71Q of the Water Management Act 2000 (NSW).

These forms included details of the irrigation right being transformed, and the water access licence
onto which the entitlement to water or ‘share component’ will be transferred. The customer also
attached written approval of the application from the customer’s bank (which had taken the
irrigation right as security for a now repaid loan), payment of Deakin Irrigation’s transformation
application fee ($200), and payment of the fees and charges for WaterNSW approval.
The business days when Deakin Irrigation processes the application form and attachments are
counted within the ‘relevant period’:



The clock stops on 6 March (four business days after the application lodgement), when Deakin
Irrigation submits the application (by post) to WaterNSW.




On 13 March, Deakin Irrigation receives the approved application back from WaterNSW.



On 20 March, Deakin Irrigation receives notice from Land Registry Services that the
transformation has been registered.



On 25 March (three business days later), Deakin Irrigation amends its records to record that the
transformation application is approved.



On 26 March (one business day later), Deakin Irrigation writes to the customer advising that their
transformation is approved.

On 17 March (two business days later), Deakin Irrigation sends the application to NSW Land
Registry Services (which maintains the NSW Water Access Licence Register) to register
the transaction.

In total, Deakin Irrigation took nine business days to approve the transformation application:
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four business days between when the customer submitted the application for approval and
when Deakin Irrigation submitted the application to WaterNSW, plus



two business days between when Deakin Irrigation received the approved application back from
WaterNSW and then sent it to Land Registry Services, plus



three business days between when Deakin Irrigation received the registered application
back from Land Registry Services and then amended its records to reflect the approved
transformation application. The ‘relevant period’ ends with this step.
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6.

Basin states water planning and
management activities and reporting
varied in 2018–19

Key points



Water management continues to be the largest water planning and management (WPM)
expenditure category across all Basin states and authorities. In 2018–19 it accounted for 60 per
cent of total aggregate expenditure for all Basin states and authorities.



New South Wales’ total WPM expenditure increased by 32 per cent in real terms to $101 million
in 2017–18. Expenditure by the Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE)
doubled primarily due to capital expenditure on environmental water infrastructure while
WaterNSW expenditure decreased by 20 per cent.



DPIE’s expenditure included a 509 per cent (to $7 million) increase in compliance management
expenses associated with the commencement of the Natural Resource Access Regulator.
Revenue collected from New South Wales WPM charges increased by 5.5 per cent.



During 2018–19 Victoria spent $168 million on WPM activities, which was a decrease of
10 per cent from 2017–18 in real terms. Victoria’s total revenue collected from WPM charges
jumped 30 per cent in real terms in 2018–19 to $28 million, driven by increases of 43 per cent in
revenues collected from the Environmental Contribution charge.



South Australia’s WPM expenditure decreased by 9 per cent in real terms to $37.3 million in
2018–19. This is the lowest expenditure by South Australia over the past five years. The change in
total revenue collected was relatively flat with an increase of 2 per cent in real terms.



The ACT’s expenditure on WPM activities jumped by 43 per cent in real terms to $23.8 million
in 2018–19, following a decline of 40 per cent in expenditure in the previous year. These large
changes in WPM expenditure largely reflect the commencement or finalisation of large capital
projects. Total revenue derived from water charges decreased marginally (1 per cent in real
terms) in 2018–19 to $31.5 million.



Over 10 years of monitoring, the ACCC continues to observe that Basin states are applying
differing approaches to, and reporting of WPM activities.



Overall contributions to the Murray–Darling Basin Authority joint program funding decreased by
1 per cent during 2018–19. The largest decrease in funding was from New South Wales which
declined by 2.5 per cent to $29.7 million.

This chapter focuses on the Basin states’ water planning and management (WPM) activities and
assesses and reports on their charges, revenues and related expenditure (if available). WPM activities
include any work undertaken or done on behalf of Basin states to plan for and manage water resources
so as to ensure future sustainability.
This chapter was restructured in last year’s report partly to acknowledge the substantial differences in
administrative and charging by the Basin states and the shortcomings in data that limit the usefulness of
some comparisons.
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Section 6.1 presents the aggregate analysis of WPM spending by all Basin states and territories.



Section 6.3 provides an overview of each Basin state’s contributions to the Murray–Darling Basin
Authority’s (MDBA) joint program funding.

Section 6.2 provides a state-by-state breakdown of WPM spending, the charges imposed, the
revenue earned from these charges, and rates of cost recovery (if available).
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6.1

Water planning and management expenditure rose
across the Murray–Darling Basin

This section analyses all WPM related revenue and expenditure by Basin states and territories. As
outlined in section 7.2 in the 2017–18 report, this analysis is subject to limitations, including the inability
of some states to provide expenditure data (Queensland) or the inability to separate MDB data from the
rest of the state expenditure (Victoria’s Department Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP)
and WaterNSW). In light of these examples this analysis will assess broad trends in spending by WPM
expense or revenue activity type.140
The ACCC adopts the National Water Initiative (NWI) categories for WPM activities:141









water reform strategy and policy
water planning
water management
water monitoring and evaluation
information management and reporting
water administration and regulation
water industry regulation.

In 2018–19 total expenditure by the Basin states increased by 3 per cent in real terms to $330 million.
Expenditure on water administration and regulation increased by 22 per cent in real terms in 2018–19,
while water planning activities decreased by 16 per cent. Expenditure on water monitoring and
evaluation decreased by 12 per cent in real terms, but it is not a big expenditure item when compared
with the other categories.
Total revenue across all Basin states increased by 9 per cent in real terms to $108 million in 2018–19.
Revenues associated with water management increased in 2018–19 by 6 per cent in real terms
(chart 6.1). Revenue from broad based levies (only collected in Victoria) increased by around
43 per cent in real terms.142 Chart 6.1 presents Basin states and territories’ combined expenditure and
revenue collected by activity type for the past two years.

140 The National Water Initiative (NWI) provides a framework that classifies water planning and management activities. The NWI
is a shared commitment by governments to increase the efficiency of Australia’s water use and is built upon the 1994 Council
of Australian Governments (COAG) Water Reform Framework. National Water Initiative Pricing Principles, 2004, https://www.
agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/sitecollectiondocuments/water/national-water-initiative-pricing-principles.pdf, viewed
17 January 2020,
141 Individual activities by Basin states do not always fit neatly into just one category. Therefore, the ACCC asks Basin states
to class each activity as only the category that fits best (to avoid duplication and ensure consistency with previous water
monitoring reports).
142 The majority of Victoria’s water planning and management charge revenue is collected from its broad based levies called the
Environmental Contribution.
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Chart 6.1:

Aggregate water planning and management costs and revenues in real terms, by cost and
activity type in real terms, 2017–18 to 2018–19
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Note:

Real values in 2018–19 dollars.

6.2

Basin states’ revenue and spending on water
planning and management

6.2.1

The level of WPM cost recovery has important implications

Under the NWI, Basin states agreed to pursue cost recovery for their WPM activities. They also agreed
to report publicly on the proportion of the total WPM cost attributed to water access entitlement
holders, and on how they determine that proportion. This disclosure allows users and governments to
assess whether the mix of WPM activities is appropriate, given the associated costs and the degree to
which WPM charges recover costs.
A Basin state’s level of cost recovery has important implications. If revenue from WPM charges does
not recover the costs of WPM activities, then a Basin state must allocate funds to cover the shortfall. In
this case, they may have to transfer taxpayer funds from consolidated revenue. On the other hand, if
revenue from WPM charges exceeds costs, then the Basin state may be transferring funds from water
access entitlement holders to consolidated revenue.
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6.2.2

New South Wales

In New South Wales, responsibility for WPM related matters (among other water matters) is shared
by WaterNSW and the Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE). 143 WaterNSW is
responsible for the supply of water from its storages, and operating both surface and groundwater and
customer transactions. DPIE is responsible for policy, water market regulation, and overseeing major
government funded water infrastructure projects.
Both WaterNSW and DPIE continue to identify limitations with the applicability of their WPM data. The
data provided by WaterNSW for both expenditure and revenue is not based on MDB boundaries and
as such contains some data derived from non-MDB areas. While the DPIE expenditure data is MDB
based, DPIE could not provide actual expenditure data at the valley level; therefore it was derived by
using the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) recommended cost drivers.144 IPART
is responsible for setting the charges related to WPM activities for both WaterNSW and DPIE. Chart
6.2 presents costs, revenues and rate of recovery for New South Wales over the past five years in
real terms.
New South Wales’ water planning and management costs, revenue and cost recovery rate in real
terms, 2014–15 to 2018–19
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As noted in the ACCC’s 2017–18 report, both WaterNSW and DPIE identified issues that limit the accuracy and
applicability of their WPM data. The division of responsibility for WPM between WaterNSW and DPIE (explained in
the 2016–17 Report), and subsequent inconsistent handover and reporting processes may affect both revenue and
spending data, particularly for 2016–17. For this section, the ACCC aggregated the two agencies’ data into overall
state figures.

Total WPM expenditure for New South Wales in 2018–19 increased by 32 per cent in real terms to
$101 million. By agency, most expenditure was incurred by DPIE with $66.1 million (66 per cent). DPIE’s
2018–19 expenditure was more than double the amount received in 2017–18.

143 Following the 2019 state government elections, a number of machinery of government changes came into effect including
the Department of Industry combining with the Planning and the Environment to form the Department of Planning, Industry
and Environment on 1 July 2019. NSW Department of Planning and Environment, Annual Report 2018–19, 2019, p. 6, https://
www.planning.nsw.gov.au/-/media/Files/DPE/Reports/annual-reports-and-corporate-plans/2018-2019-department-ofplanning-and-environment-annual-report.pdf, viewed 14 July 2020.
144 As noted in the 2017–18 Water monitoring report, DPIE expenditure is not the actual expenditure incurred. Rather it is derived
by using the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) cost drivers. The costs for each activity are provided to
IPART for review and the proportion that is be recovered from users through Water Administrative Ministerial Corporation
(WAMC) charges. IPART then makes a determination on the proportion which is to be recovered from users with the
remaining percentage funded by the New South Wales Government.
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The main driver of this change was an increase in capital expenditure projects. The largest capital
project increase was for environmental water infrastructure which increased from $1 million to
$22 million in 2018–19. This item alone accounted for 64 per cent of the total dollar rise in DPIE’s
spending for 2018–19. Other significant changes in DPIE’s expenditure included a 509 per cent increase
(to $7 million) in compliance management expenses associated with the commencement of the Natural
Resource Access Regulator (NRAR).
WaterNSW’s WPM costs decreased by nearly 20 per cent in 2018–19 with the largest decline associated
with operating costs (down 28 per cent in real terms). The largest dollar reductions ($6 million) in
2018–19 occurred with surface quality and groundwater quantity monitoring activities, decreasing by
47 per cent in real terms. Business administration expenditures relating to information technology and
billing functions increased by more than 40 per cent.
All revenue from WPM charges was collected entirely by WaterNSW for the past three years. In 2018–19
total revenue collected from these charges was 5 per cent higher in real terms ($36.8 million). Most
revenue is generated through water access right charges, which increased by 5 per cent in 2018–19.
Revenue from these charges accounted for almost 90 per cent of all WaterNSW’s total revenue for the
past two years.
New South Wales’ estimated cost recovery in 2018–19 was 37 per cent, down 9 percentage points from
2017–18. Over the past five years, the average cost recovery was around 44 per cent.

6.2.3

Victoria

The WPM spending data presented in this section relates to state-wide activities in Victoria and are
inflated when assessed against the other Basin states. In relation to revenue estimates, Victoria’s
DELWP cannot provide MDB specific data from the Environment Contribution levy which it collects
from a number of Victorian water corporations operating at least partly in the MDB. Because some of
these corporations may have operations outside the MDB, the revenue from this levy may be overstated
for the MDB.
In 2018–19 Victoria spent around $168 million on WPM activities, which represents a decrease
of 10 per cent from 2017–18 in real terms. As DELWP is responsible for 96 per cent of the state’s
expenditure, the drop is directly related to a decline in its spending of around $20 million in real
terms from 2017–18. This reduced expenditure related to a reduction in capital costs ($12.1 million
in real terms) associated with regional water irrigation infrastructure and a decrease of $5.4 million in
expenditure associated with managing groundwater risks from Bendigo mines.145 The largest new WPM
activity in dollar terms in 2018–19 was the capital project ‘Smarter use of water in Victorian cities and
towns’ which commenced in 2018–19 with expenditure of $4 million.146
DELWP advised its WPM data overstated its expenditure and to a lesser extent, its revenue relating to
the southern MDB area that is in Victoria. Chart 6.3 presents Victoria’s water planning and management
expenditure and revenue.

145 Managing groundwater around Bendigo is related to environmental risks associated with arsenic rich groundwater located
in historical gold mines. DELWP, Managing groundwater risks from Bendigo mines, 2019, https://www.water.vic.gov.au/
planning/environmental-contributions/third-tranche-of-the-environmental-contribution/managing-groundwater-risks-frombendigo-mines, viewed 9 January 2019.
146 The Smarter use of water in Victorian cities and towns is a component of the Victorian Government’s Water for Victoria
Water Plan and aims to provide safe and secure water, effective and affordable wastewater systems and effective stormwater
management projects among other aims. For further information see: Victorian Government, Water for Victoria, Water Plan,
2016, https://www.water.vic.gov.au/water-for-victoria, viewed 9 January 2020.
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Chart 6.3:

Victoria’s state-wide water planning and management revenue and costs real terms, 2014–15 to
2018–19
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Victoria’s total revenues collected from WPM charges jumped 30 per cent in real terms in 2018–19 to
$28 million. An increase in DELWP’s revenue of nearly 40 per cent in real terms to $24 million drove this
increase. Over the past five years, DELWP’s contribution to Victoria’s WPM revenue was on average
around 83 per cent. While this share had dropped to 80 per cent in 2017–18, the increase in DELWP’s
revenue pushed its overall contribution to 85 per cent in 2018–19. The change in DELWP’s 2018–19
revenue was driven by a 43 per cent increase in real terms ($18.4 million) for the Environmental
Contribution charge. Over the past three years, the contribution of this charge to DELWP’s total
revenue has increased from 57 to 65 per cent.
The larger regional water authorities such as Goulburn-Murray Water and Lower Murray Water
contributed a combined 13 per cent of Victoria’s total WPM revenue, down 5 percentage points from
2017–18.
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6.2.4

South Australia

WPM expenditure by South Australia decreased by 9 per cent in real terms to $37.3 million in
2018–19, South Australia’s lowest expenditure over the past five years. Over 60 per cent of this dollar
decrease was due to the fall in the MDBA state contribution (which decreased 9 per cent in real terms
to $22.7 million). Other substantial expenditure decreases included the water allocation planning
program support, falling by 22 per cent to around $1 million and a 22 per cent drop in real terms for
implementing the River Murray prescribed Watercourse water allocation plan.147 Chart 6.4 presents
South Australia’s WPM expenditure, revenue and rate of cost recovery over the past five years in
real terms.
Chart 6.4:

South Australia’s water planning and management costs, revenue and cost recovery rate in real
terms, 2014–15 to 2018–19
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South Australia’s total revenue collected from WPM charges increased by 2 per cent in real terms to
$9.8 million in 2018–19, with the Natural Resource levies continuing to be the main source of revenue
collected (85 per cent). Revenue from River Murray Class 3a, 4 and 5 levies (which are a component
of Natural Resource levies) increased by 7 per cent in real terms. All regulated water charges in South
Australia are determined by the relevant Government Minister.
South Australia’s rate of cost recovery was 26 per cent for 2017–18, 2 percentage points above the
average over the past four years. This rate of recovery was over 80 per cent before levies associated
with the ‘Save the River Murray Fund’ were abolished in 2015.
The South Australian Government replaced the Natural Resources Management Act 2001 (SA) with
the Landscape South Australia Act 2019 on 21 November 2019.148 This new Act (which commenced on
1 July 2020) transferred responsibility for WPM activities and charges from the existing natural resource
management boards to eight new regional landscape boards. The government claims the new Act will
decentralise decision making, with land and water levy increases to be capped at the consumer price
index (CPI), and from 2022, communities will be able elect three of the seven members of the regional
landscape boards.

147 The River Murray prescribed Watercourse water allocation plan provides for the sustainable management of water resources
in the Murray River in accordance with the requirements in the Natural Resources Act 2001. The allocation plan sets out the
policies for managing consumptive pools, water entitlements, water allocations and water trading.
Government of South Australia, Water allocation plan—for the River Murray prescribed watercourse, 2019, https://www.
naturalresources.sa.gov.au/samurraydarlingbasin/water/water-allocation-plans/river-murray-wap, viewed 13 January 2020.
148 Department for Environment and Water (SA), Natural resources management—Changing NRM in South Australia, 2020,
https://www.environment.sa.gov.au/topics/natural-resources-management, viewed 13 January 2020.
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6.2.5

Queensland

As has been the case since the ACCC commenced monitoring, the Department of Natural Resources,
Mining and Energy (DNRME) could not supply expenditure data. Further, the total WPM revenue
collected from WPM charges includes some state-wide charges that cannot be separated from the
MDB specific data. Queensland’s WPM charges are set by the Water Regulations 2016 Qld and most
increases were between 3 per cent and just under 4 per cent in nominal terms which is substantially
above CPI for 2018–19 (1.6 per cent).149
Queensland’s total WPM revenue increased by 19 per cent in real terms to $1.84 million in 2018–19.
Revenue collected from the water licence fees increased by 30 per cent in real terms and now comprises
56 per cent of total WPM revenue (up from 50 per cent in 2017–18). While the charge itself increased by
3.5 per cent, the growth in revenue was driven by a 30 per cent increase in applications. The increase
in this charge accounted for around 86 per cent of the total change in WPM revenue for 2018–19.
Chart 6.5 presents Queensland’s WPM revenue over the past five years in real terms.
Chart 6.5:

Queensland’s Murray–Darling Basin water planning and management revenue in real terms,
2014–15 to 2018–19
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6.2.6

Australian Capital Territory

The ACT’s expenditure on WPM activities jumped by 43 per cent in real terms to $23.8 million in
2018–19. This result followed a 40 per cent decline in the previous year. These large changes in WPM
expenditure largely reflect the commencement or finalisation of large capital projects. Examples include
the end of spending on the National Arboretum Canberra water security project in 2017–18 while in
2018–19 the largest new project to commence was the Taylor Water infrastructure project.150
While spending on stormwater maintenance continued to be the largest expenditure item for the ACT,
it declined by 10 per cent in real terms to $8.9 million in 2018–19. Its share of total expenditure dropped
from 59 per cent in 2017–18 to 37 per cent in 2018–19. Expenditure on water policy increased by
11 per cent in real terms to $2.5 million in 2018–19.

149 ABS, 6401.0—Consumer Price Index, Australia, Jun 2019, 2019,
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/6401.0Media%20Release1Jun%20
2019?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=6401.0&issue=Jun%202019&num=&view=, viewed 21 January 2020.
150 The Taylor project is a component of the ACT’s Indicative land release program which aims to release land to cater for
residential home, community, commercial and industrial growth. Taylor is one of the existing suburbs included in the land
release. The Taylor water project is providing the water infrastructure associated with the Indicative land release.
ACT Government, Indicative land release program 2018–19 to 2021–22, 2018, https://www.planning.act.gov.au/__data/
assets/pdf_file/0008/1207295/Indicative-Land-Release-Program-2018-19.pdf, viewed 14 January.
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Total revenue derived from water charges decreased marginally (1 per cent in real terms) in 2018–19 to
$31.5 million. The ACT’s total WPM revenue is mostly derived from its three water extraction fees, which
comprised 99.7 per cent of the total. This share has remained virtually the same over the past three
years. WPM charges in the ACT are set by the ACT Government via an annual determination made by
the Minister.151
With the large increase in expenditure and little change in revenue, the ACT’s rate of cost recovery
dropped from 191 per cent in 2017–18 to 132 per cent in 2018–19. Chart 6.6 presents the ACT’s WPM
expenditure, revenue and rate of recovery over the past five years.
Chart 6.6:

Australian Capital Territory’s water planning and management costs, revenue and cost recovery
rate in real terms 2014–15 to 2018–19

35

250%

30

2018–19 $ million

25
150%

20

15

100%

10

Rate of cost recovery

200%

50%
5

0

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17
Costs

Revenue

2017–18

0%

Rate of cost recovery

Source:

ACCC from data provided and published by Basin state agencies.

Notes:

The ACT’s WPM cost data is not available before 2015–16. Real values in 2018–19 dollars.

6.3

2018–19

Contributions to Murray–Darling Basin Authority
joint program funding continued to rise

The purpose of the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement is to promote and coordinate effective planning
and management for the equitable and sustainable use of the water, land and other environmental
resources of the MDB.152 This agreement also committed the Basin states and the MDBA to jointly
manage key water infrastructure in the southern MDB and also to deliver a range of WPM activities
(known as ‘joint programs’). The Australian Government and Basin states share responsibility for the
funding of these joint programs. Chart 6.7 presents the contributions of the Australian Government and
Basin states for joint programs for the past nine years.
Total joint program funding for 2018–19 was $93.6 million, down 1 per cent in nominal terms from
2017–18. The largest decrease in funding was from New South Wales which fell by 2.5 per cent to
$29.7 million. South Australia’s contribution also fell, down 0.4 per cent to $22.69 million. The Australian
Government’s contribution increased in 2018–19 by 2.6 per cent to $12 million.

151 Water Resources (Fees) Determination 2011 (No 1) made under section 107 of the Water Resources Act 2007.
152 This agreement is Schedule 1 to the Water Act 2007..
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Chart 6.7:

Jurisdictions’ contributions to Murray–Darling Basin Authority joint program funding in nominal
terms, 2010–11 to 2018–19
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2018–19
Australia

While there was a modest increase in jurisdictions’ (including the Australian Government) contribution
to MDBA revenue, the overall contribution of this type income as a proportion of the total MDBA
revenue dropped by 5 percentage points to 47 per cent in 2018–19. The fall in the jurisdictions’ share
of total MDBA revenue is due to the increase in Australian Government other funding (titled ‘revenue
from government’) which grew by 19 per cent to $94.2 million. This additional funding was for several
projects including implementing the Basin wide compliance review recommendations, the South
Australian Riverland Floodplains Integrated Infrastructure Project and the National Cultural Flows
Research Program.153

153 Murray–Darling Basin Authority, Annual Report 2018–19, 2019, p. 157, https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/
mdba-annual-report-2018-19.pdf, viewed 7 January 2020.
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