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Part One - Background
This section describes the role of the Northern Region Sustainable
Water Strategy and how it was developed. It outlines the key threats
to water resources, and assesses the likely impact of these threats
on water users and the environment.
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Part Two - Region-wide actions
This section outlines the actions that apply generally to all entitlementholders across the region. It focuses on protecting Victoria’s secure
water entitlements and providing certainty and flexibility to manage
through droughts and climate change.
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Part Three - Tailored actions
This section outlines the actions that aim to meet the specific water
needs of each major sector: irrigation; environment; urban; and the
broader community.
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Minister’s foreword

In the face of unprecedented drought, northern
Victoria’s farmers, businesses, water managers and
communities are rapidly changing the way they use
water.

This Strategy is a benchmark document that:

With the prospect of lower and less reliable rainfall
continuing in a climate change future, the Northern
Region Sustainable Water Strategy identifies important
actions that will assist the region to successfully adapt
to changing conditions.

• P
 rovides an innovative approach to climate change
adaptation in water planning.

In concert with the Victorian Government’s investment
in major infrastructure projects, the Strategy provides
certainty about water rights by protecting the integrity
of entitlements for farmers, towns and rivers.
It also recognises the importance of ensuring water
can be delivered when and where it is needed.
And it provides increased flexibility in managing
water sustainably to meet urban, agricultural and
environmental needs.

• S
 ets out the challenges facing all water users, and
integrated actions to meet these challenges.

• P
 rovides a new framework for adaptive decision
making for managing our environmental assets.
• S
 ets out arrangements to integrate water planning
across the boundaries of local councils, water
corporations and catchment management
authorities.
• P
 rovides a framework to assist in developing the
Murray-Darling Basin Plan.
My thanks to the community and representatives of
the Consultative Committee and working groups who
participated in developing the Strategy.
The Northern Region Sustainable Water Strategy is
the culmination of 18 months’ hard work – but in many
ways, it is only the beginning as we now work together
to implement the Strategy’s actions.

Tim Holding MP
Minister for Water
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Consultative Committee Chair’s foreword

It has been my pleasure to chair the Consultative
Committee responsible for guiding the development
of the Northern Region Sustainable Water Strategy.
The challenge has been to guide the production of
a robust and achievable water strategy that is fair
for all users across the Northern Region. Thanks to
the many groups and individuals who have involved
themselves in the Strategy development process and
taken opportunities to influence the substance of the
Strategy - I believe that this challenge has been met.

The Strategy development process provided open
opportunity for public submissions and community
comment in response to a Discussion Paper and
a Draft Strategy which included a broad range of
proposals. The process was well led by a competent
departmental team and was very effective in attracting
valuable community input which has clearly influenced
the final Strategy. The Strategy team’s facilitation and
support was much appreciated by the Consultative
Committee and the working groups.

The members of the Consultative Committee have
committed much of their time and energy over an
18-month period. They have provided a diversity
of perspectives and experiences, weighed up the
information available and contributed willingly to the
consideration of a wide variety of policy options
and proposals.

Members of the working groups and of the
Consultative Committee had to get their minds around
a range of perspectives and ideas and many tough
issues, sometimes with only less than attractive
solutions being available. I applaud the commitment
and persistence of these members in shaping the
actions in the final Strategy. Their deliberations have
clearly helped make sure the final Strategy is robust,
achievable and fair.

Underpinning the functioning of the Consultative
Committee has been four working groups that
provided more detailed analysis and helped develop
options into practical proposals. The allocation
and environment working groups, chaired by John
Dainton, were particularly indispensable in forming
some of the more challenging policy proposals.
Members of these groups included officers of regional
water corporations and catchment management
authorities, irrigators from different districts,
representatives of peak irrigation and environment
sectors, a member of a local environment group and
regional officers of State Government departments.

While the future is largely uncertain, there are some
things we can be clear about – Victoria’s Northern
Region can continue to be Australia’s food bowl
with efficient and sustainable irrigated agriculture,
manufacturing and service industries; diverse
river, wetland and floodplain ecosystems; home to
dynamic, prosperous and resilient communities; and
a place where people want to live, work and visit.
This Strategy, with its risk identification and adaptive
management approach, including for river and
wetland health, as well as its focus on actions to allow
individual water users to manage their own supply
risk, will be an important platform for maintaining this
position for northern Victoria.

Denis Flett
Chair, Consultative Committee

Northern Region Sustainable Water Strategy
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Executive summary
This Northern Region Sustainable Water Strategy
discusses threats to water availability and quality
over the next 50 years, and outlines actions to
manage the consequences of prolonged drought
and climate change.
Thriving regional communities make an important
contribution to the economic development and
prosperity of all Victorians. The Strategy will support:
communities that value and care for the environment
in which they live; prosperous communities that use
their water resources for high-value activities that
create jobs and wealth; and resilient communities
that are able to adapt to changing water availability.

The changing landscape in northern Victoria
Social and economic restructuring has been a feature
of agriculture and regional communities in Australia
since white settlement. The environment has been
modified to provide water for towns and industries
and the health of rivers and wetlands degraded.
The distinguishing features of the current changes
in northern Victoria are their magnitude and speed.
In some instances, historical legacies of closer
settlement are being swept aside, especially in the
north-west. The changes are producing significant
consolidation and movement; people are moving
away; farms are getting larger; and some dairy
farmers, for example, are moving south where
they can rely on rainfall.
Twelve years of drought, including record low
streamflows and inflows in 2006, have also changed
the northern Victorian landscape, possibly forever.
While the effects are not uniform across the towns
and the industries of the Northern Region, the drought
and reduced water availability have exposed many
underlying stresses in communities, industries
and the natural assets of the region.
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Features of the Northern Region
The Northern Region includes Victoria’s share of the
River Murray, and its Victorian tributaries – the Kiewa,
Ovens, Broken, Goulburn, Campaspe and Loddon
River systems. Its current population of 529,000 is
projected to increase to 781,000 within 50 years.
This is Victoria’s ‘food bowl’, contributing significantly
to the nation’s prosperity through the production
of food and fibre. The region’s agricultural industry
contributes about $3.26 billion a year to the
Victorian economy. The area supports both dryland
and irrigation farming; it is a vast patchwork of
grains, livestock, dairy, horticulture and wine grape
enterprises ranging from small four-hectare properties
to broadacre farms. Its communities, large and
small, have existed for generations, expanding with
opportunities and contracting in the hard times.
The region has a vital network of rivers, wetlands and
floodplains providing homes for ancient river red gums
and a diversity of other plants and animals, amenity
and pleasure for residents and visitors and business
opportunities from tourism.
It is evident that primary producers and communities
are increasingly aware that some of the drivers of
change in the region include water availability, weather
variability and the likely impact of a changing climate;
already they are dealing with the consequences.
There has been a noticeable shift in attitudes to
water and water markets. Farming is an increasingly
sophisticated business and water management
practices that were not widely used 10 years ago,
such as trading to manage water scarcity, are now
common-place.
The region’s communities and primary producers
have a culture of strong leadership, actively
engaging in debate about critical issues such as
water management, and helping shape government
decisions. Regional innovations in water management
are now applied in other irrigation areas in Victoria
and interstate.

Winter - Spring 2009

Certainty and flexibility in a future of less water

From Corryong in the north-east to Merbein in the
north-west, resilient communities are battling to survive
after 12 years of drought; with no end in sight, spirits
are understandably depressed.

There is not enough water to meet all of the Northern
Region’s needs as they exist today. But how much
does the region need, where will it come from and how
will we share it? How will we deal with less?

The impact of the drought on the Northern Region’s
natural assets, including its vast network of national
parks, rivers, wetlands and floodplains, is also
increasingly evident. Thousands of hectares of river red
gums along the southern banks of the River Murray
are dead or dying. Key wetlands are dry and significant
bird breeding events are less frequent. Some of the
state’s most valuable natural assets and species are
only kept alive through a system of drought refuges
being given just the right amount of water at critical
times to maintain them.

Governments cannot guarantee water availability, but
they can, and must, provide the policy and institutional
frameworks, rules, tools and information to help people
make the best decisions for themselves, their towns,
their businesses and the environment.

Although the current drought began in 1997, reserves
in the main water storages in the Goulburn system
protected the region from the worst impacts until 2002
and the reserves on the Murray lasted until 2006. Low
water allocations, therefore, are a relatively new feature
of life in the towns and communities relying on the
River Murray, and irrigators are still adjusting to this
new reality.

•	recognise and protect existing entitlements
to provide greater investment certainty

Irrigated industries are under pressure due to reduced
water availability, falling commodity prices and difficult
access to finance. Some farmers are selling their water
entitlements and leaving the land, while others are
reducing debt or downsizing. In the Sunraysia area for
example, up to 30 per cent of farming property, mostly
small-holdings, is out of production with irrigation
turned off.*

An underlying theme of the Strategy is that certainty
and flexibility are vital for healthy communities,
business and the environment in the region.
The Strategy will protect key agricultural, environmental
and urban values through actions that:

•	enhance markets, carryover and reserve policies
to increase the ability of entitlement-holders
to manage the risks caused by variability
of water supplies
•	use water available for consumption and the
environment more efficiently to get greater benefits
from less volume
•	deliver multiple benefits from public investment
in irrigation modernisation, on-farm programs,
river and wetland health programs and
environmental water purchase programs.

At the same time, an ambitious distribution system
modernisation program is underway in the GoulburnMurray Irrigation District and another is planned for
Sunraysia. Already some irrigators are enjoying the
benefits of an upgraded system, including more
efficient water delivery and improved service levels.
This display of confidence in the future, albeit a future
with less water, is contributing to greater optimism
throughout the region.

* SunRISE 21 Inc (2009) 2008-09 Drought Impact: Irrigation Status Report for the Sunraysia Pumped Irrigation Districts. Final Report, Mallee Catchment Management Authority, Mildura
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The Northern Region Sustainable
Water Strategy (see Chapter 1)

How much water will there
be in the future? (see Chapter 2)

The Strategy is a major part of the Northern Region’s
response to future droughts and the uncertainty of
climate change.

Climate change and variability are the biggest threats
to water availability in the Northern Region.

Science and recent experience are telling us there
is likely to be less water available during the next 50
years than in the past 100 years because of climate
change and variability. Chapter 1 describes the
purpose of regional sustainable water strategies, the
features of the Northern Region, the guiding principles
of this Strategy, the process used to develop it
and the way it will be implemented.

It is impossible to know how much water will be
available in the future and to manage this uncertainty,
the Strategy’s policies and actions aim to be effective
under a range of conditions. They make use of the
CSIRO’s low, medium and high climate change
scenarios, and a more severe scenario based on a
continuation of the extreme conditions experienced
since July 1997. These four scenarios are compared
to long-term averages. As an example, Figure E.1
illustrates future water availability in the Murray system
under each scenario.
The most severe climate change scenario spells
significant adjustment for the environment, as it does
for the irrigation sector and the communities that
depend on it. The western catchments such as the
Campaspe and Loddon are likely to be harder hit than
eastern ones such as the Kiewa and Ovens.
There is a risk of insufficient water in some years to
run the channel system and deliver water to irrigators
and domestic and stock customers. More restrictions
on the use of groundwater and more frequent,
extended and severe water restrictions in urban areas
can be expected.
With climate change, there is a disproportionate impact
on the environment because most environmental water
comes from unregulated flows that spill from reservoirs
or otherwise cannot be harvested.

Figure E.1 F orecast availability of total inflows for the Murray system* to 2055
(Scenarios A to D compared with the long-term average)
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Sharing water resources in the
Murray-Darling Basin (see Chapter 3)
Recognition of community adjustment issues,
the need for strong community engagement and
protecting the rights of entitlement-holders are critical
for successful management of the Murray-Darling
Basin’s water resources.
The Commonwealth Government now has more
powers and a greater role to play in Murray-Darling
Basin water management.
The Commonwealth can reduce the water taken under
groundwater and surface water entitlements and will
be purchasing up to $3.1 billion of water entitlements.
Both measures aim to deliver more water to the
environment.
The Victorian Government believes key environmental
assets in the Basin can be protected while preserving
the rights of existing entitlement-holders. The best way
to do this is to integrate the Commonwealth’s plans
with regional activities such as irrigation modernisation.
A regionally-driven approach with community input is
more likely to deliver better outcomes for communities,
industries and the environment.
Traditional water-sharing arrangements in the MurrayDarling Basin Agreement have not worked well under
extremely dry conditions and need to be changed.
There is an unacceptable risk of insufficient water in
some years to operate the River Murray – even to
deliver critical human needs.

Key actions
Negotiate with the Commonwealth to:
• protect existing water entitlements
• recognise that better environmental
outcomes are not just about more water
and that infrastructure investment can
optimise the benefits

Secure rights to water (see Chapter 4)
Victoria’s water management arrangements will be
robust and clear during droughts and entitlementholders’ rights to water will be secure.
Victoria’s entitlement framework allocated water
effectively for 100 years, but the dry conditions of the
last 12 years have highlighted areas for improvement.
The Strategy aims to ensure rights to water are secure
and well managed with clear rules.
Licensing arrangements for water use from
unregulated river and groundwater systems have
been improved in recent years as both the level of
understanding of these systems and water demand
have increased. With the predicted increases in
drought severity and duration, restrictions and bans
on extraction are likely to occur more often and the
Strategy includes actions to better manage water
during these periods.
Water uses that were once insignificant now represent
a larger proportion of total consumption. For example,
the increase in domestic and stock use can affect
the reliability of supply for other water users and the
environment.

Key actions
	Improve clarity and management of
groundwater and unregulated water licences
(Section 51 licences).
	Register all new domestic and stock use in
rural residential areas and establish ‘resonable
domestic and stock’ guidelines.
	Amend bulk entitlements to reduce ad hoc
decision-making during droughts, and improve
certainty for entitlement-holders.
	Revise environmental entitlements to improve
the use of environmental water and better
share the risk of future climate change.

• clarify roles and responsibilities
in Basin water management
	Improve water-sharing arrangements
in the Murray-Darling Basin Agreement,
including the establishment of a River Murray
operating reserve to ensure river operations
during droughts.
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Certainty and flexibility for
entitlement-holders (see Chapter 5)

Efficient and sustainable irrigation
(see Chapter 6)

Entitlement-holders in the Northern Region will
have improved choice and flexibility to help manage
water-related business risks.

The Northern Region will have a profitable
and resilient irrigation sector serviced by modernised
water distribution system infrastructure and
management systems.

With less water available, urban water corporations
may not be able to meet critical human needs,
irrigators may have insufficient allocations to grow
their crops and environmental allocations may be
inadequate to protect refuges for important plant and
animal populations.
The Strategy offers the best science available about
the future availability of water and provides the tools to
help users better manage their supplies and their risks.
The water market enables irrigators to buy additional
water when allocations are low or to generate revenue
by selling their allocations. Carryover allows irrigators
and environmental managers to transfer part of their
unused water allocation to the following season. This
is a particularly important tool in dry years because it
provides water at the beginning of the season when
allocations may be low.
A key element of the Strategy is to ensure the
distribution system can be run, even in severe
drought years.
Actions are identified to help irrigators, the
environment, towns, cities and the broader community
adapt to climate change and variability.

Key actions
	Increase system reserves to ensure distribution
systems can be relied upon to deliver water
when and where it is needed, even in severe
droughts.
	Improve the value of carryover as a tool
to manage the risk of water scarcity by
introducing arrangements to decrease the risk
of entitlement-holders losing water they have
carried over in full allocation years.
	Change the rules to allow exemptions from
the four per cent limit on trade out of irrigation
districts when purchases are linked to
modernisation programs.
	Implement legislation that was passed in
September, 2009 that removed the 10 per cent
limit on ownership of water shares by
non-landholders.
	Clarify the timing of final allocations and how
the irrigation season could be shortened during
extreme droughts to provide greater certainty
for entitlement-holders.
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If there will be less water for irrigation, there will
probably be less irrigated land in the Northern Region.
The challenge is to find ways to support efficient,
sustainable and high-value irrigation in the face of
water scarcity, and this work is already underway.
The $2 billion Northern Victorian Irrigation Renewal
Project (NVIRP) to modernise irrigation distribution
systems, and the Sunraysia Modernisation Project
will improve the viability of irrigation industries.
These significant infrastructure projects include
channel automation, asset rationalisation, channel
bank remodelling, the lining or piping of channels
and metering upgrades to reduce losses and generate
water savings for consumptive or environmental use.
There are also opportunities to help farmers
reduce water use while getting the best out of food
production, but additional investment is required.
This investment includes the Commonwealth
Government’s $300 million program to help farmers in
southern Murray-Darling Basin states improve on-farm
water efficiency.

Key actions
	Encourage the Commonwealth to direct
its water purchases to less productive areas
by selectively exempting purchases from the
four per cent trading limit.
	Co-ordinate the rollout of Victorian and
Commonwealth Government investment
in NVIRP.
	Link NVIRP to comprehensive on-farm
programs, including integration with whole farm
planning and the Commonwealth’s $300 million
on-farm program.
	Allow for a greater range of options in
rationalisation and facilitate changed land
management practices.
	Improve salinity management to reduce the
off-site impacts of irrigation.

High-value rivers, wetlands
and floodplains (see Chapter 7)

Safe and secure drinking supplies
(see Chapter 8)

The river, wetland and floodplain sites of greatest
significance to the community will be protected.

People in the Northern Region will continue
to have access to safe and reliable drinking water.

Protecting the Northern Region’s natural assets from
the effects of prolonged drought and climate change
requires a stronger and more coordinated approach.
Additional entitlement from the investment in water
saving projects, such as NVIRP and the Living Murray
initiative, will be used to protect the highest value sites.

The supply of, and demand for, water has changed
in response to drought. Urban water corporations
have taken action to supplement supplies and to work
with customers and communities to lower the demand
for water.

The recovery and use of environmental water will be
better managed and informed by the best science
available. Infrastructure to regulate flows, and
complementary activities such as revegetation and
bank erosion works, will be used under an adaptive
and integrated management approach.
Priorities are identified for additional water recovery;
these are linked to the outcomes expected in our
rivers and wetlands and will be used to guide the
Commonwealth purchase and water savings programs.
There is also a clear plan for changing environmental
objectives, if necessary, following the 15-year review
of Victoria’s water resources, due in 2019.

Key actions
	Identify target volumes for water recovery
to guide the Commonwealth’s $3.1 billion
buy-back program.
	Establish a Victorian Environmental Water
Holder to coordinate and better prioritise
the delivery of environmental water across
the region.

A qualification of rights is currently used to make sure
water corporations can supply critical human needs in
extreme drought, but this creates more uncertainty for
entitlement-holders and a better approach is needed.
Corporations need more flexible carryover
arrangements and greater access to the water
market to meet the future water demands from urban
consumers.

Key actions
	Introduce flexible carryover so water
corporations can ensure sufficient supplies for
urban growth and acceptable service levels.
	Allow businesses and community groups in
urban areas to buy water to avoid the most
severe impacts of water restrictions.
	Expand the water grid to connect urban
centres and piped supply systems for reliable
reticulated water supplies to domestic and
stock users.
	Update drought response plans to ensure
their continued effectiveness in severe and
prolonged droughts.

	Identify the need for structural works to
improve environmental benefits and reduce
the need for environmental water recovery.
	Improve the efficiency of environmental
water use by introducing innovative carryover
arrangements (available to all entitlementholders) and through the reuse of return flows,
complementary works and consumptive
water en route.
	Establish clear processes for adapting the
way we manage rivers and wetlands, including
environmental water use, to suit seasonal
conditions in a given year.
	Develop a reasoned and transparent process
to change environmental objectives if necessary
while ensuring this is not done prematurely.
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Prosperous, dynamic and resilient
communities (see Chapter 9)
The Northern Region will remain strong and
prosperous by adapting to a future with less water.
Water is an essential life-sustaining source. Decisions
about water affect almost every aspect of people’s
lives, including their health, regional economies and
the environment. Community involvement in decision
making is essential. The Strategy aims to improve
‘water literacy’ in the Northern Region and identify the
planning processes in which community members can
become involved.
Communities throughout the region are experiencing
significant change and sometimes difficult adjustment,
and ways to ease stress and anxiety, such as
community support programs, are identified.

Key actions
	Involve more community members in decisions
about water, to ensure their values are
reflected.
	Establish clear principles for government
actions to support adjustment and encourage
the Commonwealth to consider the community
impacts of its water reform programs.
	Establish a scholarship for Traditional Owners
to develop skills and provide greater input into
water resource management.
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Conclusion
The Northern Region Sustainable Water Strategy
will help the region prepare for a future distinguished
by dynamic, prosperous, healthy and resilient
communities; efficient and sustainable agriculture,
manufacturing and services industries; and diverse and
robust river, wetland and floodplain ecosystems.
The actions identified will be implemented and
monitored over the next seven to 10 years.
The Strategy is the result of extraordinary collaboration
between farmers, environmentalists, businesses,
Traditional Owners, government, independent experts
and organisations and community members with a
broad range of interests in the region.
Looking ahead 50 years, the Strategy will be seen
as a decisive step in northern Victoria’s response
to prolonged drought and the uncertainty of
climate change.

Solitary Eucalypt late afternoon, Dry Diggings

Photographer: Alison Pouliot
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