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Replacing the Richmond River Area Water 
Sharing Plan 

The Water Sharing Plan for the Richmond River Area Unregulated, 
Regulated and Alluvial Water Sources 2023 will replace the previous 
2010 plan. This document answers frequently asked questions about 
the changes 

What is a water sharing plan?  

Water sharing plans are statutory plans made under the NSW Water Management Act 2000. The 
rules in the plans allow equitable sharing of water for all water uses, including the environment. The 
plans have a statutory timeframe of 10 years. The purpose of a water sharing plan is to: 

• provide water users with a clear picture of when and how water will be available for extraction 

• protect the fundamental environmental health of water sources 

• ensure our water sources are sustainably managed in the long term. 

The plans clearly define the rules for sharing the available water in a water source. They also 
provide irrigators and other water users with continuing or 'perpetual' licences that have a title 
separate from the land, enabling better water trading opportunities. In addition, plans set out 
requirements for basic landholder rights – domestic and stock rights, harvestable rights and native 
title rights.  

Water sharing plans support the long-term health of rivers and aquifers by protecting part of the 
natural flow regime to maintain natural ecosystems. 

Why is the Richmond River plan being replaced?  

NSW water sharing plans are valid for 10 years and reviewed by the NSW Natural Resources 
Commission. The minister responsible may extend or replace a plan on consideration of the 
recommendation of the commission.  

In 2021, the commission completed its review of the Water Sharing Plan for the Richmond River 
Unregulated, Regulated and Alluvial Water Sources 2010 and recommended the plan be replaced. The 
department has prepared a draft replacement plan for consultation – the Draft Water Sharing Plan 
for the Richmond River Unregulated, Regulated and Alluvial Water Sources 2023. 

The draft replacement plan includes several changes recommended by the commission.  

Why is the Richmond River Area water sharing plan being replaced now while the 
community has been so badly impacted by flooding? 

We know the community has been devastated by the recent catastrophic floods but there is a legal 
requirement to replace the plan. In recognition of current community priorities, we are limiting 

https://www.dpie.nsw.gov.au/copyright
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changes in the water sharing plan to only state-wide policy updates and minor plan improvements 
and we are not proposing any changes to rules in the plan that affect an individual’s ability to 
access water. 

How will the department consult on the replacement water sharing plan? 

Stakeholder input is critical to the development of water sharing plans in NSW. We are consulting 
the community through: 

• public information and consultation sessions 

• targeted consultation 

• one-on-one sessions on request 

• public submissions 

• inter-agency consultation. 

The plan will be on public exhibition from 20 October to 18 December 2022. Public exhibition has 
been extended to 60 days due to the catastrophic February and March 2022 flooding impacts on the 
communities in the Richmond River area. You can find out more about the draft replacement plan, 
the proposed changes from the 2010 plan, and how to make a submission by attending the virtual 
meeting on 9 November or the face-to-face meetings in Kyogle, Casino, Wollongbar and Ballina. For 
further details please see the department’s public exhibition webpage. You can have your say by 
completing the submission form available from the department’s website. 

Is there a limit on how much water I can take with my licence? 

Water Access Licences show the amount of entitlement that you have – called the share 
component. This share component can be expressed as ML/year or a number of ‘unit shares’ in the 
available water resource. The amount of water you can take is based on: 

• your licensed share component 

• the available water determination (AWD)  

• your account management rules  

• any relevant conditions on your access licence.  

An AWD is made at least on 1 July each year. The AWD sets out: 

• a volume of water per share that will be placed into your water allocation account at the start 
of a water year (1 July), or 

• a % of the entitlement volume if share component is in ML/year.  

This is called an allocation. You can only take the volume of water that is in your water account, in 
accordance with the rules in the water sharing plan and any relevant conditions on your access 
licence. 

The total amount of water that can be taken by all water users in a water source is limited. This limit 
is known as the long-term average annual extraction limit (LTAAEL).  

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/richmond-river/supporting-documents/richmond-river-submission-form.pdf
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The limit for all water taken (except for water that can only be taken in high-flows) is the standard 
LTAAEL. This is the sum of all licenced entitlement (except licences that are issued to only take 
water from high-flows) at commencement of the 2022 plan and domestic and stock rights, native 
title rights and harvestable rights at the commencement of the first water sharing plan. 

If total annual extraction in the Richmond Regulated Extraction Management Unit and the 
Richmond River Area Coastal Floodplain Alluvial Groundwater Extraction Management Unit - or a 3-
year average extraction in all other extraction management units - is greater than the standard 
LTAAEL by more than 5%, licensed water users may receive a reduced allocation and may not get 
the maximum allocation placed into their accounts the following year. This is to reduce extractions 
back to the standard LTAAEL. 

Are there any changes proposed to the current access rules for the Richmond River area? 

No. The draft water sharing plan does not propose changes to water access rules in recognition of 
the catastrophic flooding that has occurred this year and the current priorities of the community. 

We propose to include an amendment provision in the plan that will enable us to consult with the 
community on water access rules within the first 5 years of the plan when the community is in a 
better position to fully engage. 

Access rules do not apply to take under basic landholder rights.  

Is the department proposing changes to rules that govern trading licence shares or water 
allocations? 

The principles behind water trading require that trading is not permitted: 

• between water sources that are not hydrologically connected (that is, the water sources do 
not drain into each other), or  

• into water sources that have high ecological value.  

The draft plan proposes that trade or dealings provisions for several water sources are updated to 
align with the above limitations. 

Trade is no longer permitted into the following water sources due to their high ecological values: 

• Shannon Brook water source 

• Eden Creek water source. 

Trading into the new Richmond Area Coastal Floodplain Alluvial Groundwater Source is prohibited 
due to low hydrological connectivity. 

Trade into Alstonville Water Source will now be permitted as long as there is no increase in 
entitlement above the volume that exists at the commencement of the plan. 

For the Coopers Creek Water Source, trade from Coopers Creek tributaries into the main trunk of 
Coopers Creek is now permitted. 

The intent of the 2010 plan was to allow for trade of upstream water (to a combined maximum of 
2000 ML) into the Richmond and Wyrallah tidal pool management zones. However, the specific 
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wording of the plan and a delay in establishing licences prevented the original trade intent from 
being implemented. 

The draft plan proposes to prohibit trade of water from upstream into the Richmond and Wyrallah 
tidal pool management zones, however 2500 ML of entitlement is now permitted to be traded 
between the Richmond and Wyrallah tidal pool management zones – a long standing request of 
stakeholders which has now been modelled and shows no impact on the movement of the salt 
wedge upstream as a result of trade. 

New management zones have been created for Bungawalbin Creek. A tidal management zone and a 
non-tidal management zone. Trade is not permitted into either the Bungawalbin Creek Non Tidal or 
Tidal management zones.  

The proposed new rules aim to protect high ecological values and enable trading to maximise social 
and economic opportunities. 

Conversion to high flow access licences trade is now prohibited in: 

• Myrtle Creek Water Source 

• Eden Creek Water Source 

It is proposed that trade would continue to be prohibited into the following water sources: 

• Bangalow Area Water Source, 

• Broadwater Area Water Source, 

• Coopers Creek Water Source 

• Double Duke Area Water Source, 

• Evans River Water Source, 

• Lennox Area Water Source, 

• Leycester Creek Water Source, 

• Myall Creek Water Source, 

• Myrtle Creek Water Source, 

• Sandy Creek Water Source, 

• Terania Creek Water Source, 

• Toonumbar Area Water Source, 

• Tuckean Area Water Source, 

• Upper Richmond River Water Source, 

• Richmond Regulated Water Source, and 

• Richmond Regulated Alluvial Water Source. 

Refer to the water source Report Cards for more detailed information.  
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How can I obtain a licence or additional water for a commercial enterprise? 

New or additional licence shares or allocations may be acquired through the water market. The plan 
establishes rules governing buying and selling shares and allocations within and between water 
sources. 

In the draft plan, we propose to allow Aboriginal people to apply for Aboriginal community 
development licences. Rules governing Aboriginal community development licences have changed 
for some water sources. The draft plan prohibits granting Aboriginal community development 
licences in the Eden Creek, Leycester Creek, Myrtle Creek and Shannon Brook water sources. These 
water sources have been identified as having high or very high ecological value in the new risk 
assessment. This proposal aims to protect the high value ecological assets within these water 
sources by capping entitlement at current levels. 

The draft plan proposes a new water source – the Richmond River Coastal Floodplain Alluvial 
Groundwater Water Source. This new water source covers the alluvial floodplain deposits which are 
hydrogeologically distinct from the upriver alluvial deposits which are more connected to surface 
water. A long-term average annual extraction limit of 13 000 ML/year is proposed for this water 
source. 

The minister responsible for water may announce a controlled allocation of licence shares in this 
water source during the term of the plan. An expression of interest in licence shares can be made 
when a controlled allocation is publicly announced. 

Aboriginal people may apply for a water licence to support community development and cultural 
specific purposes in the Richmond River Coastal Floodplain Alluvial Groundwater Source.  

Refer to the water source Report Cards for more detailed information. 

Are there any new rules relating to the location of groundwater bores in alluvial aquifers? 

In the draft plan, we propose rules for the minimum distance between areas of acid sulfate soils and 
other groundwater bores. The plan proposes that water supply works must not be granted or 
amended within an area classed as having a high probability of the occurrence of acid sulfate soils 
on Acid Sulfate Soil Risk Map the department maintains. 

For groundwater works (bores) located near contamination sources we propose to add additional 
distance restrictions for groundwater works to not be granted or amended within: 

• 500 m of a contamination source identified within the plan  

• 250 m of an onsite sewage disposal system unless the water supply work is: 

⎯ constructed with cement grout in the borehole annulus to a minimum depth of 20 m from 
the ground surface 

⎯ located at a sufficient distance from the on-site sewage disposal system to prevent 
migration of septic contamination in the aquifer. 

A new map has been included that identifies vegetation ecosystems that have a high probability of 
being groundwater-dependent and are of very high or high ecological value. New groundwater 
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works are prohibited within 200 metres of a mapped groundwater-dependant ecosystem or a 
wetland. 

Additionally, a water supply work approval must not be granted or amended in any water source 
unless the minister’s opinion is that there will be no more than minimal harm to any wetland mapped 
under the State Environment Planning Policy (Resilience and Hazards) 2021. 

Rules are now proposed specifying that new bores cannot be in an area classed as having a high 
probability of the occurrence of acid sulfate soils if there is significant risk of acidification of the 
water sources. 

For groundwater works located near groundwater-dependent culturally significant sites we are 
proposing to remove two exemptions to the distance rule of 200 metres from any groundwater-
dependent culturally significant sites. These exemptions are: 

• the distance restriction does not apply if the water supply work replaces an existing water 
supply work that is part of a bore network for a major utility or a local water utility for the 
purpose of town water supply 

• the distance restriction does not apply if the bore is sealed off above the slotted intervals with 
an impermeable seal between the casing and bore hole. 

We propose a new section within this part of the draft plan which details specifically the distance 
restrictions and exemptions for granting or amending groundwater works used solely for Basic 
Landholder Rights (BLR). This proposed section includes the following: 

Water supply works (bores) used solely for basic landholder rights must not be granted or amended 
if the bore is located within: 

• 100 m of a government monitoring bore 

• 40 m from the top of the high bank of a river 

• 100 m of any high-priority, groundwater-dependent ecosystem  

• 100 m of a groundwater-dependent, culturally significant area 

• 100 m of a wetland. 

These location distance restrictions do not apply if the bore: 

• is a replacement bore 

• is to be located where the ecosystem concerned is not groundwater dependent or it can be 
shown that there will be no more than minimal harm to any groundwater-dependent 
ecosystem 

• at a lesser distance would result in no more than minimal harm to any groundwater-
dependent, culturally significant area 

• at a lesser distance would result in no more than minimal harm to a wetland. 

For replacement of existing groundwater works we propose to change the percentage of the 
internal diameter, in comparison to the bore being replaced, if that diameter is no longer 
manufactured, from 110 % to 120 %. unless the existing bore’s internal diameter is less than 100 mm, 
in which case the internal diameter must be no more than 100 mm. 
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Additionally, we propose that a replacement bore may be permitted to a different depth within the 
water source, or greater than 20 m from the existing bore, if it can be determined that it will not 
adversely impact: 

• a water source 

• a high priority groundwater dependent ecosystem 

• public health and safety 

• a groundwater-dependent culturally significant area 

• take of water by another user with an existing water supply work. 

For specific detail of all groundwater works approvals current and proposed rules please see the 
Report Card for the Draft Rules for Groundwater Works Approvals. 

Does the department propose changes to the estimated water requirements for basic 
landholder rights and licensed take? 

We have updated the estimated water requirements for basic landholder rights. We have also 
updated the total volumes or unit shares specified in the share components of all access licences to 
reflect current information.  

Will the increase of harvestable rights impact my ability to take water? 

If more water is captured in harvestable rights dams, there is the potential that less water will be 
reaching rivers. This could increase the frequency of very low flows and result in more days where 
licenced water users must cease to pump. 

Water that can be extracted from a water source is limited. If more water is captured in harvestable 
rights dams, less water may be available for extraction under a licence. 

Further details on how increased harvestable rights could impact water sharing can be found in fact 
sheet ‘How increased harvestable rights will affect water sharing in coastal NSW’ which is located 
on the draft Richmond Water sharing plan website. 

More information 
The draft water sharing plan and other fact sheets are available from the Water pages of the 
department's website. 

 

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/richmond-river/report-cards/groundwater-works-approvals.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/richmond-river/information/
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition

