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1. Introduction 
Section 10.28 of the Basin Plan states: ‘A water resource plan must ensure that there is no net 
reduction in the protection of planned environmental water from the protection provided for under 
state water management law immediately before the commencement of the Basin Plan’.  

This is because the environmental outcomes of the Basin Plan are based on modelling that 
incorporates the planned environmental water (PEW) rules that existed as at 23 November 2012. 
Any change to PEW rules, or rules that were designed for an environmental purpose, could 
potentially undermine the environmental outcomes that the Basin Plan is seeking to achieve. The 
Basin Plan requirement (s10.28) for no net reduction in the protection of PEW ensures this doesn't 
occur. 

However, improved information (from monitoring and system operation) and changes to water 
policy and governance since the establishment of these rules could provide the opportunity to 
improve the effectiveness of PEW and enhance environmental outcomes. 

NSW has used the WRP development process to review specific water sharing rules for the 
regulated water sources which may be refined to provide better outcomes for licence holders 
and/or the environment.   

Proposals to change water sharing plan rules have been developed in close consultation with the 
Department of Planning, Industry and Environment Biodiversity and Conservation (DPIE B&C) and 
NSW Department of Primary Industries—Fisheries (DPI F) consistent with WSP objectives and 
where possible using environmental water requirements (EWR) in the draft LTWPs to ensure the 
best environmental outcomes. 

All surface water resources in the Barwon-Darling Watercourse WRP (Barwon-Darling WRP) area 
are covered by the Water Management Act 2000 (NSW) and the Water Sharing Plan for the 
Barwon-Darling Unregulated River and Alluvial Water Source 2012. 

At the time of commencement of the Basin Plan, the current WSP (2012) was within the initial ten 
years where minimal change was intended. The WSP is due to be replaced on 1 July 2023. 

In order to demonstrate there has been no net reduction in the protection of PEW, this document 
establishes the level of protection of PEW in place prior to the commencement of the Basin Plan in 
November 2012, and compares this baseline with the changes made to water sharing rules that 
will protect, manage or maintain PEW. These rules have been incorporated into the WRP and 
included in the relevant Water Sharing Plans to ensure no net reduction in the protection of PEW. 

This report demonstrates that the changes to the water sharing plan rules meet the requirements 
of s10.28 by addressing: 

 legal protection of PEW, under NSW state water management law   

 estimated quantity of water protected, and  

 effective use of the water to achieve environmental outcomes. 
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2. No net reduction in the protection of PEW 
This report demonstrates there is no reduction in the legal protection, volumes protected, or 
effective use of PEW under the rule changes incorporated into the WRP. As such, the WRP will 
ensure there is no net reduction in the protection of PEW provided under state water management 
law immediately prior to the commencement of the Basin Plan. 

Surface water in the Barwon Darling Watercourse Water Resource Plan Area (Barwon-Darling 
WRPA) is currently managed by the Barwon-Darling Unregulated and Alluvial Water Sources 
2012. The proposed rule changes will be introduced in the amended water sharing plan, the Water 
Sharing Plan for the Barwon-Darling Unregulated Water Source 2012. The discussion in this 
document refers to the Water Sharing Plan for the Barwon-Darling Unregulated Water Source 
2012. 

The Barwon Darling is an unregulated system and access to water is managed through the use of 
flow classes. Environmental water needs are considered to be most critical during periods of low 
and no flow. The flow classes were established to protect environmental flows. All water licences 
are subject to commence to pump (on a rising river) and cease to pump (on a falling river) (CtP) 
thresholds set in the plan with exclusion of town water supply, local water utilities and licences 
used for food safety and some limited exemptions for basic landholder rights. 

At the valley scale the annual quantity of PEW available for environmental purposes over the long 
term does not change. Under NSW state water management law, PEW is defined under s8 of the 
NSW Water Management Act 2000 (WMA 2000). Often PEW is described as long-term average 
annual volume of water in excess of the WSP long-term annual average extraction limit 
(LTAAEL).There has been no change to LTAAELs for the Barwon-Darling WRP Area. Maintaining 
the existing extraction limits in both the regulated and unregulated water sources therefore ensures 
there is no reduction in the overall quantity of PEW provided for in the plan. The WSP rules that 
maintain PEW, by limiting extraction to the LTAAEL, are reflected in the WRP to meet the 
requirements s10.11. As such, the WRP will ensure the same quantity of PEW is provided for 
under the plan as that provided under the WSPs in place prior to the commencement of the Basin 
Plan.  

There has been no reduction in the overall volume of PEW within the Barwon-Darling Watercourse 
WRP area as there have been no changes made to the rules that manage environmental water in 
the Barwon Darling since the Basin Plan commenced in 2012. Specifically the WRP has 
demonstrated that under the annual permitted take method (section 5.5), take is within the SDL. 
NSW defines PEW in the water sharing plans as:  

the long-term average annual commitment of water as planned environmental 
water, resulting from compliance with the long-term average annual extraction 
limit and the long-term average sustainable diversion limit in Part 6 

As the permitted take is within the SDL and PEW is the water that is not included in the SDL, over 
the long term the overall volume of PEW is not reduced. 

Changes to the objectives for the Barwon-Darling Unregulated WSP will lead to a consistent 
expression of objectives across the NSW Basin WSPs which will help to improve the inferential 
strength of data analysis, evaluation and predictive modelling. The revised objectives, strategies 
and performance indicators cover similar topics as they did in the Pre-Basin Plan WSPs, but are 
now more strongly connected and provide a clearer line of sight to environmental outcomes.  

These changes do not present any material change to PEW rules.  

At the valley scale the new rules do not reduce the net protection of PEW. Rules have been refined 
to improve environmental outcomes or improve implementation and compliance. As such, the 
WRP will ensure there is no net reduction in the protection of PEW provided under state water 
management law immediately prior to the commencement of the Basin Plan. 
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3. Background to changes proposed to PEW rules in 
the Barwon-Darling unregulated WSP 

 Removal of Alluvial Groundwater Sources 3.1.
Changes have been made to remove the alluvial groundwater sources and all rules relating to 
these groundwater sources from the Barwon-Darling Unregulated and Alluvial Water Sources 
2012. The Lower Barwon-Darling alluvial and Upper Barwon-Darling alluvial groundwater sources 
will be incorporated into a single replacement water sharing plan. The new water sharing plan will 
be called the Water Sharing Plan for the Darling Alluvial Groundwater Sources 2020 and the 
arrangements for the protection of PEW in the alluvial groundwater sources will be covered by this 
plan. This process will align the water sharing plan area with the Darling Alluvium Water Resource 
Plan Area, as defined in the Basin Plan 2012, and deals with all substantial alluvial water 
resources in the Barwon-Darling catchment in a single plan. 

Assessment of PEW rules for the alluvial groundwater sources should be undertaken as part of the 
assessment of the Darling Alluvial (GW7) Water Resource Plan. 

 

4. Maintaining the level of protection for PEW 
 

 Legal protection of PEW 4.1.
Since the commencement of the Basin Plan in November 2012, there have been no changes to 
the rules in part 4 of the amended water sharing plan which establish and maintain the protection 
and priority of PEW in this water source. 

The following changes proposed by Department of Planning, Industry and Environment–Water are 
relevant to a consideration of the protection of PEW in the Barwon Darling WSP. 

 Introduction of Individual Daily Extraction Limits (IDELs) 

 Introduction of a resumption of flows rule 

 Introduction of active management  

 Removal of access to imminent flows 

 Revision of the A Class flow thresholds 

 

The changes are summarised in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Legal protection of PEW under Barwon-Darling unregulated WSP 

WSP PEW 
Provisions 

Protection under operation of pre-
Basin Plan WSP (23 November 
2012) 

Protection under WSP and WRP 

IDELS IDELs were not established when 
the plan commenced   

Clauses have been added to the WSP to 
allow for the Establishment, distribution 
and management of IDELS in the WSP 
area. The introduction of IDELs will limit 
the impacts of pumping during peak 
periods of demand and to achieve local 
and downstream sharing of flows  

Active 
Management  

No specific rules for the 
implementation of active 
management  

Clause(s) have been included in the WSP 
to allow for Active management of 
environmental water once CtP thresholds 
have been exceeded 

Resumption 
of flows 

No specific rules for the 
implementation of active 
management 

Clause(s) have been included in the WSP 
to protect the first flow after a period of 
low flows or no flows  

The purpose of the resumption of flow rule 
is to allow the first natural flows after an 
extended dry period to pass Wilcannia 
without extraction. This will providing 
provide important social, cultural and 
environmental outcomes. 

Access to 
Imminent 
Flows  

Clauses 47-48 made provision to 
allow for the access to low or no 
flows classes if flows where 
imminent (3 weeks)  

Clauses 47 and 48 have been repealed in 
response to the recommendation in the  
Natural Resources Commission review of 
the Barwon Darling Water Sharing Plan 
Section 9.1.5 as it is considered that the 
these rules were not consistent with the 
prioritisations required under the NSW 
Water Management Act 2000  

Revision of 
the A Class 
Flow 
Thresholds 

Clause 45 Table B sets out the 
thresholds for each Flow class and 
each management zone. 

Clause 45 has been amended to reflect 
recommendations made by the Natural 
Resources Commission review of the 
Barwon Darling Water Sharing Plan 
Section 9.1.1 

 

 

4.1.1. Introduction of Individual Daily Extraction Limits  

With the introduction of IDELs there will a daily limit for A, B and C Class access licences across 
the Barwon – Darling water source. These will limit the impact of pumping during peak irrigation 
periods to achieve both local and downstream benefits, including for the environment. Permanent 
trade of IDELs will be limited to within river section. Limiting IDEL trade in this way will facilitate 



Barwon Darling Watercourse Water Resource Plan - No Net Reduction in Planned Environmental Water  

NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment | INT19/114954 | 6 

 

trade of the share component of the licence as it will reduce the impacts on other users and the 
environment. 

The total allowable daily extraction levels will be set to the levels described by the sum of the pre-
2012 authorised pump capacities or agreed pumping rates. There will be no overall growth in daily 
extraction for each river section beyond these levels for A, B and C licence classes. This will limit 
the intensity of localised impacts from extraction for the benefit of all water users, including for 
social, cultural and environmental benefits. If available flows above the cease-to-pump thresholds 
are greater than the sum of the IDELs on that day, then there will be additional flow downstream  

Unregulated river access licences owned by environmental water holders (held environmental 
water) will also receive an IDEL. The proposed active management arrangement will attribute a 
daily flow share - a volume of water identified as that license share of available flows, apportioned 
on the basis of the IDEL. The environmental water holder may choose to leave this water in the 
river system for in-stream use. The proposed amendments to facilitate implementation of active 
management will then manage downstream extraction so that this water is left in-stream to achieve 
its intended downstream environmental outcome. 

The total daily extraction allowed across all unregulated river access licences in the Barwon – 
Darling will be limited to the sum volume of authorised pump capacities or agreed pumping rates in 
place in October 2012 just prior to the commencement of the 2012 WSP. IDELs are the 
mechanism that will be used to equitably distribute to each licence holder a portion of the total daily 
extraction pool, within each licence class. In the Barwon – Darling, the total daily extraction limit for 
each licence class are shown in Table 2.  

 

Table 2: Total daily extraction pool by licence class in the Barwon – Darling water source 

 A Class licences B Class licences  C Class licences 

Sum of daily allowable 
extraction 

513 ML/day 10,962 ML/day 8,193 ML/day 

 

 

IDELs will be distributed based on the licence holders’ share component, within each licence class 
and across the whole water source. The distribution of the IDEL will be in the same proportion as 
the proportion of the licence holders’ share component against all the share components in each 
licence class. The calculation date of the distribution is proposed to be the day before public 
exhibition of the draft WSP amendments, with the implementation of IDELs starting on the 
beginning of the next water accounting year (1 July 2020).  

4.1.1.1. Effects of implementing IDELs 

Ecological analysis shows that the implementation of IDELs will improve the lower flow ranges, 
although it may potentially have some impact on the fresh flow ranges. This is potential impact may 
occur  after a period where IDELs have protected base flows and/or small freshes, the extractive 
licence holders may look to make up volumes by pumping in higher flow ranges, such as small and 
large freshes. It should be noted that IDELs will limit the daily volume of water extracted in all flow 
ranges.  

The establishment of IDELs recognises the important social and cultural values of non-extraction 
water users because they limit the daily volume of extraction, providing the potential for local and 
downstream improvements in flow. Hydrologic modelling shows that the implementation of IDELs 
will provide environmental, social and cultural benefits, especially by limiting A Class pumping 
closer to pre-WSP levels. An independent analysis of the cost resulting from changed irrigated 
production to accommodate the implementation of IDELs gives a median cost for the next 10 years 
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of $54,000 for the whole water source, in nett present value. The calculation of the economic cost 
to irrigators was based on the modelled volume of water diversions that the rule restricts, multiplied 
by the calculated gross margin per ML, for irrigated cotton based on 2019 figures. These monetary 
costs experienced by the irrigation industry can also be presented as equivalent hectares not 
cultivated (26ha) and the percentage change in hectares under production (-0.02%), during the 
same 10 year time period.  

4.1.1.2. Rules for trading of IDELs  

The WSP will allow permanent trading (dealings) of a licences’ IDEL within a river section and not 
between river sections. A permanent trade will result in a change to the extraction component on a 
water access licence. 

Short-term temporary trading of an IDEL will not be allowed at this point in time. Further 
assessment of the implications will need to be undertaken and the operating systems to allow 
temporary dealings will also need to be developed.  

The share component of a water access licence can still be traded between sections, up to the 
specified limits set out in clause in the WSP.  

4.1.2. Resumption of Flows 

Currently there are no rules in the water sharing plan that protect the first flows after an extended 
period of very low flows or no flows. The only option currently available is through the use of 
temporarily suspending access through a section 324 temporary water restriction order under the 
Water Management Act 2000. Introducing a resumption of flow rule will provide certainty around 
which flows will be protected and reduce the frequency of the use of temporary water restriction 
orders, which tend to be called at short notice. 

The first flow of water after a dry period provides important social, cultural and environmental 
outcomes. The changes to the water sharing plan recognises the importance of allowing the river 
to resume flowing and protects these first flows after an extended dry period.  

The Barwon – Darling River is unregulated and therefore the initial flows once they resume is a 
particularly important time. These first flows may provide cultural benefits to Aboriginal 
communities who have an association with the river. They are also important for local communities 
who rely on this water for human needs and to water their stock. Local economies may suffer when 
there are limited recreational and other social opportunities during dry periods. Also, by wetting the 
river channel with these first flows we can help reduce losses from larger flows that may follow. 

Low flow periods can stress aquatic biota that are surviving in refuges such as weirs and natural 
pools. These pools are often disconnected from each other during dry periods. Water quality in 
these pools is known to degrade during these times, potentially putting the animals that rely on the 
river under significant stress. Protecting the resumption of flow period will help maintain vital refuge 
pools for water dependent biota in dry times and may help to maintain water quality. 

4.1.2.1. The benefits of the resumption of flow rule 

Ecological modelling indicated that care needed to be taken when considering the right design of a 
resumption of flow scenario, so that improvements gained by protecting the initial smaller flows do 
not create significant additional extraction pressure on the subsequent larger flow events. This rule 
has been designed to provide the most potential to improve watering of the environment at very 
low flows without compromising the environmental benefits of higher flows. 

Protecting the first flows after a dry period also provides important social and cultural benefits to 
the communities of the Barwon – Darling region. These include mental and general wellbeing from 
simply viewing the flowing river and being able to engage in recreational activities such as 
swimming, boating and fishing. Societal, recreational and local economic improvements have been 
considered qualitatively when designing the proposed resumption of flow rule.  
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The resumption of flow triggers were developed based on advice provided during the development 
of the Barwon – Darling Long Term Water Plan (LTWP). The LTWP, developed by the DPIE B&C, 
has been continuously updated over the last 18 months as part of the NSW Government’s 
implementation of the Basin Plan. The LTWP will guide future water management decisions on the 
flows necessary to maintain or improve environmental outcomes for the Barwon-Darling. 

 

4.1.3. Introduction of Active Management  

The New South Wales Government is committed to improving the way in which we manage 
environmental water in the NSW northern Murray–Darling Basin to maximise environmental 
outcomes that improve the health of the Basin.  

New South Wales and Commonwealth Governments have made significant investments to recover 
water for the environment across the Murray–Darling Basin. These recovered licences are referred 
to as held environmental water.  

Water sharing plans do not protect this water from extraction in unregulated rivers if it is left in-
stream for environmental purposes. For example if held environmental water is released from 
storages in the Gwydir River system to flow into the unregulated Barwon – Darling River, the water 
sharing plan rules do not protected the water as it enters the Barwon Darling water source. 
Temporary water restrictions are the only regulatory option  currently available to control take by 
unregulated river access licences if commence to pump thresholds have been met. This has 
limited flexibility when flows arise from a combination of active environmental water and other 
sources. 

Active management is an operational tool that provides certainty that water released for the 
environment remains in-stream for its intended environmental purpose. 

4.1.3.1. Benefits of Active Management 

Active management will increase certainty by reducing the need to use temporary water 
restrictions to manage active environmental water being used in-stream and help improve water 
sharing, compliance and transparency by: 

 protecting active environmental water used in stream for environmental  

 sharing access between licence holders during a unregulated flow event when flows are 
above CtP thresholds and demand exceeds available flow 

 making it clearer for licence holders to understand when they can take water 

 increasing public understanding on when water can and cannot be taken.  

Active management in the Barwon – Darling will contribute to maximising environmental outcomes 
from: 

 regulated held environmental water, recovered by the Commonwealth and NSW 
Governments, when it is released from upstream storages and flows through the Barwon–
Darling unregulated river 

 planned environmental water from upstream water sources that is assessed as additional 
to the inflows that were considered in the establishment of the bulk access regime for the 
Barwon – Darling unregulated water sharing plan when the plan commenced. 

 unregulated held environmental water licences being used in-stream within the 
unregulated river water source that they are held. 
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4.1.4. Natural Resource Commission Review of the Water Sharing Plan for 
the Barwon Darling Unregulated and Alluvial Water Sharing Plan 

 

The Natural Resource Commission (NRC) has made a range of core recommendations that are 
aimed at improving the environmental and social outcomes of the plan. These recommendations 
are outlined in Chapter 9 of the review and made a proposed a number of actions including the 
further protection of low flows, including updating cease to pump thresholds, implementing IDELs 
and TDELs, implementing resumption of flow rules, removing imminent flow rules.  

 

4.1.4.1. Removal of Access to Imminent Flows  

In the Barwon Darling WSP, Clauses 47 and 48 have been repealed in response to the 
recommendation in the Natural Resources Commission review of the Barwon Darling Water 
Sharing Plan. The NRC has identified in its review that is likely that access under this rule would 
result in negative environmental and social outcomes. The NRC is of the opinion that applications 
under the imminent flow rule are likely to cause unacceptable downstream or local impacts on the 
environment or on other users and it is considered that the these rules were not consistent with the 
prioritisations required under the NSW Water Management Act 2000. Removal of these rules 
increases the protection of low flows which are considered as environmental water in the Barwon 
Darling WRPA 

 

4.1.4.2. Revision of the A Class Flow Thresholds 

The cease to pump thresholds in the draft Water Sharing Plan for the Barwon - Darling 
Unregulated Water Source 2012 are being amended to prevent extraction of critical low flows and 
provide the minimum environmental flows to maintain species and ecosystem health. The 
proposed changes to the A class thresholds are based on the NRC recommendations to protect 
low flows, and will protect the low flow range and 10 percent of the baseflow range. They will 
change the A Class cease to pump thresholds across the 12 management zones in the Barwon-
Darling system.  

The majority of the A class thresholds are proposed to be changed from those in the current water 
sharing plan. As recommended by the NRC the changes are based on a range of different 
information including the draft environmental water requirements developed by the Department of 
Planning, Industry and Environment - Biodiversity and Conservation. There are two exceptions to 
the proposed method: 

 The A class CtP at Walgett Weir Pool Management Zone will not change from 600 ML/day 
due to the water quality risks to the town water supply  

 For Mogil Mogil, the threshold generated using the NRC’s methodology would result in an A 
Class threshold being set within the existing B Class thresholds. The proposed A Class 
threshold will be set below the existing B Class threshold. The proposed A Class threshold 
has been determined using the level of baseflow identified in the Draft Barwon-Darling Long 
Term Water Plan.  

 

 

   

Analytical modelling suggests the proposed changes to the A class thresholds will improve the 
environment downstream of Bourke. This will include a visible improvement in low flows at 
Wilcannia with estimated increase of 4.2% for flows between 30 to 350 ML/day and an increase of 
0.5% for flows between 350 to 1400 ML/day.   
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Raising the A class flow thresholds will help protect the flow classes identified as key 
to maintaining riverine habitat. Protection of these flows supports social outcomes and ensures 
water security for basic rights and critical town water supplies. 

The changes to the Flow class thresholds are based on multiple lines of evidence including the 
Barwon Darling Long-term Watering Plan, the Final Report of the Independent Assessment of the 
2018-19 fish deaths in the lower Darling, Final report on the Review of the Water Sharing Plan for 
the Barwon-Darling Unregulated and Alluvial Water Sources 2012 and analytical modelling. 

 No reduction in the quantity of PEW 4.2.
Since the commencement of the Basin Plan in November 2012, there have been no changes to 
the rules which govern the PEW in the WRP area. PEW is defined in Part 4 of the WSP and the 
rules governing water access are found in Divisions 1, 2 and 3 of Part 10 (Access Licence Dealing 
rules) and Division 2 (Daily access rules and Flow classes) of Part 8 of the redrafted WSP (2020),  

The changes to WSP objectives in the Barwon-Darling WRP area will lead to a consistent 
expression of objectives across the NSW Basin WSPs, which will help to improve the inferential 
strength of data analysis, evaluation and predictive modelling. The revised objectives, strategies 
and performance indicators cover similar topics as they did in the pre-Basin Plan WSPs, but are 
now more strongly connected and provide a clearer line of sight to environmental outcomes. These 
objectives are listed at Part 2 of the redrafted regulated rivers WSP and Part 2 of the redrafted 
unregulated rivers WSPs. 

The proposed changes to the Barwon Darling WSP: 

 Introduction of Individual Daily Extraction Limits (IDELs) 

 Introduction of a resumption of flows rule 

 Introduction of active management  

 Removal of access to imminent flows 

 Revision of the A Class flow thresholds, 

will individually result in small increases in the volume of PEW in the Barwon Darling. As a rule set 
applied at the same time the total volume of PEW protected under the WSP will be increased.  

 

 


