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Glossary and abbreviations 

Term  Definition 

Aquifer An underground layer of water-bearing permeable rock or 
unconsolidated materials (gravel, sand, silt or clay) from which 
groundwater can be usefully extracted. 
The volume of water stored in an aquifer, the rate at which water can 
recharge, the volume of water extracted from it, and the rate at which 
water can move through the aquifer are all controlled by the geologic 
nature of the aquifer. 

BLR Basic Landholder Right 

ECAs Environmental Contingency Allowances 

EFRG Environmental Flows Reference Group 

GDE Groundwater-dependant ecosystem 
Ecosystems that rely on groundwater for their species composition and 
their natural ecological processes. 

IDELs Individual daily extraction limits 

LTAAEL Long-term average annual extraction limit 
The long-term average annual volume of water in a water source 
available to be lawfully extracted or otherwise taken under access 
licences and BLR requirements.  

MER Monitoring, evaluation and reporting 

NRC Natural Resources Commission 

PEW Planned environmental water 

SEPP State Environmental Planning Policy 

Share component An entitlement to a given number of shares of the available water in a 
specified water source. 
The share component on an access licence certificate is expressed as 
a unit share. The share component of a specific purpose access licence 
(e.g., local water utility, major water utility and domestic and stock) is 
expressed in megalitres/year.  

TDELs Total daily extraction limits 

WM Act Water Management Act 2000 

WSP Water sharing plan 
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1. Introduction 

Water sharing plans were developed for rivers and groundwater systems across New South Wales 
following the introduction of the Water Management Act 2000 (WM Act). Approximately 99 per cent 
of the water extracted in NSW is now covered by a water sharing plan and managed under the WM 
Act. These plans protect the health of our rivers and groundwater while providing water users with 
perpetual access licences, sustainable resource management, equitable water sharing 
arrangements, and increased opportunities to trade water. 

NSW water sharing plans are valid for 10 years from their commencing date. Amendments to water 
sharing plans are made throughout their life to ensure they comply with changing legislation and to 
facilitate their implementation. Near the end of the 10- year term, a formal review is completed by 
the Natural Resources Commission to identify the necessary alterations to deliver better outcomes 
for all water users, including the environment.  

The Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2011 came into 
force on 1 July 2011 and was due to expire in July 2021. The expiry date of the plan was extended 
until July 2023. 

A draft replacement plan has been prepared for public exhibition and consultation. The draft Water 
Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 covers 10 groundwater 
sources. These are:  

• Botany Sands Groundwater Source 

• Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source  

• Lachlan Fold Belt Greater Metropolitan Groundwater Source 

• Maroota Tertiary Sands Groundwater Source 

• Metropolitan Coastal Sands Groundwater Source  

• Sydney Basin Central Groundwater Source  

• Sydney Basin Nepean Groundwater Source  

• Sydney Basin North Groundwater Source  

• Sydney Basin South Groundwater Source 

• Sydney Basin West Groundwater Source. 

The Botany Sands and Sydney Nepean groundwater sources are further split into management 
zones as follows:  

• Botany Management Zone 1,   

• Botany Management Zone 2,  

• Nepean Management Zone 1, and  

• Nepean Management Zone 2.  
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This document provides high level background information on the planning process and details the 
changes proposed in the draft plan from the management arrangements in the current plan. It also 
explains how you can make a submission and have your say in developing and finalising the 
replacement water sharing plan. 

You can find the draft plan, maps and information about the public exhibition period and how to 
make a submission on the draft Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater pages of the 
department’s website. 

The resources in Appendix 2 - References and supporting documents provide further details of the 
draft plan area, its water resources and resource management background. 

 

  

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition
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2. Purpose of water sharing plans  

Expansion of water extraction across NSW in the 20th century has seen increasing competition 
between water users (towns, farmers, industries, and irrigators) for access to water and placed 
pressure on the health and biological diversity of our rivers and groundwater dependent 
ecosystems. 

In December 2000, the NSW Parliament passed the WM Act, which has the overall objective to 
‘provide for the sustainable and integrated management of the water sources of the state for the 
benefit of both current and future generations’. Water sharing plans play a major role in achieving this 
objective by providing a legal basis for sharing water between the environment and consumptive 
water users.  

Water sharing plans are the primary implementation instrument of the WM Act. They protect the 
basic rights of landholders to extract water and seek to balance the sustainable use of water for 
both economic and environmental outcomes. 
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3. Legislation, policy, and planning 
framework 

3.1. Water Management Act 2000 
The WM Act is the guiding piece of legislation for water management in NSW. The act provides for 
the sustainable and integrated management of water sources and considers ecologically 
sustainable development, protecting and enhancing the environment, and social and economic 
benefits.  

The WM Act requires water sharing plans (WSPs) have an initial lifespan of 10 years, at which point 
they need to be reviewed and replaced or extended. When deciding whether to extend or replace a 
water sharing plan, the responsible minister must consider: 

• the most recent audit of the water sharing plan conducted under section 44 of the WM Act 

• a report from the Natural Resources Commission that reviews (within the previous 5 years) the 
extent to which the water sharing provisions have materially contributed to the achievement 
of, or the failure to achieve, environmental, social and economic outcomes, and whether 
changes to those provisions are warranted. 

Under the WM Act, a water sharing plan may be extended for 24 months past the expiry date to 
allow for a replacement plan to be prepared. 

You can review the NSW Water Management Act 2000 on the NSW Legislation website. 

3.2. Water sharing plans 
A water sharing plan sets out locally appropriate rules and management arrangements for specific 
water sources that align with the principles of the WM Act. 

Key elements of water sharing plans include: 

• providing water for the environment by protecting a proportion of the water available for 
fundamental ecosystem health 

• protecting the water needed to meet basic landholder rights (BLR) 

• setting annual limits on water extractions to ensure security for water users and the 
environment 

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

• providing flexibility for licence holders in the way they can manage their water accounts 

https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-2000-092#sec.43A
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• specifying rules in groundwater plans to minimise impacts on other groundwater users, 
groundwater-dependent ecosystems, culturally significant sites, water quality and the 
stability of the aquifer 

• specifying the rules for water trading/dealings  

• setting the mandatory conditions that apply to licence holders. 

You can review the current water sharing plan, the Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan 
Region Groundwater Sources 2011, on the NSW Legislation website. 

3.3. NSW water policy 
Water-related policy and decision-making processes that implement the legislative framework 
mentioned in the previous section are continuously evolving and improving to ensure effective 
delivery of our water resource management objectives. Plans are developed in line with the 
principles of the WM Act and the National Water Initiative. 

You can find more information on the National Water Initiative on the Australian Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment website. 

  

https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/sl-2011-0111
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/sl-2011-0111
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/water/policy/nwi
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4. Water sharing plan review and 
replacement process 

Under the WM Act, WSPs have a 10-year duration. 

During the life of a plan, it will undergo an independent review at least twice. The plan’s 

• implementation will be audited in its first 5 years under the WM Act, section 44  

• performance will be reviewed in its last 5 years of the plan under the WM Act, section 43A. 

The NSW Natural Resources Commission (NRC) is the independent body that audits and reviews 
water sharing plans. The section 44 audits aim to identify where improvements are necessary to 
implement the plan rules. The section 43A review is to determine whether the plan is achieving the 
intended environmental, social and economic outcomes.   

The commission reports the findings of the audits and reviews to the NSW Minister for Water, who 
decides whether to extend a plan for another 10 years or to replace it. If the NRC recommends 
replacing the plan, the Department of Planning and Environment (the department) considers the 
commission’s recommendations when developing the replacement plan. 

You can find further information and links to the reviews for the Greater Metropolitan Groundwater 
sharing plan in section 5 of this document.  

The Minister for Water adopted the NRC’s recommendation to replace the Greater Metropolitan 
Region plan in 2021. 

To allow time to review and replace the plan, the duration of the 2011 plan was extended by 2 years.  

4.1. Principles for water sharing plan replacement  
If the NRC recommends the replacement of a plan, the department considers the recommendations, 
completes a review and updates the current plan content.  

Any replacement must consider the original requirements for water sharing plan provisions under 
the WM Act, section 20 which are the:  

• establishment of environmental water rules for the area or water source  

• identification of requirements for water within the area, or from the water source, to satisfy 
BLR  

• identification of requirements for water for extraction under access licences  

• establishment of access licence dealing rules for the area or water source  

• establishment of an access regime for the extraction of water under access licences, having 
regard to the rules referred to in the points above.  
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The department’s review seeks to:  

• improve the efficiency and effectiveness of water sharing arrangements by targeting areas 
where new information shows the rules:  

 could be improved  

 are no longer appropriate  

 have had unintended impacts  

 have identified implementation difficulties 

• use a collaborative approach to ensure it considers the views of all stakeholders when 
reassessing water sharing arrangements 

• align with the principles of the WM Act, look to balance social, cultural, economic and 
environmental needs of the community and catchments 

• ensure that the environmental outcomes of the plan are maintained or enhanced 

• ensure that changes that affect water users are minimised where possible.  

4.2. Scope for replacement of a water sharing plan 

 Issues in scope 
To determine which issues are in scope, we use the NRC’s review and other sources, including 
stakeholder feedback, to prepare a list of known WSP issues. The department’s subject matter 
experts assess this list and decide whether the issues are within the scope of the replacement 
process.  

The scope of the review will consider, but is not limited, to the factors described in Table 1.  

Table 1. In-scope considerations and sources for information 

In-scope considerations  Potential information sources  

New information showing current 
water sharing arrangements are no 
longer appropriate or could be 
improved 

Section 44 audits, section 43A reviews; monitoring, evaluation and 
reporting, plan suspensions, plan amendment register, stakeholder 
feedback, issues register  

New information that informs update 
of plan provisions  

Information relating to new infrastructure, socio-economic data, water 
user behaviour, risk assessments, threatened species information, 
groundwater-dependent ecosystems, BLR, water entitlements, 
Aboriginal water-dependent values and use  

Changes in policy or other legislation Critical infrastructure legislation, departmental policies, and WM Act 
2000 requirements  

Water sharing arrangements that 
have had unintended impacts or have 
not achieved intended outcomes 

Section 43A reviews, plan suspension, plan amendment register, 
stakeholder feedback, issues register  

Implementation issues Section 44 audit, Section 43A reviews, plan suspension, plan 
amendment register, stakeholder feedback, issues register  

Studies or amendments specified in 
the water sharing plan  

Implementation program, individual study reports, amendment 
register  
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In-scope considerations  Potential information sources  

Amendments required to carry out 
the State Water Strategy, regional 
water strategies or metropolitan 
water strategies  

Strategy documentation  

  Out of scope 
We have also developed criteria for what is out of scope of the review. These criteria can help refine 
the list of issues considered in scope later in the planning process, as we examine issues and their 
effects become clearer.  

We use the criteria in Table 2 to assess whether an issue is out of scope. We may add other criteria 
when relevant. 

Table 2. Assessment criteria for identifying whether an issue is out of scope 

Assessment criteria  Comment/Example  
Does the issue relate to water charges, costs, 
infrastructure proposals, operational activities or a 
licensing matter?  

Issues that a water sharing plan cannot address   

Is another program or process addressing the 
issue, or is it the responsibility of another 
department?  

Improving alternative water supplies for specific 
towns, drainage management  

Does the issue require time and resources beyond 
the time frame to review the water sharing plan?  

A study on the effects of climate change in a 
particular valley  

Is the issue consistent with the current legislative 
and policy framework? 

Allowing the building of harvestable rights dams 
on third-order streams is outside policy 

4.3. Updated methods and new information  

 Objectives, strategies and performance indicators 
Under the WM Act, section 35 a WSP must include a vision, objectives, strategies and performance 
indicators to describe its intent, provide direction to its rules and measure its success. 

The objectives and strategies of WSPs provide a clear description of what the plan aims to achieve, 
a roadmap to achieving the goals, and a framework for the evaluation of plan success or 
effectiveness. To enable meaningful evaluations, the plan objectives should show clear links 
between what a plan can control via water management strategies and the desired economic, social, 
cultural or environmental outcomes for the plan area.  

The plan’s objectives, strategies and performance indicators are shaped by the NSW Monitoring, 
Evaluation and Reporting Framework (MER framework) to ensure sound policy, planning and 
regulatory decision-making during future evaluation of the plans. 
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 Risk-based approach 
As part of the plan replacement process, we conduct a risk assessment. We have been using this 
approach in groundwater management since 2004. 

Risk-based management assists water managers to prioritise and direct time and effort to monitor, 
mitigate, or respond to the factors that pose the highest overall risks. It ensures that management is 
targeted, efficient and effective, and when used adaptively, is an excellent tool for determining 
where future management and monitoring effort is needed. 

The risk assessment provides risk-based information as part of our adaptive management approach 
to water sharing plans.  

 Risk assessments 
The department has developed surface water and groundwater risk assessments to guide how 
WSPs are developed. The risk assessments use cause, threat and impact pathways to consider a 
variety of risks to the condition, and continued availability of surface water and groundwater 
resources. Risk outcomes were based on assessing the likelihood of a cause occurring and the 
consequences of impacts. We have used the following definitions for risk assessments:  

• likelihood – the probability that a cause will result in a threat. It is not a sign of the size of the 
threat but rather conveys the probability that the threat will be significant  

• consequence – the loss of value for an impacted receptor.  

In 2021, the department contracted GHD environmental consultancy to quantify the risks for the 
Greater Metropolitan Region groundwater sources and dependent ecosystems and to identify the 
strategies that were either in place or needed, to mitigate the identified risks. In collaboration with 
the department, GHD tailored a risk assessment for the groundwater sources and land uses of the 
Greater Metropolitan Region based on an approach used by the department for the inland water 
resource plans in 2018-19. 

The risk assessments developed to inform plan replacements, build on the previous macro-planning 
approach and allow for more precise and nuanced interpretations. The approach gives groundwater 
source-scale outcomes based on fine-scale, high priority groundwater dependent vegetation 
ecosystem data and groundwater extraction information. Additional risk categories were used, 
including risks associated with climate change and urbanisation.  

The revised risk assessment approach provided improved evidence for decision making including:  

• estimating rainfall recharge by incorporating geological variability across a groundwater 
source to estimate rainfall infiltration rates 

• using consistent quantitative information 

• assessing socio-economic risks considering the available recharge after environmental risks 
have been assessed 

• considering additional groundwater dependent ecosystems in the environmental risk 
assessment 

• including assessment of metropolitan specific risks (e.g., dewatering for construction) 
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The risk assessment outcomes informed the long-term average annual extraction limit for each 
groundwater source and identified the planned environmental water. 

Details of how the risk assessment established extraction limits can be found in the Factsheet – 
How water is shared between the environment and consumptive purposes in the Greater Metropolitan 
Region Groundwater Sources on the department’s website.   

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-region-groundwater
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5. The draft 2023 Plan 

5.1. Overview 
The draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 plan 
area (shown in Figure 1) is located on the east coast of New South Wales. It covers an area of 
approximately 32,500 square kilometres, from Broken Bay in the north, to Shoalhaven Heads in the 
south and Deua National Park, and Lithgow and Goulburn to the west. Figure 1 shows a map of the 
area covered by the plan, showing each of the 10 groundwater sources.  

The area covered by the plan comprises all the sub-catchments of the Southern Water Management 
Area, Hawkesbury-Nepean Water Management Area, Southern Sydney Water Management Area, 
and the Sydney Harbour Water Management Area.  

The Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources Water Sharing Plan area is divided into 
three aquifer types. These are described below:  

• Fractured rock groundwater sources  

• Porous rock groundwater sources 

• Coastal sands, tertiary sands, and alluvial groundwater sources 

The current plan pertains to all water occurring naturally below the surface of the ground, all water 
contained within unconsolidated sediments and all water contained within any porous rock aquifers 
and fractured rock aquifers that occur within the plan area. Waters not included within the plan are 
any surface waters within the plan area.  

The Lachlan Fold Belt Greater Metropolitan Fractured Rock Groundwater Source extends beneath 
all groundwater sources of the plan area and is exposed in the west and south. Sydney Basin porous 
rock groundwater sources underlie Botany Sands, Hawkesbury Alluvium and Metropolitan Coastal 
Sands Groundwater Sources. This is consistent with the management of stacked groundwater 
sources in other water sharing plans.  

 Fractured Rock Groundwater Source 
The Lachlan Fold Belt Greater Metropolitan Groundwater Source replaces the Goulburn Fractured 
Rock Groundwater Source and the Coxs River Fractured Rock Groundwater Source. It underlies all 
other groundwater sources in the plan area and is buried in most of the plan area, outcropping in the 
in the west and south west, bounded by the Great Dividing Range. Rock types are a mixture of 
Palaeozoic rocks, mostly metamorphic and volcanic in origin. Groundwater is used for some 
domestic, agricultural, and limited industrial uses with salinity and yield limiting potential use in 
some areas.  
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 Porous Rock Groundwater Sources 
The porous rock groundwater sources are the sedimentary rocks of the Sydney Basin within the plan 
area. This is an asymmetrical structural basin which includes coal measures, shales and sandstones. 
It extends from Port Stephens in the north to Bateman’s Bay in the south and has been split into five 
separate groundwater sources in the plan. During review, it was recommended that the Sydney 
Basin Blue Mountains, Sydney Basin Coxs River and Sydney Basin Richmond groundwater sources 
be combined to become the Sydney Basin West Groundwater Source, recognising the continuous 
aquifers, geological similarities and geographical similarities between these areas. The groundwater 
sources are as follows; 

• Sydney Basin Central Groundwater Source 

• Sydney Basin North Groundwater Source 

• Sydney Basin Nepean Groundwater Source 

• Sydney Basin South Groundwater Source 

• Sydney Basin West Groundwater Source.  

Within the Sydney Basin, bore depths are variable, ranging from 20 to 200 metres with most bores 
less than 60 metres deep. Groundwater quality, in particular salinity in several areas, may limit its 
potential uses, however the groundwater demand for coal mining is not dependent on water quality. 

 Coastal Sands, Tertiary Sands and Alluvial Groundwater Sources 
These groundwater sources are the: 

• Botany Sands Groundwater Source 

• Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source  

• Maroota Tertiary Sands Groundwater Source 

• Metropolitan Coastal Sands Groundwater Source 

Groundwater yield, quality and potential uses differ between sources as described below.  

The Botany Sands Groundwater Source includes all unconsolidated material within the boundary 
shown on the map. It is mostly composed of aeolian sand deposits but includes occasional alluvial 
material and land reclaimed with various unconsolidated fill materials. The groundwater is mostly 
low in salinity and high yielding and has been an important water supply for Sydney’s industry and 
community for over 100 years. The water is predominantly extracted for industrial use as well as 
dewatering for construction. Domestic use is also common although the area is urbanised, and 
reticulated town water supply is available. 

Groundwater contamination has occurred in the older industrial areas and Botany Management 
Zone 1 was declared in 2003 to prevent growth in extraction and the movement of contamination 
plumes. Botany Management Zone 2 was declared in 2007 to limit further growth in extraction. 

The boundary for this groundwater source has been refined for the 2023 plan to incorporate 
reclaimed land created by the Port Botany expansion.  

The Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source is within the alluvial deposits of the Hawkesbury 
River. The groundwater quality, in particular salinity levels, in several areas, may limit its potential 



 

Draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 | 17 

uses. Boundaries have been refined to include areas of the alluvial material which were excluded in 
the original plan. 

The Metropolitan Coastal Sands Groundwater Source has aeolian and alluvial quaternary sand 
deposits along the coast with relatively high rainfall infiltration rates and groundwater that is 
typically of good quality. Groundwater extraction is largely associated with shallow (<6 metre 
depth) domestic spear points, along with a few larger high-yielding works that draw water for 
recreational purposes.  

The Maroota Tertiary Sands Groundwater Source is low yielding with generally good water quality, 
the groundwater is widely used for domestic, industrial, and agricultural purposes. The area is used 
for sand mining, with tertiary sands deposits grading to decomposed Hawkesbury Sandstone and 
eventually the Sydney Basin geological units. Given that the vertical boundary is indistinct, the 
tertiary sand deposit is managed with the underlying porous rock of the Sydney Basin. The boundary 
for this groundwater source has been redefined according to land management boundaries.  
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Figure 1. Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater sources and management zones.  
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5.2. Current and previous plans 
The current Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources water sharing plan, which 
commenced on 1 July 2011, can be found on the NSW legislation website.  

The background document for the current water sharing plan can be found on the department’s 
website.  

Previous water sharing plans were developed using the macro planning approach and included 
extensive stakeholder and interagency consultation. Details of the macro-planning approach can be 
found in the following documents: 

• Macro water sharing plans - approach for unregulated rivers (PDF 829KB) 

• Macro water sharing plans – access and trading rules for pools (PDF 627 KB) 

• Macro water sharing plans - the approach for groundwater (PDF 3.11 MB)  

5.3. Developing the draft (2023) plan 
The department is responsible for implementing the WM Act, including developing water sharing 
plans for NSW water resources. The draft 2023 plan considered:  

• recommendations from the Natural Resources Commission’s (NRC) 2021 review of the Water 
Sharing Plans for the Greater Metropolitan Region 

• updated data, information and science 

• deliberations across government agencies and interagency working groups including: Sydney 
Water, WaterNSW, DPI Agriculture, DPI Fisheries, DPE Environment Heritage Group, Natural 
Resources Access Regulator (NRAR) and DPE Water 

• consultation with stakeholders including Sydney Water and WaterNSW during working group 
meetings 

• The draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy.  

You can find the draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater 
Sources 2023 on the department’s website. 

Details of the changes from the 2011 to the draft 2023 water sharing plan are provided in section 6 
of this document. 

You can find information on the public exhibition phase and how to have your say on the proposed 
changes in section 7 of this document. 

The NRC Greater Metropolitan Region WSP Review is available from the commission’s website.  

You will find a summary of their recommendations and how the new water sharing plan has 
addressed them in ‘Appendix 4 – Responses to NRC recommendations’ of this document.  

https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/sl-2011-0111
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/168505/metro-groundwater-background.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/478185/Macro-water-sharing-plans-the-approach-for-unregulated-rivers-A-report-to-assist-community-consultation.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/478183/Macro-water-sharing-plans-the-approach-for-unregulated-rivers-Access-and-trading-rules-for-pools.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/478184/Macro-water-sharing-plants-the-approach-for-groundwater-A-report-to-assist-community-consultation.pdf
https://www.nrc.nsw.gov.au/Greater%20Metropolitan%20-%20Final%20report%20v2.pdf?downloadable=1
https://www.nrc.nsw.gov.au/Greater%20Metropolitan%20-%20Final%20report%20v2.pdf?downloadable=1
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/470501/draft-strategy.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-unregulated
https://www.nrc.nsw.gov.au/Greater%20Metropolitan%20-%20Final%20report%20v2.pdf?downloadable=1
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 First Nations consultation 
Local Aboriginal land councils were invited to participate in initial consultation during development 
of the draft plan.  

The department also met with some First Nations representatives as follows: 

Representation  Date Discussion Points  
NSW Aboriginal Land 
Council 

28/04/2021 Water access, scope of water sharing 
plans, water for aboriginal communities 
 

Key representatives for 
multiple NSW LALCs 
and individuals 

23/9/21 and 
6/10/21 

In conjunction with consultation on the 
draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy 
addressing water available for 
aboriginal community development 
licences 

There will be opportunity for further First Nations consultation during public exhibition and prior to 
finalising the plan. Consultation will be ongoing throughout the life of the plan. 
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6. Refining the provisions in the 2023 
water sharing plan  

6.1. Changes proposed in the draft 2023 plan 
Key drivers for the changes in the 2023 plan include: 

• the Natural Resources Commission’s review recommendations 

• contemporary water resource policy – other changes to the plan will result in alignment with 
current policy to help improve efficiency and consistency in achieving water resource 
management objectives across the state 

• updated data and knowledge improvements 

• need for clear rules which are easier for water users to follow  

• development of the draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy.  

In general, and where possible, the changes to the 2023 plan reflect improved understanding and 
updated data. They aim to modernise and simplify the water sharing plan to make it easier to read 
while ensuring provisions are implementable and legally accurate. 

Changes have been proposed to: 

• the general structure of the plan 

• amalgamate existing water sources 

• remove reference to recharge 

• change groundwater source boundaries 

• change groundwater source definitions 

• change the map to reflect plan changes 

• the vision, objectives, strategies, and performance indicators 

• revise long-term average annual extraction limits 

• access rules for some groundwater sources which are a consequence of changes to the 
Unregulated Rivers’ access rules 

• allow for applications for access Aboriginal community development licences  

• update basic land holder rights estimates and access licence share components to reflect 
current entitlements 

• trade provisions 

• include a high priority groundwater-dependent vegetation ecosystem (GDE) map and to revise 
the Schedule of high priority GDEs with updated information 
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• prohibit water supply works approvals near Coastal SEPP wetlands, potential acid sulphate 
soils 

• amendment provisions 

‘Report cards’ are available for each water source. They detail the relevant rules and proposed 
changes that apply to each. The Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources water sharing 
plan water source report cards are available on the department’s website.  

 Structural changes 
There are several structural layout changes in the draft plan. Clauses have been moved or reworded. 
These types of changes do not represent a change of intent. Such changes reflect current template 
styles that provide a more standard and consistent layout across the state’s water sharing plans as 
well as making the water sharing plan easier to understand. 

Examples of such changes include removal of unnecessary notes as well as moving and 
consolidating amendment provisions to the amendment part of the plan.  

  Amalgamation of groundwater sources 
Part 1 of the draft 2023 plan describes the area and water to which the plan applies. The 2011 plan 
comprises 13 water sources. The draft 2023 plan proposes to amalgamate some of the existing 
groundwater sources, including the:  

• existing Coxs River Fractured Rock and Goulburn Fractured Rock Groundwater sources are 
combined into the Lachlan Fold Belt Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Source  

• Sydney Basin Blue Mountains, Sydney Basin Coxs River and Sydney Basin Richmond 
Groundwater sources are combined into the Sydney Basin West Groundwater Source.  

These changes recognise the shared aquifers, hydrogeological characteristics and rainfall patterns 
between the combined groundwater sources. The existing boundaries potentially impact on trade 
and water use. Dealings and approval assessments will continue to manage the risk of local 
extraction pressure within the groundwater sources.  

The draft plan map reflects the amalgamation of these existing water sources.  

  Changes to groundwater source boundaries 
Part 1 Section 3 of the draft 2023 plan describes proposed, changed boundaries of the groundwater 
sources. These changes recognise the “stacked” nature of the region’s groundwater sources (see 
Figure 1).  

• The (proposed) Lachlan Fold Belt Greater Metropolitan Groundwater Source is recognised as 
underlying the Sydney Basin groundwater sources.  

• The Botany Sands Groundwater Source now only extends to the underlying rock of the Sydney 
Basin Central Groundwater Source 

• The Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source is underlain by the Sydney Basin Central, 
proposed Sydney Basin West and Sydney Basin North groundwater sources. 

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-unregulated
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• The Metropolitan Coastal Sands Groundwater Source only extends to the underlying rock of 
the Sydney Basin Central Groundwater Source (those areas north of Sydney) and Sydney 
Basin South Groundwater Sources (those areas south of Sydney).  

Additional changes which are represented in the Plan map (Figure 1) are: 

• The Maroota Tertiary Sands Groundwater Source boundary is proposed to be extended to 
include the areas of the Sydney Regional Environmental Plan No 9 – Extractive Industry (No 2). 
This will assist in identifying the boundary of the water source using which gradually 
transitions to the adjacent Sydney Basin Central Groundwater Source and assist in managing 
extraction within an area designated for sand extraction industries.  

• The Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source is proposed to be extended to include 
lithologically similar, connected, alluvial areas of the aquifer which were excluded in the 
original boundary mapping, these include the areas beneath the Hawkesbury River.  

• The Botany Sands Groundwater Source will be extended to incorporate reclaimed land in 
Botany Bay.  

• Areas underlying water bodies, previously excluded from the mapped extent, will be 
incorporated into their surrounding groundwater sources.   

  Changes to groundwater source definitions  
Groundwater source definitions are proposed to change, complementing the boundary changes. It is 
proposed that the Botany Sands Groundwater Source and the Metropolitan Coastal Sands 
Groundwater Source no longer include the underlying or exposed rock within the plan boundary. 
These groundwater sources have been redefined to only include the water contained within the 
unconsolidated sediments shown within the groundwater source boundaries on the plan.  

Unconsolidated sediments will be included in the groundwater sources of the Lachlan Fold Belt. 
They were inadvertently excluded from the definition of the Coxs River Fractured Rock 
Groundwater Sources in the 2011 plan.   

 Identification of individual planned environmental water provisions  
Planned environmental water (PEW) is a key component of water sharing plans. The current version 
of the water sharing plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2011 has a 
separate section on PEW.  

The Environmental Water Provisions remain in the draft plan but not in their own part. They have 
been distributed throughout the plan into Part 4 – Limits to the availability of water and Part 6 – 
Operation of water allocation accounts and managing access licences. 

Recharge figures are no longer within the plan. Recharge estimates were used to derive the long-
term average annual extraction limits which are stated in the plan and establish and maintain PEW.  

 Vision, objectives, strategies and performance indicators 
Part 2 of the draft plan describes the vision and objectives. The plan’s vision encompasses the 
overall aim of the plan. 
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The vision of the plan is to provide for the: 

• health of the water sources and their dependent ecosystems 

• continuing productive extraction of water for economic benefit 

• spiritual, social, customary and economic benefits of water to Aboriginal communities 

• social and cultural benefits to urban and rural communities that result from water. 

The objectives are arranged into 4 categories: environmental, economic, Aboriginal cultural, and 
social and cultural. They are to: 

• protect and where possible enhance and restore the condition of the water sources and their 
water-dependent ecosystems 

• maintain and where possible improve access to water to optimise economic benefits for 
agriculture, water-dependent industries and local economies 

• maintain and where possible improve the spiritual, social, customary and economic values and 
uses of water by Aboriginal people 

• provide access to water to support water-dependent social and cultural values. 

More detailed and SMART (specific measurable, achievable, realistic and timely) objectives will be 
placed in the monitoring evaluation and reporting (MER) plan for the draft Water Sharing Plan for the 
Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023. These will reflect a better link between 
objectives, strategies and performance indicators. This addresses the Natural Resources 
Commission’s recommendation to strengthen MER of the plan outcomes.  

The vision, objectives, strategies and performance indicators that will form part of and guide the 
MER plan can be found in ‘Appendix 3 – Vision, objectives, strategies and performance indicators’. 

  Revised long-term average annual extraction limits 
Groundwater water sharing plans set long-term average annual limits on extraction.  

In NSW coastal groundwater sources, where rainfall recharge is used as the basis for sharing water, 
a macro risk assessment method (the ‘macro method’) is used to set extraction limits. This is 
documented in the Macro water sharing plans —the approach for groundwater—A report to assist 
community consultation, 2015.   

The method aims to establish and maintain water for the environment and enable extraction of a 
portion of the average annual rainfall recharge for social and economic benefit. The proportion 
available for extraction is determined by assessing environmental and socio-economic risks. The 
extraction limits were reviewed to incorporate: 

• an improved method for estimating rainfall recharge which applied an infiltration rate for each 
surface geological unit with a groundwater source 

• additional rainfall data 

• additional identified groundwater dependent ecosystems 

• current information on groundwater demand 

• a revised risk assessment method which incorporated an external risk assessment.  

file:///C:%5CUsers%5Cbetterly%5CAppData%5CLocal%5CHewlett-Packard%5CHP%20TRIM%5CTEMP%5CHPTRIM.25932%5CMacro%20water%20planning%20assessment%20process%20for%20groundwater%20sources,%202005%20and%20in%20ttps:%5Cwww.industry.nsw.gov.au%5C__data%5Cassets%5Cpdf_file%5C0005%5C478184%5CMacro-water-sharing-plants-the-approach-for-groundwater-A-report-to-assist-community-consultation.pdf
file:///C:%5CUsers%5Cbetterly%5CAppData%5CLocal%5CHewlett-Packard%5CHP%20TRIM%5CTEMP%5CHPTRIM.25932%5CMacro%20water%20planning%20assessment%20process%20for%20groundwater%20sources,%202005%20and%20in%20ttps:%5Cwww.industry.nsw.gov.au%5C__data%5Cassets%5Cpdf_file%5C0005%5C478184%5CMacro-water-sharing-plants-the-approach-for-groundwater-A-report-to-assist-community-consultation.pdf
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More details on this revised method are available in the Factsheet – How water is shared between the 
environment and consumptive purposes in the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources, on 
the department’s website.  

A comparison of the 2011 and the 2023, recharge estimates, risk outcomes, the proportion available 
for extraction and the extraction limits for each groundwater source is in Appendix 5. 

 Access rules  

Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source  
The intent of access rules in the Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source remain unchanged from 
the 2011 plan. Access rules apply to extraction under an aquifer access licence from any location on 
waterfront land. This is the area from the base of a river, lagoon or lake to 40m inland of the high 
bank of a river, a lagoon or lake. Unchanged from the previous plan, these rules are the same as 
those applying to unregulated river access licences in the draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater 
Metropolitan Unregulated River Water Sources 2023. These rules do not allow access to the very low 
flow class in the described in the unregulated plan. 

Aquifer access licences accessing areas beyond 40m of the high bank of a river, must stop taking 
groundwater when the unregulated river has been in a very low flow class for 30 days or more.  

Previously, these rules referred to flows in the Upper Hawkesbury River (Grose River to South 
Creek) Management Zone in the WSP for the Greater Metropolitan Region Unregulated River Water 
Sources, 2011. In the draft plan, the rules refer to flows in Upper Hawkesbury River Water Source in 
the draft WSP for the Greater Metropolitan Region Unregulated River Water Sources, 2023.  

The proposed change responds to:  

• Amalgamating some of the Upper Hawkesbury River Management Zones (including Grose 
River to South Creek) and a change of name  

• Concurrent replacement of the unregulated river WSP with the groundwater WSP, and the 
changed date of the replaced plan.  

Groundwater sources other than the Hawkesbury Alluvium 
Access rules apply to extraction under an aquifer access licence from any location on waterfront 
land, from the base of the river to 40m inland of the high bank of the river. Unchanged from the 
previous plan, these rules are the same as those applying to unregulated river access licences in the 
draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Unregulated River Water Sources 2023.  

The following changes are proposed:  

• The intended rules are more clearly identified in the groundwater plan – these are the cease-
to-pump and commence-to-pump rules,  

• Changes have been made to the names and defined very low flow class conditions (see 
Proposed changes to the Greater Metropolitan Groundwater Water Sharing Plan Factsheet on 
the department’s website). 

Exemptions continue to apply for works drilled to bedrock and sealed, for some specific uses and 
for aquifer interference activities where extraction cannot reasonably be prevented. 

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-unregulated
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-unregulated
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Previously, the plan specified that these rules applied to extraction under a local water utility or 
major water utility access licence from any new water supply work at these locations. The draft plan 
both: 

1. prohibits new water supply works on waterfront land unless baseflows in the river are not 
impacted. 

2. Provides exception to access rules if the extraction does not impact baseflows in the river. 

3. Provides exception to existing access for town water supply. 

For this reason, the access rules are primarily for the purpose of managing extraction under an 
aquifer access licence from existing water supply works. The rules for future local and major water 
utility access were removed, the water supply work approval process and trade assessment will 
manage impacts from these. 

 Aboriginal community development licences  
The draft plan proposes to allow for applications for Aboriginal community development aquifer 
access licences in all except the Botany Sands, Sydney Basin Nepean and Sydney Basin West 
Groundwater Sources. Current and expected demand in these groundwater sources is already 
approaching the extraction limit. 

  Updates to estimated water requirements for basic landholder 
rights and licensed take  

The estimate of extraction of water under basic landholder rights contained in Part 3 Division 1 of 
the current plan has been updated, taking into consideration recent data on the number of bores 
used for this purpose and land use changes over the life of the plan.  

Since the commencement of the development of the first water sharing plans prior to 2003, 
numerous methods have been followed to estimate water requirements for domestic and stock 
basic landholder rights. These methods were superseded by a standard NSW approach to support 
the development of surface and groundwater macro sharing plans in 2010. However, this method 
assumes water is not extracted under basic rights in urbanised areas where reticulated town water 
supply is available. Areas of the Greater Metropolitan Region which have numerous bores to extract 
water under basic rights, also have reticulated water available. To avoid underestimating water 
extraction under “basic rights”, an alternative method to estimate this take was adopted for the 
Greater Metropolitan Groundwater Sources. 

• In urban areas, it was assumed any “basic rights” access bore was only providing domestic 
access. Take from those bores identified as used for “basic rights” access was assumed to be 
1ML/yr. 

• In rural areas, it was assumed any “basic rights” access bores could be providing domestic and 
stock access. Take from those bores identified as used for “basic rights” access was assumed 
to be 3ML/yr. 

• Production bores can be used for multiple purposes - access to extract water under a licence 
or for “basic rights”. These production bores were assumed to take 1ML/year if they were 
approved for “domestic” access, 2ML/yr if they were approved for “stock” access and 3ML/yr 
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if they were approved for both “domestic and stock” access. If no purpose was specified it was 
assumed no water was taken for domestic or stock purposes. 

The estimates in the draft plan differ from estimates in the current plan due to changes in land use 
and the number of bores used for this purpose. 

The draft plan also presents revised estimates of the total volumes of domestic and stock access 
licences or local water utility licences and the number of unit shares for aquifer access licences, 
held in each groundwater source. These reflect current information at the time of drafting. These 
entitlements are listed in Part 3 Division 2 of the current plan and reflect total share components in 
each water source.  

  High priority groundwater dependent ecosystems 
Groundwater dependent ecosystems (GDEs) are those ecosystems that need access to groundwater 
to maintain their plant and animal communities and ecological processes. The 2011 plan contains 
provision for the protection of GDEs by specifying minimum distance rules for new groundwater 
works (bores), which vary depending on the annual extraction limits to be associated with a 
groundwater works. 

GDE mapping has changed since the current plan began in 2011. The 2011 plan included some high 
priority GDEs which had already been identified. The schedule of GDEs has been revised to:  

• use longitudinal and latitudinal co-ordinates, consistent with international conventions 
• remove GDEs which are not within the plan area 
• remove Table E. Some of the ecosystems were either identified as not groundwater 

dependent or groundwater dependent and provided equal or better consideration under the 
new high ecological value groundwater dependent vegetation ecosystems map.  

Waterfront land 
The term “waterfront land” replaces the term “within 40m of the high bank of a river”. This aligns the 
term used in the plan with the term defined in the WM Act and better describes the relevant area. 
The area is still the same – that is, the area from the bed of a river extending to 40m beyond the high 
bank of the river. 

Groundwater dependent vegetation ecosystems 
The department recently completed a program to identify and prioritise vegetation GDEs in NSW. 
The identification method incorporated existing vegetation community mapping and remote sensing 
to identify vegetation communities, and analysed monitoring bore data to identify potential 
groundwater dependence of the vegetation communities. These vegetation communities are 
identified terrestrial GDEs that overlie groundwater sources.  

The mapping was supported by field-based verification in sample areas representing different land 
cover types. Sites were selected from almost all major catchments distributed across NSW. This 
was done to ensure that each area had a representative geographic sample that reflected the 
diverse environmental conditions and management practices. 

The new plan will include a map of high priority groundwater-dependent vegetation ecosystems 
these expand the GDEs protected by water sharing plan rules.  
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The high-priority GDEs identified in the plan map are vegetation ecosystems that have a high 
probability of being groundwater dependent and are of very high or high ecological value. As it is 
not certain (only highly probable) that the vegetation community is groundwater dependent, the 
water sharing plan now includes a provision that ensures distance rules do not apply unless 
groundwater dependence has been confirmed by the department. 

For further information on methods employed to identify GDEs see the paper Methods for the 
identification of high probability groundwater dependent vegetation ecosystems. 

A draft of the GDE map to be included in the draft plan is shown in Figure 2. You can view a high-
resolution version of the high-priority GDE map on the public exhibition web page. 

Coastal Wetlands 
We propose to prohibit granting or amending water supply work approvals that would otherwise 
authorise the construction and/or use of a water supply work for taking water from water sources 
where it will cause more than a minimal impact on wetlands listed under the State Environmental 
Planning Policy (Resilience and Hazards) 2021 (Resilience and Hazards SEPP). 

The Coastal Management Act 2016 and Coastal SEPP specify how developments within the coastal 
zone should be assessed. The Coastal SEPP identifies wetlands in order to protect their ecological 
values. There is a need for coastal water sharing plans to recognise these same wetlands to ensure 
protection and alignment between regulatory objectives. 

Part 7 of the draft plan proposes distance restrictions to restrict the granting of approvals for 
groundwater works if it would result in more than minimal harm to a wetland mapped under the 
Coastal SEPP. As with other high priority groundwater dependent sites, the Minister may refuse an 
application for a dealing, or apply conditions on access licences or water supply work approvals at 
the time of a dealing to protect these sites according to the Access Licence Dealing Principles Order 
2004. 

You can find more information about the Coastal SEPP on the Coastal management page of the 
department’s website. 

 

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/151894/High-Probability-GDE-method-report.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/151894/High-Probability-GDE-method-report.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-region-groundwater
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/epi-2021-0730
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/epi-2021-0730
https://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/Policy-and-Legislation/Coastal-management
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Figure 2 High priority groundwater dependent ecosystems map - groundwater dependent vegetation ecosystems 
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  Distance rules from contaminated sites  
The draft plan proposes changes to the rules that govern the minimum distance that groundwater 
bores can be located from contaminated sites. These rules are being revised in all coastal 
groundwater plans to reference the latest information on contaminated sites in NSW and apply a 
consistent, practical approach to managing extraction near on-site sewage treatment or storage 
areas.  

The draft plan proposes that the clause which prevented contamination from saline shale aquifers in 
the Sydney Basin groundwater sources (cl40(3) in the 2011 plan) is not carried forward to the 
replacement plan. The construction conditions in Part 9 Division 4, of the draft plan which require 
that cross contamination between aquifers does not occur, provide the same outcome.  

 Prohibition of works approvals near potential acid sulphate 
soils  

Part 7 Division 1 of the draft plan includes rules to prevent the acidification of water sources through 
drainage of potential acid sulphate soils. The rule prohibits the construction of a water supply work 
that takes groundwater, such as a bore, from within an area classed as having a high probability of 
the occurrence of acid sulphate soils. 

 Removal of ‘local impact management’ and take ‘within restricted 
distance’ rules 

Rules for granting new water supply works or amending existing water supply works will remain in 
the water sharing plan, as outlined above. However, the draft plan proposes to remove the provision 
relating to restricting take from existing water supply works, specifically the rules from managing 
local impacts and the rules for the use of water supply works located within restricted distances.  

Contemporary legal advice is that the powers to restrict groundwater take from existing water 
supply works lie firmly within the WM Act 2000, and that their duplication and reinterpretation in 
water sharing plans may cause inconsistencies between the act and the plan. The powers in the act 
enable the Minister, at any time, to specify a limit on the volume or rate of extraction from a water 
supply work to minimise impacts on other users, on groundwater-dependent ecosystems, or 
groundwater-dependent culturally significant areas, or for public health and safety reasons.  

The Minister may also put conditions on or refuse an application for a dealing to effect these 
outcomes. In particular:  

• Section 107 of the WM Act 2000 provides for the amendment of approvals. In addition, the 
Minister may impose or vary conditions on a water supply work approval at any time as the 
Minister thinks fit, under section 102 of the act. These conditions may limit the volume or rate 
of extraction from a water supply work approval if the Minister considers it appropriate.  

• The Minister may also limit the volumes or rates of extraction from existing water supply work 
approvals for:  

 All water supply works within a specified area, by an order made under section 324(2) of the 
act, or 
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 Existing water supply works used solely for basic landholder rights, by an order made under 
section 331 of the act.  

• The Minister may refuse an application for a dealing or apply conditions on access licences or 
water supply work approvals at the time of a dealing to give effect to the Access Licence 
Dealing Principles Order 2004. The order specifies principles relating to adverse effects on 
environmental water and water-dependent ecosystems, water quality, Indigenous, cultural, 
heritage or spiritual matters, and other existing authorised water take.  

 Trade rules 
There are no changes to the trade rules however, as trade is prohibited between groundwater 
sources, amalgamation of the Sydney Basin Blue Mountains, Sydney Basin Coxs River and Sydney 
Basin Richmond groundwater sources into the Sydney Basin West Groundwater Source allows for 
trade between areas which was previously prohibited. Similarly, trade within the Lachlan Fold Belt 
Greater Metropolitan Groundwater is allowed between the two areas which were previously the 
Goulburn Fractured Rock and Coxs River Fractured Rock groundwater sources. 

The draft plan now defines the limit to the sum of share entitlements in Nepean Management Zone 1 
as a number of shares, representing the number of shares in the zone at the commencement of the 
2011 plan. This was the intent of the 2011 plan and improves the transparency and administration of 
trade rules.  

 Adaptive management and amendment provisions 
Adaptive management means changing things in response to new information. During the life of a 
WSP, new information may come from data collection and monitoring or from some other 
improvement in understanding. Such information could include socio-economic studies, ecological 
studies and information about Aboriginal cultural sites. 

Adaptive management is a requirement of both the WM Act and the National Water Initiative. The 
WM Act allows for amendments during the life of a WSP if it is in the public interest. The draft 2023 
plan also includes provisions that allow for amendments during the life of the plan. Any future 
changes that impact water users or the environment’s access to water will be subject to public 
consultation. Part 10 of the draft 2023 plan includes updated amendment provisions.  

Australia has a high variable climate, and rainfall is especially variable. This makes it vital we 
understand as much as we can about our climate so we can work out how we manage out water 
supplies. The frequency and duration of wet and dry events determines how much water we have 
available.  

NSW is already experiencing trends of higher average temperatures and reduced cool season 
rainfall. There are indications from climate models that drought conditions may become more 
frequent and severe, and last longer.  

Higher demand from a growing population, alongside reductions in supply, will increase water 
scarcity, putting further pressure on all users, including the environment (Productivity Commission, 
National Water Reform Issues Paper, May 2020, p.2).  

https://www.awe.gov.au/water/policy/policy/nwi
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/water-reform-2020/issues
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/water-reform-2020/issues
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It is vital we collectively improve our understanding of these risks to better manage water supply 
and ensure that our operational, planning and future development decisions take future likely water 
reliability and security into account.   
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7. Public exhibition phase and making 
a submission on the draft plan 

The draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 will 
be on public exhibition from 27 June 2022 until 7 August 2022. 

You can make submissions throughout the public-exhibition period. We encouraged you to comment 
on all aspects of the draft water sharing plan, not just those where a change is proposed. We will 
consider all submissions and the issues raised when finalising the plan. 

We will hold 14 face-to-face and 3 online public information sessions as specified in Table 4. The 
first of these sessions will be held online so that it can be recorded and viewed at any time. The 
majority will be face-to-face sessions where members of the public can come to learn more about 
the draft water sharing plan and how to make a submission. Visit our website to see the final 
schedule of information sessions, register to attend a session and find out how to give your 
feedback.  

Table 3. Public exhibition sessions for Greater Metropolitan Region Water Sharing Plans 

Date Location Details 

Tuesday 28 June Online  5:00 – 6:30 pm   

Wednesday 29 June Online  5:00 – 6:30 pm 

Thursday 30 June Sydney City 10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Tuesday 5 July Lithgow  10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Wednesday 6 July Katoomba 10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Thursday 7 July Penrith  10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Friday 8 July  Parramatta 10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Tuesday 19 July Goulburn  10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Wednesday 20 July Bowral 10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Thursday 21 July Camden (Unregulated) 10:00 am – 12:00 pm 

Thursday 21 July Picton 2:00 – 4:00 pm 

Friday 22 July Windsor 10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Tuesday 26 July Braidwood 10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Wednesday 27 July Nowra 10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Thursday 28 July  Kangaroo Valley 10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Friday 29 July  Online  10:00 am – 2:00 pm 

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-region-groundwater


 

Draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 | 34 

To find out more about the sessions and for further information on the draft plan including the draft 
plan, fact sheets, water source report cards and additional information on making a submission, visit 
the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources Water Sharing Plan Public Exhibition page of 
the department’s website. 

You will find links to reference and supporting documents that detail historical Greater Metropolitan 
Region Groundwater Sources water planning processes in ‘Appendix 2 - References and supporting 
documents’. 

  

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-region-groundwater
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8. Finalisation of the draft plan 

Following the formal public exhibition, we will consider the feedback and issues raised during the 
consultation process and use this to help finalise the plan. 

The final water sharing plan must be approved by the Minister for Lands and Water and the Minister 
for Environment before it can commence.  

We expect the final plan will come into effect on or before 1 July 2023. 
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9. Monitoring, evaluation and 
reporting 

Monitoring, evaluation and reporting (MER) are key components to adaptive management and to 
ensure that WSPs are effective in meeting their objectives. Comprehensive MER programs are 
resource intensive and long term.  

It is therefore necessary for the department to prioritise areas where there is a high risk of water 
extraction impacting on environmental assets or where the demand for water is greater than the 
volume of water available.  

The department is undertaking a MER project that will prioritise water sources for MER activities 
based on risk in areas that have high levels of extraction, ecological value, or stakeholder needs.  

The MER plan will be a water sharing plan-specific monitoring, evaluation and reporting framework 
following established guidelines and including both freshwater and estuarine ecosystems.  
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10. Areas for further work 

10.1. Metering and record keeping 
The NSW Non-urban water metering framework is being rolled out across the state. In coastal NSW, 
the new metering requirements, which require metering for certain sized works and log-keeping for 
water extracted for smaller works, will come into effect in December 2023. For more information, 
see the NSW non-urban water metering framework pages on the department’s website. 

10.2. Climate change 
Priority 4 of the State Water Strategy is to increase resilience to changes in water availability 
(variability and climate change). The 2021/22 action plan looks to improve and apply our 
understanding of climate variability and change. Including work to determine a methodology and 
progressively incorporate climate risk data into water sharing plan and environmental water 
management decision making. 

The risk assessment considered climate change impacts on the average annual rainfall estimates 
over the life of the plan. These changes were either negligible or showed a potential increase in 
some of the Greater Metropolitan areas. A precautionary approach was adopted, and average 
historic rainfall was used in estimates, rather than growth. 

The department is developing the NSW Groundwater Strategy, this will guide groundwater 
modelling so that it can incorporate multiple aspects of climate change data. These models can be 
used to inform water sharing decisions as plans are replaced. Rising sea level models will also be 
incorporated into future water sharing decisions.  

  

https://water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/nsw-non-urban-water-metering
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Appendix 1. Water Sources  

Current Groundwater Source Draft 2023 Groundwater Source 

Botany Sands Groundwater Source Botany Sands Groundwater Source 

Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source Hawkesbury Alluvium Groundwater Source 

Coxs River Fractured Rock Lachlan Fold Belt Greater Metropolitan Groundwater 
Source 

Goulburn Fractured Rock Groundwater Sources 

Maroota Tertiary Sands Groundwater Source Maroota Tertiary Sands Groundwater Source 

Metropolitan Coastal Sands Groundwater Source Metropolitan Coastal Sands Groundwater Source 

Sydney Basin Central Groundwater Source Sydney Basin Central Groundwater Source 

Sydney Basin Nepean Groundwater Source Sydney Basin Nepean Groundwater Source 

Sydney Basin North Groundwater Source Sydney Basin North Groundwater Source 

Sydney Basin South Groundwater Source Sydney Basin South Groundwater Source 

Sydney Basin Blue Mountains Groundwater Source Sydney Basin West Groundwater Source 

Sydney Basin Coxs River Groundwater Source 

Sydney Basin Richmond Groundwater Source 
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Appendix 2. References and 
supporting documents  

• Draft Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources Water Sharing Plan 2023 public 
exhibition page – contains the draft plan, maps and information about the public exhibition 
period and how to make a submission 

• NSW Legislation website – contains NSW legislation, including the WM Act 

• National Water Initiative   

• Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2011 – the 
current water sharing plan 

• The background document for the current water sharing plan  

• Replacement water sharing plan manual which describes processes which are followed in 
developing replacement plans 

• Details of the macro planning approach: 

• Macro water sharing plans – the approach for groundwater. A report to assist community 
consultation  

• The Natural Resources Commission’s Review of the Greater Metropolitan Region Water 
Sharing Plans 2021 - Final report  

• 2019 Audit of the Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater 
Sources 2011  

 
  

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-region-groundwater
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans/recently-on-public-exhibition/greater-metropolitan-region-groundwater
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/browse/inforce
https://www.awe.gov.au/water/policy/policy/nwi
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/sl-2011-0111
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/168505/metro-groundwater-background.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/492453/replacement-water-sharing-plan-manual.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/478184/Macro-water-sharing-plants-the-approach-for-groundwater-A-report-to-assist-community-consultation.pdf
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/478184/Macro-water-sharing-plants-the-approach-for-groundwater-A-report-to-assist-community-consultation.pdf
https://www.nrc.nsw.gov.au/Greater%20Metropolitan%20-%20Final%20report%20v2.pdf?downloadable=1
https://www.nrc.nsw.gov.au/Greater%20Metropolitan%20-%20Final%20report%20v2.pdf?downloadable=1
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiszonexI33AhWMxTgGHSm-AjkQFnoECAkQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.industry.nsw.gov.au%2F__data%2Fassets%2Fpdf_file%2F0011%2F289478%2FGreater-Metropolitan-Region-Groundwater-Sources-2011.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3g3WRQiRXcHhqwyOqFzSaJ
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiszonexI33AhWMxTgGHSm-AjkQFnoECAkQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.industry.nsw.gov.au%2F__data%2Fassets%2Fpdf_file%2F0011%2F289478%2FGreater-Metropolitan-Region-Groundwater-Sources-2011.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3g3WRQiRXcHhqwyOqFzSaJ
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Appendix 3. Vision, objectives, 
strategies and performance indicators 

Vision statement 
The vision for Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources Water Sharing Plan 2023 is to 
provide for the following: 

a. the health and enhancement of the water sources and their dependent ecosystems 

b. the continuing productive extraction of water for economic benefit 

c. the spiritual, social, customary and economic benefits of water to Aboriginal communities 

d. the social and cultural benefits to urban and rural communities that result from water. 

Objectives of Plan—the Act, s 35(1)(b) 
The objectives of the 2023 plan are as follows— 

e. to protect, and where possible enhance and restore, the condition of the groundwater 
sources and their dependent ecosystems, 

f. to maintain, and where possible improve, access to groundwater to optimise economic 
benefits for agriculture, groundwater-dependent industries and local economies, 

g. to maintain, and where possible improve, the spiritual, social, customary and economic 
values and uses of groundwater by Aboriginal people, 

h. to provide access to groundwater to support groundwater-dependent social and cultural 
values. 

i. to help prevent structural damage to aquifers resulting from groundwater extraction. 

Strategies for reaching objectives—the Act, s 35(1)(c) 

The strategies for reaching the objectives of this Plan include the following 

j. reserve all water volume in excess of each long-term average annual extraction limit for the 
environment 

k. manage the construction and use of water supply works to minimise impacts on 
groundwater-dependent ecosystems and groundwater quality, groundwater-dependent 
culturally significant areas, basic landholder rights, town water supply, and other licence 
holders, 

l. provide for trade of water allocations and share components subject to environmental 
constraints and local impacts, 

m. provide a stable and predictable framework for sharing water among water users, 

n. provide for flexibility of access to groundwater, 

o. manage access to groundwater consistently with the exercise of native title rights, 
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p. provide for water associated with Aboriginal cultural values and uses, and community 
development 

Performance indicators—the Act, s 35(1)(d) 

The performance indicators used to measure the success of the strategies for reaching the 
objectives of the 2023 plan are the changes or trends, during the term of the plan, in the following— 

q. the ecological condition of the groundwater sources, 

r. economic benefits, 

s. Aboriginal cultural benefits, 

t. social and cultural benefits.
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Appendix 4. Responses to NRC 
recommendations 

This appendix lists recommendations and actions proposed by the Natural Resources Commission in 
its review and our responses and actions taken in response to these recommendations. The NRC 
review combined review of the unregulated river and groundwater plans for the Greater 
Metropolitan Region. 

Greater Metropolitan Region water sharing plans – key 
recommendations 
Overall 

Recommendation 1 

The unregulated river and groundwater plans should be: 

a) Extended for a further two years until 30 June 2023, to allow time to complete data 
collection, analysis and modelling 

b) Replaced by 1 July 2023 supported by the completion of the recommendations of this review. 
The replacement process should ensure the plans consider the draft Greater Sydney Water 
Strategy to ensure water management is integrated across the region. 

Department’s response to recommendation 1 at February 2021 

DPE–Water welcomes the recommendation to extend the plans for a period of two years to provide 
for replacement plans based on best available information. 
DPE–Water supports the recommendation to improve alignment between water management 
strategies within the Greater Metropolitan Region and is working with the Metro Water Strategy 
team, Sydney Water, WaterNSW and Planning to ensure the draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy 
and the water sharing plans align where possible. 

Action taken on recommendation 1 as of June 2022 

Plans to be replaced by 1 July 2023. 

Issues have been identified. Engagement with draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy, WaterNSW and 
Sydney Water are ongoing. 
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Managing extraction volumes 

Recommendation 2 

To inform the replacement plans by 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should develop a comprehensive water 
balance. This should be developed using an overarching modelling framework, which includes: 

a) reviewing and addressing gaps in current modelling and model inputs 

b) all surface water and groundwater extraction 

c) inflows (including treated wastewater and recycled water discharges) and induced recharge 
(internal and external to the plans) 

d) up to date evidence regarding recharge, hydrogeology, connectivity, and climate (the 
hydrological model should use the climatic data developed for the draft Greater Sydney Water 
Strategy). 

The modelling framework should be used to inform revised provisions and assess their ability to 
achieve outcomes. 

Department’s response to recommendation 2 at February 2021 

The department and WaterNSW developed hydrological models for the Greater Metropolitan 
Region (GMR) for the development of the water sharing plan and the Metro Water Plan. The two 
models were developed with different contexts and purposes. The model used for the unregulated 
river water sharing plan assisted in determining water balances for the Hawkesbury Nepean River, 
yet not other rivers.  

This rivers system water model is being upgraded in Source software for Metro region, from below 
water supply dams to tidal limit of Hawkesbury. This will recalibrate all inflows and flow and will 
reproduce water use modelling from existing Integrated Quantity and Quality Model. 

An additional river system model is being scoped to provide climate sensitive inflows to the water 
supply dams. Separate models will be taken for the replacement unregulated river water sharing 
plan and the draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy as a single model will not be able to provide the 
information each program needs. The outputs for the draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy, 
particularly in regard to environmental flows options, will form part of the inflows to the Source 
model of the Metro region.  

The department is seeking to progress development of an overarching water balance model. There 
is a short 3 month funding opportunity to progress this work we expect that an overview of the 
water balance for the plan area can be developed in that time frame if the appropriate expertise is 
available in the market. 

The appropriateness of using other existing models and building an overarching water balance 
model and groundwater models for Botany sands and the Hawkesbury alluvium to inform the plan 
review will be considered but will be dependent on availability of information, resources and 
funding. 

Updated data on environmental water requirements, recharge, hydrogeology, connectivity and 
climate data will be considered where available. 
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Action taken on recommendation 2 as of June 2022 

Unregulated River Plan: 

DPE–Water have developed a Source model for the Hawkesbury Nepean River. 

A consultant was engaged to develop an integrated water balance model that includes other 
agency models and uses.  

A conceptual water balance model was been completed which illustrates the inputs and outputs in 
the Hawkesbury–Nepean River system. 

Work continues with Sydney Water to use their hydrodynamic model to assess salinity changes in 
the tidal pool.  

Groundwater Plan:  

A comprehensive water balance model is not feasible in the Greater Metropolitan Groundwater 
Sources due to limited data availability in these groundwater sources. 

Up to date information on rainfall, hydrogeology and climatic projections were used to review 
recharge estimates. Rainfall recharge estimates were revised after incorporating expanded rainfall 
data (up to 2019 rather than 2006) and applying infiltration rates based on surface geologies across 
the water source rather than the dominant geology.  

The climatic data developed for the draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy is less reliable at the 
water sharing plans shorter-term scale. While the long-term data indicated greater average rainfall, 
the lower, historic average was used for the water sharing plan as a precautionary approach. 

To determine the plan long-term average annual extraction limits, the department assessed 
environmental and socio-economic risks taking into account the rainfall recharge, distribution of 
groundwater-dependent ecosystems and estimates of current and future extraction in each water 
sources. 

Recommendation 3 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should ensure all extraction in the Greater Metropolitan region is 
managed to protect, preserve and maintain the water sources, aquifer integrity and dependant 
ecosystems by: 

a) using the modelling framework to establish and publish numeric values for comparable, 
catchment-scale LTAAELs for the Surface Water and Groundwater Plans that include all 
forms of extraction managed under the plans  

b) using the modelling framework to ensure the Surface Water and Groundwater Plans can 
function, protect values and achieve objectives under a representative range of climatic 
conditions over the medium to long term  

c) basing LTAAELs on sound evidence of ecosystem requirements, recharge, hydrogeological 
boundaries, and connectivity 

d) ensuring the water acquired through the Hawkesbury-Nepean River Recovery Project is 
adequately protected 

e) ensure mining activities are licenced  
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f) removing clauses 41(7) and 41(8) allowing the LTAAEL to be increased through high flow 
conversions 

g) including an amendment provision allowing LTAAELs and Available Water Determinations 
(AWDs) to be adjusted should volumes managed external to the plans change significantly. 

Department’s response to recommendation 3 at February 2021 

Long Term Average Annual Extraction Limits (LTAAELs) for unregulated river water sharing plans, 
particularly coastal water sharing plans, are set at either the history of take (capping take to current 
development that occurred at the commencement of the first plan) or at the sum of licence shares 
and requirements of basic landholder rights - with the exception of some of the EMUs in the Greater 
Metro plan that are based on annual extraction of water averaged over the period from July 1993 to 
June 1999. Groundwater LTAAELs were determined as a percentage of recharge based on an 
assessment of environmental and economic risks from take.  

a) DPE–Water is considering options to establish sustainable LTAAELs in coastal catchments, 
which may include numerical values. Once an acceptable method has been determined the 
intention will be to update the WSPs accordingly 

b) The department is now updating priority hydrological models with climate change scenarios 
and data and will do so for the Greater Metropolitan Region (GMR) models 

c) Groundwater LTAAELs were determined as a percentage of recharge based on an 
assessment of environmental requirements and economic risks from take. The department 
is currently undertaking a project to review the risk assessment process for the 
metropolitan groundwater sources 

d) DPE–Water will consider options (in consultation with EES) for the management of the 
water acquired through the Hawkesbury-Nepean River Recovery Project 

e) DPE–Water is working to ensure all mine take that requires a WM Act licence is 
appropriately licensed 

f) The appropriateness of conversion to high flows and trading into high flows will be 
reviewed for the unregulated river plan 

g) The department will review the appropriateness of accounting rules to improve the 
management of annual extraction and simplify the daily access rules and will consider the 
need for amendment provisions as suggested by NRC as necessary during the remake 
process. 

Action taken on recommendation 3 as of June 2022 

Unregulated River Plan: 

The way the LTAAEL has been described in the plan has been revised (Note that Major Utility 
LTAAELs remain unchanged). The LTAAEL is now divided into a standard LTAAEL and higher-flow 
LTAAEL.  

1. Standard LTAAEL - to capture extraction that can impact all flows, and   

2. High flow LTAAEL - to capture water take that specifically impacts high flows.   
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The standard LTAAEL applies to take from all flows and includes all basic landholder rights 
extraction including harvestable rights. The standard LTAAEL includes: 

• sum of entitlements at commencement of the replacement water sharing plan (except in the 
Upper Nepean and upstream Warragamba and Hawkesbury Lower Nepean extraction 
management units where it will be the 1993-99 usage figures consistent with the current 
plan) 

• a reduction for entitlement cancelled specifically for an environmental purpose  

• domestic and stock basic landholder rights estimated commencement of the 2011 plan  

• an estimate of the maximum harvestable rights at the commencement of the 2011 plan. 

This LTAAEL will be established as a fixed volume that is expressed numerically in the final water 
sharing plan. 

The higher flow LTAAEL applies to extraction that can only occur from high flows. This volume can 
vary as licences are converted to higher flows or specific purpose access licences are granted that 
can only access high flows. By establishing a variable higher flow LTAAEL we can manage 
extraction whilst encouraging users to shift their extraction away from stressed low flow periods 
into wetter times when there is an abundance of water in system. 

There are very limited circumstances under which the standard LTAAEL can vary, and this is 
associated with licences being converted from the Water Act 1912 to Water Management Act 2000 
licences or licences being cancelled for environmental purposes.  

The higher-flow LTAAEL can grow as a result of high flow conversions. This revised LTAAEL 
definition is being applied across coastal systems when water sharing plans are remade.  

The LTAAEL will be expressed in the water sharing plan as a definition with the numerical 
representation of that definition included where available. 

a) Numeric LTAAEL values will be published in the final Plan. DPE–Water is waiting on analysis 
of the volume of harvestable rights within the Plan area to finalise the LTAAEL volumes  

b) DPE–Water is progressing development of a project to develop 'sustainable LTAAELs' in 
coastal systems. This project will take several years to complete, and the department has 
recommended a supporting amendment provision that allows the inclusion of a sustainable 
LTAAEL if developed in the term of the plan 

c) See response under (b) 

d) DPE–Water is in the process of cancelling the licences acquired as part of the Hawkesbury–
Nepean River Recovery Project to reduce the LTAAEL's. This converts the bought back 
licences into planned environmental water, protecting it instream 

e) Policy work is continuing in this area 

f) The higher flow LTAAEL can increase through high flow conversions - The standard 
LTAAEL will remain fixed 

g) An amendment provision is not required if the amendment is 'in the public interest' 
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Groundwater Plan: 

Groundwater extraction limits are expressed an annual volume of water (ML/year) that can be 
extracted on average over the long-term. While the total amount extracted by all water users varies 
each year, on average it cannot exceed the extraction limits. 

The department used a risk-based assessment to determine extraction limits and considered: 

a) Estimates of all forms of current and anticipated extraction in each groundwater source. 
including basic landholder rights, aquifer access licences and exempt take 

b) Climate change over the life of the plan - adopting the historical average rainfall as a 
precautionary approach 

c) Best available evidence of hydrogeological boundaries and ecosystem requirements was 
sourced to revise plan provisions to maintain aquifer integrity and protect ecosystems. 
Additional groundwater-dependent ecosystems were identified and considered in the risk 
assessment that informed the LTAAEL. The LTAAEL is not the primary tool to manage 
ecosystem requirements which are dependent on local availability, rather than long term 
average across a water source. The plan also manages risks to high priority groundwater-
dependant ecosystems (GDEs) by restricting how close works can be to them. 

d) N/A for groundwater 

e) Licensing take is an implementation issue not a water sharing plan matter. Both licensed 
and exempt take was considered in risk assessment 

f) N/A for groundwater 

g) The draft plan includes a provision allowing extraction limits to be modified. 

Managing extraction equitably 

Recommendation 4 

By 1 July 2023, DPE-Water should ensure the plans facilitate equitable sharing of water by: 

a) clearly defining equity objectives consistent with the Act’s requirements  

b) assessing plan provisions against (a), including access to environmental, drinking water and 
wastewater releases and LTAAEL compliance provisions 

c) ensuring that planned Warragamba Dam environmental releases, which have been replaced 
by wastewater releases, continue to be met by either wastewater releases or dam releases.   

Department’s response to recommendation 4 at February 2021 

A review of the plan during replacement shall include those objectives relating to equity and how 
provisions achieve equity and where if necessary, improvements can be made to achieve the 
objectives as a head of consideration.  

The department will work with Metro Plan/draft Greater Sydney Water Strategy (GSWS) to ensure 
proposed replacement environmental and drinking water releases from Warragamba Dam are 
protected. This will also be considered when reviewing definitions of the very low flow classes. 
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Action taken on recommendation 4 as of June 2022 

Unregulated River Plan 

a) All water sharing plan provisions are developed with consideration for the water sharing 
principles and objects of the Water Management Act 2000. This recommendation has been 
addressed with improved drafting of objectives, strategies and performance indicator. A 
document will be produced with the final plan draft that shows how plan provisions 
contribute to those principles and objects. 

b) The draft replacement plan has simplified access rules where possible and provides rules 
that protect environmental flow releases, drinking water release and replacement flows 
from consumption. 

c) The draft replacement plan does not currently include rules directing the environmental 
flow releases from Warragamba Dam. Once infrastructure allows, the plan will be amended 
requiring the release from Warragamba Dam. Sydney Water discharges daily volumes. Up to 
33ML/day are protected as replacement flows from the previous Warragamba Dam 
releases. Access rules in the replacement plan protect these replacement flows.   

Groundwater Plan  

a) All water sharing plan provisions consider the water sharing principles and objects of the 
Water Management Act 2000. This recommendation has been addressed with improved 
drafting of objectives, strategies and performance indicator. A document will be produced 
with the final plan draft that shows how plan provisions contribute to those principles and 
objects. 

b) not relevant to groundwater 

c) not relevant to groundwater 

Improving dam releases and transfers 

Recommendation 5 

DPE–Water should improve outcomes achieved from environmental and utility releases and 
transfers by:  

a) immediately reconvening the Environmental Flows Reference Group (EFRG) to advise on 
relevant aspects of recommendations (b)-(e), and by 1 July 2023, expanding their role in the 
plan to advise on a coordinated and adaptive approach to setting and managing 
environmental releases 

b) by 1 July 2023, reviewing release provisions for the Upper Nepean weirs and revising them 
to be less prescriptive and more outcomes-focused 

c) by 1 July 2023, make currently discretionary environmental releases mandatory and 
establish clear responsibilities for their implementation, including the environmental 
contingency allowance, high flow releases from Woronora Dam and water recovered under 
the Hawkesbury–Nepean River Recovery Program  
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d) by 1 July 2023, set environmental release rules for other utilities in consultation with 
stakeholders based on the findings of required and other relevant studies, which should be 
overseen by DPE–Water  

e) by 1 July 2027 (Year 5 of the replacement Surface Water Plan), using the modelling 
framework (Recommendation 2) in conjunction with the estuary model to review the 
transfer and release rules from the Shoalhaven River/Tallowa Dam to optimise 
environmental outcomes (including estuarine needs) and water security, considering a 
broader range of scenarios 

f) completing a public report outlining the environmental releases undertaken and the 
outcomes achieved every two years to improve transparency. 

Department’s response to recommendation 5 at February 2021 

DPE–Water is currently seeking approval to establish an EFRG to provide advice for the 
development of the unregulated river plan. The focus of this group would be e-flows release 
provisions from the Upper Nepean Dams and proposed eflows from Warragamba Dam. 

DPE–Water will review transfer and release rules in collaboration with the draft GSWS proposals. 
Given the matters raised in b), c) and e) may bear on system yield, the department shall endeavour to 
have the matters proposed in b), c) and e) considered through the development of the draft Greater 
Sydney Water Strategy. 

In relation to (d) the plan establishes rules for the development of environmental releases for water 
supply works owned and operated by 'other utilities' notably major utilities and local water utilities. 
These rules are now conditions on the licences of these utilities. Compliance with these conditions, 
including 'required and other relevant studies' is the responsibility of the licencee. DPE–Water 
would be liaising with councils in regard to these studies.   

In relation to f) -the department supports the provision of information to the community to ensure 
transparency in decision making processes, the focus and frequency of this reporting will be 
considered in the broader departments Monitoring Evaluation and Reporting (MER) program. 

Action taken on recommendation 5 as of June 2022 

Unregulated River Plan  

a) The EFRG has been established and has worked through proposed changes in the WSP 
including any proposals related to the draft GSWS. It will also be used to develop MER to 
assess the effectiveness of environmental flows. 

b) The environmental flow releases for the Upper Nepean and Tallowa dams have been 
reviewed in line with proposals to scale releases based on total dam storage levels 
proposed in the draft GSWS. 

c) High flow releases from Woronora Dam have been included in the draft WSP as a 
mandatory condition. Work continues to develop ECAs in the Upper Nepean dams a 
proposal has been included in the draft WSP for consideration and discussion. 

d) The feasibility studies have been reviewed for Manly Dam and the Upper Coxs River. Rules 
will be proposed in the draft WSP for these releases where applicable in consideration of 
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the studies. It is proposed the draft plan will not include rules for other storages to conduct 
studies to be reviewed by the EFRG to develop environmental flow release rules but it is 
proposed that these will become discretionary conditions on relevant works approvals. 

e) DPE–Water engaged a consultant to analyse proposed changes to the release and transfer 
rules from Tallowa. These rules have been subsequently updated and included in the draft 
replacement plan. 

f) This reporting is the responsibility of WaterNSW. 

Groundwater Plan:  

Not applicable 

Limiting timing of extraction to protect flows and manage drought 

Recommendation 6 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should review all exemptions and simplify daily access rules in the 
Surface Water Plan and connected Groundwater Plan water sources to minimise the time and 
volume of exempt extraction. 

Department’s response to recommendation 6 at February 2021 

As part of plan replacement DPE–Water will review existing rules based on new information and 
seek to simplify rules where possible. The department shall, during the replacement, review 
licensed access to very low flows and other exemptions against the objects and principles of the 
Act and the plan. 

Action taken on recommendation 6 as of June 2022 

Unregulated River Plan 

DPE–Water has reviewed all exemptions in the Surface Water Plan and the connected Groundwater 
Plan rules. The draft plans propose to remove a number of exemptions including those relating to 
temperature and survival watering. The unique exemptions that are in 2011 WSP enabled certain 
industries access to the very low flow class that allowed the extraction of water that would 
otherwise be reserved for the environment. These exemptions provide users to access very low 
flows based on particular circumstances including temperature and crop cycles. The draft plan 
proposes that these be removed to minimise impacts on the environment. To date, targeted 
consultation on this matter indicates significant concerns with the impact that the proposed removal 
of these unique exemptions may have on licence holders in these particular industry groups. We will 
continue to work with effected stakeholders to review the decisions around inclusion of these 
exemptions in the final replacement plan to ensure impacts on both industry and the environment 
are minimised. We are specifically seeking comment on this, and the effect that it may have on 
industry, during public exhibition of the draft plan. 

Access rules have been reviewed, simplified where possible. We are specifically seeking comment 
on this and the effect that it may have on industry. 

  



 

Draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 | 51 

Groundwater Plan 

As access rules are linked, simplifying groundwater access rules is addressed by simplifying access 
rules and removing some exemptions in the surface water plan as above. 

Recommendation 7 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should develop simple and transparent access rules for the Surface 
Water Plan and connected Groundwater Plan water sources to manage extraction consistent with 
the priorities of the Act. This should include: 

a) using instantaneous cease to pump rules to protect very low flows, connectivity, and basic 
landholder rights, ensuring rules are practical to implement, comply with and are 
enforceable 

b) develop simple, outcome-focused rules to protect environmental releases recommended by 
the EFRG (Recommendation 5) and town water supply 

c) strategic use of active management rules and developing and implementing practical total 
daily extraction limits (TDELs) and individual daily extraction limits (IDELs) only where 
required 

d) installing required infrastructure to implement provisions, including required gauging 
stations and notification system 

e) addressing drafting errors. 

Department’s response to recommendation 7 at February 2021 

DPE–Water will continue to ensure that any replacement plans maintain the priority of access 
outlined in the WM Act 2000, investigate ways of simplifying the rules consistent with the objects 
and principles of the Act and those of the plan, and address any drafting errors included within 
initial plans. 

The cease to pump rules in the plan will be reviewed. Real time cease to pump notification systems 
will be explored but will be dependent on funding, currently unavailable. 

Implementation of IDELs and TDELs in strategic locations may be considered with the expansion of 
metering of take. Noting that the present metering limitations in this plan area cannot support 
implementation of TDELs and IDELs. 

The department will consider outcome focused rules for the protection of environmental flows and 
town water supply releases. The department is currently seeking approval to establish an 
Environmental Flows Working Group to help determine the desired outcomes. 

Action taken on recommendation 7 as of June 2022 

Unregulated River Plan: 

a) DPE–Water is investigating development of a notification system to alert users when they 
can take when variable environmental flows or other flows that require protection are being 
released.  
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b) The EFRG has developed objectives and outcomes for the environmental flow releases. 
Draft proposed access rules have been designed to protect environmental releases to meet 
these objectives. 

c) Active management, TDELs and IDELs have not been proposed as management options in 
the draft plans.   

d) A gauge review has been undertaken and recommendations made to WNSW. Gauges 
managed by Sydney Water included as reference sites in the Plan, have been discussed as 
part of the notification system 

e) Drafting errors have been addressed in the draft plans being shown at public exhibition 

Groundwater Plan:  

Addressed with SW changes. 

Recommendation 8 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should ensure that, if licensees are unable to comply with access 
licences at any time, extraction is appropriately mitigated, including: 

a) amend Clause 57(3) parts (a) and (b) of the Surface Water Plan on planned environmental 
water, which allow for cease to pump exemptions for aquifer interference activities that are 
either approved by the Environment, Planning and Assessment Act 1979 or the Minister, to 
require 100 percent mitigation of any exemptions  

b) link Groundwater Plan daily access exemption provisions to Surface Water Plan provisions 
where appropriate and consider including mitigation requirements 

c) in the Surface and Groundwater Plans, account for mitigation daily (the timescale at which 
cease to pump rules operate). 

Department’s response to recommendation 8 at February 2021 

a) DPE–Water considers clauses 57(3) (a) and (b) are adequate to manage and mitigate incidental / 
induced take from aquifer interference activities due to the nature of this take. 

b) Mitigation of incidental take occurs through development conditions and is beyond the scope of 
the water sharing plan. 

c) S60I/ 60A of the WMA requires a licence to be held for any water taken as part of a mining 
activity. Mines are unable to cease taking during CTP times, but their take is measured or estimated 
and reported via their approval conditions including site water management plans. Mitigation and 
reporting of take daily is not practical but mitigation may be able to occur on a longer time scale and 
would be a condition of their approval 

Action taken on recommendation 8 as of June 2022 

S60I/ 60A of the WMA requires a licence to be held for any water taken during mining activity. 
Mines are unable to cease taking during CTP times, but their take is measured or estimated and 
reported via their development consent conditions including site water management plans. 
Mitigation and reporting of take daily is not practical but mitigation can occur on a longer time scale 
and would be a condition of their development consent. 



 

Draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 | 53 

Smaller aquifer interference activities do not always require an approval. 

The draft plan includes an amendment provision to add or modify provisions relating to the 
management of aquifer interference activities including the granting of aquifer interference 
approvals. 

Recommendation 9 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should: 

a) estimate extraction each year to ensure compliance with LTAAELs to determine if 
adjustments are necessary 

b) include rules following DPE–Water’s consideration of how AWDs can be used to manage 
extraction during drought, including under predicted climate change 

c) examine and simplify the combined role of the AWDs and carryover activities. 

Department’s response to recommendation 9 at February 2021 

In the development of implementation programmes for the plans, the department shall consider 
methods for estimating annual take and which extraction management units shall be prioritised for 
estimating take and checking for LTAAEL compliance. The department, during the replacement of 
the water sharing plans, will consider rules for making and announcing AWDs during drought 
periods. 

The department is examining the possibility of developing a coastal incidence response guide 
similar to inland water resource plans. 

Action taken on recommendation 9 as of June 2022 

a) a) Extraction figures will be available once the NSW Non-Urban Metering Framework is 
implemented in the Greater Metropolitan region, 1 December 2023. DPE–Water is 
progressing surface water LTAAEL compliance calculations for the Major Utilities LTAAEL. 

b) b) Setting the LTAAEL at a fixed volume will ensure the planned environmental water 
components do not decrease in a drying climate during the life of the plan.  

c) The appropriateness of access rules has been considered based on the longest record of 
flow available including the most recent 2019/20 drought. Plans operate for 10 years at 
which time they may be reviewed. The draft replacement plans also include an amendment 
provision for climate change as work progresses in this area. 

d) The department will work toward priorities in the State Water Strategy. Priority 4 of the 
State Water Strategy is to increase resilience to changes in water availability (variability 
and climate change). The 2021/22 action plan looks to improve and apply our understanding 
of climate variability and change.  Including work to determine a methodology and 
progressively incorporate climate risk data into water sharing plan and environmental water 
management decision making. 

e) Available water determinations and carryover rules were reviewed. No changes are 
proposed. Available water determinations in groundwater sources can be reduced if 
extraction exceeds limits. The volume of water in accounts from carryover is considered 



 

Draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 | 54 

when determining available water determinations in groundwater sources if limits have 
been exceeded. 

Accounting for spatial variation in values and risks 

Recommendation 10 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should use best available evidence, to reassess the socioeconomic, 
cultural and environmental value of all management zones/water sources in the plans including: 

a) fine scale High Ecological Values Aquatic Ecosystems (HEVAE) mapping consistent with 
data used for other NSW Government planning processes 

b) reviewing trade limitations with a view to manage trade across broader areas provided 
environmental outcomes can be maintained 

c) the full range of economic benefits and impacts of water extraction and presence of water 
in-stream when considering the economic dependence of water sources, such as: 

(i) benefits and impacts of secure water supply and time on water restrictions for town 
water supplies including residential and industrial uses 

(ii) benefits and impacts of flow and water quality on industries and water uses such as 
tourism, ecosystem services and recreation and community activities. 

Where necessary, DPE–Water should then amend both plans’ rules to address any changes to 
classifications and ensure that the high value environmental ecosystems are protected by the plan 
rules, without unnecessarily inhibiting trade. 

Department’s response to recommendation 10 at February 2021 

a) EMUs, water sources and management zones will be reviewed as part of the plan 
replacement process. Fine scale HEVAE mapping will be applied where available. 

b) Work is being progressed to review trade opportunities across all of NSW unregulated river 
systems. 

c) Socio economic and cultural information will be updated and considered where available 
during the review process. Socio-economic analysis will be undertaken on proposed 
changes to water sharing rules to inform options development. The socio-economic benefits 
of extraction will be considered alongside environmental requirements when reviewing 
rules in the water sharing plan. 

DPE–Water will review risk assessments undertaken for the 2011 plans. This includes incorporating 
updated ecological and water quality data to inform any updates to plan rules as part of plan 
replacement. 

Action taken on recommendation 10 as of June 2022 

Unregulated River Plan 

a) DPE–Water has adopted the High Ecological Value Aquatic Ecosystem (HEVAE) framework. 
HEVAE aims to identify and define a range of instream values (or level of importance) for 
freshwater river reaches in NSW. These values enable the prioritisation of areas for focused 
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water management, to benefit all water users including the environment. DPE–Water has 
adopted four criteria, diversity, distinctiveness, naturalness and vital habitat. Each of the 
four criteria relies on state-wide availability of instream value data, to enable the production 
of consistent spatial mapping outcomes.  

b) Trade rules have been reviewed using the new risk assessment data. Limitations have been 
removed or reduced in a number of water sources where risk was shown to have reduced. 

Groundwater Plan 

a) The department used the HEVAE framework to identify high priority groundwater-
dependent vegetation ecosystems. 

b) The review of groundwater source boundaries reduces trade barriers while maintaining 
environmental outcomes. 

c) The risk assessment approach was revised identifying expanded socioeconomic, cultural 
and environmental values and encompass additional risks to these values which are greater 
in the Metropolitan area (dewatering and urbanisation). The risks assessed incorporated: 

(i) fine scale HEVAE mapping consistent with other NSW Government planning 

(ii) reviewing groundwater source boundaries and trade limitations - with some 
boundaries removed with hydrogeological evidence to support the change 

(iii) the full range of economic benefits and impacts of water sources  

Recommendation 11 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should: 

a) better define connectivity terminology with respect to spatial and temporal variation and 
needs of different aquifer types 

b) strengthen the evidence base across the plan area regarding the extent and spatial 
variability of connectivity through on ground studies and mapping 

c) specifically refer to known areas of high connectivity and lower connectivity, and 
distinguish between discharging and receiving groundwater systems, and gaining and 
losing streams to better manage the Surface and Groundwater Plans as a whole. 

Department’s response to recommendation 11 at February 2021 

Where updated connectivity data is available to inform plan development, it will be utilised. Any 
improved understanding of connectivity will be reflected in documentation supporting plan 
development and public exhibition. 

Action taken on recommendation 11 as of June 2022 

The water sharing plan is a statutory document setting the rules for water sharing. It is not the place 
for definitions that are not critical to the operation of the rules. NSW's definitions of connectivity are 
included in the Macro water sharing plan - the approach for groundwater. A report to support 
community consultation. 
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Where updated connectivity data is available to inform plan development, it will be utilised. Any 
improved understanding of connectivity will be reflected in documentation supporting plan 
development and public exhibition. 

Recommendation 12 

DPE–Water should: 

a) by 1 July 2021, establish clear objectives for estuaries across the Surface Water Plan area 

b) by 1 July 2021, initiate detailed data collection in the Hawkesbury and Shoalhaven estuaries 
(including but not limited to the studies identified in 78(9) of the Surface Water Plan) and 
use this in the estuary model described in Section 4.7 to model estuary behaviour 

c) by 1 July 2022, use (b) to develop estuarine flow requirements in consultation with the 
Environmental Flows Reference Group (Recommendation 5) – as part of this, the 
Hawkesbury–Nepean tidal pool should be managed as a discrete area 

d) by 1 July 2023, include provisions to achieve the estuarine flow requirements defined in (c), 
including clear agency responsibilities. 

Department’s response to recommendation 12 at February 2021 

a) The replacement plan shall include updated objectives and performance indicators which 
included updated objectives and performance indicators relating to estuaries.   

b) We will review relevant estuary studies to inform the WSP review. 

c) Environmental flow releases from Warragamba Dam have been determined (90/10 
transparent and translucent releases) which have addressed estuary requirements. Access 
rules have been established in the plan for management zones in the Nepean River below 
Warragamba Dam and for the tidal pool management zones of the Hawkesbury River to 
protect environmental flow that enter the tidal pool.   

d) These rules will be reviewed in light of the best available information on estuaries 
requirements to ensure they remain appropriate. 

Action taken on recommendation 12 as of June 2022 

Unregulated River Plan: 

a) Plan objectives cater for water sources that include estuaries. 

b) DPE–Water has identified flow gauges held by other agencies and collected flow data, 
DPE–Water has collated data for WQ from different agencies and Councils for use in risk 
assessment. We have also sought the use of the hydrodynamic model held by Sydney Water 
to further understand the salinity dynamics under different flow regimes and extractions in 
the tidal pool. 

c) EFRG has been utilised to develop environmental flow regimes, these have been 
incorporated into plan rules to protect these flows into the estuary. MER is also being 
developed and will be reviewed in 5 years. 

d) Estuarine flow requirements have not been developed specifically; however, the protection 
of environmental flow releases is included in the replacement plan. 
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Recommendation 13 

By 1 July 2023, to improve Groundwater Plan clarity and protection of GDEs to achieve 
environmental outcomes, DPE–Water should: 

a) Clearly define groundwater terms and their relevance to the Groundwater Plan, including 
GDEs, high priority (to include culturally significant sites), groundwater type, and 
connectivity – connectivity should include both discharge of groundwater to surface water 
and surface water recharge to groundwater systems. 

b) Include known values relating to culturally significant groundwater dependent sites in the 
revised Plan and ensure these are protected by the plan provisions. 

c) Ground-truth updated DPE–EES HEVAE mapping for the presence and extent of GDEs, 
including estuarine ecosystems. Identify and clearly refer to high priority ecosystems 
(considering defined factors such as cultural significance, presence of endangered 
ecological communities, period of groundwater dependence, suitability of water quality, 
representativeness). 

d) Review setback distances for work near identified GDEs and standardise these based on the 
NSW Aquifer Interference Policy 2012. 

Department’s response to recommendation 13 at February 2021 

a) The definitions in the plan will be reviewed as part of the plan replacement process. Further 
explanation of connectivity will be provided in the background document to the plan. 

The groundwater-dependent ecosystem requirements for coastal water sharing plan areas 
are being reviewed specifically to adopt a similar approach to those taken under the Basin 
Plan water sharing plan definition and terms, with a coastal context where applicable 

b) Consultation with First Nations Peoples will aim to identify their values and desires for 
water management. 

c) HEVAE mapping has been undertaken for the greater metropolitan region. High priority 
GDEs have been identified. The department is considering the best way to confirm the 
presence of high priority GDEs. 

d) A review of setback distances has been undertaken as part of the WRP work and this will be 
applied in review of coastal WSP set back distances. 

Action taken on recommendation 13 as of June 2022 

Groundwater Plan only: 

The groundwater plan review achieved: 

a) An improved dictionary defines groundwater terms used in the water sharing plan including 
GDEs. High priority GDEs are identified in the plan and are those GDEs where distance 
restrictions for water supply works apply unless a location at a lesser distance results in no 
mor than minimal harm. The departments website outlines how high priority GDEs are 
identified. Distance restrictions outlined in the plan do not apply to other groundwater-
dependent ecosystems that may occur within the area. In contrast, distance restrictions 

https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/science/groundwater/ecosystems
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apply to all known culturally significant sites to mitigate impacts of groundwater extraction 
unless locating the works at a lesser distance would result in no more than minimal harm. 

b) The plan applies rules for managing water supply works near known culturally significant 
sites (identified on the Aboriginal Heritage Information Management System). Works must 
be outside restricted distances unless there is no more than minimal harm to the 
groundwater dependent culturally significant area.  

In addition to the plan rules, under Priority 2 of the State Water Strategy and while 
developing the state-wide Aboriginal Water Strategy, DPE–Water continues to engage with 
Aboriginal communities about social, cultural, spiritual and customary objectives. It is a 
priority to recognise cultural values in water management, as well as Aboriginal rights and 
values and increase access to and ownership of water for cultural and economic purposes. 

c) High priority GDEs have been identified and mapped based on the latest available 
information and method. This takes account of the probability of groundwater dependence 
and the ecological value of the GDE. See 
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/science/groundwater/ecosystems for more 
information on how the department identifies high-priority GDEs. The plan requires that a 
high probability of groundwater dependence is confirmed before applying distance 
restrictions to mapped High Priority GDE vegetation communities. The plan also includes 
amendment provisions allowing updates to high priority GDE if new information becomes 
available. 

d) Set back distance rules for new works near GDEs were reviewed and updated to align with 
standard distance rules where appropriate based on hydrological expertise. 

Recommendation 14 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should define specific ‘high’ flow thresholds where appropriate in the 
Surface Water Plan area, with cease to pump thresholds at levels that do not increase hydrological 
stress or impact environmental outcomes but will allow some trade into high flows. 

Department’s response to recommendation 14 at February 2021 

The department intends to review the provisions relating to high flow classes through update of 
data used in the high flow assessment and whether such provisions may be applicable to additional 
water sources. Note that provision of high flow class licences are subject to assessment and 
satisfaction of certain conditions determined by the assessment. These conditions may not be met 
for all water sources of the plan area.  

Work is being progressed for a trade review. Trade into high flows, conversions and cease to pumps 
will be considered during the rule review. 

Action taken on recommendation 14 as of June 2022 

The draft replacement surface water plan proposes high flow conversions and the granting of high 
flow aboriginal community development licences in several water sources. These licences can only 
be granted up to a limit with this limit ensuring no increases in hydrological stress ratings and aim to 
reduce hydrologic stress in low flows. 
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Supporting outcomes for Aboriginal people 

Recommendation 15 

Amend the plans to reflect all current native title claimants and Indigenous Land Use Agreement 
holders comprehensively and reflect this consistently across both plans. Undertake detailed 
engagement with these Native Title groups to determine water allocations and access options. 

Department’s response to recommendation 15 at February 2021 

The replacement plan will include any native title determinations that have been made and an 
amendment provision to amend native title rights following the granting of a native title claim during 
the life of the plan - this information would be specific to each determination. 

The department liaises with Native Title claimants and determinants regarding water associated 
with their determination. 

Action taken on recommendation 15 as of June 2022 

The revised plans reflect current Native Title determinations and can be amended to reflect the 
outcome of pending claims. 

Targeted consultation has addressed understanding water licensing, water availability and options 
for aboriginal communities. This engagement will continue during public exhibition of the draft plan. 

Recommendation 16 

Undertake subsequent work with Aboriginal stakeholders and Traditional Owners to further 
understand all water-related values (for surface and groundwater) and better protect them through 
plan provisions. 

Department’s response to recommendation 16 at February 2021 

Future consultation with First Nations Peoples will aim to identify their water dependent values and 
uses. The plans currently include distance rules to prevent the location of groundwater works within 
restricted distances of culturally significant groundwater dependent sites however these may need 
to be revisited once specific sites are identified. 

Action taken on recommendation 16 as of June 2022 

We have reached out to several Aboriginal organisations in the Greater Metropolitan plan area. 
Consultation will continue with Aboriginal organisations over the public exhibition period and over 
the life of the plan. 

The department will work toward priorities in the State Water Strategy. Priority 2 of the State Water 
Strategy is the Recognise First Nations/Aboriginal People’s rights and values and increase access to 
and ownership of water for cultural and economic purposes. 

The NSW Government recognises First Nations/Aboriginal People’s rights to water and our aim is to 
secure a future where water for First Nations/Aboriginal People is embedded within the water 
planning and management regime in NSW, delivering cultural, spiritual, social, environmental and 
economic benefit to communities. 

Actions under the State Water Strategy include: 
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• Strengthening the role of First Nations/Aboriginal People in water planning and management 

• Developing a state-wide Aboriginal water strategy  

• Providing for Aboriginal ownership of and access to water for cultural and economic 
purposes  

• Working with First Nations/Aboriginal People to improve shared water knowledge 

• Working with First Nations/Aboriginal People to maintain and preserve water-related cultural 
sites and landscapes 

The department is committed to providing greater opportunities for Aboriginal water management 
and participation in water sharing. A new Aboriginal water directorate has been established within 
the department and work is progressing on an Aboriginal Water Strategy, which will identify the 
ways in which we can achieve the priorities under the State Water Strategy. 

Recommendation 17 

Reserve unallocated water for Aboriginal specific licences or other Aboriginal water access options, 
before being offered to the market on commercial terms. 

Department’s response to recommendation 17 at February 2021 

The department is developing an Aboriginal Water Strategy. This strategy will be developed in 
partnership with First Nations Peoples and will include consideration of the licensing framework. 
Preliminary analysis of unallocated water has identified that these amounts are generally quite 
small and not likely to be useful in the systems where they have been identified. 

Action taken on recommendation 17 as of June 2022 

Unregulated and groundwater plan 

This issue has been incorporated into Aboriginal Water Strategy development. There is increased 
focus on development of this strategy in 2022 following allocation of new funding. 

Groundwater plan 

The plan allows Aboriginal community development specific purpose licences in water sources 
where there is unassigned water. 

Recommendation 18 

Finalise an NSW Aboriginal Water Strategy in 2021 to provide consistent, transparent guidelines and 
resourcing for Aboriginal water management across NSW, comprising the following at a minimum: 

a) Improve recognition of native title by including a common provision to undertake 
preliminary amendments to a plan within six months of a native title determination or other 
agreement that includes water allocation. 

b) Allow additional time to undertake detailed engagement with Traditional Owners, make 
water allocations and final plan amendments; considering native title claims proactively as 
part of water sharing planning. 



 

Draft Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Region Groundwater Sources 2023 | 61 

c) Identify Aboriginal water values and uses, objectives and outcomes by undertaking 
extensive engagement with Aboriginal stakeholders in all plan areas; prioritising allocations 
to protect values; adopting cultural landscape-scale principles; integrating identified values 
into ongoing water planning and management. 

d) Co-design Aboriginal specific licences or other water access options with key Aboriginal 
stakeholders that meet identified needs for a range of cultural, environmental, social and 
economic uses. 

Department’s response to recommendation 18 at February 2021 

DPE–Water is working in partnership with peak Aboriginal groups to codesign and deliver an 
Aboriginal Water Strategy. 

The department will ensure ongoing engagement with Traditional Owners, communities and 
relevant stakeholders for the best possible outcomes on Country. 

DPE–Water does not plan on setting a time limit to update plans with Native Title determinations as 
to date no determinations have included an allocation of water. If this occurs in the future DPE–
Water will ensure the plans are amended as quickly as possible to recognise the right. 

DPE–Water is part of the NSW Whole of Government negotiations team and are willing participants. 
Development of ILUAs is detailed and lengthy and DPE–Water continue to be involved as long as 
needed. 

The replacement plan will include an amendment provision to amend native title rights following the 
granting of a native title claim. 

DPE–Water have recently updated WSP templates so that Aboriginal, cultural and heritage values, 
uses and objectives are protected, preserved, maintained or enhanced. The department will ensure 
ongoing engagement with Traditional Owners, communities and relevant stakeholders for the best 
possible outcomes on Country. 

The NSW Government is working with peak Aboriginal bodies on a framework for engagement with 
an intention to consult with the peak bodies on a range of water related issues including Regional 
Water Strategies and Water Sharing Plans. It is anticipated that consultation will also occur with 
local Traditional Owners, Local Aboriginal Land Councils and other local Aboriginal Groups. This 
consultation will include knowledge sharing on water sharing plans and identification of 
opportunities to improve Aboriginal involvement of water management in NSW. 

These proposals shall be given consideration during the review and replacement of the plan, 
particularly when First Nations Peoples are directly involved during the replacement. 

DPE–Water is working in partnership with peak Aboriginal groups to codesign and deliver an 
Aboriginal Water Strategy. The design of the strategy will consider the matters raised by the NRC, 
including licence reforms. 

Action taken on recommendation 18 as of June 2022 

Action as in recommendation 16. 
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There are no native title determinations in the Greater Metropolitan plan area. The plans therefore 
indicate that on commencement, the amount of water required to satisfy native title rights is 
estimated as 0ML/yr. 

Plans will be amended as soon as practical to give effect to, or in connection with, a determination 
made after the plans commence. Amendments commonly take approximately six months to process 
as they require approval by multiple Ministers. 

Improving plan delivery 

Recommendation 19 

By 1 July 2022, DPE–Water should improve MER to increase transparency and support the 
achievement of Plan outcomes in line with the water management principles and priorities of the 
Act. This should include: 

a) Completing relevant studies identified in the 2011 Plans. 

b) Developing a publicly available research plan for the completion of further studies required 
to improve the knowledge base and for adaptive management – required studies should 
also be included in the plans. 

c) Developing plan-specific, publicly available MER frameworks consistent with the coastal 
and state-wide guidelines. The framework should include linked and specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant and time-bound (SMART) objectives, strategies and performance 
indicators, define roles and responsibilities, set timely public reporting requirements and 
include adaptive management processes. 

Department’s response to recommendation 19 at February 2021 

Where possible the studies identified in the current plan shall be undertaken to inform the 
replacement. Else during the replacement the department shall recommend whether or not the 
relevant study provisions are carried over into the new plan. Similarly, for any new studies that are 
identified during the replacement.  

DPE–Water is developing a monitoring, evaluation and reporting (MER) framework for coastal water 
sharing plans. The framework will help coordinate activities conducted by multiple agencies. In this 
way, MER activities can deliver on specific agency requirements and contribute to a broader 
understanding of water management and river and wetland health over time. The implementation of 
any MER programs is dependent on having a defined, long term budget. While every effort to 
maintain a MER program, the ability to implement aspects in a MER is limited by resources 

Action taken on recommendation 19 as of June 2022 

DPE–Water is developing a monitoring, evaluation and reporting (MER) framework for coastal water 
sharing plans. The framework will help coordinate activities conducted by multiple agencies. In this 
way, MER activities can deliver on specific agency requirements and contribute to a broader 
understanding of water management and river and wetland health over time. The implementation of 
any MER programs is dependent on having a defined, long term budget. While every effort is made 
to maintain a MER program, the ability to implement aspects in a MER is limited by resources. 
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The department is currently undertaking two studies to support efficient and effective use of scarce 
monitoring funds throughout NSW. The 'prioritisation' study is designed to deliver advice on which 
water sources should be targeted for monitoring activities and why, while the 'transferability' study 
is designed to deliver a model that will allow us to know with high probability which water sources 
are so similar to each other that they can be considered synonymous. The two projects combined 
will allow us to maximise the results from monitoring activities, and transparently share the results 
with stakeholders. 

Implementation of the MER program will commence in late 22. This will clarify the roles and 
responsibilities, reporting requirements, governance arrangements and timeframes associated with 
the program. 

The MER plan will include SMART objectives, strategies and performance indicators that are linked 
to the WM Act's outcomes. This will align with the WM Act priorities. 

Greater Metropolitan Region water sharing plans – 
recommended actions to support the replacement plan 
Managing extraction volumes  

Suggested action A  

Finalise the reasonable use guidelines for domestic and stock use by 1 July 2022 and include the 
agreed standards as part of the replacement plans. 

Department’s response to recommended action A as of February 2021 

The department acknowledges some stakeholder concerns about the nature and scope of 'basic 
landholder rights' to take water for domestic and stock purposes. It is important that the 
department takes the time to understand stakeholder needs and behaviours and consult with them 
on options before making recommendations on standards or guidelines. 

Action taken on recommendation action A as of June 2022 

A project is underway to review the need and options for regulation of take under domestic and 
stock basic landholder rights. The project is aimed at determining the most appropriate framework 
for managing take under these rights, according to the level of risk, and may or may not result in 
reasonable use guidelines. 

Suggested action B 

Policies around exempt and externally managed extraction should be finalised to inform the 
replacement plans’ development, for example stormwater harvesting and construction and 
maintenance dewatering. 

Department’s response to recommended action B as of February 2021 

The WMA regulation establishes licence and approval exemptions. The department will consider the 
possibility of including such matters in its policy development priority schedule. 
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The department is exploring risks to plan outcomes from take managed outside plan and is looking 
to improve clarity around such take and improve accounting and representation in water balance. 

Action taken on recommendation action B as of June 2022 

Policies around exempt and externally managed extraction are being progressed by DPE–Water but 
will not be finalised in time to inform the development of the replacement plans. 

Improving dam releases and transfers 

Suggested action C 

The NSW Government should undertake planned upgrades allowing environmental releases from 
Warragamba Dam to ensure the Surface Water Plan can deliver environmental outcomes 
downstream of Warragamba Dam. 

Department’s response to recommended action C as of February 2021 

Modifications to Warragamba Dam that would allow environmental releases are being investigated 
as part of planned modifications for 'flood mitigation'.  

Action taken on recommendation action C as of June 2022 

No action required. This is ongoing work of Water Infrastructure NSW. 

Improving plan delivery 

Suggested action D  

Continue to develop state-wide evaluation framework and monitoring plan, considering and 
addressing key gaps and prioritising MER activities based on values and risk. The framework, 
monitoring plans and reporting should be publicly available to improve transparency. 

Department’s response to recommended action D as of February 2021 

NSW is developing a monitoring, evaluation and reporting (MER) framework for coastal water 
sharing plans. The framework will help coordinate activities conducted by multiple agencies. In this 
way, MER activities can deliver on specific agency requirements and contribute to a broader 
understanding of water management and river and wetland health over time. The implementation of 
any MER programs is dependent on having a defined, long term budget. While every effort is made 
to maintain a MER program, the ability to implement it is limited by resources. The department is 
currently undertaking two studies to support efficient and effective use of scarce monitoring funds 
throughout NSW. The ‘prioritisation' study is designed to deliver advice on which water sources 
should be targeted for monitoring activities and why, while the 'transferability' study is designed to 
deliver a model that will allow us to know with high probability which water sources are so similar to 
each other that they can be considered synonymous. The two projects combined will allow us to 
maximise the results from monitoring activities, and transparently share the results with 
stakeholders. 

Action taken on recommendation action D as of June 2022 

This recommended action is in progress. See response for Recommendation 19. 
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Suggested action E  

Adopt additional mechanisms to support metering and measure water extraction and movement 
across the plan area, such as remote sensing, to improve calculation of LTAAEL compliance and 
support adaptive management. 

Department’s response to recommended action E as of February 2021 

The metering framework was developed considering the risks posed by non-metered usage. Under 
the metering framework, users that are not required to meter will be required to maintain logbooks 
and could have these records audited by NRAR. 

The adoption of new technology to measure water take will depend on their value for money, 
reliability, and priorities of the department. 

NRAR conducted an audit on meters in the Hawkesbury–Nepean during 2020, they are working with 
WNSW and stakeholders to improve metering and reporting. 

Action taken on recommendation action E as of June 2022 

The NSW Non-Urban Metering Framework comes into effect in the Greater Metropolitan plan area 1 
December 2023. Users will be required to install accurate, tamper-free meters and telemetry 
devices if they meet the thresholds established under the framework. DPE–Water in conjunction 
with NRAR and WaterNSW are supporting water users as they transition to the new framework. 

Suggested action F  

DPE–Water should adopt state-wide processes that support the plan remake and implementation 
by: 

a) enhancing communication of water sharing plans through active, simple, and consistent 
language and modes of communication 

b) improving implementation using clear and consistent governance, roles and responsibilities, 
and timelines. 

Department’s response to recommended action F as of February 2021 

The water sharing plan template has been updated to improve readability and will in future be 
drafted by Parliamentary Council Office. 

a) As part of public engagement pre and post remake, the department follows a programme of 
effective communication. Much of this involves the delivery of public documents, for 
example, rule summary sheets, background documents, guide to water sharing. These 
documents assist to communicate the rules of the plan in 'plain English'. These documents 
are periodically reviewed for their effectiveness. Departmental staff are also available to 
advise on the rules and assist licensees understand rules. 

b) These communication programmes are one consideration of the implementation 
programmes the department is now developing for water sharing plans. The implementation 
programmes shall in part establish unambiguous governance, roles, responsibilities etc for 
the delivery of key provisions of a plan.   
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Action taken on recommendation action F as of June 2022 

The water sharing plan template has been updated to improve readability and has been drafted by 
Parliamentary Council Office. And as above. 

Suggested action G 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should liaise with WaterNSW and the Natural Resources Access 
Regulator (NRAR) to ensure that Surface and Groundwater Plan provisions are practical, 
enforceable, and can readily be placed on access licences where relevant. Access licences should 
reflect plan provisions. 

Department’s response to recommended action G as of February 2021 

DPE–Water is working with WaterNSW and NRAR to improve the application of plan provisions. An 
interagency water regulatory group has been established that includes NRAR, WaterNSW, EES and 
DPE–Water. All proposed plan amendments will be passed through this group. Current access 
licences and water supply works approvals include conditions that mirror the relevant plan 
provisions. These conditions are amended where relevant provisions of the plan are amended.   

Action taken on recommendation action G as of June 2022 

DPE–Water has been working in close collaboration with WaterNSW during the development of both 
Greater Metropolitan Plans. WaterNSW has provided valuable advice relating to the practicality of 
plan provisions and the how plan drafting can support systems operations. 

DPE–Water has provided both the draft Surface and Groundwater Plans to NRAR to comment on the 
enforceability of provisions. The draft plans have also been provided to the DPE–Water 
Implementation team responsible for drafting and imposing mandatory conditions. 

Suggested action H  

As part of the plan replacement, DPE–Water should develop well-evidenced and resourced 
processes for stakeholder engagement in the plan area. This should be part of a strengthened 
state-wide stakeholder engagement strategy. 

Department’s response to recommended action H as of February 2021 

Each water sharing plan has a communications and engagement plan. There is also an overarching 
draft Coastal Water Sharing Plan engagement plan and a draft engagement plan specifically for 
coastal First Nations groups. 

The department is considering the development of regional water reference groups as a further way 
to engage with local and regional communities. 

Action taken on recommendation action H as of June 2022 

A communication and engagement plan has been developed and supporting material produced to 
help explain the change to the water sharing plan. 

Suggested action I 

By 1 July 2023, DPE–Water should adopt integrated catchment management approaches that 
support the plans’ replacement and implementation. 
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Department’s response to recommended action I as of February 2021 

DPE–Water supports ongoing consideration of integrated catchment management approaches 
where possible. Noting that Water Sharing Plans are developed in accordance with the 
requirements of the WM Act 2000.   

Action taken on recommendation action I as of June 2022 

Water sharing plans are developed in accordance with the requirements of the WM Act and cannot 
direct catchment actions not related to water sharing.  

That said the department will work toward priorities in the State Water Strategy. Priority 4 of the 
State Water Strategy is to increase resilience to changes in water availability (variability and climate 
change). Action 4.4 under this priority is to better integrate land use planning and water 
management. 

The Government will work to better integrate strategic land use planning with water management 
frameworks and outcomes. Taking steps to:  

a) establish processes to support communication and early engagement to better inform land 
use, agriculture and industry investment decisions based on a clear understanding of water 
availability and constraints, and water allocation risk over the immediate and longer term 

b) develop new planning policies, if required, to integrate land use and water cycle 
management decisions 

c) identify opportunities for the planning system to support water resource health and 
resilience in a changing climate; for example, through strategic recognition of critical 
groundwater resources in coastal areas and mitigate impacts from urban development d. 
improve access to information about water availability to support development 

d) examine opportunities for information on high value water-dependent ecosystems and 
cultural values to be considered in land use planning decisions. 
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Appendix 5. Recharge estimates, risk outcomes and 
extraction limits 

 

Recharge (ML/year) Environmental risk Socio-economic risk Sustainability factor (proportion of 
recharge from non-conservation 
areas available for extraction) 

Long term average annual 
extraction limit (ML/year) 

Groundwater Source 2011 2022 2011 2022 2011 2022 2011 2022 2011 2022 

Botany Sands1 30,424 28,869 moderate moderate moderate high 50 60 14,684 16,411 

Hawkesbury Alluvium 5,043 10,469 moderate low moderate low 50 50 2,456 5,103 

Maroota Tertiary Sands1 1,075[0] 2,274 moderate low moderate moderate 60 60 645 1,364 

Metropolitan Coastal Sands1 60,802 50,585 moderate moderate moderate low 50 25 27,206 11,407 

Sydney Basin Central 229,223 173,372 moderate moderate low low 25 25 45,915 31,859 

Sydney Basin Nepean 244,483 161,763 moderate moderate high high 60 60 99,568 64,785 

Sydney Basin North 269,187 219,851 moderate low low low 25 50 19,682 25,297 

Sydney Basin South 225,326 92,897 moderate low moderate low 50 50 69,892 30,584 

Water sources to be merged  

Proposed Lachlan Fold Belt Greater Metropolitan Groundwater Source including Coxs River and Goulburn Fractured Rock water sources) 

Coxs River Fractured Rock 67,087 80,733 high low moderate low 25 50 7,005 133,949 

Goulburn Fractured Rock 259,784 275,211 high low moderate low 25 50 53,074 

Proposed Sydney Basin West Groundwater Source - including Sydney Basin Blue Mountains, Cox's River and Richmond 

Sydney Basin Blue 
Mountains1 

78,474 55,141 moderate low low high 25 70 7,039 36,045 

Sydney Basin Coxs River 31,312 14,108 low low moderate high 60 70 17,108 

Sydney Basin Richmond 127,878 100,640 moderate moderate high high 60 60 21,103 

 

 

1 Water source where 5% of recharge from high conservation areas contributes to extraction limit 
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