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The One Basin Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) is an industry-led
partnership established in 2022 to build a more productive, resilient
and sustainable Murray-Darling Basin for current and future
generations.

From Queensland to South Australia, we are facilitating collaboration
between universities, industry, business, government, not-for-profit
organisations and local communities, across the agriculture,
environment, water and technology sectors, working towards our
vision of growing the value of water in a changing world.
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1 Introduction

The One Basin Cooperative Research Centre (One Basin CRC) welcomes the opportunity to contribute
to the Independent Review of the Water Act 2007 (Water Act Review).

This submission draws together and synthesises positions that the One Basin CRC has already put
forward through two recent national water reform processes: our submission to the 2026 Murray-
Darling Basin Plan Review and our submission to the Productivity Commission Inquiry into National
Water Reform.

The Review Discussion Paper indicates that findings from the Basin Plan Review and National Water
Reform Inquiry will inform this Review and notes that stakeholders whose Basin Plan Review
submissions have been shared and continue to reflect their views do not need to repeat that material.

We have therefore not sought to respond comprehensively to every question in the Discussion Paper
or repeat our previous submissions. Instead, this submission identifies the positions from those
submissions that are most relevant to the Water Act and draws out their implications for the Review.
We encourage the Reviewer to consider our earlier submissions alongside this synthesis, as they
contain more detailed discussion and supporting rationale.

The One Basin CRC would welcome the opportunity to discuss these matters with the Independent
Reviewer.

2  The CRC's central proposition for the
Water Act

The One Basin CRC considers that the Water Act 2007 has substantially advanced its central purpose in
the Murray-Darling Basin. It established the statutory framework for managing Basin water resources
in the national interest, addressing historical overallocation, setting sustainable diversion limits and
recovering significant volumes of water for the environment. These are major achievements that
should be retained and protected.

However, the context in which the Act operates has changed. After nearly two decades focused heavily
on water recovery, Basin management has reached an inflection point. Increasing attention needs to
be given to maximising the benefits from recovered environmental water, responding to climate
change and other emerging risks, and strengthening the capacity of Basin institutions and
communities to learn and adapt to future change.

Therefore, the central proposition of this submission is that the Water Act should evolve from
legislation designed principally to address overallocation towards an enduring framework for
adaptive, outcomes-focused water management. This should not weaken the national objectives,
achievements and core protections established through the first phase of Basin reform. Rather it
should strengthen the capacity of the Act and Basin Plan to achieve those objectives under changing
conditions through clearer accountability for outcomes, independent evaluation, transparent
adaptation and greater flexibility in implementation.

This evolution is particularly important as climate change alters water availability, environmental
conditions and the risks faced by Basin communities, First Nations people and industries. The
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statutory framework needs to be capable of learning, adapting and accommodating innovation while
maintaining clear objectives, accountability and public confidence.

The Water Act cannot and should not encompass every aspect of integrated Basin management. Land
management, catchment restoration, infrastructure operations, regional development and many
water-quality interventions involve responsibilities and powers held by Basin states and other parties.
The Review should therefore distinguish between:

matters requiring Commonwealth statutory authority through the Water Act and Basin Plan
matters requiring stronger coordination through the Murray-Darling Basin Agreement, National
Water Agreement and other intergovernmental arrangements

matters best managed through state, regional, First Nations or other place-based institutions.

The next phase of reform should combine a strong and accountable Commonwealth legislative
framework with effective intergovernmental cooperation, regional capability, First Nations
participation and authority, community involvement and enduring science and knowledge systems.
Clarifying these respective roles is essential to ensuring that the Water Act remains fit for purpose
while enabling more integrated, adaptive and effective Basin management.

The One Basin CRC has led three submissions to the Water Act Review:

1. A submission prepared by our First Nations Program with contribution from the First Nations
Management Advisory Committee, responding to the First Nations Consultation Paper;

2. A submission led by Dr. Carline Rosello titled “From participation to collaboration in Basin
governance” focused on empowering local communities; and

3. this submission which covers other matters not covered in the more focused submissions
above.

3 Recommendations to the Water Act
Review

The Review should:

1. Retain the fundamental objectives and architecture of the Water Act, recognising the substantial
progress made in addressing historical overallocation, while adapting the Act to support the next
phase of water reform.

2. Strengthen the Act's emphasis on outcomes and adaptive management, reducing unnecessary
prescription of implementation methods while maintaining clear Basin-wide objectives,
transparency and accountability.

3. Strengthen independent assurance and timely regular public reporting of measurable Basin
outcomes.

4. Ensure that the Act and Basin Plan can adapt transparently to climate change, including through
contemporary climate-risk assessment, clearer adaptation mechanisms and triggers, and
transparent approaches to managing and sharing climate risks.

5. Enable more integrated and innovative management of environmental water and water
infrastructure, including improved coordination of system operations, complementary
environmental actions and emerging approaches to water storage and management.
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6. Strengthen First Nations participation and authority in water governance, consistent with the
Review's consideration of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP), while working with First Nations to determine appropriate statutory mechanisms.

7. Ensure the Water Act's science, information, monitoring and evaluation functions connect
effectively with a broader national water knowledge system, supported through enduring
national research and knowledge arrangements.

8. Clarify the relationship between the Water Act and complementary intergovernmental
arrangements, recognising that integrated land, water, infrastructure and regional management
cannot and should not all be delivered through Commonwealth water legislation.

The rationale for these recommendations is provided below.

3.1 Strengthen the focus on outcomes and adaptive
management

The One Basin CRC supports a shift from highly prescriptive implementation arrangements towards
an approach that establishes clear objectives, provides flexibility in how they are achieved, and holds
implementing organisations accountable for outcomes. This shift goes to the heart of whether the Act
is achieving its objects.

Our Basin Plan Review submission argued that the Basin Plan should clearly articulate environmental
and water-quality objectives while avoiding unnecessary prescription of the actions required to
achieve them. Delivery agencies, environmental water holders and regional partners are often better
placed to determine how objectives should be achieved in response to local conditions, changing
circumstances and emerging knowledge.

Greater flexibility needs to be accompanied by strong accountability. Organisations should be assessed
against their contribution to agreed outcomes rather than principally against completion of
predetermined activities or outputs. This requires effective independent monitoring, transparent
reporting and opportunities to review and adjust implementation.

We previously recommended changes to the Water Act, including removing requirements that
unnecessarily prescribe actions through the Environmental Watering Plan and Water Quality
Management Plan, while retaining strong Basin-level objectives and accountability.

We also proposed that Water Resource Plans and other implementation arrangements incorporate
mechanisms for coordination, monitoring, learning, review and adjustment as circumstances and
knowledge change.

While the CRC has not examined WRP accreditation arrangements in detail, we consider that future
WRP arrangements should be streamlined and support adaptive management, learning and
transparent review processes, rather than becoming static compliance instruments.

3.2 Strengthen independent assurance over Basin Plan
outcomes

Credible, independent evaluation underpins adaptive management, accountability and transparency,
helping maintain public confidence in water reform. The Water Act establishes multiple arrangements
for monitoring, evaluating, and reviewing the Basin Plan, including requirements for a monitoring and
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evaluation program, reporting and statutory reviews. Compliance oversight and for periodic
implementation review provide additional scrutiny.

However, the MDBA has responsibilities for developing and reviewing the Basin Plan, implementing
aspects of it, and evaluating and reporting on its effectiveness. This weakens the perceived
independence of outcome evaluation and contributes to continuing contestation about the Plan’s
impacts on the environment, communities, industries and First Nations.

Our Basin Plan Review submission recommended tightening these arrangements so that evaluation of
Basin outcomes is independent, sustained and transparent. Organisations responsible for developing
policy and implementing programs should not be solely responsible for judging their success.
Independent evaluation can support adaptive management while increasing confidence that changes
in objectives, metrics and management approaches are evidence-based rather than driven by
institutional interest.

We recommend that the Review consider establishing a statutory function for independent assurance
and public reporting of Basin Plan outcomes, clearly separated from policy and delivery functions, as a
central element of future Basin governance. Consistent with the need to ensure feasibility and avoid
duplication, this function should sit within an existing overall body such as the Productivity
Commission.

3.3 Make adaptation to climate change an explicit
feature of the Act

Climate change is changing the context within which the Water Act operates. The Basin Plan will
increasingly need to enable efficient and effective decision-making under conditions in which water
availability is more variable, less reliable and, on average, lower. Environmental objectives themselves
may need to adapt, and difficult choices will arise concerning how climate-related risks are shared
across environmental, consumptive, cultural, water-quality and community outcomes.

Our Basin Plan Review submission proposed:

basing future SDL risk assessments on contemporary climate scenarios rather than relying
predominantly on the historical climate record;

establishing clearer mechanisms and triggers for adapting settings as climate conditions change;
creating transparent risk-based planning frameworks;

establishing principles for modifying environmental objectives where necessary; and

developing principles for equitable sharing of climate risks across the environment, water quality
and consumptive water users.

The Water Act should enable transparent adaptation as circumstances change while retaining
accountability for long-term outcomes. This is preferable to either locking the system into
assumptions based on historical conditions or risking inefficient or maladaptation through ad hoc
responses to individual crises.

The cycles of Basin Plan review already required under the Water act provide an adequate forum to
consider climate change adaptation. Cycles of Basin Plan review. We do not recommend adding
complexity and uncertainty with additional shorter-term review steps. However, there is an
opportunity to establish a transparent risk-based framework for adapting the Basin Plan with climate
change as part of the existing Basin Plan review cycle.
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3.4 Maximise the benefits from environmental water and
enable innovation

Having made a very substantial national investment in environmental water recovery, the next phase
of reform should focus on maximising the environmental, cultural and broader public benefits from
water already recovered for the environment. This recognises that water recovery alone will not
deliver the intended outcomes of the Water Act and Basin Plan.

Our Basin Plan Review submission identified opportunities to maximise the benefit from
environmental water through coordinated delivery of environmental, cultural and consumptive water;
improved river-system modelling and forecasting; greater use of real-time information and
automation; addressing physical and operational constraints; modernising infrastructure;
complementary river, riparian and catchment restoration; and water-quality interventions.

We proposed a Basin-scale operational transformation program supporting integrated, multi-objective
river operations and better alignment between river operators, environmental water holders,
infrastructure managers and jurisdictions. These approaches can help environmental water achieve
greater outcomes without treating additional water recovery as the only available reform mechanism.
They can also generate benefits for reliability, water quality, cultural outcomes and system efficiency.

Water banking provides an example of the broader innovation challenge facing the Act. Managed
aquifer recharge could potentially reduce evaporation, improve drought resilience and provide greater
flexibility in storing and delivering water. Scaling such approaches raises questions about water rights,
accounting, environmental outcomes and the relationship between surface-water and groundwater
management. These types of innovation will only be possible with sustained investment in cross-
disciplinary science and knowledge programs that cover hydrology, infrastructure management, water
accounting, integrated surface-groundwater management and community engagement. There is no
low-hanging fruit in water efficiency and substantial additional improvements will require dedicated
focus over many years to test the feasibility of ideas, build a case for change and plan implementation.

3.5 Strengthen governance while recognising the
appropriate limits of the Water Act

The achievement of Water Act objectives depends substantially on governance arrangements across
governments, institutions and communities. Our Basin Plan Review submission identified
fragmentation across jurisdictional and organisational boundaries as an impediment to integrated
river-system management. We advocated for stronger mechanisms for shared objectives, coordinated
planning, transparent consideration of trade-offs and engagement of regional interests in decision-
making.

However, not every governance problem should be addressed by expanding Commonwealth
legislation. Land management, infrastructure operations, catchment restoration, regional development
and many water-quality interventions depend on powers and responsibilities held by Basin states and
other parties. The Water Act and Basin Plan can establish objectives and provide important
coordinating architecture, but genuinely integrated land and water management requires effective
cooperative arrangements between governments and with regional organisations, industries, First
Nations and communities.
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For the Murray-Darling Basin, we consider there is significant value in reinvigorating the role of the
Murray-Darling Basin Agreement as a mechanism for coordinating actions that contribute to Basin
Plan objectives but cannot appropriately be directed through the Basin Plan itself. A useful principle
for the Review is therefore to match the reform objective with the most appropriate institutional
mechanism:

Reform objective Primary mechanism to consider

Basin-wide environmental objectives and SDL Water Act and Basin Plan
framework

Adaptive statutory planning and Water Act and Basin Plan

accountability

Independent Basin outcomes evaluation Water Act

First Nations statutory participation and Water Act, complemented by First Nations and
governance intergovernmental arrangements

Integrated river-system operations Murray-Darling Basin Agreement and

operational arrangements

Catchment and land management State and regional arrangements, coordinated
through intergovernmental mechanisms such as
the Murray-Darling Basin Agreement

National research and knowledge system National Water Agreement and national
institutional arrangements

Regional economic adjustment Broader integrated cross-portfolio policy, rather
than the Basin Plan alone

3.6 Strengthen First Nations authority and participation

Our Basin Plan Review work identified an important distinction between consultation and authority.
While First Nations engagement in water management has increased substantially, engagement
processes can still position First Nations peoples principally as stakeholders providing input into
decisions ultimately made through institutions established by governments.

Our previous submission argued for stronger recognition of First Nations knowledge, responsibilities
and authority in water governance. This includes place-based arrangements that recognise the
authority of Nations and knowledge holders on Country, together with formal mechanisms connecting
these arrangements with regional and Basin-scale decision-making. This direction aligns closely with
the Water Act Review's consideration of UNDRIP, particularly principles concerning self-
determination and participation in decision-making.

There are also opportunities to embed First Nations partnerships in practical areas such as
environmental water management, integrated land and water management, research, monitoring and
emerging water-management innovations, creating environmental, cultural, social and economic
benefits. Our previous submissions did not develop a detailed legislative model for embedding these
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principles in the Water Act. We therefore encourage the Review to work directly with First Nations
organisations and Nations to determine appropriate statutory mechanisms.

The direction of reform should nevertheless be clear: to progress beyond consultation towards
meaningful participation, shared decision-making and appropriate recognition of First Nations
authority in water governance.

3.7 Reinvigorate the national water information function

When the Commonwealth introduced the Water Act in 2007, it was recognised that national water
policy required national water data and information. At the time, this data and information was
fragmented across over 200 organisations, with limited standardisation, interoperability, collation and
publication. The Commonwealth responded by vesting relevant powers in the Bureau of Meteorology
(Bureau) and investing in the modernisation of water agency’s systems across the country, to support
interoperability. The function and investment allowed water availability, water status, water trade,
water use and utility performance to be monitored, assessed and reported on consistently at the
national scale for the first time.

This function remains as critical as always and should continue to be vested with a trusted,
independent agency not responsible for water policy and management. However, over the past decade
the service provided by the Bureau has declined and opportunities to embrace modern technology and
provide trusted information on contested water matters has been missed.

The Bureau’s Water Information Statement of Ambition 2023-28 provides a useful direction for the
reinvigoration of this function but it appears that little progress has been made against this vision. We
recommend that the Water Act Review consider how this function can continue to be prioritised,
recognising the Bureau’s other critical national functions.

3.8 Treatscience, research, data and knowledge as
essential water-management infrastructure

Our submission to the National Water Reform Inquiry focused particularly on the role of science,
knowledge and research.

Effective water reform depends on an enduring capacity to learn and adapt. This requires research
capability, monitoring, modelling, data infrastructure, skilled people and effective mechanisms for
translating knowledge into decisions. Our National Water Reform submission described these
capabilities as essential knowledge infrastructure. Science and data are required to understand future
water availability and demand, climate risks, infrastructure performance, environmental outcomes
and trade-offs between competing objectives.

We recommended:

1. national coordination and investment in water research supporting an ecosystem connecting
researchers and water managers;

2. sustainable, enduring funding for agreed national water-research priorities; and

3. aregular national review of water research and knowledge, including an inventory of research,
evaluation of its benefits and identification of future priorities.
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These proposals align strongly with the National Water Agreement's emphasis on evidence-based,
adaptive and climate-responsive water management.

We do not suggest that the Water Act itself should necessarily establish or fund the entire national
water research system. Rather, the Act should ensure that its statutory information, monitoring,
evaluation and decision-making functions connect effectively with a broader national water
knowledge system. The National Water Agreement and associated national institutional arrangements
provide a more appropriate mechanism for coordinating the broader research and innovation
ecosystem.

3.9 Set water quality objectives, coordinate
interventions and drive accountability at
appropriate scales

Water quality is an increasingly significant threat to the environmental, social, economic and cultural
values supported by Basin water resources.

Our Basin Plan Review submission argued that environmental water is an essential foundation for
river health but cannot, by itself, address all major threats. Pollution, sediment, nutrients, salinity,
invasive species, riparian degradation and catchment processes frequently require complementary
land, river and infrastructure interventions. The next phase of Basin management should therefore
integrate environmental watering more effectively with catchment, riparian, habitat and water-quality
management.

Many of these actions sit outside the direct authority provided through the Water Act. This reinforces
the need for the Act to operate effectively as one component of a broader framework of
intergovernmental, regional and catchment governance rather than attempting to encompass all
aspects of integrated basin management. The appropriate role for the Water Act is to establish clear
water quality and environmental objectives, provide appropriate statutory mechanisms and
accountability, and support coordination with the broader actions required to achieve those
objectives.

3.10 Continue to improve integrity and transparency of
water markets

Well-functioning water markets support efficient and adaptive water use but depend on transparent
information, proportionate regulation and community confidence. Significant market integrity and
information reforms are still being implemented. The immediate priority should therefore be to
implement and evaluate these reforms before considering further substantial legislative change.

The Review should identify opportunities to clarify Commonwealth and state agency responsibilities
and streamline administration, without weakening market integrity, transparency or accountability.
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3.11 Establish basic levels of water service for towns and
cities

Water security is a challenging concept in a climate as variable as Australia. We must accept that there
will be times of water scarcity and ensure the highest priority uses are protected.

While the Water Act (and state water management acts) acknowledge the primacy of critical human
water needs, experience demonstrates these needs are at risk. During the Tinderbox Drought many
communities faced severe water restrictions and came perilously close to running out of water.
Outside of drought, many communities face issues with the quality of drinking water supply and the
sustainability of water service provision.

These challenges are driven by many factors including ageing infrastructure, the limitations of cost-
recovery in regional areas, financial sustainability of regional and rural utilities, institutional clarity,
climate variability and change, and catchment-specific water management issues. Many of these
matters must be resolved at state or territory, catchment and utility scales. While they cannot be
resolved through the Water Act, the Commonwealth’s proposed work to define a basic level of water
service provision is foundational to driving secure water services across regional Australia.

4  Conclusion

The Water Act 2007 established the statutory framework for addressing historical overallocation and
has enabled substantial progress in environmental water recovery and Basin-wide water reform.
These achievements should be retained. The challenge for the next phase is to enhance institutional
arrangements established through those reforms to better prepare the Basin for a more uncertain
future.

We consider that this requires an Act that retains strong national objectives and accountability while
becoming more adaptive, outcomes-focused and enabling; embeds independent knowledge and
evaluation; strengthens First Nations participation and authority; facilitates innovation and better
coordination of environmental water and system operations; and works deliberately with
complementary intergovernmental and regional governance arrangements.

The future of integrated Basin management will not be secured by continually expanding the scope of
the Water Act. It will depend on combining an effective Commonwealth statutory framework with
strong intergovernmental cooperation, regional capability, First Nations governance, science and
knowledge, and the capacity to learn and adapt.

These positions synthesise matters previously presented by the One Basin CRC through the Basin Plan
Review and National Water Reform Inquiry. We encourage the Water Act Review to consider those
submissions alongside this supplementary submission.

The One Basin CRC would welcome the opportunity to discuss these matters with the Independent
Reviewer.
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Previous One Basin CRC submissions

This supplementary submission should be read alongside these earlier submissions:

¢ One Basin CRC Submission to the Murray-Darling Basin Plan Review, 2026.

e One Basin CRC Submission to the Productivity Commission Inquiry into National Water Reform,
2026.
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