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National water issues and measures 
being taken to1 ‘secure our water future’ ’

From the Office of Hon John Thwaites MP

S
ecuring sustainable water supplies for our 
future is an issue of the highest importance for 
our nation. Access to a quality water supply is 
a key foundation of our economy, society and the 

environment. But the quality of our water resources 
is under serious pressure, our water supply is limited 
and our demands are increasing. Accordingly, all 
levels of government are turning their attention 
to addressing the problems facing the quality of 
our water resources and the security of supply for all.

Victoria has led the charge in water reform for many 
years now. Our water market is the most active in 
the nation, our Catchment Management Authority 
framework has been replicated across the nation and 
our water allocation and entitlement system has 
lead to greater investment in agriculture and related 
industries compared to neighbouring state in the 
Murray Darling Basin.

Despite our strengths, which we will continue to 
build on, there are many challenges.

Victoria’s rivers are under strain, with one third in 
poor or very poor condition. In addition, Victoria 
is now in its eighth year of drought and around 
206 towns across the state are currently on water 
restrictions.

This pressure on our water resources is furthered 
by climate change predictions, which anticipate 
that less rain will fall and annual temperatures will 
increase in the future. The demand for water will 
also grow as populations expand, with an expected 
increase of more than one million people in Melb
ourne over the next 25 years and another 350,000 
people in regional Victoria.

It is important that these challenges are addressed 
in a thorough and effective manner to ensure that 
reforms provide reliable and secure water supplies 
for all users, including the environment, in the 
long term.

Victoria’s leadership in 
water reform
Victoria is currently within a water reform process 
that will further enable the state to meet its water 
challenges into the future.

In April 2003, I delivered a “Ministerial Statement 
on Water” to Parliament, outlining the Victorian 
governments future directions for working toward 
the sustainable management of our water resources.

This was followed by the release of the “Securing 
Our Water Future” green paper for discussion in 
August 2003. The green paper outlined more than 
80 proposals designed to put Victoria on a pathway 
to sustainable water resource management.

The Victorian community provided an over
whelming positive response to the green paper and

displayed a high level of related knowledge 
in discussions. Hundreds of people participated in 
the dozens of information sessions held across the 
state. More than 650 written submissions were also 
received from a variety of authorities, community 
organisations, industry groups and individuals.

All public feedback and submissions are currently 
being considered in the development of the govern
ment’s white paper on water, which will set clear 
policy directions for sustainable water management 
within Victoria. The white paper will be released in 
the first half of this year and will build on key tenets 
of the green paper and community comments in 
order to set a water reform package that will:
• provide for a contemporary and comprehensive 

water allocation regime;
• improve river health and aquifers;
• encourage the smarter use of irrigation water;
• ensure the smarter use of urban water in cities 

and towns;
• price for sustainability; and
• build an innovative and accountable water sector.
A wide range of measures will be used to implement 
the reform package, including legislation, fiscal policy, 
regulation, operational management, enhanced catch
ment management, new planning arrangements and 
research and capacity building activities.

Legislative change is expected to be a key part of 
reform, particularly if proposals to establish environ
mental water reserves (to set aside a share of water 
for the environment) and to unbundle water entide- 
ments are adopted.

The government is aware that many rural com
munities and industries have been in the process of 
enormous change as a result of current pressures and 
competition associated with globalisation and the 
recent drought and fires. The path towards sustain
able management does mean change. The task for 
Victorians, living in the city and country, is to accept 
this challenge through innovation and leadership. 
To facilitate this the government will ensure that 
adequate measures are in place to assist communities 
to deal with change, with the details of these meas
ures still under consideration.

National water reform
In 1994, the Council of Australian Governments 
endorsed a water reform framework that initiated an 
important range of reforms. Ten years on, Victoria, 
by comparison to other states and territories, is at 
an advanced stage of implementing these reforms.

Within that time, we have seen the emergence of a 
much greater understanding regarding the limits to 
the capacity of Australia’s surface and ground water 
systems, and the need to better protect and manage 
our water resources and water use efficiency.

In August 2003 the Council of Australian Govern
ments gave formal recognition to this need by agree
ing to develop an Intergovernmental Agreement 
for a National Water Initiative to reinvigorate water 
reform.

In addition, those governments of Australia within 
the Murray Darling Basin agreed to provide new 
funding of $500 million over five years to be directed 
towards achieving sustainable water extraction levels 
in the Murray Darling Basin and environmental 
redemption objectives in the River Murray under the 
Living Murray First Step Initiative.

The First Step Initiative is being progressed under 
the auspices of the Murray Darling Basin Ministerial 
Council to recover up to 500GL of water, to be built 
up over five years, to improve the environment at 
six significant sites along the River Murray, Barmah- 
Millewa Forest; Gunbower and Koondrook-Perri- 
coota Forests; Hattah Lakes; Chowilla Floodplain 
(including Lindsay-Wallpolla); the Murray Mouth, 
Coorong and Lower Lakes; and the River Murray 
channel.

Coordinated approaches such as these at the national 
level and between specific states are often necessary, 
as with the Murray Darling Basin, to progress 
change and improvement.

Victoria has already shown national leadership 
in river health improvement across government 
boundaries. In 2000, Premier Bracks reached agree
ment with Premier Carr and the Commonwealth 
government to invest $375 million in restoring 
flows to the Snowy River.

In these coordinated approaches, Victoria is playing 
a pivotal role to ensure the delivery of environ
mental gains in our rivers and tributaries of the 
Murray Darling Basin; a nationally consistent 
approach to water allocation between consumptive 
and environmental use that complements the security 
of Victoria’s water access entitlements and where 
physically possible, the timely establishment of 
open, barrier free water markets.

Victoria’s relatively open water markets and reliable 
water entitlements have led to continued investment 
and efficiency improvements over the last decade, 
encouraging water to move from low value uses 
to high value uses. This has resulted in Victorian 
irrigators earning twice the dollar value per megalitre 
than their NSW counterparts.

In many ways, Victoria is ahead of the game and 
other governments are only now recognising the 
benefits we are already enjoying. It is a role that we 
wish to continue. Not only will it foster a sustain
able irrigation sector to boost our economy and our 
regional communities, it will ensure that nationally 
we continue to improve our water management 
to protect our most precious resource. ■
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