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A new water sharing plan for the Murrumbidgee
Unregulated River area

A summary of proposed changes in the draft Water Sharing Plan for

the Murrumbidgee Unregulated River Water Sources 2025

Water sharing plans (WSPs) are the primary legal framework for managing water access and

sharing in NSW. The plans are valid for 10 years from their start date.

The Natural Resources Commission (NRC) formally reviews a plan near the end of its 10-year term.
The review identifies any changes necessary to deliver better outcomes for all water users,

including the environment.

Under the Water Management Act 2000 (WM Act), the minister may extend a plan for another

10 years or replace it with a changed plan, based on the recommendation of the NRC.

In 2023, the NRC completed its review of the Water Sharing Plan for the Murrumbidgee Unregulated
River Water Sources 2012 (the 2012 plan) and recommended its replacement. The replacement plan
is due by 1 July 2025. A copy of the NRC report is available from the Publications pages of the NRC

website.

The NSW Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water (the department) has
drafted a new water sharing plan - the Water Sharing Plan for the Murrumbidgee Unregulated River
Water Sources 2025 (the draft plan). When finalised, this will replace the 2012 plan.

We have updated the draft plan to align with the structure and wording of recent water sharing
plans. This includes removing redundant clauses and notes, changing the numbering of parts and

sections, and updating contact information.

These changes will improve consistency across all WSPs and align with current policy positions and
administrative practices. In some circumstances, re-drafting was required to provide clarity or
remove ambiguity associated with the existing rules. We have also updated the amendment
provisions to allow us to change the plan if new information is available. We will consult the public
before making any future changes that could affect water users or the environment’s access to

water.
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The new approach for reviewing a plan’s access rules in the inland regions of NSW relies on a risk
assessment. The risk assessment identifies risks for each water source, based on the consequence
(loss of ecological value) and likelihood (probability of impacts) of a threat occurring in the water

source.

A risk assessment was completed for this plan area in 2020 as part of the requirement to meet the
Basin Plan 2012. The risk assessment identifies risk outcomes for each water source and highlights
areas where current management should be reviewed to ensure adequate protection of low flows,
based on the consequence (loss of ecological value) and likelihood (probability of impacts) of a
threat occurring in the water source. This fact sheet summarises the key changes proposed to the
2012 plan.

This fact sheet summarises the key changes proposed to the 2012 plan.

Objectives, strategies and performance indicators

The department has revised the objectives, strategies and performance indicators to better reflect
the principles of the Water Management Act 2000. The draft plan deals with similar matters to the

current one. We have made changes to:

e make a stronger logical connection between objectives, the strategies of the plan and the

performance indicators we will monitor

e distinguish clearly between the environmental, economic, social and Aboriginal cultural

objectives of the plan.

New provisions have been added to ensure a monitoring, evaluation and reporting (MER) plan for this
WSP is published by December 2026. The implementation of the plan, including progress against
the MER plan will be publicly reported on annually from December 2025. Annual reporting will
include progress against the MER plan once the MER plan has been published. In Year 9 of the plan
we will publicly report on the results of the monitoring and evaluation undertaken.

Environmental water provisions

The environmental water provisions (legal conditions) remain in the draft plan but not in their own

part. We have distributed them throughout the draft plan into:

e Part 4 - Limits to the availability of water

e Part 6 - Operation of water allocation accounts and managing access licences.
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Estimated water requirements for basic landholder rights
and licensed take

The draft plan gives updated:

e estimates of water requirements for basic landholder rights that take into account recent

data sets for urban areas, numbers of houses and land use

e the total volumes or unit shares specified in the share components of all access licences to

reflect current information.

Review of the Long Term Average Annual Extraction Limits
(LTAAELS)

Establish numeric LTAAELs

The draft plan specifies that the department is to determine and publish numeric LTAAELSs by
December 2026. The extraction limits are currently described by a set of conditions based on
development during a specific period of time rather than a defined numeric volume. The NRC in its
review of inland unregulated plans has recommended all plans include numeric extraction limits to

improve transparency and support the annual compliance assessment against the limit.

Review the numeric LTAAELSs to ensure a sustainable level of take

It is proposed that by year 5 the LTAAELs will have been reviewed to determine sustainable levels
of take. This review will build on the work currently being undertaken by the department to
investigate how water sharing plans can consider and adapt to climate change. Any changes to the
extraction limits will need to be considered within the context of the Basin Plan’s sustainable
diversion limits. The review will also consider cultural, social and economic outcomes.

The department has commenced a major program of integrating climate change and climate
variability considerations into the plans. The work has commenced with a review of the minimum
inflows to inform maintenance of water supply in inland regulated river systems. This is a key piece

of work in relation to climate considerations within plans.

The draft plan includes provisions which allow the plan to be amended, and to consider the

outcomes of this review. The department will seek the advice of the NRC during this review.
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Changes to access rules

A key recommendation from the NRC'’s review of inland unregulated plans is to introduce flow
based access rules, where suitable gauges are available. This change addresses compliance and
enforcement issues associated with a ‘no visible flow’ rule and provides better protection of very low
flows. In the draft plan, new gauges on which to base access rules have been identified in Yass
Lower Water Source and Killimicat Creek Management Zone in the Adjungbilly/Bombowlee/Brungle

Water Source.

This proposed change may increase the frequency and duration of cease to pump events for licence
holders. We are seeking information from affected licences about water usage patterns and how the
proposed access rules may affect existing irrigation operations. This information will allow us to
better understand the potential impacts and help identify ways to mitigate those impacts, where

possible.

The draft plan proposes changes to gauge-based access rules as follows:

Murrumbidgee | and Il water sources

A higher ‘cease to pump’ (CtP) trigger will sometimes apply in Murrumbidgee | and Murrumbidgee Il
water sources in the upper Murrumbidgee River to protect releases of environmental water from
Tantangara Dam during periods of low flow. At these times, a higher rate of flow than the required
standard minimum at the reference gauge will be the trigger before extraction is allowed under an
access licence. Details of the access rules will be publicly announced by a minister’s order and will
depend on seasonal conditions and the size of the planned environmental flow releases.

Yass Lower Water Source

The current access rule allows extraction at an approved water supply work if there is a visible flow
over the Railway Weir on the Murrumbidgee River in Yass. The proposed new rule is to permit access
if flows are above 2 ML/day at Yass River Upstream of Burrinjuck Dam gauge (410176). The change

would increase environmental protection and result in a moderate reduction in access to water.

Numeralla East Water Source

The current access rule is flows above 4.5 ML/day at Numeralla River at Rose Valley low flow gauge
(41000206); however, this gauge is not online, and compliance is difficult. The proposed new rule is
to permit access if flows are above 6 ML/day at Numeralla River at Numeralla School gauge
(410062). This gauge is online and water users can easily establish if access conditions are met. The
change would increase environmental protection and result in a similar frequency of access to water

as the current rule.
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Killimicat Creek Management Zone in the Adjungbilly/Bombowlee/Brungle
Water Source.

Killimicat Creek Management Zone is one of 5 management zones in the
Adjungbilly/Bombowlee/Brungle Water Source. The current access rule is visible flow at Killimicat
Creek at the Gundagai-Tumut Road bridge. The proposed new rule is to permit access if flows are
above 1 ML/day at Killimicat Creek at Wyangle gauge (410114). This gauge is online and has
good/fair reliability but a very small catchment (23 km?) and therefore the degree to which it
represents conditions in the management zone is relatively low. The change would increase

environmental protection and result in a reduction in access to water.

Adjungbilly Creek Management Zone in the Adjungbilly/Bombowlee/Brungle
Water Source, Borambola Management Zone in the Tarcutta Creek Water
Source and the Cooma Management Zone in the Numeralla West Water
Source.

In these 3 management zones (MZ), the gauge which governs access to water under a licence is not
changing, but the cease to pump (CtP) trigger at and below which extraction is prohibited is
increasing. This will increase environmental protection. The resultant reduction in frequency of
access is small and are detailed in the report cards for Adjungbilly/Bombowlee/Brungle, Tarcutta

Creek and Numeralla West water sources, respectively.

Extraction of water from natural off-river pools from Year 6 of the draft plan

The current Murray and Murrumbidgee plans distinguish between in-river (within channel) and off-
river pools. The plans have a default rule which allows water in natural off-river pools (e.g. lagoons)
to be extracted down to 80%. From Year 6 of the draft plan, the proposed rule is to prohibit
extraction of water unless an off-river pool is at or above 100% of full capacity, in other words, no
draw down unless a pool is passing a flow or is capable of doing so.

Existing licensees on off-river pools may apply for an exemption to the new rule. Applications to
retain current access conditions must be received by Year 5 of the plan and will be considered on a

case-by-case basis.

Extraction of water from natural in-river pools

The 2012 plan states that natural in-river pools may not be drawn down below 100% full or, where a
flow class is established, may not be drawn down when flows are in the Very Low Flow Class. The
draft plan will prohibit extraction of water from natural in-river pools unless the water source is in
the A Flow Class AND the pool is at full (100%) capacity.
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Increasing protection of regulated environmental water that is delivered to
selected lagoons

The 2012 plan protects planned environmental water delivered (i.e. an environmental water
allowance) from the regulated Murrumbidgee River into 8 lagoons (see clause 57(11) and Schedule
4). The draft plan proposes to also protect held environmental water (i.e. licensed entitlement) and
adds another 3 lagoons to the relevant schedule. The 3 additional lagoons in new Table B in
Schedule 3 are: Currawananna Lagoon and Mundowy (or Mundowey) Lagoon at Collingullie, in the
mid-Murrumbidgee, and Yanga Creek, near Balranald.

Minister’s note on a gauge-based access rule for Bunyan Management Zone
within the Numeralla West Water Source

The department is seeking feedback on the possibility of a new access rule for this management
zone to be increased to above 1 ML/day at Cooma Creek at Cooma No.2 (The Grange) gauge
(410081). The current access rule is visible flow at Cooma Creek at the highway bridge at Bunyan.
This change would mean the same access rule would apply in both management zones of the
Numeralla West Water Source. The change would link access to flows in Bunyan Management Zone
(MZ) to an online, upstream gauge. The change would increase environmental protection and result
in a large reduction in access to water.

There are concerns that the gauge does not represent local conditions. The gauge is just upstream
of Cooma and licensees in the Bunyan MZ are all on Cooma Creek just downstream of Cooma’s
sewage treatment plant. The area receives urban runoff and licensees in the most downstream part
of the zone are able to access these improved flows downstream of the proposed gauge. No

alternative gauge is available.

Amendment provision to review high risk water sources

An amendment provision has been included in the draft plan to review water sources identified as
being at high risk from extraction. In some water sources, changes to access rules are not proposed
in the draft plan because there is either no telemetric gauge available or the reliability of the
existing gauge is poor. These water sources will be reviewed by year 5 to improve protection of
water dependent ecosystems and connectivity between water sources. The review will consider new
information, where it is available, as well as associated cultural, social and economic implications of
any changes to access rules. The water sources/management zones identified for review are listed

below:

e Bombowlee Creek, Brungle Creek and Oak Creek management zones in the

Adjungbilly/Bombowlee/Brungle Water Source
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e Kyeamba Water Source

e Queanbeyan Water Source
e Umbango and Westbrook management zones in the Tarcutta Creek Water Source

e Yass Upper Water Source.

Trading

Trading is an important tool for making both environmental and economic improvements. If trading
rules are too restrictive, it limits the ability to move take of water out of high environmental value
areas to lower environmental value areas, provides no flexibility for water users and hinders the
establishment of a water market. Where water sources have medium to low environmental value and

flows are not stressed, trade should be permitted.

There are changes to trade rules in 12 of the draft plan’s 49 water sources, management zones and
trading zones that govern trade. A new assessment of risk to environmental value, from potential
water extraction, has been undertaken since drafting of the 2012 plan. Where assessed risk has
decreased, existing trade rules may be relaxed. Where assessed risk has increased, existing trade
rules may be tightened. However, if the rule already was ‘No trade in’ there will be no change.

In general, the draft plan provides more opportunities to trade into and between water sources and
management zones. Table 1 summarises if new rules allow entitlement to trade into a water source.
‘No Net gain’ means that trade must occur out of a water source before the equivalent or less can be
traded back in. See the report cards for each water source for more details on the proposed trading

rules.

Table 1. Changes to trading rules in the draft Murrumbidgee unregulated plan

Water Source Trade in

Adelong Creek Yes
Adjungbilly/Bombowlee/Brungle No net gain
Billabung Yes
Bredbo No net gain
Burrumbuttock No net gain
Gilmore/Sandy No net gain
Goobarragandra Yes
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Lake George Yes
Lower Billabong No
Mountain Yes
Upper Tumut No net gain
Yarra Yarra Yes

Total and individual daily extraction limits

We propose to remove references to total and individual daily extraction limits (TDELs and IDELSs)
from the plan and include an amendment provision that would allow us to introduce TDELs and
individual daily extraction components (IDECs) in the future, if necessary.

We cannot implement TDELs and IDECs now because of the lack of metering and flow gauging.
However, we believe that TDELs and IDECs are an appropriate management tool in some areas
where they can be implemented. We want to be able to introduce them in the future if required, if
there is suitable infrastructure and metering.

In-river dams and Town Water Supply

Water sharing plans contain specific rules relating to the construction and operation of in-river
dams. Current policy prohibits the construction of new in-river dams in third or higher order streams
in water sources identified as having high instream value. The 2012 plan prohibits new in-river dams

in third or higher order streams in eight water sources.

In addition to those already protected, the draft plan prohibits new in-river dams in the following

water sources which have been identified as high value:

o Lower Billabong Water Source

o LowerBillabong Anabranch Water Source

o Murrumbidgee (Gogeldrie to Waldaira) Water Source

) Murrumbidgee Central (Burrinjuck to Gogeldrie) Water Source
o Murrumbidgee Western

. Tarcutta Creek Water Source.
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We propose to include an exemption for in-river dam applications that are for town water supply
purposes. This provides an opportunity for inland towns to consider in-river dams as an option to
improve security, reliability and resilience of town water supplies. This is consistent with the State

Water Strategy priority actions for town water supply.

It should be noted that applications for a new water supply works approval or to amend an existing
approval are subject to a stringent assessment process that considers on a case-by-case basis the
location and impact of the proposed works. There is no guarantee an application will be approved as

this is determined by the assessment process.

Protecting wetlands

The draft plan identifies “‘WSP prescribed wetlands’ in the plan area. It improves protection by
restricting new surface water supply works and trade into these important areas. The draft plan
proposes there will be no new works or trades allowed within, or within 3 km upstream of, Ramsar
listed wetlands or within a wetland shown on the WSP Prescribed Wetlands Map. The rules will not
apply to replacement surface water supply works. For more information please see the factsheet on
Improving protection of wetlands in inland New South Wales.

The draft plan includes a map of WSP prescribed wetlands for the plan area using spatial data from:
e the Long-Term Water Plan,
e Ramsar (internationally important) wetlands listing,
e the Directory of Important Wetlands of Australia,
e existing lists of wetlands already identified in water sharing plans,
e ecological assets listed in floodplain management plans in management zone D,
e Endangered Ecological Communities of the Plan area that are wetlands,
e regionally significant cultural wetlands (if known).

The wetland category of ‘WSP Prescribed Wetlands’ will include an exemption to proposed new

rules if no more than minimal harm can be demonstrated.

The proposed rules address the NRC’s recommendations to improve protection for wetlands within

the plan area.

More information

The draft water sharing plan and other fact sheets are available from the Water pages of the

department's website.
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