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Environmental water deliveries in NSW 

Regulatory update  
In September and November 2025, the NSW Government amended the Water Management 

(General) Regulation 2025 to provide legal clarity for environmental water holders, river operators 

and approval holders. 

The amendments: 

• establish a set of return flow rules that apply to held environmental water 

• create targeted licence exemptions to support lawful, efficient delivery of environmental 

water. 

The amendments do not result in less water being available for other entitlement holders, nor do 

they exempt water taken for environmental purposes from metering requirements under the non-

urban metering rules. 

Return flow rules 
Prior to the amendments, held environmental water taken during a multi-site watering event was 

debited from licence accounts on a 'net take' basis: the amount delivered to each site minus any 

water that flowed back to the regulated river. 

However, the Water Management Act 2000 (WM Act) only allows this approach if water return flow 

rules are in place. In the absence of such rules, water should have been debited as the total volume 

delivered to each site, without accounting for return flows. 

The Water Management (General) Regulation 2025 now establishes these return flow rules in the 

following regulated river water sources: 

• Murrumbidgee Regulated River Water Source 

• New South Wales Murray Regulated River Water Source 

• Lower Darling Regulated River Water Source. 

These rules allow water deliveries that return to those regulated river water sources after passing 

through priority environmental sites to be recredited to environmental water accounts. 

This change aligns policy with the operational realities of environmental water delivery and ensures 

more efficient, transparent use of available water. 

https://www.dcceew.nsw.gov.au/copyright
https://www.water.dcceew.nsw.gov.au/our-work/non-urban-metering/non-urban-metering-water-users#-metering-rules-
https://www.water.dcceew.nsw.gov.au/our-work/non-urban-metering/non-urban-metering-water-users#-metering-rules-
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Licence exemptions 
The amended regulation creates 2 licence exemptions: 

• held environmental water licence exemption – allows held environmental water taken from a 

regulated river under a licence and delivered to an unregulated river to be subsequently taken 

from that unregulated river without the need for an additional licence 

• operator licence exemption – exempts the Murray–Darling Basin Authority, WaterNSW and its 

agents from the requirement to hold a water access licence to take water from a regulated 

river when they carry out delivery of: 

− planned environmental water 

−  any other water required to be delivered under relevant laws within the regulated river (for 

example, the WM Act, the Water Act 2007 (Cth) and the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement). 

This resolves previous uncertainty and ensures that environmental water holders and river operators 

can continue to deliver water for the environment in line with their obligations and without 

unnecessary administrative barriers. 

Metering compliance 
The amended regulation does not remove the need for held environmental water to comply with the 

metering rules set out in the Water Management (General) Regulation 2025. 

The NSW Government and environmental managers are working to install metering or measurement 

equipment at sites used for environmental watering as quickly as possible to ensure full compliance. 

Contact the department  

• Phone: 1300 081 047 

• Email: water.enquiries@dcceew.gov.au 
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