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Executive summary 

About this document 
The Water Sharing Plan for the Gwydir Unregulated River 
Water Sources 2012 expired on 30 June 2025. 

The Department of Climate Change, Energy, the 
Environment and Water (the department) publicly 
exhibited a draft replacement water sharing plan. This 
provided an opportunity for water users, broader 
stakeholders and other interested parties to learn more 
about proposed changes, to make submissions and 
comment on the draft plan. 

This report summarises how we engaged with 
communities, the key issues we heard and the next steps 
taken to finalise the Water Sharing Plan for the Gwydir 
Unregulated River Water Sources 2026. 

Background 
The department is responsible for surface and 
groundwater management, including ensuring water 
security for NSW. We also ensure equitable sharing of 
surface and groundwater resources, and that water 
entitlements and allocations are secure and tradeable.  

Water sharing plans are the primary legal framework for 
managing and sharing water in NSW. They are made 
under the NSW Water Management Act 2000 (WM Act) 
and are valid for 10 years. The rules in the plans allow 
equitable sharing of water for all water users, including 
the environment.  

They do this by: 

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

• setting limits on the total volume water extracted to 
ensure security for the environment and water users 

• protecting the water needed to meet basic landholder 
rights 

• 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://legislation.nsw.gov.au/file/2012-355%2020241004.pdf
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/file/2012-355%2020241004.pdf
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/file/2012-355%2020241004.pdf
https://www.water.dcceew.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-08/draft-gwydir-water-sharing-plan-2025.pdf
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-2000-092
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• specifying rules to minimise the impacts of extraction on groundwater users, groundwater-
dependent ecosystems, culturally significant sites, water quality and the integrity of aquifers 

• specifying the rules for water trading, that is, the buying and selling of water licences and water 
allocations 

• setting the mandatory conditions that apply to licence holders. 

Under WM Act water sharing plans are subject to review every 10 years and may be replaced to 
deliver better outcomes for all water users, including the environment. 

Consultation 
Consultation is an essential part of developing the draft replacement Water Sharing Plan for the 
Gwydir Unregulated River Water Sources 2026 (the replacement plan).  

From 4 November 2024 to 10 January 2025 the replacement the plan was exhibited publicly and 
dated as the draft Water Sharing Plan for the Gwydir River Unregulated Water Sources 2025.  

We encouraged stakeholders to give feedback directly and through written submissions. Our 
website included a ‘Have your say’ section that gave people different ways to make a submission, 
including via email and a downloadable feedback form.  

In addition to the feedback provided by those who attended face-to-face and webinar sessions, we 
received 62 written submissions during public exhibition. 

The valuable feedback received during the public exhibition period and through submissions has 
helped the department finalise the draft replacement plan. 

How did we consult? 
The initial consultation period was held between 4 November 2024 and 13 December 2024 during 
which the department consulted with stakeholders and sought their views on the proposed changes 
to the draft replacement plan. In response to public feedback, the consultation period was extended 
to 10 January 2025 for comments on the plan and 2 February 2025 for comments specific to 
proposed wetlands in the plan.  

We identified stakeholders with a potential interest in the plan. These included water access licence 
holders and water supply work approval holders (WaterNSW customers), environmental interest 
groups, Local Aboriginal Land Councils, community groups, farming groups and local councils/water 
utilities. 

WaterNSW customers were contacted via mail (394 letters) and other groups and individuals were 
contacted via email (278 recipients). These communications informed recipients of the plan 
replacement, ways to access information and invited them to attend the public information sessions. 

Public information sessions were held over the 91-day exhibition period, including webinars: two 
face-to-face meetings with a plan-specific presentation and communication materials available. 
Surface water planning staff were in attendance to speak with stakeholders and answer questions. 

Face-to-face information sessions 
We held one face-to-face meeting during the exhibition period in convenient locations for the 
majority of stakeholders likely to be impacted by proposed changes to the plan. We used a 
presentation and discussion approach for the meeting at which departmental staff were available to 
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discuss the plan changes and answer questions. Stakeholders could watch the presentation, gather 
printed information, inspect maps and discuss any questions or concerns one-on-one with staff. 

Table 1 summarises participation at each meeting. 

Table 1. Stakeholder attendance at face-to-face meeting 

Location Date Registered to attend Attended 

Bingara 27 November 2024 30 30 

Webinar sessions 
The department held a live webinar session using a virtual meeting platform. We presented the 
proposed changes to the plan and attendees could post questions in the live chat. We allocated time 
at the end of the presentation for clarification, questions and discussion. 

Table 2 summarises the attendance at the webinar. 

Table 2. Attendance at webinar 

Location Date Registered to 
attend 

Attended 

Online webinar – Proposed changes to 
the draft Water Sharing Plan for the 
Gwydir Unregulated River Water 
Sources 2025 

12 November 2024 41 41 

Phone consultations 
We held phone consultations with 5 stakeholders during the public exhibition period. 

What we asked 
The online submission form focused on the following key proposed changes between the 2012 plan 
and the draft replacement plan: 

• Access rules in the Copeton Dam, Myall Creek, and Moredun Creek water sources, the Halls 
Creek Management Zone in the Halls Creek Water Source, and the Lower Horton Management 
Zone in the Rocky Creek, Cobbadah, Upper Horton, and Lower Horton Water Source. 

• Trading rules, permitting limited trade into Boorolong Creek (35 ML), Mackenzies Flat (65 ML), 
and Mosquito Creek (10 ML) water sources. Trade into all other water sources within the plan 
area will not be permitted.  

• Protection for replenishment flows delivered from the regulated system to the Thalaba Creek 
Water Source and Mongyer Lagoon in the Mehi River Water Source from unregulated licensed 
extraction.  

• Proposed WSP presribed wetlands and rules. 

Although these were the key issues, comments, and discussion on all aspects of the plan were 
welcomed and encouraged. 

https://vimeo.com/1030995640
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How we assessed submissions 
Stakeholders raised issues in consultation sessions, through formal submissions and 
correspondence. When determining whether the issues raised were in or out of the scope of this 
consultation the department considered the following: 

• Is the issue within the scope of the water sharing plan? 

• Is the suggestion consistent with the WM Act? 

• Are existing programs/processes or other departments addressing the issue? 

• Does the issue relate to water charges, costs, operational activities or licensing matters that are 
outside of the scope of the water sharing plan? 

• Is the issue likely to affect water availability for basic landholder right users and licence holders, 
and if so, how? 

• Can current legal mechanisms enable the change, or is legislative change required? 

• Is the issue consistent with current policy settings, and if not, can we develop robust, alternative 
policies within the timeframe for developing the water sharing plan? 

• Are there additional costs for the NSW Government? 

• Can we investigate the issue within the timeframe for developing the water sharing plan? 

Issues raised during public consultation that were deemed out of scope of the draft replacement 
plan, are summarised in Appendix 1. These issues will not be explored further as part of the 
replacement plan. 

Key issues 
We received feedback on the proposed changes during the consultation sessions and through 
submissions about the proposed rule changes. The feedback is summarised in Table 3 and is being 
considered as part of finalising the draft replacement plan. 
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Table 3. Summary of submissions about the proposed rule changes 

Issue Comments 

Access rules ‘Of the 60 or so water licence holders in the Upper and Lower 
Horton Unregulated Water Source, there is only one using water 
for irrigation. To my knowledge, this has been the case for at least 
a decade. That being the case, I ask the question: why has there 
been an increase in the cease-to-take volume on the Horton River, 
which clearly could affect farmers should they wish to use their 
licences?’  

‘The Nature Conservation Council of NSW welcomes the plan’s new 
protections for replenishment flows, threatened species, and 
minimal flows (including new management zones), but opposes 
exceptions to minimum flow rules and the lack of rules where 
gauges are absent, urging expanded protections for low and 
medium-flow events.’ 

Trading rules ‘Trading rules are so restrictive that trade is almost non-existent 
and impossible. Trading within the same water source should be 
freely allowed.’ 

‘Object to rule changes regarding trading into water sources with 
no low-flow protection i.e., Boorolong Creek, Mackenzies Flat, 
Mosquito Creek.’ 

‘Supportive of limiting trade into, but allowing trade out of, high-
value water sources such as the Gingham, Lower Gwydir, and 
Mallowa to reduce the risk of additional extraction and improve 
protection of the environment in these zones.’ 

Protecting replenishment 
flows 

‘The Inland Rivers Network is pleased to note that a number of the 
NRC recommendations have been adopted on this, including the 
protection of replenishment flows in Lower Gwydir.’  

‘BLR and Stock and Domestic flows should always be protected 
and delivered to their target. Communication is vital here so as all 
affected have knowledge of replenishment flows.’ 

New wetland rules 
New wetland protections were proposed by introducing WSP prescribed wetlands in response to 
Natural Resources Commission recommendations from its reviews of inland unregulated water 
sharing plans (WSPs). As this is an evolving policy area, the department was keen to get feedback 
from stakeholders. Similar protections were included in 6 inland WSPs that were replaced in 2024. 

The draft 2025-2026 replacement water sharing plans proposed to introduce new rules that prohibit 
the installation of new water supply works, such as pumps and impounding structures, and to 
prevent additional water from being extracted from identified wetlands beyond what is currently 
permitted by prohibiting trade into those wetlands. It was not proposed to reduce existing activities 
on these wetlands. New works could be permitted only if they are assessed to cause no more than 
minimal harm. 
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The department developed a desktop method of identifying important wetlands suitable for 
protection based on set criteria and existing data, including wetlands listed in international, national 
and/or existing planning documents. 

An interactive mapping tool was provided to enable landholders (and other stakeholders) to zoom in 
to see whether any WSP prescribed wetlands had been proposed on their property. 

What we heard about proposed WSP prescribed wetland protections 
The department received considerable feedback about the proposed protection of WSP prescribed 
wetlands. Environmental groups and some individuals concerned about environmental protection 
supported protecting wetlands, but other feedback included: 

• lack of communication or contact with landholders with WSP prescribed wetlands identified on 
their property who do not have a water licence 

• need a clear definition of what are WSP prescribed wetlands, as some areas identified are dry 
most of the time, 

• need justification as to why some wetlands adjacent to WSP prescribed wetlands have not been 
identified as WSP prescribed wetlands 

• inaccurate mapping of wetlands boundaries 

• justification for including areas under cultivation and riverbeds as WSP prescribed wetlands 

• requests to ground truth the data by onsite assessments and staff visits 

• concern that having a WSP prescribed wetland on one's property will lead to a reduction in land 
value and affect opportunities to develop the land in the future, 

• what is a practical application of a 3 km buffer upstream of Ramsar wetlands 

• the proposed changes should be rolled out over the next 3 to 5 years. 

During public exhibition, the department undertook to review the draft WSP prescribed wetlands 
protection and release revised draft WSP prescribed wetland maps for further public comment by 
early March 2025. The department prepared a separate What we heard report about feedback 
received during the period of comment on the revised wetlands approach, available on the 
department’s ‘Outcomes of public exhibition’ webpage. 

Other issues 
During the consultation period additional issues were raised. Some of the other issues raised that 
are within scope of the draft replacement plan are: 

• The incorporation of the Connectivity Program received mixed support and opposition. Some 
opinions encouraged incorporating the program now, while other opinions sought removal of the 
reference to it until the final report and engagement with water users is complete. 

• Support for reviewing access rules in high-risk water sources, with some urging earlier action. 

• Mixed views on implementing numeric LTAAELs, with some urging a 2025 rollout and others 
preferring a delay until the methodology is finalised. Calls for greater transparency on LTAAEL 
calculations, benchmarking, data collection, timelines, and alignment with the Murray-Darling 
Basin Plan. 

https://www.water.dcceew.nsw.gov.au/our-work/plans-and-strategies/water-sharing-plans/water-sharing-plans-outcomes-public-exhibition
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• Support for integrating cultural flows into water sharing plans and removing restrictions on their 
economic use. Some were unsure of the accounting rules. Some concerns over potential impacts 
on general security water allocations if ‘incidental economic purposes’ are included under 
Aboriginal Cultural subcategories in specific purpose access licences. 

• Objection to the exemptions that permit the construction of new in-river dams for town water 
supply, emphasising the necessity for an off-river storage policy to safeguard flow connectivity 
and significant habitat values. There were also concerns that specific water sources – such as 
Gurley, Warialda, and Millie creeks – are not regarded as having high environmental value, 
leaving them at risk from potential in-river dam developments. 

• Issues with the public exhibition including response time, conflict with harvest, limited number of 
meetings, and the volume of changes to review and on which to comment. Suggestion for 
greater inclusion of Traditional Owners in decision-making processes to ensure Aboriginal 
knowledge is valued and integrated.  

Next steps 
Feedback and issues raised within the scope of draft replacement plan are considered by the 
department before recommending a replacement water sharing plan to the Minister for Water. 

Before deciding to replace the plan, the minister must seek agreement from the Minister for 
Environment. The plan was approved to commence on 2 April 2026. 

The department will publish a background document on the plan. This will include a summary of the 
changes made because of public consultation. 

More information 
The draft replacement plan and supporting factsheets are available on the department's website 
until the new plan commences. After that date, the new plan and supporting information will be 
available here. 

https://www.water.dcceew.nsw.gov.au/our-work/plans-and-strategies/water-sharing-plans/gwydir-unregulated-river-water-sources-2025-draft
https://water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/our-work/plans-and-strategies/water-sharing-plans/status
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Appendix 1: Out-of-scope issues 

Assessing out-of-scope issues 
Managing water resources in New South Wales relies on a range of legislation, initiatives and 
cooperative arrangements with other agencies. Many issues that are out of scope of a water sharing 
plan are managed by other agencies, including some issues relating to: 

• complying to plan rules 

• assessing development applications 

• the costs and processes of obtaining water licences and works approvals 

• pollution and contamination of water sources. 

Feedback on out-of-scope issues may be passed on to responsible agencies, where appropriate. 

Table 4 outlines the criteria for and examples of out-of-scope issues. 

Table 4. Assessment criteria for identifying whether an issue it out of scope 

Assessment criteria Comment/Example 

Does the issue relate to water 
charges, costs, infrastructure 
proposals, operational 
activities or licensing?  

These are issues with the implementation and operation of 
water management that a water sharing plan cannot address   

Is the issue about including 
descriptions or explanations 
within the Plan? 

The water sharing plan is a legal document that states the 
rules relevant to water sharing. Other documents provide 
supporting information that describe how water is managed 
and how decisions have been made. 

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

Proposed or current land development activities such as mine 
approvals, road tunnel developments or water pollution are 
managed under other legislation by other departments.  

The Access Licence Dealing Principles Order 2004 is the basis 
for assessing the local impacts of water extraction, when an 
applicant seeks approval to trade water or construct a new 
water supply work. 

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

For example, a study on the effects of climate change in a 
particular groundwater source.  

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

A water licence is required for any activities that intercept or 
extract surface or groundwater unless a valid exemption 
applies.  
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Out-of-scope issues heard 
Table 5 summarises issues raised during public consultation that are outside of scope of the water 
sharing plan. 

Table 5. Summary of submissions on out-of-scope issues 

Issue Comments 

Regulated River 3T rule Two submissions requested a change to the 3T rule. The 3T rule is 
managed via rules in the regulated river WSP and is not relevant to 
the unregulated river WSP.  

Border Rivers wetlands A submission was received about repealing wetlands identified in the 
NSW Border Rivers. This is not relevant to this draft plan. 

EWAG A submission stated that the terms of reference need to be amended 
to ensure the impacts of landholders affected by environmental water 
policy are considered.  

Transparency of data 
use 

There is a lack of publicly available usage data, which is a government 
failure to ensure transparency and accountability.  
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