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Executive summary

About this document

The Water Sharing Plan for the Namoi and Peel
Unregulated Rivers Water Sources 2012 expired in 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 Namoi
and Peel Unregulated Rivers 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:

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

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

e protecting the water needed to meet basic landholder

rights

e providing water users with a clear picture of when and

how water will be available for extraction
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e providing flexibility for licence holders in the way they can manage their water accounts

e specifying rules to minimise the impacts of extraction on groundwater users, groundwater-
dependent ecosystems, culturally significant sites, water quality and the integrity of aquifers

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

e 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
Namoi and Peel Unregulated Rivers 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 Namoi and Peel Unregulated Rivers 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 112 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 (1,115 letters) and other groups and individuals were
contacted via email (2,091 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.
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Face-to-face information sessions

We held two face-to-face meetings 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 meetings at which departmental staff were available
to 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 meetings

Location Date Registered to attend | Attended
Manilla Golf Club 26 November 2024 33 38
Dungowan Hotel 26 November 2024 20 7

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 Registered to | Attended

attend

Online webinar - Proposed changes to 18 November 2024 | 11 20
the draft Water Sharing Plan for the
Namoi and Peel Unregulated River
Water Sources 2025

Additional meetings

At the request of stakeholders, we also held one targeted face-to-face consultation in Gunnedah on
December 13, 2024, and another targeted video consultation for Upper Namoi water users on

8 January 2025. Nine people attended the meeting in Gunnedah and 5 people attended the video
meeting.

Phone consultations

We held phone consultations with 8 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:
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e Accessrulesin the Macdonald River downstream of Woolbrook Management Zone in the Mid
Macdonald Water Source, Halls Creek Management Zone in the Upper Namoi Water Source,
Halls Creek Alluvial Management Zone in the Manilla Alluvial Groundwater Source,
Macdonald and Namoi River Management Zone in the Upper Namoi Water Source and the
Unregulated River Alluvial Management Zone in the Manilla Alluvial Groundwater Source, and

the Dungowan Creek Management Zone in the Upper Peel Tributaries Water Source.
e Trading rules in the Pian Creek Water Source.
e Increased protection for replenishment flows intended for downstream water sources.
e No drawdown below 100% of full capacity on Gulligal and Wee Waa lagoons.
e Proposed plan prescribed wetlands and rules.

e Allow carryover in all Namoi Unregulated Water Sources.

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

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:

e Is the issue within the scope of the water sharing plan?
e Isthe suggestion consistent with the WM Act?
e Are existing programs/processes or other departments addressing the issue?

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

e Istheissue likely to affect water availability for basic landholder right users and licence holders,
and if so, how?

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

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

e Are there additional costs for the NSW Government?
e 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 - Mid e Environmental groups such as the Nature Conservation
Macdonald downstream of Council (NCC) and Inland River Network (IRN) supported the
Woolbrook Management change.

Zone

‘The NCC welcomes many of the changes and commitments
made in the 2025 WSP, in particular: Increased access limits
in the Mid Macdonald.’

e The Tamworth Regional Council (TRC) supported the
proposal because it considered the change would positively
impact its operations.

e The Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder (CEWH)
believes the proposed change for the Macdonald River from
10ML/day to 15ML/day is significantly lower than the
40ML/day cease-to-pump threshold proposed in the long-
term water plan for this location. The CEWH questioned the
effectiveness of the change in protecting low flows,
providing ecologically meaningful connectivity, protecting
the water sources and their water-dependent ecosystems,
and therefore meeting the objectives of the draft WSP.

e Localirrigators were generally concerned that the change
would decrease their flow access.

‘We have an objection to the proposed changes to the CtP
(cease to pump) at retreat gauge from 10 ML/day to
15ML/day. This is a 50% increase in the CtP. These changes
adversely affect our operations for minimal environmental
benefit. This makes the additional water available for
downstream users or reallocated from the Keepit Dam.’

e A local organisation and its members object to the change.

‘The proposed changes to access rules for the Mid-
Macdonald, the Upper Namoi and Upper Peel tributaries
water sources have not been demonstrated nor justified by
technical reports or other modelling.’

Access Rules - Halls e General support from environmental groups.

Creek Management Zone e CEWH supported the change, although it believes it

represents only a small improvement.

e Two individuals opposed the 14-day lag rule for
groundwater. They stated that this allowance for alluvial

systems would see the river devastated at low flows,
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Issue

Comments

causing water security issues for Manilla, endangering
protected species, limiting any irrigation, and greatly
extending river recovery speeds in drier times, contradicting
any efforts to protect the environment and BLR (basic
landholder rights).

Four of the seven groundwater licence holders who hold
83% of groundwater entitlements within the Halls Creek
Alluvial Management Zone opposed the change because of
its significant economic impact on their businesses. Three of
these licence holders also have surface water licences and
the CtP change would impact both surface water and
ground water.

One licence holder who recently purchased the land and
water licences claimed that the proposed change would
devalue his property and affect his business's future
management plans.

‘We purchased a considerable holding 2 years ago and the
sale included our water allocation. The value we paid was
quite high due to the water allocation that came with it. This
increase in the flow rate for our cease to pump will not only
devalue our land but also cause major problems to current
and proposed management strategies surrounding our
enterprise.’

Access rules - Macdonald
and Namoi River
Management Zone

Overall support from environmental groups.

‘The NCC welcomes many of the changes and commitments
made in the 2025 WSP, in particular Introduced additional
access rules for certain rivers (e.g., Namoi River at North
Cuerindi Gauge) while retaining critical ecological
protections (e.g., no visible flow rules at Manilla Weir).’

The Tamworth Regional Council (TRC) supported the
proposal because it considered the change would positively
impact its operations. Tamworth Water Security Alliance
(TWSA) was also supportive of this.

Four licence holders and many other local landholders
expressed concerns that the condition for commence to
pump was being changed to suit the interests of commercial
developments upstream.

‘Your proposal only favours a small number of water users
midstream between retreat and North Cuerindi, whilst
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Issue

Comments

depleting the available water currently held and used by
other water licence holders, including ourselves.’

‘CEASE TO PUMP when the weir stops running. We should
be returning water to the inland rivers systems, not
legislating around any one user ... or create further distress
on an already depleted river system.’

One landholder suggested imposing a higher CtP for the
Upper Namoi Water Source at North Cuerindi Gauge to
avoid confusion. He also suggested public access to the
department monitoring cameras and gauging station
information from the Manilla Weir.

Access rules - Dungowan
Creek Management Zone

General support from environmental groups.

CEWH supported the change, although it believes the
changes generally propose very small increases in cease-to-
pump thresholds.

One licence holder disagreed with the change in Dungowan
Creek citing a lack of data to support it.

‘We do not think that the change in water flow conditions
that relate to Dungowan Creek are fair. Previously there was
a condition that there had to be visible flow at the crossing
but now the level of flow has been increased to 2ML/day.
This will result in reduced access for irrigators to the water
source at a time when the water is at its most useful, when
conditions are drying out. Other water sources have lower
flow rate conditions such as 0.3 ML/day and it seems
unreasonable that Dungowan has been given a higher flow
condition, without any supporting information. Specifically,
there is no specific information that the previous
arrangement was deleterious to the environment.’

Carryover for stock and
domestic licences in Namoi
Unregulated River Water
Sources

There was an overwhelming opposition to expanding carryover
provisions to the entire water sharing plan area. There was concern
that it would cause further over-extraction and reduce access for
irrigation usage.

Greater protection of
replenishment flows
intended for downstream
Water Sources

Various submissions generally support the proposed
change. This includes support from environmental groups
such as Inland Rivers Network (IRN), Nature Conservation
Council (NCC), and CEWH Tamworth Water Security
Alliance, as well as the irrigation industry, including Namoi
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Issue Comments

Water, Global Agriculture Properties, |Al Australia Fund Il
Pty Ltd, and several individuals.

e Namoi Water and some other industry-related submissions
were concerned that the amendment provision could
change the replenishment flow volume and requested an
assurance that the 14000 ML reserve would not be
increased through an amendment or revision without
genuine consultation.

e CEWH suggested the department makes public

announcements when delivering replenishment flows to
ensure protection.

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.

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:

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

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

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

e inaccurate mapping of wetlands boundaries
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e justification for including areas under cultivation and riverbeds as WSP prescribed wetlands
e requests to ground truth the data by onsite assessments and staff visits

e 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,

e whatis a practical application of a 3 km buffer upstream of Ramsar wetlands
e 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 approach, which is 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:

e Lack of consultation with stakeholders and poor timing

e Mixed responses regarding Aboriginal cultural water entitlements with some submissions
requesting that the granting of new Aboriginal water licences should not impact existing
licences holders while others sought increases in Aboriginal cultural water

e Mixed responses regarding the calculation of the plan’s numeric Long Term Average Annual
Extraction Limits (LTAAELs) and, by Year 6, review of the sustainability of the plan’s LTAAELs
with multiple submissions concerned about potential impacts on their business and property
rights while others supported the introduction of numerical and reviews of LTAAELSs.

e Request for improved protection of flows in Mirrool Creek, near Griffith, and management of
wetlands on Lower Mirrool Creek Floodplain

e Lack of recognition in the plan of the social values of waterways to locals and visitors

e Inadequate wording on economic strategies and performance indicators, including for
agriculture

e Request for more gauges in the plan area.

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
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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.

What we heard report
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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:

e complying to plan rules

e assessing development applications

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

e 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

Metering

NCC, TWSA, and IRN asked the department to apply water meters
allowing real-time monitoring for all extraction pumps without
exception.

Exemptions to metering requirements for pumps less than 100mm in
diameter are anissue in the Peel unregulated water source and fail to
meet the WMA's objectives of protecting Planned Environmental
Water from extraction.

Floodplain harvesting

Namoi Water asks where the 33,722.565 megalitres of unregulated
water, which was recently removed from the original Floodplain

Harvesting draft entitlement volume, has gone? This is a Floodplain
Harvesting Licensing issue and does not relate to this WSP process.

Secondary economic
impact

Namoi Water says it is worth noting that six financial institutions have
met with the peak industry body in the Namoi Valley catchment to
raise genuine concerns about the potential impacts the draft Water
Sharing Plan for the Namoi and Peel Unregulated Rivers Water
Sources poses to their banks and their landholder clients.

Suggestions for plan
improvements

Supporting documents should include detailed socio-economic
impact assessments, particularly for downstream users and
vulnerable communities.

There should be greater integration with land management plans or
soil conservation measures.
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