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TO: NIC Members 

DATE: 13 May 2026 

BRIEFING NOTE – BUDGET 2026 

OBJECTIVE:  To provide a summary of the 2026 Budget outcomes in relation to the 
water portfolio only. 

 

KEY FINDINGS: 

1. Previous budget items for implementing the Basin Plan that were ‘not for 
publication’ are note itemised in the 2026 Budget, some key tables refer to other 
amounts. This presents challenges in understanding the likelihood of the 
Government achieving the 450GL target noting that the WESA review already 
noted they did not have enough funds with this money.  Approximately $333M 
maybe left in WESA.  

2. The Government is seeking to achieve cost savings from the agencies and 
programs including the National Water Grid, leaving no new funding for 
infrastructure anywhere in Australia.  These savings are supporting the $21M of 
new funding initiatives including: 

a. $6.8M for First National Water Ownership 
b. $3.9M for water market transparency for the ACCC 
c.  $3.9M for extension of the water modelling platform in the MDB 
d. $2M for the Goyder institute for research 

3. The risk statement continues to acknowledge the unknown liability with the 
Basin Plan implementation given the Risk Assignment Framework and the 
commitment of the Commonwealth the Bridge the Gap. 
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Remaining programs have retained their funding until 2027, this includes the WESA, 
Resilient Rivers and Sustaining Basin Communities programs for example.    

Previous line items for implementation of the Murray Darling Basin Plan that were not for 
publication (2024 through to 2026) are no longer presented in the papers.  There could 
be a number of reasons for this, one being that budget papers only need to present 
changes to line items, therefore if they have not adjusted the budget for this line item it 
does not need to be recorded.  This is the likely outcome given many of the Basin Plan 
tables also have a note saying that a portion of these funds are not for publication due 
to ongoing negotiations.  Making the budget once again, as clear as mud for water 
expenditure.  

Given the forward estimates for the WESA for Resilient Rivers, Constraints and the 
Sustaining Basin Communities and the current remaining budget of around $831M, 
there is around $498 budgeted already, leaving approximately $333M for water 
purchases notwithstanding there still maybe an amount not for publication. However, in 
the records, there is about a $50M difference between the starting account estimate 
and the forward budgeted expenditure.  

For the 450GL program, the budget papers still refer to 200GL being on track for the 
2025-2026, a cumulative 300GL for 2026-2027 and the full 450GL by 2027-2028 when 
the program ends in December 2027.  The Government Response to the WESA Review 
however indicated a 400GL by end of 2026.   

Many programs do not extend beyond 2027. 

 

Table 1: Current balance sheet for WESA in Special Accounts Table 
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Table 2:Forward estimates of spending including WESA 

 

 

 

Issue 2 : Cost savings generating new limited investments  

Savings from water investments is partially funding an extension to the Water Reform 
agenda as detailed below and is on top of commitments already. 

Savings included agency savings $394.2M in savings over the next five-years, not all of 
which are related to water. This includes uncommitted grant funding for many programs 
including the National Water Grid $103.9M.  It’s understood that only agreed funded 
projects remain within the National Water Grid.  
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This signals that there is no new funding pathway for infrastructure and that the funding 
available is limited (although the budget papers do not clearly show how much). 

Many water programs also are not funded beyond 2027-2028, presenting a cliff face of 
investment in water.  Although that would allow a Minister to re-shape the Water Act 
(and possibly the NWA) and then set a budget accordingly for 2028 and beyond.  

Table 3: Excerpt from Budget Measure – Paper Number 2 
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Issue 3 : Acknowledgement of risks 

The Australian Government has again acknowledged their role in Bridging the Gap for 
the Murray Darling Basin Plan as outlined within the risk statement.  It is important to 
note than since 2026, the Federal Government has held the same risk statement for the 
Murray Darling Basin Plan: 

 

RESOURCES & MEDIA:  

Budget 2026-2027 

Treasurer speech to Parliament 

AFR - Chalmers budget whacks boomers to woo younger voters 

The Guardian - Budget 2026 Australia: Jim Chalmers goes for broke in federal budget 
facing twin threats of housing pain and Iran war disaster 

ABC – Federal Budget winners and losers 

 

 

 

https://budget.gov.au/content/04-tax-reform.htm
https://ministers.treasury.gov.au/ministers/jim-chalmers-2022/speeches/2026-27-budget-speech-parliament-house-canberra
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/budget-2026-explained-everything-to-know-20260508-p5zv5i
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2026/may/12/australia-federal-budget-2026-tax-capital-gains-negative-gearing-economy-housing-ndis-cost-of-living-oil-prices
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2026/may/12/australia-federal-budget-2026-tax-capital-gains-negative-gearing-economy-housing-ndis-cost-of-living-oil-prices
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-05-12/federal-budget-2026-winners-and-losers/106639966

