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	Member letter pro forma — Independent Review of the Water Act 2007

	For NIC members and affiliated irrigators or businesses making their own submission. Please personalise the sections in [square brackets], delete this instruction line, and adapt the wording so it reads in your own voice. Submissions must be lodged online before the deadline of 11.59PM 31 August 2026. No extensions are available. 


[Your name / business or entity name]
[Date]
Independent Review of the Water Act 2007
Submitted online — via https://consult.dcceew.gov.au/water-act-review 
Dear Review Panel,
Re: Submission to the Independent Review of the Water Act 2007
I am writing as [a member of the National Irrigators' Council / an irrigation entitlement holder] in [region] to support the submission made by the National Irrigators' Council (NIC) to this Review, and to add my own voice to its key messages.
This submission refers and supports NIC's submission to the concurrent 2026 Murray–Darling Basin Plan Review, (available at this link), noting that submissions to the Basin Plan Review are automatically carried forward into this Water Act Review. [If you made your own Basin Plan Review submission, add: I also refer the Review to my own submission, available at [insert your link].]
After more than 30 years of water reform, Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs) are now in place in the Murray Darling Basin and fully complied with, and almost all water recovery has been completed. This is a genuine achievement, but it has come at a real cost: 1 in 3 litres of water has been removed from irrigated agriculture in the Basin, and diversions now represent only 28% of inflows. Communities around the Basin and industries have been impacted by this program of rebalancing, with significant falls in agricultural employment and irrigated area as a result. These impacts are masked by Basin-scale assessments, which do not represent the real impact at the community level [insert community or local example]. 
Now this recovery phase is largely complete, the Water Act should mature from a framework built to change diversion levels to one that provides stability. This requires no further changes to SDLs, and removal of provisions for ongoing water recovery. The next phase of Water Act and Basin Plan management must protect the property rights and water policy foundations that underpin irrigated agriculture and shift the focus from water recovery to delivering outcomes – for communities, for the environment, and for Australia’s future.
I ask the Review to consider the following:
1. The objects of the Water Act
The Act’s own objects, need to be read and applied together, with equal priority – not just the environmental ones. In short:
1. SDLs are now in place and fully complied with (all 91 assessable water resource areas were compliant in 2024–25). Object (d) has essentially been achieved – the Act should shift its language from “recovering” water to “maintaining and complying with” SDLs. The related object of maximising net economic returns to the community has not been met, given the well-documented economic and social cost of water recovery to date and needs real attention, at various scales.
1. The Commonwealth doesn’t “manage” Basin water resources – the states do. Object (a) should be revised to describe a facilitating and coordinating role, not a managing one.
1. The Act’s reliance on international agreements (such as Ramsar) has tilted its focus toward environmental outcomes, at the expense of the social and economic outcomes objects (b) and (c) are equally meant to optimise. The scope of “relevant” agreements should be broadened to include Australia’s agricultural and trade interests too.
1. The remaining objects – water security, integrated natural resource management, efficient administration, and good water information – all remain valid and should be retained, but the Act and its implementation need to actually deliver on them, in a fit for purpose and cost-effective manner, not just state them.
2. The role of the Commonwealth versus the States
Water resource management is, and should remain, principally a state and territory responsibility. The Commonwealth’s role is limited to specific, referred powers (such as SDL compliance) and constitutional grounds like the “external affairs” power. Two questions should sit at the centre of this Review: what is the proper role of the Commonwealth in water, and what is the proper role of the Water Act itself? In practice, some current requirements – Water Resource Plan accreditation is the clearest example – have become so prescriptive that they intrude on matters that are rightly the states’ to manage. This is not a request to change the constitutional settings – only that the Act and its administration respect the boundaries that already exist.
3. Reflecting the newly released National Water Agreement’s foundations in Commonwealth legislation
The original National Water Initiative (NWI) established the entitlement-based system that underpins the majority of water management in Australia today; secure, tradeable water entitlements, held separately from land, and treated consistently regardless of who holds them. Some parts, like the Risk Assignment Framework, is already written into the Act (Schedule 3A) and must stay there. Other core elements - particularly the defining characteristics of a water entitlement, and clear principles for how any future water recovery (if it must occur) must abide by (transparently, with a willing seller, and minimising impacts on other entitlement holders) - should also be written into Commonwealth legislation, as durable guidance for the whole system. This is separate from the broader National Water Agreement itself, which has not yet been signed by the states and should not be treated as settled policy until that agreement is reached. The priority now is finishing that intergovernmental process, respecting the legacy of multijurisdictional cooperation, while giving the enduring foundations of the entitlement system legislative certainty.
4. Timeframes and the need for clarity on consultation
This Review is running alongside several other connected reviews – the Basin Plan Review, the renewal of the National Water Initiative into a National Water Agreement, the statutory review of the Inspector-General of Water Compliance, the Menindee Lakes review, the Productivity Commissions National Water Reform Inquiry - with drafting of updated legislation expected to follow in 2027. Because the outcome of the Basin Plan Review will materially affect what the Water Act needs to say, there are a lot of moving parts and “unresolved issues” still to be worked through. I ask the Review to publish a clear roadmap and timeframe for how these issues will be resolved, and to commit to genuine consultation with stakeholders at each remaining step, before and after, legislation is drafted.
Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this important review. I would welcome the opportunity to discuss any of the above further.
Yours sincerely,
[Name]
[Business / entity name]
[Contact details]
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