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Introduction
The town of Coleambally was developed in the 1960s for the sole purpose of supporting
farmers who were encouraged by the NSW Government to move to the area and
commence irrigated farming following the completion of the Snowy Hydro Scheme. The
town remains solely dependent on irrigated farming to this day.
Coleambally Irrigation Cooperative Limited (CICL) is wholly-owned by 354 farmer members.
CICL operates the fourth largest irrigation operation in Australia and the most modern openchannel irrigation system in the country; indeed it is one of the most modern open-channel
systems in the world. The system, which attracts significant international interest, is gravity
fed; solar powered; incorporates state of the art metering and flow regulation technologies
and provides for automated water ordering and water accounting. In addition, CICL’s
members have spent $104m over the last decade improving their land and water
management practices and enhancing local biodiversity.1 CICL also manages 1700ha of
Crown land that has been set aside for biodiversity purposes.

Discussion
CICL wishes to preface the commentary that follows with the observation that the MDBA
was presented with a task that is far more complex than those that levied it would have
appreciated at the time; no other country has attempted to do what Australia seeks to do.
CICL submits that the Authority has failed to come up with the basis for workable Basin Plan
but this comes as no surprise to the Cooperative2; the Authority is working with an Act (the
Water Act) that provides insufficient scope for manoeuvre; with politicians who are only
now starting to acknowledge that there may be a problem with that Act and others who
remain in denial; and timelines that were from the outset completely unrealistic.
CICL does not wish to challenge the MDBA’s level of endeavour or commitment; it has met
some extremely intelligent and hard-working people within the Authority. It had confidence
in its Chairman, Mike Taylor, and is of the view that his decision to resign says a lot about
the construct within which he was required to operate.
Notwithstanding the criticality of the outcome of the Basin planning process to CICL, its
shareholders, the community of Coleambally and indeed all Basin communities, the
Cooperative has chosen not to attempt to ‘dissect’ the 1200 pages that constitute the Guide
and the thousands of electronic documents that sit behind it. While CICL is Australia’s
fourth largest irrigation corporation, its core business is that of delivering water and the 25
fulltime staff in its employ include people who are expert in their knowledge of water
management; who have intimate knowledge of the Murrumbidgee river system and local
hydrology and who have been around long enough to know that Australia is indeed a land of
droughts and flooding rains. It also has people, and supplies water to people, who are
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highly committed to the preservation of local biodiversity. It does not have scientists,
economists and modellers at is disposal. Even if it did have, CICL would have to give serious
thought to whether there was value in directing them to the dissection of the Guide
because it remains unconvinced that the invitation to make submissions to the MDBA is
other than a matter of process. CICL makes this observation on the basis that the only
person from the MDBA who has actively sought to engage with it has been Mike Taylor and
he is no longer with the MDBA. Nonetheless, CICL feels compelled to respond to what it
sees as fundamental weaknesses within the Guide and with the Basin planning process and
the fact that CICL is not replete with scientists, economists and modellers does not render it
unable to comment because these weaknesses are apparent to even the non expert.
Where is the Environmental Watering Plan (EWP)? If one accepts the proposition that the
health of the Murray-Darling system has been eroded because too much water has been
extracted for consumptive purposes and that the key to restoring the system’s health is a
requirement to further limit the amount of water for such purposes3, it is axiomatic that
there must be a plan to enable that. The absence of such a plan within the Guide is quite
astounding and in CICL’s view renders the document manifestly deficient. Coming to grips
with the Guide is akin to taking delivery of one’s new car, only to find that it has not come
with an engine.
CICL has reflected on why the Authority chose to release the Guide without an EWP and has
had to conclude that either the EWP was not sufficiently developed to be included, or that it
is considered to be too sensitive to be included. Either way, CICL asserts that Guide has
failed to deliver the core element against which all other elements have to be factored. This
single failure alone renders the Guide an unacceptable basis on which to proceed given the
extant planning timelines.
Are the SDLs acceptable? Setting aside that the SDLs would devastate many businesses and
communities throughout the Basin and impact in various ways on all Australians, even a
modicum of scrutiny suggests that the science behind the proposed SDLs is less than robust.
It is asserted in the Guide that end-of-system flows must be maintained at levels of between
60%-80% in order to maintain appropriate levels of river health and the Authority relies on
this assertion to underpin the development of the SDLs. CICL has used the word “asserted”
quite deliberately because it can find no scientific methodology in the Guide which
establishes how this range has been determined.
CICL notes that the Guide identifies the health of the river system upon which the
Cooperative relies, the Murrumbidgee, as being “poor”. Given this assessment appears to
have been based on end-of-system flows in the middle of one of the worst droughts on
record and employment of an arbitrary 60%-80% benchmark, the assessment is perhaps not
unsurprising.
It was been popularly argued that the poor health of river systems like the Murrumbidgee is
the consequence of over-allocation, intensive irrigation and/or poor river management.
CICL notes that in 2001, UNESCO’s HELP (Hydrology, Environment, Life & Policy) program,
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which was supported by the World Meteorological Organisation and was designed to
establish a global network of catchment areas to improve the links between hydrology and
the needs of society, examined 25 major catchments throughout the world and identified
only one as being suitable as a global reference point – the Murrumbidgee. “It was selected
to illustrate water resources management under competing water uses and environmental
and economic concerns in an arid zone, similar to many other catchments in the world. The
Murrumbidgee region's community was specifically recognised for involvement in
cooperative and practical environmental work towards managing water, including
hydrological research and integrated catchment management policies in Australia's Murray
Darling Basin”.4 Perhaps the issue with the health of the Murrumbidgee had more to do
with drought rather than human interference and unsustainable diversions?
Are the SDLs bearable? While much has been made of whether the Water Act allows for the
development of a Basin Plan that can indeed achieve the NWI objective of a balanced
outcome between environmental, economic and social needs or not, the more fundamental
question is whether or not the proposed SDLs are ‘bearable’ i.e. do they provide a basis for a
sustainable environment within the Basin and for sustainable businesses and sustainable
communities? CICL contends that they do not and suggests the speed with which the MDBA
publically distanced itself when challenged over the modelling in the Guide that suggested
that the value of lost production and the number of lost jobs would be limited to $800m p.a.
and 800 respectively across the entire Basin is indicative of the Authority lacking confidence
in this area too.5
The “best available science”? The MDBA has continually asserted that their work is being
underpinned by “the best available science” and there is no doubt that any endeavour as
nationally significant as the Basin Plan ought to be. However, the scientific community
would be the first to acknowledge that there is much that they do not understand about the
climate. To quote from page 33 of the Guide “Scientific work commissioned by the
Authority has examined the most recent drought and concluded that, while there is an
increasing likelihood that climate change is part of the reason for the recent drought, it is
not yet possible to distinguish this component from the naturally high climatic variability
experienced throughout the Basin”. Perhaps it’s not surprising therefore that the Authority
is only prepared to attach a “medium” level of confidence to much of the science upon
which it has relied. Such a position might be acceptable if it was underscored by the highest
level of confidence that could ascribed to the science at the Authority’s disposal, but the
Authority further acknowledges that its level of confidence is also affected by the fact that
not all of the science has been peer reviewed6; indeed it’s implied that quite a lot of the
science falls into this category. Given the considerable resources that the Authority has had
at its disposal, CICL questions why that is the case and can only surmise that the Authority
simply ran out of time in which to either undertake or conclude this critical process.
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How good is the modelling upon which the MDBA is relying? The CICL acknowledges that
the MDBA has identified some of the limitations of some of the modelling it has undertaken
or commissioned7 and has pointed to the need for further studies. Given the complexity of
some of that modelling, CICL questions how such work will be concluded in sufficient time
to enable the draft Plan to be developed in the remaining time available to the Authority.
CICL notes that the Authority has not made mention of the fact that the hydrological models
they borrowed from the States were manipulated largely without the involvement of those
States in order that the models could be made to ‘talk’ to each other. CICL is also aware
that some of the subject-matter experts in the States responsible for those models
therefore have serious reservations about the results that may have flowed from the
manipulated models.
CICL is greatly concerned about the level of understanding of those who applied the results
of some of the hydrological modelling. The environmental flow regimes that are mooted
are highly questionable in some instances because they appear to exceed the delivery
capacity of the river in places; because they have only been achieved naturally under
exceptional circumstances; or because they will result in third-party impacts i.e. they will
result in communities and/or private properties being inundated.8
As indicated on the previous page, the MDBA was quick to distance itself from some of its
social and economic modelling when it was publically challenged. In fairness, the Authority
does make reference to the limitations of some of this modelling and identifies the need for
more work to be done in the Guide. The Authority admits that the extent of the social and
economic impacts that will accrue from the proposed SDLs, if implemented, will vary
significantly from community to community. Even though the Authority identifies those
communities that are likely to be amongst the worst affected, there has been no attempt to
model the extent to which those communities, one of which is Coleambally, stand to be
affected. You don’t have to be an economist though to know that a town which is solely or
heavily dependent on irrigated agriculture and which has been identified to have its access
to irrigation water reduced by 37%-43%, and there are many of them throughout the Basin,
will have greatly diminished prospects. This might be a matter that could be worked
through over a considerable period of time, but it is work that has to be done, and done
properly, before any Basin Plan of the magnitude being proposed in the Guide is
implemented. Communities like Coleambally are gravely concerned that if such work is
undertaken, it will be long after the Plan is instituted, by which time they will have withered
to the point where their futures are irrecoverable – such is the history of structural
adjustment programs in Australia.
Why is the Guide so flawed? In reflecting on why the Guide is as flawed as it is, CICL again
wishes to observe that the MDBA has had to operate within the confines of an Act that
severely limits its scope for a manoeuvre and within timelines that are unnecessarily
constrained and unrealistic. That said, CICL also asserts that:
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The Authority created a rod for its own back by opting to undertake much of its
analysis and planning behind closed-doors and in doing so denied itself access to
wealth of information across a range of issues that it has clearly struggled to
comprehend. Despite the Authority’s references to extensive engagement, few
industry bodies and few communities would claim to have been meaningfully
engaged throughout the Basin planning process. CICL enjoys reasonably good
contact with those who run NSW’s river systems for instance and knows that the
Authority has made very limited use of their expert knowledge; if it had, matters like
the actual ‘deliverability’ of some flow regimes would not be in question. CICL has
also spoken to a number of Catchment Management Authorities in NSW and
Victoria and know that they too have felt locked-out of the planning process.
Throughout much of the planning process, the Authority effectively neutered the
Basin Consultative Committee by obliging its members not to divulge the nature and
detail of their work. This may have assisted the Authority, but it placed the
Committee’s members in the invidious situation of not being able to respond to
their constituencies.
With the exception of its Chairman, no other Board or staff member of the MDBA
has seen fit to visit Australia’s fourth largest irrigation company and its most
modern open-channel operation. On those occasions where stakeholders have
been encouraged to attend MDBA forums in Canberra, the circumstances were
highly stage-managed and largely contrived. After setting aside opening, welcome
to country and closing addresses, plus time for morning and afternoon tea and
lunch, there was precious little opportunity for any meaningful exchange of
information, yet large numbers of stakeholders had travelled long distances at
considerable expense for exactly that purpose. At one particular stage in
proceedings, which could only be described as surreal, participants were provided
with a copy of three draft appendices which provided analysis of the key
environmental assets in specific catchment areas and discussion of the related
environmental watering requirements. These documents were highly technical,
lengthy and provided the participants with their first real exposure to the thinking
underpinning the MDBA’s environmental watering intentions. The Authority’s
expectation was that this material would be digested and then ‘workshopped’ in the
space of approximately an hour. Little wonder that by the time the MDBA actually
did commence to engage directly with stakeholders on the difficult subject matter
contained in the Guide, it had no reserve of goodwill upon which to fall back on.
Where to from hereon? That key persons within the MDBA acknowledge that a range of
critically important issues warrant further work but remain intent on working to largely
unchanged timelines suggests to CICL that the Authority is intent on ‘delivering’ at any cost
or that it is being prevailed upon to do so by the Government. Either way, and given what is
at stake, this is unacceptable to Basin communities and CICL. Perhaps the “robust
partnership”9 that is identified as needing to be in place between the Basin States, the
Australian Government, the Authority and Basin communities needs to be preceded by
robust discussion by those same parties. The starting point for the discussion might be
around recognition of the fact that any Basin Plan that does not provide for sustainable
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agriculture and sustainable communities will not provide for a sustainable environment
within the Basin and that the breaking of the drought provides an opportunity to take
‘stock’ and to move from crisis planning to deliberate planning. Consideration might also be
given to the following:
the need for amendments to the Water Act
the option of reintroducing State-based water sharing plans, by way of having a
‘bridging’ strategy while changes to the Act are negotiated; while proper socio
economic analysis is undertaken and while transitional and structural adjustment
arrangements are worked through
the suspension of the extant ‘random’ approach to buyback, which creates
uncertainty for irrigation companies at the very time they are seeking to make major
investments to modernise their delivery systems and which makes it harder for
those farmers that seek to remain in business to do so, in favour of a more targeted
approach that is combined with existing Government irrigation modernisation
funding programs
the elimination of the obstacles that stand in the way of take-up/roll-out of existing
Government irrigation modernisation funding programs
the provision of funding to properly explore engineering works and measures that
might allow for more efficient forms of environmental watering
revised timelines which culminate in all Basin states implementing the Basin Plan in
2019

Conclusion
The MDBA’s job was always going to be extremely challenging. However, it has been made
even more so by virtue of the limitations of the Water Act and unrealistic, if not impossible,
timelines. As a consequence, the MDBA’s Guide does not a strike an acceptable balance
between the needs of the environment with those of farmers and communities throughout
the Basin. In the absence of proper analysis, the MDBA cannot have the level of confidence
it should have in the science upon which it is relying, or on the social and economic impacts
that might accrue from its proposed SDLs. Moreover, in the absence of an environmental
watering plan, there is no context against which the need for the SDLs can be measured.
Were the Basin Plan to accommodate the SDLs proposed in the Guide, many communities
throughout the Basin will be decimated and Australia’s capacity to feed itself and others will
be severely diminished. The Basin Plan is therefore a matter of national and strategic
significance. As such there can be no excuse for poor planning, inadequate consideration
and petty politicking. Basin communities demand and the nation deserves better, but this
will require the MDBA have the conviction to inform Government that it cannot complete its
task within the current timelines and that it refuses to deliver a blueprint for the destruction
of regional Australia. A similar level of conviction will be required of the Government and
the Opposition to admit that the Water Act that they both contributed to requires
amendment and for them to collaborate to that end. In the meantime, there is a range of
pragmatic and less difficult decisions that can be taken that will provide a much needed
circuit-breaker and the platform for a truly sustainable Basin Plan.

