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The State Government’s role in the protection and regulation of the Gwydir Wetlands region in northern NSW: The 

Gwydir River Valley contains diverse and natural environments that support domestic water use, agriculture, tourism, 

recreation, mining and the cultural values and practice of local Aboriginal Traditional Owners.  

 

Whether Federal and State governments have adequately regulated and protected the GW as a wetland of 

international significance with respect to climate change impacts. 

 

The local community and representatives of the Gwydir Wetlands have claimed that the NSW Government has breached 

the objects, principles and duties outlined in s 5(2) of the Water Management Act 2000 (NSW). These water 

management principles establish the recommendations to protect, generally, water sources, habitats, flora & fauna, water 

quality, Aboriginal cultural and heritage features. In addition, the State Government is obliged to promote and maximise 

social and economic benefits to the community, and adopt principles of responsive adaptive management.  

 

We embrace that s 9(1) of the Water Management Act establishes a duty to take responsible steps to exercise functions 

in accordance with the water management principles as previously stated, and that persons must promote these 

principles. We submit that the NSW Government Department of Planning, Industry and Environment has not 

contravened any such duty.  

 

The Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE) supports the health and resilience of our rivers and 

wetlands by delivering water for the environment where and when it is most needed. We strive to use the best available 

science, management expertise and experience to manage water across the landscape.  

 

The NSW State Government has already adapted the Water Sharing Plan for the Gwydir Regulated River Water Source 

(Gwydir WSP) (NSW Government 2003). The Gwydir WSP is a legal instrument that directs how the available water 

in Gwydir River is to be shared, including the provision of water for the environment. 

 

Other NSW Acts that assist in protecting the wetlands include the: Native Vegetation Act 2003 which signalled an end 

to broadscale clearing. This Act is important for conserving vegetation throughout the Gwydir floodplains, including 

wetland vegetation. Further, there is the Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995 (TSC Act), which aims to protect 

threatened species, populations and ecological communities and their habitats in NSW. And the Fisheries Management 

Act 1994 (FM Act), which applies to aquatic species, aiming to conserve threatened species, populations and ecological 

communities of fish and marine vegetation. 

 

Evidently, there are a number of existing statutory schemes requiring the State Government to promote ecological 

conservation, and many varying interests to promote in its water management plans. To neglect socioeconomic 

considerations and opportunities in the Gwydir Wetlands would mean that the government falls short of its duties 

outlined in s 5(2)(g) of the Water Management Act. 

 



 

 

 

How are climate change impacts on the GW being assessed and how are they being mitigated? 

The extent to which the NSW Government can be held singularly responsible for the objects outlined in s 3 of the Water 

Management Act is contingent upon global contributions to climate change. S 3 includes a duty to protect, enhance & 

restore water sources, as well as to provide for the equitable sharing of water and foster the significant social and 

economic benefits to the State arising from water sources. Whilst the NSW Government is obliged to promote the 

wellbeing of the Gwydir Wetlands, the Wetlands will likely never be returned to its previous status or health, due to 

increasing global climate change. The NSW Government will strive to fulfil its legislative conservation schemes, but 

should not be considered as in breach of its duties to a specific wetland if said wetland suffers as a result of global 

environmental events.  

 

Consequently, the NSW Government’s actions in the Gwydir Wetlands region should be viewed in light of s 5(2)(h) of 

the Water Management Act, insofar as an ‘adaptive management’ approach should be applied to account for regional 

impacts of climate change.  

 

The Gwydir catchment has been subject to an extended dry period since 2016. In 2019–20, water managers sought to 

focus on protecting key water dependent assets such as native fish communities and supporting the resilience of rivers 

and wetlands to ensure they are ready to respond when rain and river flows return to the catchment.  

 

The condition of the Gwydir Wetlands has been declining for many years, but strategies to improve the condition of the 

Wetlands must have realistic objectives. It is impossible to return the wetlands to a past condition, or to manage them 

to maintain a fixed state. Work will continue to protect core wetlands and priority river reaches of the Carole Creek, 

Mehi and Gwydir rivers. The aim is to maintain close to the current state of these assets until the current dry phase has 

passed. 

 

Consideration of the interests and values of rural and Indigenous communities in the management of the Gwydir 

Wetlands 

The State Government seeks to preserve what is known as ‘water for the environment’, a share of the water in dams and 

rivers set aside to support the long-term health of local rivers, creeks and wetlands. These healthy rivers would carry 

water to homes, farms, schools and businesses. Additionally, maintaining the health of the Gwydir Wetlands would 

serve to protect and strengthen Aboriginal cultural values in the region, protecting heritage sites and plants and animals 

that are culturally significant.  

 

The economy of the Gwydir catchment is highly reliant on agriculture, including cropping and livestock farming. The 

catchment has a number of small urban centres and rural settlements, and the historical allocation of water has had 

significant impacts on downstream communities and ecosystem services. Healthy river systems provide for many 

cultural values including sustaining cultural sites. Historical allocations of water have decreased access to reliable water 

supplies for inland urban and Aboriginal communities, most obvious in the 2019 drought when towns like Wilcannia 



and Menindee ran out of water. Economic impacts are seldom adequately measured, particularly given there are 

economic values to the environment which are important, including use and non-use values. Many of these 

environmental values provide ecosystems services, critical to economic pursuits and quality of life.  

 

There is strong alignment between protecting the cultural and natural values of the wetlands. However, there are 

significant conflicts as well. For example, the land in Gwydir Wetlands is an important part of the Aboriginal cultural 

landscape, containing culturally important vegetation communities and a range of important cultural heritage sites. 

These areas are a priority for conservation, and so State intervention into the region in the name  of conservation may 

be at odds with Aboriginal cultural values and norms.  

 

Ultimately, greater involvement of the interests of rural and Indigenous communities in management of the Wetlands 

can be achieved by having work, training and economic opportunities in the region, involving Indigenous people in the 

management of Country, and especially water, and providing access to the region for people to conduct cultural 

activities. In addition, the State Government will strive to have Aboriginal representatives on committees that manage 

environmental flows and include Aboriginal cultural values as criteria in managing environmental water. 

 

Proposing outcomes for the improved protection of the GW from adverse climate change impacts. 

In the Independent Commission Against Corruption (NSW)’s November 2020 ‘Investigation into Complaints of 

Corruption in the Management of Water in NSW and Systemic Non-Compliance with the Water Management Act 

2000’, the Commission made no findings of corrupt conduct. We understand that there has been detriment to the public’s 

confidence in the ecologically sustainable, equitable, transparent and efficient management of the state’s water sources, 

but we submit that the Gwydir Wetlands Adaptive Environmental Management Plan has proposed various actions and 

strategies to improve the condition of the Wetlands.  

 

The Commission noted that there is a requirement in the course of developing management plans that due regard must 

be given to the socioeconomic impacts of the proposals considered for inclusion in the plans. Whilst we embrace that 

these socioeconomic impacts should be integrated with and considered in line with the environmental concerns, these 

socioeconomic considerations are still of high significance when dealing with environmental management in the Gwydir 

Wetlands region. 

 

We will embrace the 15 recommendations made by the Commission in its 2020 Investigation, in order to reassess the 

allocation of water resources. The NSW Government will strive to improve transparency, balance and fairness to address 

stakeholders’ concerns about water management. Whilst there was no corruption or foul intention involved in the NSW 

Government’s management of the Wetlands, we embrace that reconsideration of water management plans in line with 

the Commission’s findings is necessary to more successfully fulfil statutory obligations.  

 

Flows to Gwydir Wetlands may be affected further by climate change. Regional climate change modelling and 

prediction indicates that wetlands in north-west NSW, including Gwydir Wetlands, are at risk from increased 

temperatures, increased fire frequency and changes in the water regime. There is a need to ensure that our rural urban 

communities and our river environments can be sustained under an increasingly drying climate. This requires us to 



ensure that there is sufficient water captured in our dams and available to be provided for prolonged dry periods. This 

also means having enough water in our river systems to ensure that native fish species can survive and recolonize the 

river. However, actual environmental outcomes will depend on where rain falls, and the management of environmental 

water by the NSW government is ultimately contingent on the continued availability of resources. 

 

Large water infrastructure projects like dams cost taxpayers a significant amount of money to build, such as the 

enlargement of Wyangala Dam for $650 million. There are also major maintenance costs for the life of the dam which 

need to be met by taxpayers. This includes refurbishment and strengthening of walls ensuring safety of dams is 

maintained.  

 

As rainfall is hard to predict, our decision-making process should consider:  

• expected availability of water in the coming year  

• conditions of the previous year  

• current health of the plants and animals in these ecosystems.  

 

Some actions already under way include 

• developing guidelines for managing breeding of colonially nesting waterbirds  

• improving irrigation efficiency and purchasing water from willing sellers to return water to the environment   

• applying guidelines for grazing management to ensure the best outcomes from environmental water 

management   

• establishing processes for ensuring that community members participate effectively in river and wetland 

management.   

 

An insufficient quantity of water is stored for dry times and essential supplies in large dams upstream. To address these 

concerns, there are an increasing number of sophisticated and alternative approaches to the storage of water which can 

improve water security. This includes underground storages, in the form of aquifer recharge close to where water can 

be used. This can reduce evaporation costs. There are also opportunities to build off-river storage which may limit 

impacts on barriers in rivers.  

 

Another alternative water supply is to reduce demand and use water more efficiently. One option for improving water 

security is to invest resources in improving the efficiency with which water reaches irrigated crops. In addition, the 

recycling of waste water is often a useful alternative water supply option, as is the capture of storm water in urban 

communities.  

 

Ultimately, water is the key to restoring the resilience of the wetlands. Ongoing development of river flow and flood 

models and decision support software will assist in maximising the benefits from the use of environmental water in the 

Gwydir Wetlands, and the State Government will strive to implement these plans to preserve the ecological and cultural 

assets and values laid out today. 

 

 


