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SUBMISSIONS: 

The Gwydir Wetlands are one of the most extensive wetlands in north-west NSW, accounting 

for approximately 2% of the Murray Darling Basin and 3.4% of Basin water.  

As part of Australia’s largest river system that provides safe drinking water, unique ecosystems 

and agricultural irrigation, the Murray Darling Basin Authority is interested in the protection 

and regulation of the Wetlands from the adverse impacts of climate change. The Authority also 

notes that the Gwydir Wetlands are an important body of freshwater and is of international 

significance, as listed under the Ramsar Convention. 

The Murray Darling Basin Authority has a stake in this matter as the Wetlands support a wide 

range of ecosystems, wetland vegetation, and wetland channels that distribute to the Mehi, 

Carole and Moomin creeks. The Murray Darling Basin Authority’s submission will largely 

focus on the Basin and Associated Water Resource Plans as the primary strategies for water 

management. As authorisers of these plans, the Murray Darling Basin Authority will approach 

this submission by considering what aspects of the plan can be improved, in light of the 2020 

Basin Plan Evaluation that was recently released. It is the position of the Murray Darling Basin 

Authority that although areas of improvement can be identified, the Authority is not in breach 

of the Water Management Act 2000 (NSW) s 9 and asserts that it is following the water 

management principles as set out in s 3 and 5 of the Act. 

It is imperative that Australia performs in accordance with the goal of protecting the Wetlands 

from climate change and that your Honour consider the solutions proposed to achieve this 

outcome.  

The Federal government has sought to regulate the Wetlands through agencies such as the 

Murray Darling Basin Authority, which is an independent statutory agency, given power under 

the Water Act 2007 (Cth) s 171. Research into the Murray Darling Basin indicates that as future 

average temperatures increase as a result of climate change, reduced rainfalls and flows 



throughout the Wetlands will ensue. Further, climate changes may also result in flooding which 

will further destroy the Wetlands and create unsustainable run-off flows. The Murray Darling 

Basin Authority in partnership with the Commonwealth government and State governments 

have sought to protect these Wetlands through the Basin Plan which was adopted in November 

2012.  

Implementing the Basin Plan will help the Murray River and the Wetlands adapt to a changing 

climate. The Basin Plan includes an Environmental Watering Plan that aims to protect and 

restore the environmental assets of the Basin, and a Water Quality and Salinity Management 

Plan that establishes water quality parameters for managing Basin resources.  

A common focus across state and territory plans includes reducing the amount of water taken 

from the river and returning to a more natural cycle of wetting and drying. This will better 

prepare the river system to cope in dry times and reduce the impacts of extreme drought.  

New South Wales formally submitted the proposed Gwydir Water Resource Plan and the 

Gwydir Alluvium Water Resource Plan for assessment to the Murray Darling Basin Authority. 

A recommendation on accreditation has not been made yet, and it should be noted that the 

delivery of water resource plans is behind schedule. Despite this delay in submission, where 

accreditation was not achieved, the NSW government implemented the key elements of plans 

through bilateral agreements. This is commended by the Murray Darling Basin Authority as it 

ensures the consistent application of key Basin strategies across states and territories.  

The main strategy of the State government is to follow guidelines that limit the extraction of 

water and to follow the robust water sharing guide developed for Murray Darling states and 

territories. While this is undoubtedly an effective measure, there are opportunities to improve 

the protection of the Wetlands from adverse climate change impacts. These climate impacts 

are being assessed by the CSIRO, the Bureau of Meteorology and the Advisory Committee on 

Social, Economic and Environmental Sciences. As such, there is a gamut of information 

available to ensure the sustainability of the Murray Darling Basin, and consequently, the 

Wetlands.    

There has been a robust attempt to consider the needs and interests of rural communities in 

farming, aquaculture and tourism activities, however these communities often have competing 

interests. Farming interests are often divided into family and corporation farmers, with the 

major industry of cotton production being owned by big business. Further, locals have a desire 

to boost the aquaculture population of the Wetlands, however, also seek to recreationally and 

commercially fish in these waters. Lastly, local tourism seeks to be sustainable by only 

allowing tourism during certain times of the year, however human interference inevitably 

disrupts the sustainability of the Wetlands.  The Basin Plan and Water Resource Plans for the 

Wetlands have to manage these interests. Ultimately the government places biodiversity, water 

conservation and sustainable human consumption of the Wetland’s resources as a priority.  



While the Basin and Wetlands are environmentally important, the Murray Darling Basin 

Authority also notes that the Murray Darling Basin produces $24 billion in agricultural 

production each year. As such, environmental protections must work in conjunction with 

economic opportunity to help financially support these regions. 

External to the water management of the Wetlands, the government is also prioritising the 

socio-economic welfare of Murray Darling communities through initiatives such as the 

Murray–Darling Communities Investment Package. This seeks to achieve a sustainable and 

certain future for rural communities, by increasing job security in the region. 

During the drafting of the Gwydir Water Resource Plan and the Gwydir Alluvium Water 

Resource Plan, Indigenous communities were consulted using a ‘nation by nation’ approach to 

better assist the government in making water planning decisions within the context of cultural 

boundaries.  

Indigenous peoples are an integrated part of the social, cultural and economic communities of 

the region, and as such, play an integral role in the management of the Wetlands. Many 

communities and individuals hold land in the region and are often a substantial part of the 

population of towns and regional centres. Their contribution is important to the maintenance 

of services and infrastructure in regional areas.  

In this 'nation by nation' approach, Gomeroi and Kamilaroi peoples were consulted as the 

Wetlands primarily run through these nations. From this consultation, the importance of natural 

flows was expressed by Indigenous individuals and groups, highlighting the need for 

sustainable and effective waterflows to the southern basins.  

Although efforts have been made to include Aboriginal cultural water values, Wetland 

management should also consider Indigenous perspectives on land and air management. The 

2020 Basin report noted that a key area for improvement was the integration of water 

management with on land activities. Indigenous communities can assist in restoring this 

environmental synergy given their wealth of knowledge as the traditional custodians of the 

land. 

The Basin, and consequently the Wetlands, are rapidly changing, and conservation and 

management responses need to adapt to Australia’s ever changing climate status. A main flaw 

with the Basin Plan is that it does not adequately address the current climate crisis that Australia 

is facing eight years after its drafting. The Plan must be reframed or amended so that it is 

informed by new science that has drastically improved since 2012, and be re-written with 

consideration to the water, land and air quality of the Wetlands.  

Further, some environmentalist groups have lobbied for buyback schemes to tighten water 

markets and trade on the Basin. Benefitting big business irrigators, water trade allows water 

users to buy and sell water in response to their individual needs. State governments have been 

criticised for issuing more water licences than the Wetlands can sustain, and as a result, are 



extracting unsustainable amounts of water from the Basin. While trade is regulated by the 

Murray Darling Basin Authority and the ACCC, a review of the regulations should be 

conducted to ensure that access to water is not determined by accessibility to financial 

resources.  

Australia’s performance on protecting the Gwydir Wetlands from adverse impacts of climate 

change can evidently be improved. This should be of paramount importance to the government, 

not only as a Ramsar site, but as part of the Murray Darling network, which is a substantial 

source of food, water and ultimately survival. The Murray Darling Basin Authority implores 

that your Honour consider this submission and help improve environmental protections given 

to these Wetlands. 

 

 


