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Introduction: 

We thank the Standing Committee for conducting an inquiry.  We’re frustrated by the 
rushed process1; and the unwillingness to meet impacted communities.  We’re fighting 
for our future.  We must be invited to give evidence when hearing dates are confirmed. 

Good Water Management and the Basin’s Rice Industry: 

Virtually all rice grown in Australia is concentrated in the Murray and Murrumbidgee 
Valleys of southern NSW.  We use 50% less water to grow one kilo of rice, when compared 
to the world average.2  We’ve also set ourselves the ambitious target of further boosting 
our efficiency to 1.5 tonnes of rice per megalitre (ML) by 2026.3 

Like most irrigated agriculture, rice offers a dependable source of high-paid employment 
in the Basin’s regional and remote areas.  Our rice production supports a well-trained and 
productive workforce across the Riverina – boosting incomes and living standards, and 
creating opportunities for those communities that rely heavily upon our success.  These 
are all well-publicised employment outcomes for the current Federal Government.4 

Our success depends on reliable water access; however, ‘reliable access’ is not just tied 
to rainfall.  The quality of government policy is strongly influential as well. 

Rice is an annual crop, that typically switches ‘on’ or ‘off’ depending on water availability.  
There’s a strong correlation between our expected access to water and the total area 
harvested in any given year.5  Notwithstanding the challenges, rice has done an excellent 
job of establishing itself in the highly variable climate of the Murray-Darling Basin. 

To illustrate, between 2008-2009 and 2018-2019, an average of 629,000 tonnes of rice 

was grown each year.  Over this time – annually – we’ve contributed $400 million into 

rice-growing communities, and provided 400 jobs across the Riverina.6  We’ve also been 

recognised as one of the Riverina’s major enterprises and key economic drivers, which – 

along with dairy in the Murray and horticulture in the Murrumbidgee – has traditionally 

made-up around 75% - 90% of farm businesses.78  

 
1 No terms of reference provided; no advice on hearing dates; no clarity on how inquiry recommendations will be used. 
2 Rice-and-Water-2014_Web.pdf (rga.org.au) – We use approx 12 ML/hectare; world av is 15-20 ML, getting as high as 50 ML. 
3 New structure announced to accelerate rice breeding in Australia | AgriFutures Australia – we currently av 1 tonne of rice per ML. 
4 Employment White Paper - Consultation | Treasury.gov.au 
5 Rice farms in the Murray-Darling Basin - DAFF (agriculture.gov.au). 
6 SunRice, internal commercial data.  The figure of ‘400 jobs’ is direct employment; it doesn’t reflect secondary employment. 
7 AppendixC_Murrumbidgee_community_profile.pdf (mdba.gov.au), p. 899. 
8 AppendixC_NSW_Central_Murray_community_profile.pdf (mdba.gov.au), p. 964. 
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Our High-Level Concerns With The Bill: 

Our primary concern with this Bill is the lack of certainty.  While it’s clear the intent is to 
remove water from our community, we have no idea: (i) how much water will be taken 
from the region; (ii) how this water will be taken away; and (iii) when this will be done. 

We’re extremely frustrated the Albanese Government has re-written history; especially 
in terms of the high-level parameters of the original 2012 Basin Plan agreement. 

It’s also very unfair that the Bill legally binds discreet aspects of the remaining Basin Plan 
implementation task, while ignoring others.  This uneven distribution of legal weighting 
makes it impossible for any irrigation industry to effectively advocate for its future. 

Re-Writing History 

At the highest level, Basin Governments decided ten years ago that – collectively – under 
the Basin Plan they would: agree to a package of measures that comprises those that 
address system constraints, supply measures and efficiency measures.9 

This Bill does none of the things mentioned in the previous paragraph. 

In an embarrassingly clumsy and confusing way, the Bill attempts to get rid of efficiency 
measures altogether, and replace them with something new, called Held Environmental 
Water, or HEW.  The Government can’t explain: (i) where efficiency measures end and 
HEW begins; or (ii) why HEW is so significant that it must be pursued at all costs, and in a 
way that ignores long-standing agreements, and disregards the impact that will be felt by 
communities. 

1. Our strong recommendation is all references to HEW be removed from this Bill.  Our 
specific drafting advice is provided at Att A. 

The RGA’s long-standing position is that a full 450 GL of efficiency measures can’t be 
achieved under the Government’s desired approach10 without causing unacceptable 
social and economic impacts.  Despite this, we’ve been able to provide the Albanese 
Government with 7 pages of advice (Att B), that maps out how we think water can be 
recovered, while allowing our industry to continue. 

2. This Bill lacks an adequate efficiency measures roadmap that forces Government to: 
(i) appropriately justify its drive for more water; (ii) approaches its task with full 
respect for all existing socio-economic protections; and (iii) agrees with communities 
exactly how recovery will be done.  Our specific drafting advice is provided at Att A. 

Unfortunately for industry, the Government clearly has no intention of approaching the 
605 GL of supply measures in any serious way.  While constraints measures remain part 
of the 605 GL, we already know there’ll be a shortfall in the order of 200 GL, with nothing 
in the Bill specifically aimed at addressing that gap.11 

3. This Bill lacks an adequate supply measures roadmap, that has an express intent of 

delivering the full 605 GL of supply measures by the new extended timeframe of          

31 December 2026.  Our specific drafting advice is provided at Att A.  

 
9 iga-on-implementing-water-reform-mbd-9-august-2019.pdf (federation.gov.au), p. 11. 
10 Large-scale, non-strategic buy-backs; held entitlements predominantly from irrigators. 
11 The Bill gives constraints a 3 year extension, despite these measures needing closer to 10 years to achieve full completion. 
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Also concerning, in its devastating and unreasoned pursuit of the 450 GL, the Government 
seems to want to fully decouple it from the original 2012 Basin Plan agreement. 

The original drafting was carefully crafted to confirm the fact that environmental benefit 
from the 450 GL was only ever likely to be realised if constraints were adequately 
addressed – something that is now impossible, thanks to this Bill. 

The relevant Part of the existing legislation is clear, the 450 GL is meaningless unless 
system constraints are ‘eased or removed’.12 

4. All attempts to re-write the policy history of the 450 GL should be removed from 
this Bill.  Our specific drafting advice is provided at Att A. 

 

 

Lack of Certainty 

Unfortunately, this Bill substantially ramps up the uncertainty our industry faces.  Once 
more, this is a unilateral re-writing of the Basin Plan’s original intent by this Government. 

The 10 year old agreement was clear – every Basin Government was committed to 
providing farmers and communities with more confidence to plan for a future with less 
water.13  Fundamental to this is knowing: (i) how much water will be stripped from 
communities; (ii) what instruments will be used to take this water away; and (iii) exactly 
when this ‘future with less water’ is expected to commence. 

This Bill achieves precisely none of the requirements described in the previous paragraph. 

The amendments we’ve suggested at points 1, 2 and 3 of Att A would serve to deal with 
this issue effectively. 

 

 

Uneven Distribution of Legal Weighting 

The Government is using this Bill to cherry-pick the parts of the 2012 agreement that it 
wants to take seriously – subsequently seeking to bind them in this legislation.  The 
biggest risk is the power for Commonwealth agencies to buy whatever water they want. 

Reinforcing this, is the glaring omission of any Commonwealth market accountability 
during the window where we expect its agencies to be the most ‘market active’.  By 
waiting up to 3 years for critical protections to start14, the Commonwealth is essentially 
giving itself free reign in the water market in the interim, with the ability to impact water 
markets regardless of intention. 

States must be allowed to protect themselves from the unreasonable powers being given 
to the Commonwealth under this Bill.  In addition, the public must be certain that the 
Commonwealth will immediately hold itself to the same standard as everyone else that is 
subject to compliance arrangements across the Murray-Darling Basin. 

5. Our suggested amendments at Att A serve to: (i) temper the Commonwealth’s 
unreasonable powers under this Bill; and (ii) ensure the Commonwealth will be 
subject to timely market scrutiny. 

 
12 Water Act 2007 (legislation.gov.au), s86AA(3). 
13 iga-on-implementing-water-reform-mbd-9-august-2019.pdf (federation.gov.au), p. 2. 
14 23109b01.PDF fileType=application/pdf (aph.gov.au)  Schedule 3/Pt 2: Insider Trading; & Schedule 3/Pt 3: Market Manipulation. 
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