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Feedback on National Water Agreement Discussion Paper 
 
Water management remains one of the most contentious issues in Australia, and the 
increased variability in wet and dry periods resulting from climate change is only making this 
harder. Water management can easily lead to conflict between stakeholders as it involves 
uncertain and complex predictions of water availability. The National Water Agreement is an 
important step and will be one of the great achievements in Australian water management in 
the last decade. It is therefore imperative that this agreement is renewed and updated to 
address new challenges, such as recognising First Nations interests (Objective 2) and the need 
to protect the environment under a rapidly changing climate. 
 
The most important element of the National Water Agreement is that the States commit to a 
national approach. The State level management of water is a remnant of the colonial era and 
ignores the fact that water, a national natural resource, crosses many boundaries. From an 
Indigenous perspective, the national approach is also important as First Nations boundaries 
and regions do not necessarily coincide with State boundaries. The Indigenous perspective1 
has a more functional and spiritual view on water, rather than the exploitative, original 
colonial perspective.  
 
Climate change is now well recognised as posing a threat to current and future water 
management. Change is constant, and it extends beyond climate factors, and this highlights 
the necessity for a new national water management plan. It needs to be agile in its ability to 
adapt and tackle evolving changes and challenges. For a decadal plan, such agility might seem 
difficult, as a long-term plan aims to provide stability and continuity. Objective 3, focusing on 
climate resilient water management is therefore important. 
 
Within Objective 3, and in relation to resilient water management, recognition of potential 
opportunities and risks associated with nature-based solutions in agriculture, and in flood 
management and water resource management, are lacking. There is growing local interest in 
improving resilience through regenerative agriculture, which aims to store more water in the 
landscape2. This presents both an opportunity and a risk for water management. Increases in 
landscape storage can decrease the impact of downstream floods, but conversely can reduce 
downstream water flows. In addition, widespread adoption of such practices can result in 
increased groundwater recharge, causing further shifts in the river flow patterns. Currently, 
nature-based solutions are the focus of limited research, however, as a forward-looking 
national water agreement, such solutions in relation to climate and water resources are worth 
considering. These initiatives have the potential to connect with and draw from First Nations’ 
management practices, bridging the gap between past traditions and future strategies.  
 
  

 
1 Insights Paper: Pathway to enduring recogni�on of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ water interests in 
na�onal water reform ini�a�ves Commitee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Water Interests, December 2023, 
Department of Climate Change, Energy, Environment and Water, Australian Government 
2 O’Donoghue, T., Minasny, B., McBratney, A., 2022. Regenera�ve Agriculture and Its Poten�al to Improve Farmscape 
Func�on. Sustainability, 14(10): 5815. 
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Despite highlighting interconnected water management in Objective 3, the current discussion 
paper also does not reflect the recognition of connected groundwater and surface water 
systems, which is explicitly recognised in the Productivity Commission Interim Report3. I find 
this very surprising, but perhaps this is because groundwater and surface water are still 
considered separate in licencing at the State level. For the new National Water Agreement, 
and in light of climate change, this requires urgent redress. The interconnectedness of 
groundwater and surface water is now globally recognised in hydrological science, and not 
including this as a principle is out of step with current knowledge. 
 
The discussion paper4 highlights the need for science-based decision making (Objective 4), 
which I fully support. The complexity and inaccessibility of the “hidden magic” science that 
underpins water management, for example in the Murray Darling Basin, there is a disconnect 
between stakeholders and decision makers and trust in the decisions has been lost.  
 
Developing trusted science-based processes to support decision making is vital for the 
National Water Agreement (Objective 4). A requirement for open-source data and models 
should be a priority to provide transparency and trustworthiness. The recent release of the 
modelling and data for the Connectivity Expert Panel interim report5 can serve as an example 
for this. Given the complexity of Australia’s water catchments, the high climate variability and 
the potential errors in measurements, improvements in the quantification of uncertainties 
are crucial to develop trust in science-based decisions. I find it surprising that the discussion 
paper does not recognise uncertainty as a major issue, despite aiming to consider uncertain 
processes, such as those caused by continuing climate change in water resource management.  
 
Uncertainty quantification is an important first step in understanding the limitations of 
simulation models and data within water resource management. This is crucial for the 
development of efficient monitoring systems and the formulation of science-based decisions. 
To achieve effective knowledge generation as envisioned by the National Water Agreement, 
it's imperative to address uncertainties in both monitoring techniques and models. 
 
This will require a significant investment in skill development for staff at the State and Federal 
level, as uncertainty quantification is not currently “business as usual” in government 
agencies. I would like to see an explicit recognition of this issue in the National Water 
Agreement and an investment pathway, possibly with higher education to deliver capacity 
building and tools for uncertainty quantification. I would like to highlight DARE’s current 
capacity-building work with WaterNSW, that could be used as a model for this. 
 
Uncertainty quantification is also crucial to support the proposed Objective 5. If investment in 
water infrastructure is going to be effective, efficient and strategic, then this needs to be 
based on a thorough understanding of current uncertainties, supported by future explorative 
scenarios. It needs to link into Objective 4 and be science-based and science-informed.  
 

 
3 Produc�vity Commission 2024, National Water Reform 2024, Interim Report, Canberra, April.  
4 Discussion paper – Seeking views on a future na�onal water agreement March 2024. Department of Climate Change, 
Energy, Environment and Water, Australian Government 
5 htps://water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/610641/connec�vity-expert-panel-interim-report.pdf 
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I have a serious concern about the terminology of underdeveloped systems and that this 
might create opportunities for further development in Objective 3. This word 
“underdeveloped” suggests that there are systems where water is “not used”. This is 
fundamentally wrong. All water is used in some way by ecological systems, if not extracted by 
humans. This is contrary to the concept of water sharing, as underdeveloped suggests that 
water does not need to be shared and more water can be used without penalty. The 
terminology should reflect that in these systems, current extraction by humans is lower than 
in other systems, and that potentially some amount of water can be shared by the 
environment with human uses. This should always highlight that any further development 
removes water from the environmental share and redirects this to human uses. A better 
terminology might be low human-impacted systems, or environmental water use dominated 
systems. 
 
Finally, Objective 6 of the discussion on the National Water Agreement is silent on the 
importance of education and capacity building with stakeholders, in relation to increased 
data volumes, and the related needs for modelling and data interpretation for decision 
making. This not only relates to the earlier highlighted need for increased capacity for water 
resource managers and staff, but specifically relates to enabling stakeholders to understand 
the complex data and how this translates into decisions. This relates back to the earlier point 
about trust and transparency. If the data and modelling and associated decision process are 
too complex, then, despite being accessible, they might still not be comprehensible, leading to 
a breakdown in trust. A dedicated aim to use capacity building to increase the “data and 
modelling literacy” of stakeholders should therefore be part of the National Water Agreement.  
 
In summary, the National Water Agreement is an important opportunity for Australia to 
improve water management and water sharing across the nation and making sure that this is 
done equitably across the environment and different people recognising traditional rights.  
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