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d Draft ACT Water Resource Plan 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF THE TRADITIONAL OWNERS 
The ACT acknowledges and pays respect to the Traditional Owners and their Nations of the ACT.  The 
contributions of earlier generations, including the Elders, who have fought for their rights in natural resource 
management are also valued and respected.

The ACT recognises and acknowledges that the Traditional Owners and their Nations in the ACT have a 
deep cultural, social, environmental, spiritual and economic connection to their lands and waters. The 
ACT understands the need for recognition of Traditional Owner knowledge and cultural values in natural 
resource management associated with the ACT. Further research is required to assist in understanding 
and providing for cultural flows. The ACT supports the belief that cultural flows will provide beneficial 
outcomes for Traditional Owners.

The approach of Traditional Owners to caring for the natural landscape, including water, can be expressed in 
the words of Ngarrindjeri elder Tom Trevorrow: “our traditional management plan was don’t be greedy, don’t 
take any more than you need and respect everything around you. That’s the management plan—it’s such a 
simple management plan, but so hard for people to carry out.”1

This traditional philosophy is widely held by Traditional Owners and respected and supported by the ACT.  

The above is a critical and vital element of the ACT Water Resource Plan.

1  Tom Trevorrow (2010) Murrundi Ruwe Pangari Ringbalin “River Country Spirit Ceremony: Aboriginal Perspectives on River Country”. 
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This summary of the ACT’s Draft Water Resource 
Plan aims to aid understanding of the key features 
of the ACT’s Water Resource Plan (WRP), which 
will be submitted to the Murray–Darling Basin 
Authority for assessment in 2016.

The ACT is wholly contained within the Murray–
Darling Basin (the Basin). The ACT and other 
Basin States signed Intergovernmental 
Agreements for the reform of the Basin in 2008 
and the implementation of the Basin Plan in 
2013. The Basin Plan is a requirement under the 
Commonwealth’s Water Act 2007. 

Under the Basin Plan, the ACT and other Basin 
States are each required to produce a WRP.  
The development of water resource plans is the 
foundation of Basin management reform.  
A WRP must comply with the Water Act 2007 and 
link, where applicable, with the WRPs of other 
Basin States. Chapter 10 of the Basin Plan sets out 
the requirements of a water resource plan. 

The ACT WRP is required to be submitted to 
the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) 
for assessment and accreditation by the 
Commonwealth Minister for Agriculture and Water 
Resources by the end of 2016. On accreditation, 
the WRP will become enforceable under the 
Commonwealth’s Water Act 2007.  The WRP will 
also have legislative status as an instrument under 
the ACT’s Water Resources Act 2007. 

The ACT WRP provides and sets out the 
Government’s plan for the management of 
the Territory’s surface water and groundwater 
resources, particularly with respect to managing 
water use under a set diversion limit. It defines 
how surface water and groundwater is managed 
for all water resource areas of the Territory. 

The WRP is based on the ACT’s Water Resources Act 
2007 (ACT) and its related legislative instruments 
on water planning and management. It captures 
the objectives of the Water Resources Act 2007 and 
the ACT Water Strategy: Striking the Balance (2014) 
and other ACT water-related policies and plans. The 
WRP complements the aim and scope of the draft 
ACT and Region Catchment Strategy (2016).  The 
activities of the ACT Basin Priority Project also help 
support the WRP, particularly with respect to water 
quality and monitoring.

The WRP does not involve a significant change to 
existing ACT water resource planning.  

However, it aggregates in a coordinated 
approach the various components of water 
resource management including catchment 
management and related land management 
plans.  It provides the overview of water 
resources in the ACT and region, the policy and 
the context that determine water planning in the 
ACT.  The WRP complements the ACT’s long-term 
environmental watering plan and incorporates 
the water quality management plan.

The WRP is comprised of two key documents:

1. An index and tables, in response to the Basin 
Plan’s specific requirements for legislative 
explanatory coverage and accreditation. 

The index lists:
• the water resource management legislative 

instruments and other relevant legislation 
which constituted the interim ACT Water 
Resource Plan from 2007 until this new plan 
is accredited by the Australian Government 
(schedule by the end of 2016); and

• the index tables, which summarise how the 
ACT has met the requirements of Chapter 10 of 
the Basin Plan. In particular, Part 2 lists the ACT 
instruments under the Water Resources Act 2007 
and sections of the WRP comprehensive report 
that meet the requirements of the Basin Plan 
parts and clauses of Chapter 10.

2. A comprehensive report and explanatory 
document that covers all aspects of a water 
resource plan as required. It includes a number 
of schedules and appendices that provide 
additional information and analysis. 

The comprehensive report describes the WRP 
in detail, including the background, historical, 
legislative, hydrological, water quality and ecological 
contexts and identifies the supporting material. It 
sets out the state of water resource management 
of the ACT and how it fits into the water resource 
planning requirements of the Basin Plan.

In general, the WRP does not seek to regulate 
the re-use of water or the return of water to the 
environment after it has been used, but to set 
out how water resources are accounted for in the 
ACT in accordance with prevailing water resource 
legislation. At present the environmental impacts 
of re-use can be managed by using the provisions 
of the Environment Protection Act 1997 (ACT).

This summary document makes reference to 
requirements and clauses under the Basin Plan 
and chapters of the comprehensive report. 
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KEY REQUIREMENTS OF THE ACT WATER 
RESOURCE PLAN
1. Adequate controls are in place to ensure the ACT’s water for consumption or actual take is within the 

Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs) as set in the Basin Plan. 

2.  A WRP must provide for environmental watering to occur in a way that is consistent with the 
environmental watering plan and the Basin-wide environmental watering strategy. The ACT’s long-
term environmental watering plan is based on the ACT’s legislated provision of environmental flows.

3. A WRP is required to include a water quality management plan. A water quality management 
plan identifies causes of water degradation, the identification of water quality target values and 
measures to be undertaken to meet water quality objectives. The ACT WRP sets out a water quality 
management framework to achieve water quality objectives.

4. A WRP requires a risk assessment and management plan to identify levels of risk and 
strategies to address medium and higher level risks.  The ACT has undertaken a risk 
assessment. In general, most identified risks are of a low level and strategies are in place to 
address medium and high risks.

To identify the objectives Indigenous peoples have with respect to water values and uses, the ACT WRP 
incorporates a process and subsequent outcomes to identify Indigenous water values and uses.

Demonstrated consultation
A WRP must provide for a description of consultation undertaken. The ACT has undertaken consultation 
with key stakeholders and is undertaking community consultation on the draft WRP under the standard 
ACT Government consultation processes as set out in the ACT Community Engagement Guidelines.

Coppins Crossing on the Molonglo River
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COMPONENTS OF A 
WATER RESOURCE PLAN
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Casurina Sands
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KEY STAKEHOLDERS 
The key stakeholders for the ACT WRP include:

• communities of the ACT and surrounding areas 

• the Indigenous peoples of the ACT and also the Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations 

• ACT Government agencies and Icon Water

• Australian Government

• urban and rural landholders, catchment management groups

• NSW with respect to cross-border water planning and management.

BASIN PLAN COMPONENTS
The Basin Plan (BP) prescribes components (BP Chapter 10) that make up a WRP and which need to be 
addressed:

1. The identification of the WRP area and other matters (BP Part 2)

2. The incorporation, and application, of the long-term annual diversion limit for each SDL resource unit in 
the WRP area (BP Part 3)

3. The sustainable use and management of water resources of the WRP area within the long-term annual 
diversion limits (BP Part 4)

4. The regulation, for the purpose of managing Basin water resources, of interception activities with a 
significant impact (whether on an activity-by-activity basis or cumulatively) on those water resources 
(BP Part 5)

5. Planning for environmental watering (BP Part 6)

6. Water quality objectives for the WRP area (BP Part 7)

7. The circumstances in which tradeable water rights in relation to the WRP area may be traded, and the 
conditions applicable to such trades (BP Part 8)

8. The broad approaches to the way risks to the water resources of the WRP area should be addressed 
(BP Part 9)

9. Information about measuring the water taken from the water resources of the WRP area and monitoring 
the water resources of the WRP area (BP Part 10)

10. Reviews of the WRP and amendments of the plan arising from those reviews (BP Part 11)

11. The scientific information or models on which the WRP is to be based (BP Part 12 )

12. Planning for extreme events (BP Part 13)

13. Identification of Indigenous values and uses (BP Part 14).

The comprehensive report contains additional and expanded coverage of the elements contained in this 
summary report.

Figure 1 sets out the process of water resource planning and relevant Basin Plan sections (s.) and Parts of 
Chapter 10.
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Figure 1:  The process for water resource planning

Measuring and monitoring (Part 10)

Throughout WRP development: identify 
instruments and texts, identify water 
resources and provide maps, develop a list of 
requirements and expiry dates, and exclude 
material that does not apply (s. 10.04); have 
regard to other water resources (s. 10.05); 
specify persons responsible (s. 10.06); 
demonstrate consultation (s. 10.07); identify 
and describe significant information sources, 
models, methods and tools (Part 12);  
and consult, identify and have regard to 
Indigenous values and uses (Part 14).

Identify WRP area, SDL resource units and 
water resources (ss. 10.02 and 10.03)

Undertake risk 
assessment (Part 9)

Sustainable use and management of  
water resources (Part 4)

Planning for environmental watering 
(Part 6)

Interception activities (Part 5)

Water quality objectives (Part 7)

Extreme events (Part 13)

Trade of water access rights (Part 8)

Table 1 indicates the di�erence between the ACT’s existing water resource plan and the proposed plan as 
required under the Basin Plan.

Table 1:  The di�erence between the ACT’s existing water resource plan and the proposed plan

ACT WATER RESOURCE PLAN

Interim ACT WRP as per the Commonwealth Water 
Regulations 2008* (commenced 2007 to 2016)

Dra� ACT WRP: Schedule for accreditation  
in 2016

Water Resources Act 2007 ACT WRP format is the index as per Basin Plan 
requirements, with accompanying tables.

Disallowable Instrument 2013—44  
Environmental Flow Guidelines

Disallowable Instrument 2007—191  
Water Available from areas* 

Disallowable Instrument 2007—193  
Water Resources (Water management areas)*

Disallowable Instrument 2007—194  
Water Resources Amounts of water for  
reasonable uses*

Based on the Water Resources Act 2007 and its 
relevant instruments as per the current WRP and 
the following main components as required under 
the Basin Plan (Chapter 10 Parts shown): 

• Identification of ACT surface water and 
groundwater resources (Part 2)

• Application of Long-term annual diversion limit 
as per the Basin Plan (Part 3)

• Planning for environmental watering (Part 6)

• Water quality management plan (Part 7)

• Risk assessment process (Part 9)

• Measuring and monitoring (Part 10)

• Reviews of water resource plans (Part 11)

• Planning for extreme events (Part 13)

• Indigenous values and uses (Part 14)

Note: the dra� WRP to be submitted for accreditation also contains the sections of the WRP Comprehensive Report and Instruments  
(or parts thereof) listed in the Part 2 Table, which also address the Basin Plan chapter 10 parts not listed above.

Incorporation and application of the  
long-term annual diversion limit (Part 3)
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THE ACT WATER 
RESOURCE PLAN  
AREA
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Murrumbidgee River
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A WRP covers specific areas based largely on the major Basin river systems. Because of its size and location 
the WRP area is required to cover the whole of the ACT. Specifically, the WRP covers all water resources in the 
areas, as defined in the Basin Plan:

• Australian Capital Territory (surface water): SW1, Schedules 2 and 3 (MDBA, 2012a), see Map 1 and

• Australian Capital Territory (groundwater): GW1, Schedule 4 (MDBA, 2012a), see Map 2.
 Note:  Both of the above cover the same area within the ACT boundaries plus Googong Foreshores.  Googong Dam is loacted in NSW, 

owned by the Commonwealth Government and leased to the ACT for 150 years.

Map 1:  Surface water resource plan areas of the Basin (MDBA, 2013a)
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The ACT is entirely within the Upper Murrumbidgee River catchment. The Upper Murrumbidgee covers an 
area of 13,000 square kilometres (km2), of which the ACT occupies 2,400 km2. The Murrumbidgee River rises in 
the south-western part of the catchment. It flows some 30 km before reaching Tantangara Dam, where much 
of its flow is diverted to Lake Eucumbene for use as part of the Snowy Mountains Scheme. The river then 
flows unimpeded for 150 km to discharge into Burrinjuck Dam to the north of the ACT.

The average annual runoff from ACT controlled catchments is 492 gigalitres (GL).  Of this volume, 244 GL is 
designated by the Environmental Flow Guidelines as environmental flow, leaving over 200 GL potentially 
available for consumptive use. However, take is now restricted under the Basin Plan to the ACT surface water 
and groundwater SDLs.

Map 2:  Groundwater water resource plan areas of the Basin (MDBA, 2013a)
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Map 3:  Water resources of the ACT and region

G
O

O
DRIDIGBEE  RIVER

CO
TT

ER
   

RI
VE

R

N
AA

S 
  R

IV
ER

M
URRIMBIDGEE  RIV ER

M
URR IM

BIDG
EE  RIV

ER

M
UR

RI
M

BI
D

G
EE

  R
IV

ER

BREDBO  RIVER

NUMERALLA   RI VER

KYB
EYAN  RIVER

BADJA  RIVER

NUM
ERALL

A   RIV ER

GU
D

GE
N

BY
   

RI
VE

R

  P
A

D
D

Y’
S  

RI
VER

YASS  RIVER

MOLONGLO  RIVER

QUEAN

BEYAN  R I VER

BOWNING

MURRUMBATEMAN

Bungendore

SUTTON

GUNDAROO

QUEANBEYAN

CAPTAINS
FLAT

MICHELAGO

ADAMINABY

BREDBO

COOMA

NUMERALLA

CANBERRA

YASS

AUSTRALIAN
CAPITAL

TERRITORY

NEW SOUTH
WALES

NEW SOUTH
WALES

Lake 
Burley
Griffin

COTTER
DAM

BENDORA
DAM

CORIN
DAM

GOOGONG
DAM

Lake 
Eucumbene

TANTANGARA
DAM

Lake 
Burrinjuck



13

THE GEOGRAPHIC 
FEATURES OF THE ACT
In developing the ACT’s WRP it is critical to 
note the geographical context and historical 
background of the ACT. The ACT broadly consists 
of two physiographic regions: the south-west 
dominated by the Brindabella Mountain Range 
and the Australian Alps; and the north-east 
portion, the Werriwa Tablelands, which comprise 
upland plains with separate upland hills and 
basins. The establishment and planning of 
the ACT was on the provision of adequate 
water resources for Australia’s Federal seat of 
government. The location of the ACT in the Upper 
Murrumbidgee River and the subsequent purpose 
of the Territory’s water use affect how and how 
much water resources are used.  The ACT is for the 
most part not a rural area of the Basin.  Its land 
use is predominantly national parkland with a 
large urban and administrative centre. 

Map 3 shows the regional towns and major water 
storages.

ACT CATCHMENT 
CHARACTERISTICS  
AND INFLUENCES
The main catchments of the ACT are based on 
the Brindabella range in the west of the ACT and 
the Tinderry range in the south-east.  The main 
rivers are:

Murrumbidgee River
From its main headwaters (now Tantangara Dam in 
Kosciuszko National Park), the Murrumbidgee River 
flows south-east before turning north, being joined 
by the Numeralla River and following a strikingly 
linear path to enter the ACT at Angle Crossing. 
Extending for about 60 km in the ACT, the river re-
enters New South Wales north of Uriarra Crossing.

Cotter River
The Cotter River is a subsidiary of the Murrumbidgee 
River and is the major source for urban water 
supply for Canberra with the Cotter, Bendera 
and Corin dams. Close to its confluence with the 
Murrumbidgee River near Casuarina Sands, the 
Cotter is joined by Paddys River (a tributary of 
Tidbinbilla River).

Molonglo River
The Molonglo River joins the Murrumbidgee 
River near Uriarra Crossing. The river has a 
relatively large catchment extending east to 
Captains Flat with the Queanbeyan River (NSW) 
and Jerrabomberra (mostly NSW), Woolshed, 
Sullivans, Yarralumla and Weston creeks being 
major tributaries. The urban development of 
Canberra has extensively modified several of these 
streams of the ACT. Flow in the Molonglo River 
has been significantly altered by the construction 
of both Scrivener Dam and Googong Dam (on 
the Queanbeyan River tributary).  Lake Burley 
Griffin (is the responsibilty of the Commonwealth 
Government)is part of the Molonglo River system 
and a number of creeks from urban areas feed 
into the Lake.

Queanbeyan River 
The Queanbeyan River rises at an altitude of 
approximately 1300 m in the Tinderry Range south-
east of Canberra and flows for some 90 km before 
entering the ACT just before its confluence with the 
Molonglo River. The total catchment area of the 
river is approximately 96,000 hectares (Queanbeyan 
City Council 1998). The river flows through 
predominantly dry sclerophyll forest in the upper 
catchment, with grazing becoming more common 
as the River approaches Queanbeyan. The mean 
annual flow of the river is approximately 114 GL.  
The Queanbeyan River flows into the Googong 
Dam, a major water storage system for the ACT. 

Murrumbidgee River
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CLIMATE
The climate is essentially continental, with hot 
summers and cold winters and typical of the south 
eastern Murray–Darling Basin. Rainfall is fairly 
evenly distributed throughout the year, although 
the winter months are slightly drier and the spring 
months slightly wetter. Mean annual precipitation 
in the ACT ranges from 950 mm in the mountains 
to 600 mm in the city area.  In common with the 
rest of inland Australia, the region experiences 
extended drought periods, although summer 
rainfall tends to occur as storms, with more 
prolonged, but gentler, rainfall in winter.

LAND USE
Land use is an important determinant of the 
pattern and quantity of runoff as well as the 
nature of constituents transported by that runoff. 
A change in land use from rural to urban may have 
significant impacts on the pattern of streamflow 
and water quality of local waters.  Urban land 
use is concentrated within the Canberra and 
Queanbeyan urban areas of the region. Much of 
the ACT is designated as national/nature park land 
use, which has in general led to the preservation of 
the upper Cotter River catchment for water supply. 

However, the Territory’s urbanisation and urban 
expansion has led to large areas of land being 
modified for urban development and to increasing 
demands on limited water resources, including 
more water for domestic use, irrigation and 
water-based recreation. There are also community 
pressures to ensure the scenic and ecological 
values of the lakes and waterways are preserved.  

Table 2:  Table Land use in Canberra region

Land use Area (km2) Area % of 
total

Conservation and 
natural environments

1,975 47

Dry land agriculture 279 7

Forestry 204 5

Grazing 1,241 29

Irrigated agriculture 2 <1

Mining 2 <1

Other intensive uses 2 <1

Urban 450 11

Water 47 1

Total 4,202 100

Source: Bureau of Meteorology (2014) and Department of 
Agriculture (2010), (Cwlth)

SOILS
Many of the soils of the upper Murrumbidgee Basin 
have duplex profiles, with coarse-textured surface 
horizons and clay rich sub-soils.  They are prone 
to sheet and deep gulley erosion. The dispersive 
clays of these soils are easily eroded and yield 
high sediment and turbidity levels. This is most 
pronounced in the gently sloping depression 
subject to soil moisture saturation. The problem of 
erosion is aggravated by disturbance of vegetation 
and soil. The most erodible soils are on steeper, 
cleared slopes and river bank areas. Undisturbed 
areas such as forested mountain slopes yield little 
material unless modified by logging operations or 
severe bushfires. Land use is the dominant factor 
determining the export of material such as soil, 
nutrients and soluble salts from catchments.  Runoff 
from the valley systems inevitably affects water 
quality of the Murrumbidgee and its tributaries. 

The impoverished nature of the Southern 
Tablelands soils and moderately dispersive nature 
of the soils results in naturally elevated turbidity of 
rural streams.

In the ACT, most of the rural catchments are well 
vegetated and as a result of evaporation exceeding 
rainfall not subject to waterlogging. Little of 
the sloping land is cleared. Gulleying and sheet 
erosion occurs upstream of the ACT to a much 
larger extent than in the ACT.Bredbo River
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VEGETATION
Vegetation is a significant determinant of water 
quality. It provides protection against soil 
erosion, intercepts precipitation and modifies 
soil composition. Vegetation types depends 
particularly on climate, topography and soils. In 
the ACT region, several vegetation patterns occur:

• Tall open forest (wet sclerophyll): trees above 
30 m tall; found in mountain areas, occurring 
on cool moist slopes (excluding the most 
exposed ridges) and in the mountain valleys. 
Typical of Namadgi National Park and visible 
from Canberra on the Brindabella Range.

• Open forest (dry sclerophyll): trees from  
10–30 m tall which form a community at lower 
altitudes and under drier conditions. The most 
extensive areas occur on the lower Cotter River 
and the Bullen Range; visible from Kambah 
Pool.

• Woodland (savannah): scattered trees 10–30 m 
tall; common throughout the tableland areas 
at lower altitudes on warm, dry, undulating 
to hilly terrain. Typical of the Naas Valley, with 
a prominent urban example being the lower 
slopes of the Ainslie–Majura reserve.

• Pine plantations: extensively modified areas, 
generally undulating to hilly country with 
major concentrations in the lower Cotter Valley, 
Mount Stromlo and Kowen.

• Grassland: occurs naturally in relatively few 
locations, usually wet alluvial flats or frost 
pockets where conditions are unfavourable for 
tree growth. Natural examples are the Orroral 
Valley and parts of the naval radio station 
in Belconnen. Many grasslands result from 
the clearing of woodland or forests. Pasture 
improvement, which has largely replaced 
native grasses with introduced species, is 
characteristic of the north-eastern third of the 
ACT including the urban areas.

• Sub-alpine complex: occurs under the most 
extreme cold and exposed conditions above  
1500 m on the ridges and peaks. Within the ACT 
this is restricted to numerous small pockets, 
particularly in the south-western parts of 
Namadgi National Park.

Soils and vegetation have a significant role in 
enhancing and moderating precipitation and flow.

Primrose Valley Creek  off the Molonglo River
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LEGISLATIVE 
AND HISTORICAL 
BACKGROUND
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Vanity’s crossing on the Cotter River
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The WRP is determined under a framework of ACT 
and Commonwealth legislation.  Commonwealth 
and NSW legislation established the ACT in  
1908–09. Since the establishment of self-
government in 1989 the ACT Government has 
managed its water resources.  Commonwealth 
legislation established the land tenure system and 
land use system through the National Plan which 
in turn affects the use of water resources.

The Seat of Government Acceptance Act 1909 
(Cwlth) provided for the ratification of an 
agreement between the Commonwealth and NSW 
for the surrender of territory by NSW for the Seat 
of Government, with the Commonwealth gaining 
paramount rights to the waters of the Queanbeyan 
and Molonglo Rivers and their tributaries (in NSW)  
to establish the Australian Capital Territory.  

The Commonwealth developed the waters of the 
Queanbeyan River for the purposes of urban water 
supply for the ACT through the construction of the 
Googong Dam, completed in 1979. Through the 
Commonwealth Canberra Water Supply (Googong 
Dam) Act 1974, the Territory Executive exercises the 
rights to the waters of the Googong Dam Area; this 
includes any necessary releases from the Googong 
Dam. The Canberra Water Supply (Googong 
Dam) Act 1974 also requires that environmental 
needs be taken into account in water resources 
management. 

Under the agreement, NSW has continuing 
obligations to not pollute the waterways and to 
protect the whole river’s course from pollution 
before it enters the ACT.

Under the Canberra Water Supply (Googong Dam) 
Act 1974 (Cwlth) the Commonwealth and now the 
ACT regulates the use and disposal of water from 
the Googong Dam Area.  It provides that waters 
from the Googong Dam Area are primarily and 
principally for use in the Australian Capital Territory, 
although water can be supplied to places in NSW 
subject to Commonwealth agreement.  The ACT 
has overall management responsibility for water 
supply and land management within the Googong 
Dam Area.  It also has power to carry out works in 
NSW necessary for Territory water supply.  Under 
the legislation the Googong Dam was built on 
the Queanbeyan River on land acquired by the 
Commonwealth. The Act defines the Googong Dam 
Area as 5000 hectares of land comprising the dam 
and its foreshores, within the larger catchment area 
identified by the Seat of Government Act 1909. 

Ownership of the Googong Dam Area and the 
Googong Dam is held by the Commonwealth 
but the ACT maintains control under a 150 year 
lease arrangement established in 2008.  The ACT 
Government has subsequently granted a sublease 
to Icon Water (formerly ACTEW) for the Googong 
Dam and related infrastructure area.

WATER RESOURCES ACT Yass River
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The ACT Water Resources Act 2007 (WR Act) is the 
governing legislation for managing water resources 
in the ACT, including the sustainable management 
of those water resources. 

The water resources include all waters of the 
Territory as well as the surface and groundwater on 
National Land (which includes Lake Burley Griffin, 
Majura Field Firing Range and CSIRO land under 
the Australian Capital Territory (Planning and Land 
Management Act) 1988 (Cwlth)) and, as mentioned 
above, the surface water of the Googong Dam Area. 

The WR Act is administered by the Environment 
Protection Authority (EPA). The WR Act defines 
access rights to surface and groundwater 
resources, environmental flow provisions, water 
licensing requirements, resource management and 
monitoring responsibilities and sets penalties for 
improper actions. 

Protection of environmental flows is the guiding 
principle of the Act. Environmental flows are 
defined in the Environmental Flow Guidelines, 
which is a legislative instrument under the WR 
Act, and embody the ecological sustainable 
development precautionary principle.  These 
guidelines set out the volumes and timings of 
environmental flows and abstraction limits in 
streams, rivers, lakes, and aquifers. In the ACT, 
water can only be used for other purposes once 
environmental flow requirements are met.

The WR Act provides for the establishment of a 
system of water entitlements and licences for 
water users in the ACT, enabling access specifically 
to water (separate from land ownership). This, in 
turn, leads to the potential development of a water 
market, a major driver of the operation of the Basin 
Plan. The ACT currently has a small internal market 
confined mainly to trades where water rights (e.g. 
access to water through a bore on the property) 
are sold when the related property is sold. 

Table 3:  Key ACT water-related legislation
Legislation Key water-related responsibilities
Water Resources Act 2007 and related 
instruments

The Act is the governing legislation for the sustainable 
management and use of water resources within the ACT. 

Water access rights, water sharing, environmental flow 
provisions, water licensing requirements, resource 
management and monitoring responsibilities; and sets 
penalties for improper actions. 

Environment Protection Act 1997 Regulates development, industry for  water quality 
purposes

Environmental Protection Regulations 2005 Water quality standards (read in conjunction with the 
Territory Plan) 

Environmental Flow Guidelines 2013 Environmental flow requirements 
Utilities Act 2000 Provides for the Independent Competition and Regulatory 

Commission to issue licences and determine industry 
codes, and is the statutory basis for the imposition of 
temporary water restrictions and the permanent water 
conservation measures scheme

Planning and Development Act 2007 Provides water-related regulations e.g. water-sensitive 
urban design, environmental values, plans of management 
and land management agreements.  

Nature Conservation Act 1980*and  
Nature Conservation Act 2014 

Preserve, conserve and enhance the biodiversity of the ACT

Provides for the nature Conservation Strategy 2013–23, 
action plans and research and monitoring programs. 

Threatened species (flora and fauna)
Independent Competition and Regulatory 
Commission Act 1997 

Sets water and sewerage pricing, utility performance 
standards and investigates water industry matters 
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Figure 2:  Disallowable Instruments under the Water Resources Act 2007
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PLANNING AND 
DEVELOPMENT ACT 
2007 (ACT)
The object of this Act is to provide a planning 
and land system that contributes to the orderly 
and sustainable development of the ACT. The 
legislation provides an overarching legislative 
schema which provides a framework to protect 
the ACT’s potable water catchments, making the 
protection of ‘existing and future domestic water 
supply’ the legislation’s highest objective.  

The legislation also provides for a number of plans 
of management for various regions and areas of 
the ACT.

NATURE CONSERVATION 
ACT 2014
The Nature Conservation Act 2014 
(NC Act) is the chief legislation for the 
protection of native plants and animals 
in the ACT and for the management of 
the conservation reserve network.

The NC Act protects native plants and animals, and 
provides management authority for conservation 
lands, including freshwater ecological areas. 
It provides the legal underpinning of nature 
conservation policy, management and action 
across the Territory.  The NC Act provides for the 
Conservator for Fauna and Flora to prepare a draft 
action plan for each relevant species, ecological 
community and key threatening process that 
occurs in the ACT. This includes preparation of 
an action plan for listed migratory species that 
regularly occur in the ACT.  The legislation is 
relevant in respect to environmental protection and 
environmental watering planning.

Under the NC Act (s. 177) the custodian of a reserve 
must prepare a reserve management plan for the 
reserve. The ACT Parks and Conservation Service is 
the land custodian of public land reserves.
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QUEANBEYAN WATER 
SUPPLY AGREEMENT 
2008
Since the early 1920s the ACT has supplied water to 
Queanbeyan. Under the Queanbeyan Water Supply 
Agreement of 2008 between the Commonwealth, 
ACT and NSW governments, the ACT, through 
Icon Water, supplies water to Queanbeyan City 
Council, covering its local government area.  This 
agreement supersedes all previous agreements 
and arrangements dealing with the supply of water 
to Queanbeyan.

RELEVANT PLANS  
AND STRATEGIES
Water strategy:
Striking the Balance: ACT Water Strategy 2014–44 
(2014) updates and supersedes the previous ACT 
water strategy, Think Water, Act Water (2004).  
It guides the management of the Territory’s 
water supply and water security, catchment 
management and water quality with respect to 
the planning and design of urban environments 
and the involvement of the community in water 
resource management. The strategy was drafted 
cognisant of the Basin Plan and its impacts. 

The ACT Water Strategy focuses on three outcomes:

Outcome 1: Healthy catchments and water bodies

Outcome 2:  A sustainable water supply used 
efficiently

Outcome 3:  A community that values and enjoys 
clean, healthy catchments

For each outcome, the strategy identifies strategies 
and actions to guide water management in the 
ACT over the next 30 years. The strategy will be 
implemented through five year implementation 
plans with effectiveness of implementation 
monitored through targets and indicators 
identified for each outcome. 

The strategy has direct links to the ACT WRP.

Other ACT plans and strategies incorporate 
additional strategic and operational guidance 
related to water planning and management.

• ACT Planning Strategy (2012) is a critical 
document that affects land use policy, urban 
development policy, and the impact of 
urbanisation on the natural environment. It 
guides the development of Canberra to help 
the city achieve its economic, cultural and 
environmental aspirations. This incorporates 
consideration of water resource planning and 
management. 

• The Canberra Plan (2008) guides the long-
term growth and development of Canberra for 
this generation and beyond. The directions for 
population growth and development of industry 
outlined in this plan will have implications for 
water planning and service provision in to the 
future. 

• The National Capital Plan (amended 2013) 
and the Territory Plan 2008 (amended 
2014) are strategic plans for Canberra that 
provide direction on environmental values 
and sustainability. The Territory Plan includes 
statutory provisions related to water, such 
as the Waterways WSUD General Code, and 
the Water Use and Catchment General Code. 
These codes recognise the competing and often 
conflicting demands made on the Territory’s 
water resources. The codes make provisions for 
protecting the waters and catchments of the ACT 
by specifying permitted uses and environmental 
values for each water body. 

• ACT–NSW Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) on Regional Collaboration (2011) 
strengthens the collaboration between the ACT 
and NSW governments and serves to optimise 
regional outcomes and service delivery to the 
people of the ACT and South East NSW Region. 
The MoU reflects the desire to pursue a regional 
approach on a range of policy matters. 

• ACT’s Climate Change Vulnerability 
Assessment Framework for Infrastructure 
(2012) sets out a framework for assessing 
the vulnerability of the ACT’s infrastructure to 
climate change. 
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• Nature Conservation Strategy 2013–2023 
(November 2013) provides guidance on 
priorities for investment in management and 
restoration of natural areas and biodiversity, 
including riparian areas and aquatic habitats.  It 
has an accompanying implementation plan.

• Plan for Managing the Natural Resources of 
the ACT (2009) proposes 16 intermediate and 
long-term targets addressing the ecological 
footprint, Indigenous engagement, community 
capacity and participation, water use, surface 
water quality, riverine ecosystems and 
wetlands, environmental flows, groundwater, 
communities and habitat, endangered species 
and communities and urban biodiversity 
(ACT NRMC, 2009). This Plan replaced the ACT 
Natural Resource Management Plan 2004–2014 
(ACT NRMB, 2004).

• ACT Aquatic Species and Riparian Zone 
Conservation Strategy (2007) provides 
guidance on values and key actions to maintain 
the aquatic ecological health and function of 
these areas. 

• ACT Flood Plan (Dec 2013–Dec 2016) outlines 
the arrangements for a coordinated all agencies 
approach to flood events in the ACT using 
the Prevention, Preparedness, Response and 
Recovery (PPRR) model. 

• Canberra’s Urban Lakes and Ponds Plan of 
Management (2001) presents the framework 
guiding the management of Canberra’s urban 
lakes and ponds. This plan covers water bodies 
defined as Public Land (Lake) and water 
features in the Territory Plan. 

• Googong Foreshore: Draft Plan of 
Management (2014) guides the operation and 
management of the Googong Dam Foreshore 
area under lease from the Commonwealth. 

• Lower Cotter Catchment Strategic Management 
Plan (2007) defines land use, strategic directions 
and management objectives for the Lower Cotter 
Catchment whereby water is recognised as the 
primary value of the catchment; and provides a 
sound management framework for the long-
term stability of landscapes and security of water 
quality and supply. 

Rock Flat Creek



23

• Namadgi National Park Plan of Management 
(2010) includes a primary management objective 
related to water – the ecological and hydrological 
condition of water catchments is maintained 
and, where desirable and feasible, improved 
to ensure a continuing high quality and cost-
effective water supply for the ACT. Namadgi 
National Park is the largest conservation reserve 
in the ACT covering approximately 46% (106 094 
hectares) of the Territory. The park includes the 
rugged mountain ranges and broad grassy valleys 
in the western and southern parts of the ACT. 
Namadgi National Park protects the upper parts 
of the Cotter River Catchment, Canberra’s main 
supply of water, and is important for conserving 
snow gum woodlands, subalpine fens and bogs, 
grasslands and montane forest communities 
providing habitat for a diverse range of species. 
The park also includes much evidence of past 
Aboriginal use of the land and remnants of early 
European pastoral activity. It is popular for low 
key recreational activities such as bushwalking, 
camping, cycling and rock climbing. Namadgi 
is one of 11 national parks and reserves in the 
Australian Alps that are collectively known as 
the Australian Alps National Parks. The Namadgi 
National Park Plan of Management also links with 
the Tidbinbilla Plan of Management (2012) which 
borders on the Namadgi National Park and the 
western boundary of the Cotter River catchment.

• Jerrabomberra Wetlands Nature Reserve 
Plan of Management (2010) focuses on the 
conservation of wetland habitats for a large 
number of species of land and water birds, 
including migratory species protected under 
international agreements.

• Molonglo River Reserve (Draft) Management 
Plan (2016) is a plan of management for a new 
reserve that follows the Molonglo River from 
Scrivener Dam downstream to the intersection 
with the Murrumbidgee River Corridor reserve. 
It is a statutory plan under the Planning and 
Development Act 2007. Its purpose is to give 
clear direction on how the biodiversity, land 
and waters of the Molonglo River reserve will be 
managed to satisfy both nature conservation 
and recreation objectives.
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SUSTAINABLE DIVERSION 
LIMITS FOR THE ACT AND 
COMPLIANCE



Badja River
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THE CURRENT BASIN 
CAP SYSTEM FOR 
DIVERSIONS
There is currently a limit, called ‘the Cap’, on the 
amount of surface water that can be taken for 
consumptive use in the Basin under Schedule E 
of the MDB Agreement. In May 2008 the Murray–
Darling Basin Ministerial Council Meeting agreed 
to a Cap for the ACT to provide for the ACT’s water 
diversions, including a future population growth 
factor. The Cap is the maximum volume of net 
water that can be diverted from the river system for 
use in the ACT and is adjusted annually to account 
for both the prevailing climate during the year and 
the growth in population. This Cap will apply until 
replaced by the Sustainable Diversion Limit (SDL) 
mechanism under the Basin Plan in 2019. The Cap 
is based on historic use, not on what is necessarily 
sustainable, and does not provide for a limit on the 
use of groundwater.  

ACT WATER 
MANAGEMENT AREAS 
The boundaries of water management areas 
are based on watersheds.  Where these do not 
correspond with the ACT border, the water 
management areas are shown to extend into 
NSW.  Under the Seat of Government Acceptance 
Act (Cwlth) the ACT has ‘paramount rights’ to the 
Molonglo and Queanbeyan rivers and their NSW 
tributaries (i.e. Jerrabomberra Creek), but only has 
responsibility for managing the Googong Dam Area 
(s. 7A (1) (b) Notes 1 and 2, WR Act), also known 
as the Googong Foreshores (refer Section 2.1). All 
other areas in NSW are the responsibility of NSW.

Under the Basin Plan, the ACT surface water 
resource plan area SW1 corresponds to the 
boundaries of the ACT, but includes Googong 
Foreshores (see Map 1). SW1 is the same as the 
SDL resource unit, as specified in Cl. 10.03 of the 
Basin Plan. GW1 is the groundwater resource plan 
area (see Map 2) .

Cotter River
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Map 4:  ACT Water management area
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WATER AVAILABILITY
The Water Resources Determination 2007 of the WR Act sets an allowable surface water and groundwater 
abstraction limit. The water resource in the NSW portion of the Canberra region is already incorporated under 
the current long term Cap for the Murray–Darling Basin.

Water resources available for the Territory are set out in Disallowable Instrument Water Resources (Water 
available from areas) DI2007—191 Determination 2007.

Table 4:  Water resources for each water management area.

Water 
management 
area

Total ACT 
controlled 

surface plus 
ground water 

(ML)

ACT 
environmental 
allocation (ML)

Surface plus 
ground water 
reserved for 

future use 
(ML)

Maximum 
surface plus 

ground water 
available for 
taking (ML)

Ground water 
reserved for 

future use 
(ML)

Maximum 
ground water 
available for 
taking (ML)

Upper 
Murrumbidgee 27482 24408 557 2517 71 640

Lower 
Murrumbidgee 17223 15728 3325 29925 21 189

Naas 38554 35619 293 2641 95 855

Gudgenby 50522 46569 395 3558 130 1170

Cotter 145702 34294 0 111408 0 2050

Paddys 39799 36571 323 2905 101 909

Tuggeranong 7909 4860 996 1461 21 190

Upper 
Molonglo 1274 1160 11 102 10 24

Central 
Molonglo 24489 18609 1426 7832 10 685

Lower 
Queanbeyan 22 15 1 7 0 0

Jerrabomberra 
headwaters 0 0 0 0 0 0

Lower 
Molonglo 15932 10594 2034 3304 10 297

Googong 
catchment 103164 4250 0 98914 0 0

Ginninderra 
catchment 19895 11746 1706 5352 27 239

Overall total 491967 244422 11067 272927 496 7248

Notes:
All volumes are in megalitres (ML)
Environmental allocation – as specified in Environmental Flow Guidelines (DI2013—44)

The average annual runoff from ACT controlled catchments is 492 GL.  Of this, 244 GL is designated by 
the Environmental Flow Guidelines as environmental flow, leaving over 200 GL potentially available for 
consumptive use (see Table 4 and Figure 3). However, take is now restricted under the Basin Plan to the ACT 
surface water and groundwater SDLs.

Maximum total amount of surface water available for taking shown above, is only applicable for each 
water management area. The total surface water available for taking in the ACT water resource plan area, 
is the Sustainable Diversion Limit (SDL) of 52,500ML (not 273,928 ML above) as described in  the ACT Water 
Resources Plan, and as specified in Schedule 2 in the Basin Plan (MDBA, 2012a). Similarly for groundwater, 
the SDL is 3,160 ML (not 7,248 ML) as described in the ACT WRP and Schedule 4 of the Basin Plan. 

Water identified as available for taking in this table does not take account of licensed water use (ie licensed 
water use in each water management area must be less than the volume shown above in each water 
management area).
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Figure 3:  ACT Total water and environmental allocations

Figure 4:  Historical ACT net water course take (GL)

Figure 3  shows the water allocations legislated in the ACT with 50% of the average flows protected from 
abstraction by ACT legislation, and around 10% available for net use under the Basin Plan. In effect this 
results in around 90% of the total flows retained by the environment, as shown in figure 5. The ACT water use 
is therefore at the very low end of risk to the Basin. 
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Figure 5:  ACT total water and environmental allocations

The above figure shows the ACT allowable groundwater extraction until 2019, being 10% of the total recharge 
to groundwater. 

Figure 6 shows the components of a typical river flow that are available for use and are protected from 
extraction (for all catchments except the Cotter and Googong Dam, which have different operating 
requirements). Therefore, about 90% of the flow from a rainfall event is not extracted and remains in the 
rivers. Therefore, the impact of the ACT on overall river flows is minimal. 

Figure 6:  Typical flow for the ACT
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BASELINE AND 
SUSTAINABLE 
DIVERSION LIMITS
The objective of Basin Sustainable Diversion Limits 
(SDL) is to establish environmentally sustainable 
limits on the amount of surface water and 
groundwater that may be taken (i.e. abstracted or 
used), including from the Territory water resources.  
The outcomes from SDL compliance will be:

• sufficient flows for water-dependent
ecosystems in the Territory to continue to be
protected and restored where needed and
to remain healthy in a variable and changing
climate

• the community adapts to the limit on
available water in a socially and economically
sustainable manner.

SDLs for all Basin States including the ACT will 
come into effect on 1 July 2019.  

Baseline Diversion Limits
The Basin Plan describes a Baseline Diversion 
Limit (BDL) for the ACT surface water of 52.5 GL 
per year, estimated by the MDBA from the level 
of development that existed on 30 June 2009 
(Schedule 3, MDBA 2012a), consisting of:

• watercourses net take 40.5 GL

• runoff dams 1 GL

• commercial plantations net take 11 GL.

• The groundwater BDL is 1.7 GL.

The Living Murray
Under the Living Murray Initiative Agreement 
2004, Basin States agreed to restore 500 GL to the 
environmental flows of the Murray River system.  
As its contribution, the ACT committed to 
providing $5 million and returning 2 GL of water to 
the Murray River. 

SUSTAINABLE 
DIVERSION LIMIT
Surface water:
Under clause 6.05 of the Basin Plan, the ACT is 
required to make a contribution to the SDL resource 
unit shared reduction amount, being 4.9 GL.   
This is the Territory’s share to achieve the Basin-wide 
targeted reduction in water use of 2,750 GL. 

The ACT SDL for surface water therefore is the  
BDL minus the ACT shared reduction amount i.e.  
52.5 GL — 4.9 GL = 47.6 GL (Schedule 2, MDBA 2012a).

The ACT has purchased water entitlements 
from NSW in the water market to meet its 2 GL 
commitment for The Living Murray initiative,  
and 4.94 GL for the shared reduction amount and 
has provided these entitlements to the MDBA  
and Commonwealth Environmental Water  
Holder, respectively. The ACT is working with 
NSW and the MDBA to establish interstate trade 
accounting and rules to enable transfer of the 
entitlements purchased from NSW.

The ACT will therefore be able to take a total of  
54.5 GL of surface water per year consisting of  
BDL + 2 GL (Living Murray volume). Subject to  
ACT-NSW trading arrangements being implemented. 

The SDL for the ACT watercourses is a net diversion 
based on the difference between what is taken 
directly and what is returned to the Murrumbidgee 
River via the Canberra and Queanbeyan sewage 
treatment plants. 

Groundwater:
The Basin Plan groundwater SDL from 2019 is 3.16 
GL, which is less than half the extraction limit in the 
ACT Disallowable Instrument DI2007–191. The ACT 
groundwater SDL means that, on average, 95% of 
the water recharging to groundwater is protected 
from extraction.  The transition for allowable 
take from the BDL volume to the Basin Plan SDL 
volume will depend on future demand.

Notes: 

1. The ACT SDL for watercourses includes 
potable water supplied to Queanbeyan City 
Council including Jerrabomberra and the two 
settlements of Ridgeway and Weetalabah, and 
now Googong township, less the returns to river
from the Queanbeyan sewage treatment plant. 
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2. The ACT has paramount rights to the waters of 
the Queanbeyan River (i.e. through Googong 
Dam) in NSW and hence the Territory, through 
Icon Water, controls take from Googong Dam 
and environmental flow releases. The NSW 
Murrumbidgee SDL will cover all other water 
taken from water management areas in NSW 
including upstream of Googong Dam.

3. The ACT does not have mining or floodplain 
water harvesting, which are interception 
activities listed in the Basin Plan. 

4. Unlike the Cap, there is no allowance for 
Canberra’s population growth in the SDL.  
This will require the ACT to eventually become 
increasingly more water efficient as the 
population grows, or to trade in water to be 
SDL compliant (i.e. Icon Water traded water is 
not for supplying water in the ACT except in 
extreme droughts). 

CALCULATION OF WATER 
VOLUMES
Current methodology:
Techniques for the calculation of the water 
resource volumes are summarised in 3.1 of the 
Environmental Flow Guidelines (DI2013–44). 

Future methodology: Source Model
The Source program (eWater, 2013) is the MDBA 
standard model for hydrological modelling (10.10, 
MDBA 2012a) and is required under the National 
Hydrological Modelling Platform (NHMP, Dept of 
Environment, 2012). 

The ACT is developing a plan to transfer over to 
Source for its next WRP. Source models for some of 
the catchments are already in existence. 
 The ACT transfer to Source is subject to Source 
providing the ACT with at least as good a model 
performance as currently used models. 

NSW is developing a Source model for the 
Murrumbidgee under the same platform.  
The ACT will liaise with NSW to achieve as 
much consistency between the two models as 
reasonably possible. Ideally, this would mean an 
integrated model between the ACT and NSW. The 
ACT will use its best endeavours to achieve that. 

The ACT proposes to implement a Source model 
for the ACT catchments within the next three years. 
Progress will be reported in the annual report.

Molonglo River, Fyshwick
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Water storages and related water supply infrastructure in the ACT
The ACT region contains major water storages used for urban water supply and other water storages used for 
pollution control and recreational purposes.  

Icon owns and manages four water supply dams—Corin Dam, Bendora Dam and the Enlarged Cotter Dam, 
all on the Cotter River, and Googong Dam on the Queanbeyan River, NSW.

Table 5:  Major urban water supply storages in the Canberra region

Major storage Total storage capacity (ML) Dead storage capacity (ML) Purpose

Bendora Reservoir 11,543 97 urban supply

Corin Reservoir 70,897 110 urban supply

Cotter Reservoir 79,375 3,178 urban supply

Googong Reservoir 121,083 1,675 urban supply

Total 282,898 5,060

The ACT Government directly owns and manages two urban lakes (Ginninderra and Tuggeranong) and 49 
ponds and wetlands constructed within urban areas. The Australian Government owns and manages Lake 
Burley Griffin. 

Table 6:  Other major storages in the Canberra urban area

Major storage Total storage capacity (ML) Purpose

Lake Ginninderra 3,700
pollution control

landscape and recreation

Lake Tuggeranong 1,800
pollution control

landscape and recreation

Lake Burley Griffin 33,723 landscape and recreation

Total 39,223

Significant pump stations on the Murrumbidgee River at Angle Crossing and at the Cotter Pump Station in the 
ACT, owned and managed by Icon, are for urban water supply.

A small pump station on the Murrumbidgee River, which services the Tharwa community for non-drinking 
water, is currently managed under a licence exemption under the Utilities Act 2000 (ACT) (the volume is much 
less than a gigalitre). 

Cotter River above Bendore Dam
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ACT RULES FOR 
MANAGING TAKE
For the ACT the water available for taking is the 
difference between the total water resources 
controlled by the Territory less the environmental 
flow allocations (about 50% of the total water 
resources). Table 4, from DI2007–191, lists the 
water available for taking from each water 
management area.  

Watercourses 
For surface water, the ACT currently has issued 
Water Access Entitlements (WAEs) to Icon Water of 
71.0 GL. While this volume is greater than the ACT 
SDL for water courses, the ACT SDL is net take, so 
water returned to the river needs to be subtracted. 

Icon also has a licence to discharge treated effluent 
to the Molonglo River (i.e. return flows). The latter 
is not volume limited but, historically, volumes 
have been in the order of 30–35 GL. 

Therefore, Icon’s net take could usually be around 
36–41 GL. In fact, in 1991 and 1998, net take was 
around the SDL figure. However, actual net take 
has reduced considerably since the mid 1990s 
when the ACT introduced its first major demand 
management initiatives. (See Figure 7 below).  
For non-potable water, there are currently 2.1 GL 
of surface water WAEs, 2.0 GL of surface water/
groundwater WAEs and 1.7 GL of Commonwealth 
WAEs issued, totalling 5.8 GL. These are gross take, 
but as there are no measured returns, effectively 
are also net take.

Demand management initiatives referred to above 
have resulted in the ongoing trend of lower actual 
take as shown, which has meant the ACT has used 
significantly less water than the SDL. The ACT is 
therefore not expected to exceed the SDL for at 
least 20 years, even under the highest population 
growth scenario (see Figure 8). The annual permitted 
take is climate-adjusted using an Icon model, to be 
considered as part of the accreditation process by 
the MDBA (see Figure 9). The critical times the SDL 
is most likely to be threatened is when dams are 
full and the weather is very dry, like a repeat of the 
short, sharp 1982 drought (i.e. that would be an SDL 
compliance issue, not a water supply issue).

Figure 7:  Comparing the ACT’s actual take with the annual permitted take
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Groundwater  
The groundwater BDL was based on existing 
groundwater licences at 30 June 2009. The ACT 
will transition from the BDL to the SDL as demand 
dictates, noting that under DI2007–191, 0.496 
GL of groundwater is reserved for future use. 
This reserved volume will be made available on 
application to the ACT Environment Protection 
Authority over the life of this WRP, if needed. 

The ACT is seeking a review of the SDL set for 
groundwater (3.16 GL) based on new information 
and a review of the methodology that was applied 
by the MDBA.  However, will stay within the SDL 
until the review is finalised. The MDBA will consider 
this in 2022.

The ACT has currently issued WAEs of 1.0 GL for 
groundwater, 0.4 GL for surface water/groundwater, 
and 0.6 GL for Commonwealth groundwater.

Issues
1. For potable water, it is proposed that Icon will 

not be issued with any additional licences 
to ensure that the ACT stays within our SDL, 
unless the additional growth-in-use for water 
is offset by interstate traded water. A policy 
will be developed in 2016 in consultation with 
Icon. The suitability of amending Icon’s licence 
to extract water to include both the gross and 
a net volume for potable use, i.e. up to 37.5 
GL net (40.5 + 2 TLM – 5 non-potable) and 
to require compliance with the SDL will also 
be investigated for future licence conditions 
in 2016. Similarly, for net take through the 
Queanbeyan water supply agreement (2008) 
and return flows from Queanbeyan Sewage 
Treatment Plant, controls are required for 
compliance with the SDL in the next agreement
in 2016 by the MDBA. 

2. For non-potable take, if WAEs continue to
be issued, noting the ACT stormwater reuse
scheme will have a WAE of 1 GL, there will come
a time when an annual allocation will need to
be implemented in the ACT, as is done in NSW,
for the ACT to stay within the SDL. Alternatively,
an embargo could be placed on issuing new
WAEs and all new demand for water can be
met by trading. The direction the ACT wishes to
follow will be determined in 2016.

3. For the ACT, water users are currently required 
to stay within their licensed volume (for a rolling
average over three years for some licences). 
They are not required through their licences to 
stay within the Cap and this will follow on when 
the SDL comes into force from 1 July 2019. 
However, including compliance with the SDL
as part of the licence, is under consideration. 
There will be a transparent basis for advising 
potential licensees of changes in conditions.

4. Holders of WAE are required to comply with 
the conditions of that right (10.08 (2), MDBA 
2012a).  Conditions of WAE are given in cl.5
Water Resources Regulation 2007. Examples 
of conditions which could also be applied 
are given in s.23 Water Resources Act 2007.  It 
is a condition of most licences that a water 
meter that meets the requirements listed in 
the ’Water meter requirements’ fact sheet at 
www.environment.act.gov.au, be installed 
before taking any water. Tharwa take from 
the Murrumbidgee River is metered but not 
to standard. TAMS take for secondary water 
(including urban lakes, ponds and wetlands) 
is also metered, but not to standard. Both will 
need to be compliant by 2019. In addition, 
stormwater re-use requires a WAE and will need 
to be compliant with the National Water Quality
Management Strategy (NWQMS, 2009) by 2019. 
Other WAEs with a corresponding licence to 
take water, are required to be metered.

5. The provision of WAEs will need to include, by
2019, compliance with the ACT Environmental
Flow Guidelines (DI2013–44).

6. Critical Human Water Needs (CHWN) are
currently not a risk as the ACT has recently
completed significant water security measures
which should provide water security for at
least a decade or two. The ACT intends to
seek inclusion of the ACT for CHWN under
Chapter 11 of the Basin Plan, in the next update
of the Basin Plan.

http://www.environment.act.gov.au
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Figure 8:  Projected water demand scenarios (ACT Government, 2014a) 

Runoff dams
Water to be used from dams for stock or domestic 
purposes, including irrigation of a domestic 
garden, does not require a WAE or licence. 
The minimum size limit is 2 ML for requiring a 
Waterway Works Licence for constructing the dam. 
The total quantity of water permitted to be taken 
by runoff dams in the ACT is 1.0 GL per annum 
(Schedule 3, MDBA 2012a). If licensees exceed their 
licensed take, Part 6 of the ACT Water Resources Act 
2007 (ACT) allows for regulatory action.

If an increase in take due to an increase in licence 
applications (i.e. a growth-in-use), but cannot 
be incorporated into other forms of take, i.e. 
plantations, which have decreased take water 
will need to be traded into the ACT.  However, 
this is unlikely in the life of this WRP, as runoff 
dam take was estimated at 0.4 GL by the National 
Water Commission ( 2010) and is unlikely to have 
increased significantly since then.

The ACT Government undertakes remote sensing 
or aerial photography as part of the urban planning 
process. This will be used to identify the number 
of farm dams in the ACT and connected NSW 
catchments at least once during the life of each WRP. 

More frequent surveys are not considered 
warranted based on the small volume for this 
form of take. While take from runoff dams in 
the ACT is not significant, the ACT Government 
intends to investigate the accuracy of the NWC 
(2010b) method used by the MDBA to confirm the 
0.4 GL estimated runoff dam take in the ACT for 
the next WRP.

Consideration may be given in the life of this 
plan to develop rules for farm dams, as in NSW; 
for example, to limit take to 10% of runoff and to 
adjust for climate change. Any proposed changes 
made during the life of an accredited WRP need to 
be submitted to the MDBA for accreditation.
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Commercial plantations
A commercial plantation is defined as an area 
of land on which perennial woody plants are 
planted primarily for commercial purposes. 
Kowen (Woolshed Creek in Central Molonglo water 
management area) and Pierces Creek (Paddys River) 
are currently the only commercial plantations in the 
ACT (TAMS, 2013). These are Government owned 
and run; hence the area under plantation is and will 
be managed based on the current methodology for 
estimating take (NWC, 2010b). 

The maximum quantity of water permitted to be 
taken by the ACT is 11.0 GL per annum (Schedule 
3, MDBA 2012a). 

An increase in take due to an increase in plantation 
area (i.e. a growth-in-use), if the increase in take 
cannot be transferred from decreases in other 
forms of take, then water will need to be traded 
in, otherwise a reduction in plantation area will 
be required so that the ACT is SDL compliant. Any 
future increase in commercial plantations will 
need to include consideration of impacts on water 
take. 

Reporting
The annual actual take by each form of take and 
how it is determined, is required to be reported to 
the MDBA within four months after the end of the 
water accounting period, i.e. before 31 October. 

This annual report is required to meet the reporting 
requirements of s.71 Water Act 2007 (cwth). If an 
estimate is used, the estimate is required to be 
made consistently.  This report will, in future, be 
included in the annual ACT Water Report along with 
the  other MDBA reporting requirements.

Figure 9 shows the modelled annual variation 
in surface water take required by the MDBA for 
compliance with the SDL. Non-compliance occurs 
when the cumulative balance of take for the ACT 
is equal to or greater than 20% of the long-term 
diversion limit and the ACT does not have a 
reasonable excuse for the excess. A reasonable 
excuse requires a report to the MDBA setting out 
the reasons for the excess and the steps to be 
taken to reduce the excess to zero or less (MDBA, 
2013a). A reasonable excuse would most likely be 
if the non-compliance could be shown not to be 
due to growth in consumptive use, but due to an 
extreme dry spell. 

Figure 9:  1895–96 to 2008–09 total surface water net abstraction model output (Icon, 2016)
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ENVIRONMENTAL 
WATERING
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Yass Gorge
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The ACT Water Resource Plan, includes the 
Basin Plan requirement for the ACT long-term 
environmental watering plan and annual 
environmental watering priorities.  The ACT’s 
environmental flow guidelines (DI2013–44) are 
considered by the ACT to be the basis of the ACT’s 
long-term environmental watering plan. 

The long-term environmental watering plan 
includes measures taken to protect water-
dependent ecosystems such as the ACT’s only 
Ramsar wetland, the Mt Ginnini and Cheyenne 
Flats wetland (see Map 7).  It also takes into account 
the MDBA’s Basin-wide Environmental Watering 
Strategy (2014) which is intended to assist Basin 
States to plan and manage environmental watering 
at a Basin scale to meet the environmental 
objectives of the Basin Plan. 

The objectives in relation to the environment are to:

• protect aquatic ecosystems and aquifers 
from damage and, where practicable, reverse 
damage that has already happened

• assist water-dependent ecosystems to build 
resilience to risks and threats

• coordinate environmental flows between water 
management areas. 

The outcome will be that ecological and other 
values of water-dependent ecosystems throughout 
the ACT are protected and restored to maintain 
resilience in a changing climate.

The ACT’s Environmental Flow Guidelines (EFG) set 
out types of aquatic ecosystems and their location 
and the objectives for ACT aquatic ecosystems for 
each ecosystem (EFG Table 7) for an example of one 
reach. Note: the Priority Environmental Assets (PEAs) 
and Priority Ecosystem Functions (PEFs) defined 
in the Basin Plan, are equivalent in the ACT to the 
‘Ecosystem & Reach’.

To account for natural variability, the 
Environmental Flow Guidelines include protection 
of particular components of the natural flow. 
These are:

• base flow

• small floods (riffle maintenance flows)

• larger floods (pool or channel maintenance 
flows)

• special purpose flows

• impoundment drawdown level.

The base flow is the flow component contributed 
mostly by groundwater, and is the minimal volume 
of water that the stream needs to support the fish, 
plants, insects, and protect water quality. The 
volume of the base flow is determined for each 
month for each stretch of stream or river.

Table 7:  Ecological objectives of environmental watering for ACT aquatic ecosystems

Ecosystem 
and reach Objective Indicators

Water supply catchment ecosystems

Bendora 
Dam to 
Cotter 
Reservoir 

To maintain 
populations of 
Macquarie Perch

Young of year and year 1+ ages classes comprise >30% of the 
monitoring catch, and

>40 fish captured per standard monitoring effort. 

To maintain 
populations of Two-
spined Blackfish

Young of year and year 1+ age classes comprise >40% of the 
monitoring catch, and 

Catch is >80 fish per standard monitoring effort. 

All reaches To maintain healthy 
aquatic ecosystems in 
terms of biota

Macroinvertebrate assemblages are maintained at AUSRIVAS band 
A level assessed using protocols in the ACT AUSRIVAS sampling and 
processing manual (http://ausrivas.canberra.edu/au/ausrivas)

Non-dominance (<20% cover) of filamentous algae in riffles for 95% 
of the time. Assessed using standardised collection and processing 
methods as per Norris et al 2004.

http://ausrivas.canberra.edu/au/ausrivas
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Map 5:  Location of ACT Ramsar and nationally recognised wetland locations  
Source: Department of Environment (2001)
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Table 8:  Summary of environmental flow requirements for the ACT (Source: Table 3 DI2013-44)

Ecosystem category Reach Flow requirement

Base flows

Water supply 
ecosystems

Above Corin Dam Maintenance of all natural flows

Above Googong Dam and any 
impoundment on the Naas / 
Gudgenby Rivers

Maintenance of all natural flows except those needed for stock 
and domestic purposes, and that already provided for at the 
time these guidelines are listed. 

Natural ecosystems All reaches in natural ecosystems Maintain 80th percentile monthly flow in all months. 
Abstractions may not exceed flow rate. 

Modified ecosystems Murrumbidgee River Maintain 80th percentile monthly flow November – May, and 

90th percentile monthly flow June –October inclusive.

Abstractions may not exceed flow rate. 

Other reaches in the ACT in 
modified ecosystems

Maintain 80th percentile monthly flow in all months.

Abstractions may not exceed flow rate. 

Riffle maintenance flows

water supply 
ecosystems

Below Corin Dam Maintain a flow of 150 ML/Day for 3 consecutive days every 2 
months

Natural ecosystems All reaches in Natural Ecosystems Riffle maintenance flows are not required

Modified ecosystems All reaches in Modified Ecosystems Riffle maintenance flows are not required

Created ecosystems All reaches in Created Ecosystems Riffle maintenance flows are not required

Pool maintenance flows

Water supply 
ecosystems

Below Corin Dam Maintain a flow of >550 ML/day for 2 consecutive days between 
mid-July and mid- October

Channel maintenance flows

Natural ecosystems All reaches in Natural Ecosystems Protect 90% of the volume in events above the 80th percentile 
from abstraction

Modified ecosystems All reaches in the ACT including the 
Murrumbidgee

Protect 90% of the volume in events above the 80th percentile 
from abstraction

Created ecosystems All reaches in created ecosystems Protect 90% of the volume in events above the 80th percentile 
from abstraction

Groundwater abstraction limits

Water supply 
ecosystems

All Reaches Groundwater abstraction is limited to 10% of the long term 
recharge

Natural ecosystems All reaches in natural ecosystems Groundwater abstraction is limited to 10% of the long term 
recharge

Modified ecosystems All reaches in the ACT including the 
Murrumbidgee

Groundwater abstraction is limited to 10% of the long term 
recharge

Created ecosystems All reaches Groundwater abstraction is limited to 10% of the long term 
recharge

Impoundment drawdown levels

Water supply 
ecosystems

Cotter Reservoir An adaptive management program will be used to guide 
drawdown to protect habitat for Macquarie Perch

All other water supply 
impoundments

No limits are placed on drawdown levels

Natural ecosystems All natural lakes or ponds No abstraction is permitted from natural lakes or ponds

All other impoundments Drawdown is limited to 0.20m below the spillway1&2

Modified ecosystems All impoundments Drawdown is limited to 0.20m below the spillway1&2

Created ecosystems All impoundments Drawdown is limited to 0.20m below the spillway1&2
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Issues:
Two relatively small issues are: 

• Evaluation of providing varying water levels
in urban lakes and ponds to encourage
macrophyte growth and effectiveness.

• Icon Water and Queanbeyan City Council are
currently reviewing options to determine if it is
viable to provide a drawdown of Googong Dam
water levels to reduce Queanbeyan’s flood risk.

GROUNDWATER 
RULES: PRIORITY 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
ASSETS
The ACT Environmental Flow Guidelines (6.1.3, 
DI2013–44), specify the groundwater rule that 
to maintain the relevant environmental assets 
and protect the groundwater productive base, 
abstractions must not exceed 10% of the volume 
of long-term recharge (the maximum groundwater 
available for taking is specified in DI2007–191).  
Data from modelling and a groundwater 
monitoring program has confirmed that the 
figures in DI2007–191 are sustainable groundwater 
volumes for taking (BRS, 2008, ABARES 2013a and 
Evans et al (2005)).

While the 10% limit rule applies for each ACT 
water management area defined in DI2007–193, 
the total groundwater take from the ACT must not 
exceed 3.16 GL, the groundwater SDL as described 
previously. No ecological effects have been 
identified due to groundwater take at the levels 
described (Evans et al, 2005, Barlow et al, 2005).

Groundwater discharge is important in maintaining 
base flows in streams. It is not possible to rely solely 
on controls on surface water abstraction to protect 
base flow requirements. Recent investigations have 
reported that increasing groundwater abstractions 
above 10% of the volume of long-term recharge 
are likely to increase the periods of low flow in 
rivers (Evans et al 2005 and Rassam et al 2010) 
and this is likely to have a negative effect on biota 
(Barlow et al 2005). We know from the literature 
that such changes will affect macroinvertebrates, 
but it is likely other components including fish, 
macrophytes and algae will also be affected. 

The investigations were desktop studies; further 
on-ground research has been put in place to assist 
in the management of this resource.  A program 
monitoring groundwater levels and rainfall 
recharge rates is in place throughout areas where 
groundwater use is highest.

ACT ACTIONS TO 
SUPPORT THE MDBA 
BWS
The MDBA Basin-wide environmental water 
strategy (BWS) environmental outcomes as related 
to the ACT’s ecological objectives are summarised 
in Table 9.

Expected outcomes for the above categories, from 
the ACT long term environmental watering plan 
and associated ACT initiatives, are described in 
chapter 8 of the Comprehensive report.

ENVIRONMENTAL 
WATERING BETWEEN 
CONNECTED WATER 
RESOURCES
The Basin Plan requires the coordination of 
environmental watering between connected areas.  

For the ACT, this relates to the upstream reaches 
of the Murrumbidgee River, effectively from 
Tantangara Dam (NSW) to the ACT border near 
Tharwa, as well as the Molonglo and Queanbeyan 
rivers and their tributaries, and the downstream 
reach of the Murrumbidgee River from the ACT 
border at Halls Crossing to Burrinjuck Dam.

While there is currently no significant benefit 
expected from coordinating environmental 
working with NSW, the ACT may pursue any 
opportunities that might arise to coordinate 
environmental watering with NSW and the ACT, 
and from Tantangara Dam.  
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Table 9:  Long Term Environmental Water objectives and expected outcomes 

MDBA BWS (MDBA, 2014b) ACT EFG (*DI2013-44)

River flows and connectivity

Maintain base flows;  and improve overall flows Protect 80th and/or 90th percentile base flows; Limit take to 10% of 
balance (Section 3.2.1, Table 3*)

Riverine vegetation

Maintain current extent of vegetation Limit sedimentation in river pools (3.2.2, Table 2*)

Improve lowland floodplain forests and Woodlands. Maintain functional assemblages of Macrophytes (3.2.4, Table 2*).

Note: trees identified in the BWS, are not  
native to the ACT.

See also Chapter 5 ACT Government (2007b)

Waterbirds

Maintain diversity, increase abundance  
and improve breeding.

ACT reservoir, lake and pond system creates substantial additional 
water bird habitat.

Note: None of the significant sites for  
birds identified in the BWS, are in the ACT.

(See Chapters 2, 4, Appendix 1 ACT Govt 2010f, Sections 8.8, 10.5, 
Appendix 4 ACT Govt 2012c).

Fish

Improve distribution, breeding, population  
and movement

Targets for age classes, populations for threatened and endangered 
species (3.2.1, 3.2.3, Tables 2, 3*).

See also Chapter 4, Appendix 2 ACT Government (2007b)

Other threatened and endangered species

Maintain populations and distributions (as above)

Aquatic ecosystems

Maintain healthy aquatic ecosystems, Macroinvertebrates, algae etc 
(Table 2*)

See also ACT Government (2007b) as above

ANNUAL 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
WATERING PRIORITIES 
The ACT is required under the Basin Plan to 
identify annual environmental watering priorities 
for surface water for one or for two or more 
years. Appendix I of the comprehensive report 
contains the ACT environmental watering priorities 
submitted for 2015–16.

Note: there are no identified priority 
environmental assets or priority ecosystem 
functions, which require different flow regimes, to 
that required under the long-term environmental 
watering plan (DI2013–44, 3.2.3). However 
DI2013–44, 3.2.5 and 3.2.6 provide for temporary 
reductions to the environmental flow rules due 
to drought, water contamination, infrastructure 
failure, or other incidents; and for temporary 
increases for ecological purposes.

The MDBA’s annual environmental watering 
priorities for 2014–15 contain seven priorities, 
none of which directly relate to the ACT.  

Issues: 
Knowledge for setting environmental watering 
requirements is very good in the Cotter River due 
to extensive monitoring and assessments over 
two decades. Improved understanding of other 
aquatic ecosystems is in progress, particularly in 
the Murrumbidgee River.

Reporting
The ACT is required tby the BP to report on its 
environmental watering by 31 October 2016 and 
annually thereafter when the environmental 
watering has not been undertaken in accordance 
with the priorities for the relevant year.

The next review of the ACT Environmental Flow 
Guidelines is due in 2018.
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Murrumbidgee River near Tharwa
This photo effectively shows the inflows into the ACT from NSW and also the challenges of accessing river 
water (i.e. the pump station on the right) with significant sand deposits from upstream NSW.

Murrumbidgee River
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INDIGENOUS WATER 
VALUES AND USES



Murrumbidgee River
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The Basin Plan, requires consultation with the 
traditional owners to identify the objectives and 
outcomes of Indigenous people in relation to water-
related values and uses of a water resource plan 
area.  In addition, a water resource plan must be 
prepared having regard to the views of Indigenous 
people with respect to cultural flows. The Indigenous 
People of the ACT have been engaged to identify 
values and uses of cultural water.

Aboriginal people regard themselves as 
custodians and caretakers of the land. Caring for 
Country involves looking after the values, places, 
resources and cultural obligations of an area 
(Country) including the processes of spiritual 
renewal, connecting with ancestors as well as 
practices to maintain the natural resources. A 
holistic approach is required to identify and 
recognise water values and uses.

The WRP is being developed in consultation 
with the Traditional Owners (as required under 
the Basin Plan) to identify the objectives and 
outcomes of the Aboriginal people in relation to 
managing ACT water resources having regard to 
their social, spiritual and cultural values and uses.  

Opportunities to strengthen the protection of 
Indigenous water values and uses are to be 
identified as the consultations are undertaken.

The WRP has been developed in conjunction 
with the locally recognised traditional owners, 
including those from upstream and downstream 
NSW catchments as the ACT boundary is not 
aligned with a specific Aboriginal nation. However, 
the Ngunnawal people are recognised as the 
dominant nation of the region.  

The WRP will take into account the following 
sources and information (MDBA 2012a, 10.53):

1. Direct evidence and information on Indigenous 
connections with water and water related 
activities

2. Native title rights, native title claims and 
Indigenous Land Use Agreements where 
applicable or relevant

3. Registered Aboriginal heritage sites and objects

4. Participation and representation from ACT 
Traditional Owners (Ngunnawal et al) family 
groups and organisations at a number of 
meetings and workshops.

West Basin Lake Burley Griffin
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Consultation is also being undertaken with the 
Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations 
(MLDRIN), as it is a requirement that MLDRIN be 
consulted through the MDBA as a peak group for 
liaising with the Indigenous people of the lower 
Murray–Darling Basin.

The ACT Government recognises the Indigenous 
peoples’ connection to water and land resources 
as exemplified in the 2016 amendment to the ACT 
Human Rights Act 2004.

To meaningfully identify Indigenous water values 
and uses the ACT undertook the Australian 
Waterways Assessment (AWA) project in November 
2015 as coordinated by the MDBA. The AWA project 
wholly engages the Indigenous Peoples of an area 
to undertake the following:

• Site status: a statement of whether the site is 
of traditional significance and whether local 
Aboriginal people would return to it.

• Current use of site: a measure of the value of a 
river or wetland to Aboriginal people based on 
whether food and other resources are available 
and suitable for cultural use.

• Cultural health stream: a measure made up 
of eight stream health indicators including 
vegetation, riverbed condition and water quality.

The groups who participated in the workshops 
or other engagement activities included 
representatives from:

• Buru Ngunnawal Aboriginal Corporation

• Little Gudgenby River Tribal Council

• King Brown Tribal Group

• Ngarigo Currawong Corporation 

• United Ngunnawal Elders’ Council

All information collected or written about 
particular places or sites remains the intellectual 
property of the Aboriginal participants, to be used 
in a way that benefits them.

Future consideration is to be given to cultural flows 
within the ACT.
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WATER QUALITY 
MANAGEMENT PLAN 
(WQMP)
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Bendorra Dam Spil way
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The Basin Plan requires that the ACT Water Quality 
Management Plan (WQMP) identify water quality 
objectives and targets for:

• water dependent ecosystems (WRP 9.3.3) 

• raw water for treatment for human 
consumption (WRP 9.4.3)

• irrigation water (WRP 9.4.1)

• recreational water (WRP 9.4.1).

The WQMP consists of the following aspects (with 
relevant sections from the ACT WRP comprehensive 
report and MDBA sections notated): 

• ACT Water Strategy WRP Section 9.3 

• Codes, regulations and other water quality 
targets (WRP 9.3.1 to 9.4, BP 10.32)

• Causes of water quality degradation  
(WRP 9.5, BP 10.30)

• Measures to address water quality risks  
(WRP 9.6, BP 10.31)

• Measures to contribute to the achievement of 
water quality objectives (WRP 9.7, 9.8, BP 10.33, 
10.34)

• Coordination with NSW (WRP 9.9, BP 10.35)

• Measuring and monitoring  
(WRP 9.10 & Ch.12, BP Ch 10 Pt 10) 

• Reporting (WRP 9.10, Sch 5 and 6, BP Sch 12).

WATER QUALITY 
AND THE ACT WATER 
STRATEGY
The current ACT Water Strategy: Striking the 
Balance (ACT Government, 2014a) addresses  
water quality planning and management.   
Two of its three primary outcomes are related to 
water quality. Strategies and actions are identified 
to achieve these outcomes.

Water quality codes and 
regulations
The ACT’s water quality policy is set out under 
the Environment Protection (Water Quality) 
Environment Protection Policy 2012 (No 1), a 
notifiable instrument under the Environment 
Protection Act 1997.

The Environment Protection Policy is not legally 
binding but serves as a statement of policy, 
guideline and explanation of legal requirements 
that are actually set out in the Environment 
Protection Act and its Regulations. 

The objectives of the Water Quality Environment 
Protection Policy are to provide information 
to the community and to maintain and, where 
appropriate, enhance the ACT’s water quality (as 
measured by standards prescribed by regulation 
or, when not available, other appropriate 
standards) by minimising or eliminating water 
pollution.

The Water Use and Catchment General Code 
(ACT Government, 2009), which forms part of the 
Territory Plan, “identifies waters of the ACT in 
terms of the permitted uses and environmental 
values, and identifies the water quality and 
streamflow criteria related to the full protection of 
these uses and values.” It classifies the waters of 
the ACT and their catchments into three water use 
catchment categories: 

• Conservation 

• Water supply 

• Drainage and open space.

The code contains 10 elements around protection 
of water quality, streamflow, stream environs and 
groundwater yield. Two parts of the elements that 
are particularly critical to the WQMP are:

• Total discharge (loading) of various 
constituents emanating from the catchment 
shall not exceed the sustainable loading on 
receiving waters. 

• Lake and reservoir releases shall be consistent 
with the protection of downstream ecology and 
water uses.

Each category has a water use policy that sets 
specific objectives and environmental values 
for particular waterways. The Territory Plan has 
legal effect under the Land and Development Act 
2007, therefore management of these waters and 
regulation of activities in these catchments must 
not be inconsistent with the Territory Plan.
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WATER QUALITY STANDARDS AND TARGETS
ACT water quality targets specified in Schedule 4 Environment Protection Regulation 2005, are specified for 
each of the categories in the code above. Table 10 shows a summary of selected ACT water quality standards, 
modified from the annual ACT Water Report 2012–14.

Table 10:  Water quality standards

Indicator
Water based 
recreation— 
swimming (REC/1)

Water based 
recreation— 
boating (REC/2)

Water supply— 
stock  (STOCK)

Water supply— 
irrigation 
(IRRIG)

Aquatic habitat— 
wetland (AQUA/1 
to AQUA/6)

Total phosphorus 
(mg/L) < 0.1 < 0.1 < 0.1 (2 to 5) 

<0.04 (1, 6)

Turbidity (NTU) Not objectionable Not objectionable <10 (1, 2, 4, 6) 
 <30 (3, 5)

Suspended solids 
(mg/L) <2 - <10 <12.5 (1,6)  

 <25 (2 to 5)

Chlorophyll ‘a’ 
(μg/L) <10 <10 <10 <2 (6)  

<10 (1, 3, 5)

Faecal coliforms 
(cfu/100mL) <200 <200 ≤ 1,000 ≤ 1,000

Dissolved oxygen 
(mg/L)

>4 (2, 3, 5) 
>6 (1, 4, 6)

Acidity (pH) 6.5–8.5 6.5–8.5 6.5–9.2 4.5–9.0 6–9 (3, 4, 5) 
6.5 – 9 (1, 2, 6)

Total dissolved 
solids (mg/L) < 3,000 < 500

ACT Salinity targets as provided in the Murray–
Darling Basin Salinity Management Strategy— 
End of Valley Salinity targets, agreed in 2010.

• median (50th percentile) 224 uS/cm 

• 80th percentile is 283 uS/cm 

• net salt load exported from the ACT 32,700 
tonnes/year.

Tables 4.7.3 to 4.7.8 and Tables 4.8.1 to 4.8.4 of the 
Environment Protection Regulations 2005 contain 
additional indicators. The latter tables provide 
indicators for lake loads for Biochemical Oxygen 
Demand (BOD), Total Nitrogen (TN) and sediment, 
as well as sediment contaminants. 

Along with temperature, changes must not be 
more than two standard deviations from the long-
term mean temperature for the relevant month 
and biological standards. A site will be considered 
impaired if macro-invertebrate species richness 
is more than 20% lower than at an appropriate 
reference site.

The MDBA has set the following Basin targets for 
the ACT as found in schedule 11 of the Basin Plan. 
The ACT is regarded as being in the upland zone of 
the Murrumbidgee Valley. The WQMP may specify 
an alternative water quality target value if it meets 
the requirements of cl. 10.32 of the Basin Plan. 
Table 11 shows how ACT targets differ from MDBA 
Basin Plan targets, largely because the ACT figures 
are based on local conditions:

Dickson Wetlands
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Table 11:  Differences between ACT and MDBA water quality targets

Name ACTa MDB Difference (WRP section)

pH 6-9 7-8 ACT pH target range higher than MDBA due to alkaline soils (9.5 h)

Salinity 800 <224

ACT only has salinity targets for irrigation water, TDS <500mg/L (EC of 800) 
and SAR <10mg/L; and for Stock and domestic TDS <3,000mg/L (EC 5000). 
ACT complies with and reports against the MDBA Basin Salinity Management 
Strategy targets, see below Table 9.3A  (9.5 a)

DO (dissolved 
oxygen) >4 >8 >4 is for degraded catchments, while >6 is for conservation catchments.

TN (total 
nitrogen) - <0.06 ACT does not have a TN target, instead has a TN: TP ratio target of 12:1.  

See Addendum II to Appendix G (9.5 c)

TP (total 
phosphorus) <0.1 <0.035 Target 0.040 for mountain streams (9.5 c)

Turbidity <10 <20 ACT target better than MDBA target (9.5 b)

Temperature <2xSD 20 - 80%ile

ACT secondary ambient water target that temperature changes must not be 
more than 2 standard deviations from the long-term mean temperature for 
the relevant month. Temperature measured but currently not reported in 
rivers and water supply reservoirs (9.5 e)

Pesticides,  
metals, etc Various protect  

>95% species

For ACT targets, see EPR (2005) Table 4.7.3 for metals, Table 4.7.4 pesticides. 
Pesticides not routinely monitored, so long term averages not applicable. (9.5 
g) 

Cyanobacteria <5,000 <50,000 ACT target better than MDBA target. Not routinely monitored in rivers. (9.5 d)

Googong Dam Spillway
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WATER QUALITY 
DEGRADATION
The Basin Plan requires the ACT WQMP to identify 
the key causes, or likely causes, of water quality 
degradation in the ACT. These include the causes 
associated with the following water quality 
indicators (BP 9.02, Schedule 10): 

• Salinity

• Suspended matter (e.g. turbidity)

• Nutrients (e.g. TN)

• Cyanobacteria

• Water temperature

• Dissolved oxygen (DO)

• Pesticides and other contaminants

• pH

• Pathogens

These causes and measures, undertaken to 
contribute to the achievement of the water quality 
objectives are described in sections 9.5 to 9.8 of 
the Comprehensive Report.

Table 12 below shows the water quality out of 
the ACT compared to the inflows from NSW and 
compared to the ACT and MDBA water quality 
targets. Water quality from the ACT is generally 
reflective of what enters the ACT. Nutrients are 
the exception, and are being addressed through 
the ACT’s Basin Priority Project largely funded by 
the Commonwealth Government (summarised 
in Appendix G of the Comprehensive Report), as 
well as through Icon Water’s discharge licence 
requirements from the Lower Molonglo Water 
Quality Control Centre. Salinity, a major issue in 
the Basin, is not a significant issue in the ACT.   

Table 12:  ACT water quality averages and targets 

Indicator Units

ACT target 
(Aqua/2 
lowland 
streams)

MDBA upland 
zone target 

(Schedule 11 B3 
Upland zone)

Inflow into ACT  
(213 Angle 
crossing)

Inflow into ACT 
(608 Molonglo 

reach)

Outflow from 
ACT  into NSW 

(204 Halls 
crossing)

pH pH 6 to 9 7 to 8 7.8 7.3 8.3

Salinity EC, uS/cm <3001 <224 125 331 198

DO mg/L >4 >8 9.4 7.3 10.1

TN mg/L -2 <0.6 0.5 0.5 3.6

TP mg/L <0.13 <0.035 0.05 0.04 0.1

Turbidity NTU <10 <20 11.9 18.1 13.4

AUSRIVAS A4 - B, B - A, B

Temperature oC -5 20 - 80%ile - - -

Pesticides,  
metals, etc Various6 protect >95% 

species - - -

Cyanobacteria Cells/ml <5,000 <50,000 -7 - -

Pathogens: The Enterococci target of 200cfu/100ml (ACT Guidelines for Recreational Water Quality, 
ACT Government 2014) is based around primary contact for water based recreation. High levels are not 
necessarily a problem for aquatic ecosystems. 
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MEASURES TO ADDRESS 
WATER QUALITY RISKS
The WQMP is required to explain why measures 
addressing risk from water quality degradation to 
these parameters have or have not been included 
in the WRP.  The comprehensive report outlines 
the measures to address water quality risks in the 
ACT and WRP Section 11.5 outlines strategies to 
address the moderate or greater risks.

1. Salinity (WRP Part 9 risks 2.3.1 and 2.4.1) is 
rated as low on the following basis:

 » The model discussed in WRP Section 9.3 
shows the ACT is not approaching the Basin 
Salinity Management Strategy target for 
salinity in the life of this WRP (ACT Govt, 
2014r).

 » Only about a quarter of the constituents of 
the ACT salinity are ecologically detrimental 
(ACTEW, 2012a); and the limit on salt 
discharge imposed through the licensing 
of the two sewerage treatment plants 
which discharge to river (Icon Water and 
Queanbeyan City Council Environmental 
Authorisations issued by the ACT EPA).

However, although salinity is considered a low risk 
in the ACT, Icon Water has a TDS strategy. 

2. Turbidity and suspended solids (WRP Part 9 
risks 2.1.2 and 2.3.4) are rated as moderate 
based on:

 » measurements being too high for water 
supply treatment due to runoff from large 
storms, after fires and from algal blooms

 » urban development, especially during 
construction

 » rural development, land management 
and susceptibility to gully erosion (for 
land management agreements, see www.
planning.act.gov.au/topics/buying,_selling_
and_leasing_property/leases-and-licenses/
rural_leases  Note: A review of Environment 
Protection Guidelines for Construction and 
Land Development in the ACT (2011) by EPA 
is due end of 2016.

3. Nutrients (WRP Part 9 risks 2.1.2, 2.3.2 and 
2.3.5) are rated as moderate based on:

 » measurements being too high for water 
supply treatment due to runoff from storms, 
after fires and from algal blooms (Water 
Futures, 2008a, 2009)

 » sewerage treatment plant effluent, 
especially from the Lower Molonglo Water 
Quality Control Centre, does not have a 
TN limit (ACTEW, 2010); see Table 9.5 and 
Part 7S table WRP and tables for a general 
discussion on TN targets in the ACT 

 » urban runoff from organics, i.e. leaves, grass, 
etc. (e.g. OCSE, 2012).

4. Cyanobacteria (Blue-green algae) (WRP Part 9 
risks 2.1.4 and 2.5) is rated as moderate to high 
based on:

 » increased frequency of blue-green algal 
blooms in urban lakes (OCSE, 2012; 
Lawrence, 2012)

 » limited treatment capacity of blooms at 
potable water treatment plants (ACTEW, 
2010).

5. Temperature (WRP Part 9 risks 2.6) is rated as 
moderate based on:

 » risk of thermal suppression causing 
reduction in fish breeding; see 5.1.4 EFG  
DI 2013–44.

6. Dissolved Oxygen (DO) (WRP Part 9 risks 2.3.6) 
is rated as moderate based on:

 » vegetation washed into lakes and 
waterways (e.g. Lawrence, 2012)

 » generally poorly vegetated and managed 
riparian zone (ACT Govt, 2007b).

7. Elevated levels of pesticides, heavy metals, 
and other toxic contaminants (WRP Part 9 risks 
2.1.3, 2.3.7) are rated as low to high based on:

 » being high due to the consequences of 
hazardous chemical spill in a water supply 
reservoir (e.g. car, helicopter in reservoir), etc

 » being low for licensed effluent from 
sewerage treatment plants.

The measures to address the risks including 
ongoing monitoring and licensing of discharges to 
water courses, erosion control, land management 
agreements, etc.

http://www.planning.act.gov.au/topics/buying,_selling_and_leasing_property/leases-and-licenses/rural_leases
http://www.planning.act.gov.au/topics/buying,_selling_and_leasing_property/leases-and-licenses/rural_leases
http://www.planning.act.gov.au/topics/buying,_selling_and_leasing_property/leases-and-licenses/rural_leases
http://www.planning.act.gov.au/topics/buying,_selling_and_leasing_property/leases-and-licenses/rural_leases
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8. pH (WRP Part 9 risks 2.3.3) is rated as moderate 
due to the ACT geology (ACT 2012–14 Water 
Report pp33-34).

9. Elevated pathogen counts (WRP Part 9 risks 
2.1.1, 2.2.1 to 2.2.3) is rated as moderate based 
on potential microbial contamination from 
humans, stock in water supply catchments, 
i.e. Murrumbidgee, near Burra some counts 
experienced Water Futures (2008a, 2009), e.g. 
ACTEW (2013a).

MEASURES TO 
CONTRIBUTE TO 
THE ACHIEVEMENT 
OF WATER QUALITY 
OBJECTIVES
The ACT WQMP is required to identify the 
measures to be undertaken that contribute to the 
achievement of the Basin Plan objectives. These 
measures must be able to be undertaken cost 
effectively. The comprehensive report describes 
measures currently in progress or planned, which 
should assist in contributing to the objectives. 
It is generally not practical to identify measures 
to address each parameter, particularly due to 
the complexities in the chemical interactions 
and ecological cycles. Rather, a combination of 
measures are used and adapted as necessary, 
depending on how effective they are in meeting 
the objectives.

• The codes, regulations and standards 
specified in the Comprehensive report set 
out the ACT’s water quality policy and the 
maximum acceptable levels of substances for 
the maintenance of environmental values for 
water. Licences to discharge to waterways and 
for take for drinking water are based on these 
requirements.

• The ACT Water Strategy: Striking a Balance 
(ESDD, 2014a), identifies the strategies and 
the action, that will help the ACT achieve the 
outcomes, which are aligned with the Basin 
water quality objectives, see WRP Section 9.2.

• Plans of management are prepared for areas 
of public land to outline how the management 
objectives for the area are to be implemented. 
The plans that have been developed, or are 
under preparation, are summarised in WRP 
Section 9.7.2.

• In addition to the plans of management, there 
are a series of more specific strategies and 
programs. While each project within a strategy 
or program may have specific water quality 
and other targets, as discussed above, it is not 
currently possible to readily show a clear link 
with how they contribute to the overall ACT 
objectives, except that they are in alignment 
with the strategies, objectives and outcomes 
described in the above documents.

The ACT Government has signed a funding 
agreement of up to $85 million with the Australian 
Government for the ACT Basin Priority Project to 
improve long term water quality in the ACT and 
broader Murrumbidgee River System.  
(www.environment.act.gov.au/water/managing-
the-acts-water-resources).

The project will be delivered via two phases, with 
Phase 1 completed in February 2016. The first 
phase centred on implementing a comprehensive 
ACT-wide water quality monitoring program. This 
included:

• delivery of a broad ‘ACT-wide’ water quality 
monitoring framework

• delivery of a specific water quality monitoring 
framework for six priority catchments

• undertaking a review, audit and analysis of 
existing water quality infrastructure and their 
performance

• producing feasibility plans and designs for 
recommended water quality intervention 
infrastructure.

The data collection, feasibility studies, analysis 
and future modelling delivered as part of Phase 1 
will be used to inform and guide Phase 2.  Phase 
2, subject to the Australian Government’s final 
assessment, will involve the construction of 
infrastructure interventions capable of delivering 
substantial water quality improvements. Phase 2 is 
to be completed by June 2019. There will also be 
an ongoing monitoring component to gauge the 
efficacy of the new infrastructure.

Issues under consideration during the life of this 
plan include:

• review the water quality targets in the 
Environmental Protection Regulations (2005), 
particularly based on the additional data 
collected in the Basin Priority Project

http://www.environment.act.gov.au/water/managing-the-acts-water-resources
http://www.environment.act.gov.au/water/managing-the-acts-water-resources
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• review reference sites used in the 
macroinvertebrate monitoring through 
AUSRivas

• develop an ACT water quality model and 
update the salinity model

• improve links between water quality measures 
and meeting the water quality objectives in the 
Basin Plan

• review bio-availability of Nitrogen and 
Phosphorous constituents in liaison with NSW 
about Total Nitrogen targets

• review Lower Molonglo Water Quality Control 
Centre and the existing and future Queanbeyan 
Sewage Treatment Plant, Environmental 
Authorisations, particularly for Total Nitrogen, 
ionic composition of the salinity, etc. 

• report loads and concentrations, means and 
medians, as well as the Basin Priority Program 
water quality improvements achieved and 
variances of ACT and Catchment Health 
Indicator Program (CHIP) water quality targets.  
 
Noting changes to the accredited WRP, 
will require submitting to the MDBA for 
accreditation.

COORDINATION WITH 
NSW
The measures in the ACT WQMP are required by 
the Basin Plan to be developed having regard to 
other Basin States. 

The areas upstream and downstream of the ACT 
are covered by the NSW Water Sharing Plan for the 
unregulated Murrumbidgee. Measures described in 
the comprehensive report that require activities in 
NSW, are done in full consultation with NSW and/
or other relevant NSW Government entities, such 
as the NSW EPA.

The ACT Water Strategy identifies improved 
coordination and collaboration across the ACT 
and region to achieve healthy catchments and 
water bodies.

The ACT and NSW are consulting over opportunities 
to improve environmental watering, as well as the 
different Nitrogen water quality targets.

The draft ACT and Region Catchment Strategy 
provides an opportunity to address water quality 
issues for the Upper Murrumbidgee River and its 
tributaries.

Reporting

The ACT Water Report (e.g. ACT Govt, 2015c) 
summarises water quality monitoring and results 
each year. The assessment approach adopted in 
the report is designed to move towards a more 
holistic ecosystem health monitoring system as 
advocated by the Murray–Darling Basin Authority’s 
Sustainable Rivers Audit. 

It uses biological data to ascertain ecosystem 
diversity, and water quality data to determine 
trends that may be present, and compares these 
results with the designated environmental and 
use values and standards set in the Territory 
Plan and the Environment Protection Act 1997, 
Environment Protection Regulation 2005 and the 
Water Resources Act 2007.

In future, reporting will include: 

• more details on the measures outlined in the 
comprehensive report and their effectiveness 
in improving water quality and meeting the 
objectives in WRP section 9.1

• median values in addition to means, as well as 
consideration of reporting loads in addition to 
concentrations

• graphs of water quality parameters and trend 
lines where there is sufficient data collected 
to provide meaningful information. Noting 
where data is significantly influenced by flow 
and there are only several samples taken in a 
year, trend lines can be very misleading. For 
example, turbidity often increases with flow; 
therefore, if the four samples taken during the 
year are all taken under baseflow conditions, 
the turbidity will not be reflective of overall 
conditions. Samples should be taken across a 
representative range of flows as required by the 
EPA (DI2013–44, Section 6). 

For example, Figure 10 shows the trend of river 
health as measured by AUSRIVAS for a 10 year 
period.

The ACT reports to the MDBA annually on its 
compliance with the BSMS targets.
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Figure 10:  AUSRIVAS 2002-2011 (unpublished)

TRADE OF WATER 
ACCESS RIGHTS
Internal ACT water trading occurs within the ACT’s 
own water management areas under its water 
resources legislation. Interstate water trading is an 
important component of future water planning 
and management for the ACT and Queanbeyan.  

The WRP requirements specify that a WRP must 
set out the circumstances in which trade between 
two locations within a groundwater SDL resource 
area is permitted.  Groundwater trade within the 
ACT can and does take place in and across certain 
water management areas. The Water Resources Act 
2007 (ACT) regulates the taking of groundwater.

While groundwater trade is not a requirement of the 
Basin Plan, it is currently allowed within the ACT; 
hence, it must operate consistently with the Water 
Trading Rules under the Basin Plan. The Basin 
Plan prohibits trade of groundwater unless there is 
hydraulic connectivity between the two locations.  
The other requirement is that the water being 
traded has “substantially similar characteristics of 
timing, reliability and volume”, or that measures 
are in place to ensure the water access right to be 
traded will maintain those characteristics.  

From a groundwater perspective, the ACT is not 
required to enable interstate groundwater trade to 
occur. During this first WRP, there is no apparent 
demand for interstate groundwater trade; the ACT 
will not pursue interstate groundwater trade until 
sufficient demand requires it.

The Basin Plan requirements on the water resource 
planning deal with water access rights that can 
be traded under Basin State water management 
law, specifically for trade within groundwater SDL 
resource units, between groundwater SDL resource 
units and between groundwater and surface water 
SDL resource units. 

The Basin Plan requires the Territory to ensure 
trades are consistent with the Basin Plan water 
trading rules, which came into effect on 1 July 
2014. The ACT is compliant with this requirement 
except with respect to interstate trading. The 
ACT is developing interstate water trading and 
accounting arrangements with NSW, as required 
under the Basin Plan. The outcome will be that an 
efficient and effective water market is established 
to trade both groundwater and surface water 
access rights.
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RISK MANAGEMENT 
AND WATER RESOURCE 
PLANNING
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Goldenholm, Yass
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The identification and management of risk to 
water resources is fundamental to water resource 
planning. Risk assessment is required under the 
Basin Plan.  The management of the ACT’s water 
resources is inevitably linked and based on risk, 
with respect to the perceived level of current 
and future risk.  This is applied particularly to the 
availability and conditions of water resources in the 
ACT and the effects on the water resources of the 
Basin, principally the Murrumbidgee River system.

The ACT has undertaken a risk assessment  
to support its water resource plan.   
The comprehensive report describes risk 
management in greater detail (Chapter 11).

The objective of the risk assessment is to identify 
risks to the condition and continued availability of 
water, including the following:

• to meeting environmental watering 
requirements

• to environmental outcomes relating to 
groundwater

• to potential interception activities

• from elevated salinity levels or other types of 
water quality degradation.

The outcome is the identification of strategies to 
manage and mitigate the above risks  
(WRP Section 11.5).

ACT CONTEXT
In undertaking the ACT risk assessment, it is 
critical to understand the context of water resource 
planning and management.  The context is set by 
the objectives of the Water Resources Act 2007:

• ensuring the use and management of water 
resources to sustain the physical, economic 
and social wellbeing of the people of the 
Territory, while protecting the ecosystems that 
depend on those resources

• protection of waterways and aquifers from 
damage and, where possible, to reverse 
damage that has already occurred

• ensuring water resources are able to meet 
the reasonably foreseeable needs of future 
generations.

In addition, factors that significantly influence 
the ACT risk assessment in terms of risks to the 
Murray–Darling Basin include:

• location and land area of the ACT and its WRP 
area in the upper Murrumbidgee River within 
the Murray-Darling Basin

• volume of water resources generated as per 
inflows and water resources available

• water resources used in net and gross terms

• purpose and variability of water use

• water storage capacity and infrastructure

• cross-border flows into and out of the ACT

• future development of the ACT and 
Queanbeyan, taking into account population 
growth projections

• options for water trading. 

The ACT has built a history of innovative and 
adaptive management of water resources through 
extensive monitoring, analysis and research over 
the last 30 years (WRP Section 3.4).  This data 
has helped to develop modelling and to inform 
decision-making and thereby assist in managing 
and reducing risk.  Moreover, the ACT has adopted 
the precautionary principle in its environmental 
resource protection and management legislation.  

ACT risk assessment is generally undertaken using 
the ACT Government Risk Management Tool Kit 
(2014). However, in the WRP it has been adapted 
to more closely align with the wider Basin Plan 
methodology.

RISK IDENTIFICATION 
The methodology used for identifying and 
determining the risks listed in WRP Part 9, is:

• compilation of current and future risks from:

 » Murray–Darling Basin risk assessment 
(Pollino et al, 2010) 

 » ACT instruments including policies, 
strategies, guidelines, etc. (WRP Chapters 2 
and 3)

 » Regional management plans, etc. (WRP 
Chapter 9)

 » Scientific research and modelling, water 
utility reports and modelling, etc. (WRP 
References cited in Part 9)

• consultation with internal and external 
stakeholders including a panel with scientific 
expertise.
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RISK ANALYSIS
Risks were assessed using the methodology 
of AS31000 and 31010 (Australian Standards 
methodology).

Risks have been compiled into the following five 
categories covered in the Basin Plan:

1. Insufficient water available for consumptive 
and other economic uses, and for the 
environment including risks to the capacity to 
meet environmental watering requirements 
(BP Chapter 8) in terms of quantity, quality 
including risks arising from potential 
interception activities (BP Chapter 6).

2. Water being of a quality unsuitable for use, 
including risks from elevated levels of salinity 
or other types of water quality degradation (BP 
Chapter 9). 

3. Poor health of water-dependent ecosystems 
(BP Chapter 8).

4. Risks arising from structural damage to an 
aquifer or from maintaining the relationships 
and properties between and within 
groundwater systems and groundwater 
systems and surface water systems (BP 10.20 
(1)).

5. Compliance with the Basin Plan (BP 4.03 (3) f).

Indigenous water issues (BP 4.02 b) and climate 
change resilience (BP 4.03 g iii) are also covered 
within the relevant categories above.

RISK EVALUATION
For each risk, the likelihood and consequence are 
mapped to determine the risk level of low, moderate 
or high. See WRP Part 9 for the developed risk table. 
The comprehensive report sets out an analysis of the 
likelihood and consequences (Chapter 11).

STRATEGIES FOR 
ADDRESSING RISK
Under the Basin Plan, if a risk has a medium or 
higher risk, the WRP must:

1. describe a strategy to manage the risk or

2. explain why the risk cannot be addressed 
(e.g. beyond the scope of the WRP, national 
strategies, bushfire risks, etc.).

The strategies for high and medium risks for the 
ACT, are identified in the comprehensive report 
and Part 9 and cross referenced against cl. 4.03 of 
the Basin Plan in Part 9 D1.

Strategies to address these risks are only 
undertaken where cost effective, noting that 
benefits are required in the ACT to include all likely 
outcomes under a triple bottom line assessment 
approach.

Scottdales
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Critical risks from the Basin Plan’s perspective:

• Sustainable diversion limits: risk of non-
compliance was assessed as low, as current 
take is around 50% of the SDL for watercourses.

• Water quality: risk assessed as moderate due 
to impacts from urbanisation and agriculture. 
Strategies include the Basin Priority Project, 
adaptive management with catchment 
management plans, protocols, regulations 
and standards, etc.

• Ecological health of water dependent 
ecosystems: risk assessed as moderate due 
to impacts from urbanisation and agriculture, 
and feral species such as carp and noxious 
weeds on threatened and endangered species. 
Strategies include the Basin Priority Project, 
adaptive management with catchment 
management plans, protocols, regulations and 
standards, fish stocking, etc. 

• Groundwater: risk assessed as low due to low 
take; reasonable knowledge of the resource 
and no known groundwater dependent 
ecosystems at risk.

• Basin Plan compliance: risk assessed as 
moderate due to requirement for suitably 
qualified and experienced personnel, along 
with effective coordination and management 
across agencies and other stakeholders. 
Strategies include revising governance 
arrangements and organisational structures.

REPORTING
Schedule 12 of the Basin Plan requires an annual 
report on the effectiveness of the management of 
risks to Basin water resources. This will be included 
in future ACT annual Water Reports.

David Street Wetland in O’Connor
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PLANNING FOR  
EXTREME EVENTS
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Scrivener Dam, 1 March 2012
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A water resource plan area can, over time, be 
subject to extreme events such as prolonged 
drought and major bushfires. The ACT region is 
not immune to such extreme events especially 
as demonstrated through the recent events of 
climate variability. 

Information included in the WRP is provided at a 
relatively high level in order to identify the extreme 
events and likely strategies and actions.  It is not 
intended to provide specific advice on emergency 
management plans.

The ACT is primarily an urban water user and has 
a different basis for determining and allocating 
water use than other Basin States. It has a relatively 
set water use pattern.  In general gross water use 
has tended to be relatively consistent between 
40 to 70 GL.  For extreme dry periods, temporary 
water restrictions can be implemented under the 
Utilities (Water Conservation) Regulation 2006 and 
the Water Resources Act 2007.

The ACT EPA manages all licences through the 
Minister, and is able to prohibit or restrict the 
taking of surface water or groundwater in times of 
water scarcity (s.71 ACT Water Resources Act 2007).  

Icon Water’s water strategy provides for the 
diversification of water supplies as to cater 
for different prevailing weather and climate 
conditions. This diversity is reflected in the range of 
infrastructure and storage systems available such 
as the Murrumbidgee to Googong Dam pump–
pipeline system and access to water rights through 
releases from Tantangara Dam.

During and since the end of the Millenium Drought, 
the ACT’s water use has decreased significantly as 
a result of not only water restrictions and general 
community behavioural change, but also from a 
range of other measures including water pricing 
and demand management programs.

The WRP is alo required to cover water quality 
events, including:

• Blue-green algae outbreaks:  These are already 
experienced in the urban lakes and Googong. 
Protocols exist for monitoring and managing 
these events, see www.environment.act.gov.
au/water/water_quality/blue-green_algae_
monitoring

• Bushfire impacts: Protocols for managing water 
quality issues, for example after bushfires, for 
the urban water supply, are well developed in 
Icon. Similarly, see lakes and rivers protocols 
at www.tams.act.gov.au/parksrecreation/
water_catchments/urban_water_catchments/
water_quality_in_our_lakes_and_ponds 

• Spills of toxic chemicals or other contaminants: 
as above.

These protocols have been reviewed and revised 
following the 2003 bushfires and the Lake Burley 
Griffin investigations. (OCSE, 2012)

Climate change is already factored into the ACT’s 
urban water supply planning (ACTEW, 2007, 2014c) 
utilising the CSIRO 2030 scenario (CSIRO, 2003 
and 2007). National Climate Change Adaption 
Research Facility Research (2013) describes the 
expected climate change outcomes for the ACT 
and adaption processes. This is also supported 
by CSIRO and Bureau of Meteorology (2015). 
Information has also been considered from such 
reports as Future Climate and Runoff Projections 
2030 for New South Wales and the Australian 
Capital Territory (2008) undertaken by the NSW 
Government, which used 15 global climate 
models and applied similar methods to CSIRO and 
the South Eastern Australian Climate Initiative. 
Modelling indicates a decrease in winter rainfall 
and subsequent runoff impacts.

CRITICAL HUMAN 
WATER NEEDS
If an event would compromise the meeting of critical 
human needs, the WRP must set out measures to 
meet those needs during such an event (10.51(2), 
MDBA 2012a).  Critical human needs under s86A of 
the Water Act 2007 (cwth )include the needs for a 
minimum amount of water required to meet:

1. core consumption requirements in urban and 
rural areas

2. those non-human consumption requirements 
that a failure to meet would cause prohibitively 
high social, economic or national security costs.

The ACT measures to meet critical human water 
needs are covered by Disallowable Instrument 
DI2010-197 Utilities (Water Restriction Scheme). 

http://www.environment.act.gov.au/water/water_quality/blue-green_algae_monitoring
http://www.environment.act.gov.au/water/water_quality/blue-green_algae_monitoring
http://www.environment.act.gov.au/water/water_quality/blue-green_algae_monitoring
http://www.tams.act.gov.au/parksrecreation/water_catchments/urban_water_catchments/water_quality_in_our_lakes_and_ponds
http://www.tams.act.gov.au/parksrecreation/water_catchments/urban_water_catchments/water_quality_in_our_lakes_and_ponds
http://www.tams.act.gov.au/parksrecreation/water_catchments/urban_water_catchments/water_quality_in_our_lakes_and_ponds
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The recent Millennium Drought, when the ACT had 
declining available water storage and went very 
close to banning all external watering under stage 
4 temporary water restrictions, clearly shows the 
importance of planning for these extreme events.

Given the ACT’s current pattern of water 
consumption, the ACT’s water security 
infrastructure program, should avoid the need for 
stage 4 temporary water restrictions for at least a 
couple of decades, unless unforseen very extreme 
dry weather persists. However, contingency 
planning, as required for the communities along 
the Murray, is fundamental good practice and 
prudent.  The comprehensive report sets out 
the process if a prolonged extreme dry period 
prevailed (see Section 15.2).

In general, the ACT considers that all circumstances 
should be covered by the WRP and hence the ACT 
WRP would not need to be suspended e.g. in the 
event of extreme drought.

MONITORING
Measuring and monitoring is a crucial element 
of a WRP.  The WRP identifies what (total long-
term annual average) quantity of water take is 
measured and what is not measured i.e. estimated.  
In addition, it provides what proportion of the 
quantity is measured in accordance with agreed 
standards, as required under the Basin Plan.

The WRP also identifies the measures for 
maintaining and improving measured water, 
standards and the timeframe for implementation, 
as required under the Basin Plan.

The ACT Water Resources Act 2007 requires a 
continuous program for the assessment of 
water resources of the Territory to be carried 
out.  Specifically, the Environment Protection 
Authority may:

1. Construct, repair, alter or remove gauging, 
recording and monitoring stations or drill bores

2. systematically gauge stream flow, record 
climate data and monitor groundwater levels

3. operate or maintain gauging, recording and 
monitoring stations; carry out investigations to 
determine the existence, location and nature of 
bores and water structures

4. monitor bores and water structures

5. sample and analyse water.

This includes cooperation with other jurisdictions, 
i.e. NSW.

The ACT water meter requirements fact sheet 
shows the required standard for meters in the ACT.

The comprehensive report (Chapter 12) describes 
the ACT monitoring programs for:

• surface water quantity and quality including 
salinity (WRP 12.3, 12.4, Figure 12.2, 12.3 and 
Map 6)

• biological assessment (e.g. macroinvertebrates 
using AusRivas) (WRP 12.5 and Figure 12.4)

• groundwater (WRP 12.6)

• fish (WRP 12.7, Figure 12.5 and Map 7) 

• riparian vegetation (WRP 12.8 and Figure 12.6) 

• birds (WRP 12.9).

Alignment of ACT monitoring and reporting 
with Basin Plan reporting requirements will be 
undertaken before 2019. This includes ACT fish 
monitoring programs aligning with the MDBA 
Basin-wide Watering Strategy expected outcomes.

REPORTING
The performance of the WRP will be reported 
annually through the ACT’s Water Report, 
which will be expanded to include all the above 
components.  Monitoring of water quality 
indicators will improve as a result of the ACT’s 
Basin Priority Project.
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Map 6:  ACT Water quality monitoring program Source: ACT Water Report
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Map 7:  Fish monitoring sites in the Upper Murrumbidgee 
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NEXT STEPS
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FUTURE
The draft ACT WRP is subject to further 
consideration by the MDBA, before it is to be 
submitted to the MDBA and then Commonwealth 
Minister for accreditation.

The WRP is required to—and aims to be—
consistent with the NSW WRP for the ‘unregulated’ 
Murrumbidgee River valley system, that is, 
upstream of Burrinjuck Dam.  While the ACT WRP 
is being submitted to the Commonwealth, before 
NSW submits a WRP for the Murrumbidgee, it will 
link the most recent approaches and analysis, 
where applicable, from the NSW water sharing 
plans for the Murrumbidgee.

Accreditation of a WRP stands for 10 years. While 
there is no specified timetable in the Basin Plan for 
reviewing the WRPs, the ACT aims to review after 
five years following the date of accreditation.  The 
review will be developed with key stakeholders 
during the life of the WRP. The long-term watering 
plans are required to be reviewed every five years, 
(8.22 MDBA 2012a) and under ACT Water Resources 
Act 2007.  

Any review of the WRP or part thereof must 
be reported to the MDBA within 30 days of 
completion. As the WRP uses information from a 
variety of documents and legislative instruments,  
it will be necessary to review the WRP when any  
of those documents are changed.

A proposed amendment to this WRP arising from a 
review must give the reasons for the amendment 
to the MDBA (10.48, MDBA, 2012a). The revised 
WRP is required to be accredited as set out in s.65 
and 246 of the Water Act 2007. 

The Basin water quality management plan is 
also required to be reviewed every five years.  In 
addition, the Basin Plan is required to be reviewed 
every 10 years. 
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