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The National Farmers’ Federation (NFF) is the voice of Australian farmers.  

The NFF was established in 1979 as the national peak body representing farmers and more 
broadly, agriculture across Australia. The NFF’s membership comprises all of Australia’s 
major agricultural commodities across the breadth and the length of the supply chain. 

Operating under a federated structure, individual farmers join their respective state farm 
organisation and/or national commodity council. These organisations form the NFF.  

The NFF represents Australian agriculture on national and foreign policy issues including 
workplace relations, trade and natural resource management. Our members complement 
this work through the delivery of direct 'grass roots' member services as well as state-based 
policy and commodity-specific interests.  
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Statistics on Australian Agriculture 
Australian agriculture makes an important contribution to Australia’s social, economic and 
environmental fabric.  

Social > 
There are approximately 88,000 farm businesses in Australia, 99 per cent of which are 
wholly Australian owned and operated.  

Economic > 
In 2018-19, the agricultural sector, at farm-gate, contributed 1.9 per cent to Australia’s total 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The gross value of Australian farm production in 2018-19 is 
estimated to have reached $62.2 billion.  

Workplace > 
The agriculture, forestry and fishing sector employs approximately 318,600 people, including 
full time (239,100) and part time employees (79,500). 

Seasonal conditions affect the sector’s capacity to employ. Permanent employment is the 
main form of employment in the sector, but more than 26 per cent of the employed 
workforce is casual.  

Environmental > 
Australian farmers are environmental stewards, owning, managing and caring for 51 per cent 
of Australia’s land mass. Farmers are at the frontline of delivering environmental outcomes 
on behalf of the Australian community, with 7.4 million hectares of agricultural land set 
aside by Australian farmers purely for conservation/protection purposes. 

In 1989, the National Farmers’ Federation together with the Australian Conservation 
Foundation was pivotal in ensuring that the emerging Landcare movement became a 
national programme with bipartisan support. 
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1. Introduction 
The National Farmers’ Federation (NFF) welcomes the opportunity to respond to 
the Senate Select Committee on the Multi-Jurisdictional Management and 
Execution of the Murray Darling Basin Plan Issues Paper.  

The NFF recognises the importance of processes surrounding implementation of 
the Murray-Darling Basin Plan (Plan). The Plan is one of the most significant pieces 
of water reform in Australian history involving the Commonwealth, four states and 
the ACT under a federated structure. Naturally, it is a complex reform and must 
be implemented properly to ensure communities have certainty about their 
livelihoods.  

The Plan is not perfect nor was it something the NFF advocated for during its 
inception. However, the Plan is an historic compromise and has the consensus of 
each jurisdiction and the Commonwealth which the NFF considers necessary to 
provide certainty for communities. There is no credible, alternative Plan and no 
appetite to restart the water reform process, but there is no shortage of 
willingness from communities who wish to improve the Plan and the way it is 
implemented.  

To date, the implementation of the Plan has been poor, and has created grief and 
hardship for many communities. It is important to recognise that impacts felt by 
communities cannot be isolated to the Plan, but rather in the context of broader 
water reform including evolving water markets, and drought. The NFF agrees with 
the Committee’s statement that the Plan was ‘not intended to drought-proof the 
Basin or return it to pre-development conditions’.  

However, the Plan has exacerbated these impacts, particularly by focusing on 
environmental targets without enabling or considering the social and economic 
change or indeed, transformation, required for communities to adjust. The 
Murray-Darling Basin Authority’s (MDBA) ‘Southern Basin community profiles’ and 
the Basin Social and Economic Conditions assessment ‘Progress Report: Listening 
to Community Voices’ reflects the impacts in some of these communities.  

The NFF shares the Committee’s concern about how governments, communities 
and other stakeholders work together to ensure the Plan is managed and 
executed in a way that secures a healthy and sustainable Murray-Darling Basin 
and properly balance the social, economic and environmental demands on the 
Basin water resources. Many communities have already been let down by the 
implementation of the Plan and there is a need to improve the processes 
surrounding implementation to deliver certainty for communities.  

The NFF consistently supported the need to improve the Plan, particularly by 
implementing recommendations from the Productivity Commission report. The 
NFF maintains that this report provides the best pathway to improve then Plan. 
Additional reports including the Vertessy report on fish deaths, the current ACCC 
water markets review and the Basin social and economic conditions assessment 
will complement the Productivity Commission. However, the NFF has been 
underwhelmed by the Government’s response to the Productivity Commission 
report and is concerned about the apparent lack of urgency and willingness in key 
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areas that may ultimately delay implementation of the Plan. This only creates 
uncertainty for basin community.  

The NFF notes the Committee’s focus on broader governance, management and 
implementation of the Plan and the impacts it has had in the following areas: 

• Effectiveness of SDLAM projects; 
• Developing and implementing Water Resource Plans (WRPs); 
• SDL compliance; 
• WRP compliance;  
• Water recovery; 
• Environmental water; 
• Water trade; 
• Adequacy of information; 
• Compliance; 
• Monitoring and evaluating Basin plan implementation; and 
• Drought, climate change and water for critical human needs.  

The NFF has previously articulated its concerns to Ministerial Council about its 
implementation of the Plan through: 

• Attachment A - letter addressed to Ministerial Council, dated 27 February 
2020, regarding responses to recent significant rain events. 

• Attachment B - A letter addressed to Ministerial Council, dated 13 
December 2019, regarding improvements to the Plan. 

• Attachment C - A letter addressed to Ministerial Council, dated 13 
December 2019, regarding WRP consultation process. 

2. Responses to key themes 

2.1. Adequacy of information 

The NFF believes there is significant merit in having a ‘single source of truth’ in 
the Basin — that is, a single, authoritative source that contains accurate 
information about how much water there is available in the basin, how much 
water there is under each relevant entitlement, where the water is going and 
information about operational losses and evaporation. This would provide greater 
confidence in the basin community about water usage in the basin and address 
misinformation created by the absence of information. However, any public 
information sharing should be at such a level that it does not interfere with 
reasonable irrigator privacy or their commercial interests. 

The NFF acknowledges the challenges of developing a consistent platform due to 
differences between state policies, measuring systems and technologies. This 
would first require basin states to share information and ensure metering across 
the Basin is available and representative. Currently, there are improvements 
required in the northern Basin which the NSW Government is working towards 
through their ‘Healthy floodplains project’. The NFF suggests there is a role for the 
Commonwealth to: (1) facilitate cooperation between basin states to develop a 
single, authoritative source of information accessible by the public; and (2) 
support the NSW Government to implement their Healthy Floodplains Project. 
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Commonwealth funding to ensure implementation of the Healthy Floodplains 
Project is sufficiently resourced to be delivered properly, and in a timely manner, 
is critical. 

2.2. Complexity of current Basin Plan governance arrangements 

The NFF does not support any additional powers for the Commonwealth to 
manage Basin resources. The complexity of current governance arrangements is a 
natural consequence of the federated structure required under the Australian 
constitution. The NFF notes that state water policies have evolved over the last 
century to reflect circumstances in their state and should be respected.  

The NFF does not consider any proposal to transfer powers to the Commonwealth 
particularly useful nor pragmatic and suggests working under current 
arrangements would lead to better outcomes. The NFF suggests that the current 
process by which all jurisdictions must cooperate and participate to deliver 
consensus outcomes are appropriate and will inevitably lead to enduring 
outcomes and therefore greater certainty for communities. 

2.3. Water Resource Plans 

The NFF recognises the importance of water resource plans (WRPs) under the 
Plan. The NFF has consistently supported the delivery of WRPs insofar as they are 
properly developed through comprehensive and genuine consultation with 
communities and are accepted by communities. Quality WRPs are necessary 
under the Plan, and effective stakeholder and community engagement is a critical 
component of this outcome which requires both time and adequate resources. 
Some WRPs are complex and should not be rushed to meet deadlines at the 
expense of genuine consultation.  

However, the NFF has concerns about the NSW WRP process, and prepared a 
letter to Ministerial Council in December 2019 articulating our concerns 
(Attachment C). The NFF understands that the accreditation process by the MDBA 
requires consultation to be demonstrated under clause 10.07 within chapter 10 of 
the Basin Plan.  

The NFF notes that communities that local expertise in knowledge about the way 
in which the system operates in their local community. It is in the best interest of 
all parties that that is recognised and processes surrounding the development of 
WRPs are shaped to appropriately involve them in the process.  

2.4. SDLAM projects 

The NFF supports the SDLAM process to deliver 605 GL equivalent water. 
However, the development of some SDLAM projects has been poor, particularly 
the consultation process for contentious projects including the Menindee Lakes, 
Yanco Creek and constraints measures.  

While the NFF supports implementation of well-designed projects to achieve the 
605 GL, the continued inflexibility of the projects and poor community 
consultation means that beneficial and other adaptive measures that could 
improve projects have effectively been locked out. The 2019 Victoria/NSW 
constraints modelling report also found there was inadequate modelling to 



 

Page | 8 
NFF submission to Senate Committee on the Multi-Jurisdictional Management and Execution of the 

Murray Darling Basin Plan Issues Paper  

 

address nor assess third-party risks if constraints measures were to be 
implemented, consistent with the recommendation of the Productivity 
Commission report. Governments should consider whether these projects are 
feasible and, if not, work with communities to change projects which can deliver 
better outcomes for communities and the environment. 

Projects must have community support. If they do not, they must be adjusted to 
earn support, or failing that, find another pathway to meet the objective. The NFF 
is concerned the lack of flexibility and transparency will stall progress, 
particularly if project(s) are overwhelmingly unsupported by community, and risk 
further water buybacks in regional communities to meet water recovery targets. 
As outlined above, the first step is to fix the poor consultation process in these 
areas.  

Therefore, the NFF recommends the Government explore pathways, including 
specific legislative pathways, to allow new or alternative SDLAM projects be 
developed and ensure greater participation from communities. The NFF has 
previously suggested Governments conduct a series of workshops to: (a) inform 
communities of the proposed project details to enhance community 
understanding and transparency; and, (b) workshop improvements or new 
projects by enabling flexibility and adaptability. The Productivity Commission’s 
stakeholder consultation process proved effective in their inquiry and should be 
considered. 
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