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29 November 2019
Parliament of NSW
Legislative Assembly Committee on Investment, Industry and Regional Development

Dear Sir/Madam,
Re: Inquiry into the impacts of drought on regional NSW
Thank you for the opportunity to provide input to the NSW Legislative Assembly Committee on Investment,
Industry and Regional Development inquiry into support for drought affected communities in NSW.
About the Central NSW Joint Organisation
On 11 May the NSW Governor General the Hon David Hurley, proclaimed the Local Government Regional
Joint Organisations (JOs) under the Local Government Act 1993. The Central NSW Joint Organisation
(CNSWJO) represents over 200,000 people covering an area of more than 50,000sq kms comprising the
Local Government Areas of Bathurst, Blayney, Cabonne, Cowra, Forbes, Lachlan, Oberon, Orange, Parkes,
Weddin, and Central Tablelands Water.
Tasked with intergovernmental cooperation, leadership and prioritisation, JOs have consulted with their
stakeholders to identify key strategic regional priorities. The CNSWJO Strategic Plan can be found here:
For more information on the Strategic Plan go to:
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/51b46b_31886650ecf546bc916f15e99a733b3e.pdf
The region’s vision is to be a vibrant, prosperous and welcoming place of seasonal landscapes that is
recognised in the nation for it agricultural heart. Central NSW Councils aim is for their region to be one of
the 7 top contributors to National Gross Regional Product,1where agriculture is identified as the primary
economic driver.
With the enabling of JOs there is an opportunity for regional NSW to do business differently with the State
and Federal Governments. This involves both continuing what is working well to grow productivity while
removing barriers to growth. While early days, this region sees great opportunity through having a more
formalised role under the Local Government Act.

1

Infrastructure Australia, Australian Infrastructure Plan 2015 cited in the Central NSW JO Strategic Plan page 9
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CNSWJO Response to the Terms of Reference
We understand the Committee will inquire into and report on, the impacts of drought on regional NSW and
identify potential government action with particular reference to regional businesses, economies and
communities.
The CNSWJO has developed an issues paper to assist inform governments and other stakeholders of the
impact of the drought on the Central NSW region.
Adopted by the CNSWJO Board, the Western Research Institute commissioned Drought Issues Paper
provides a comprehensive review and analysis of the far-reaching impacts of the drought on communities
in Central NSW and makes recommendations from a whole of community basis to recognise the impact
changes in the agricultural sector has across other sections of regional communities.
A copy of the Western Research Institute Drought Issues Paper is provided here:
https://www.centroc.com.au/wp-content/uploads/Centroc-drought-issues-paper-FINAL-1.pdf
See also the Fact Sheet provided as an attachment that highlights both short and longer-term actions
needed to assist those impacted by drought.
The CNSWJO Board has formed a Drought Sub-committee and CNSWJO members and staff are participating
in a number of forums including the Central West Orana and Central Tablelands Drought Task Group
initiated by the Central West Orana Regional Leadership Executive (RLE) and the DPIE Water, WaterNSW
Critical Water Advisory Panel Meetings.
The CNSWJO Board acknowledge that responding to the compounding effects of the drought is a difficult
task and appreciate commitment by the NSW Government of more than $1.8 billion in drought support for
regional communities, businesses and workers experiencing the flow-on effects of the drought through its
regional economic stimulus package.
We also welcome the announcement of the Federal Government’s Drought Communities Programme
Extension and additional funding for road infrastructure through the Extension of the Roads to Recovery
funding. While there has been some feedback from the farming community about escalating debts and the
value to farmers of taking on concessional loans, providing economic stimulus in drought affected
communities to Councils for infrastructure projects is supported as it will provide employment
opportunities and also stimulate our local economies. Similarly, water and fodder carting in many of our
communities is causing significant damage to our regional roads. Funding for road infrastructure will
likewise provide additional economic stimulus.
The Central NSW JO Board has committed to work with Local Government NSW to support their advocacy
efforts with regard to the impact of the drought on regional communities. These reflect the views of our
Board and include:
1. A whole of government approach to provide funding to assist communities to deal with the effects of
drought locally.
2. Funding to assist communities to recover from the drought after the immediate effects have diminished.
3. The appointment of regional recovery coordinators through the Joint Organisations of Councils to
facilitate drought recovery.
4. The development and implementation of integrated long-term National State Drought Policies and Plans
to include:
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o
o
o
o

A commitment to provide long-term water security and elated initiatives such as fodder banks;
Bringing forward planned water infrastructure projects and identifying new infrastructure projects
that will assist in providing long-term water security;
Support for demand management and water saving initiatives down to the household level;
Stronger support for emergency responses such as water carting.

5. A review of Water Sharing Plans, particularly in relation to need for optimisation of the management of
environmental flows.
6. Commitment to actively engage councils in the development of all policies and plans.
7. Provision of funding for local government drought coordinators.
8. Explicit recognition by the State and Federal Governments that they have a community service
obligation to subsidise water and sewerage infrastructure and services in small rural and regional
communities.
It is our Board’s position that Government’s need to work together to ensure that our local communities
retain ownership and management of their local water utilities through Local Government.
9. Increased provision of financial and mental health support for communities impacted by drought
(supported by roadshows to make people aware of available assistance).
In addition to advice provided in the Drought Issues Paper, we provide the following commentary regarding
items c and h of the Terms of Reference.

c) Direct and indirect impacts of drought on businesses and industries
It is understood that the Department of Premier and Cabinet have undertaken an analysis of the impact of
the drought on businesses and industries for both Orange and Bathurst. Where the reports have not been
made available, Bathurst Regional Council (BRC) have undertaken their own assessment through the
Western Research Institute.
The BRC Water Supply supports the critical human needs of nearly 40,000 people, but on top of this it
enables the operation of the local economy and a very large number of jobs where there are significant
impacts when extreme restrictions are put in place or if the system fails as outlined in the table below.
Key findings of the economic impact analysis detailing the effects of level 5 and 6 water restrictions and a
supply failure on the whole of the Bathurst economy are detailed in the table below.

Water restriction level
Unrestricted
Level 5 (25% reduction)
Level 6 (50% reduction)
100% reduction

Contribution to
economy - Output
$1,709,940,000
$1,526,330,000
$1,057,120,000
$130,630,000

Employment (FTE)
Household Income
$723,810,000
$660,870,000
$454,570,000
$66,780,000

9769
8957
5882
901

Source. Western Research Institute 2019.
As can be seen the result (productivity) per megalitre (for around 7000ML/a) is quantums greater than
some other water uses. Similarly, some higher order non-urban business uses also achieve high
productivity.
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It is considered this sort of thinking towards higher productivity water uses ought to inform strategy and
direction.
Several Councils have well developed analysis on this approach as it has been necessary to develop such an
approach to be persuasive with regards to drought funding requests for infrastructure and to justify
requests for restriction of non-urban water uses.
Additionally, it has been necessary to develop the analysis to ensure against suggestions “that rural and
regional areas cannot have any more growth due to a lack of water”. Clearly the above impacts and
productivity thinking obliterates such suggestions in showing a dynamic productivity pathway (as exists
elsewhere when considering constraints, initiative and productivity), rather than a static stuck rural and
regional NSW.

h) Capacity and coordination of town water supplies
The provision of town water supplies is core business for the CNSWJO member Councils.
Emergency short-term water management for towns is currently the highest priority for Councils
particularly in the vulnerable Lachlan River valley and for the larger regional centres of Bathurst and Orange
on the unregulated Macquarie River.
Councils continue to work individually and collectively on understanding their secure yield and how to best
manage it. Members also continue to engage directly with state agencies seeking funding for infrastructure
solutions and resolution of policy issues impacting on urban water supplies.
Drought contingency options proposed for the Lachlan River, including their priority and sequencing were
considered at a teleconference of the Southern Critical Water Advisory Panel on 8 November. Most recent
advice is that operational changes and other drought measures already ensure that supply is guaranteed
until at least June 2020, even under a continuation of extreme drought, and further operational changes
would extend that date to October 2020. The situation is being monitored closely and could change should
conditions deteriorate significantly beyond current expectations. In line with the Extreme Events Policy the
Lachlan Regulated River Valley is at stage 3 – severe water shortage.
In addition is a program of long-term water planning underway through the NSW Government with the
development of valley-based Regional Water Strategies, a State Water Strategy and of course, the review of
the Water Resource Plans for the Lachlan and Macquarie catchments due for completion in 2019. Central
NSW Councils have long advocated for town water to be integrated into the state’s long-term water
planning framework and have welcomed an increased level of engagement with Councils in the
development of these long-term strategies.
The challenge currently is that the focus on business-as-usual and longer-term planning processes, is at
times not responsive to the pace of the current drought emergency and a distraction from more pressing
priorities.
Where the NSW Parliament has recently passed a Water Supply (Critical Needs) Bill 2019 that specifically
identifies the Macquarie River to Orange Pipeline as a declared water supply development and the
Wyangala Dam wall raising project as a critical state significant dam-related development, advocacy is ongoing with the NSW Government around the need for policy settings in the ongoing water management
framework to facilitate the delivery of water supplies, including policies around triggers for environmental
flows and to enable the operation of critical infrastructure.
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Meanwhile, Councils continue to monitor their individual situations in terms of imposing water restrictions
on their communities. Orange imposed level 5 water restrictions from 6 October and Bathurst moved to
extreme water restrictions from 14 October. For towns on the Lachlan River, water restrictions are
implemented in line with advice from WaterNSW regarding changes to allocations and triggers in Council’s
Drought Management Plans.
Communities in Central NSW are good at conserving water – we learnt a lot from the last drought.
Communities like Orange at the top of the Macquarie catchment are doing amazing work using only 130
litres per person per day while their Sydney counterparts use 210. See Orange City Council Case Study
provided as an attachment.
Councils in this region seek to work with all levels of government in water security and have provided
advice to the State government on its priorities for emergency infrastructure and water sharing plans.
An overriding issue of increasing concern for our region is the implications of the business as usual
approach by the State Government to emergency town water security infrastructure management for the
long-term ownership and management of local water utilities by Local Government in regional NSW. Key
concerns are summarised as follows:
o The focus on business-as-usual processes by DPIE Water with respect to the funding of water
infrastructure solutions through the Safe and Secure Water Program streams 1 & 2 is not responsive to
the pace of the current drought emergency.
Feedback from CNSWJO members and including from the NSW Water Directorate is that there is
significant frustration across regional LWUs with the delay and lack of value added by some of these
processes. This includes where DPIE Water are using a LWUs Integrated Water Cycle Management Plan
as the core source of information for a risk assessment to inform their infrastructure prioritisation
framework for the funding of projects.
o Media coverage that seeks to blame and shame Councils for town water security woes.
o Where the current drought is highlighting issues from the lack of integration of town supplies in the
planning framework in the past, feedback to the state government is rather than “fast tracking”
Regional Water Strategies let’s take the time to get it right. It is critical that town water security needs
are not over looked and that large-scale infrastructure projects such as the raising of the Wyangala Dam
wall are optimised in the longer-term planning processes.
Key messages from CNSWJO Board are:
o

Councils are responsible and experienced water utilities.

o

Advice from the State, which is regularly updated, informs communities on when they need to trigger
water restrictions. More steps will be put in place if and when they are needed.

o

Town water use of State dams is tiny in comparison to other users. Only 2% of total storage.

o

Regional communities, for the most part, are good at conserving water – we learnt a lot from the last
drought. Communities like Orange in the Macquarie catchment are doing amazing work using only 130
litres per person per day. Sydney-siders use 210.

o

Councils in regional NSW seek to work with all levels of government in water security and have
provided advice to the State government on priorities for emergency infrastructure and water sharing
plans.
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o

Many local solutions including pipelines, bores, recycling and storm water harvesting schemes have
been implemented by our Councils, but we still need shovels in the ground for the big-ticket items to
drought proof towns is large parts of inland NSW into the future. These extend well beyond an
individual Council’s remit

o

The issue isn’t just about infrastructure spend it’s also about getting the state government’s policy
settings right to facilitate the delivery of water supplies including policies around triggers for
environmental flows and to enable the operation of critical infrastructure. We need these triggers to be
part of the ongoing framework so we can call on them as required and not be needing legislation, such
as a Critical Water Bill to turn the taps

o

There is a great opportunity for all levels of Government to work collectively on the solutions

o

No one has anticipated the severity of the current conditions or the challenges facing not only inland
towns but also Sydney. What is needed is less blame and a more collaborative approach to solutions.

o

It is proposed that a post mortem on lessons learnt from the drought on water management and
emergency response to be held within one year and that the CNSWJO and member Councils have a seat
at the table.

Regional Water Security Infrastructure
Funding support from the State and Federal Governments for the Wyangala Dam wall raising project
presents an opportunity for a step change in water management in the Lachlan Valley that has the
potential to not only solve long-term water security for urban communities but also to drive growth and
prosperity in the Lachlan valley through increased reliability of supply.
Studies over the past decade including the Centroc Water Security Study and the NSW Government’s
Lachlan Valley Water Security Investigations have identified the need for improved water security and
reliability for the highly vulnerable Lachlan river valley.
Over the last 20 years there has been increased year to year variability – in 2016/17 there were 1,495,000
ML inflows, with 900,000 ML of this released between August - November 2016. If 600,000 ML of that
could have been retained, the Lachlan would not be in the situation we’re currently facing, and some of the
flood damage of 2016 could have been reduced.
WaterNSW estimates that the upgrade will provide an additional 21,050 ML/year for general security
usage, as well as significant flood mitigation benefits. The project Fact Sheet can be found here:
https://www.waternsw.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/149051/Wyangala-Dam-Raising-Fact-Sheet14.10.2019.pdf
Notably, additional storage is not about more water, it’s about more reliable water, not just towns, but to
underpin regional growth, new industries, high value-add industries, new mining developments, activation
precincts etc. The reliability of water supply is a major factor in having the confidence to plan ahead, invest
and run a profitable business.
The Wyangala Dam wall project together with the announcement of Parkes as the first Special Activation
Precinct (SAP) in NSW presents a real opportunity for a Government-led strategy for sustainable agriculture
similar to the Dutch national commitment to produce twice as much food using half as many resources. See
Case Study attached.
Special Activation Precincts are dedicated areas in regional NSW that have been identified by the NSW
Government as places where businesses in many sectors will thrive. These precincts will create jobs, attract
businesses and investors, and fuel economic development in regional NSW to ensure regions are well
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placed to grow and meet future economic needs. All Special Activation Precincts will be delivered as part of
the $4.2 billion Snowy Hydro Legacy Fund.
The two principal investment opportunities that have been identified for the Parkes SAP is Freight and
Logistics and High-Value Agriculture. A 5,600-ha area just west of Parkes has been identified as the principal
region to locate the activities of the SAP and a master plan is being developed.
To ensure the additional water security created by the Wyangala Dam upgrade project is optimised, it is
suggested that modelling needs to be done of the impact of converting a portion of General Security to
High Security. If the modelling supports High Security conversion, a component of the water security
improvement could be attributed to increasing High Security and town water. This has the potential to
catalyse a range of high value industries, creating jobs and wealth for the Lachlan region. If the improved
security is apportioned to existing users, there will be only a modicum of change.
In addition, there is a need to ensure policy and water management settings are right. There needs to be
more storage and a change in how the Murray Darling Basin Plan is administered to sustain growth,
particularly in the context of drought.
The Wyangala Dam upgrade, Parkes SAP and review of the Water Sharing Plan presents the opportunity to
potentially address long-term water needs for Lachlan Valley towns and communities while delivering an
economic driver through increased high security water.
Other opportunities for town water security include the Lake Rowlands to Carcoar Pipeline project. From
briefings provided by WaterNSW to Board representatives it is apparent that town water security has not
been identified as a primary purpose of the pipeline but rather a beneficial outcome.
The CNSWJO Board seeks to ensure that while towns only use around 2% of the water stored in dams in
NSW, it is critical to the sustainability of the region’s towns that it is not overlooked in both the Wyangala
Dam wall raising and Lake Rowlands to Carcoar pipeline projects and that these projects are optimised in
the longer-term planning processes.
These projects present the opportunity for a review of higher order issues around water management
including:
o
o
o
o

High security raw water networking
Water sharing and water use productivity
Managed Aquifer Recharge
Groundwater modelling.

From the extensive work by the region in water security the view of the Board is that with the right storage
and pipe network there is plenty of water for town water supplies for Central NSW communities and to
enable substantive growth in high value agriculture- it’s just a matter of getting it to the right place, at the
right time and for the right price.
By tackling these challenges from the position of having a deep knowledge informed from Councils/Local
Water Utilities through the core functions of advocacy, intergovernmental cooperation and regional
strategic planning, there is a profound opportunity for Joint Organisations to support their member
Councils and through them their communities in the delivery of quality secure water supplies to sustain and
grow communities in regional NSW.
Central NSW Councils continue to advocate for early engagement in the development of the business case
in the hope of optimising the project’s outcomes for town supplies and high value uses. We would welcome
the opportunity to brief the Committee on these opportunities.
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i) Any other related matter
Other messages from the CNSWJO Board in relation to the drought response, not covered elsewhere are as
follows:
o The criteria for the Federally funded $1M for drought relief provided to Councils is too limiting. Councils
request greater flexibility where they accept the money on the basis of the criteria and acquit the funding
against that criteria. Councils are responsible managers of public funding and greater flexibility will
enable funding to get to where it is most needed when it is needed.
o Regional communities need communication that continues to encourage visitation to drought impacted
areas rather than negative, ill-informed commentary on lack of water and bad farming practices which
only adds pressure in already highly stressful situations.
o Better understanding of triggers that would signal when we need to instigate drought management
actions and case by case/place-based management approaches to enable the minimisation of worsening
conditions of untreated impacts is needed. Local Government can work with State and Federal
Governments to improve current approaches.
In conclusion, the impacts of drought are long-term and require a whole of government approach to
drought assistance and recovery packages for primary producers, their families plus the business
communities in regional areas.
Local Government is a solid conduit for improving the understanding of local drought conditions and how
to apply drought support to regional communities. This connectedness with our communities is the most
efficient basis for monitoring the impacts of the drought and the success of drought assistance packages
provided in collaboration with other tiers of government, the business sector and other stakeholders.
Local Government is well placed to assist and improve the substantial efforts being implemented to
support drought affected areas. However, better coordination is required to ensure the right people are
getting the right sort of assistance and barriers to accessing the assistance are reduced.
Where the region’s policy position is that we need to do things differently if we are to get a different result
and there is already activity in region moving in that direction, the CNSWJO would welcome alignment with
and support from other levels of government, preferably in some type of genuine collaboration to ensure
the drought response is targeted to where it is most needed and will have the biggest impact.
If the committee would like to hold a public hearing in the Central NSW region, we would be more than
happy to assist in the coordination of this. For further information or clarification on comments in this
submission, please do not hesitate to contact me on 0428 690 935.
Yours sincerely,

Jennifer Bennett
Executive Officer Central NSW Joint Organisation (CNSWJO)
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