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To whom it may concern,
Re: Lachlan Regional Water Strategy shortlisted actions

Joint Organisations (JOs) were proclaimed in May 2018 under the NSW Local Government Act 1993.
The Central NSW Joint Organisation (CNSWJO) represents over 177,000 people covering an area of
more than 51,000sq kms comprising the eleven Local Government Areas of Bathurst, Blayney,
Cabonne, Cowra, Forbes, Lachlan, Lithgow, Oberon, Orange, Parkes and Weddin.

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: Strategic Plan & Regional Priorities - Central Joint Organisation (nsw.gov.au)

CNSWJO member councils all operate local water utilities (LWUs), so the security, availability and
affordability of town water supplies for the communities in Central NSW is core business for the
councils in this region and of the highest priority for the CNSWJO Board.

Where our member councils will provide separate submissions, this response is informed by policy
developed in region and endorsed by the CNSWJO Board.

Firstly, we thank the Department for working with the CNSWJO and its member councils over the
past five years to understand the challenges for town water security and to identify solutions to
address these in the Lachlan Regional Water Strategy. We also thank you for the opportunity to
provide comment on the shortlisted proposed actions.

General Comments

While we have come a long way in seeing town water challenges described and integrated into the
state government’s strategic water framework, we have not come far enough and certainly not fast
enough with solutions to these.

Solutions offered in this long overdue strategy are high level and mostly plans for yet more
strategies, studies and investigations. While all have merit in an aspirational sense, it is the
timeframes and absence of any tangible on the ground projects based on sound engineering
principles to address the water security needs (and to help mitigate the widespread flooding of
communities) that is concerning. This is particularly the case with drought conditions intensifying.

The CNSWIJO and its members have advocated tirelessly since completion of its national award
winning 2009 Centroc Water Security Study for infrastructure solutions. Frustratingly, these
suggestions have not been taken up or have only just gained acceptance in options for further
investigation in the Macquarie-Castlereagh and Lachlan Regional Water Strategies.
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A case in point is action 1.7 under priority 1. Expansion of the regional water supply grid was
identified in the 2009 Centroc Study. Over the past decade councils have worked individually or with
their neighbours to deliver sections of this grid. As a result, the existing pipeline network has been
growing incrementally over the past decade. However, 15 years on we are yet another investigation
away from realising the full potential of the regional pipeline grid recommended in this study.

Despite their best efforts, our member councils continue to be stymied by bureaucracy or lack of
funding and resources to implement the projects they know from managing their towns through
droughts (and floods) are needed to address their town water challenges. Some of these projects
require a simple change of protocol or policy or even just agreement between different government
agencies (sometimes even the same agency) to enable. This highlights the need for urgent work on
policy and triggers to enable water for critical human need under the Water Management Act in
times of shortages and a proactive approach within the Department to enabling solutions.

We agree that ‘the region needs a multi-faceted approach to protect against uncertainties and
balance the competing needs of our environment, towns, and farmers’. This was also identified in the
2009 Centroc Study which found that the region’s water security woes would not be solved by
demand management initiatives alone but needs a multi-source approach including demand
management and augmented supplies supplemented by a pipeline grid.

Informed by the 2009 Study and from managing their communities through two droughts, the
region’s councils are experts at demand management and in driving water efficiencies. They continue
to work diligently with DPE Water on programs to save water through identifying and repairing
leaking pipes and on trying to work through the myriad of complex and interwoven approval
processes to enable stormwater harvesting and other innovative water security solutions.

From lived experience the reality is that the water saved from repairing pipes, while helpful, barely
registers when considering the water needed to sustain our towns and industries through the sorts
of shortages we saw in 2016-2020 with worse predicted.

The CNSWJO Board supports the need for water security projects to be grounded in solid evidence
and state-of-the-art climate modelling, but this process is taking too long and the assumptions that
underpin decision making not transparent or based in real world experience. This includes
assumptions made about the value of town water and its security that are frankly wrong. The idea
that ‘no town will run out of water’ that we again saw in the Final Business Case for the Wyangala
Dam wall raising project has no basis in the real-world scenarios that this region saw play out in 2020.
We would welcome the opportunity to continue to work with DPE Water on getting this right and
gaining a shared understanding of the concept of an ‘enduring supply’ in a water constrained future.

The time for studies is over, we need shovels in the ground and the removal of red tape that
continues to hamper the delivery of critical water security and flood mitigation projects.

Specific reference to short listed proposed actions

Priority 1 - Build resilience to climate extremes.

Informed by this region’s experience in managing water for towns and communities in the Lachlan
Valley through two droughts, there are four actions identified in the strategy that need to happen
immediately. These are actions 1.5, 1.7 and 1.8 under priority 1 with action 1.1 critical to the

implementation of these. In the medium term proposed action 1.9 is also a priority and one that has
a direct bearing on infrastructure decisions.
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Proposed action 1.1- Establish a coordination approach involving all levels of Government, to
implement local council and town water related actions under Priority 1

We thank you for responding to the region’s ongoing advocacy for a coordinated inter-governmental
approach to enable the implementation of actions under this place-based strategy. Where the
CNSWIJO is aligned with the thinking of the Productivity Commission and others in supporting the
need in a new climate future for a more wholistic catchment wide approach across all water uses,
the inclusion of Priority 1 action 1.1 - is a positive step.

Who should be represented in the coordination framework in addition to water supply authorities
and local government?

It is noted that the coordination framework will be led by the DPE-Water’s Local Water Utilities
team and developed in collaboration with councils in the Lachlan region, the CNSWJO and relevant
state agencies with responsibilities for drought preparedness and response, and flood mitigation
planning.

It is critical that WaterNSW is included in this coordination framework. It is the view of the CNSWJO
Board that the DNA of WaterNSW is to sell water. Indeed, in the past this region has been told by
WaterNSW staff to “stay out of our dams” as the region developed its national award-winning Water
Security Study in 2009. Further, WaterNSW have provided advice in the past that they are “agnostic”
as to who buys their water. “A dam is like a teller machine - you put your card in and you get water.”
The communities of Central NSW are profoundly religious about their water — we don’t want to close
hospitals. It got very close to this in the Millennium Drought where, for example, Orange had to alter
its water restrictions substantially to cascade through various levels of water users — hospitals being
the most important.

We look forward to collaborating on the implementation of action 1.1. However, for this
coordination framework to be ‘enduring’ it will need to be established in a way that enables it to
withstand the churn in government and agency staff. Where the strategy points to the development
of the Implementation and Governance Plan following this consultative process, as it stands there is
little accountability for the delivery of actions in the strategy. The CNSWJO Board advocates that the
coordination framework needs to be led by an independent chairperson who reports directly to and
is answerable to the Minister.

Proposed action 1.2- Support councils to improve flood risk management in the Lachlan region.

What opportunities can you see for supporting/improving councils’ flood risk management across
the Lachlan region?

While we are staring down the barrel of the next drought, flood mitigation continues to be of the
highest priority for the communities devastated by the 2022 flood. The Wyangala Dam wall project
decision is a difficult one for the communities on the Lachlan where elected officials look to other
levels of government for options to protect their communities. So far, the options in the Draft
Lachlan Regional Water Strategy do not provide a great deal of comfort.

Where the communities of Parkes, Forbes and Condobolin have been heavily affected by flooding in

the Lachlan River Valley over recent years including major flooding in November 2022, management
of the Wyangala Dam by WaterNSW is a significant and ongoing issue for these communities. This is
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particularly the case as the State of the Climate Report 2022 highlights the increased pace and
intensity of climate extremes including periods of intense heavy rainfall.

The mayors of communities along the Lachlan were effusive in their praise for WaterNSW in their
management of Wyangala Dam through the flood crisis. Spills from Wyangala Dam peaked at a
record rate of 230,000ML a day, well above the previous record of 205,000ML set in 1990.

However, it is clear from the Business Case for raising the Wyangala Dam wall that the social and
economic costs of flooding and the management of the Lachlan catchment are poorly calculated and
therefore the investments that are required to assure better management are not in place.

This region is not convinced that the management of WaterNSW dams is sufficiently alive to the
impacts of climate change including for more intense and frequent flood events as well as longer and
hotter droughts. This calls for very different management of water sources.

Having witnessed the failure of the management of Wyangala to secure water for communities in the
west of the Lachlan in the Millenium Drought it is pleasing to see the improvements that have been
made — however there needs to be a compete rethink on the value of water for human consumption
and the social and economic impacts of flooding in the forward planning for WaterNSW assets.

The first step is an open and transparent strategic process codesigned with the communities in
Central NSW. It is anticipated that this will be enabled through action 1.2.

Proposed action 1.3- Upgrade the existing hydrological models for the Lachlan catchment to better
represent river operations and drought contingency measures.

Do you see any opportunities for improving existing river operations? Who would they benefit and
who would they impact?

We welcome work to review hydrological models to ensure existing river operations and
management practices as well as drought contingency measures are accurately reflected in planning
models. There needs to be a better more wholistic catchment wide understanding of available water
across all water uses to determine how this is shared in times of shortages.

In implementing this action there needs to be recognition of the primacy of human consumption in
the Water Management Act and the enabling of this in times of shortage.

Local government seeks authentic engagement and transparency of data and modelling as it
pertains to town water needs. It’s not good enough just to say water for critical human need is a
priority — what matters is when there isn’t any water, how is a high security allocation for a town
supply implemented on the ground?

It is anticipated that this will provide more surety around decisions made regarding environmental
water releases and water for irrigation when town supplies are under threat. Also, that this will
enable water for environmental flows to be better explained to the community, especially when
timing seems incongruous.

See comments provided under action 1.2 above regarding WaterNSW’s role in the management of
river operations. Action 1.1 provides the opportunity for WaterNSW to sit at the table with other
agencies and local government to optimise what needs to be done to manage the river in times of
shortage.
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Central NSW Councils support the concept of ‘one source of truth’ in data and modelling and look
forward to the sharing of this with councils for local level planning.

Proposed action 1.5 - Support groundwater use for towns and communities.

What are your views on having a connected groundwater network to ensure towns and
communities in the Lachlan region have access to water during times of emergencies?
Do you think managed aquifer recharge is a viable option for the Lachlan region?

Surely this action is contingent on proposed action 1.8? One would think it necessary to have a well-
informed understanding of the groundwater system and its interaction with surface water to take a
wholistic approach to its uses including for a connected groundwater network for towns in time of
emergency.

This region has been calling for investigation by the Department of groundwater and its
interconnection with surface water for town water supplies for at least a decade, if not longer.
Where the state government tells us that it has sophisticated new modelling and a statewide
Groundwater Strategy it is nonsensical that councils are required to undertake their own due
diligence by competing in a limited market to engage hydrogeologists to complete groundwater
investigations, only to have that compared with departmental models. This seems an unnecessary
duplication of effort and cost.

Having said this all the actions detailed in progressing action 1.5 need to happen particular the
upgrade and maintenance of bores and resolution of groundwater regulatory and licensing issues
for towns that slow access.

It is agreed that while managed aquifer recharge is an option that should be investigated as part of
any multi-sourced approach to water security, until we have a well-informed understanding of how
ground water is working in the Lachlan Alluvium (action 1.8) it must be handled cautiously.

From consultation across the region we are aware that there are a number of stakeholders
responsible for different elements of groundwater management and there is an opportunity to pull

together programming and planning in a collaborative framework.

Proposed action 1.7- Investigate the need to further expand the regional water supply grid.

Do you support the expansion of the existing regional water supply grid to share water across local
government boundaries in times of need?

What are your views on best meeting the water needs of towns reliant on the existing B-section
pipeline?

Is there a need to have additional offtake points from the B-section pipeline? If so, why?

This action is the number one highest priority for towns in the Lachlan Valley in this strategy. As
detailed earlier this region has done decades of thinking and studies in support of the regional
pipeline grid. We know what we need and where we need it- what is needed is funding and DPE
Water support to make it a reality.

Where recurrent funding is needed for the Safe and Secure Water Program to meet the ongoing
needs of councils in providing quality, secure, safe and affordable local water utility services to
communities across regional NSW, the CNSWJO member councils have collaborated to develop a
brochure of council’s priority water infrastructure projects.
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This includes projects to meet critical human needs and NSW Health Guidelines for the supply of safe
and quality drinking water. It also includes a map detailing existing and proposed water grid pipelines
that could shore up town water supplies in emergency circumstances.

Many of these are not new. They were identified in the Centroc Water Security Study with bi-
directional pipes well located to support multi-sourced water security in times of shortages.
Proposed pipelines enable water to flow through the system from various sources including
Wyangala Dam. A pipeline into Wyangala would enable tapping into water in the dam when it gets
down to 5% in times of extreme scarcity. Linkages are made down the Lachlan to Condobolin and
Lake Cargelligo. There is also potential to link the Central Tablelands system to the east building on
the multi-source supply approach across two catchments.

Supporting the CNSWJO multi-source approach to water security, the Macquarie-Castlereagh
Regional Water Strategy calls for investigating connecting urban communities in the Macquarie to
the Fish, Lachlan and Coxs River systems. There is also potential to leverage the pipeline between
Wallerawang and Kings Plain being developed to support mining and to link the Central Tablelands
and Lachlan pipelines into the Unregulated Macquarie.

This region has done this thinking for decades now and have numerous investigations and studies
already completed to draw on.

The opportunity exists for the CNSWJO and its member councils to partner with the NSW
Government through DPE Water to participate in the next National Water Grid Fund (NWGF) funding
round in January 2024 to potentially update the Centroc Water Security Study to enable the delivery
of action 1.7.

Any work of this type should explore any opportunities the Lachlan offers as a ‘terminal system’.
The Belubula Water Security Project

The decision on the Wyangala Dam wall raising project has highlighted again the importance to the
region’s town water security of the Belubula Water Security Project (BWSP) Final Business Case
which includes the augmentation of Lake Rowlands.

The augmentation of Lake Rowlands was also a recommendation of the 2009 Centroc Study and has
been the subject of advocacy by the Board since this time- long before the Wyangala project was
floated by the NSW Government. The Belubula Water Security project inclusive of the augmentation
of Lake Rowlands and the pipeline grid to enable water sharing in times of shortages across the
Lachlan and Unregulated Macquarie catchments builds on the multi-source approach and needs to
start now.

Proposed action 1.8 - Improve the understanding and management of groundwater resources in
the Lachlan region.

Do you agree with the above work program to improve groundwater modelling or are key actions
missing?

See response to proposed action 1.5. This is 100% supported and needs to happen as a matter of
priority taking a wholistic approach across all water uses.
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Proposed action 1.9- Better integrate strategic land and water planning.

Do you see any opportunities to better align strategic and water planning that could lead to better
outcomes for the Lachlan region?

Should particular areas in the Lachlan region be prioritised in terms of water security due to
planned strategic growth?

It is agreed that water resources, specifically town water, is largely missing in most strategic plans
and in the state’s strategic planning framework in general. In fact, town water is still missing in a
number of the Regional Water Strategies developed in other regions.

As you know, this region has fought hard for town water to be included in the Lachlan and
Macquarie-Castlereagh Strategies and we thank you for working with the CNSWJO and its member
councils to ensure that this is the case.

We absolutely agree that there are opportunities to better integrate water resources in strategic
planning processes, and that this will help to more closely integrate future iterations of the regional
(land use) plans and of the regional water strategies.

It is for this very reason that the CNSWJO has advocated so strongly for a governance framework and
arrangements to coordinate actions for this strategy that extends beyond just priority 1 to cover the
delivery of the whole strategy. It is only through this level of coordination that a fully integrated,
whole of catchment strategic planning approach to water management can be achieved to ensure
sustainable water management for the Lachlan catchment now and into the future inclusive of all
areas of water use. We need to move beyond the silos of the past and recognise that stakeholders
need to work together to achieve the balance needed in water use in a new climate future.

Where the NSW Treasury Common Planning Assumptions are backwards looking, there is definitely a
need to assess projected population growth trends and regional and local development trends, to
identify spatial changes in water demand, growth in town water demands and sources of potential
future flood risks — such as new developments.

Clearly to enable the Parkes Special Activation Precinct to fulfil its potential and for other towns in
the Lachlan valley to leverage this in attracting new high value industries, access to a secure and
reliable water supply is critical.

Priority 3 - Support a strong and sustainable economy in a capped system.

Proposed action 3.1 - Improve public access to climate information and water availability
forecasts.

What water-related information and information products are most critical to inform your
business planning?

How can long-term climate information be communicated in a way to help water users and
businesses better assess risks to their business?

Would the department need to provide further training on the new climate datasets and updated
modelling?
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The CNSWIJO has advocated consistently through the development of the Regional Water Strategies
for the sharing of data and modelling with councils for local level planning. It is understood that this
is being addressed through guidance on town water security for strategic planning by local water
utilities being developed through the Town Water Risk Reduction Program. This alone will reduce
duplication and costs in local level planning by ensuring one-source of truth used by both the
department and councils.

CNSWIJO is of the view that more data needs to be readily accessible to enable good decision making
and strategy. We welcome this action and look forward to having access to this data.

Proposed action 3.2- Investigate water use in the Lachlan region.

What are the key drivers that influence your water use?

Is there information available that would help better understand water use and demand in the
Lachlan region?

Recognition of urban water and the opportunity to do business differently in the Lachlan Valley are
the key drivers. Please find more detail elsewhere in this response.

Proposed action 3.3- Undertake a climate impact study

How can your industry’s resilience be improved in a potential future with increased climate
variability?

Are there opportunities for future water efficiency projects in the Lachlan and is there a role for
government?

For towns and industries to flourish they need to be confident that they have access to a reliable
water supply.

Strategic work by the CNSWJO and its member councils since the Millennium Drought has
highlighted that where water security has historically been a challenge and is limiting economic
growth for the region, there are opportunities, notably in the Lachlan Valley, to manage water
differently and more efficiently to support the nation’s growth aspirations. What is needed is access
to a reliable supply to enable business and industry to make investment decisions.

The Lachlan Regional Water Strategy, review of the Lachlan Water Resource and Water Sharing Plans
together with the review of the Murray Darling Basin Plan could be the catalyst to ensure policy and
water management settings are right to not only solve long-term water security for urban
communities, but to drive growth and prosperity by delivering better flood immunity and water
security to enable the agricultural sector.

One of the enablers is that “Under normal conditions the Lachlan River is a terminal system with little
water flowing past the Great Cumbung Swamp at the end of the river. Only in large flood events does
water flow into the Murrumbidgee River (Green et al 2011)*”. This presents the opportunity to think
differently about how water is managed for productive use in the Lachlan Valley.

1 Source: Lachlan Water Resource Plan
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Proposed action 3.5 - Support system water delivery efficiency measures

Do you see there being an appetite for conversion of general security licences to high security
licences in the Lachlan or Belubula Regulated River Source?

The CNSWJO Board supports what it refers to as the “Dutch model.” Through the creation of more
high security entitlements higher value uses of water could be enabled. This would allow towns to
buy water to convert to high security and agricultural producers to buy general security entitlement
and convert them to high security.

By reviewing and changing how water security is managed in the Lachlan Valley and increasing the
proportion of water allocated as high security water, this could in turn push the value of water up,
having guaranteed allocation leading to an increased investment in capital infrastructure and more
water efficient crops. By managing the river water effectively, it could also lead to less pressure on
the ground water aquifer and potentially more water for the environment.

In a study completed by Port Jackson Partners for the Parkes Special Activation Precinct it is
estimated that switching approximately 8% of the total irrigated water currently used in the Central
West region from cotton and hay products to vegetable production could increase the economic
profit of agriculture by $50m p.a.?

If some general security licenses could be converted to high security, this would catalyse a range of
high value industries creating jobs and wealth for the Lachlan region.

This is not about increasing water usage above the Water Sharing Plan Limit but improving security
and reliability and allowing usage to reach the Plan Limit.

Conclusion

Despite decades of investment in studies, including raising the Wyangala Dam wall, and in the place-
based Regional Water Strategies, local water utilities across the region are not drought ready.

With the Bureau of Meteorology now officially declaring that Australia is in the grips of El Nino and
drought conditions intensifying, the region’s leaders are fearful that another decade of planning and
investigating will see communities that are still recovering from successive natural disasters again
facing the sorts of scenarios we saw play out in the millennium and 2016- 2020 drought and major
floods in 2016 and 2022 with minor flooding in between.

This region knows that with climate change more intense flooding periods and longer hotter
droughts we will need to be prepared for in the future.

Most solutions require multi-million-dollar investments, are cross-regional or require legislative or
policy changes by other levels of government. While many of the actions in this strategy seek to
address these, the processes and timeframes are just too slow and not practical enough.

Based on the region’s experience through the 2016-2020 drought we do not have the luxury of time
for long-term aspirational solutions. What is needed is a proactive approach with investment to
make critical water infrastructure projects a reality. Fast.

2 Source: Parkes Special Activation Precinct Port Jackson Partners
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The Australian Bureau of Statistics is projecting that Australia’s population will grow to around 40
million in 2061 and depending on migration policies, will grow to between 42 million and 70 million
by 2101. Where planning and modelling for water security infrastructure draws on the backward-
looking NSW Treasury’s Common Planning Assumptions work is needed urgently to understand what
our future water demands will be. Proposed action 1.9 will be critical here.

To ensure water security, for food and people (and flood mitigation) the region needs a 50-year
water security plan which starts now. This includes the need for all options to be on the table;
augmented supplies from an upgrade of the Wyangala Dam wall and of Lake Rowlands, the pipe grid,
groundwater, recycled water, we will need all these options over time.

Importantly, the value of urban water has been notoriously overlooked and under-represented and
requires the appropriate place-based governance structures to enable the necessary changes in
water planning and management in a future punctuated by longer hotter and drier conditions and
record-breaking rain and storm events.

We urge DPE Water to work in partnership with this region as a priority to make action 1.7 a reality
noting that representations are being made to the Minister for Water for this together with the
finalisation of the Belubula Water Security Project as a matter of urgency.

The CNSWJO Board will also advocate to the Minister for a coordination framework led by an
independent chairperson who reports directly to and is answerable to the Minister to ensure the
level of accountability needed to ensure this Strategy stays on track in delivering the outcomes so
desperately needed.

If you require further information or clarification on comments in this submission, please do
not hesitate to contact Jenny Bennett, Executive Officer on 0428 690 935.

Yours sincerely,

/

Cr Kevin Beatty

Chair
Central NSW Joint Organisation (CNSWJO)
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