
WATER BUYBACK 
IN THE BASIN: 
Water Entitlements 
recovered for the 
environment

A range of different entitlements exist across 
the Southern Murray Darling Basin with 
varying degrees of reliability. 

Entitlements’ can be divided into high, medium 
and low reliability. Victoria has a very secure 
high reliability product which is a reflection 
why horticulture and dairy have invested in 
Northern Victoria.  



Water purchased for the environment can no longer be used for agricultural production and all the 
economic activities this involves. 

The volume of water purchased is summarised in Table 1 below.

Table 1 Water entitlements purchased in the Southern Basin

WATER BUYBACK IN THE BASIN 1

High reliability water entitlements support higher value irrigated agriculture than low reliability water 
entitlements. 

The Commonwealth has purchased a disproportionate amount of Victorian high reliability water shares 
compared to: 

•	 Victorian low reliability water shares
•	 NSW high reliability water shares
•	 South Australian high reliability water shares.

This means that the northern Victorian irrigation sector has suffered greater economic damage 
from Commonwealth water purchases than either NSW or South Australia. A fair Commonwealth 
government would purchase a similar proportion of high reliability water shares from each State.

The original intent of the buyback program was for the environment to secure a balanced portfolio of 
water products in the Basin, sadly this is not what has occurred. 

Recent analysis by the MDBA shows that further water purchases beyond what they have currently 
will only marginally improve environmental outcomes.  In fact more buybacks do not improve any of the 
MDBA’s environmental indicators for northern Victoria’s river systems.

State Total Entitlement Amount purchased for 
Environment

% Purchased for the 
Environment 

High reliability water entitlements

VIC 2,490 570 23%

NSW 561.8 41.4 7%

SA 608 101.55 17%

General security entitlements

NSW 3,645.6 546.6 15%

Low reliability water shares

VIC 842.8 69.5 8%

NSW 240.9 40.1 17%

SA 0 n.a. n.a.
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Commonwealth water buybacks have reduced the supply of water for irrigation. This has 
caused market prices for water to increase. 

The Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences (ABARES) found 
that: 
 
“buybacks reduce the supply of water available for irrigation so therefore 
increase allocation prices”

Buybacks cause irrigation properties to be dried off and production to decrease, costing jobs 
on farm and in food processing and support industries.

The reduced supply of water caused by buybacks will be a critical issue when there is a repeat 
of the Millenium drought. It is expected that there will be less water available for permanent 
horticulture and large losses are expected. Any water on the water market is likely to be too 
costly for dairy and for cropping,

Commonwealth buybacks are reducing the resilience of the irrigation sector to drought and 
climate change. 

The effect of buybacks on the water market

The effects of buybacks on irrigation infrastructure
Commonwealth water buybacks have been spread across the GMID. Irrigation deliveries have reduced 
from close to 2,000 GL a year before the Millenium drought to around 1,000 GL today but with only 
marginal changes in the GMID footprint.

Buybacks result in a Swiss cheese 
effect of de-watered properties 
within an irrigation district.  The 
costs of running the Goulburn Murray 
Irrigation District have not materially 
decreased with reduced deliveries. 
Therefore, the cost burden on those 
that remain increases. The scattering of 
properties makes it difficult to generate 
efficiencies by reducing the size of the 
irrigation network. Buybacks push the 
costs of adjustment onto the water 
users that remain.

The VFF position is that Commonwealth water 
buybacks should cease.


