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Acknowledgement of 
Country

The NSW Government acknowledges First Nations people as its first 
Australian people and the traditional owners and custodians of the 
country’s lands and water. First Nations people have lived in NSW for 
over 60,000 years and have formed significant spiritual, cultural, and 
economic connections with its lands and waters.

Today, they practice the oldest living culture on earth.

The NSW Government acknowledges First Nations people/
Traditional Owners as having an intrinsic connection with the lands 
and waters of New South Wales. The landscape and its waters 
provide First Nations people with essential links to their history 
and help them to maintain and practice their traditional culture and 
lifestyle.

We recognise Traditional Owners as the first managers of Country 
and incorporating their culture and knowledge into groundwater 
management in the region is a significant step toward closing  
the gap.

Through the NSW Groundwater Strategy, we seek to establish 
meaningful and collaborative relationships with First Nations people. 
We will seek to shift our focus to a Country-centred approach, 
respecting, recognising and empowering cultural and traditional 
Aboriginal knowledge in water management processes at a  
strategic level.

We show our respect for Elders past, present and emerging through 
thoughtful and collaborative approaches to our work, seeking 
to demonstrate our ongoing commitment to providing places 
where First Nations people are included socially, culturally and 
economically.

As we refine and implement the NSW Groundwater Strategy, we 
commit to helping to support the health and well-being of waterways 
and Country by valuing, respecting and being guided by  First 
Nations people/Traditional Owners, who know that if we care for 
Country, it will care for us.

We acknowledge that further work is required under the NSW 
Groundwater Strategy to inform how we care for Country and ensure 
First Nations people/Traditional Owners hold a strong voice in shaping 
the future for Indigenous/Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities.
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1. About the NSW 
Groundwater Strategy
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1. About the NSW 
Groundwater Strategy

The NSW Groundwater Strategy (strategy) is a ‘roadmap’ for sustainable management of 
our state’s precious groundwater resources. It is a key action of the 20-year NSW Water 
Strategy and will play a critical role in improving the long-term security, reliability, quality and 
resilience of our water resources.

Managing groundwater
Our climate is changing. The way we manage and use 
groundwater will need to improve to meet increasing 
demand and the potential impacts of climate change. 

NSW’s natural resources must be managed intelligently 
and sustainably to protect the health and viability of our 
communities, economies and the environment. 

As our knowledge and understanding of groundwater 
grow, and the shift to sustainable groundwater 
management continues, we must act now to improve 
groundwater use efficiency, support greater water 
supply resilience, and adapt to climate change. 

Put simply, if we do not manage groundwater resources 
wisely and equitably, there will be unacceptable long-
term impacts on everyone.

Drivers for change
There are 4 main drivers for acting now to change the 
way that groundwater is managed in NSW:

1. Effect of climate change on groundwater recharge 
and demand.

2. Risks posed by increased development and changes 
in land use. 

3. Evolving community notions of sustainability and fair 
access to groundwater.

4. Improved understanding and knowledge of 
groundwater, including where it is and how it 
behaves.

There are 3 main challenges to improving the 
sustainable management of groundwater in NSW:

1. Groundwater resources and the ecosystems that 
depend on them are under increasing pressure.

2. Community and industry resilience is at risk.

3. Better information is needed to manage groundwater 
resources sustainably.
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Acting now to protect groundwater
The strategy’s vision is that Groundwater supports cultural and social values, dependent ecosystems and resilient towns 
and industries.

To achieve this vision the strategy proposes 12 actions that are aligned to 3 strategic priority areas:

Figure 1 Addressing groundwater challenges 
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The strategy is focused on achieving 3 outcomes for groundwater:

Figure 2 NSW Groundwater Strategy outcomes 
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The strategy and proposed actions provide a logical 
framework to reform groundwater management over the 
next 20 years. 

The strategy builds on new knowledge and consultation 
conducted across several years to support a suite of 
long-term water strategies being developed by the NSW 
Government:

 • NSW Water Strategy

 • 2 metropolitan water strategies

 • 12 regional water strategies.

Many actions will need to be implemented with partners, 
such as local councils and state agencies, general and 
Aboriginal communities, and stakeholders. 

The consultation process for developing the strategy is 
shown below. 

More information about the public exhibition and the 
targeted and public engagement referred to in the 
diagram below is provided in Section 2 of this report.

Figure 3 NSW Groundwater Strategy is part of a suite of water-related related strategies
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2. About this report
This report captures what was raised during the public exhibition period. It includes input and 
analysis from fillable forms, respondents’ submissions, and informal feedback and insights 
from engagement sessions and briefings.

All written and verbal feedback have been considered and are captured in this report.

Feedback ranged from general commentary about groundwater-related issues to specific commentary about 
supported or unsupported actions and suggestions for consideration by the department as the strategy was finalised.

This report focuses on presenting the scope and type of issues and feedback raised rather than on providing a 
quantitative analysis of formal submissions. This approach ensures that all input has been faithfully captured and 
allows feedback to be presented in a way that reflects public commentary and sentiment.

The report is structured as follows:

Section 3: Targeted and public 
engagement
This section summarises the NSW Groundwater Strategy 
engagement process, participation during the public 
exhibition period and feedback from participants about 
challenges, priorities and actions.

Section 4: Feedback by priorities and 
actions
This section summarises the feedback provided about 
the priorities and actions proposed by the strategy. It 
has been collated from submissions, survey-style fillable 
forms and engagement session inputs. 

However, it should be noted that indications of support 
for specific priority areas or actions reflect the sentiment 
of those who explicitly referenced this in their feedback. 

It does not indicate general support from all who made a 
submission, completed a fillable form or provided input 
at engagement sessions.

Section 5: Feedback by theme
This section presents feedback according to common 
themes and topics of interest raised during the public 
exhibition process. 

While some respondents addressed specific elements 
of the strategy, others provided general comments or 
suggestions for consideration. 

The diversity of this feedback is captured within these  
7 ‘theme’ areas.

Each theme discusses issues expressed by respondents 
and concludes with a brief response from the 
department.

Section 6: Department response to 
feedback
This section provides a response to feedback from the 
department. 

Section 7: Frequently asked questions
This section explores frequently asked questions about 
groundwater and the NSW Groundwater Strategy.
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3. Targeted and  
public engagement

Image courtesy of Destination NSW. 
Berton Vineyards, Yenda.
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3. Targeted and public 
engagement

The purpose of consulting with stakeholders and the community during development of the 
strategy was to share information, gather feedback and consult with the community and 
stakeholders about the actions and priority areas.

Engagement approach
We listened to the many community and stakeholder 
groups who have provided valuable feedback about 
groundwater during this consultation process, as well 
as related input provided during consultation about the 
NSW Water Strategy, 2 metropolitan water strategies 
and 12 regional water strategies. 

The richness of information and diversity of 
perspectives—together with improvements in data, 
research and a greater understanding of groundwater 
behaviour across the state—have informed the strategy 
and provided confidence that the strategy’s key 
elements are founded on evidence, community sentiment 
and local knowledge.

This consultation approach is captured below:

Figure 4 NSW Groundwater Strategy engagement process
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A draft of the strategy was placed on public exhibition from 5 July to 14 August 2022. 

An extensive state-wide engagement program involving the general public, key stakeholders and federal, state and 
local government supported this process.

Targeted engagement with Aboriginal communities and stakeholders has not been specifically undertaken as part of 
the strategy consultation.  However, significant consultation on these issues has occurred through the regional water 
strategies process, and further targeted engagement will continue during the preparation of the Aboriginal Water 
Strategy.

Date of event Type of event Participation

18 July 2022 Briefing Peak water industry and government 14

19 July 2022 Briefing Peak environmental 17

20 July 2022 Webinar Water engagement roundup 69

20 July 2022 Briefing Research and academia 26

25 July 2022 Briefing Federal and state government 16

25 July 2022 Webinar Public 32

25 July 2022 Presentation Minerals Council ~200

26 July 2022 Briefing Peak agriculture 16

27 July 2022 Webinar Local Water Utilities and Joint Organisations 13

28 July 2022 Webinar Public 82

5 August 2022 Briefing Peak mining 4

9 August 2022 Presentation International Association of Hydrogeologists NSW 40

Figures, 5, 6 and 7 provide an overview of engagement activities and participation throughout public exhibition.
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Figure 5 NSW Groundwater Strategy public exhibition: engagement at a glance 

Figure 6 NSW Groundwater Strategy public exhibition: targeted and public engagement activities
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Figure 7 NSW Groundwater Strategy public exhibition: overview of submissions by stakeholder type 

Engagement summary
Feedback indicated overall support for the strategy’s overriding purpose of providing a framework for sustainable 
groundwater management. 

Feedback on ‘challenges, priorities and actions’ and  the ‘key themes’ identified during consultation are summarised 
below and explored in detail in Section 3 and Section 4 of this report respectively.

Priority 1: Protect groundwater resources and the ecosystems that depend on them

There was strong agreement with this priority, in particular with actions aimed at reviewing and clarifying 
groundwater policy and management and improving our understanding of groundwater quality, risks and 
interactions.

4 key challenges affecting groundwater resources and the ecosystems that depend on them were identified in 
the strategy. When asked to rank these challenges in order of importance, those who specifically answered this 
question ranked them as follows:
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Priority 2: Build community and industry resilience through sustainable groundwater use

There was moderate agreement with this priority and disagreement with actions aimed at using groundwater to 
support economic growth and for increasing groundwater use in targeted areas.

3 key challenges to building community and industry resilience were identified in the strategy. When asked to rank 
these challenges in order of importance, those who specifically answered this question ranked them as follows:

Priority 3: Improve groundwater management decisions with better information

There was very strong agreement with this priority, with most people strongly agreeing or agreeing with the 
proposed actions, and particular agreement with actions aimed at improving our understanding of groundwater 
resources.

3 key challenges to improving groundwater management decisions with better information were identified in 
the strategy. When asked to rank these challenges in order of importance, those who specifically answered this 
question ranked them as follows:
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Summary of feedback by theme

Key themes raised

Theme 1: 
Sustainable 
management of 
groundwater

• There was strong support for developing a resilient, sustainable groundwater 
management framework that can adapt to climate change. 

• Building a better understanding of the interactions between surface water and 
groundwater was viewed as an important step towards achieving sustainability, with 
a recognition that this will be challenging to achieve.

• There was support for actions aimed at assessing and mitigating the impacts of 
large developments and extractive industries on groundwater.

• Some concerns were expressed about proposed actions involving changes to 
groundwater extraction limits and the impact this may have on water licence holders.

Theme 2:
Groundwater 
management 
plans and 
processes

• There was support for aligning the strategy with groundwater-related plans and 
processes.

• Improving and clarifying groundwater governance processes was supported.
• There were concerns about whether changes would impact existing groundwater 

entitlements.

Theme 3:
Environment and 
ecosystems

• There was strong support for mapping the location and condition of groundwater-
dependent ecosystems and for improving our understanding, protection and 
management of these ecosystems. 

• There was support for actions that prioritise environmental protection.
• There was concern about limited data available to assess the integrity of aquifers 

and that mining activities have negatively impacted aquifers. 

Theme 4:
Community 
and industry 
resilience

• There was support for improving town water security by improving urban water 
planning and investigating innovative solutions and water efficiency measures to 
reduce the demand for groundwater. 

• There were mixed views about using managed aquifer recharge as a way of reducing 
reliance on groundwater, with some qualified support provided further investigation 
and consultation conducted into potential impacts.

• There was a notable lack of support for relying on groundwater to support economic 
development outcomes, with fears that this could place unacceptable demands 
on groundwater and discourage innovative approaches and solutions to managing 
groundwater.

Theme 5:
Aboriginal rights 
use and access

• There was support for actions that address Aboriginal dispossession from water and 
improve Aboriginal water rights and access to water. 

• There was concern that the strategy’s implementation approach does not 
sufficiently prioritise Aboriginal people’s needs.

• Involving Aboriginal people and knowledge in decision making and groundwater 
management was considered important, as was prioritising mapping and statutory 
protection of cultural sites.

Theme 6:
Information and 
data

• There was general support for improving the accuracy of groundwater modelling 
and monitoring and for up-to-date and reliable data, modelling and evidence to be 
used in the strategy. 

• Maximising the use of existing information and tools, and improving groundwater 
tools and information on the department’s website, were supported.

• There was concern that groundwater management processes aren’t clearly 
understood and that resources are focused on research rather than improving 
groundwater management practices. 

Theme 7:
Engagement 
approach and 
implementation

• The ambition and breadth of the strategy were recognised by respondents, who 
also supported its alignment with other relevant policies, strategies, plans and 
regulations, e.g. regional water strategies.

• Providing the appropriate resources to implement the strategy within the specified 
timeframe was also viewed as important, as was continued engagement with 
community and stakeholders about implementation and monitoring of the strategy.
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4. Feedback by priorities 
and actions

Image courtesy of Destination NSW. 
Washpool National Park, Washpool.
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4. Feedback by priorities 
and actions

This section provides a detailed overview of the feedback provided about priority areas and 
proposed actions by those who made submissions, completed a fillable form and/or attended 
engagement sessions.

Priority 1: Protect groundwater resources and the ecosystems that depend on them
There was strong agreement with this priority, and in particular for actions aimed at reviewing and clarifying 
groundwater policy and management and for improving our understanding of groundwater quality, risks and 
interactions.

Feedback by action is detailed below.

Feedback by action

1.1: Refresh and expand our approach to sustainable groundwater management 

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
agreed or strongly agreed with it. Comments focused on:
• Ensuring that the water management framework is proactive and regularly 

and independently reviewed.
• Explicitly recognising the NSW Groundwater Protection Policy.
• Avoiding the use of ambiguous or potentially misleading language that 

implies that the current management process is not sustainable. 
• Enabling groundwater management to adapt to climate change challenges.
• Clearly defining sustainable groundwater management and how this action 

will be implemented and measured.
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Feedback by action

1.2: Better integrate groundwater management with other land and water management processes

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
agreed or strongly agreed with it. Comments focused on:
• Minimising the impact of agriculture on groundwater sources.
• Providing education and training to help local councils to consider potential 

impacts on surface and groundwater systems in their decision making.
• Need for a better understanding of the connection between surface water 

and groundwater processes.
• Using conjunctive management of water supplies to ensure increased 

recharge during wet periods is used to offset higher usage in dry periods.
• Minimising the risk of pollution, over-extraction and changes to water flow 

from large projects.
• Providing further information about how this action will be implemented

1.2.1: Manage groundwater and surface water together

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it 
is important or very important to manage groundwater and surface water 
together. Comments focused on:
• Taking a holistic approach to managing surface water and groundwater 

to better understand and protect the movement of planned environmental 
water.

• Ensuring base flows and recharge can support vulnerable ecosystems during 
dry periods.

• Understanding and modelling the interaction of surface water and 
groundwater systems.

• Assessing the impact of floodplain harvesting on aquifer recharge.

1.2.2: Integrate groundwater considerations into land use planning decisions

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to integrate groundwater considerations into land 
use planning decisions. Comments focused on:
• Assisting local councils to consider groundwater and groundwater 

dependent ecosystems (GDEs) when making decisions on land use and 
planning and expanding this action to also include education for industry.

• Using the experiences of other groundwater-dependent jurisdictions to 
inform the integration of groundwater and land use planning frameworks.

• Assessing and mitigating contamination caused by different land uses, such 
as mining.

• Protecting groundwater recharge areas from development.
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Feedback by action

1.2.3: Improve management of large developments impacting groundwater

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to improve the management of large developments 
impacting groundwater. Comments focused on:
• Reviewing and strengthening the Aquifer Interference Policy.
• Recognising different types of groundwater sources in the Aquifer 

Interference Policy and how these interact with surface water.
• Including agricultural and non-mining activities in the Aquifer Interference 

Policy and removing any potential loopholes that exempt mining and 
fracking.

• Better assessing and mitigating the cumulative impacts that mining and 
other major projects have on base flows, contamination and aquifer integrity.

• Managing the potential risks and challenges associated with transitioning to 
renewable and hydrogen energy sources.

• Developing clear, enforceable assessment triggers for developments within 
aquifer catchments.

1.2.4: Strengthen cross-border groundwater management

Many submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that 
it is important or very important to strengthen cross-border groundwater 
management. Comments focused on:
• Recognising that aquifers often span multiple jurisdictions and require cross-

border management strategies.
• Ensuring that inter-jurisdictional groundwater governance is simple, clear 

and efficient.
• Strengthening management of the GAB and limiting further water sales in 

the region until further studies can be completed to understand the impact.
• Developing better models to understand the movement of groundwater 

across jurisdictions.
• Aligning this action with actions in the National Groundwater Strategic 

Framework 2016-2026.

1.3: Improve management and protection of groundwater-dependent ecosystems and baseflows to streams

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
agreed or strongly agreed with improved management and protection of 
groundwater-dependent ecosystems. Comments focused on:
• Protection of vulnerable and fragile GDEs, with a suggestion that water 

sharing plans include rules to identify and protect GDEs.
• Identifying groundwater resources most at risk.
• Recognising distinct regional ecologies, such as coastal upland swamps, 

within coastal areas.
• Developing science-based metrics for decision-making about GDEs.
• Better understanding the current condition of aquifers, GDEs and flow 

connectivity, and the extent to which GDEs rely on surface water sources.
• Ensuring that extraction limits are ecologically sustainable.
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Feedback by action

1.3.1: Review and update our approach to protecting groundwater-dependent ecosystems

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to review and update approaches to protecting 
groundwater-dependent ecosystems. Comments focused on:
• Improving the use of extraction restriction triggers to protect GDEs.
• Expanding the High Ecological Values Aquatic Ecosystems (HEVAE) National 

Framework to include GDEs.
• Including a commitment to protecting and maintaining the health of GDEs.
• Better understanding of the current condition of GDEs and minimising the 

risk of further harm.
• Identifying threats to GDEs.
• Providing further information on methodologies used to identify GDEs.

1.3.2: Deliver a program to improve our understanding of groundwater-dependent ecosystems

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that 
it is important or very important to deliver a program aimed at improving 
understanding of groundwater-dependent ecosystems. Comments focused on:
• Recognising the importance of better mapping and understanding GDEs to 

ensure they are protected. 
• Recognising and expanding on the existing knowledge about assessing 

GDEs.
• Need for a better understanding of how GDEs respond to changing 

groundwater levels and quality.

1.4: Review and update approaches to sustainable groundwater extraction

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that 
they agreed or strongly agreed with a review and update to approaches to 
sustainable groundwater extraction. Comments focused on:
• Reducing extraction limits in areas where access rights/entitlements are 

above or close to the groundwater source extraction limit.
• Ensuring long term annual average extraction limits are based on current 

science.
• Removing carryover allowances in water sharing plans.
• Need for a better understanding of the condition of at-risk aquifers before 

setting extraction limits.
• Clarifying that groundwater extraction practices are currently compliant and 

recognising that management strategies already enforce extraction limits. 
• Recognising incidental groundwater extraction within the strategy.
• Conducting further engagement to understand proposed changes to 

available water determinations.
• Providing further evidence to support the need for updating extraction limits.
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Feedback by action

1.4.1: Review groundwater source extraction limits using new knowledge

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it 
is important or very important to use new knowledge to review groundwater 
source extraction limits. Comments focused on:
• Reducing extraction limits in areas where access rights are above or close to 

the groundwater source extraction limit.
• Exploring the use of resource condition limits and water level triggers to 

protect GDEs.
• Updating water sharing plans to help protect at-risk groundwater sources 

from over-extraction.
• Improving the accuracy of groundwater metering, estimates of consumption, 

recharge, baseflow and evapotranspiration.

1.4.2: Better manage impacts of extraction at a local level

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to better manage the impacts of extraction at a 
local level. Comments focused on:
• Better implementation of water level drawdown level triggers to protect 

GDEs and groundwater users.
• Ensuring that there is a rigorous assessment and approval process in place 

for the construction of new bores.
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Feedback by action

1.4.3: Improve clarity around the management of groundwater sources with 
low long-term entitlement share value

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to improve the clarity around the management of 
groundwater sources with low long-term entitlement share value. Comments 
focused on:
• Need for a better understanding of the risk that extraction will exceed limits.

1.5: Protect groundwater quality within natural limits

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
agreed or strongly agreed with protecting groundwater quality within natural 
limits. Comments focused on:
• Need for a better understanding of the condition of at-risk aquifers and 

clearly defining natural limits.
• Identifying risk of groundwater contamination, including surface spills, 

seawater intrusion and flows between aquifers.
• Assessing and mitigating the impacts of mining operations on groundwater 

sources.
• Developing a remediation program for decommissioned mines and coal seam 

gas wells and limiting further investment in these projects.
• Improving groundwater monitoring assets and practices.
• Ensuring that EPA environmental pollution licenses are effective in 

protecting groundwater quality.
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Feedback by action

1.5.1: Review and update our approach to managing groundwater quality

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to review and update approaches to managing 
groundwater quality. Comments focused on:
• Clearly identify issues with the existing groundwater management approach 

and how these issues will be addressed.
• Clarifying how governance and groundwater management responsibilities 

will be impacted.

1.5.2: Deliver a program to better understand groundwater quality and risks

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that 
it is important or very important to deliver a program to better understand 
groundwater quality and risks. Comments focused on:
• Assessing the current condition of aquifers, identifying contaminated aquifer 

systems, and preventing further use until remediation can be completed.
• Need for a better understanding of the long-term impacts of groundwater 

extraction on aquifer integrity and GDEs.
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Priority 2: Build community and industry resilience through sustainable 
groundwater use
There was moderate agreement with this priority, with disagreement about actions aimed at using groundwater to 
support economic growth or increasing use in targeted areas. 

Feedback by action is detailed in the table below.

Feedback by action

2.1: Support towns and cities using groundwater to improve their urban water planning

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
agreed or strongly agreed with supporting towns and cities to improve their 
urban water planning. Comments focused on:
• Improving resilience of towns by reducing dependence on groundwater, 

increasing efficiency and exploring water recycling options.
• Ensuring that urban water planning is sustainable.
• Recognising that groundwater resources will become more important as 

water availability is impacted by climate change.
• Ensuring that critical town water supply needs are prioritised. It was 

suggested that this could be achieved by requiring local councils and local 
water utilities to apply for a Groundwater Access Precinct for Town Water 
Supply (GAP TWS). 

• Better understanding and managing groundwater for communities that are 
entirely reliant on it.

• Clearly identifying locations where the greatest increase in groundwater use 
is likely to occur.

• Exploring alternative water sources and storage options, such as desalination 
and managed aquifer recharge (MAR).

• Recognising the importance of water security to support growing regional 
centres.

2.2: Support economic growth using groundwater 

Many submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
disagreed or strongly disagreed with it.
Comments focused on:
• Ensuring that economic growth is sustainable and is not prioritised over 

protecting the environment. 
• Limiting the development of new, groundwater-reliant industries such as coal 

and gas.
• Reducing the dependence of industry on groundwater and exploring water 

recycling options.
• Recognising the importance of groundwater resources to regional economic 

productivity.
• Preventing unlicensed groundwater extraction and enforcing compliance.
• Reviewing floodplain harvesting entitlements and their impact on 

groundwater recharge processes.
• Including the long-term economic impacts of aquifer failure in future cost-

benefit analyses.
• Providing further information about how the strategy will impact the mining 

industry.
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Feedback by action

2.2.1: Provide better information on groundwater opportunities and constraints to communities and industry

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it 
is important or very important to provide better information on groundwater 
opportunities and constraints. Comments focused on:
• Limiting industries that are reliant on groundwater.
• Providing further information on the guidance that will be provided to mining 

and other state significant developments.
• Providing greater clarity for industry about the use of groundwater, 

particularly in areas where there is community concern.

2.2.2: Enable the increase of sustainable groundwater use in targeted areas

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action were divided on 
the importance of enabling the increase of sustainable groundwater use in 
targeted areas. Comments focused on:
• Enabling increased water access in areas where there is low use of 

entitlements.
• Improving accuracy and transparency of the water register and licenses.
• Reviewing controlled allocation orders to remove constraints on the use of 

unallocated water.
• Preventing new groundwater licenses under controlled allocation orders 

from being issued while sustainable limits are being determined.
• Clarifying the policy for accessing buried groundwater sources.   
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Feedback by action

2.2.3: Foster innovative groundwater solutions, including managed aquifer recharge (MAR), to support 
communities and industries

Those who provided feedback about this action were divided on the 
importance of fostering innovative groundwater solutions to support 
communities and industry. Comments focused on:
• Developing innovative technologies to support more efficient groundwater 

use.
• Investigating and evaluating emerging technologies such as desalination and 

MAR.
• Better understanding of regional factors for MAR, including viability, cost, 

quality of water injected into aquifers, and how easily water can be retrieved 
from aquifers.

• Need for a better understanding of the full range of potential impacts 
associated with MAR. 

• Improving community understanding of MAR.
• Recognising that an extended timeframe is required for natural aquifer 

recharge.
• Ensuring that legislation can adapt to and encourage innovative approaches 

to groundwater management.

2.3: Support Aboriginal rights, values and uses of groundwater

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
agreed or strongly agreed with supporting Aboriginal rights, values and uses 
of groundwater. Comments focused on:
• Directly engaging with Aboriginal communities to ensure values are reflected 

in the strategy.
• Including Aboriginal people in groundwater decision-making and 

management.
• Enabling cultural and economic use of groundwater by Aboriginal people.
• Increasing water entitlements for Aboriginal people.
• Clearly identifying and protecting significant cultural sites. 
• Recognising the close relationship between groundwater systems and the 

land.
• Ensuring Aboriginal actions are prioritised when implementing the strategy.
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Feedback by action

2.3.1: Increase access to groundwater for Aboriginal people

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to increase access to groundwater for Aboriginal 
people. Comments focused on:
• Increasing Aboriginal water ownership. 
• Exceeding water recovery targets set by Closing the Gap.
• Investing in Aboriginal science to support the implementation of priority 

actions.
• Removing groundwater entitlement and use fees for Aboriginal people.

2.3.2: Protect groundwater-dependent places of significance to Aboriginal communities

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it 
is important or very important to protect groundwater-dependent places of 
significance to Aboriginal communities. Comments focused on:
• Identifying and protecting cultural sites in water sharing plans.
• Ensuring the protection of significant cultural sites is prioritised when 

implementing the strategy. 
• Protecting the culturally significant Pilliga Forest, which is a recharge area 

for the Great Artesian Basin.

2.3.3: Better integrate Aboriginal knowledge into groundwater management

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it 
is important or very important to better integrate Aboriginal knowledge into 
groundwater management. Comments focused on:
• Building a strong knowledge base for Aboriginal groundwater systems.
• Need for a better understanding of the cultural value of GDEs.
• Improving participation of Aboriginal people in groundwater management.
• Recognising Aboriginal science within water legislation.
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Priority 3: Improve groundwater management decisions with better information
There was very strong agreement with this priority, with most people strongly agreeing or agreeing with the 
proposed actions, and in particular those actions aimed at improving our understanding of groundwater resources.  

Feedback by action is detailed in the table below.

Feedback by action

3.1: Develop a groundwater knowledge plan to improve how we use groundwater information to make decisions

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
agreed or strongly agreed with developing a groundwater knowledge plan. 
Comments focused on:
• Prioritising mapping of GDEs and culturally significant sites, including 

information about aquifer condition, connectivity and recharge. 
• Providing guidance to local councils about incorporating groundwater into 

decision-making about land use. 
• Modelling by local water utilities under strategic planning to be shared with 

other users.

3.2: Better share and integrate groundwater information

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that they 
agreed or strongly agreed with better sharing and integration of groundwater 
information. Comments focused on:
• Independently reviewing groundwater data collected from State Significant 

Development and major infrastructure projects.
• Raise awareness that there is a water register to enable public access to 

information about entitlements.
• Suggestion for the department to monitor aquifers shared between local 

water utilities and other groundwater users, and for the data to be available 
to all users. 

• Suggestion for the department to facilitate knowledge sharing, particularly 
information from water utilities about groundwater systems.
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Feedback by action

3.2.1: Expand the range of knowledge and insights products, including information systems, platforms and 
interfaces for storing, managing, accessing and interrogating groundwater data

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to expand the range of knowledge and insights 
products. Comments focused on:
• Increasing opportunities to share data, models and information.
• Importance of transparent and publicly-available groundwater data.

3.2.2: Improve and diversify how we communicate information on groundwater resources and their management

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to expand the range of knowledge and insights 
products. 
• No further comments noted. 
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Feedback by action

3.2.3: Support strategic planning and decision-making by local councils and groundwater users with improved 
access to information on groundwater and its management

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to support strategic planning and decision-making 
by local councils and groundwater users. Comments focused on:
• Need for one ‘source of truth’ for groundwater modelling, data and 

information which can be shared with local water utilities for local and 
regional planning.

3.2.4: Develop a unified framework to consolidate and analyse groundwater data across all relevant agencies 
and groundwater users and impacting activities

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to develop a unified framework to consolidate and 
analyse groundwater data.
• No further comments noted.
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Feedback by action

3.2.5: Support data and database integration across agencies to address data gaps and improve customer 
service delivery 

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to support data and database integration across 
agencies.
• No further comments noted.

3.3: Improve our understanding of groundwater resources

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it 
is important or very important to improve our understanding of groundwater 
resources. Comments focused on:
• Investing in groundwater science, modelling and information to improve 

understanding of groundwater resources. 
• Considering groundwater user behaviour and embedding this information 

into groundwater management.

3.3.1: Expand our multi-disciplinary understanding of groundwater

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it 
is important or very important to expand multi-displinary understanding of 
groundwater. Comments focused on:
• Importance of assessing aquifer structural integrity. 
• Suggestion for the strategy to reference opportunities for data-driven or 

machine learning modelling to improve science for decision making. 
• Expanding our understanding of groundwater to include the cultural value 

Aboriginal people place on water and groundwater, as well as the wider 
contribution groundwater makes to recreation, sport and tourism activities.

• Ensuring economic outcomes are not the key focus of groundwater research.
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Feedback by action

3.3.2: Improve our groundwater models where required

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to improve groundwater models where required. 
Comments focused on:
• Modelling to identify planned environmental water.
• Modelling to characterise uncertainty in groundwater models and water 

planning instruments to adequately understand management risks. 
• Modelling to quantify and manage cumulative impacts to groundwater and 

dependent assets.

3.3.3: Increase our capacity and capability to apply leading groundwater science

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it 
is important or very important to increase capacity and capability to apply 
leading groundwater science. Comments focused on:
• Investing in training to increase capability and capacity. 
• Research to be conducted independently and not by bodies with a vested 

interest.

3.4: Expand our groundwater data collection

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that 
they agreed or strongly agreed with expanding groundwater data collection. 
Comments focused on:
• Expanding the groundwater monitoring network, particularly in areas where 

groundwater sources are impacted by urban growth. 
• Renewing and upgrading monitoring of groundwater levels and quality. 
• Improving access to relevant and accurate groundwater information and 

data. 
• Conducting consistent and effective monitoring to mitigate risks to 

groundwater sources.  
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Feedback by action

3.4.1: Improve our groundwater monitoring infrastructure

Most submitters who provided feedback about this action indicated that it is 
important or very important to improve groundwater monitoring infrastructure. 
Comments focused on:
• Using appropriate solutions to retrofit additional equipment to existing 

monitoring infrastructure. 
• Expense and work required to maintain, update and redesign monitoring 

systems to better capture information for decision making, management and 
regulation. 

• Suggestion for design and implementation of monitoring infrastructure to 
consider the location of extraction and potential impacts to GDEs, town water 
supplies and water quality.

3.4.2: Improve our groundwater monitoring programs

Most submitters who provided feedback about this sub-action indicated that 
it is important or very important to improve groundwater monitoring programs. 
Comments focused on:
• Including greater detail about groundwater monitoring requirements in 

licences.  
• Metering all groundwater take. 
• Reinvesting profits gained from groundwater extraction into monitoring 

programs. 
• Increasing understanding of regional groundwater trends by developing a 

long-term plan for groundwater data collection.
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5. Feedback 
by theme

Image courtesy of Destination NSW. 
Men canoeing in Bellbrook, Macleay Valley Coast.
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5. Feedback by theme
This section provides an overview of the key themes raised during public and targeted 
consultation.

Feedback from written submissions, fillable forms and engagement sessions indicated 
widespread support for understanding and managing groundwater in a consistent and 
sustainable way for the long-term benefit of the environment, community and industry.

Frequently mentioned topics, issues raised and general comments in relation to each theme 
are detailed in this section.
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Theme 1: Sustainable management of groundwater

Feedback summary

 • There was strong support for developing a resilient, sustainable groundwater management framework that 
can adapt to climate change. 

 • Building a better understanding of the interactions between surface water and groundwater was generally 
viewed as an important step towards achieving sustainability, with a recognition that this will be challenging 
to achieve.

 • Stakeholders support actions aimed at assessing and mitigating the impacts of large developments and 
extractive industries on groundwater.

 • Some concerns about proposed actions involving changes to groundwater extraction limits and the impact 
this may have on water licence holders.

Sustainable groundwater management

 • This issue generated significant commentary, with 
support for measures aimed at ensuring appropriate 
extraction limits and management.

 • There was also support for actions aimed at 
improving our understanding of groundwater and for 
implementing science-based, sustainable extraction 
limits. 

 • There was support for ensuring that decisions about 
extraction and allocation were informed by accurate 
data and information and for considering the social 
and environmental impacts of any changes.

 • Improving the way groundwater extraction is 
managed and monitored at a local level was 
strongly supported with suggestions to consider the 
cumulative impacts of using bores on private land and 
reducing extraction limits and triggers to improve the 
sustainability of groundwater extraction.

 • Some people questioned whether there was sufficient 
evidence that groundwater extraction limits needed 
to be reviewed and felt that changes or restrictions 
would create uncertainty and impact the well-being 
of users.

 • Some people suggested that extraction against 
extraction limits were not adequately monitored, did 
not reflect changing expectations for the protection 
of water sources, and needed more stringent 
monitoring to safeguard against ‘water theft’.

 • General comments ranged from a request for local 
impacts to be carefully considered if extraction 
limits were reviewed, observations that stock and 
domestic use require lower extraction volumes than 
irrigation, and concerns that any changes do not have 
adverse environmental impacts (e.g. on groundwater-
dependent ecosystems).

 • The importance of ensuring that any changes 
in approach to groundwater management were 
accompanied by appropriate stakeholder engagement 
was emphasised.

 • While many agreed with reviewing and updating 
groundwater extraction approaches, there were 
concerns from some that over-allocation and non-
compliance has been exaggerated.

 • It was noted that many towns rely on recharge for 
water and there were concerns that base flows may 
reduce if recharge is not protected.
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Groundwater, land and water management 

 • There was support for measures in the strategy aimed 
at better understanding surface and groundwater 
connectivity, together with acknowledgement that 
effective management could be difficult due to the 
complex relationship between them.

 • Using science and evidence-based approaches to 
improve groundwater management and address 
climate change impacts was supported.

 • Taking an integrated approach to surface and 
groundwater management, particularly when 
planning for dry periods was also supported.

 • Measures such as increasing recharge during wet 
periods to offset higher use in dry periods, and using 
in-stream structures and vegetation to slow water 
flows, were supported.

 • There was general agreement that groundwater 
management approaches must adapt to meet the 
challenges of climate change and future industry and 
community demands. 

Land use planning 

 • There was general support for better integrating 
land and water management and understanding the 
impact of land use planning on groundwater sources.

 • Providing land use planning information and guidance 
on groundwater processes to planning authorities, 
decision-makers, landholders and users was 
recommended.

Groundwater quality

 • There was support for updating the groundwater 
quality management policy framework to address 
emerging challenges, such as climate change.

 • There was a view by some that the groundwater 
quality management policy framework is adaptive 
enough, amid concerns that further changes could 
result in uncertainty about water allocations for 
licence holders.

 • There was support for maintaining the integrity 
of aquifer systems and assessing the condition of 
compromised alluvial aquifers.

 • There was concern that the strategy does not 
sufficiently acknowledge the extent to which alluvial 
aquifers are already compromised by climate change, 
extraction and drought.

 • It was suggested that the strategy should more 
strongly communicate the negative impacts 
of floodplain harvesting and urbanisation on 
groundwater recharge.

 • The issue of groundwater contamination from mining 
and other heavy industry practices was raised as a 
concern for many.

 • Understanding contamination risks, identifying 
and remediating vulnerable or polluted sources, 
improving testing for pesticides and heavy metals, 
and implementing stringent water-quality controls 
in areas where surface water and groundwater are 
connected were all recommended.

 • Finally, protecting groundwater for future 
generations, and acting now to build resilience ahead 
of future climate impacts, was supported. 

Great Artesian Basin 

 • There was support for aligning the strategy with 
government commitments under the Great Artesian 
Basin Strategic Management Plan 2019.

 • Considering measures such as protecting critical 
recharge areas, using independently-reviewed 
scientific approaches to understand groundwater, and 
investigating the use of other water sources to refill 
the Great Artesian Basin were suggested.

 • The importance of developing consistent groundwater 
models and approaches across jurisdictions was 
emphasised.

 • There was concern about the impacts of mining 
operations on groundwater sources within the Great 
Artesian Basin.

Large developments and industry

 • There was support for actions aimed at managing 
the impacts of major development and industry on 
groundwater security and quality.

 • Suggestions for managing these impacts included 
reviewing environment protection licences, improving 
the groundwater monitoring network, and addressing 
inadequacies in how cumulative and long-term 
impacts are monitored and assessed.

 • Concerns were raised about contaminants (e.g. PFAS, 
run-off from agricultural industries) and their impact 
on groundwater sources, with a suggestion that 
financial penalties should be more severe for larger 
businesses/transgressions.

 • Some people were concerned that industries such 
as agriculture and mining were overly reliant on 
groundwater and that the cumulative impacts of 
these industries on groundwater quality were not 
fully understood.

 • The importance of considering the opportunities and 
constraints of emerging and developing industries 
(e.g. hydrogen and carbon capture) on groundwater 
was also noted.
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Aquifer integrity and health

 • There was support for refreshing the Aquifer 
Interference Policy (AIP) and developing assessment 
triggers to identify where certain activities and 
developments may impact aquifers.

 • It was recognised that the AIP has been effective 
at building understanding and awareness of 
groundwater. More information about drawdown 
limits was also requested.

 • There was concern that there is limited data to assess 
the structural integrity of aquifers, with a suggestion 
to determine and effectively manage the condition 
and integrity of aquifers.

 • There was concern that mining activities have 
impacted local aquifers. It was suggested that the 
condition of aquifers is made public before industry 
agreements are made (particularly high impact 
industries, such as mining and infrastructure).

 • There was support for committing resources to 
accurately locate and record local aquifers. 

Image courtesy of Destination NSW. 
Barraba Silos, Barraba.
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Theme 2: Groundwater management plans and processes

Feedback summary

 • There was support for aligning the strategy with groundwater-related plans and processes.

 • Improving and/or clarifying groundwater governance processes was supported.

 • There were concerns about whether changes to management plans and processes could impact existing 
groundwater entitlements.

Water sharing plans

 • There was mixed feedback about water sharing plans, 
with calls for greater recognition of water users who 
access less water than they are entitled to, but also 
concern that carry-over allowances may encourage 
water users to exceed limits.

 • Generally there were concerns that water sharing 
plans are complex and inconsistent and limit 
opportunities for innovation in managing future water 
security risks.

 • There was a call for water sharing plans to 
differentiate between local water utilities and other 
water users as these operate very differently.

 • It was observed that the strategy could leverage the 
mapping and data collections that were undertaken 
during the review of water sharing plans.

Licencing and groundwater entitlements

 • There was support for reissuing licences from the 
Water Act 1912 and including them in the Water 
Management Act 2000.

 • Using a percentage of profits from groundwater 
extraction licences to fund monitoring programs was 
suggested.

 • There were concerns about inefficient and lengthy 
approvals processes for water access licences, 
the potential for reductions in ‘available water 
determinations’ to impact regional users, and changes 
to basic landholder rights that could impact the well-
being of water users.

 • It was felt that there should be clear rules governing 
the prioritisation of water use for critical needs during 
dry periods.

 • There were concerns that higher water prices might 
result in an increase in water theft and impact 
existing groundwater entitlements.
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Theme 3: Environment and ecosystems 

Feedback summary

 • There was strong support for mapping the location and condition of groundwater dependent ecosystems 
(GDEs) and widespread support for improving understanding, protection and management of GDEs. 

 • There was support for actions that prioritise environmental protection.

 • There was concern that there is limited data to assess the integrity of aquifers and that mining activities 
have negatively impacted local aquifers.

Understanding and protecting groundwater 
dependent ecosystems 

 • There was strong support for investing in mapping 
the location and condition of GDEs for inclusion in 
water sharing plans.

 • There was support for improving understanding, 
protection and management of GDEs to build 
resilience in groundwater systems and inform 
evidence-based adaptive change.

 • Understanding the extent to which GDEs depend 
on groundwater and surface water was supported, 
as was understanding how they are impacted by 
changes in groundwater level and quality.

 • It was noted that information for identifying, 
assessing and characterising GDEs is already 
available, and there is an opportunity to develop this 
information further.

 • Developing a prioritisation framework that identifies 
high-value ecosystems and manages increased 
threats through risk assessment processes and 
ongoing adaptive management was suggested. 

 • There was concern about the negative impacts of 
extraction and support for ensuring that the strategy 
addresses where and how extraction adversely 
affects GDEs.

Environmental health 

 • There was support for actions aimed at prioritising 
environmental protection. 

 • Priority 1 and its alignment with the Water 
Management Act 2000 was supported; however, there 
was concern about how Priority 1 actions would be 
implemented and monitored. 

 • There was concern about dying species and 
biodiversity, including ancient redgums, and that loss 
of groundwater has resulted in soils being unable to 
hold moisture, impacting crops and plants. 

 • It was suggested that actions that delay and/
or reverse environmental degradation should be 
prioritised. 

Department of Planning and Environment | NSW Groundwater Strategy 43



Theme 4: Community and industry resilience 

Feedback summary

 • There was support for improving town water security through improved urban water planning and 
investigating innovative solutions and water-efficiency measures to reduce groundwater extraction and 
demand for water. 

 • There were mixed views about using managed aquifer recharge as a way of reducing reliance on 
groundwater with some qualified support, provided further investigation and consultation is conducted into 
potential impacts.

 • There was a notable lack of support for relying on groundwater to support economic development 
outcomes, with fears this could place unacceptable demands on groundwater and discourage more 
innovative approaches and solutions.

Managed aquifer recharge

 • While there was general support for fostering 
innovative groundwater solutions, using MAR to 
contribute to this received mixed feedback.

 • There was support for using MAR to reduce the 
need for groundwater extraction provided this was 
used in conjunction with surface and groundwater 
management and informed by independent review, 
research and consultation with impacted users.

 • Before relying on MAR, it was suggested that there 
should be further investigation into issues such as the 
demand for water and the ability of licence holders to 
pay for it, the quality of water injected into aquifers, 
sustainability and feasibility of using MAR, and how 
to limit pollution and biological impacts.

 • There were concerns about insufficient evidence 
about the effectiveness of MAR, whether there were 
appropriate standards for treating the water used 
for recharge, and whether there was potential for 
contamination of aquifers if MAR is not managed well.

 • It was felt by some that MAR contradicts the objective 
of Priority 1: To protect groundwater-dependent 
resources and the ecosystems that depend on them.

 • There were fears that groundwater legislation and 
management practices created barriers to finding 
and instituting innovative groundwater management 
practices and technologies like MAR.

 • There was support for investigating opportunities for 
integrated water management to improve social and 
environmental resilience, investigating the benefits 
and risks associated with water re-injection, and 
developing a policy to facilitate groundwater banking 
and underground storage.

Town water security, planning and efficiency

 • While there was support for addressing town water 
security through improved urban planning and 
demand management, there were concerns about 
using groundwater to help meet demand.

 • There was a notable lack of support for using 
groundwater to support economic growth, with 
fears that this could place unacceptable demands 
on groundwater and discourage more innovative 
approaches and solutions.

 • There were mixed views about the extent to which 
groundwater could improve urban water planning 
outcomes for towns and cities, given the anticipated 
growth in demand for groundwater that this would 
entail and a view that groundwater was already under 
strain.

 • There was a general sense that outcomes for towns 
and cities could be improved by addressing urban 
planning and design issues, identifying different 
water sources and supply measures, aligning surface 
and groundwater management, and using education 
to reduce demand and support recycling for industry 
and urban areas.

 • There was support for investigating water-efficiency 
measures, encouraging improvements in efficient 
water use by extractive users, supporting local 
council schemes aimed at encouraging water-smart 
houses and gardens, and reviewing water planning 
(as in National Water Initiative 2004) and expanding 
recycled water schemes (as in Water Industry 
Competition Act 2006).

 • The difficulty small irrigators face when accessing 
water was noted by some, as was the contribution 
made by industries such as mining in regional areas 
to regional economies.
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Theme 5: Aboriginal rights, use and access  

Feedback summary

 • There was support for actions that address Aboriginal dispossession from water and improve Aboriginal 
water rights and access to water. 

 • There was concern that the timeline set out in the draft strategy did not sufficiently prioritise identifying and 
meeting Aboriginal people’s needs. 

 • Involving Aboriginal people and knowledge in decision making and groundwater management was 
considered important, as was prioritising mapping and statutory protection of cultural sites.

Aboriginal water access and rights 

 • There was support for actions that address Aboriginal 
dispossession from water, improve Aboriginal 
water rights and access to water, and promote self-
determination. 

 • There was support for engaging Aboriginal people 
in water planning and management and for co-
designing and developing projects that improve 
groundwater understanding and management. 

 • There was concern that the draft strategy does not go 
far enough in prioritising Aboriginal water interests 
and Aboriginal ownership of water.

 • It was noted that the planning horizons of the strategy 
should reflect and align with Aboriginal interests.

 • The importance of acknowledging and understanding 
how Aboriginal communities manage and relate to 
water was noted.

 • It was suggested that a water recovery target that 
reflects Aboriginal priorities be set. 

Access to and protection of cultural sites

 • There was support for increasing Aboriginal 
people’s access to groundwater and protecting the 
groundwater needs of culturally important assets.

 • There was concern that ongoing and expanding 
groundwater extraction could further damage 
culturally-significant sites.

 • It was suggested that the final strategy should 
articulate how access to, and protection of, cultural 
sites will be achieved, noting that mapping and 
statutory protection of cultural sites should be a 
priority of the strategy. 

Engagement with Aboriginal communities and 
stakeholders 

 • The importance of genuine engagement between 
government and Aboriginal communities and 
stakeholders was noted. 

 • Integrating Aboriginal knowledge into groundwater 
management was supported. 

 • It was suggested that the NSW Government invest in 
a program of Aboriginal-led research and knowledge. 
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Theme 6: Information and data 

Feedback summary

 • There was general support for improving the accuracy of groundwater modelling and monitoring and for up-
to-date and reliable data, modelling and evidence to be used in the strategy. 

 • Maximising the use of existing data and tools and improving groundwater related information on the 
department’s website were supported. 

 • There was concern that groundwater management processes are unclear, and that resources are focused 
on research, rather than on improving groundwater management practices.  

Accuracy of modelling, data and information 

 • There was general support for improving the 
accuracy of groundwater modelling networks and 
monitoring infrastructure. 

 • There was support for using independent, scientific 
evaluation to understand the impacts of climate 
change, and for using up-to-date groundwater data to 
provide a more accurate record of how groundwater 
usage changes according to climate conditions and 
surface water availability.

 • There were concerns about relying on a ‘dry climate 
change’ scenario as this was viewed as unlikely to 
occur and inconsistent with the approach of other 
states.

 • There was a view that the strategy currently supports 
a political rather than scientific agenda.

 • There was a suggestion to develop models at a local 
scale to achieve reliable results.

 • The importance of ensuring that data, modelling and 
information are reliable and trusted was emphasised, 
as inconsistencies and errors can erode confidence. 

 • There was concern about perceived inconsistencies 
within and between licences, databases, certificates 
of title and the water register, e.g. different 
entitlement figures provided for the Sydney Basin 
North Coast Groundwater Source.

Smart use of data and information 

 • There was support for better use of existing 
information and tools to understand groundwater, e.g. 
data collected from water users and environmental 
impact statements.

 • There was a concern that there is an over-reliance on 
2019-20 data in the strategy, at the expense of more 
recent data. 

Information sharing and collaboration 

 • There was support for building community awareness 
and knowledge of groundwater resources and 
information, with recommendations for government 
initiatives and funding to support groundwater 
understanding and exploration. 

 • There was support for regular and timely access 
to reliable data and information, such as real-time 
water monitoring data, and concern that current 
groundwater management processes are confusing, 
and limit people’s ability to make informed and 
confident decisions. 

Bore metering and monitoring 

 • There was concern that bores are infrequently 
checked and that outdated monitoring has resulted in 
incorrect data and allocations. 

 • There was a suggestion to review the location of 
telemetered bores to ensure coverage in areas of 
higher groundwater use. 

Research and information 

 • There was support for further research to understand 
the cumulative impacts of industries such as mining 
on groundwater.

 • There was concern about research projects that 
specifically focus on using groundwater for economic 
development or growth outcomes. 

 • Some people felt that resources would be better used 
on improving groundwater management practices, 
rather than research.

 • It was noted that research should be independent, 
and the strategy must be based on scientific evidence 
and research, not public opinion. 

 • It was suggested that greater research and more 
detailed hydrogeological mapping are needed to 
understand aquifer depth and magnitude, recharge 
rates and geological barriers.
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Theme 7: Engagement approach and implementation

Feedback summary

 • The ambition and breadth of the strategy were recognised by respondents, who also wanted to see 
alignment with other relevant policies, strategies, plans and regulations, e.g. regional water strategies.

 • Providing the appropriate resources to implement the strategy within the specified timeframe was 
also viewed as important, as was continued engagement with community and stakeholders about 
implementation and monitoring of the strategy.

Engaging appropriately 

 • Some people felt that additional face-to-face 
engagement should be conducted with regional 
communities and industry to refine actions and their 
implementation. 

 • While some people were satisfied that feedback 
from previous engagement was reflected in the draft 
strategy, others felt it did not address all issues 
raised.

 • Some people felt that engagement activities and 
approaches did not always meet the needs of 
stakeholders, e.g. relying on online information rather 
than distributing hard copies of key documents.

Strategy alignment 

 • There was support for aligning the strategy with inter-
jurisdictional policies and initiatives, the Aboriginal 
Water Strategy and Greater Sydney Water Strategy. 

 • Finalising the strategy prior to the regional water 
strategies was also supported.

 • It was suggested that regional groundwater plans be 
developed to accompany the strategy. 

 • There was a perception that the strategy does not 
consider the Murray-Darling Basin Plan and how it 
would be impacted by the strategy.

Implementing the strategy 

 • There was support for establishing a regular 
timeframe for review of the strategy. 

 • The proposed ‘horizon’ action implementation 
approach proposed by the strategy was also 
supported.

 • There were mixed views about the 20-year strategy 
timeframe, with some feeling a longer timeline 
may be required to properly address opportunities 
and threats, and others recommending a shorter 
timeframe due to the speed at which climate change 
is already impacting the environment.

 • Ensuring the strategy is adequately resourced and 
implemented within the proposed timeframe was 
considered important, as was clarifying who will be 
accountable for delivering the strategy. 

 • There was some concern that the strategy adds 
another layer of complexity to an already complex 
system.

 • It was suggested that there should be better 
governance between the department, local 
government and local water utilities to support 
implementation of the strategy. 

Department of Planning and Environment | NSW Groundwater Strategy 47



6. Response to 
feedback

Image courtesy of Destination NSW. 
Township, Narrandera.
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6. Response to feedback 
We thank the community for their feedback, which has been used to guide the finalisation 
of the strategy, to improve outcomes for groundwater management in NSW over the next 
20 years.

We considered all feedback provided. The 7 themes raised through stakeholder feedback 
broadly align with the 3 strategic priorities of the NSW Groundwater Strategy (strategy). 

Priority 1: Protect groundwater resources and the ecosystems that depend on them 

Sustainable groundwater management

In summary, feedback about this theme included: 

 • support for developing a resilient, sustainable 
groundwater management framework that can 
adapt to climate change 

 • support for building a better understanding 
between surface water and groundwater 

 • both concern and support regarding changes to 
groundwater extraction limits and the impacts 
this may have on water licence holders

 • support for actions aimed at mitigating the 
impact of large developments.

Groundwater management in NSW has evolved from 
unrestricted use of the resource to the introduction of 
sustainable extraction limits and a focus on ecosystem 
protection. 

We need to take further steps in this direction to ensure 
that our management framework can adapt to future 
challenges. There are more questions to be answered 
on what constitutes sustainable groundwater use. The 
strategy will help to progress the search for answers 
to these questions while acknowledging the need for a 
coordinated and planned approach to manage this issue.

Any changes to groundwater 
access will continue to be made 
in the context of an adaptive and 
consultative approach to water 
management, especially through 
the review and remake of water 
sharing plans.

Through the strategy, we aim to manage the risk of 
over-extraction and reduce the pressure on groundwater 
resources by exploring ways to increase resilience and 
sustainability into our policy framework. This will be 
achieved through Action 1.1. Refresh, consolidate and 
expand our groundwater policy framework and, more 
specifically, Action 1.3. Review and update approaches to 
sustainable groundwater extraction. 

More detail about these actions will be provided in the 
strategy’s implementation plan.
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Groundwater management plans and 
processes

In summary, feedback about this theme included 
support for aligning the strategy with groundwater-
related plans and processes, calls for clarity around 
groundwater governance processes, and concern about 
whether changes would impact existing groundwater 
entitlements.

The groundwater management framework is 
implemented collaboratively by local, state and federal 
governments and the people, communities and industries 
that rely on groundwater. The NSW Government, through 
the NSW Department of Planning and Environment (the 
department), has primary responsibility for managing the 
state’s water resources, including groundwater. 

The NSW Water Strategy addresses key challenges 
and opportunities for water management and service 
delivery across the state, setting the direction for the 
NSW water sector over the long term. It prioritises the 
development and implementation of the groundwater 
strategy to improve groundwater management across 
NSW. 

The groundwater strategy aims to deal with the above 
concerns through Action 1.1: Refresh, consolidate and 
expand our groundwater policy framework, Action 1.2: 
Better integrate groundwater management with other 
land and water management processes and Action 
1.4: Review and update approaches to sustainable 
groundwater extraction. 

Environment and ecosystems

Stakeholder feedback about this theme ranged from 
strong support for mapping the location and condition 
of groundwater-dependent ecosystems (GDEs) and 
widespread support for improving the understanding, 
protection and management of GDEs, to concern that 
there is limited data to assess the integrity of aquifers 
and that mining activities have negatively impacted local 
aquifers. 

Community concern regarding aquifer integrity and 
health focused on concerns that there is limited data 
to assess the structural integrity of aquifers, with a 
suggestion to determine and effectively manage the 
condition and integrity of aquifers. 

The strategy takes a holistic approach to ecosystem and 
environmental health. We recognise that GDEs do not 
conform to water source maps and state borders, and 
that our understanding of the prevalence, extent and 
dependence of these systems on groundwater is very 
limited. 

The main concern that was expressed by the community 
centred on there being insufficient protection of GDEs 
and their associated environmental values through our 
current management framework. 

There was also concern about our lack of understanding 
of the contribution of groundwater to the environment 
and streams. The strategy addresses both of these 
concerns directly through Action 1.3: Improve 
management and protection of groundwater dependent 
ecosystems and baseflows to streams. One of the 
projects that will be undertaken through this action 
will be to better quantify the level of groundwater 
dependence of certain GDEs and to introduce 
management tools to protect them.

This action will work in conjunction with Action 3.3: 
Improve our understanding of groundwater resources, 
and Action 3.4: Expand and target our groundwater 
data collection. By further focusing and targeting our 
groundwater data collection, we will be able to collect 
more meaningful data and address knowledge gaps 
about our understanding of GDEs and their level of 
groundwater dependence.
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Priority 2: Build community and industry resilience through sustainable 
groundwater use 

Community and industry resilience

For many communities in NSW, being able to access 
groundwater increases the resilience of their water 
supply systems. Currently, close to 300,000 people 
in over 250 rural towns depend fully or partially on 
groundwater for their drinking water supply. 

Concern was expressed by members of the community 
about Action 2.2: Support economic growth using 
groundwater. These concerns focused on whether 
it is possible to encourage economic growth using 
groundwater whilst doing so sustainably. 

The majority of concerns about this action did not want 
to see economic growth promoted at the expense 
of sustainable management. There was support for 
improving town water security through improved urban 
water planning and investigating innovative solutions 
and water efficiency measures to reduce groundwater 
extraction and demand for water.

To address this, Action 2.2 has been reframed as: 
Support resilient groundwater-dependent industries in 
NSW. 

This refocuses the action on developing the success 
and economic and social viability of groundwater-reliant 
industries, while operating within the clear sustainability 
criteria established by Priority 1.

All water extraction and use 
must be managed within a larger 
framework of sustainability 
as required under the Water 
Management Act 2000. While this 
includes demand management 
and water efficiency options, these 
are already addressed in the NSW 
Water Strategy. One focus of 
the groundwater strategy is how 
groundwater can support towns and 
industries within sustainable limits.   

There were mixed views about using managed aquifer 
recharge (MAR) as a way of reducing reliance on 
groundwater, with some qualified support and significant 
concern about relying on groundwater to support 
economic development outcomes. Concern about 
developing a MAR policy focused on the potential for 
contamination of aquifers if MAR is not managed well, 
and there was concern that the introduction of MAR 
projects could contradict Priority 1 of the strategy. 

We have addressed concerns about MAR by ensuring 
that its feasibility is an integral part of this action. 
Implementing MAR pilot schemes is predicated on 
whether this type of program will have the desired 
outcome and be economically, environmentally and 
socially beneficial.  

Aboriginal rights, use and access

Feedback about the strategy included support for 
actions that address Aboriginal dispossession from 
water and improve Aboriginal water rights and access 
to water, support for involving Aboriginal people and 
knowledge in decision-making and groundwater 
management, and support for prioritising mapping and 
statutory protection of cultural sites. 

There was concern about the approach and timeline of 
the strategy, with submissions calling for certain actions 
to be implemented much more promptly than was 
initially proposed. 

The NSW Government recognises First Nations people’s 
rights to water. Our aim is to secure a future where water 
is embedded within the water planning and management 
regime in NSW and delivers cultural, spiritual, social, 
environmental and economic benefits to communities. 

The NSW Government will partner with First Nations 
people to co-design a state-wide Aboriginal Water 
Strategy that will identify measures to deliver First 
Nations people’s water rights and interests in water 
management. The NSW Water Strategy also contains 
an action to develop a state-wide Aboriginal Water 
Strategy—which is being co-designed and will be 
delivered by the end of 2024.

The implementation of the groundwater strategy will 
align with and build on the NSW Water Strategy and the 
upcoming Aboriginal Water Strategy. Priority 2 of the 
NSW Water Strategy recognises First Nations/Aboriginal 
people’s rights and values and aims to increase access 
to and ownership of water for cultural and economic 
practices. We have ensured that Priority 2 actions in the 
groundwater strategy also align with this commitment.

In response to concerns about timelines, the 
implementation section of the strategy has been 
heavily revised. We have removed the approximate 
timeframes for implementation in the previous iteration 
of the strategy. We have also responded to specific 
feedback about when the community would like to see 
the implementation of certain actions, and the overall 
priority given to each. This will be reflected in the 
implementation plan.
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Priority 3: Improve groundwater information and knowledge 

Information and data 

Submissions and feedback indicated general support 
for improving the accuracy of groundwater modelling 
and monitoring, and for up-to-date and reliable 
data, modelling and evidence, as well as support for 
maximising the use of existing information and tools 
and improving the groundwater tools and information 
on the department’s website. There was notable concern 
that groundwater management processes aren’t clearly 
understood, and that resources are focused on research 
rather than improving groundwater management 
practices.

There was support for improving the accuracy of 
groundwater modelling and monitoring, for more up-to-
date and reliable data, modelling and evidence, and for 
improving access to and use of groundwater tools and 
information on the department’s website.

The NSW Government is committed to the principles 
of transparency, consistent with whole-of-government 
policies. The NSW Water Strategy supports this 
approach by taking an ‘open by default’ approach to 
information and data access. 

However, while we have made considerable advances 
in sharing water data, more can be done to integrate 
groundwater information into existing platforms, improve 
how we communicate groundwater information using 
new technology, and distribute information products as 
widely and openly as possible.

All actions within Priority 3 are aimed at addressing the 
above concerns and improving the way we collect, store 
and use groundwater information. 

Action 3.2: Better share and integrate groundwater 
information, specifically aims to improve the clarity and 
accessibility of groundwater information to the public. 

Similarly, Action 3.4: Expand and target our groundwater 
data collection, will help to improve the quality and 
frequency of our groundwater monitoring and address 
stakeholder concerns about out-of-date data. 

Action 1.1: Refresh, consolidate and expand our 
groundwater policy framework, aims to address key 
concerns and improve our groundwater management 
processes so there is a greater focus on achieving 
leading management practices and innovative research.

Engagement approach and implementation   

Some submissions voiced concern that engagement 
approaches did not always meet the needs of 
stakeholders, that previous feedback from water users 
had not been fully acknowledged in the strategy, 
and that some people had difficulty accessing key 
documents online. This feedback has been heard and 
internal process improvements made.

Feedback about the implementation of the strategy 
was generally positive; however, there were suggested 
areas of improvement. Specifically, the 20-year strategy 
timeline was questioned, with concerns that a longer 
timeline may be required to address opportunities and 
threats properly.

The 20-year outlook has been adopted for a reason. 
The timing of actions are designed to meet existing 
challenges, identify and prepare for foreseeable 
challenges, and lay the groundwork for adapting to 
future uncertainties and changed circumstances. 

During the implementation phase, we will conduct 
a formal review of the strategy every 5 years, or in 
response to significantly changing circumstances. This 
review cycle allows us to adapt to upcoming threats and 
opportunities as they arise.

Finally, we aim to address concerns through the detailed 
implementation plan, which will include a timeline 
and details of how each action and sub-action will be 
developed and introduced.
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7. Frequently asked 
questions
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7. Frequently asked questions
About groundwater 

What is groundwater?
Groundwater is found in underground spaces that fill 
with water, such as cracks and holes in sediment or rock. 
It is different from surface water, which collects on the 
surface of the ground, e.g., streams, rivers, and creeks.

Groundwater is generally contained in aquifers, which 
are underground formations with the capacity to store 
and yield groundwater. It is replenished by water from 
rainfall and surface water sources such as rivers, creeks 
and floods. This process is known as ‘recharge’.

Where is groundwater found?
Groundwater accumulates in open spaces in and 
between sediment or rock. Its occurrence is closely 
linked to the geology of the land. There are 3 main types 
of groundwater systems  in NSW:

 • Fractured rock, e.g. basement fold belts and basalts 
(mainly the Lachlan Fold Belt and New England Fold 
Belt).

 • Porous rock, e.g. sedimentary basins (mainly the 
Great Artesian Basin and Sydney Basin).

 • Unconsolidated, e.g. river deposits such as sand, 
gravel, silt and clay, as well as dune and beach sands 
(found mainly in the Gwydir, Namoi, Macquarie, 
Lachlan, Murrumbidgee and Murray catchments).

Why is groundwater important?
Groundwater is a vital but finite resource for NSW 
communities.

It supplies around 10% of the state’s drinking water, 
which can increase to 80% in times of drought. It 
supports almost every aspect of our lives, from water 
for drinking in homes to water for grazing, irrigation, 
agriculture and industry. 

More than 250 NSW regional towns rely on groundwater. 
This includes about 10 inland towns that rely on 
groundwater for daily water needs and more than 100 
other towns that partially depend on groundwater, 
particularly during drought. 

Groundwater plays an important role in maintaining the 
water in our rivers, streams, springs and wetlands and 
for trees and other vegetation. About 6.5 million hectares 
of native vegetation—or around 8% of the state’s land 
surface—depend on groundwater.

First Nations people and Aboriginal communities 
also have deep cultural and social connections to 
groundwater, which plays an important role in caring for 
Country.

Why does groundwater need protecting?
Groundwater in NSW is becoming increasingly 
vulnerable to climate change and water from rivers is 
becoming scarcer. As surface water decreases, users are 
increasingly turning to groundwater for future supplies. 
We need to ensure that groundwater and surface water 
are managed together as, in many instances, they are 
connected and part of the same water cycle.

The NSW Groundwater Strategy—together with other 
state-wide, regional and metropolitan water-focused 
strategies—will ensure that groundwater is managed 
sustainably.

Where can I find more information about 
groundwater?
Groundwater is a complex topic. The following 
companion documents provide further detail and 
are a useful reference for those seeking in-depth or 
technical information about groundwater resources and 
management in NSW:

1. Guide to Groundwater Resources in NSW provides 
an overview of the state’s groundwater resources, 
including their location, quantity, quality and 
environmental attributes; the values they support; and 
current and future uses.

2. Guide to Groundwater Management in NSW details 
the state’s current management framework, including 
applicable laws, regulations and management 
plans; roles and responsibilities; and policies and 
implementation tools.
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Accessing groundwater

Who can access groundwater?
Groundwater access can be granted to individuals or 
entities as a water access licence (WAL) or through 
unlicensed basic landholder rights (BLR). 

In water sharing plan areas, WALs allow licence holders 
to take a measured amount of water from specified 
water sources, as set out under the terms of each 
licence.

BLR allows owners or occupiers of land with a river, 
lake or estuary frontage—or is overlaying an aquifer—
to take and use small amounts of water for domestic 
consumption and stock watering. A water access licence 
is not required in these circumstances.

The NSW Department of Planning and Environment can 
issue licences to a small number of larger water users; 
these include state significant developments, mining 
operations, irrigation corporations and government 
entities. 

More information about water access licences, including 
whether to apply through the NSW Department of 
Planning and Environment or WaterNSW, can be found 
at the WaterAssist website.

How much groundwater can be taken?
The volume of water that can be taken is defined in water 
sharing plans. 

Water sharing plans (WSPs) apply to all surface water 
and groundwater in NSW. In all, 36 water sharing plans 
manage the withdrawal of groundwater in 500 water 
sources across NSW. 

WSPs manage water extraction for use by irrigators, 
industry, towns and communities and ensure that there 
is enough water for the environment. 

At the start of each water year, the NSW Department 
of Planning and Environment announces available 
water determinations for groundwater. An available 
water determination allocates water to licensed 
groundwater users. 

The volume of water a licence holder can extract each 
year is set by the water account rules in each water 
sharing plan. The licence holder receives their water 
allocation upon an available water determination 
announcement.

How is groundwater access monitored 
and managed?
The NSW Department of Planning and Environment 
and WaterNSW share responsibility for granting and 
managing water access licences and water supply work 
approvals.

WaterNSW is responsible for issuing water access 
licences and associated approvals to private entities 
such as rural landholders, rural industries and 
developments. This accounts for around 96% of all water 
access licences in NSW. 

The Natural Resources Access Regulator is responsible 
for ensuring that all water access licence holders comply 
with NSW legislation and the conditions of their licences 
and approvals. This ensures secure and sustainable 
sharing of water between users and the environment.

Will groundwater extraction limits be 
reduced as part of the groundwater 
strategy?
As part of the long-term actions required to improve 
sustainable groundwater management, the NSW 
Department of Planning and Environment has proposed a 
review of groundwater extraction limits to inform future 
water sharing plan revisions. 

Water sharing plan and Basin plan reviews are 
conducted every 10 years or so and extraction limits 
are considered when these plans are reviewed. If the 
limit established in a water sharing plan is exceeded, 
the NSW Department of Planning and Environment can 
reduce access until average extraction returns to the 
limit.

As part of these reviews, the NSW Department of 
Planning and Environment aims to improve recharge 
estimates by using up-to-date information and 
incorporating new information to assess environmental 
and socio-economic risks.

It is important that extraction limits support sustainable 
groundwater use so they can sustain communities, 
industry and the environment for generations to come.
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Will there be new groundwater 
entitlements for local water utilities to 
help secure regional supply?
Over 250 NSW towns depend solely or partially on 
groundwater.

Under a new regulatory and assurance framework 
delivered under the Town Water Risk Reduction Program, 
local water utilities must implement effective and 
evidence-based planning to meet customer needs and 
manage risk.  

The 2022 NSW Government Budget also included the 
following financial commitments:

 • $102.3 million committed as part of the Independent 
Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal final price 
determinations to be used for water planning and 
management and rural bulk water services in New 
South Wales

 • $82.2 million over three years as part of a joint $92.5 
million investment from the NSW and Australian 
Governments to improve critical water supply 
infrastructure for the towns of Wilcannia and Cobar, 
including the new Wilcannia Weir and Nyngan, 
Hermidale and Cobar pump stations

 • $369.6 million over the next four years for the Safe 
and Secure Water program, including $90 million in 
new funding to expand the program, which co-funds 
vital water and sewerage infrastructure projects.

How will access to groundwater by 
Aboriginal communities be addressed?
First Nations people and Aboriginal communities have 
deep cultural and social connections to groundwater, 
which plays a key role in caring for Country.

The NSW Groundwater Strategy bolsters recognition 
of Aboriginal people’s rights to access and use 
groundwater. Culturally significant and valuable 
groundwater-dependent sites will continue to be 
recognised and protected.

The strategy includes specific actions aimed at 
improving access to groundwater by Aboriginal 
communities, including:

 • increasing access to groundwater for Aboriginal 
people by implementing Closing the Gap targets 
relating to groundwater entitlements and use

 • protecting groundwater-dependent places of 
significance for Aboriginal people with a program 
to provide statutory protection of cultural sites and 
values

 • integrating Aboriginal knowledge into the state’s 
groundwater management framework, including 
a program to empower Aboriginal participation in 
groundwater management.

About the NSW Groundwater Strategy

Why do we need to manage 
groundwater?
Groundwater is not an infinite resource. Climate change, 
population growth, increasing land development and 
shifting community expectations have changed the way 
we view and use water. At the same time, the demand for 
groundwater is increasing.

NSW relies on groundwater sources for the water we 
drink in our homes, water for vital industries such as 
agriculture and to support fragile ecosystems across the 
state. 

If we take too much groundwater, supplies will continue 
to decline, water quality will be compromised, and the 
individuals, communities and businesses that rely on it 
will be severely impacted.

By acting now, we can manage groundwater resources 
sustainably and intelligently, ensuring there is enough 
for future generations and the ecosystems that rely on 
them.

Why do we need a groundwater 
strategy?
The NSW Groundwater Strategy provides a strong and 
transparent framework for managing groundwater 
resources equitably, transparently and sustainably. 

It provides a blueprint for sustainable groundwater 
management and responds to the following 4 drivers for 
action:

1. Impacts of climate change, which is expected to lead 
to increasing demand for groundwater while at the 
same time impacting groundwater recharge and 
availability over the long term

2. Growing risks posed by rapid population growth, 
development and land use changes

3. Evolution in the way that the broader community 
views sustainability and what constitutes ‘fair’ access 
to groundwater

4. Use of science, new knowledge and data to improve 
our understanding of groundwater and groundwater-
dependent ecosystems and how, when and why 
groundwater is used.
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How does the strategy address the 
challenges facing groundwater?
The NSW Groundwater Strategy identifies 3 main 
challenges to the sustainable management of the state’s 
groundwater resources:

1. Groundwater resources and the ecosystems that 
depend on them are under pressure.

2. Community and industry resilience are at risk.

3. Better information is needed to manage groundwater 
resources sustainably.

In response to these challenges, the strategy outlines 
3 priority areas that address each challenge, underpin 
the strategy and provide a framework for the actions in 
the implementation plan:

 • Priority 1: Protect groundwater resources and 
dependent ecosystems

 • Priority 2: Build community and industry resilience 
through sustainable groundwater use

 • Priority 3: Improve groundwater management 
decisions with better information.

How does the strategy align with other 
state-based water strategies and 
priorities?
The NSW Government has released a 20-year NSW 
Water Strategy to provide a state-wide strategic and 
unified approach to water service delivery, management 
and reform. This is the first 20-year water strategy for 
all of NSW and puts water on the same footing as other 
essential state resources and services, such as transport.

The NSW Groundwater Strategy is part of the NSW 
Water Strategy and builds on 30 years of world-leading 
groundwater management, further refining the state’s 
existing and robust groundwater framework.

The NSW Groundwater Strategy builds on 30 years 
of world-leading groundwater management, further 
refining the state’s existing and robust groundwater 
framework.

How does the strategy align with the 
groundwater management approaches 
of other states and jurisdictions?
While the state government leads groundwater 
management in NSW, responsibility is shared with the 
Australian and local governments. 

At a national level, the National Water Initiative  provides 
a blueprint for water reform and a framework and 
principles for the sustainable management of water 
resources in Australia. 

Within the NSW Government, the Department of 
Planning and Environment—Water has the lead 
responsibility for water planning, policy and regulation 
and leads interactions with other jurisdictions and the 
Commonwealth, including the Murray Darling Basin 
Authority.

The Murray–Darling Basin is the largest and most 
complex river basin in Australia, covering one million 
square kilometres of southeast Australia. Sharing 
groundwater and surface water in the Basin states (NSW, 
Queensland, Victoria, South Australia, ACT) falls under 
the Commonwealth Water Act 2007 and Basin Plan 2012.

NSW has developed 11 water resource plans for its 
Basin groundwater resources which include current 
water-sharing plan arrangements and incorporate new 
arrangements that strengthen water management at a 
local level.

For more information please see the Guide to 
Groundwater Management in NSW.

Which NSW Government agency 
developed the strategy?
While the NSW Department of Planning and Environment 
held overall responsibility for delivering the NSW 
Groundwater Strategy, it was developed through a 
whole-of-government approach and with the technical 
input of world-class experts. 

Leading technical and groundwater-related advice was 
provided through an Interagency Advisory Panel, with 
representatives from 9 NSW Government agencies, an 
Expert Advisory Panel of 4 internationally renowned 
groundwater experts, and new scientific evidence.

How were communities and businesses 
involved in developing the strategy?
The NSW Groundwater Strategy builds on knowledge 
and consultation conducted over several years with 
metropolitan and regional communities, businesses and 
industry to inform the suite of long-term water strategies 
being prepared by the NSW Government. 

The richness of information and diversity of 
perspectives—together with improvements in data, 
research and a greater understanding of groundwater 
across the state—inform the strategy and ensure it 
is grounded in evidence, community views and local 
knowledge.

An extensive state-wide engagement program involving 
the general public, key stakeholders and federal, state 
and local government was conducted, with over 500 
attendees at engagement sessions and over 50 formal 
submissions received.
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How were Aboriginal communities 
involved in developing the strategy?
The NSW Groundwater Strategy recognises Aboriginal 
rights, values and uses of groundwater as vital to 
managing groundwater sustainably and adaptively.

Consultation to support development of the strategy 
showed there is significant support for actions that 
address Aboriginal dispossession from water, improve 
water rights and access to water, and involve Aboriginal 
people in decision-making and management of 
groundwater.

The strategy will bolster recognition of Aboriginal people’s 
rights to access and use groundwater and, for the first 
time, culturally significant and valuable sites that are 
groundwater-dependent will be recognised and protected.  

We will continue to work with Aboriginal communities 
to develop a state-wide Aboriginal Water Strategy and 
increase the participation and employment of Aboriginal 
people to help maintain groundwater and waterway health.

How were local councils involved in 
developing the strategy?
Local government-owned water utilities are responsible 
for providing water and sewerage services to almost 2 
million people across the state. They share responsibility 
for managing groundwater with the Australian 
Government, neighbouring states and local councils. 

Local water utilities and councils provided input to the 
NSW Groundwater Strategy over the last 3 years via 
engagement about a suite of water strategies for the 
state. They have been key partners in developing the 
strategy and will remain key partners as actions from the 
strategy are delivered over the next 20 years. 

Delivering the strategy

How will the strategy be implemented?
The NSW Groundwater Strategy has a 20-year 
timeframe. Actions are prioritised based on a risk 
assessment, analyses, discussions with local government 
and the community, and available funding.

Many actions will need to be implemented in 
collaboration with a range of partners, including councils 
and other government agencies, as well as with the 
community and other non-government stakeholders. We 
will consult further to refine the details of many actions.

Finally, the strategy is adaptive. We will update the 
strategy and implementation plan to respond to 
changing priorities and review and update the strategy 
at least every 5 years.

How will actions from the strategy be 
monitored, evaluated and reported on?
The NSW Groundwater Strategy will be formally 
reviewed at least every 5 years. There is also the 
capacity to review it if NSW Government or other 
priorities change during that time. The review process 
will determine whether the underlying assumptions of 
the strategy remain relevant or require adjusting. 

Amendments could be made in response to changes 
such as changes in water availability and demand, social 
preferences, science and technology, and economic 
conditions.

The NSW Department of Planning and Environment will 
report annually against actions so that progress can be 
monitored. 

How will the strategy be funded?
The NSW Groundwater Strategy stems from an action 
in the NSW Water Strategy, which the current NSW 
Government has approved. 

The NSW Budget for 2022-23 allocated $19.8 million 
over 3 years to implement the NSW Water Strategy, 
including for the delivery of:

 • NSW Groundwater Strategy
 • Aboriginal Water Strategy
 • Southern Floodplain Management Plans.

The NSW Groundwater Strategy is supported by an 
Implementation Plan, which comprises the actions 
required to address the challenges facing groundwater 
across the state. Actions have been costed and prioritised 
and will be delivered by NSW Government agencies in 
consultation with the community, business and industry. 

There will be specific key performance indicators in the 
implementation plan, and the department will conduct 
performance reporting.

Who is responsible for delivering the 
strategy?
Overall responsibility for the NSW Groundwater Strategy 
rests with the NSW Department of Planning, although 
actions will be delivered in partnership with government 
agencies, communities, local councils and local water 
utilities, Aboriginal people, and businesses and industry. 
Further consultation will be required to refine the details 
of many of the actions.
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Evidence and modelling used to inform the strategy

Did the department assess the impact 
of climate change on groundwater 
resources?
The NSW Department of Planning and Environment 
commissioned Australia’s national science agency, the 
CSIRO, to produce independent and peer-reviewed 
modelling and data that reflects the latest scientific 
evidence showing the impact of climate change on 
groundwater recharge. 

State-of-the-art climate data developed for the NSW 
Water Strategy and regional water strategies were 
incorporated into the NSW Groundwater Strategy 
through this project.

While a comparison between the current climate and an 
extreme future climate scenario is appropriate to identify 
risks to our groundwater resources, it is not a fit-for-
purpose method to make decisions about sharing or 
allocating groundwater.

Further work will be required to determine how we can 
apply the new climate information to these decisions.

Will there be an independent study into 
groundwater recharge? 
A key focus of the groundwater strategy is to ensure that 
groundwater resources are managed sustainably. This is 
a long-term strategy with a 20+ year outlook. 

While the delivery of all actions in the strategy will help 
address sustainability, Actions 1.1 and 3.3 in particular 
will help to address the sustainable recharge question.

What population projections do the 
groundwater strategy use?
The groundwater strategy uses current NSW 
Government population projections.

Under these projections, the population in NSW is 
expected to increase by 1.7 million people by 2041. 
Population changes will inevitably lead to changes 
in demand for water and groundwater. As surface 
water becomes more unpredictable and unreliable, 
groundwater demand will increase. 

How did the department assess the 
economic value of groundwater used?
The department previously commissioned a project 
to understand the value of groundwater to NSW. This 
included characterising groundwater usage by key user 
groups using metered extraction data and estimating 
the value of groundwater under a range of extraction 
scenarios. 

The categorisation by economic user group was based on 
a combination of access licence holder name matching 
to industries, using the local water utility dataset, licence 
information, GIS land use mapping, and ABS data. More 
information about the methodology and outputs will be 
released in 2023.
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Public exhibition process

Was the groundwater strategy placed 
on public exhibition?
Yes, a draft strategy was placed on public exhibition 
from 5 July to 14 August 2022. An extensive state-wide 
engagement program including the general public, 
stakeholders and federal, state and local government 
supported this process. A separate engagement process 
with Aboriginal people will be conducted as part of the 
forthcoming state-wide Aboriginal Water Strategy.

What feedback did people provide 
during the public exhibition process?
Overall, there was strong support for the strategy and 
its aim of providing a clear and logical framework for 
sustainable groundwater management.

More than 500 people participated in ‘have your say’ 
activities and there were 59 formal submissions, 
6 briefings by department staff, 4 webinars and 2 
presentations.

Feedback ranged from general commentary about 
groundwater and related issues to specific feedback 
about supported or unsupported proposed actions and 
suggestions for the NSW Department of Planning and 
Environment to consider as it finalised the strategy.

A full report of key feedback themes and comments 
about individual actions can be found in earlier sections 
of this report.

How has the department listened to the 
feedback provided during the public 
exhibition period?
All feedback was reviewed, considered and incorporated 
as far as possible. 

This richness of information and diversity of 
perspectives, together with improvements in data, 
research and a greater understanding of groundwater, 
provide confidence that the strategy is founded on 
evidence, community views and knowledge from 
stakeholders across the state. 
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Image courtesy of Destination NSW. 
Yarran Wines , Yenda.
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More information:
water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/plans-and-programs/regional-water-strategies

www.dpie.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-and-programs/nsw-groundwater-strategy

Image courtesy of Destination NSW. 
Glendale Citrus and Hazlenut Orchard Tours, Sandigo.

http://water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/plans-and-programs/regional-water-strategies
http://www.dpie.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-and-programs/nsw-groundwater-strategy
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