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Macquarie River above Lake River Catchment Stage II 
Hydrology Report - Preface 

 

This preface to the Macquarie River above Lake River Catchment Stage II Hydrology Report 
is provided to assist stakeholders interpret the key findings of the report and provide 
guidance as to how these findings are likely to be incorporated within the draft Macquarie 
River Catchment Water Management Plan. 

I have taken this step of providing a preface to the report to ensure that this information is 
available at the earliest opportunity.  The draft Plan will not be available for consultation until 
the middle of 2011, and with the development of the Midlands Water Scheme now reaching 
a critical point, I believe it in the best interests of all concerned to provide an indication of the 
likely shape of the draft Plan. 

I would like to emphasise that the provisions of the draft Plan will in no way relate to the 
development of the Midlands Water Scheme.  Water Management Plans are prepared first 
and foremost as a commitment under the National Water Initiative to provide a framework to 
manage relevant water resources in a sustainable manner.  In doing this, the draft 
Macquarie River Catchment Water Management Plan will broadly satisfy Commonwealth 
requirements for funding of the Midlands Water Scheme by progressing water reform. 

Background 

The Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment (the Department) has 
recently finalised the Macquarie River above Lake River Catchment Stage II Hydrology 
Report.  The report provides relevant hydrological information to support the development of 
the draft Macquarie River Catchment Water Management Plan. 

This report complements two other reports prepared by the Department: Characterisation of 
the Surface Water Hydrology for the Macquarie River above Lake River Catchment and 
Current Water Management in the Macquarie River Catchment (both reports are available 
on the Department’s website). 

Sustainable Water Allocation Limits 

The key outcome of this report is a set of sustainable water allocation limits for different parts 
of the Macquarie River catchment (upstream of the Lake River), based on determination of 
water yields.  These limits have been determined in a manner consistent with a new water 
allocation policy (presently being developed by the Department), and they are also 
consistent with sustainable allocation limits set out in other Plans, such as the draft South 
Esk River Catchment Water Management Plan and the draft Sassafras Wesley Vale Water 
Management Plan. 

It is highly likely that the sustainable allocation limits set out in the report will be incorporated 
within the draft Plan, and I do not foresee any significant changes prior to the draft Plan’s 
release for consultation.  In this regard, the information contained in the report is a key input 
to the development of the draft Plan. 

Key Findings of the Report 

In providing information on water yields, sustainable allocation limits and existing water 
allocations, the report makes a number of key findings which will need to be considered in 
the context of preparing the draft Plan. 
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Existing Water Allocation 

There is currently an annual volume of 89,967 ML of water allocated in the Macquarie River 
catchment (upstream of the Lake River)1.  The annual volume of water allocations 
represents 35% of the median annual yield of the catchment, which is 256,000 ML. 

A very large amount of water has been allocated at Surety Level 8 (49,321 ML).  It is unlikely 
that this volume of water can be extracted in full annually, due to the restricted number of 
days on which access is available. 

Water Availability 

When the water allocation limits in the report are considered together with the volume of 
existing allocations, it is apparent that there is no water available for further allocation in the 
direct take period. 

The report does, however, identify 40,544 ML of water as potentially available for additional 
allocation in the storage period, nominally at Surety Level 6 (noting that any allocation would 
first require an agreement to transfer water from Hydro Tasmania). 

It should be noted that we have some further work to do in regard to determining 
applications for water allocations and assessing the level of existing allocations, and this will 
be progressed during the development of the draft Plan.  I do not, however, expect 
significant changes to the allocation information presented in the report. 

Notwithstanding that there is limited scope to access the full volume of Surety Level 8 
allocations, there are high flow (flood) events of sufficiently large magnitude to enable 
“opportunistic” access to be provided (subject to the agreement of Hydro Tasmania).  Such 
access would enable the taking of water under a water licence without requiring a water 
allocation. 

Incorporation of Key Findings into the draft Macquarie River Catchment Water 
Management Plan 

By and large, the existing water management arrangements relating to the Macquarie River 
catchment will be recognised and/or formalised under the draft Water Management Plan.  
There are some aspects of the arrangements that will, however, be revised, mainly to do 
with water allocation and access rules for water taken from higher flows. 

Water Allocation 

The draft Plan will not make provision for any additional water allocations in the direct take 
period, in order to maintain the reliability of existing water allocations and water provided for 
the environment. 

Notwithstanding the potential availability of 40,544 ML in the storage allocation period, the 
very large volume of water allocated at Surety Level 8 will need to be considered in regard to 
the extent to which, and how, this volume of water might be allocated. 

On the basis that the volume of existing water allocations (including Surety Level 8) 
represents 35% of the median annual yield, and with such a high volume of Surety Level 8 
allocations, it is highly unlikely that the draft Plan will provide for further allocations, over and 
above the existing allocation volume, during the storage period.  In effect, the draft Plan is 
likely to determine that the Macquarie River catchment (upstream of Lake River) is 
effectively fully allocated. 

                                                
1
 Including volumes associated with a number of pending applications for water allocations 
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Whilst the draft Plan is not likely to make provision for any additional water allocations, there 
is potential opportunity to improve management efficiency, reduce complexity and increase 
the reliability of water allocations currently held by simplifying the management regime for 
water allocated at Surety Levels 7 and 8. 

With the 40,544 ML of water identified in the Macquarie River above Lake River Catchment 
Stage II Hydrology Report, the majority of existing Surety Level 7 and 8 allocations could 
potentially be converted to Surety Level 6, thereby improving the reliability of these 
allocations through much greater access (between 1 May and 30 November inclusive, 
providing in the order of up to 180 days of access). 

Under normal circumstances, a new Surety Level 6 allocation in the Macquarie River 
catchment would be contingent upon the agreement of Hydro Tasmania to transfer water.  
Such an agreement would be on commercial terms, with the recipient of the water paying 
Hydro Tasmania its current value (Macquarie River water is presently valued at 
approximately $17/ML on an annual basis). 

In this instance, the Minister for Primary Industries and Water is in the process of agreeing 
with Hydro Tasmania for 40,000 ML to be transferred to the Crown, which would be used for 
the purposes of converting Surety Level 7 and 8 allocations to Surety Level 6 allocations at 
no cost. 

The main condition of the transfer is likely to be that water can only be taken from flows 
exceeding 250 ML/day at Morningside between 1 May and 30 November inclusive.  This 
threshold is considerably lower than the existing thresholds for Surety Level 8 allocations 
(set at 450 ML/day for November to July and 350 ML/day for August to October). 

The Department has undertaken analysis to indicate that the volume of water available in the 
storage period from flows exceeding 250 ML/day is significantly greater than 40,000 ML, 
hence these allocations will generally be reliable.  Flows above 250 ML/day are estimated to 
deliver 57,832 ML at 80% reliability (eight years in ten), and 159,404 ML at 50% reliability 
(five years in ten), at the catchment outlet. 

I should emphasise that each individual allocation would need to be considered in terms of 
water availability at the point of extraction, however, I expect that the majority of allocations 
could be converted.  We are yet to finalise the process by which this might occur, and if 
necessary, a pro rata system would be employed to ensure fairness and equity should the 
demand to convert Surety Level 7 and 8 allocations exceed the volume of water available.  
In this event, the residual volume of Surety Level 7 and 8 allocations would remain as is. 

The only additional water that the draft Plan is likely to make available, over and above the 
water currently allocated (or pending allocation), is through opportunistic access, where 
overbank flows would be able to be accessed under a water licence without requiring a 
water allocation.  Inclusion of access to this water under the draft Plan would be subject to 
the agreement of Hydro Tasmania. 

Water Access Rules 

Whilst not discussed within the Macquarie River above Lake River Catchment Stage II 
Hydrology Report, the draft Plan is likely to significantly raise the flow threshold under which 
Surety Level 8 allocations can be accessed, as the current flow thresholds make no 
provision for the environment.  I am including this information as I believe it is important for 
stakeholders to be able to consider the full package of measures relating to Surety Level 8 
allocations that are likely to be included in the draft Plan. 

At present, the access thresholds are provided by the MoU between the Department, Hydro 
Tasmania and the Tasmanian Farmers and Graziers Association, and are based on the 
spilling of water from Trevallyn Dam. 
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For the Macquarie River, these thresholds are 450 ML/day (November to July) and 
350 ML/day (August to October), and represent the flow threshold which is exceeded 
approximately 20% of the time.  This was considered to mimic the amount of time Trevallyn 
Dam was expected to spill (approximately 70 days per year). 

The basis for increasing the flow threshold for accessing Surety Level 8 allocations is 
described in the report prepared by the Department on environmental water needs: 
Environmental Flow Assessment for the Macquarie River Catchment Upstream of Lake 
River (available on the Department’s website). 

The report recommends preservation of flows up to bankfull in magnitude (865 ML/day for 
Macquarie downstream of Elizabeth) which equate to 930 ML/day at Morningside, in 
comparison to the existing thresholds of 350 ML/day and 450 ML/day.  The exact nature of 
the access threshold for Surety Level 8 allocations is still to be determined, though it is also 
likely to include a maximum daily volume available for extraction (similar to the draft South 
Esk River Catchment Water Management Plan). 

I recognise that this threshold is significantly higher than the existing thresholds, and that 
access under Surety Level 8 allocations would be reduced substantially.  However, it is 
important that the draft Plan provides a sustainable balance between the water needs of the 
environment and the water needs of consumptive water users, and it must be remembered 
that there is very little provision of environmental water at the lower end of the flow regime. 

The higher access threshold must also be considered in light of the potential to convert the 
bulk of existing Surety Level 8 allocations to Surety Level 6 allocations, which would be able 
to be accessed under a significantly lower flow threshold, and over the entire storage take 
period (up to approximately 180 days, subject to flow conditions). 

Once the flow threshold for accessing Surety Level 8 allocations has been formalised under 
the Macquarie River Catchment Water Management Plan, the MoU will cease to apply in the 
Macquarie River catchment.  This is the same arrangement as provided under the draft 
South Esk River Catchment Water Management Plan, and which was anticipated by the 
MoU. 

In regard to opportunistic access (overbank flows), the flow threshold is likely to be 
3,388 ML/day at Morningside (the equivalent flow at Morningside for the sites assessed in 
the environmental flows report).  Subject to Hydro Tasmania’s agreement to including this 
provision within the draft Plan, water would be able to be taken by licence holders whilst 
flows remain above this level, with no allocation required to be held. 

This water is unreliable in nature though it may present opportunities where suitable 
infrastructure either exists or is viable to build based on the potential volumes of water 
available on an infrequent basis.  I expect that in providing access to this water, the draft 
Plan will contain guidance as to the volumes of water that may be expected to be available 
over different time fames. 

Next Steps 

In light of the information contained within the Macquarie River above Lake River Catchment 
Stage II Hydrology Report, any applications for new water allocations will be refused on the 
basis that it is not possible to endorse a water allocation on a licence consistent with the 
objectives of the Act or a relevant Water Management Plan (section 64 of the Water 
Management Act 1999). 
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I would like to emphasise that both existing water allocations, and any outstanding 
applications for additional water allocations which are yet to be determined by the 
Department, have been considered within the Macquarie River above Lake River Catchment 
Stage II Hydrology Report, or will be considered in finalising the draft Water Management 
Plan.  Hence these applications will be determined and allocations granted where 
appropriate. 

We are now in the process of preparing the draft Plan for consultation, and we expect that 
formal consultation on the draft Plan will commence around the middle of the year. 
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