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11th March 2002 
 
 
The Directorate  
Queensland Competition Authority 
GPO Box 2257 
BRISBANE   QLD   4001 
 
 
 
REFERENCE:  
 
Burdekin Haughton Water Supply Scheme:  Assessment of Pricing Matters 
 
 
INTRODUCTION: 
 
In response to notices and having regard to the Key Issues the Authority has identified 
for assessment, I submit this letter on behalf of the South Burdekin Water Board. 
 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: 
 
This submission is considered not confidential. 
 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
The South Burdekin Water Area occupies part of the Lower Burdekin River Delta over 

a benefited area of approximately 28,000 hectares. 

 

Investigation during the early 1960’s resulted in implementation of an artificial 

groundwater recharge scheme in the Eastern Part of the Burdekin River Delta, which 

involved using pumping plant to divert river water to suitable recharge areas through a 

system of natural and artificial channels. 

 

These works entirely financed by Growers and Millers of sugar cane in the area are 

controlled by two autonomous bodies – The North and South Burdekin Water Boards 

constituted in 1965 and 1966 respectively. 
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The scheme relied on natural flow in the Burdekin River, which at times occurred 

during heavy rainfall events mostly from January to March, however the latter part of 

the year being the driest period generally resulted in limited river flow. 

 

Stability of the Sugar Industry in the Burdekin has been enhanced by the Delta Boards 

operations and as such provided much of the economic basis for the recent 

development of the Burdekin River Irrigation Area by the Queensland Government. 

 

It was from the South Burdekin Water Board Office in the early 1970’s that the drive 

for a more constant, reliable source of water to service development of an expanding 

irrigated agricultural area was initiated.  Firstly with the formation of the Urannah 

Dam Committee, then the Burdekin Water Resources Development Committee and 

finally with wider regional community involvement, the Townsville, Burdekin 

Regional Water Committee.  This committee successfully presented submission to 

both the State and Commonwealth Governments in 1979 to finance the Burdekin River 

Project, and sought commencement of the Burdekin Falls Dam. 

 

The Burdekin Falls Dam was completed in 1987 and consequently release of water 

from this storage established regulated flow in the Burdekin River outside of the 

annual wet weather periods when catchment drain off maintained seasonal flood 

events. 

 
Prior to 1992 the Delta Boards operated with run of the river water supply free of cost. 
  

The South Burdekin Water Board Allocation of Water Amendment Order 1992 (Refer 

Attachment 1) established nominal allocation of water which could be diverted from 

the Burdekin River in any one year in conjunction with the North Burdekin Water 

Board.  This order established Payment for Water Diverted at minimum annual charge 

volume for the Board, with a component levied at the river rate in the Burdekin River 

Irrigation Area. 

 

The South Burdekin Water Board accepted in 1992 that regulated release of its 

Nominal Allocation from the Burdekin Falls Dam storage would be charged in accord 
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with negotiated arrangements.  As a responsible corporate body, South Burdekin 

Water Board has met these payments.  

However, the Board has constantly objected to the price of river water in the following 

forums: 

 

• Industry Commission Inquiry into “Water Resources and Waste Water 

Disposal – 1992”.          (Refer Attachment 2) 

  

• Productivity Commission Inquiry into “Impact of Competition Policy Reforms 

on Rural and Regional Australia – 1998”.        (Refer Attachment 3)

  

• “Proposal for Local Management of Water in the Burdekin” submitted to the 

Queensland Government June 2000, for consideration of a Business Plan 

resulting form extensive consultation with both the Queensland Water Reform 

Unit and Consultants Marsden Jacobs using Scheme Cost Revenue Data”.    

                                                                                                 (Refer Attachment 4) 

 

• Queensland Government Shareholding Ministers for SunWater; response to the 

ILMC Proposal for Local Management of Water in the Burdekin – 6 November 

2000.                                   (Refer Attachment 5) 

  

• Director General, Queensland Government Department of Natural Resources – 

“Price path charges for Irrigation Water in the Burdekin River Irrigation Area 

approved by Government – October 2000”           (Refer Attachment 6)

  

• Queensland Public Works Committee – “Burdekin River Project – November 

2001”            (Refer Attachment 7)

  

• Queensland Minister for Natural Resources and Mines the Honourable Stephen 

Robertson – Open Discussion on Water Price with Irrigators – April 2001. 

                         (Refer Attachment 8) 
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Key Issues For Assessment 
 

DOT  POINT  ONE 

 

“capital contributions made by each if any of the irrigators, the Commonwealth, 

State Government or other Parties” 

 

The South Burdekin Water Board in addition to that proportion (40%) of the combined 

Delta Water Boards Nominal Water allocation, has purchased a further 15,000 

megalitres of Water Allocation from the Queensland Government at a total cost of 

$1,500,000.  It is understood that this charge of $100 per megalitre is “Capital Charge 

or Contribution”. 

 

The Board in addressing increased water demand clearly had no option but to pay the 

prescribed charges (capital contribution) for purchase of increased Water Allocation, 

resulting in commitment to unacceptable annualised tariff rate. 

 

Furthermore, the Board is uneasy about this transaction, having an understanding that 

its Water Allocation sits within the Burdekin Falls Dam Storage and that “the 

Commonwealth Government contribution toward the Burdekin Falls Dam is written 

off”.           (refer 1992 Industry Commission Inquiry) 

 

Similarly, the Board as proponent of the Project and understanding that at inception 

when the Burdekin River Project was planned in 1951, “it was generally recognised 

that irrigation settlers should not be expected to meet the full cost of irrigation works 

since benefits accrue to the community as a whole”. 

 

Put simply, “the Board asserts that the Burdekin River Rate megalitre to the Board as a 

Bulk User should only reflect operations and maintenance of the Dam Storage Release 

and considers that the Pricing Policy under review should seek that equity 

retrospective to conception, with due regard to the Waiver of Capital Contribution 

toward the cost of the Burdekin Falls Dam” 

      (refer 1992 Industry Commission Inquiry) 
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DOT  POINT  TWO 

 

“The appropriate weighted average cost of Capital that could be incorporate in the 

price providing infrastructure services” 

 

In respect of the preceding issue comments, the Board maintains its view that return on 

Capital cost should NOT apply to release from the Burdekin Falls Dam Storage. 

 

The Board finds itself unable to comment on Water Infrastructure specifically utilised 

for lift or diversion from the river and ultimate distribution of water throughout the 

Projects Designed Irrigation Area. 

 

Furthermore, the Irrigation Area Design changed as it developed and the scheme is 

incomplete! 

 

DOT  POINT THREE 

 

“whether the current price paths incorporate any excess return on capital based on 

the above analysis” 

 

Based on the Burdekin Scheme Cost Revenue Data supplied by the Queensland Water 

Reform Unit, the Burdekin Interim Local Management Committee’s submission to 

Government 29 June 2000 clearly identifies in Part 4 – Financial Assessment, a 

substantial disparity between the bulk water price assessed, and the price of water 

charged (River Rate).  In analysis, this price difference can only be assumed to be 

excessive return on capital structured into the tariff structure. 

 

DOT  POINT  FOUR 

 

“under what circumstances it would be appropriate for an entity to charge a positive 

rate of return on scheme assets” 

 

The Board purchased Water Allocation in accord with Queensland Government 

Departmental Procedures by payment of “Capital Contribution”.  
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The scheme in part had been operational for some ten years before COAG/NCP Water 

Reform objectives emerged. Clearly not a new scheme, and the project remains 

incomplete to date. 

 

The establishment of the Burdekin Interim Local Management Committee on behalf of 

local irrigator users gave opportunity for meeting COAG/NCP objectives whilst 

providing total transparency of activities to those local users of Water Resources in the 

region.  Significant benefits and efficiency gains, as well as water price reform was 

considered achievable by a local entity compared to a centrally placed state wide body. 

 

The Board, and in particular the ILMC were not consulted in respect of the 

establishment of SunWater as a Government Owned Corporation, or the Rural Water 

Pricing Direction Notice (NO01) 2000. 

 

On the contrary, the ILMC, on behalf of water users, advised the Water Reform Unit 

when presented with maximum and minimum options, that it was unable to accept a 

price path to which they had no input or consultation, and clearly stated that users were 

only prepared to pay cost of recovery based on efficient management of the Burdekin 

Scheme.      (refer ILMC letter 10 July 2000) 

 

Furthermore, having access to the Schemes actual Cost Revenue Data for Financial 

Assessment of Local Entity Status and Water Price, both the Board and the ILMC 

objected to the gazetted price paths for irrigation water in the Burdekin.      

                 (refer Board letter 30 Nov 2000) 

 

On that basis, the charges listed represented much more than very conservative cost 

recovery expectation, and it became most obvious that a positive rate of return on the 

scheme had been applied to the tariff’s without consultation. 

 

Unfortunately, this action can only be interpreted as contrary to COAG/NCP 

objectives. 

 

As Water Reform evolved out of the COAG/NCP Reform Processes, the only 

circumstances acceptable to this Board as appropriate for an entity to charge a positive 
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rate of return on scheme assets remain within the five elements of the COAG Strategic 

Framework and NCP elements, with particular emphasis on Public Consultation and 

Institutional Reform.          (refer Board Letter 28 March 2000) 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In summary therefore, the only circumstance acceptable to the Board as appropriate 

for a Rural Water Industry Entity to charge a positive rate of return on scheme assets 

for delivery of Rural Water is one that recognises and supports Pricing Principles 

which stand up to Open Public Scrutiny. 

 

The circumstance would necessitate the purchaser of Commercialised Water Products 

having transparency of all costs applied as either Purchase Price or Tariff Component 

based on the new works generating the Product. 

 

Agreement and acceptance with Management Process is paramount to overcome 

resistance to change. 

 

The South Burdekin Water Board Executive accepts the opportunity to appear at 

appropriate hearing interviews should these be made available, and anticipates this 

advice. 

 

Similarly, a copy of QCA Draft Report, to the Premier and Treasurer (The Ministers) 

in regard to this assessment would be appreciated when available. 

 

References are listed in attached appendix. 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

 

 

LA Rigano  

Chairman 

SOUTH BURDEKIN WATER BOARD 
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List of Attachments 
 

1. South Burdekin Water Board (Allocation of Water) Amendment Order 1992.

  

2. Industry Commission Inquiry into “Water Resources and Waste Water 

Disposal 1992”.        

         

3. Industry Commissioner Inquiry into “Impact of Competition Policy Reforms 

on Rural and Regional Australia 1988”.     

   

4. “Proposal for Local Management of Water in the Burdekin” Submission to 

Government by Burdekin Interim Local Management Committee.   June 2000.

   

5. Queensland Government Shareholding Ministers for SunWater – response to 

ILMC Proposal for Local Management of water in the Burdekin.  

November 2000.        

  

6. Director General, Queensland Government Department of Natural Resources – 

Response to ILMC Proposal for Local Management of Water in the Burdekin, 

August 2000 and Price Path Charges for Irrigation Water in the Burdekin River 

Irrigation Area. October 2000, Boards Response and Director General Reply.

     

7. Queensland Public Works Committee “Burdekin River Project”.     

November 2000.        

  

8. Queensland Minister for Natural Resources and Mines the Honourable  

Stephen Robertson – Open discussion on Water Price with the Burdekin River 

Irrigation Area Committee.       

April 2001.         

   

9. South Burdekin Water Board Response to Queensland Water Reform Unit 

Draft Exposure Bill. 
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Telephone (07) 4782 1703 
Fax (07) 4782 2039 

E-mail sbwb@bigpond.com 

    South Burdekin Water Board 
28 Ninth Street, PO Box 376, Home Hill.  N.Q.  4806 

 
Reference:WCL:BRB:3344 
 
28 March 2000 
 
 
Mr S Edwell 
Queensland Water Reform Unit 
Department of Natural Resources 
GPO Box 2454 
Brisbane  Qld  4001 
 
Dear Sir 
 
I refer to your letter and copy of the exposure Draft Water (Allocation and 

Management) Bill December 1999, and take this opportunity to thank you for 

arranging a closed Water Board discussion session at the Water Reform Workshop 

held in Townsville 8th March 2000. 

A majority of my Board Members travelled to Townsville to be present for 

explanation of their particular questions put forward during prior Board discussion.  

Given the timeframe available, I must acknowledge that at the end of the day, some 

members felt more comfortable with the Reform Unit's interpretation of how Rural 

Water Providers would fit proposed model structures and this is a positive for how the 

session was conducted.  Quite apart from this understanding of the reform process, 

Members remained unconvinced that the Board's unique function and purpose has 

been fully considered. 

Briefly, this Board was constituted by Order in Council dated 31 March 1966 for the 

purpose of conducting replenishment activities in relation to underground water on the 

southern side of the Burdekin River Delta.  That area is known as the South Burdekin 

Water Area and was delineated pursuant to the Water Act 1926 (Qld) (the 1926 Act).  

The replenishment activities have two goals: 

(a) Increase the quantity of water in the aquifer; and 

(b) Improve the quality of the water in the aquifer. 

GROUND WATER REPLENISHMENT SINCE 

Attachment 9 
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Such water is available for use for irrigation, grazing, industrial and domestic 

purposes. 

Board Policies remain consistent with the purpose for which the area is constituted. 

I provide summary of five principles for your information.  These points evolved from 

Member's concerns raised from the Draft WAM Bill and were made available to the 

Reform Unit prior to the 8th March: 

(a) The need to recognise in the Bill, that existing schemes have been built for specific 

function and purpose, and that generally they don't have physical capability to deliver 

end-user water allocations on demand, or to create tradeable water products without 

detriment to the natural resource!  (in the SBWB's Case, the aquifer)  

  

(b) The need to address management of established schemes having particular regard 

to statutory needs, with autonomy as a priority!     

  

(c)  The need to recognise that successful schemes do exist without encumbrance on 

State Government to perform.  Schemes such as the SBWB seek to have autonomy 

and entitlement or right to water recognised and preserved.    

  

(d) The need to recognise water table management as a necessary principle for the 

water reform process.         

  

(e) The need to recognise area specific constraints and practice rather than proposed 

enabling generic type legislation possible by this Bill.  This draft bill should reflect an 

approach to legislation which is robust enough to handle recognition of existing 

practices, to guide natural resource management, and to provide provisions where 

diversity is recognised, and where continuous improvement and review are adopted as 

necessary principles toward what is trying to be achieved.  (the reform process) 

We have recently revisited the Draft Bill once more and members are of unanimous 

view that activities of this Board appear at odds with explanations given on the 8th 

March and the Exposure Draft.  In particular, Parts 11 and 12, pages 119 and 120 need 

to be clearly spelt out. 

On behalf of my Board, I acknowledge that the draft represents major reform process 

designed to meet National Competition Council assessment of the Queensland 

Governments progress toward implementing COAG and NCP Water Reforms. 
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However, as elected representative of a major Queensland locally managed Rural 

Water Board, I convey the deep concerns of my Board that the reform process you 

propose does not go far enough to address the principles we have put forward, or to 

remove impediments to transfer operational responsibility for management of 

irrigation areas from the state to local bodies. 

It is our view that guidelines for the implementation of Reform Process (and I refer to 

one area in particular - resource management constraints), should be enshrined in 

legislation and not open to popular theory type regulation process which appears to 

provide opportunity for mischievous interpretation and may foster continuation of a 

Government monopoly situation.  It is essential that the Water Industry moves ahead 

and gets on with its core business guided by good, well thought out legislative 

parameters that are unambiguous and can be clearly understood. 

I enclose a copy of the most recent Board's Annual Report and a brief overview of the 

water area for your personal information, so that you may gain some understanding of 

this unique system and proven management of its complexities. 

Furthermore, I urge you to seriously consider what is being conveyed here!  Local 

People can successfully deal with local situations.  Paramount to success of our 

scheme is without doubt the self-help, working together ethic with community well 

being and natural resource sustainability the driver. 

My Board is considering submission to the Minister of Natural Resources at next 

month's Country Cabinet Meeting in Proserpine.  Consequently, there is opportunity 

for you to respond prior to that date. 

I look forward to your reply. 

 
Yours faithfully 
South Burdekin Water Board 
 
 
 
___________ 
LA Rigano 
Chairman 

 

 

 

 


