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Acknowledgement of Traditional Owners
The Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security proudly acknowledges the Northern Territory’s
Aboriginal communities and their rich culture, and pays respect to Elders past, present and emerging. We
acknowledge Aboriginal peoples as the Traditional Owners and custodians of the lands and waters which
we all rely on for our livelihoods and our unique Territory lifestyle. We recognise the intrinsic connection
of Traditional Owners to Country and value their contribution to managing the lands, waters and
landscapes. We support the need for genuine and lasting partnerships with Traditional Owners to
understand their culture and connections to Country in the way we plan and manage for the waters of the
Northern Territory.
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1. Executive Summary
The need for a strategic plan for water in the Northern Territory (NT) is clear. Water is essential for human
life, and is an integral part of Territorians’ livelihoods, their cultural heritage and their lifestyles. Everyone
has a stake in how water is managed. Until recently, the NT’s sparse population and relatively low level of
development has meant that water has, for the most part, been available for those who want it, when and
where they need it. However, we also know that there are parts of the NT that do not have adequate
water all the time. With aspirations for a growing population and economy, a changing climate, and
increasing community awareness of sustainable water management, strategic planning is needed to
manage our water resources and enable water security for future generations.
The NT Government has committed to developing the Territory’s first long term Strategic Water Plan. The
plan will set the agenda for water management and policy out to 2050 and help government, business and
the community plan for a water secure future for the NT.
The Office of Water Security (OWS) was established by the NT Government to develop the Northern
Territory Strategic Water Plan and provide coordination across government to advance water security
outcomes.
In September 2021, the Minister for Water Security released the Northern Territory Strategic Water Plan
Directions Paper for public consultation. The paper outlined ten key focus areas and pathways for action,
and aimed to elicit discussion and comment from the public and key stakeholders on what they would like
to see in the strategic plan. These directions and pathways are based on immediate priorities as well as
consideration of long term policy and program reform. Public consultation on the paper closed on Friday
4 February 2022.
A working definition of ‘water security’ used in the Directions Paper described it as “ensuring that our
water is effectively managed and that its supply and use is reliable, resilient, efficient and environmentally
sustainable.” Water security is a useful overarching term to build a shared understanding of the collective
effort across government to plan, manage, share, coordinate and regulate water use and services, and a
lens through which to view the totality of issues and actions that might be addressed by the Strategic
Water Plan.
This report details the consultation activities done during the four month consultation period, the feedback
received, and what steps will be taken to develop the Strategic Water Plan.

1.1. Consultation process summary
All Territorians were invited to comment on the Directions Paper through a Have Your Say NT online
survey, provide written submissions and verbal feedback. Close to 200 submissions were received,
including 141 survey responses and 56 written submissions.
Consultation also included attending weekend markets and running workshops and public information
sessions in Alice Springs, Darwin and the Darwin rural area, and attending approximately 50 meetings with
key stakeholder organisations, local government, land councils, local authorities, and regional coordination
committees. This provided an opportunity for open discussion about water issues across the NT.
The Directions Paper was promoted through the DEPWS Facebook page and website, NT Government
newsletters and mailing lists, posters and flyers on community notice boards at swimming pools, libraries,
local council buildings and NT Parks and Wildlife Commission offices. The release of the Directions Paper
was covered by major media outlets with articles and segments in NT News, Nine News and ABC Radio.
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Four months of consultation

141

56 written
submissions

survey responses

Directions Paper
downloaded 552
times

Spoke to approx.
500 people across
EIGHT weekend
markets

Ten Directions
SIX events in
Alice Springs and
Darwin

Approx. 50 meetings
and briefings with local
government, land
councils, industry,
recreation &
environment groups

Presented at Water in
the Bush, LGANT
Conferences and
workshop with NT
Youth Round Table

Figure 1 A summary of the consultation

1.2. Feedback summary
Responses to the survey were anonymous. Full survey responses and written submissions have not been
published. A list of people or organisations that provided a written submission is provided at Appendix 7.2.
Where organisations have made their responses public, links to those submissions are provided.
Feedback overwhelmingly supported the development of a Strategic Water Plan for the NT. Many noted
this was an important step in maturing our approach to water management and planning.
“A Strategic Water Plan - underpinned and enforced by a comprehensive and fit-for-purpose regulatory
framework - is an essential step towards remedying these issues and protecting water resources.”
The feedback shows that for Territorians, the definition of water security is diverse, which in essence
encapsulates a need to plan for the future and balance the social and cultural, economic and environmental
values and uses of water, with equitable access to safe drinking water paramount.

The principles
For the most part, the community agreed with the principles outlined in the Directions Paper.
Some feedback noted that the principles could incorporate Aboriginal cultural connections to water in a
more explicit way.
The principle of Trust and transparency was one referred to in many submissions. Feedback indicated that
transparency needs to be embedded into all government decision making to build community confidence
in the regulatory system and government’s management of water resources. Government needs to
continue to build and maintain trust with the community through providing accessible information about
water management decisions, policies and processes.
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The directions and pathways
Not all directions were discussed by submissions in equal detail. Certain topics - like safe drinking water
and governance – dominated the feedback. For this reason, rather than going through feedback on each of
the ten directions in the Directions Paper, this report provides a discussion of the topics most frequently
raised.
Safe drinking water was by far the most important topic raised by the community through the
consultation. Remote community water security (quality and quantity) was a concern, as was lack of
enforceable standards, guidelines or regulation to ensure drinking water quality. More transparent
government reporting on drinking water supply and quality status was called for by many stakeholders.
The community also wanted greater oversight on the priority locations for infrastructure investment.
Governance and decision making was the next most frequently mentioned topic. There were calls for a
change to the delegated role of Controller of Water Resources, and greater community consultation and
involvement in decision making relating to water management.
Related to improvements to governance and decision making, submissions identified changes to legislation
and policy reform as a priority. Some referenced the reforms to the Water Act 1992 already being
progressed, and there were new suggestions for further reform, such as a new Safe Drinking Water Act, or a
review of the Water Allocation Planning Framework.
There was a strong call for more independent research and science to underpin decision making. Concern
was raised over impact on the environment from over extraction of water and allowing unsustainable
development. Climate change was mentioned in a large number of submissions as an important issue in the
Territory.
Feedback across the board indicated the importance of incorporating Aboriginal people’s connection to
water into the Strategic Water Plan and its resulting policies and reform agenda. Water is culturally and
spiritually important to Aboriginal people, and is intimately linked to caring for country and sites of cultural
significance. Aboriginal people’s cultural knowledge of water can also play a role in informing land and
water management practices. For this reason, remote Aboriginal communities were very interested in
water and wanted to be more regularly engaged in planning and management processes.
Whilst the survey showed that economic development was a low priority for many stakeholders, written
responses indicated a more nuanced position and many saw the benefits of sustainable economic
development with environmental checks and balances in place. Submissions showed that there is strong
support for economic development which benefits Aboriginal communities and involves them in decision
making and management of water resources on-country.
The community agreed that Territorians should be more efficient in their water use and that we all have a
role to play in being good water stewards, including governments. Along with behavioural change and
education about water, stakeholders identified economic measures like water pricing and trading as
mechanisms to help with reducing demand, as well as water sensitive design, better planning for
development in water stressed areas, and the introduction of water reuse and recycling schemes.
The Directions Paper discussed the opportunities for investigating a pricing framework for water
extraction licences. Submissions generally agreed that pricing for water could be a good mechanism for
reducing demand, enabling efficient use, supporting effective resource management and recognising the
value of the resource. However opinions varied on what this framework might look like and further work
will be needed to understand the most suitable approach for the Territory’s unique context.
The purpose of the Directions Paper was to start a conversation about the big picture of water security for
the Territory and envision what the future may look like. The focus on local issues indicates that people
Department of Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security
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understand and relate to water in a deeply personal way, informed by local knowledge and everyday
interactions. It is clear from the passionate responses received through the consultation that the
Strategic Water Plan will need to reflect the diverse perspectives of Territorians and the many ways they
value water.
It should be noted that the overall feedback response is likely to be driven by recent public dialogue and
media coverage about specific issues, including large and controversial licence decisions. The feedback
received was largely silent on key issues such as water utilities regulation and reform and urban water
infrastructure investment that the Strategic Water Plan will also need to address to be a comprehensive
whole-of-government strategy.

1.3. Next steps
The process of developing the Strategic Water Plan will require ongoing engagement. Feedback from the
submissions detailed in this report will be used to draft the plan. Organisations representing key water
users will continue to be directly consulted as priorities, actions and implementation pathways are
identified.
The plan will be dynamic and responsive to the water security challenges which emerge over the next few
decades. The plan will be released by the end of 2022. To keep up to date with the progress of the plan go
to watersecurity.nt.gov.au.

Department of Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security
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2. Introduction
On 7 July 2020, the NT Government committed to the delivery of water security for all Territorians. This
announcement via media release pointed to the development of the NT’s first long term comprehensive
sustainable water use strategy – the Northern Territory Strategic Water Plan.
The Office of Water Security (OWS) is developing the plan and is part of the Water Resources Division,
Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security (DEPWS). OWS’s role is separate to the water
resource management functions of the department that manage licencing, monitoring, regulation and
compliance. OWS works across government to deliver coordinated water policy, and connects with
industry, business and community to identify potential water security risks and opportunities.

2.1. Directions Paper
The Directions Paper was released for public consultation on Tuesday 14 September 2021. Submissions
closed on Friday 4 February 2022. The Directions Paper was developed by OWS through discussions with
NT Government agencies and key stakeholder organisations representing industry, agriculture, recreation,
environment and Aboriginal interests in water.
The Directions Paper outlined principles that will guide the development of the Strategic Water Plan and
ongoing water security planning and decision making:


Safe and reliable - Drinking water for human health and wellbeing is prioritised.



Evidence Based - Supply, use, management and protection of water resources will be based on the
best available science and knowledge, with the precautionary principle used with respect to the
appropriate environmental setting when evidence is absent.



Sustainable - Water policy, management and planning decisions will consider long-term
sustainability, intergenerational equity, and future risks and opportunities.



Efficient - Ensure that water is supplied and used efficiently and conservatively, with recycling,
reuse and fit-for-purpose use adopted wherever practical and possible.



Trust and Transparency - Water is a shared resource and decisions and information about its
supply, use, management and protection will be publicly accessible, and include community and
stakeholder input to build trust and confidence.



Fair and Accountable - Decisions will be based on clear roles, responsibilities and processes.
Decisions will maximise public benefits, recognising that water has social, economic, cultural and
environmental, as well as intrinsic values.

Department of Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security
19 May 2022 | Version 3
Page 10 of 30

Consultation Summary Report
The paper proposed ten directions for water security in the Territory:
1. Water governance is contemporary and coordinated.
2. Drinking water is safe.
3. Water use is efficient and productive.
4. Water supports jobs and economic growth.
5. Cities, towns and communities use the whole water
cycle.
6. Aboriginal connections to water are valued.
7. Water-dependent environmental values are
protected.
8. Water science, knowledge, skills and innovation are
enhanced.
9. Territorians are engaged in water stewardship.
10. Water resources management can adapt to change.
Each direction was accompanied by a set of possible
pathways to address short and long-term priorities to
achieve water security.
Feedback was invited on each to inform what should be
prioritised in the future plan.

3. Consultation Process
The consultation was designed to give community and key stakeholders sufficient opportunity to provide
feedback on the proposed directions and to shape the future Strategic Water Plan. The consultation period
was open for 23 weeks (approximately four months) with a range of approaches used to engage the
community and key stakeholder organisations.

3.1. Have Your Say Survey
The Have Your Say survey was promoted as an accessible way for the general public to provide feedback
on the Directions Paper. The survey was open for the full consultation period and designed to take
between 5 to 10 minutes to complete. All social media posts, media releases, posters and flyers promoting
the paper included a QR code to the survey webpage haveyoursay.nt.gov.au/directionspaper
The survey received 141 responses and was downloaded 552 times. A summary of feedback gathered
through the survey is outlined at section 4.1. Survey schedule of questions are available at Appendix 7.1.
The survey was anonymous.

3.2. Media coverage, social media and website interactions
The release of the Directions Paper was covered by major media outlets with articles and segments in NT
News, Nine News and ABC Radio. ABC Radio Darwin promoted OWS attendance at markets and public
information evenings.
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Links to the Have Your Say survey were published on the watersecurity.nt.gov.au website. A two-page
factsheet was also developed and available to download from this website providing a summary of the
Directions Paper and the purpose of consultation.
A social media campaign promoting the Directions Paper and survey was also run on the DEPWS
Facebook page.
Period

Posts

15 Sept 21 to 1 Feb 22

24

Post impressions
93,601

Post reach
74,920

Post engagement
4,247

Total comments
69

3.3. Markets
OWS attended markets in Darwin, Darwin rural area and Alice Springs during September through to
November to promote the Directions Paper consultation. Markets attended included:


26 September 2021, Sunday - Rapid Creek



10 October 2021, Sunday - Rapid Creek



15 October 2021, Friday - Palmerston



21 October 2021, Thursday - Alice Springs



29 October 2021, Friday - Palmerston



31 October 2021, Sunday - Berry Springs



13 November 2021, Saturday – Fred’s Pass



28 November 2021, Sunday -Top End Native Fair and Plant Sale - Freds Pass

Market goers were able to share their thoughts on water security, take part in ‘vox pop’ questions and
learn about the water resources in their local area through aquifer models on display. Copies of the
Directions Paper and a two-page fact sheet were available for people to take and read. Across all the
markets, OWS staff had conversations with approximately 500 people, with approximately 700 postcard
flyers with links to the Have Your Say survey were handed out.

Figure 2 Photographs of OWS at Palmerston Night Markets and Examples of materials shared at markets. Source: OWS
2021
Department of Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security
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3.4. Public information sessions
OWS co-organised a number of public information sessions and workshops for the public. These provided
opportunities for the public to learn about water resources and water security matters in their local area,
ask questions and provide feedback about the Directions Paper. The table below summarises the events.
Event

Location

Date

Description

Water and the People
Workshop

Alice Springs

2 November 2021

Water and the Economy
Workshop

Alice Springs

9 November 2021

Water and the
Environment Workshop

Alice Springs

11 November 2021

Interactive workshops facilitated by
Desert Knowledge Research Institute,
which aimed to hear attendees’ views
on the Directions Paper across three
themes: people, economy and
environment.

Community Water
Forum

Alice Springs

25 November 2021

Water in the Territory:
Public information night

Darwin rural
area

1 December 2021

Water in the Territory:
Public information night

Darwin

8 December 2021

Event brought together community
and key groups to help generate a
community submission.
Facilitated by Desert Knowledge
Research Institute.
Public information sessions hosted by
OWS with presentations from Charles
Darwin University, DEPWS Water
Assessments branch and Power and
Water Corporation on groundwater,
water quality, and the NT water
planning and allocation process.

3.5. Direct consultation with key stakeholders
The OWS engaged directly with key stakeholder organisations representing the interests of water users
and Territorians throughout the consultation process through meetings, briefings and workshops. These
included groups representing business, agriculture, fisheries, tourism, mining and petroleum, environment,
Aboriginal health and social services, Land Councils, local government, research institutions and education
providers. Groups were encouraged to promote the Directions Paper consultation to their members and
stakeholders, as well and provide a formal written submission on the paper.
OWS presented at the following events:


Australian Water Association’s ‘Water in the Bush' Conference, Darwin, 14 October 2021



Local Government Association of the Northern Territory (LGANT) conference, Alice Springs,
4 November 2021



Central Land Council General Meeting, Tennant Creek, 4 November 2021



Amateur Fishermen's Association of the Northern Territory (AFANT) AGM (information stall),
23 November 2021



NT Youth Round Table (workshop), Darwin, 27 November 2021
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3.6. Consultation by region
Darwin and Top End
Consultation in the Darwin region focused on delivery of public information events and attending markets.
Events were tailored to the prospective audience. For example, for the Darwin rural area event, the
majority of attendees were self-sufficient water users and discussion centred on water availability, bore
maintenance and self-management of drinking water safety.
OWS met with and provided briefings to Darwin, Palmerston, Coomalie and Wagait local councils, as well
as the Top End Regional Coordination Committee. Presentations were also provided to stakeholder groups
based in Darwin.

Katherine and Big Rivers
Covid-19 lockdowns and lockouts in the Katherine area impacted a number of planned engagement
activities, particularly with regional local government bodies. Meetings with local stakeholders were
postponed or moved online. OWS presented to the Roper Gulf Council, key stakeholder groups based in
Katherine and the Big Rivers Reconstruction Committee. Attendance at markets and plans to host a public
information event were cancelled.

Alice Springs and Central Australia
DEPWS engaged Desert Knowledge Research Institute (DKRI) to facilitate public consultation in Alice
Springs. The ‘Talking Water: Kwatye Angkeme’ campaign aimed to kick-start a discussion about water in
the community and support multilevel stakeholder response to the Directions Paper. This was supported
by a suite of community engagement activities including attendance at the Alice Springs Night Markets,
three workshops and a community water forum held from mid-October to late November 2021. Partners
in the campaign included Alice Springs Town Council, Arid Lands Environment Centre,
Central Land Council, Lhere Artepe Aboriginal Corporation, NT Farmers Association and Power and Water
Corporation.
Approximately 140 people attended the suite of events in Alice Springs. Their input was collated by DKRI
into a submission on the Directions Paper representing the views of the community.

Figure 3. Photographs from various ‘Talking Water: Kwatye Angkeme’ events in Alice Springs. Source: DKRI 2021.
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Other Regional and Remote Areas
Targeted consultation with Territorians living in remote and regional areas occurred through local councils
and the Department of the Chief Minister and Cabinet’s Regional Network, noting that ongoing Covid-19
restrictions including lockdowns, lockouts and travel restrictions did impact many planned meetings in
regional and remote communities.
Recognising the importance of culturally appropriate discussions, OWS engaged a consultant to lead
engagement with Central Australian remote Aboriginal communities. This included approximately 30
meetings with regional councils, local authorities and Parks Joint Management Committees. The majority
of meetings occurred over the phone or video conferencing due to Covid-19 and seasonal flooding limiting
the ability to travel to communities. Individualised community presentations were provided, along with
adapted materials from the Directions Paper to aid the discussion. Feedback from this process is
incorporated as part of the discussion section of this report (Section 5.1.4). Some meetings were
rescheduled over video conferencing. OWS has committed to continue consultation on the plan with
regional and remote communities in 2022.

Department of Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security
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4. Your feedback
4.1. Survey
The survey was promoted as the main way for the general public to provide feedback on the
Directions Paper. A total of 141 survey responses were received. The summary of responses is outlined
below.
Questions with open text response options were analysed using a qualitative coding technique that
identified key ideas and issues (e.g. drinking water should be safe) being raised by the respondent. The
frequency of codes were counted to provide an indication of their prevalence for each question.

Interest in the plan
The first question (Q.1) of the survey asked people to note their interest in the Strategic Water Plan.
Whilst the survey was made anonymous it was important to ask some demographic questions to
understand how respondents were connected to the Territory and its water security. Multiple selections
were possible for this question, to recognise peoples’ multiple interests.
Out of all 141 survey respondents, 125 (87%) lived in the NT. Out of these, nearly half lived in the Darwin
region (48%), followed by Alice Springs (20%), Katherine (13%), Tennant Creek (2%), regional (10%) and
remote areas (7%). Seven respondents (5%) identified themselves as an Aboriginal land manager or
Traditional Owner. More than 40% of all survey respondents either own (24%, 34) or work for an NT
business (14%, 20), and 13% (19) work for an NT stakeholder organisation. See figure 4 for breakdown of
sectors.
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Figure 4 Survey Q.1 responses: Which best describes your interest in the development of the Northern Territory Strategic
Water Plan?

Defining water security
Respondents were asked to describe what 'water security' meant to them (Q.2). Almost half of the
responses (46%) thought water security meant having reliable water supply where water is available to
meet the needs of the population into the future, and 15% thought it meant enough water to support a
growing prosperous population and economy. Around a fifth of responses thought water security
encompassed water being available for the natural environment (21%), or that water should be managed
sustainably (17%). Eighteen respondents (13%) said economic growth needed to be balanced to ensure
that human consumption, cultural, social and environmental needs were prioritised before allocating water
to industry. Other ideas included having safe and clean drinking water supply, enforceable and robust
water regulation, affordability and equity of access, allocation based on science and community awareness
of the value of water.
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Figure 5 Survey Q.2 responses: What does water security mean to you?

Most important water issues
Respondents were asked to prioritise what they thought are the most important water issues for the NT
(Q.3). Safe drinking water, protection of the environment, and using water efficiently were the top
priorities. Water for economic development was ranked the lowest priority.
Q.3 Please rank in order from 1 (most important) to 10 (least important) what you think
are the most important water issues for the NT? (n=141)
1. Safe drinking water for all Territorians

Average ranking
(Lowest score =
most important)
2.69

2. Protection of the environment

3.26

3. Using water efficiently and responsibly

3.63

4. Water pollution

4.93

5. Climate change

5.7

6. Building or improving water infrastructure (e.g. dams, water recycling or

5.8

desalination)
7. Water for economic development - agriculture, aquaculture

6.58

8. Protection of cultural values

6.64

9. Water for Aboriginal economic development

7.5

10. Water for economic development - industry, tourism, mining and petroleum

8.02
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A follow up question (Q.4) asked why the selected top three issues were the most important to provide
context to the respondent’s rankings. Safe drinking water was understood to be a high priority because it
was fundamental to sustaining life - “If we don't have safe drinking water then the rest doesn't matter.”
Respondents explained that having healthy environments and ecosystems, and using water efficiently and
sustainably were foundational issues that enabled other aspects of water security (such as having water
available for development, adapting to climate change and protecting cultural values). As one respondent
noted “unless we get those 3 right, the other listed issues become bigger issues too.”
Whilst water for economic development was ranked lower than other issues, respondents still identified
that this was important. However many note that this should be done sustainably prioritising
environmental protection.
“Our culture has tjukurpa* to water. This covers everything that links us to being sensible and responsible
when using water, you only take what you need and share this with others, all life and living things that
require water to keep us all living.”
*‘Tjukurpa’ is an Anangu word that refers to dreaming stories and the cultural obligations that are derived from these stories.

The ten directions
Respondents were asked if they thought the Directions Paper addressed the key water issues facing the
NT (Q.5). Answers were mixed; 23% thought directions addressed the most important water issues, 42%
thought they somewhat addressed the issues; 30% thought they didn’t, and 5% were unsure. When asked
the reason for their answer (Q.6) those who answered no or somewhat said the paper did not adequately
prioritise or discuss issues important to them, some directions offered conflicting ideas, nor did it provide a
clear list of actions that would be addressed by government. Those who answered yes felt the
Directions Paper had good coverage over a broad range of issues.

Figure 6 Survey Q.6 responses: Do you think the directions proposed in the paper address the most important water issues
facing the Northern Territory?

Respondents were asked whether the pathways proposed in the paper will help achieve the relevant
direction (Q.7). Like the previous question, responses were fairly mixed. People felt most confident that
the pathways proposed for Drinking water is safe (37% yes); Water supports jobs and economic growth
(30% yes); and Water resources management can adapt to change (30% yes) were more likely to be achieved.
Pathways to enable Water governance is contemporary and coordinated (36% somewhat, 29% no), Water use
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is efficient and productive (33% somewhat, 27% no), Aboriginal connections to water are valued (31%
somewhat, 27% no), and Water-dependent environmental values are protected (31% somewhat, 31% no) had
a lower level of confidence from stakeholders.
Q.7 Will the pathways proposed in the paper will help
achieve the relevant direction?
Water governance is contemporary and coordinated

Yes

Somewhat

No

Unsure

15%

36%

29%

20%

Drinking water is safe

37%

34%

16%

13%

Water use is efficient and productive

26%

33%

27%

14%

Water supports jobs and economic growth

30%

33%

17%

20%

Cities, towns and communities use the whole water cycle
Aboriginal connections to water are valued

27%
26%

33%
30%

18%
27%

22%
17%

Water-dependent environmental values are protected

22%

31%

31%

16%

Water science, knowledge, skills and innovation are
enhanced
Territorians are engaged in water stewardship

27%

38%

15%

20%

21%

33%

25%

21%

Water resources management can adapt to change

30%

26%

23%

21%

*Rounded to nearest percentage.

Final comments
Respondents were asked if there were issues that were not in the Directions Paper that should have been
included (Q.8). Out of the 89 people who answered this question, thirteen people (9% of all survey
respondents) mentioned that they had concerns over the impact hydraulic fracturing (referred to as
fracking) has on waterways, in particular groundwater. Seven people (5%) thought that climate change
should have featured more prominently in the paper. Other issues raised included pricing of water (which
was discussed in the paper as part of Water use is efficient and productive), the introduction of cotton
agriculture in the NT, education for the wider community and improving water stewardship, water
allocations, water storage infrastructure (e.g. dams), recreational uses for water, science to underpin
transparent decision making, data collection and public reporting (including on remote community drinking
water status) and community consultation on water management decisions.
Finally, respondents were asked if they had any further comments on the Directions Paper or the future
NT Strategic Water Plan (Q.9). Just over half answered this question (54%), and largely reinforced or
clarified earlier responses. Commonalities in the closing comments included a range of views around water
pricing as a demand management tool (8 responses); request for wider public engagement and
transparency in decisions on water allocations (6 responses); and environment protection (6 responses).
Other comments covered anti-fracking sentiments (4); safe drinking water (4); stewardship (4); climate
change (3); community assets (3); long term directions (3); and water infrastructure (3).

4.2. Written submissions
The public and organisations representing water users were invited to submit written submissions on the
paper. Written submissions were received from 56 organisations and individuals. A list of submissions
provided at appendix 7.2.
All submissions supported the development of a Strategic Water Plan for the Northern Territory. Many
noted this was an important step in maturing our approach to water management and planning.
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“[The plan] is a chance to put forward a bold vision to 2050 for how we value, protect and sustain water
resources.”
For the most part, submissions agreed with the principles outlined in the paper. Some feedback noted that
the principles could incorporate Aboriginal cultural connections to water in a more explicit way.
Not all directions were discussed by submissions in equal detail. Certain topics - like safe drinking water
and governance – dominated the feedback. For this reason, rather than going through each of the ten
directions, this section will provide a discussion the topics most frequently raised.

Safe drinking water
As with the survey, safe drinking water was consistently mentioned in submissions as an important issue.
Submissions agreed with the Directions Paper, that drinking water for human health and wellbeing for all
Territorians should be prioritised. Sources of drinking water should be protected from over allocation and
pollution.
Approximately a third of the submissions showed concern over the quality and availability of drinking
water, particularly in remote communities. While Power and Water Corporation currently uses the
Australian Drinking Water Guidelines to assess the quality of drinking water, the was a strong sense that
enforceable standards, guidelines, regulation or legislation should be made by government to ensure the
supply of safe drinking water and mandate regular monitoring and reporting. One frequently cited
suggestion was the establishment of a Safe Drinking Water Act.
More transparent government reporting of drinking water supply and quality status was called for. The
community wanted greater oversight on the priority locations in need of infrastructure investment. This
feedback was also heard during meetings with stakeholders in regional and remote areas.

Governance and decision making
Governance and decision making featured prominently across the submissions. Approximately one-third of
submissions agreed that the government should consider a change to the person or entity delegated as the
Controller of Water Resources to enable a greater separation between regulatory decisions and policy
development. Under the Water Act 1992, the Controller is the principal decision-maker for the regulation
of water resources, including issuing of water extraction licences. This position is currently held by the
CEO of the Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security, who also has responsibility for policy
development and implementation, including to support Government as a water user. Submissions
suggested alternative arrangements including delegating the role to a non-government official, board, or
commissioner, with government or an independent commission to support decision making.
There were calls for greater consultation with communities on water management decisions, indicating
that Territorians want be more informed and involved in decision making processes. As one submission
stated: “A cornerstone of best practice water management is optimising the involvement of stakeholders in the
process.” An example of this was the suggestion to change to the remit of Water Advisory Committees.
This could include a change to the membership, duration and purpose of committees to enable them to
provide advice to government beyond the development or review of a Water Allocation Plan.
Feedback indicated the Strategic Water Plan should respond to and incorporate commitments made under
existing strategic plans and agreements e.g. Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission Final Report
(TERC), Closing the Gap, and the Everyone Together: Aboriginal Affairs Strategy. There was feedback about
the NT’s adherence to the National Water Initiative and recommendations made by the Productivity
Commission’s 2020 review.
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Legislation and policy reform
In addition to improvements to decision making, close to half the submissions (45%) agreed that that
proposed changes to legislation and policy reform are needed. Some referenced the reforms to the Water
Act 1992 already being progressed, and there were new suggestions proposed.
The Water Act 1992 was seen to be relatively old legislation. Some feedback noted that the Act does not
adequately reflect the values Territorians now hold for water resources. There was a suggestion from
stakeholder groups representing Aboriginal Territorians, local government, environmental, farming and
tourism groups to update the Act or create a new piece of legislation that would seek to enable clear
environmental and cultural sustainability objectives, prioritise accessible and safe drinking water, establish
good governance and transparent decision making, enable robust peer reviewed science, and mandate
public reporting.
Discussed in tandem were calls to review the Water Allocation Planning Framework. This was criticised by
some as not being updated in over 20 years (aside from formatting). Approximately one-fifth of
submissions recommended the framework and/or Water Allocation Plans (WAP) be reviewed to ensure
they reflect ‘up to date’ scientific understandings of sustainable levels of allocation across NT catchments.
WAPs set the allocation limits for the areas they cover, and therefore impact on the volumes available for
licenced take. Submissions noted that WAPs cover a relatively small area of the Territory, and generally
exist where demands on the water resources are higher (e.g. near towns with higher density populations or
areas with agricultural and industrial activity). Feedback indicated that the development of WAPs need to
be prioritised to ensure a robust and informed approach to allocating water across the NT.
Approximately 13% of responses suggested integrated catchment scale approaches to water resource
management should be employed either as part of WAPs or instead of them. This is where water resources
are managed alongside biodiversity and cultural heritage to enable a more holistic approach to landscape
management. A similar proportion of responses also suggested that adaptive management should be
adopted by WAPs with adequate checkpoints or thresholds put in place to make changes to the
management regime if required in the future. Adaptive management relies on having robust information
and the best available science for a resource.
Other suggestions for legislative or policy reform included defining what an estimated sustainable yield is;
identifying pathways to return to sustainable yield for over-allocated systems; having clear and measurable
cultural and environmental objectives; and ensuring trade-offs are in line with community values. Seven
submissions felt that water extraction licences should not be allowed to be issued without WAPs in place,
as areas outside WAPs were presumed to have less detailed studies available about the water resource.

Science to inform decision making
Submissions noted the importance of transparent decision making underpinned by rigorous and
independent science. Approximately 20% of submissions called for greater transparency, public reporting
and an increase in science to improve decision making. This indicates that respondents fear that
government did not always have sufficient information to issue water licences, set allocations, and approve
or deny developments that could impact water dependent ecosystems and sacred sites. There was low
awareness amongst respondents about the information on water research or water licences that is
currently published by government. The feedback indicates that information available to the public should
be made more accessible.
Climate change was mentioned in approximately one-third of submissions. There was concern that climate
change impacts are not adequately considered as part of planning decisions, making WAPs and approving
water dependent developments. Approximately 16% agreed that a review of water resource modelling,
planning and licencing procedures to ensure climate change and other high risk scenarios are considered in
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decisions should be undertaken. There were calls for greater climate preparedness and adaptive
management approaches to be better informed by up to date climate modelling.
Submissions supported investing in research to better understand the Territory’s water resources,
including the environmental and cultural values and the impact water extraction and a changing climate
could have. Six submissions agreed that research partnerships with reputable institutions (e.g. universities,
the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation and Bureau of Meteorology) should be
pursued, and four submissions noted that research capacity within the NT should be built up.

Aboriginal people’s connection to water
Feedback across the board indicated the importance of incorporating Aboriginal people’s connection to
water into the Strategic Water Plan and its resulting policies and reform agenda. Water is culturally and
spiritually important to Aboriginal culture. Stakeholders suggested that remote Aboriginal communities
need to be more regularly engaged in planning processes, noting that for many, there is a cultural
obligation to water and care for culturally significant water places and a desire for more involvement and
agency in managing water.
There were discussions from Aboriginal stakeholder groups in submissions (and during stakeholder
meetings) about water rights. In the NT water is vested in the Crown, which is at a disjuncture with some
Aboriginal understandings of water as part of Country.
Submissions requested further involvement of Aboriginal people, in particular Traditional Owners, in
decision making. There were some calls for this to be a legislated requirement:
“The Water Act requires updating to allow for best practice water management and clear regulation and
planning, which needs to be developed with stakeholders, particularly the Aboriginal landholders, not simply
by informing stakeholders.”
Suggestions also included working closer with land councils and existing bodies, ensuring appropriate
Aboriginal representatives are on Water Advisory Committees, establishing catchment committees or an
independent Aboriginal advisory body to provide ongoing advice to government. Examples of Aboriginal
governance models in other jurisdictions (e.g. Martuwarra Fitzroy River Council, WA) were also suggested.

Economic growth
The Directions Paper indicated that water is not only a life source, but an enabler for industry and
economic prosperity. While the survey showed that economic development was a lower priority for
respondents, written submissions indicated a more nuanced position. When economic growth was
mentioned (in approximately one-quarter of submissions), the majority of responses wanted sustainable
economic development with environmental checks and balances in place. This recognised that
opportunities for new industries could sit alongside a robust and transparent process for the management
of water. This was a particularly important consideration raised for tourism industry stakeholders who
stated that “Water for consumptive purposes must be justified in terms of community benefits and bound by
principles of sustainability that protect the NT’s rare natural abundance.”
Industry groups wanted clear direction from government to support development and recognised water as
a key enabler of many different activities. They agreed that the Territory Economic Reconstruction
Committee (TERC) final report recommendations relating to water as an economic enabler should be
reflected in the Strategic Water Plan. This included support for ensuring government had a better
understanding of expected water requirements for economic development by region and industry to help
define infrastructure and investment priorities. Stakeholders want Government to work with industry to
improve appropriate level of supply of water for development.
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On the other hand, four submissions felt the Directions Paper was too development focused, and that the
Territory’s unique water resources should be more stringently protected. Some stakeholders noted the
importance of protecting water resources as important for supporting the NT’s tourism industry, as well as
the liveability and lifestyle aspects that make the NT a great place to live and work. People wanted greater
assessment and monitoring for water resources and there were mixed responses to proposals in the
Directions Paper to extend water extraction licence tenures.
There was support across stakeholder groups for economic development that supported Aboriginal people
and Traditional Owners access job and educational opportunities which enable continued caring for
Country. Enabling economic opportunities through Strategic Aboriginal Water Reserves was supported
across submissions.

Price on water
The Directions Paper discussed the opportunities for investigating a pricing framework for water
extraction licences. Submissions generally agreed that pricing for water could be a good mechanism for
reducing demand, enabling efficient use, resourcing effective management and further valuing the
resource. However there were varying opinions on what this framework might look like. Ten submissions
supported a cost recovery model where licence fees could be recouped by the government to fund
compliance, monitoring, resource investigation and management.
Submissions mainly agreed with the Directions Paper that a pricing regime should consider the high costs
of development in remote areas, the rights of licence holders, is transparent, fair and equitable in how it is
applied, and includes mechanisms to adjust to changing circumstances. However what ‘fair and equitable’
meant was different across stakeholder groups. For some this meant having the same pricing no matter
what the intended use of the water is. For others fair pricing meant having a variable fee depending on the
activity, reflective of how the NT values the take of water use for different purposes.

Using water efficiently
The Directions Paper reported the statistic that Territorians use water at home at a rate 1.5 to 5 times that
of the average Australian. Submissions agreed that this rate was considerably high and change is needed to
improve efficiency. Feedback on improving water efficiency often centred around three key areas:
economic factors, behaviour, planning and design.
Perceived economic factors influencing this usage included pricing and trading. Putting a monetary price
on water was seen to be a way that could in part reduce consumption. As discussed previously, further
work will need to be done to understand what pricing framework is right for the NT context. Water trading
is allowed in the NT, however there was some feedback that trading should only occur with strict and
transparent controls. Some suggested trading should only be allowed in WAP areas.
Behavioural and attitude changes to improve water efficiency were seen as the responsibility of all water
users. Water stewardship refers to using water in a way that is socially equitable, environmentally
sustainable and economically beneficial. Good stewards lead by example, demonstrate this in their water
use practices and encourage or enable similar use by others. Local councils and key industry groups
recognised that good water stewardship practices are an essential component of good water management
and water security, and that they have a role to play in demonstrating this. Likewise, stakeholders felt that
NT Government had a role in leading water stewardship by making informed and transparent water
management decisions, as well as providing a level of water literacy education to the community.
Infrastructure and planning for water sensitive design and reuse was another popular suggestion to
improve efficiency. Considerations of the whole of water cycle were encouraged to be made when
planning for new or retrofitting existing development, and when allowing new industry. For example,
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mining or other industries could potentially use non-potable water, reducing the need for treatment.
Another example suggested was using suitable wastewater from communities to green public spaces and
water grass on football ovals. With the diverse climate and remoteness of the NT there was a strong sense
that place-based design solutions were needed to deliver effective water efficiency and reuse programs.
These programs should be implemented in consultation with the community so that they meet community
needs.

5. Discussion
This section brings together additional points raised throughout the consultation from the survey, written
submissions and direct conversations with the public and stakeholder groups.

Defining water security for the NT
The Directions Paper defined water security as ‘ensuring that our water is effectively managed and that its
supply and use is reliable, resilient, efficient and environmentally sustainable’ (p.1). This is a broad
definition which encompasses the multiple ways water is valued and used by the community. The feedback
on the definition used in the Directions Paper shows that for Territorians the definition of water security is
indeed diverse, but in essence encapsulates a need to plan of the future and balance the social and
cultural, economic and environmental values and uses of water.
An example of the diversity of values around water can be seen in the many ways the term ‘sustainability’
was mentioned in submissions. Sustainable development, sustainable economic growth, sustainable water
allocations, estimated sustainable yield, sustainable water use and practices, etc. were all referred to.
Sustainability generally describes practices which support ecological, economic and social outcomes.
However, like water security, sustainability is a values based concept. This means what is deemed
sustainable for some, might not be for others. Taking a triple bottom line approach requires a balance
between ecological, economic and social considerations.
It is clear from the passionate responses received through this process that the plan will need to reflect
diverse values and encapsulate concepts like sustainability that resonate with the community.

Trust, transparency and community consultation
Trust and transparency was a principle included in the Directions Paper and was raised multiple times
during the consultation process. This was in part due to a water extraction licence decision and legal
challenge dominating the media during the consultation period.
Feedback indicated that accountability needs to be embedded into all decision making to build community
confidence in the regulatory system and government’s management of water resources. Comments show
that further publicly accessible information on the following areas is needed to improve confidence in the
government as policy makers and regulators:


scientific and technical models, compliance, monitoring and enforcement activities with respect to
water licences and water allocation plans



information on water dependent ecosystems and cultural sites



status of safe drinking water in remote communities.

The process generated feedback in support of greater community consultation on water allocation and
licencing decisions, water intensive development proposals and policy creation. There were also calls for
Aboriginal people to be consulted further in decision making processes. Community engagement in water
matters indicates a strong sense of community stewardship for water.
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Local issues
The Office of Water Security spoke to more than 500 people at markets and other public events, and
briefed public and elected officials at approximately 50 local council, local authority and regional
coordination committee meetings. Much of the feedback received was corroborated by the surveys and
the written responses. Not surprisingly though, this feedback was often focused on local water security
matters. For example people mentioned regional water supply concerns, proposed dams or infrastructure
projects (e.g. Adelaide River Off-stream Water Storage (AROWS)), local water quality, water use and
perceived wastage of water (e.g. broken infrastructure, neighbours and businesses over-watering gardens),
bore contamination issues and access to recreational spots. Concerns were raised about licencing decisions
or approvals for certain properties or business ventures and questions were asked about the status of
particular Water Allocation Plans being made or reviewed. For example, there was concern about the over
use of groundwater in the Darwin rural area, and the longevity of water supplies in Alice Springs.
The focus on local issues indicates that people understand and relate to water in a deeply personal way,
informed by local knowledge and everyday interactions. Knowledge about water in their community comes
through speaking with friends and family, reading or listening to media stories or passing down traditional
cultural knowledge.
The purpose of the Directions Paper was to start a conversation about the big picture of water security for
the NT and envision what the future of water management and use may look like. Comments indicate that
most people relate to water at a personal and local scale and often want to see action in shorter
timeframes.

Remote Aboriginal communities
As heard through the survey, submissions and meetings with remote communities, water is culturally and
spiritually important to Aboriginal people and their culture. Communities also wanted to have more
oversight and control over their water. Almost all Local Authorities reported wanting to know more about
their water including its quality, the security of their supply, and how much they’re using as a community.
The concerns of water quality and the impacts on health was a major concern, in towns, homelands and
outstations, with stakeholders drawing connections between water quality and broader Aboriginal health,
education and quality of life outcomes linked to the Closing the Gap framework. Concerns range from
taste and impacts on personal and public property (scaling and degradation) through to fear of the
potential and real health impacts. Some communities knew they had water supply with mineral content
levels beyond the recommended health guidelines, and many wanted more up to date information.
Issues with aging housing, water infrastructure and timeliness of repairs were reported by remote
communities. This ranged from inefficient evaporative air conditioners to leaks in and around the home.
Timely repair of leaks were reported as being important for helping community members to value water. If
leaks are not repaired by the housing provider this was seen to indicate to community that water
conservation was not important.
Continued education about water in community and schools about how to save water and where it comes
from was suggested. Power and Water Corporation currently run educational programs and include
informational signage in communities they service. Suggestions also included running television and radio
campaigns, posters in community stores and hosting annual community meetings to help community
understand the need to use less water.

Feedback on the Directions Paper itself
The Directions Paper was intentionally written in a broad and open format, canvasing a wide range of
topics. While numbered one to ten, the directions were not prioritised, nor were pathways committed to.
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The purpose of the paper was to generate discussion across a range of issues and identify what the
community thinks are important areas to pursue. However, some stakeholders appear to have interpreted
the Directions Paper as a draft version of the Strategic Water Plan, with pathways representing draft
government commitments.
There was some confusion about the scope of the Directions Paper. There was some comparison between
this paper and a previous Water Reform Directions Paper published by the department in 2018. The scope
of the 2018 paper focused on changes to the Water Act 1992 and its administration, which has since been
largely completed. Some feedback criticised the lack of reference to the former paper.
There was also criticism of the paper’s broad focus that was captured in the survey (Q.7-8) and written
responses. Some felt the paper should have identified timeframes for achieving directions and provided a
clearer position of the government on certain issues. As one survey respondent wrote: “I cannot see how
the directions are measurable or specific.”

6. Next steps
The Directions Paper was the start of a conversation with Territorians about what water security means to
them. However, it does not represent the end of public dialogue on water issues. While the consultation
period for the Directions Paper has now officially closed, the process of developing the Strategic Water
Plan will require ongoing engagement. OWS will draw on the feedback outlined in this report to develop
the Strategic Water Plan, and will continue to engage with organisations representing key water users as
the plan takes shape.
As this report notes, the impact of COVID-19 restrictions hampered planned engagement activities,
particularly with remote communities. Understandably for some groups, their attention was on the
immediate public health challenges. OWS plans to reschedule postponed meetings to hear their visions for
the future, as well as report on the feedback received so far. Stakeholders’ strong desire for ongoing
regional and remote engagement is also noted and will be considered as part of the Strategic Water Plan’s
development.
The plan, which will be released by the end of 2022, will be dynamic and responsive to the water security
challenges that emerge during the next few decades. To keep up to date with the progress of the plan, go
to watersecurity.nt.gov.au.
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7. Appendix
7.1. Have Your Say Survey questions
1. Which of the following options best describes your interest in the development of the Northern
Territory Strategic Water Plan? (Select all that apply)


I live in the NT



I am an Aboriginal land manager, Traditional Owner or custodian



I own a business that operates in the NT



I work for a business that operates in the NT



I work for a stakeholder organisation that operates in the NT



Other (please specify)

1.1 If you selected, ‘I live in the NT’, please select your location:


Darwin region



Alice Springs



Tennant Creek



Katherine



Regional area



Remote area

1.2 If you selected, ‘I own a business that operates in the NT’, ‘I work for a business that
operates in the NT’, or ‘I work for a stakeholder organisation that operates in the NT’, Please
select the sector you work in:


Agriculture



Aquaculture



Aboriginal



Tourism



Environmental



Industry



Mining and Petroleum



Government

2. What does 'water security' mean to you? (Open text response)
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3. Please rank in order from 1 (most important) to 10 (least important) what you think are the most
important water issues for the NT?


Using water efficiently and responsibly



Safe drinking water for all Territorians



Protection of the environment



Protection of cultural values



Building or improving water infrastructure (e.g. dams, water recycling or desalination)



Water for Aboriginal economic development



Water for economic development - agriculture, aquaculture



Water for economic development - industry, tourism, mining and petroleum



Climate change



Water pollution

4. Why do you think your top 3 issues above are the most important? (Open text response)
5. Do you think directions proposed in the paper address the most important water issues facing the
Northern Territory? (Select one)


Yes



Somewhat



No



Unsure

6. Please provide any reasons for your response (Open text response)

7. For each direction, do you think the proposed pathways will achieve that direction? (Select
between Yes, Somewhat, No or Unsure for each direction)
8. Are there any issues that are not in the Directions Paper that you think should be addressed? If
yes, what issue would you like to see addressed? (Open text response)

9. Are there any other comments you would like to make in relation to the Directions Paper or the
drafting of the Northern Territory Strategic Water Plan? (Open text response)
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7.2. Written submissions received
Written submissions were received from the following organisations and individuals:
Aboriginal Areas Protection
Authority (AAPA)

Department of Territory
Families, Housing and
Communities

P Holloway

D Rickard

B Devlin (CDU)

Alice Springs Town Council
(ASTC)

Environment Centre NT
(ECNT)

M Burford (Rivers Institute,
Griffith University)

Amateur Fishermen’s
Association of the Northern
Territory (AFANT)

F Kepert
G Leeman

Research Institute for the
Environment and Livelihoods
(RIEL, CDU)

Anindilyakwa Land Council

H Ferguson

R Knox

A Kerr

J Arnold & J Doyle

S Crowder

Arid Lands Environment
Centre (ALEC)

J Davies

S Aylott

K Edyvane (CDU/ANU)

Desert Knowledge Research
Institute – ‘Talking Water’
Alice Springs Community
submission

Aboriginal Medical Services
Alliance NT (AMSANT)

Association of Mining and
Exploration Companies
(AMEC)
Australian Petroleum
Production & Exploration
Association (APPEA)
B Conroy
Central Australian Aboriginal
Congress
Central Land Council (CLC)
Centrefarm Aboriginal
Horticulture

K Hartley
K Johnson
L Grealy (University of
Sydney)
L de Schoutheete
Local Government Association
NT (LGANT)
L Larsen (ANU)
Litchfield Council
Lock the Gate Alliance

City of Darwin

L Harrison

City of Palmerston

M Webb

Commonwealth Scientifics
and Industrial Research
Organisation (CSIRO)

Minerals Council of Australia
(MCA) NT

D Hall
Department of Education
Department of Industry,
Tourism and Trade

Northern Land Council (NLC)
NT Chamber of Commerce
NT Farmers
Northern Territory Council of
Social Services (NTCoSS)
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Power and Water Corporation

Territory Generation
Territory Rivers Keep’Em
Flowing Alliance
Water Reference Group
Water Services Association of
Australia (WSAA)

