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We conducted the first State of the Water Sector Survey 
in 2010, and in 2011 released View from the Top, 
the qualitative report based on interviews with industry 
leaders about the key issues raised by survey respondents. 
Our intent was to find out what water industry 
professionals thought about the state of their industry 
and to provide a baseline against which trends could be 
measured. Documenting the views of water professionals 
also provided insights into the state of the sector and 
its priorities.

In the Preliminary Report of the first survey we said: 
“The Survey…has collected the views of those who 
understand the sector best… These are the people 
who know if a system is well managed or not, is being 
maintained properly or is being allowed to run down, 
is performing to specifications or is at risk, is financially 
sound or is costing the community more than it should.”

In 2010, 1,164 individuals responded to the Survey. 
That was a significant sample set that provided robust 
data. This year, we received 1,944 responses – a 67% 
increase. Respondents included AWA members, 
government employees and Deloitte clients. See the 
Methodology on page 34 for more information about 
how we conducted the survey. 

Since 2010, there have been some significant changes 
in the circumstances surrounding the water sector. The 
most important of these is the drought-breaking rain that 
has been received over much of the country. However, 
the persistent dry conditions in most of Western Australia 
and parts of South Australia and the Northern Territory 
have also been significant.

Two additional key factors are the release of reports such 
as the Productivity Commission’s Australian Urban Water 
Sector Inquiry Report1, which made some important 
recommendations to improve the efficiency of the 
industry, and the commissioning of major infrastructure. 
This includes desalination plants and other water supply 
infrastructure that has driven significant price increases. 

The impact of these developments is explored in this 
report. While these changes might have been unsettling, 
it is pleasing to report that 66% of survey respondents 
consider the water sector to be sound or very sound. 
This is an increase of 4% on the 2010 figures. 

In the first survey, respondents were given a list of issues 
to rank in order of importance for the water sector, 
both now and in five years time. It is useful to track 
trends over time, though some questions have changed 
between the surveys in line with industry developments. 

Issues that were ranked of little importance in 2010 were 
removed from the list in 2012. The issue of sustainability 
was also broken down into several related issues, in part 
because the term ‘sustainability’ can be interpreted in 
different ways. Questions about new issues, such as coal 
seam gas extraction, were also added. 

We’ve also included a short overview of every state and 
territory to explore the key issues in each jurisdiction, 
see how they compare with other locations and 
understand what’s working well, or not. 

This report is divided into seven sections: The big Issues, 
Desalination, The price of water, Regulation, The Murray-
Darling Basin, Coal seam gas and the state-by-state 
breakdowns. It contains significant information that can 
provide valuable input to the development of policies and 
programs over the coming years. 

Our survey will be repeated periodically to track trends, 
and will continue to provide unmatched insight into 
the views of water sector professionals about their 
own industry.

Introduction

Welcome to the State of the Water Sector Report 2012 from the Australian 
Water Association (AWA) and Deloitte. This is the third report based 
on the views of those who work within the water sector, providing a 
unique insight into water issues across Australia.

1 ‘Australia’s Urban Water Sector – Productivity Commission 
Inquiry Report’, October 2011.
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(STILL) THINK CLIMATE 
CHANGE IS A MAJOR RISK 
TO THE SUSTAINABLE 
MANAGEMENT OF WATER 
(NO CHANGE SINCE 2010)
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This year’s report finds that the sense of crisis engendered 
by drought has dissipated and the industry is returning to 
more bread-and-butter issues, particularly the challenge 
of maintaining and improving infrastructure. There is also 
more concern about consumer perceptions of pricing, 
along with other new issues such as desalination and the 
potential impact of coal seam gas extraction.

Top issues: quality of infrastructure and supply
Maintaining and improving infrastructure is cited as the 
most important issue facing the sector in 2012. It is also 
expected to be the second-most important in five years’ 
time. In 2010, ageing infrastructure was ranked as the 
fourth-most important current issue.

Water supply security is seen as the second-most 
important issue nationally, with 36% of respondents 
describing it as a priority. This result reflects the 
continuing dry conditions in Western Australia, 
South Australia and the Northern Territory. Those in 
other states and territories that have experienced heavy 
rains ranked supply security significantly lower than 
maintaining and improving infrastructure. However, 
the issue re-emerges as a national priority in five years 
time, suggesting that respondents believe that drought 
will return.

Concern for the environment
Concern about the long-term environmental impact 
of the water industry (an aspect of sustainability) has 
dropped significantly over the past two years and is now 
ranked the seventh-most important issue nationally – 
although it rises to third position in five years time. 

Notwithstanding this result, 85% of respondents believe 
climate change poses a significant or moderate risk to the 
sustainable management of water. Encouragingly, 50% 
believe the sector is responding to the effects of climate 
change very well or quite well. This compares favourably 
to the result in 2010, when only 36% held this view.

Overview of findings

Respondents in urban, and rural and regional 
areas hold similar views about what should 
be done to respond to climate change. 
Using stormwater supply is nominated by 32% 
of urban respondents and 36% of rural and 
regional respondents; repairing infrastructure 
to reduce water loss is nominated by 
30% in urban areas and 37% in rural and 
regional locations.

Water supply security is seen as the second-most 
important issue nationally, with 36% of respondents 
describing it as a priority. This result reflects the 
continuing dry conditions in WA, SA and NT.
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Meeting supply requirements
The 2012 survey also asked respondents what they 
thought were the most important measures to meet the 
water supply requirements of rural and agricultural users, 
urban users and the environment. 

Respondents suggest that rural and agricultural supplies 
might best be secured through improved water efficiency, 
with the top two responses being ‘facilitate transition to 
more water-efficient or higher value crops’ and ‘repair 
irrigation infrastructure’. Only 29% would select a supply-
side option (that is, increasing storage capacity) and just 
4% suggest that water allocated to the environment 
should be reduced. 

In its 2011 report on the urban water sector, 
the Productivity Commission argued that investment in 
irrigation system upgrades is an inefficient way to provide 
additional water to the environment and suggested 
that buying back water would be more cost-effective. 
However, survey respondents believe there should 
be a mix, with a preference for more investment in 
infrastructure repair than water buybacks. 

On the other hand, respondents believe urban water 
supply is best secured through the use of innovations 
such as recycling and capturing stormwater. Improved 
water efficiency is the second-most popular option, 
while the use of rainwater tanks is supported by only a 
moderate number of respondents. Greater exploitation of 
traditional supply options (for example, raising dam levels) 
is favoured by only 18% of the sample, placing it on par 
with ‘allowing greater rural/urban water trades’.

Further analysis suggests that while innovative sources are 
preferred to secure urban supply, their use for drinking 
water purposes does not have majority support: for 
example only 44% of respondents believe recycled water 
or stormwater is suitable for drinking.

In terms of the water needed to preserve the 
environment, respondents said this could be best 
provided by repairing or upgrading infrastructure to 
reduce water loss. Respondents feel the environment’s 
high-security water entitlements should be respected, 
but they also believe that the provision of water for 
the environment must be understood and targeted to 
ensure efficiency. 

While the effects of drought have disappeared from 
most of the nation’s heavily populated areas and its 
most productive agricultural districts, respondents are 
not inclined to cut conservation and efficiency programs. 
More than two-thirds of respondents believe such 
programs should not be curtailed at all or should be 
curtailed only marginally.

Debate about desalination and pricing
In the past five years, very significant investments have 
been made in desalination plants in coastal areas around 
the country. It is concerning, then, that 67% of those 
surveyed believe such investment has been not very, 
or not at all, cost-effective. Delving deeper into this issue, 
a majority believe the construction of desalination plants 
was timely, but 29% believe the plants were too large or 
costly. A further 30% believe their construction was ill-
advised or occurred too soon. 

That said, 69% of respondents believe water prices are 
about right or too low. Only 22% believe they are too 
high, though many also feel it is important to respond 
to community concern over the rising price of water 
(an issue that was not mentioned at all in 2010).

The idea of increasing water prices when water is scarce 
is supported by 42% of respondents, while 53% believe 
this approach would not be beneficial.

More than two thirds of respondents believe that 
water conservation and efficiency programs should not 
be curtailed, or be curtailed only marginally, despite 
drought receding in many parts of the country



Qualified support for the Murray-Darling plan
Progress in developing the Murray-Darling Basin Plan 
was also explored. There is strong support among urban 
and rural water professionals for finalising the plan 
within existing timeframes – or within slightly extended 
timeframes to enable further research and consultation to 
be carried out – notwithstanding the easing of drought 
conditions in the Basin. Very few respondents feel the 
plan should be abandoned. 

There is uncertainty among both urban and rural 
respondents, however, about the level of water allocation 
reductions proposed in the plan. 40% said the reductions 
are about right or too low, while 44% did not feel able to 
express a view.

Regulation
One notion that appears to have strong support within 
the industry is that of a more ‘light-handed’ approach 
to regulation, an idea recently put forward by the 
Productivity Commission. 68% of survey respondents 
would prefer regulators to review prices periodically to 
ensure monopoly power is not abused, compared to 14% 
who believe economic regulators should set prices. 

As in the 2010 Survey, a question was included in 
2012 about the effectiveness of economic regulation. 
This year’s results were broadly in line with those of 2010. 

Each of the issues above is being addressed relatively 
effectively. However, one matter clearly requires 
management attention: the skills shortage. Respondents 
expressed significant concern about this, and leaders 
should respond promptly to ensure the industry can 
act on emerging challenges and maintain the quality of 
its operations. 

Areas for attention 
In summary, our findings suggest: 

• The sector is sound and increasing in 
its soundness, which reflects well on 
management and staff across all areas 
of the industry. Having achieved much, 
the sector needs to ensure it continues to 
provide the quality of service demanded by 
existing and future customers.

• Water security remains a concern and will 
likely continue to be a high-priority issue 
in the face of drought, climate change and 
population growth. 

• The sector needs to be very mindful 
of the impact on customers of rising 
prices, although this issue may decline in 
importance over time, possibly because 
capital expenditure is now decreasing and 
will have less impact on prices in future. 

• The sector should ensure that catchments 
are well managed and that its long-term 
impact on the environment is positive.

         5

Skills shortages are seen by 
many as a looming threat 
to the industry. 45% of 
respondents expect to leave 
the industry within the 
next 10 years
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The AWA/Deloitte State of the Water Sector Survey 2012 
replicated some of the questions included in the 2010 
Survey and introduced new ones on emerging issues. 
However, one series of questions will be replicated 
annually: the views of water sector participants about the 
‘soundness’ of the sector and the critical issues it faces. 
These questions are captured here as ‘the big issues’.

Soundness of the sector
In 2010, 62% of respondents thought the sector was 
‘very sound’ or ‘quite sound’. The industry should be 
pleased that despite persistent drought in the west, 
catastrophic floods in many other areas and controversy 
over rising prices and the value of desalination plants, 
in 2012 66% of respondents believe the sector is sound.

Priorities to focus on

Sustainability, infrastructure and security of supply
In 2010, sustainability, water security and water scarcity 
emerged as the three most important issues facing the 
sector. For the 2012 Survey, AWA and Deloitte decided 
the term ‘sustainability’ should be disaggregated 
to define better what respondents are referring to, 
and to tease out the components of sustainability that 
respondents are most concerned about. 

In 2012, respondents believe the three most important 
issues facing the sector are: maintaining and augmenting 
infrastructure, ensuring the security of water supplies, 
and managing catchments effectively. The issue of 
maintaining and augmenting infrastructure climbed from 
fourth-most important in 2010 to the top issue in 2012. 

It could be speculated that the breaking of drought 
over the most populous areas of the country has led 
many respondents to refocus their attention on the 
maintenance of the system; in other words to take a 
‘stick to the knitting’ perspective. While that may be 
true, ensuring the security of water supplies remains an 
important priority, reflecting the recent memory of critical 
and persistent drought in the east and continuing dry 
weather in the west. This is certainly shown in the results 
from Western Australia, which remains in severe drought 
and which ranks supply security far ahead of any other 
concern. South Australian respondents also rate supply 
security as their top concern. 

The big issues

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
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27%
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Figure 1:  Soundness of the water sector

Figure 2:  What are the three most important issues the sector 
currently faces? 
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As in 2010, respondents were asked to consider the 
high-priority issues for the sector – now and in five 
years. Results reveal a view that respite from drought 
may only be temporary; water security is expected to 
be the most important issue in five years time, moving 
ahead of ‘maintaining and augmenting infrastructure’, 
which is seen as second-most important. The east coast 
jurisdictions recorded the greatest increase in concern 
about water security between today and in five years.

Catchment management 
The third-most important issue in 2012 is managing 
catchments effectively. This is one of the components of 
sustainability identified separately in this year’s survey. 

Two views could be taken as to why this issue is a high 
priority. The first is that respondents recognise the role of 
effective catchment management in maintaining water 
quality. The second explanation is that respondents are 
taking a broad view of effective catchment management 
and planning that includes recognising the need to 
manage water resources on a catchment-wide basis. 
This perspective encompasses respondents’ interest 
in the sustainable management of water resources 
across all catchments, not just those used primarily for 
water supply. 

Skills shortages
The three issues referred to above – maintaining and 
augmenting infrastructure, ensuring water supplies 
are secure, and managing catchments effectively – 
are followed closely by ‘reducing the skills shortage in 
the water sector’ and ‘responding to community concern 
over rising prices’. 

Addressing industry skills shortages rose from the sixth-
most cited issue in 2010 to the fourth in 2012. This 
is surprising in one way, as respondents don’t believe 
it is becoming more difficult than it was two years 
ago to recruit staff. However, it may be explained by 
respondents’ views that the skills shortage is being 
addressed particularly poorly by the sector: only 9% said it 
is dealt with effectively in their state or territory. 

Respondents also expect the skills shortage to be a 
priority issue in five years time, ranking it as the fourth-
most important concern.

Concern over prices
The issue of community concern over rising prices has 
arisen almost from nowhere over the past two years. 
The 2010 Survey asked only about water prices rather 
than community concern over price increases, with the 
issue not rating highly. 

In 2012, the issue was divided into ‘community 
concern’ and ‘setting prices at levels that fully cover 
costs’. The latter is still seen as a minor concern, 
possibly because respondents feel it is being addressed 
effectively. However, respondents feel that community 
concern about prices is being addressed with only 
moderate effectiveness – for now. It appears, however, 
that respondents believe this issue may be transient, and 
rank it one of the least important issues in five years time. 

Respondents may feel that the pain of cost pass-through 
associated with new infrastructure, notably desalination 
plants, will have passed by that time. With sector 
leaders expecting a significant reduction in capital 
expenditure over the next three years, there may also be 
an expectation among industry figures that future water 
price rises will be more moderate. 

Environmental impact
Another significant change between the current priority 
issues and those in five years time is concern about 
reducing the long-term environmental impact of the 
industry. This rose from the seventh-most important issue 
to the third. 

The term ‘environmental impact’ is a more meaningful 
description than ‘sustainability’ used in 2010. This year’s 
results may indicate that the industry recognises its 
responsibility to ensure the functioning of ecosystems, 
environmental services and aesthetics – as well as the 
quality of life of future generations – aren’t compromised 
by its activities as populations rise. 

Respondents in all states rank reducing long-term 
environmental impact as one of the top three issues in 
five years time (except New South Wales, which ranks it 
fourth) and respondents in both territories believe it will 
be the most important issue.
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Extreme weather and carbon
Mitigating the effects of extreme wet weather is also 
expected to be a higher priority issue in five years, 
increasing from the tenth-most important issue in 2010 
to the fifth this year. 

The impact of a carbon price rose slightly in importance, 
probably in response to the introduction of the Carbon 
Pricing Mechanism. ‘Including carbon costs into the 
evaluation of operations/supply options’ rose slightly from 
the eleventh-most cited to the ninth.

How well are issues being handled?

Issues being addressed most effectively
Figure 3 shows the which issues respondents believe are 
being addressed most effectively. There appears to be 
little direct correlation between respondents’ views of 
program effectiveness and the priority they give the issue 
today or in five years time. Thus, water security is viewed 
as a high-priority issue but one that is being addressed 
effectively, whereas skills shortage is a high-priority issue 
that is seen as being ineffectively handled.
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Figure 3:  Which three issues are currently being addressed most 
effectively in your state or territory?

Figure 4:  Which three issues are currently being addressed least 
effectively in your state or territory?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

28% 
Maintaining and

augmenting infrastructure

39% 
Reducing the skills shortage

in the water sector

33%
Improving the way in

which water sector
institutions are governed

33%
Responding to community
concern over rising prices

27%
Setting prices at levels

that fully cover costs

24% 
Reducing the long-term

environmental impact
of the sector

21%
Mitigating extreme

weather event impacts

Ensuring water
supplies are secure

10% 

21% 
Improving the functioning

of water markets

11%
Ensuring sewage

is effectively treated
and disposed of

23%Managing catchments
effectively

22%
Including carbon costs

in the evaluation of
operations/supply options

9%

Other (e.g. community
engagement, managing
contaminants, nutrient

recovery, mitigating
emissions, treating/disposing

of sewage, allocating
water to meet

irrigator needs)

48% NT31% SA

42% Tas15% NT

42% QLD23% NT

33% Tas/SA14% ACT

Issues being addressed least effectively 
The issues respondents feel are being addressed 
least effectively appear in Figure 4. ‘Reducing 
the skills shortage’ came out on top, followed by 
‘responding to community concern over rising 
prices’, ‘improving governance’ and ‘maintaining and 
augmenting infrastructure’. 

Priority areas for management
There are some warning signs in this data for sector 
management, and two issues stand out: skills and 
maintenance. Those surveyed believe these are high-
priority issues that are not being dealt with effectively. 

While respondents don’t feel community concern over 
rising prices is currently being dealt with effectively, 
they believe it will be of lesser importance in the 
future. Governance is also cited as not being addressed 
effectively, but is seen as an issue of lower priority 
(although certainly worthy of attention).
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In the 2010 Survey, respondents were asked whether 
they expected capital expenditure to increase, decrease 
or remain the same in real terms over the coming three 
years. 57% expected an increase and 25% expected it 
to remain approximately the same. Given the survey was 
conducted at the peak of expenditure on some major 
capital works, this was an unexpected result. It was also a 
surprise to water sector leaders interviewed subsequently 
for a qualitative survey of attitudes, each of whom 
expected capital expenditure to fall significantly.

Two years later, there has been a decline in capital 
expenditure, due primarily to the completion or near 
completion of desalination plants in Adelaide, Melbourne, 
Sydney and Perth and the finalisation of the Western 
Corridor Scheme in south-east Queensland. 

Given this spending has now been committed, and the 
community’s subsequent concern about water prices, 
it’s timely to review the sector’s attitudes to the efficacy 
and judiciousness of capital expenditure.

To add some context, in 2011 the Australian Government 
asked the Productivity Commission to review aspects 
of Australia’s urban water sector. Among other things, 
the Productivity Commission considered the timeliness of 
some expenditure on desalination, and in its 2011 urban 
water report suggested, by way of example, that the 
Sydney Desalination Plant had been built prematurely. 
Accordingly, in the State of the Water Sector Survey 
2012, participants were asked two questions about 
investment in desalination and several others that were 
relevant to the issue. The two direct questions concerned 
the cost-effectiveness of desalination and the timeliness 
of related investment.

Cost-effectiveness of investments
30% of respondents feel that desalination is very or 
quite cost-effective, but 67% believe it is not very or not 
at all cost-effective. One might speculate about why 
respondents have these attitudes and why the results are 
quite polarised. It may be that respondents, who are also 
consumers, are concerned about rising prices, or that they 
have more intimate knowledge of the cost of desalination 
facilities and the water produced by them. 

Desalination

30% of respondents 
feel that desalination 
is very or quite cost-
effective, but 67% 
believe it is not very 
or not at all cost-
effective.

Figure 5:  Compared with other options, how cost-effective do 
you think desalination is for your state or territory?
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Timeliness of investments
Figure 6 shows that 31% believe investment in and 
construction of desalination plants occurred too soon and 
were ill-advised; however, 30% believe the investments 
were timely, showing the polarisation within the industry. 
Further, 29% believe the desalination plants were built 
at the correct time, but should have been built to a 
smaller scale.

There is a marked difference between 
the views of Western Australians and 
other respondents regarding desalination, 
with Western Australians being far more 
positive. Desalination has been an important 
source of supply in Perth for several years and 
has helped the city cope with drought. 62% of 
Western Australians consider it a cost-effective 
supply option, compared to only 27% of 
respondents in other jurisdictions.

Figure 6:  Timeliness of investment in desalination and its scale
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Perceptions of water prices are driven by a number 
of factors. Those within the industry may look at the 
benefits derived from the provision of clean, safe drinking 
water and the removal of wastewater – as well as 
occasional services such as stormwater management 
– and quickly conclude that the price of water is low. 
It’s hard to name many other commodities that are 
delivered to one’s residence in a refined form for about 
$6 per tonne. 

On the other hand, urban water prices have risen 
substantially over the past two to three years, 
making water conspicuously more expensive than it 
has ever been. For industrial users for whom water is a 
significant input, rising costs may have a marked impact. 

While utility prices (including gas and electricity etc.) 
overall have been rising at a rate greater than the increase 
in average household income, water and wastewater 
services combined have increased over the 12 years to 
2012 at a greater rate than other utilities. 

Respondents’ views on pricing
Participants were asked whether they believed the price 
of urban water was too high, too low or about right. 
21% believe it to be much too high or a little too high, 
while 69% believe it to be about right, a little too low or 
much too low. A small percentage is unsure.

This finding is somewhat at odds with the high priority 
afforded to the issue of ‘responding to community 
concern over rising water prices’, but perhaps the 
concern is more about how price and value are being 
communicated to customers, rather than the actual 
price charged. 

In contrast to those in other jurisdictions, Western 
Australians are much more likely to agree that urban 
water prices are not high. More than half consider 
prices are a little too low (35%) or much too low (17%), 
and only 3% believe they are much too high.

The price of water

Figure 7:  Is the price of urbanwater in your state or territory…?
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The provision of water – an essential, and often scarce 
resource – is highly regulated in Australia. It is of intense 
interest to politicians at all levels and in both urban 
and rural areas. In this chapter, we explore industry 
attitudes to the regulation of water and the involvement 
of lawmakers.

The role of regulators
Independent economic regulators exist in all states 
and territories. Their role in the water sector varies, 
but generally it is to approve the prices utilities wish to 
charge for their services, a process that usually imposes 
significant disciplines on utilities to justify their capital and 
operating expenditure, including recurrent expenditures. 
This regulatory process has arguably driven great 
efficiencies within the sector.

Should regulators set prices or only monitor them? 
As noted above, there is a strong view from respondents 
that regulators are best left to review prices to ensure 
monopoly power is not abused, rather than to set 
prices outright. It is interesting to postulate whether this 
view would be shared by customers, and whether the 
industry’s view is influenced by an understanding of the 
costs of direct price regulation, which customers do not 
directly observe.

Regulation

Political intervention
There have been anecdotal suggestions within the water sector of increasing political intervention in price setting and 
water utility management. An example often cited, and referred to by some CEOs in The View from the Top in 2011, 
is that governments are demanding dividends from the monopoly businesses they own that are too great or out of line 
with commercial practice. Certainly there has been recent overt political intervention in the form of price caps imposed 
by some state governments, including Queensland and Tasmania.

60%0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 70% 80%

2% 

Do nothing and
leave the market to

determine prices?

Periodically review
the prices charged to

ensure that monopoly
power is not abused?

Determine the prices
charged by utilities?

Do nothing and
leave governments to

determine prices?

11%

5% 

68%

14%

No opinion / don’t know

62% ACT/Tas 75% SA

Figure 8:  The role of economic regulators has been questioned recently. Should economic regulators: 
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To test the extent of such intervention, in this year’s 
survey we repeated some of the questions asked in 
2010 about the effectiveness of economic regulation. 
In response to the question ‘How effective is economic 
regulation in your state or territory?’ there was very 
little difference between the 2010 and 2012 results. 
There remains, however, significant variation between 
states and territories. Figure 9 shows the national results 
(including Victoria and Queensland) and the results for 
those two states separately, being the most and least 
satisfied respectively.

Low satisfaction ratings
The purpose of highlighting this result is not to point 
the finger at any particular jurisdiction, but to note that 
with the exception of Victoria and Western Australia, 
no jurisdiction’s economic regulator achieves greater than 
a 50% satisfaction rating. 

To explore reasons for this, respondents in 2012 were 
also asked about the extent to which there is political 
interference in economic regulation. Unsurprisingly, there 
is a significant number of ‘don’t knows’ from the general 
pool of respondents who would not usually be expected 
to have a view on the efficacy of regulation. 

Consequently, a comparison was made with the views 
of those who identified themselves as a board member 
or senior executive. It is notable that 63% of these 
respondents believe political interference significantly 
compromises or slightly compromises independence, with 
only 20% suggesting independence is not compromised. 

What ‘compromised’ means has not been further 
explored. It is safe to assume, however, that political 
interference has the effect of artificially limiting price 
increases or including within them subsidies that are at 
odds with the spirit of the 1994 COAG Water Reform 
Agreement or the National Water Initiative, either 
implicitly or explicitly. This conflict is counterproductive in 
delivering efficient and targeted water services.

Figure 9:  Levels of satisfaction with economic regulation (national; 
most and least satisfied)

Figure 10:  Do economic regulators operate with levels of political 
intervention that...
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The development of a basin plan for the Murray-Darling 
region, as required specifically in the Water Act 2007 and 
generally in the National Water Initiative, has been highly 
controversial. There is little argument that the river system 
is over-allocated, but there’s a great deal of debate about 
how to resolve the issue. As a result, finalisation of the 
plan has been delayed. Further, as drought has now 
broken across the entire catchment, some have suggested 
the plan should be further delayed or even abandoned.

Support for the plan
Against this background, we asked two questions 
aimed at determining water sector participants’ views 
on the Murray-Darling Basin Plan. The first dealt with 
attitudes about the timing of the plan’s development 
(see Figure 11). While almost half of respondents are 
receptive to a delay to allow for additional research and 
consultation, 35% believe current timeframes should 
be adhered to. There is clearly very little support for 
abandoning the plan altogether.

Allocation reductions
The second question related to the level of allocation 
reductions being considered. The results here were far 
less clear. It appears there is some agreement that the 
proposed reductions are in the right ballpark, with 43% 
of respondents believing the reductions are a little too 
high, a little too low or about right. However, the same 
proportion doesn’t feel well-enough informed to give 
an opinion. 

Responses to this question differed between those in 
Basin and non-Basin states. Leaving aside those who said 
they don’t know, respondents in non-Basin states were 
more likely to consider the proposed reductions to be 
about right (47% compared to 36% in Basin states) and 
far less likely to consider the reductions much too high 
(2% compared to 8% in Basin states).

The Murray-Darling Basin
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Figure. 11:  Given drought has broken in the Murray-Darling Basin,  
should the plan be…?

Figure 12:  Are the reductions in consumptive use proposed in the draft  
Murray-Darling Basin Plan…?
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Returning water to the environment
A more general question was included in the survey 
concerning the best means of returning water to the 
environment. The Australian Government has been active 
in the water market, for example, buying entitlements 
to provide allocations for the environment, which are 
managed by the Commonwealth Environmental Water 
Holder, and investing in irrigation system upgrades 
and on-farm improvements to reduce water loss. 
The Productivity Commission, in its 2011 report on urban 
water supplies, suggested investment in infrastructure 
upgrades is inefficient and water buybacks should be the 
preferred approach. 

This issue was explored in this survey, which showed that 
respondents are not very supportive of the Productivity 
Commission’s view. Most prefer a mix of investment, 
with 65% favouring a combination of buybacks and 
infrastructure upgrades. Further, more respondents prefer 
the mix to be in favour of infrastructure upgrades (39%) 
rather than buybacks (26%).
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Figure 13:  What do you think is the most cost-effective way 
of providing additional water to the environment?
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...OF OUR SURVEY...

TO THE MANAGEMENT...

...OF ALMOST 2,000 PEOPLE WHO WORK WITH WATER...

...OF GROUND AND SURFACE WATER.

...THINK COAL SEAM GAS EXTRACTION IS A SIGNIFICANT OR MODERATE RISK...

!
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For the first time, the 2012 Survey gauged attitudes about the effects of coal seam gas (CSG) extraction (also known as 
unconventional gas extraction) on ground and surface water supplies. This is because in the last 12 months there has 
been much public debate about the effects of CSG on water. 

The risk posed by CSG extraction
We asked how much risk is posed by CSG extraction. Only 1% of respondents said CSG poses no risk to ground 
and surface waters, although 14% said ‘don’t know’ (a high percentage compared to other questions in the survey, 
although not the highest). 43% believe CSG extraction poses a significant risk and 30% believe it poses a moderate risk.

Differences by region
CSG reserves are found mainly in Queensland’s Surat and Bowen basins, the Clarence-Moreton Basin in south-east 
Queensland and north-east New South Wales, and the Sydney, Gunnedah and Gloucester basins in New South Wales. 
CSG reserves have been most heavily exploited – and extraction most controversial – in these states, so we compared 
the views of New South Wales and Queensland respondents to the national sample. The results show that respondents 
in these states are much more concerned about the risks associated with CSG. They are also more opinionated, with 
only 9% of those from New South Wales and 8% from Queensland saying ‘don’t know’ compared to 19% from the 
other jurisdictions. 

Analysis of the survey data also confirms that rural and regional dwellers in New South Wales and Queensland are more 
likely than urban dwellers in those states to believe CSG extraction involves risk, although when compared nationally, 
there is no difference between regional and rural dwellers and urban dwellers.

Coal seam gas
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12%

1% 

Minor
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73%Significant /
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14%Don’t know

78% NSW63% SA

Figure 14:  How much of a risk do you think coal seam gas extraction is to the management of ground and surface water?
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Section 2: 

State and territory based reports have only been developed for those that had more 
than 50 responses to ensure effective analysis could be undertaken. For this reason, 
a separate report on the Northern Territory has not been included in this report.

State breakout reports
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Australian Capital Territory

The views of Australian Capital Territory respondents tend 
to be both more homogenous and quite different from 
those in other jurisdictions. ACT respondents believe the 
three most important issues for the water sector in 2012 
are: managing water catchments effectively, reducing 
the skills shortage and reducing the sector’s long-term 
environmental impact. This differs from the top three 
issues among the national sample, which are: maintaining 
and augmenting infrastructure, ensuring security of water 
supplies and managing water catchments effectively.

With a view of the future that is also at odds with the 
national opinion, ACT respondents reversed the order 
of the issues seen as likely to be the most important in 
five years time, nominating ‘reducing the sector’s long-
term environmental impact’ as the top issue. Second is 
‘maintaining and augmenting infrastructure’ and equal 
third are ‘managing catchments effectively’ and ‘ensuring 
water supplies are secure’.

While the majority of ACT respondents believe the 
territory does well in ensuring water supplies are secure, 
they do not think it is being effective in responding to 
community concern over rising prices, reducing the 
skills shortage in the sector or managing catchments. 
Other ‘best addressed’ issues are the maintenance and 
augmentation of infrastructure and the treatment and 
disposal of sewage.

Water supply security
Asked to consider the most important ways to meet 
the water supply requirements of agricultural users, 
ACT respondents’ views are similar to those of their 
interstate counterparts: 67% favour moving to more 
water-efficient or higher value crops (all others 62%) 
while 60% believe repairing irrigation infrastructure is 
important (all others 55%). Finalising catchment water 
plans is a point of difference, however, with 57% of ACT 
respondents regarding this as important compared to 
42% in other jurisdictions. 

Concern about domestic water supply and use is evident: 
75% of ACT respondents believe the most important way 
to meet the supply requirements of urban users is to curb 
demand through education; 65% think there is a need 
to use innovative sources to be used such as recycling or 
stormwater; and 43% believe the price of water should 
be increased to reflect its scarcity. Far more respondents 
in the ACT than in other jurisdictions believe recycled 
water is suitable for drinking. 

Environmental issues
When considering the environment, ACT respondents 
believe the top three priorities for the water sector are: 
investing in research to understand the environment’s 
water needs, particularly for key environmental assets; 
ensuring the environment’s high-security entitlements are 
respected; and improving the efficiency of consumptive 
use (for example, by repairing and upgrading 
irrigation systems).
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Figure. 15:  Drought conditions have eased across much of Australia over the past 18 months. To what extent should water 
conservation and efficiency programs be curtailed during wetter periods?
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Significantly more ACT respondents (68%) than those 
in other jurisdictions (47%) believe climate change is a 
significant risk to the sustainable management of water, 
but opinion is split on whether the territory is responding 
well (48%) or not (45%) to climate change impacts. 
The top three focus areas for dealing with climate change 
are: ensuring systems can withstand extreme weather 
events, diversifying sources of water supply and recycling 
more water. These differ from the responses in all other 
jurisdictions, where recycling is the most commonly cited 
priority, followed by diversifying supply and ensuring asset 
management strategies consider the long term.

Despite the easing of drought conditions, significantly 
more ACT water sector professionals than those in 
other jurisdictions say water conservation and efficiency 
programs should not be curtailed at all. In a strong 
reversal of the national position, they believe the most 
cost-effective way to provide additional water to the 
environment is through water buybacks coupled with 
some infrastructure investment (ACT 41% vs. all others 
26%). Respondents in other jurisdictions favour mostly 
infrastructure investment with some water buybacks 
(27% ACT vs. 40% all others). 

Desalination, the Murray-Darling Basin and coal 
seam gas
Unsurprisingly, given their inland location, 87% of ACT 
respondents feel desalination is not at all or not very cost-
effective as a water supply option for the territory.

Half of ACT respondents believe the Murray-Darling 
Basin Plan should be finalised within the timeframes 
currently proposed by the Murray-Darling Basin 
Authority (compared to 34% of respondents elsewhere). 
Opinion on whether the plan should be finalised 
with extended timeframes for further research and 
consultation is in line with the national position, 
with 43% of ACT respondents agreeing, compared to 
45% in other jurisdictions. 

Significantly more ACT respondents think the proposed 
reductions in consumptive use detailed in the Murray-
Darling Basin Plan are a little or much too low (ACT 50% 
vs. 18% all others). Moreover, 45% of respondents 
elsewhere could not comment on the proposed 
reductions, only 7% of those surveyed in ACT selected 
‘don’t know’. This disparity may reflect the ACT’s location 
within the Basin.

The majority of ACT respondents are concerned about 
coal seam gas extraction: 62% see it as a significant 
risk to water management, compared to 50% of those 
in New South Wales and 42% of respondents in all 
jurisdictions except ACT.

Regulation and reform
More ACT respondents – 25% compared to 15% 
elsewhere – say their regulator operates with a level 
of political intervention that does not compromise 
independence. However, ACT responses align with the 
national view that government departments rather than 
water retailers or bulk water suppliers should determine 
when water supplies should be augmented. There is also 
national agreement that economic regulators should 
not determine the prices charged by utilities, but rather, 
periodically review prices to ensure monopoly pricing 
power is not abused.

Water markets and prices
There is little water trade in the ACT currently. 
Accordingly, most respondents did not have a view on 
the functioning or value of water markets.
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Figure 16:  How much of a risk do you think coal seam gas 
extraction is to the management of ground and 
surface water?
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New South Wales

Respondents in New South Wales (NSW) agree with their 
colleagues from the rest of Australia that the water sector 
overall is quite sound (NSW 60% vs. all others 62%). 
Maintaining and augmenting infrastructure is seen as the 
most important priority by far (NSW 48% vs. all others 
39%), followed by security of water supplies and reducing 
the skills shortage.

In terms of how well the state is addressing key issues, 
fewer respondents in NSW than other in jurisdictions 
think their state is taking effective measures to secure 
water supplies (NSW 54% vs. all others 68%). Similarly, 
fewer respondents in NSW than elsewhere feel that 
maintaining and augmenting infrastructure is being 
addressed effectively (NSW 29% vs. all others 34%), 
and 43% of those in NSW nominate skills shortage as 
one of the three issues they feel is not being addressed 
effectively, compared to 39% of all others. 

Environmental issues
81% of NSW respondents rate climate change as 
a significant or moderate risk to the sustainable 
management of water, compared to 87% elsewhere. 
Slightly fewer NSW respondents than those in other 
jurisdictions think the sector is responding well to climate 
change impacts (NSW 47% vs. all others 51%). 

Despite the easing of drought conditions, two-thirds of 
NSW respondents think water conservation programs 
should generally be left as they are: one-third say they 
should not be curtailed at all, while another one-third say 
they should be curtailed only marginally.

NSW respondents agree with those elsewhere about the 
most cost-effective way to provide more water to the 
environment, favouring infrastructure investment with 
some water buybacks over other options (NSW 40% vs. 
all others 39%). Fewer respondents nominate mostly 
water buybacks with some infrastructure investment 
(25%), and even smaller numbers nominate only 
infrastructure investment (18%) or water buybacks (5%), 
which is in line with all other jurisdictions.
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Figure 17:  Which three issues do you think are the most   
important for the water sector now?



More respondents in 
NSW than in other 
jurisdictions believe coal 
seam gas extraction poses 
a significant or moderate 
threat to groundwater 
management (NSW 78% 
vs. all others 71%).

Desalination, the Murray-Darling Basin and 
coal seam gas
Consistent with the national opinion, 68% of NSW 
respondents do not think desalination is a cost-effective 
option for resolving water security issues for the state’s 
coastal centres. Views on recent investments are fairly 
evenly split. While 31% think the state’s investment 
in desalination was timely and provided insurance, 
21% think decisions were timely but plants were too 
large and costly. 23% (compared to 17% elsewhere) think 
the decisions to invest and build were ill-advised. 

NSW respondents agree with their interstate colleagues 
that the Murray-Darling Basin Plan should be finalised 
within current or extended timeframes, with an 
overwhelming 80% indicating their support. As in other 
jurisdictions, almost half of NSW respondents do not 
have a view on whether the proposed reductions in 
consumptive use are too high, about right or too low.

Regulation and reform
Although NSW respondents agree with those in other 
jurisdictions about the top three priorities for reform in 
the sector – investing in asset maintenance, increasing 
operational efficiency of water services and clarifying 
governance – their views on the effectiveness of 
regulation and the role of regulators differ significantly. 
NSW trails only Victoria and Western Australia in the 
number of respondents who feel economic regulation is 
effective in their state (NSW 49% vs. all others 43%). 

65% of NSW respondents believe the role of the 
regulator should be to review prices periodically to ensure 
monopoly power is not abused (all others 69%), and 
17% (compared to 14% in other states and territories) 
think the regulator should determine water prices. 
Notably, 61% of those in NSW think the economic 
regulator operates with levels of political intervention that 
compromise independence (all others 49%). 

Water markets and prices
NSW respondents view current water prices slightly more 
favourably than those in other jurisdictions: 38% say 
prices are about right (all others 33%) and only 18% say 
they are too high (all others 23%).
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Queensland

While over half of Queensland-based respondents think 
the overall state of the water sector is sound, one-third 
think it is not. This assessment is less favourable than 
the perspective of all other states and territories. 58% of 
those in Queensland feel the sector is ‘sound or very 
sound’, compared to 68% of those residing elsewhere. 
Similarly, 33% of Queenslanders believe the sector is 
‘not very sound’, compared to 25% elsewhere. 

For respondents in Queensland, the three standout 
issues are: 

• the importance of maintaining and 
augmenting infrastructure

• the need to improve the way in which water sector 
institutions are governed 

• the need to reduce the industry’s skills shortage. 

Queensland is the only jurisdiction to include governance 
of water institutions in its top three issues, with 36% 
of respondents nominating this issue as a priority 
compared to 21% elsewhere. Moreover, not only is 
governance considered one of the most important issues 
in Queensland, it is also seen as one of the three issues 
being addressed least effectively (along with reducing the 
skills shortage and responding to community concern 
over prices). Some 42% of Queensland respondents 
think water institution governance is not being addressed 
effectively, compared to 31% of respondents elsewhere 
in Australia. This may reflect uncertainty about changes 
to institutional arrangements in south-east Queensland 
proposed by the then Liberal National Party in opposition.

Looking ahead five years, the views of Queensland 
respondents become more aligned with the rest of the 
nation. In five years time, Queenslanders expect the 
most important issues to be; ensuring water supplies 
are secure; maintaining and augmenting infrastructure; 
reducing the skills shortage; and reducing the sector’s 
long-term environmental impact.

Environmental issues
The overwhelming majority of Queensland respondents 
(81%) think climate change is a significant or moderate 
risk to the sustainable management of water. However, 
they are split on how well the sector is responding 
to climate change impacts (40% say ‘well’; 41% say 
‘not well’). In this respect, Queensland respondents 
differ significantly from their peers in other states and 
territories, where the majority (52%) believe the sector is 
responding well.

Despite the easing of drought conditions, a significant 
majority (61%) of Queensland respondents think water 
conservation programs should be largely left as they are: 
27% think they should not be curtailed at all, while 34% 
think they should be curtailed only marginally. 
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Figure 18:  Which three issues do you think are the most   
important for the water sector now?



 AWA / Deloitte State of the Water Sector Report 2012         25

Viewing the issue of consumption from another angle, 
55% of Queenslanders think increasing urban water 
prices when water is scarce, rather than imposing 
restrictions, will not be ‘very’ or ‘at all’ beneficial, 
although 39% think the contrary. 

The two standout responses from Queenslanders to 
the question of how best to meet the water supply 
requirements of urban users are ‘access supplies from 
innovative sources such as recycling and stormwater’ 
(nominated by 78%) and ‘curb demand for water 
through education’ (nominated by 62%). Other possible 
options, such as rainwater tank installation, subsidising 
water-efficient appliances and raising prices, are some 
distance behind in popularity.

Returning water to the environment
Queensland respondents think the most cost-effective 
way to provide additional water to the environment 
is through investment in infrastructure, or mainly 
infrastructure investment combined with some buyback 
of water. A substantial 58% think that either of these 
options is preferable to water buybacks alone or 
pursuing water buybacks as the main strategy with some 
infrastructure investment (28%). This is broadly in line 
with the views of respondents in other jurisdictions. 

In answer to a separate but related question, 72% of 
Queensland respondents believe improving the efficiency 
of consumptive uses – by repairing and upgrading 
irrigation systems, for example – is the most important 
area to focus on to meet environmental water needs. 
Further, 62% support investment in more research to 
understand environmental needs and 55% believe 
it is important to respect the environment’s high-
security entitlements. 

In terms of meeting rural agricultural water needs, 
Queensland respondents, like those across the nation, 
support facilitating a transition to more water-efficient or 
higher value crops (61%) and encouraging the expansion 
of agriculture into areas with more secure water supplies 
(48%), as well as repairing irrigation infrastructure (55%).

Desalination, the Murray-Darling Basin and coal 
seam gas
Queenslanders do not think desalination is an appropriate 
option for their state, with almost three-quarters (73%) 
of respondents perceiving desalination as not being cost-
effective.

The views of Queensland respondents about the 
Murray-Darling Basin Plan generally align with those 
of water industry professionals in other jurisdictions. 
There is consistent support for finalising the plan within 
current or extended timeframes (Queensland 76% vs. all 
others 80%). 

As in other jurisdictions, almost half of those who 
responded felt unable to express a view as to whether 
the proposed reductions in consumptive use are too high, 
about right or too low. 

Consistent with their NSW counterparts, a large majority 
of Queensland respondents are concerned that coal 
seam gas (CSG) extraction poses a significant or major 
threat to groundwater management (Queensland 77% 
vs. all others 71%). This may be because a large number 
of proposed CSG projects are located in Queensland 
and NSW.

Regulation and reform
Queensland respondents are very sceptical about the 
effectiveness of economic regulation in the state. 
Only 29% consider it to be ‘very’ or ‘quite’ effective, 
compared to 48% in the rest of the country. Further, 
21% of respondents believe political intervention 
significantly compromises the regulator’s independence, 
compared to 15% elsewhere.

Water markets and prices
Queensland-based respondents are more strongly of 
the view that urban water prices in their state are a little 
or much too high: 30% consider this to be the case, 
compared to 20% across the rest of the country.
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Figure 19:  How effective is the economic regulation of water in 
your state or territory?
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South Australia

Water supply security is the standout issue among 
South Australian respondents, with 51% rating it the 
highest priority for the water sector compared to 35% 
of respondents in other jurisdictions. The other most 
commonly cited issues (albeit some distance behind) are 
maintaining and augmenting infrastructure (41%) and 
managing water catchments effectively (35%).

Respondents also expect water security to be the top 
issue in five years time, although reducing the long-term 
environmental impact of the sector also rates highly. 

75% of South Australians believe ‘ensuring water 
supplies are secure’ is the issue that is being addressed 
most effectively. This may be due to assertive behaviour 
by the South Australian Government in relation to the 
Murray-Darling Basin Plan and construction of Adelaide’s 
desalination plant. 

The issues being addressed least effectively, according to 
South Australians, are: responding to community concern 
over rising prices (41%); maintaining and augmenting 
infrastructure (33%); and reducing the sector’s skills 
shortage and its long-term environmental impact 
(both 31%).

Environmental issues
South Australian respondents express positive views on 
the climate change front. While a large majority (86%) 
believe climate change is a significant or moderate risk to 
the sustainable management of water, 60% believe the 
sector is responding to climate change very well or quite 
well. This differs from the average for all other states and 
territories of 49%.

Asked which three areas the water sector should focus 
on to address climate change impacts, 59% of South 
Australian respondents say recycling more water and 
diversifying sources of supply are equally important, 
while 38% nominate stormwater as a source of supply.

Meeting urban, rural and environmental 
water needs
South Australian respondents agree with their 
interstate colleagues on the three most important 
things that should be done to meet urban users’ 
requirements: accessing supplies from innovative 
sources (82%), curbing demand through education 
(61%) and encouraging or requiring the installation of 
rainwater tanks (41%). As in other states and territories, 
South Australians give the thumbs down to increasing 
urban water prices when water is scarce as opposed 
to enforcing restrictions: only 43% agree with such an 
approach, although supporters are more inclined to be 
‘very’ supportive (16% vs. 11% of the national sample).

South Australian respondents are far less positive about 
drinking recycled water than respondents elsewhere: 
only 38% think it is suitable for drinking compared to 
53% of their interstate counterparts, and almost two-
thirds in some jurisdictions. Around two-thirds of South 
Australian respondents also feel stormwater is unsuitable 
for drinking, which again is significantly lower than the 
average for all other states and territories.

Nearly three-quarters of South Australians believe 
facilitating the transition to more water-efficient 
or higher value crops is the best way to meet the 
water supply requirements of agricultural and rural 
users (73% compared to 65% of all others). 49% of 
respondents nominated finalising the National Water 
Initiative’s water catchment plans and 47% opted for 
repairing water infrastructure.

South Australian views on how best to meet the water 
needs of the environment are similar to those in other 
jurisdictions, with 66% of respondents nominating 
‘improving the efficiency of consumptive uses’, 
followed by ‘investing more in research to understand 
the environment’s water needs’ (62%) and ‘ensuring 
the environment’s high-security entitlements are 
respected’ (57%).

However, there is disagreement about the most 
cost-effective way to provide additional water to the 
environment: 36% of South Australians support mostly 
water buybacks with some infrastructure investment, 
compared to just 26% in other jurisdictions. 
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Figure 20:  How well is the water sector in your state or 
territory responding to climate change impacts?
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There is also disagreement within the state, with one-
third of respondents nominating ‘mostly infrastructure 
investment with some buybacks’.

Desalination, the Murray-Darling Basin and coal 
seam gas 
South Australian respondents are evenly divided over the 
cost-effectiveness of desalination compared with other 
options for securing the state’s water supply: 48% believe 
desalination is cost-effective while 48% disagree. In stark 
contrast to views from some other jurisdictions, 76% of 
South Australians believe recent decisions to invest in 
desalination were timely.

An overwhelming majority (91%) of South Australians 
think the Murray-Darling Basin Plan should be finalised 
within current or extended timeframes (all others 79%). 
However, more South Australians (46%) favour finalising 
the plan within current timeframes than those in other 
jurisdictions (34%), which may reflect South Australia’s 
potential to gain from the plan’s implementation. 

The state’s respondents also favour proposals in the plan 
to reduce consumptive use – 50% believe the reductions 
are about right, a little too high or a little too low.

Coal seam gas extraction is a less significant issue 
for South Australians, 63% of whom believe it poses 
a significant or moderate threat to groundwater 
management, compared to 74% of their 
interstate colleagues.

Regulation and reform
Only 30% of South Australian respondents, compared to 
46% elsewhere, believe the economic regulation of water 
in their state is very or quite effective. 

It will be interesting to track how this view changes over 
time as more comprehensive regulatory arrangements 
come into effect from 1 July 2013.

South Australian respondents are particularly supportive 
of a more light-handed approach to regulation. 
75% believe the regulator should periodically review 
prices to ensure monopoly power is not abused, while 
just 11% are in favour of the regulator determining the 
prices charged by utilities.

From a reform perspective, those in South Australia 
agree with respondents in other states and territories 
on what the sector’s priority objectives should 
be: investing in asset maintenance, upgrades and 
augmentation, and increasing the operational efficiency 
of water services. 

South Australians differ from other Australians, however, 
on two objectives: improving the delivery of water to the 
environment (South Australia 32% vs. 21% all others) and 
ensuring the financial viability of utilities (17% vs. 28% all 
others). This high level of commitment to environmental 
water may again reflect South Australia’s position at the 
end of the Murray-Darling Basin system. 

Water sector participants in South Australia are notably 
more inclined than those in other jurisdictions to believe 
that government departments or ministers are best 
placed to choose when water supplies are augmented, 
with 41% favouring departmental intervention and 
11% decree by a minister (compared to 34% and 4% 
respectively in the rest of the nation). Correspondingly, 
only 24% of South Australian respondents believe water 
utilities (retailers/distributors and bulkwater suppliers) 
are best positioned to decide when supplies should be 
augmented. This compares to 44% of respondents in 
other jurisdictions.

Water markets and prices
South Australians are more inclined than those in other 
jurisdictions to deem the price of urban water too high, 
with 29% saying it is much too high or a little too high, 
compared to 21% of those living elsewhere.

Figure 21:  How effective is the economic regulation of water in 
your state or territory?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

42%
27%

32%
25%

4% 
3% 

4% 
17% 

All others

SA

Very

Not very

Quite

Not at all

18%
29%Don’t know



28     

Tasmania

By far the highest current priority identified by Tasmanians 
is the need to maintain and augment infrastructure. 
This is nominated by 55% of respondents, well above the 
average of 41% for the rest of the country. The second-
highest priority is the need to ensure sewage is effectively 
treated and disposed of, which was raised by 38% of 
respondents – double the number in other jurisdictions. 

It is likely these two issues are related. Tasmania has a 
history of non-compliant sewage treatment plants and 
this issue has only started to be addressed in recent 
years through the creation of regional water utilities 
and the transfer of functions away from municipal 
bodies. Indeed, there would appear to be strong support 
for these reforms: 44% of Tasmanian respondents 
believe improving water sector governance is one 
of the three issues being addressed most effectively. 
This is significantly higher than the 16% average for 
respondents elsewhere.

On the whole, Tasmanian respondents are slightly more 
pessimistic than some of their interstate counterparts 
regarding the state of the water sector. 60% rate 
it as ‘sound’ or ‘very sound’, compared to 66% of 
respondents elsewhere.

On the issue of sewage treatment, there is notable 
disagreement about the effectiveness of current action: 
47% of respondents believe it is one of the three issues 
being addressed most effectively, yet 24% feel it is one of 
the three issues being least effectively addressed.

Environmental issues
Tasmanian respondents express somewhat negative views 
on the climate change front. They are more likely than the 
rest of the country to consider climate change a risk to 
the sustainable management of water, but 51% believe 
the issue is being addressed ‘not very well’ or ‘not at all 
well’ compared to 40% of respondents elsewhere.

Asked to nominate the three most important focus areas 
for dealing with climate change impacts, Tasmanians 
are far less likely than their counterparts to nominate 
alternative supply options such as increasing recycling, 
diversifying supply and using stormwater. Instead, 
they are more likely to suggest making better use of 
existing assets, including improving asset management 
strategies, repairing infrastructure to reduce losses and 
ensuring assets are better able to withstand extreme 
weather and other events.

Meeting urban, rural and environmental 
water needs
Tasmanians are strongly of the view that curbing urban 
water demand through education is a desirable option 
(82% vs. 61% in all other jurisdictions). There is also 
support for rainwater tanks (58% vs. all others 43%). 
In contrast, there is little support for increasing prices 
(22% vs. 37% all others) and less support than in 
other states and territories for accessing supplies from 
innovative sources such as stormwater (54% vs. 81%).

Almost three-quarters of Tasmanians think that 
encouraging the expansion of agriculture in areas with 
more secure water supplies can help ensure the needs of 
rural and agricultural users are met. This is significantly 
higher than elsewhere (Tasmania 71% vs. all others 44%) 
and may reflect recent discussions about expanding 
irrigated agriculture in this state.
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Desalination, the Murray-Darling Basin and 
coal seam gas
Although Tasmanians are concerned about the security 
of future water supplies, they do not view desalination 
as an option. An almost unanimous 95% consider it ‘not 
very’ or ‘not at all’ likely to be a cost-effective option for 
the state.

Tasmanians broadly support finalisation of the Murray-
Darling Basin Plan, although the majority (64%) do not 
have a view on how much consumptive use should be 
reduced by. Similarly, while 40% of Tasmanians consider 
that coal seam gas extraction is a significant threat 
to water management, 22% do not have a view on 
the matter.

 

Regulation and reform
Tasmanians are more likely than other Australians 
to believe regulators should determine prices 
(25% compared to 14% elsewhere), rather than just 
periodically review prices (62% vs. 68% elsewhere). 
This may reflect the fact that Tasmanians are more likely 
to believe their regulator operates in an independent 
fashion with levels of political intervention that do not 
compromise independence (20% vs. 15% all others). 

Tasmanians are also more likely than those in other 
jurisdictions to favour government departments 
determining when to augment water supplies (42% 
compared to 34% all others).

In terms of reform objectives, investing in asset 
maintenance, increasing operational efficiency and 
clarifying governance are seen as the three highest 
priorities, all rating higher in Tasmania than in the rest of 
the country.

Water markets and prices
About one-third (31%) of Tasmanian respondents believe 
water markets have improved in the last 12 months, 
compared to 13% in the rest of the country. In Tasmania, 
water trading has been prominent recently, with new 
licences being issued and a number of forums and 
information sessions being convened.

Along with South Australians, Tasmanians are more 
inclined than those in other jurisdictions to consider that 
the price of urban water is too high (29% compared to 
21% elsewhere).
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Figure 23:  Is the price of urban water in your state or territory?
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Victoria

The two most important current issues identified by 
Victorian respondents are maintaining and augmenting 
water infrastructure and ensuring water supplies are 
secure. These are also the top two issues nationally, 
and the views of Victorian respondents are closely 
aligned with those of water industry professionals in 
other jurisdictions. However, while reducing the skills 
shortage is the third-most important issue nationally, 
with 31% of respondents in other states and territories 
nominating it as a priority, only 20% of Victorians did 
so. Instead, the third priority for Victorians is the need to 
respond to community concern over rising prices (35% vs. 
24% elsewhere).

Looking forward five years, maintaining and augmenting 
infrastructure and ensuring the security of water 
supplies remain the top two priorities for Victorians. 
However, reducing the long-term environmental impact 
of the sector is the third-highest priority, consistent with 
the national results.

Victorians are also relatively confident that the issue 
of securing water is being addressed effectively, 
(71% compared to 61% elsewhere). In terms of issues 
not being addressed effectively, Victorian respondents 
believe reducing the skills shortage and responding 
to community concern about prices are the top two 
challenges. Improving the governance of water sector 
institutions ranks third, with 29% identifying this as a 
concern (compared to 34% elsewhere).

On the whole, Victorians are more positive than their 
counterparts regarding the state of the water sector. 
71% rate it as sound or very sound, compared to 64% 
of respondents elsewhere. As in the rest of the country, 
operational efficiency and investing in asset maintenance, 
upgrades and augmentation are the two top priorities 
for reform.

 

Environmental issues
Victorians’ views on the risks posed by climate change are 
broadly in line with those of respondents in other states 
and territories, with 87% identifying it as a significant 
or moderate threat (compared to 84% elsewhere). 
About half (52%) of Victorian respondents feel climate 
change is being dealt with very well or quite well, 
comparable to the rest of Australia (49%).

Victorians support supply diversification and recycling 
as appropriate responses to climate change. This is 
consistent with respondents elsewhere, though Victorians 
are more likely to support stormwater as a source of 
supply (40%) than all other respondents (31%).

Meeting urban, rural and environmental 
water needs
Two-thirds (67%) of Victorian respondents believe 
repairing irrigation infrastructure should be the top 
priority for meeting water supply needs in rural and 
agricultural areas. This compares to only 51% elsewhere 
in the country, perhaps reflecting concerns about the 
quality of irrigation infrastructure in the state or the very 
beneficial outcomes achieved through recent investments. 

Consistent with these views, 74% of Victorians identify 
improving the efficiency of consumptive use as a way 
of meeting environmental water needs. Victorians are 
less likely than those elsewhere to advocate reducing 
entitlements for consumptive use as a solution (21% vs. 
29% in all other jurisdictions).

Only 37% of Victorians believe it is important to finalise 
catchment water plans, compared to 44% elsewhere. 
This may reflect the fact that regional water strategies 
have largely been completed and implemented in 
Victoria. Victorians are also less likely to support 
increasing storage capacity as an option for meeting rural 
supply requirements (23% vs. all others 29%).
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Desalination, the Murray-Darling Basin and 
coal seam gas
Victorian respondents generally take a more negative 
view of desalination as a source of supply than the 
rest of the country. They are only half as likely as their 
counterparts to agree that ‘investments were timely and 
will provide security against climate change, drought and 
future demand’. Some 41% believe ‘decisions to invest 
were timely but plants are too large and costly’ and 
23% feel that both the decision to invest and construct 
were ill-advised.

Victorian respondents broadly support finalisation of the 
Murray-Darling Basin Plan. While this view is in line with 
other respondents nationwide, Victorians are more likely 
to agree that the reductions in consumptive use proposed 
are too high (19% vs. all others 14%). 

Perhaps because of the lack of coal seam gas in Victoria, 
this issue is seen as a lesser concern among Victorians 
respondents than others. Only 37% identify it as a 
significant risk to the management of ground and 
surface water (compared to 45% in all other states and 
territories), and Victorians are half as likely as those 
elsewhere to have a view on the risks posed by coal seam 
gas extraction.

Regulation and reform
Victorian respondents show the highest support of 
any jurisdiction for the economic regulation of water, 
with 56% of respondents considering it ‘very’ or ‘quite’ 
effective, compared to 41% in the rest of the country. 
Only 1% of respondents consider it ‘not at all’ effective. 

Despite this, 54% of Victorians respondents still consider 
that political intervention compromises the regulator’s 
independence to some degree. 

Possibly due to recent experience with augmentation for 
Melbourne, Victorians are relatively supportive of water 
retailers and distributors deciding when to augment 
supply (37% vs. all others 20%) and are much less likely 
to support government departments playing this role 
(26% vs. all others 38%). 

Only 31% of Victorians believe clarifying sector 
governance is a priority for reform, placing the issue 
fourth behind ensuring the financial viability of utilities. 
Elsewhere in Australia, improving governance is seen 
as the third-highest reform priority (cited by 41% 
of respondents).

Water markets and prices
Victorians’ views on urban pricing generally accorded 
with the remainder of the country. 77% believe urban 
water prices are ‘a little too high’, ‘about right’ or ‘a little 
too low’ (compared to 74% elsewhere). Victorians are 
less likely than other respondents to agree with increasing 
prices when water supplies are scarce.

One discernible difference with respect to water markets 
is that Victorians are more likely than others to identify 
the removal of restrictions on trades as a way to improve 
the functioning of water markets. Similarly, 21% of 
Victorians consider that bans and limitations on the trade 
of water are ‘not very’ beneficial, which is higher than the 
national average of 16%.

Figure 24:  Compared with other options, how cost-effective 
do you think desalination is for your state 
or territory?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

26%
18%

38%
45%

7% 
4% 

26% 
29% 

All others

Vic

Very

Not very

Quite

Not at all

3%
3%Don’t know



32     

Western Australia

One issue dominated responses from Western Australians 
and is reflected in answers to almost all questions 
– the need to ensure water supply security. This is 
unsurprising given the state’s many years of drought. 

Ensuring water supplies are secure is considered to be 
the most important current issue by 54% of respondents, 
compared to 34% in all other states and territories. 
52% of respondents also believe securing water supplies 
is likely to be the most important issue in five years. 
The second-highest current priority is maintaining and 
augmenting infrastructure (39%), followed by managing 
catchments effectively (35%). 

Only 12% of respondents consider that water supplies 
are secure, but 69% think the issue is being addressed 
effectively. The majority believe the skills shortage is the 
issue being dealt with least effectively. This is probably 
because attracting talent to the water sector is difficult 
in Western Australia as a result of the demand in the 
resources sector, although it is a trend evident across all 
jurisdictions to varying degrees.

Environmental issues
While 68% of Western Australian respondents consider 
that climate change is a significant risk to the sustainable 
management of water (compared to 45% elsewhere), 
they believe the sector is responding well to climate 
change, with two-thirds suggesting it is being dealt with 
‘very well’ or ‘well’ (compared to 48% elsewhere).

Western Australians show strong support for recycling 
more water to address the impacts of climate change, 
with 78% in favour compared to 49% in other 
jurisdictions. There is also strong support for supply 
diversification (58% vs. all others 49%). Interestingly, 
encouraging the installation of rainwater tanks as a 
solution to climate change impacts is supported by 
only 30% (compared to 46% elsewhere).

Actions that have relatively little support in 
Western Australia compared to the rest of the country 
include ensuring asset management strategies account 
for longer term changes (22% vs. all others 39%), 
repairing infrastructure (19% vs. all others 33%) and 
ensuring systems can withstand extreme weather events 
(18% vs. all others 33%). 

Figure 25:  What three things should the water sector focus on to best address the impacts of climate change? 
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The last point is surprising given much of 
Western Australia is currently in the grip of an ‘extreme 
weather event’, but perhaps the persistence of the 
drought has reduced awareness of the risks posed by 
other events, such as the recent floods on the east coast.

Meeting urban, rural and environmental 
water needs
There is strong support among Western Australian 
respondents for moving to more water-efficient or higher 
value crops to meet rural and agricultural water needs 
(72% vs. all others 61%). However, repairing irrigation 
infrastructure is a less popular solution than in other 
jurisdictions (44% vs. all others 56%). 

In terms of meeting urban needs, Western Australians 
agree with respondents elsewhere that accessing supplies 
from innovative sources (85%) and curbing demand 
for water through education (73%) are the two most 
important things that can be done (compared to 83% 
and 73% respectively in other jurisdictions).

Desalination, the Murray-Darling Basin and coal 
seam gas
Desalination has been an important source of supply in 
Perth for several years and has helped the city cope with 
drought. Not surprisingly, there is very strong support for 
desalination compared to the rest of the country. 63% of 
Western Australians consider it a cost-effective supply 
option, compared to only 27% of respondents in other 
jurisdictions. Similarly, 62% of Western Australians think 
investments were timely and will provide security against 
climate change, drought and future demand. 

Responses by Western Australians to questions about the 
Murray-Darling Basin Plan and coal seam gas extraction 
reflect the fact that the state is relatively unaffected by 
these issues. For example, 59% of Western Australians 
do not have a view on the appropriateness of reductions 
in consumptive use proposed in the Murray-Darling 
Basin Plan. 

Regulation and reform
51% of Western Australian respondents think economic 
regulation of water in their state is very or quite effective 
(compared to 44% elsewhere). Although slightly lower 
than the national average, 50% of Western Australians 
believe the economic regulator operates with a level of 
political intervention that compromises independence 
(all others 53%). 

In strong contrast with Victorians, for example, 
Western Australians are quite supportive of government 
departments determining the need for supply 
augmentation. 40% support this option, while only 16% 
favour such decisions being made by water retailers or 
distributors (vs. 26% and 37% respectively in Victoria). 

Water markets and prices
Western Australia has relatively weak and fragmented 
water markets, reflecting the lack of connectivity between 
water supply areas. Three-quarters of respondents 
noticed no change in water markets or have no view on 
changes in the last 12 months, and a large proportion 
have no view on how to improve water markets. 

Compared to respondents in other jurisdictions, 
Western Australians are much more likely to agree that 
urban water prices are not high. More than half believe 
prices are a little too low (35%) or much too low (17%), 
and only 3% think they are much too high. Responding 
to community concern about rising prices was identified 
as an important current issue by only 14% – less than 
half the national average (29%) in all other states 
and territories.



Methodology

The State of the Water Sector Survey 2012 
was open to all water professionals from 
30 April to 13 July 2012. The survey 
was facilitated using the Deloitte online 
survey system, DTermine, and completed 
by 1,944 respondents.

Where we identified duplicate entries from one respondent, we used the respondent’s 
first successful submission only in our analysis of the survey results.
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Respondents were asked to answer the following questions to enable analysis of 
trends by state and region, occupation, organisational sector and other criteria.

Appendix A: 
Survey demographics

1.1 What is your gender?

Male 1,410 73%

Female 534 27%

Total 1,944 100%

27%
Female

73%
Male

1.2 Which state/territory do you live in?

Australian Capital Territory 60 3%

New South Wales 564 29%

Northern Territory 40 2%

Queensland 361 19%

South Australia 150 8%

Tasmania 55 3%

Victoria 509 26%

Western Australia 205 11%

Total 1,944 100%

3%
ACT

29%
NSW

2%
NT

19%
Qld

8%
SA

3%
Tas

26%
Vic

11%
WA
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1.3 How would you describe the coverage of the role you work in?

National. I work across all 
jurisdictions

696 36%

Major city/urban 809 42%

Regional centre (population 
of more than 5,000 people)

383 20%

Rural/Small Community 56 3%

Total 1,944 100%

3%
Rural/Small 
Community

36%
National – 

I work across 
all jurisdictions

42%
Major

city/urban

20%
Regional
centre

1.4 How long have you worked in the water sector 
(or did you work, if retired)?

4%
< 1 yr 11%

1 < 3 yrs

12%
3 < 5 yrs

20%
5 < 10 yrs

53%
10+ yrs

< 1 year 74 4%

1 < 3 years 205 11%

3 < 5 years 237 12%

5 < 10 years 390 20%

10+ years 1,038 53%

Total 1,944 100%

1.5 How long do you expect to remain in the industry? 3%
< 1 yr

7%
1 < 3 yrs

12%
3 < 5 yrs

23%
5 < 10 yrs

55%
10+ yrs

< 1 year 51 3%

1 < 3 years 145 7%

3 < 5 years 228 12%

5 < 10 years 450 23%

10+ years 1,070 55%

Total 1,944 100%
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1.6 Which category best describes your current role (or former role, if retired)

16%
Consultant

25%
Engineer

2%
Finance11%

GM
1%
HR

6%
Marketing/

sales/comm.

9%
Operations/

management

9%
Other

5%
Planning

6%
Policy analysis/

regulatory 
oversight

9%
Scientific/
technical 

researcher

0%
Purchasing

1%
Student

1%
IT

Consultant 320 16%

Engineer 485 25%

Finance 31 2%

General management 210 11%

Human resources 13 1%

Information technology 24 1%

Marketing/sales/communications 124 6%

Operations/maintenance 170 9%

Other (please specify) 171 9%

Planning 91 5%

Policy analysis/regulatory oversight 117 6%

Purchasing 3 0%

Scientific/technical researcher 169 9%

Student 16 1%

Total 1,944 100%

1.7 Which category best describes the size of organisation 
for which you work (or worked, if retired) 8%

< 10 empl.

14%
10–100 
empl.

26%
101–500

empl.

12%
501–1,000 empl.

40%
1,000+
empl.

Fewer than 10 employees 153 8%

10–100 employees 274 14%

101–500 employees 509 26%

501–1,000 employees 228 12%

1,000+ employees 780 40%

Total 1,944 100%
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2%
Board 

member

11%
Senior

executive

19%
Middle 

management

26%
Team leader/ 
supervisor/ 
manager

33%
Team

member/
frontline

employee

1%
Contractor

4%
Owner/
operator

2%
N/A

1.8 Which category best describes your level within your organisation (or your level before retirement)?

Board member 41 2%

Senior executive 221 11%

Middle management 379 19%

Team leader/supervisor/manager 513 26%

Team member/frontline employee 651 33%

Contractor 29 1%

Owner/operator 69 4%

Not applicable 41 2%

Total 1,944 100%

19%
Gov. dep./

reg. agency

8%
Manufacturer/

supplier

7%
Non-gov.

org.
1%

Primary
producer

33%
Water utility/

local gov.

28%
Technical services provider/consultant

4%
University/ 
Educational 
institution/ 
Research 
laboratory

0%
Media

1.9 Which category best describes the type of organisation in which you are employed 
(or were employed, if retired)?

Government department/
regulatory agency

361 19%

Manufacturer/supplier 151 8%

Media 4 0%

Non-government organisation 141 7%

Primary producer 13 1%

Technical services provider/
consultant

550 28%

University/educational institution/
research laboratory

82 4%

Water utility/local government 642 33%

Total 1,944 100%
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2. The big issues

2.1 How would you describe 
the overall state of the 
water sector across 
Australia (urban and 
rural) currently?

• Very sound
• Quite sound
• Not very sound
• Not at all sound
• Not sure/don’t know.

2.2 Which three issues do 
you think are the most 
important for the water 
sector now and in five 
years’ time? 

• Maintaining & augmenting 
infrastructure

• Ensuring water supplies are secure
• Managing catchments effectively
• Reducing the skills shortage in the 

water sector
• Responding to community concern 

over rising prices
• Improving the way in which water 

sector institutions are governed
• Reducing the long-term 

environmental impact of the sector
• Setting prices at levels that fully 

cover costs

• Ensuring sewage is effectively treated 
and disposed of

• Mitigating extreme weather 
event impacts

• Including carbon costs in 
the evaluation of operations/
supply options

• Other (e.g. community engagement, 
managing contaminants, nutrient 
recovery, mitigating emissions, 
treating/disposing of sewage, 
allocating water to meet 
irrigator needs)

• Improving the functioning of 
water markets.

2.3 Which three issues are 
being addressed most 
effectively currently in 
your state/territory?

• Ensuring water supplies are secure
• Ensuring sewage is effectively 

treated and disposed of
• Maintaining and augmenting 

infrastructure
• Managing catchments effectively
• Setting prices at levels that fully 

cover costs
• Reducing the long-term 

environmental impact of the sector
• Responding to community concern 

over rising prices
• Mitigating extreme weather 

event impacts

• Improving the way in which water 
sector institutions are governed

• Improving the functioning of 
water markets

• Reducing the skills shortage in the 
water sector

• Including carbon costs in 
the evaluation of operations/
supply options

• Other (e.g. community engagement, 
managing contaminants, nutrient 
recovery, mitigating emissions, 
treating/disposing of sewage, 
allocating water to meet 
irrigator needs).

• For all questions ‘don’t know’ responses are shown alongside responses provided by those who felt able to 
answer a question. On occasion the ‘don’t knows’ represent a significant percentage of the responses provided. 
Readers may be interested in recalculating the data represented to remove the ‘don’t knows’ in these instances. 
This would produce an enhanced picture of the opinions of those people who felt able to express a view.

The following point is relevant to the interpretation of the data shown in this report:

Appendix B: Survey questions 
and notes on methodology
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2.4 Which three issues are 
being addressed least 
effectively currently in your 
state/territory?

• Reducing the skills shortage in the 
water sector

• Responding to community concern 
over rising prices

• Improving the way in which water 
sector institutions are governed

• Maintaining and augmenting 
infrastructure

• Setting prices at levels that fully 
cover costs

• Reducing the long-term 
environmental impact of the sector

• Managing catchments effectively
• Including carbon costs in 

the evaluation of operations/
supply options

• Improving the functioning of 
water markets

• Mitigating extreme weather 
event impacts

• Ensuring sewage is effectively treated 
and disposed of

• Ensuring water supplies are secure
• Other (e.g. community engagement, 

managing contaminants, nutrient 
recovery, mitigating emissions, 
treating/disposing of sewage, 
allocating water to meet 
irrigator needs).

2.5 Recruitment and retention 
of employees in the water 
sector is…?

• Becoming much more difficult
• Becoming slightly more difficult
• Not changing

• Becoming slightly less difficult
• Not difficult at all
• Don’t know.

3. Sustainability/climate change/resource management

3.1 How much of a risk is 
climate change to the 
sustainable management 
of water?

• Significant
• Moderate
• Minor
• No risk
• Don’t know.

3.2 How well is the water 
sector in your state/
territory responding to 
climate change impacts?

• Very well
• Quite well
• Not very well
• Not at all well
• Don’t know.

3.3 What three things should 
the water sector focus on 
to address best the impacts 
related to climate change?

• Recycle more water
• Diversify sources of water supply
• Ensure asset management 

strategies account for longer 
term changes

• Utilise stormwater as a source 
of supply

• Ensure systems can withstand 
extreme weather/ other events 
(e.g. fire or flood)

• Repair infrastructure to reduce 
water loss

• Curb demand through education
• Align water prices to scarcity
• Reduce/offset/sequester 

carbon emissions
• Other (please specify)
• Reduce water available for 

the environment.
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3.4 What are the three most 
important things that could 
be done to meet the water 
supply requirements of 
rural/agricultural users?

• Facilitate transition to more water-
efficient or higher value crops

• Repair irrigation infrastructure
• Encourage expansion of 

agriculture in areas with more 
secure water supplies

• Finalise catchment water plans 
as required under the National 
Water Initiative

• Improve the functioning of 
water markets

• Increase storage capacity (either 
groundwater or surface waters)

• Other (please specify)
• Don’t know.

3.5 What are the three most 
important things that could 
be done to meet the water 
supply requirements of 
urban users?

• Access supplies from 
innovative sources 
(e.g. recycling, stormwater)

• Curb demand for water 
through education

• Encourage or require the 
installation of rainwater tanks

• Subsidise water-
efficient appliances

• Raise the price of water to reflect 
its scarcity

• Access additional water from existing 
sources (e.g. raise dam levels, 
pump more groundwater)

• Allow greater rural/urban 
water trades

• Other (please specify)
• Don’t know.

3.6 What are the three most 
important things that 
could be done to meet the 
water requirements of the 
environment?

• Improve the efficiency of 
consumptive uses (e.g. repair/
upgrade irrigation systems)

• Invest more in research to 
understand the environment’s 
water needs, particularly critical 
environmental assets

• Ensure that the environment’s 
high-security entitlements 
are respected

• Improve environmental 
watering regimes

• Reduce allocation/entitlements for 
consumptive use

• Increase government buyback of 
water, to provide more water for the 
environment

• Other (please specify)
• Don’t know.

3.7 Drought conditions have 
eased across much of 
Australia over the past 18 
months. To what extent 
should water conservation 
and efficiency programs 
be curtailed during 
wetter periods?

• Significantly
• Moderately
• Marginally
• Not at all
• Don’t know.

3.8 The idea of increasing 
urban water prices 
when water is scarce 
rather than imposing 
restrictions has been 
proposed by a number 
of water institutions. 
How beneficial would such 
an approach be?

• Very
• Quite
• Not very
• Not at all
• Don’t know.
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3.9 Significant investment is 
being made in upgrading 
irrigation infrastructure 
and in buying water 
entitlements to provide 
additional water for the 
environment. What do 
you think is the most cost-
effective way of providing 
additional water to the 
environment?

• Water buybacks
• Mostly water buybacks, some 

infrastructure investment
• Mostly infrastructure investment, 

some water buybacks
• Infrastructure investment
• None of the above. No additional 

water should be provided to 
the environment

• Don’t know.

3.10 Thinking about water 
sources already accessed 
or under construction, 
how secure are water 
supplies currently in the 
region in which you live?

• Very
• Quite
• Not very
• Not at all
• Don’t know.

3.11 Desalination has been 
the option of choice for 
resolving issues of water 
security in coastal-located 
urban centres around 
Australia. Compared with 
other options, how cost-
effective do you think this 
option is for your state/
territory?

• Very
• Quite
• Not very
• Not at all
• Don’t know.

3.12 Which statement about 
recent investments in 
desalination best reflects 
your views?

• Both the decision to invest and 
construct were ill-advised

• Decisions to invest and commence 
construction were made too soon

• Investments were timely and 
will provide security against 
climate change, drought and 
future demand

• Decisions to invest were timely but 
plants are too large and costly

• Other (please specify)
• Don’t know.

3.13 For which purposes are 
the following water 
sources suited?

• Potable water
• Non-potable water
• Both potable and 

non-potable water

• Neither potable and 
non-potable water

• Don’t know.

3.14 There is much 
controversy about the 
Murray-Darling Basin 
Plan. Given drought has 
broken in this catchment, 
should the plan be:

• Finalised within the timeframes 
currently proposed by the MDBA

• Finalised with extended 
timeframes for further research 
and consultation

• Abandoned
• Don’t know.

3.15 Are the reductions in 
consumptive use proposed 
in the draft Murray-Darling 
Basin Plan:

• Much too high
• A little too high
• About right

• A little too low
• Much too low
• Don’t know.
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3.16 There has been controversy 
recently concerning the 
extraction of coal seam 
gas and the Federal 
Government has allocated 
funds to an Independent 
Expert Scientific Committee 
to investigate. How much 
of a risk do you think coal 
seam gas extraction is to 
the management of ground 
and surface water?

• Significant
• Moderate
• Minor
• No risk
• Don’t know.

3.17 On which aspect of water 
management do you think 
CSG extraction may have 
the most impact?

• Surface water quality
• Groundwater quality
• Land degradation
• Management of wastewaters
• Increased use of surface or ground 

waters in the extraction process

• Increased GHG emissions
• None, there are no aspects of 

water management impacted by 
CSG extraction

• Don’t know.

4. Infrastructure, maintenance and management

4.1 What should be the top 
three priorities for reform 
in the water sector in your 
state/territory?

• Investing in asset maintenance, 
upgrades and augmentation

• Increasing operational efficiency of 
water services

• Clarifying governance of the sector 
(e.g. the role and objectives of 
utilities, regulators, etc.)

• Ensuring the financial viability 
of utilities

• Improving the delivery of water to 
the environment.

4.2 How effective is the 
economic regulation 
of water in your state/
territory?

• Very
• Quite
• Not very
• Not at all
• Don’t know.

4.3 The role of economic 
regulators has been 
questioned recently. 
Should economic 
regulators:

• Determine the prices charged 
by utilities?

• Periodically review the prices 
charged to ensure that monopoly 
power is not abused?

• Do nothing and leave the market to 
determine prices?

• Do nothing and leave governments 
to determine prices?

• No opinion/don’t know.

4.4 In your state/region do you 
think economic regulators 
operate with levels of 
political intervention that...

• Significantly compromise 
independence

• Slightly compromise independence

• Do not compromise independence
• There is no economic regulator
• Don’t know.
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4.5 The Productivity 
Commission has 
recommended a number 
of models to improve the 
way in which decisions to 
augment water supplies 
are made. Who is best 
placed to decide when 
water supplies should 
be augmented?

• Government ministers
• Water retailers/distributors
• Relevant government departments
• Bulkwater suppliers

• Private sector water providers, which 
should be free to enter the market 
for bulkwater services whenever it is 
profitable to do so

• Don’t know.

5. Regulation

5.1 Over the past 12 months, 
has the functioning of 
water markets in your 
state/territory…?

• Improved significantly
• Improved moderately
• Stayed approximately the same

• Deteriorated moderately
• Deteriorated significantly
• Don’t know.

5.2 What would most improve 
the functioning of water 
markets in your state/
territory?

• More timely information about 
water trades

• Removal of restrictions on trades
• Faster administrative approval 

for trades

• Better information about 
water availability

• Better information about the 
ownership of water entitlements

• Other (please specify)
• Don’t know.

5.3 Governments have imposed 
bans and limitations on 
the trade of water from 
some catchments. To what 
extent are these bans and 
limitation beneficial?

• Very
• Quite
• Not very
• Not at all
• Don’t know.

5.4 Some bans and limitations 
have reduced the 
opportunity for urban 
areas to purchase water 
entitlements from rural 
areas. To what extent 
are these bans and 
limitations beneficial?

• Very
• Quite
• Not very
• Not at all
• Don’t know.

5.5 Is the price of urban water 
in your state/territory…?

• Much too high
• A little too high
• About right
• A little too low
• Much too low
• Don’t know.
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