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Chapter 8: The Inspector-General of Water Compliance
TRANSCRIPT:
The Murray-Darling Basin Plan of 2012 was always going to cause some controversy. It was the first of its kind in the world, and there was no existing framework or precedent to follow. In a fiercely contested space, setting the target of reducing water entitlements all across the Basin and keeping all parties happy was a huge ask.   So a degree of disgruntlement was to be expected.
But the backlash, which included some irrigators burning copies of the guide to the proposed Basin Plan, was so severe it made headlines across the country.  Irrigators, some communities and the agricultural industry feared for their livelihood and way of life. While scientists and environmentalists feared the plan did not go far enough towards solving fundamental environmental problems. Despite these disparate and irreconcilable fears, the final plan was enacted in November 2012. Concerns remained on both sides, and it wouldn't be long before controversy over the ongoing management and health of the Basin would flare up again.
In July 2017, an episode of the ABC's long running investigative program Four Corners went to air. Titled “Pumped’  the story shone a light on alleged breaches of rules over water use in the northern Basin, prompting anger across the country. The investigation brought to light the extent of pumping and use of unauthorized works to divert water from the rivers. Some of it potentially illegal as enterprises sought to take more than their allocation of water. The limitations of current regulation and the capacity to enforce compliance in relation to these activities was also exposed. Historically, some uses in the northern Basin have faced scrutiny over alleged water theft, illegal diversion of water through building works, and inadequate metering and monitoring systems.
Not long after the Four Corners story was aired, the Australian government established a new body to oversee the management of water in the northern Basin, which covers parts of Queensland and New South Wales.  Further complicating the picture is the social and economic importance of water to these regions. There's often a strong reliance on stored water for irrigation of cotton and other crops, which creates tensions between economic development and environmental sustainability.  
First Nations communities, meanwhile, have voiced broad concerns over inequitable access to water and the degradation of culturally significant waterways in the Basin.  These issues were amplified by high profile media reports. The perception that bodies, including state and territory departments, were unable or unwilling to enforce water rules prompted calls for stronger, independent oversight. 
In 2018, the Northern Basin Commissioner was established, with Mick Keelty appointed as the Commissioner.  Keelty’s background as a former Australian Federal Police Commissioner was seen as bringing credibility, independence and investigative rigor to the role at a time when trust in state-based water regulators was low. So what exactly was the role of the Northern Basin Commissioner?
In a nutshell, the position was largely advisory. The Commissioners role was to provide independent advice to the federal government and monitor and report on the progress of reforms to improve compliance in the northern Basin. His mandate was also confined to the Northern Basin.  As misuse of water is rarely constrained by geography, there was a clear need for a broader and more empowered role that could ensure Basin-wide compliance.
In 2021, following reports by Keelty and the Productivity Commission, highlighting significant shortcomings in water data, coordination between jurisdictions, and slow progress in implementing reforms, the federal government recognize the need for stronger governance
Enter the Inspector-General of Water Compliance.  
This is an independent statutory body responsible for overseeing water management in the Basin. It's headed by the inaugural Inspector-General, Troy Grant.  
The role of Inspector-General for Water Compliance for the Murray-Darling Basin is really about having someone independent who can hold those responsible for managing our precious water resources accountable.  Individual water users feel like they're accountable for those making decisions like setting the plan, setting the direction they feel there should be equity in the accountability, for all parties. And our job is to ensure that happens.
Our jobs a really unique one. It's the only Inspector-General in the Commonwealth that is both the oversight body and a regulatory body.  So we have two key roles, and that is to ensure that every year that the allocations of water through the sustainable diversion limits, are within the perimeters that are set, that on the volumetric measure, different areas, regions or resource units as they're referred to, don't over extract the water that will then impact on the environment and downstream supply for all the communities.
That is very complex. It's complicated.  It's contested, and often it's very controversial. So there's a lot of agendas out there where independent that we don't have an agenda other than fairness, integrity in what is done and making sure that there's a balance. And I think that's the secret to it all.
So how does water management work and who does what?
Each state and territory in the Basin manages its own water allocations and compliance with relevant state or territory laws. While the Murray-Darling Basin Authority sets Basin-wide water quantity and quality targets and modelling frameworks.  In this web of institutions, the Inspector-General provides a unifying oversight function to ensure that laws are complied with and commitments implemented. It acts as a watchdog over state regulators, the Murray-Darling Basin Authority, other government water agencies and to a limited extent, water users.  
The design of water management in Australia, way back from Federation, is being constitutionally designed, where the states are the leading jurisdictions in water management.  The Commonwealth with the Basin Plan that came into place in 2012, then came along to unite everybody in a common purpose. The Murray-Darling Basin is one system, but there are many, many agendas and different priorities in the Basin.
Our job is to hold the government agencies to account.   The things that we don't do, as the Inspector-General is we don't set the policy.  We don't make the decisions about what's going to happen, whether it's buybacks, whether it's projects for different on farm or off farm efficiency measures. We don't do water allocations. All that sits at the state jurisdiction level. And when things are decided, it's our job to make sure that they're happening, that they're happening lawfully and they're being implemented properly.  Our job is to hold them to account using our investigative, auditing and inquiry tools that we have under the Commonwealth legislation to get the outcomes that the Basin Plan is after and the outcomes that the community deserve.   Making sure that what is being done is lawful first and foremost. Secondly, that it is visible and transparent. People can see what's going on, they understand the decisions that are being made and if there's problems, what can we do to make it better?  And then using the powers that we had get the agency, some 30 of them in a very complex space, to do it better and hold them to account with some integrity.  

The transition from the Northern Basin Commissioner to the Inspector-General represents an important evolution in the governance of the Murray-Darling Basin. While the Commissioner played a key role in uncovering problems and bringing to light the northern Basin's challenges, the limitations of the role made it insufficient for the scale of the task.
 The establishment of the Inspector-General marks a more mature phase of Basin management, one that prioritizes accountability and integrity, enforces compliance, and aims to ensure a water reform that produces tangible outcomes for communities, the environment, and future generations.  While it cannot solve every challenge,  the Inspector-General plays a critical role in shining a light on regulatory gaps, enforcing standards, and restoring public faith in a system that was once seen as broken.
Thank you for watching our education series on Australia's Murray-Darling Basin. But this isn't where the story ends. There's so much more to learn about the Basin and its importance to its communities and our nation's success. Make sure you keep up to date as we add new educational content to the series. These will be other videos that help explain some of the complexities of managing water resources across the Basin.
We will explain why things in water management are done certain ways. Why are there so many rules, what those rules mean and what other things make up the Basin and what role you can play to better understand the Basin and help protect it.  I invite you to learn more about Australia's Murray-Darling Basin by joining our social and online community.
Keep up to date, keep in touch and keep informed. Thank you for watching.

End of transcript.
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