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Queensland Farmers’ Federation 
 

The Queensland Farmers’ Federation (QFF) is the united voice of intensive agriculture in Queensland. 
It is a federation that represents the interests of 17 of Queensland’s peak rural industry organisations, 
which in turn collectively represent more than 13,000 primary producers across the state. QFF engages 
in a broad range of economic, social, environmental and regional issues of strategic importance to the 
profitability, sustainability and growth of the agricultural sector. QFF’s mission is to secure a strong 
and sustainable future for Queensland primary producers by representing the common interests of 
our member organisations: 

 CANEGROWERS 

 Cotton Australia 

 Growcom 

 Nursery & Garden Industry Queensland 

 Queensland Chicken Growers Association 

 Queensland Dairyfarmers’ Organisation 

 Burdekin River Irrigation Area Committee 

 Bundaberg Regional Irrigators Group 

 Central Downs Irrigators Limited 

 Fitzroy Basin Food & Fibre 

 Flower Association of Queensland Inc. 

 Pioneer Valley Water Board 

 Pork Queensland Inc. 

 Queensland Chicken Meat Council 

 Queensland United Egg Producers 

 Australian Organic 

 Queensland Aquaculture Industries Federation. 
 
QFF supports the development of a water resource plan for Cape York. The plan is needed to secure 
entitlements for existing irrigation use from surface and groundwater sources particularly in areas 
such as the Normanby catchment. It is also important that the plan address the need for water for 
future irrigation, town and indigenous use across the Cape. In particular, irrigation in the Lakeland and 
Laura areas of the Normanby catchment has been successfully initiated but needs to expand if a viable 
irrigation area is to be established and linked to southern markets. A longer term water allocation and 
management strategy is needed for the Normanby and possibly also the Endeavour catchments. The 
plan must address environmental flow requirements to support ecological outcomes including the 
Great Barrier Reef Plan requirements. 
 
This submission will address the key issues raised in the Statement of Proposals: 
 

1. Water to which the draft plan will apply 

It is proposed that the plan will apply to surface water in water courses, lakes or springs and 
underground water not connected to the Great Artesian Basin. QFF agrees with this priority.  
Consideration is also to be given to managing the recovery of overland flows from rainfall run off or 
spring discharge but investigations should not put at risk investments in existing overland 
infrastructure. 
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2. Moratorium 

It is accepted that a moratorium must be implemented to restrict the take or interference with surface 
or groundwater while the plan is being prepared. However, existing applications lodged with the 
Department are exempt and will continue to be assessed under the provisions of the Water Act. Also 
the moratorium does not apply to construction of overland flow works. 
 

3. Planning process to deal with 15 river basins 

QFF agrees that given the diversity across the Cape, management strategies will have to be developed 
to meet the discrete needs of each of the basins. 
 

4. Plan area characteristics 

It is important that preparation of the plan takes into account the key characteristics of the Cape. In 
particular, the water resource plan should not impede current development opportunities based upon 
livestock grazing, forestry production and irrigation, bauxite and silica mining, adventure style and 
eco-tourism and limited fishing opportunities. The high conservation value of the Cape’s riverine 
habitats also needs to be protected.   
 

5. Water allocation and sustainable management issues 
a. Current economic uses of water and improving specification of water licences – Irrigation 

is at an early stage of development in the Normanby and Endeavour catchments. If 
regulation is to be introduced irrigators want to see their existing water entitlements 
secured for the long term and management arrangements put in place to confirm their 
current access to the water under variable seasonal conditions. Irrigators in the Normanby 
catchment in particular are highly dependent on groundwater to maintain their 
requirements for water under variable seasonal conditions. They have also made 
significant investments to recover overland flows to supplement supply for cropping. Any 
reduction in current entitlements could seriously impact on the irrigation sector which has 
to cope with the higher costs of growing crops in such remote area and then transporting 
product to markets.  
 

b. Meeting future water demand – Irrigators in the Lakeland and Laura areas are concerned 
about the future of irrigation in their areas unless more water can be made available for 
development. They advise that large areas of already cleared land suitable for irrigation 
development cannot be brought into production with current entitlements. They indicate 
that current cropping uses only about 10% of the existing cleared land. Farm owners 
advise that they currently operate with entitlements of 2,000 to 3,000ML but they could 
use additional allocations of 10,000ML or more to expand their production and better 
manage their businesses to meet the costs of irrigating in this area. 
   
Irrigators are very concerned about any prospect that there will be no unallocated water 
reserves made available in the Normanby catchment as was the case when the repealed 
wild rivers declarations were in place. This outcome would jeopardise existing irrigation 
development in the Cape making it impossible to develop farms to a more viable scale of 
production. Also the towns supporting their irrigation areas would not have assured 
supply for the future and indigenous communities in the area would have limited 
prospects of getting access to water for their social and economic needs. 
 

c. Water trading – It is unclear at this stage what benefits would accrue from the 
introduction of permanent trading. If there are limits on the future development of 
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irrigation such as in the Lakeland area there would appear to be limited prospects for 
developing a market apart from seasonal water trading. 
 

d. Providing for environmental needs – It is important for the proposed plan to clearly define 
environmental flow needs for all catchments but care needs to be taken to achieve 
balanced environmental, social and economic outcomes suited to each of the Cape 
catchments. In other words, planning for environmental flows and water quality need to 
specifically make provision for further irrigation development in areas like the Lakeland 
Laura area. 

 
e. Water quality – As outlined in the Statement of Proposals, the plan will ‘contribute to 

water quality goals in Cape York.’ It is understood that water quality planning is 
proceeding for the Cape to allow for coordination of planning effort. 

 
f. Monitoring and reporting – No comment at this stage other than monitoring 

arrangements must be suited to the requirements of the Plan and reflect the level of risk 
in regard to achievement of plan outcomes. 

 
g. Metering – QFF supports the need for metering of irrigation use to implement effective 

water planning and management. 
 

h. Technical assessments – QFF recommends that the issue of water for future development 
in Cape catchments be specifically investigated. It is important that the water plan not 
impede development in the Cape. Investigations should particularly examine the 
difficulties the key industries face in developing in the Cape and the opportunities 
additional water could provide for irrigation development in the Normanby and 
Endeavour catchments. Hydrologic assessments must help address how existing 
entitlements can be secured and how water allocations that can be made available for 
future irrigation development. Investigations must also address how water can be made 
available to meet the social and economic needs of the indigenous communities.  

 
6. Consultation 

It is important that the Department maintain localised community meetings to keep a wide network 
informed about progress with the preparation of a draft plan and to provide the opportunity for 
response. It is essential that the communities are well informed on issues and outcomes likely to be 
addressed in the release of the draft plan. Catchments which will have significant issues to address 
such as the Normanby and Endeavour catchments will require specific arrangements for engagement 
which would allow key stakeholders including irrigators, local councils, aboriginal groups, 
development groups and conservation representatives to address critical issues. Membership of the 
proposed Cape York Water Consultation Group should include representation from these 
stakeholders. 

 
7. Related Natural Resource Management planning activities 

The Statement of Proposals outlines a range of Queensland and Commonwealth Government plans 
and strategies for the Cape. These include Great Barrier Reef planning, environmental and water 
quality planning, Cape York Peninsula Heritage Act 2007, Cape York Regional Plan 2014, 
Commonwealth Government White Papers on Developing Northern Australia and Agricultural 
Competitiveness and Commonwealth Government National Water Infrastructure Development. The 
availability of this a body of planning work should help those preparing the Cape York water resource 
plan to address environmental, economic and social/cultural issues in the Cape. QFF notes in particular 
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that in addition to advice on environmental and water quality planning issues including the 
implications for the Great Barrier Reef, the Cape York Regional Plan deals with strategic land use 
planning for the environment, agricultural development and town development. Also the Cape York 
Peninsula Heritage Act deals with significant natural and cultural values in the Cape and recommends 
that a reserve of water be provided to meet the social and economic needs of the indigenous 
communities. There is no lack of policy advice and documentation to support the preparation of the 
water resource plan to address environmental issues in the Cape, the value of water for future 
development in this part of Northern Australia and social outcomes including the future water needs 
of the aboriginal population. 

 
In summary, it is important that the water resource plan secure current water entitlements and water 
access particularly in the Normanby and Endeavour Basins and provide for adequate environmental 
flows across all basins. Provision should also be made for additional water allocations in those areas 
suitable for irrigation. Towns supporting irrigation areas must have adequate water supply for the 
future. Continued access to water for indigenous traditional activities must be maintained but the 
indigenous communities also require access to water for their social and economic needs. 


