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Policy Position for Horticulture on Water 
 

 
Background 
 

The horticultural component of the irrigation industry is worth some $7billion per year in 
production and involves over 25,000 businesses and over 100,000 jobs. Horticulture represents 
close to 50% of the value of production generated by irrigation and more than this when the urban 
activity associated with turf, nursery and garden industries is included. Access to adequate, reliable 
and secure water supplies is a fundamental requirement for all horticultural enterprises and is vital 
to horticulture’s future. The Objective for Horticultural Water Initiative is: “Ensuring access to 
water for responsible and profitable horticulture”. 
 
The Australian horticultural industry makes a significant contribution to the national economy. It is 
one of the fastest growing industries in agriculture and is extremely diverse, comprising of nuts, 
nursery, fruit, vegetable, extractive crops, turf and cut flowers (consisting of more than 40 
individual industries or commodities). The gross value of horticultural production is around $7bn 
($6.5 billion in farm gate value of production (2001/02)), although total value has been estimated to 
be about $13 billion when multipliers associated with processing, wholesaling, distribution, and 
retailing are included (2001/02). Using some industry multipliers the contribution of horticulture to 
the Australian economy could be more than $28 billion. 
 
In the last five years the gross value of production increased by 31%. With over 25,000 
horticultural enterprises nationally, estimates suggest the industry employs around 100,000 people - 
including 8,500 in the nursery industry. Employment in horticulture accounts for around 25% of 
overall agriculture sector employment. Increasing employment and economic growth from 
horticulture are providing great opportunity for rural communities. 
 
Horticulture is the third largest agricultural industry in Australia (only the grain and meat industries 
are worth more), with a 14% share of total agricultural production. The industry generates exports 
worth approximately $800 million a year, and underpins the future of many regional Australian 
communities. Horticulture recognises the need to foster economic, environmental and social 
development and is a key contributor in each of these areas. The industry also recognises increasing 
market demand to certify good agricultural practice. It is leading the way in quality assurance, new 
technology and adoption of environmentally responsible practices. 
 
Horticulture makes a significant contribution to each State economy, with Victoria, Queensland, 
South Australia and New South Wales producing over $1 billion in farm gate value of production 
(2001/02). The major growing regions in Australia include the Goulburn Valley of Victoria, the 
Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area of New South Wales; the Sunraysia district of Victoria/NSW; the 
Riverland of South Australia; northern Tasmania; southwest Western Australia and the coastal strip 
of both northern New South Wales and Queensland.  Nursery production generally occurs close to 
the capital cities. Banana, pineapple, mandarin, avocado, mango and fresh tomato production is 
concentrated in Queensland;   stone fruit, citrus and grapes in New South Wales, Victoria and 
South Australia;  processing potatoes in Tasmania;  fresh pears, canning fruit and processing 
tomatoes in Victoria; and apples and fresh vegetables in all states. 
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Issues 
 
Horticultural crops use about 17% of total irrigation use (ABS 2002/03) and produce well over 40% 
of Australia’s irrigated production. Figures suggest that for every 100ML of water used in 
horticulture $250,000 and four jobs are generated at the farm gate, and approximately $0.5 billion 
to the economy. 
 
The horticultural industry has continued to increase the efficiency of water use, through the 
adoption of technology and better on-farm water management. The industry is at the forefront of 
developing and using new technology for soil moisture sensing and irrigation scheduling to ensure 
high efficiency of water use. There remains considerable scope for improved water use efficiency 
(and water management) and the industry is committed to, and will continue to, address the issue. 
Statistics on the value of horticulture industries to Australia’s economy and their associated water 
use are provided in the following table. 
 
Our Position  
 
Eleven key points summarise Horticulture’s position. The Horticulture industries expect that 
governments, catchment authorities and policy makers will support: 
 
Water Rights and Reliability 
 

�  Horticultural producers require water suppliers and regulators to ensure that the reliability 
of water supplies are made explicit and are regularly reported (ie. The probability of annual 
allocations being available for supply in the short term and long term). 

�  Recognition that permanent horticultural crops require high reliability water, and the huge 
cost of replanting if permanent crops suffer from water restrictions (several years’ income 
as well as replanting cost). High water reliability is also required for producers of annual 
horticultural crops, particularly those who have supply chain contracts to meet. 

�  Changes in water reliability should be done in full consultation with water users so as to 
inform users and the water market. Water users should be involved with any decisions 
affecting risk assignment of water property rights. 

�  The principles of the National Water Initiative should be followed in compensating water 
users when water reliability and access is reduced through policy decisions such as 
increased environmental flows. Where this has not occurred in the past it has diminished 
water property rights and confidence. 

 
Water Supply 

�  Access to water for horticulture should be improved by enabling irrigators access to water 
trading systems, and through researching and implementing safe wastewater and storm 
water recycling schemes.  Major infrastructure for water storage also needs to remain an 
ongoing option. 
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�  Town water restrictions must be developed in consultation with horticultural 
representatives, to avoid unfairly limiting access to water to horticulture (compared to 
other urban industry/business users). 

�  Ageing irrigation or drainage infrastructure and new irrigation schemes should be operated/ 
designed with levels of service that do not limit horticulture's ability to adopt modern 
practice.  

 
Continuous Improvements in Water Use Efficiency 
 

�  Ongoing investment in the development of new technology and practices for improved 
water management and practices are required to continue to enhance environmental and 
commercial performance, both on-farm and off-farm. This includes research and 
development into crop water requirement, irrigation methods, nutrient management, 
sediment runoff and salinity management. 

 
Continuous Improvements in Environmental Performance 
 

�  Support and encouragement must be provided for training and adoption of other industry 
programs that provide public and environmental benefits (eg. Horticulture for Tomorrow 
Program). 

�  Water use/site uses licenses and other regulatory requirements for the demonstration of 
sustainable land and water use by irrigators should be developed in consultation with 
industry and be compatible with existing industry environmental programs. 

 
Continuous Improvements in Industry Performance against Triple Bottom Line 
 

�  The horticulture industry has demonstrated commitment and enormous progress towards 
efficient water use, improved environmental performance, production and employment.  
This should be recognised by communities, governments and other stakeholders. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sources: National Land and Water Resources Audit, 2001;  HAL Statistics, 2004;  ABS Census, 2000/01;  ABS Farm Water Use Survey, 2005; 
DAFF, Australian Agri/Food Stocktake, 2005;  Australian Farm Institute, Australia’s Farm-Dependent Economy, 2005; RMCG, 2005.
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Attachment 1 

 
This attachment (developed by the Horticulture Water Initiative) provides more detail on each of 
the key policy issues. 
 
 
1 Productive Partnership in Implementing Water Reform 
 

1.1 Collaboration between the horticultural industry and water management agencies 
should occur to ensure grower and off-farm investment is coordinated and impacts on 
horticulture are properly understood. 

1.2 Future water reforms and urban water restrictions should be developed with a sound 
understanding of science and industry experience. 

1.3 Horticultural water users should have on-going input to the development of water 
policies and operational/management arrangements at a scheme/supply level through 
government departments and water authorities/scheme managers 

1.4 Management across all levels of the water sector and water cycle must be transparent 
and efficient. 

 
2 Fair cost sharing based on beneficiary pays and ability to pay 
 

2.1 Independent review and accountability in water pricing and charges is required from 
both water supply agencies and government water managers. 

2.2 Water prices/charges should not be used to cover environmental costs when these costs 
are the result of past generations and previous government policy. 

2.3 Water prices/charges should be based on the operational costs of providing a specified 
service and capital costs should be calculated in a transparent manner. This could be 
based on the expected cost of future water service needs, not necessarily the sunk costs 
of outdated standard infrastructure, which is unlikely to be replaced “as is”. 

2.4 It is important to recognise that the future service standards of new water supply 
systems and irrigation technologies for horticulture are quite different to traditional 
irrigation. Horticulturists must be involved in the setting of these standards. 

2.5 Water resource management charges should be shared amongst all beneficiaries of 
improved water management. This includes un-metered or unlicensed users, domestic 
and stock users, environment, recreation, industrial and urban who all benefit from 
water resource management programs. 

2.6 Charging to reflect water scarcity in unnecessary as high water price occurs in the 
water trade market when there is shortage. This sends a clear message to users of water 
value; and trade assists with efficient resource allocation. 

2.7 Certainty in water pricing is required by horticulture for at least a 5 year horizon. This 
is important to assist investment and property development planning, which has a life 
of 30 years or more for some tree crops. 
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2.8 Charges for water resource planning and management should be regionally based, 
according to the catchment needs for these activities. The horticultural industry seeks 
transparency and a rational basis for planning and management charges. Charges for 
water planning should be levied against all beneficiaries of water management 
including the general community (eg. for recreational use) and government should pay 
on behalf of the whole community for broader public benefits (eg. environmental 
flows). Planning is a core government activity and should be funded as such. Because 
of the broader beneficiaries, these charges should be separately identified from 
irrigation delivery charges. 

2.9 A rate of return charge on water harvesting, storage and distribution assets is not 
supported. Investment in water assets is a sunk cost and any valuation of this should 
recognise that the assets are usually specialised facilities with no alternative use. In a 
commercial market the asset value of infrastructure is a reflection of its productive use, 
not it’s sunk cost. 

2.10 Water charges based on externalities can have perverse outcomes. External benefits as 
well as costs must be recognised. It is more appropriate to pursue positive 
reinforcement such as an incentive based program for those users who demonstrate 
improved efficiency. This could be via adoption of an accredited environmental plan or 
irrigation and drainage plan. 

2.11 Environmental charges in water rates/prices are not supported, as it is extremely 
difficult to measure environmental costs and attribute them back to the individual 
water user.  Also it is inequitable to charge current irrigators for the results of previous 
government policies, which encouraged the development of land and water resources. 

2.12 In principle, tradable pollution permits are supported, which would allow irrigators to 
receive a benefit in line with improvements in environmental performance. However, 
the complexity and cost of measurement and monitoring plus administration costs 
could easily exceed the benefit. 

2.13 All water charges should be transparent and accountable to independent review. Water 
resource planning and management costs should be regionally reported so that the cost 
share is appropriately tailored across different beneficiaries and clearly related to the 
services received by water users and/or the outcomes achieved. 

 
3 Requirement for a specified high level of water security 
 

3.1 The horticulture industry seeks recognition from water managers and the community 
that horticultural enterprises require highly reliable water supplies and resource 
managers will work towards ensuring secure access to adequate water allocations. 

3.2 Water policy makers must recognise and where possible provide horticulture with 
highly reliable water to provide security of investment in technology, which is the 
basis for the horticultural industry’s global competitive advantage. 

3.3 Horticultural producers value systems that facilitate trading of water entitlements as a 
mechanism to secure adequate water supply, manage risk or adjust to changing 
resource availability. Greater certainty should be provided to water users through the 
provision of information regarding water reliability. 

3.4 Developments in urban water policy need to consider the impacts on horticulture users. 
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4 Recognition of need for sensible environmental flows, which have specific measurable 

outcomes 
 

4.1 Horticultural industries recognise the need for environmental flows to maintain river 
and catchment health. 

4.2 Environmental flows should be secured in a way that does not erode water allocations 
of existing users, unless full compensation for any losses is provided. 

4.3 Implementation of environmental reserves should consider that the rights of existing 
users are not diminished without compensation. 

4.4 Increased environmental reserves/allocations are not supported when the 
environmental outcome is not achievable due to other threatening processes (eg. pest 
plants) that are not adequately addressed. A holistic approach to river and riparian 
health is required rather than a focus on flow alone. 

4.5 Environmental reserves/allocations are supported where they are included as part of a 
clearly defined and holistic environmental management framework with clear 
environmental outcomes. 

4.6 Where over allocation of water resources has occurred partnerships of communities, 
water users and government are required to establish agreed environmental needs and 
water services. 

4.7 Opportunities are sought for irrigators to actively manage river systems by providing 
conjunctive use of water for both environmental needs and for consumptive use 
downstream (joint use). 

4.8 Mechanisms are supported that enable irrigators to voluntarily implement 
environmental management practices and provide water donations to the environment, 
especially where these mechanisms allow water to be donated for specific river reaches 
or wetlands. 

4.9 Sound and transparent governance arrangements for environmental water allocations 
must be in place. Implementation of environmental flows must be accompanied with 
the necessary supporting works (eg. weed control, grazing management, fish passage) 
to ensure the maximum environmental benefit is achieved from the flow. 

 
5 Catchment Water Use Limits or “Caps” 
 

5.1 Groundwater resources need conjunctive assessment and management with surface 
water resources. This should include recognition of the benefits of groundwater 
pumping for salinity control. 

5.2 Moratoriums on expansion in water use (water caps) should apply equally to domestic, 
rural residential and industrial consumption not just irrigation. For example, the 
proliferation of extra domestic and stock catchment dams should be controlled where 
they are outside of the controls of farm dam’s legislation and yet may still have an 
impact on water availability downstream. 

5.3  Management arrangements are supported that will prevent erosion of the water share 
to existing users. Land use changes that reduce water availability downstream should 
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require purchase of water entitlement. The benefits of positive land use change should 
be recognised and not inadvertently discouraged (eg. lower salinity in some catchments 
that can arise from tree plantings are not lost). 

 
6 Characteristics of Water Entitlements 
 

6.1 Water shares/entitlements should specify both expected volume and reliability. 
Expected changes in future volumes or reliability should be publicised by water 
resource managers to all entitlement holders (irrigators). 

6.2 Order of priority of different water shares/entitlements should be made explicit to 
water entitlement holders (eg. urban, domestic & stock, irrigators where permanent 
plantings are generally a higher priority than annual or lower value irrigation). 

6.3 Unlimited access for new stock and domestic and rural fringe developments is not 
supported. In stressed catchments this should be covered by entitlement and expansion 
should be within the catchment cap. 

6.4 High priority for water security of permanent horticultural plantings should be 
recognised. The cost of replanting can be up to 7 years production loss. This is very 
important where irrigators do not have access to water trade to help manage the risk of 
inadequate water allocation. 

6.5 Defined security of tenure of licenses is crucial for long-term investment to occur, 
especially in horticulture where the time frame for break-even can be a decade and the 
life cycle of an investment can be several decades. Perpetual water entitlements are 
sought. 

6.6 Changes in water policy that result in reductions in average expected volumes of water 
to entitlement holders should be compensated. 

 
7 Consideration of urban water restrictions on the amenity or lifestyle horticulture 

sector (nursery and garden and turf industries) 
 

7.1 In urban systems water restrictions should be made more equitable rather than 
targeting outdoor use only, which unfairly penalises the nursery and garden or turf 
industries, while leaving other industries unaffected. 

7.2 Current urban water restrictions may not be effective or consistent, and lack scientific 
basis. Mandatory water savings are being sought only from a proportion of water used 
by urban users. This is inequitable, inefficient and causing significant economic 
damage to small business. 

7.3 A review on urban water restrictions at a national level should be undertaken. There 
would be significant benefits in a coordinated consideration of the various approaches 
and the science that underpins them. This review must include expert input from the 
horticultural and irrigation industries that has been missing in most approaches to date. 

7.4 A national approach to the development of long-term water conservation measures is 
supported and this will significantly reduce the need for the current short-term crisis 
management of urban water. 

 


