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Department of Regional Development, Manufacturing and Water 
 
Email: regionalwaterassessment@rdmw.qld.gov.au  
 
Date: 28 July 2023 
 
Re: Submission to the dra2 Tablelands Regional Water Assessment 
 
Dear Sir or Madam, 
 
Please accept this submission to the draI Tablelands Regional Water Assessment (TRWA) 
from the Queensland ConservaPon Council (QCC) and the Cairns and Far North Environment 
Centre (CAFNEC).  
 
1. Feedback on short listed op>ons  
 
1.1  Mareeba – Dimbula Water Supply Scheme Efficiency Improvement Project Stage 2 
 
1.1.1 Undertake addiConal assessments 
While the informaPon provided in the draI TRWA indicates this proposal is unlikely to cause 
any substanPal adverse environmental impacts and is potenPally economically viable with 
having a BCR of 1.52, further detailed assessments are required to ensure that unforeseen 
adverse socioeconomic and environmental impacts do not occur as a result of this proposal.   
 
AddiPonal assessments that QCC and CAFNEC strongly recommends are undertaken to 
beVer inform whether this proposal proceeds to a Detailed Business Case includes assessing:  

• Effect of reduced water availability caused by climate change on the environmental 
and economic performance of the proposal, 

• Impacts to GBR water quality from increased agricultural development supported by 
water provided by the proposal, 

• Impacts to the climate from the GHG emissions embodied in the construcPon and 
operaPon of the proposal, 

• Adverse impacts to cultural values and, 
• Adverse impacts to flow dependent species and ecosystems that maintain the 

Outstanding Universal Value of the Wet Tropics and Great Barrier Reef World 
Heritage Areas   
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1.1.2 RecommendaCon:  
Undertake the above-menPoned assessments to beVer inform decisions about whether this 
proposal progresses to a Detailed Business Case. 
 
1.2  Release of high flow reserve in Wet Tropics Water Plan  

1.2.1 Failure to consider potential environmental impacts 
Table 5 in the draft TWRA states that an assessment of the potential environmental impacts 
from activating the high flow reserves under the Wet Tropics Water Plan “was not 
undertaken in this RWA due to the uncertainty of the location and footprint of any potential 
infrastructure.”  In addition, a detailed assessment of the potential environmental impacts 
from the take and use of water in the high flow reserve was not undertaken when the 
Water Plan (Wet Tropics) 2013 was developed. 

Given that adverse environmental impacts potentially caused by the take and use of water 
in the Wet Tropics Water Plan (WTWP) high flow reserve have not been adequately 
assessed under the TRWA or the development of the WTWP, the risk of adverse impacts 
potentially occurring to environmental values within the WTWP area (including the Wet 
Tropics and GBR World Heritage Areas) from the take and use of water held in the WTWP 
high flow reserve has not been quantified or determined.   

1.2.2 Questionable economic viability 
While the estimated BCR for activating the high flow reserves in the upper Johnstone and 
Herbert subareas indicates these proposals are potentially economically viable, QCC and 
CAFNEC question the economic analysis in the draft TRWA for these 2 proposals given that 
its highly unlikely that enough farmers in the upper Johnstone and Herbert subareas would 
commit to investing the estimated $2 – 4 million of private funding per farm to make the 
proposal economically viable. 
 
1.2.3   Failure to consider potential impacts to cultural values 
If activated, the take and use of water in the WTWP high flow reserve will potentially 
exacerbate adverse impacts that have occurred to First Nation people’s cultural values in 
the WTWP area from existing water resource development, which have not been 
adequately considered in the draft TRWA or when the WTWP was being developed. 
 

1.2.3 Failure to consider effect of climate change 
As its predicted to reduce the availability of water, there is a high risk that climate change 
will adversely affect the economic and environmental performance of this proposal, which 
has not been adequately assessed in the draft TRWA. 

In addition to assessing the effects of climate change on the economic and environmental 
performance of the proposal, it’s also essential that the proposals embodied GHG emissions 
effect on potentially fuelling further climate change is also assessed, which has not been 
undertaken in the draft TRWA. 
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1.2.5 Recommendation 
Given the undetermined risk of adverse impact occurring to the regions environmental and 
cultural values, questionable economic viability and the likely adverse effects of climate 
change, QCC and CAFNEC strongly recommend that the proposal to activate the WTWP high 
flow reserve is not pursued any further.   

1.3 Transferring water from Lake Mitchell to the Barron River  
1.3.1 Failure to consider potential environmental impacts 
If approved and constructed, transferring water from Lake Mitchell to the Barron River will 
potentially cause a wide range of adverse environmental impacts in the Mitchell and Barron 
Catchments, which includes:  

• Effecting flow dependent species/ecosystems from increased alteration of flow 
regimes in the Mitchell River,  

• Increased biosecurity risk in the Barron River catchment from potentially transferring 
pest fish and other species from the Mitchell to the Barron River and,   

• Further degradation of GBR water quality from increased sediment, nitrogen and 
pesticides in runoff from new agriculture development in the Barron River 
catchment supported by the proposal 

1.3.2 Failure to consider potential impacts to cultural values 
If approved and constructed, the proposal will potentially exacerbate adverse impacts that 
have occurred to First Nation people’s cultural values in the Mitchell and Barron Catchments 
from existing water resource development, which have not been adequately considered in 
the draft TRWA. 

1.3.3 Questionable economic viability 
In order to be economically viable, proposed development projects must have a minimum 
Benefit Cost Ratio (BCR) of one (1). With an estimated BCR of just 1.06, the proposal to 
transfer water from the Mitchell to the Barron Catchment is barely economically viable from 
the costing analysis in the draft TRWA. As the actual construction and other associated costs 
of the proposal are likely to be substantially more than the estimated costs in the draft 
TRWA, the actual BCR for the project will potentially be substantially less than 1, which 
means the proposal is unlikely to be economically viable.  
 
1.3.4 Failure to consider the effects of climate change 
Lake Mitchell is currently susceptible to high evaporative loss, which is predicted to increase 
with rising temperatures associated with projected climate change. Along with increased 
evaporation, climate change will also potentially reduce inflows to Lake Mitchell. As the 
increased evaporation coupled with decreased inflows to Lake Mitchell will reduce the 
economic reliability of the proposal, its absolutely essential that the potential effects of 
climate change on the economic and environmental performance of the proposal are 
thoroughly assessed.  

In addition to assessing the effects of climate change on the economic and environmental 
performance of the proposal, it’s also essential that the proposals embodied GHG emissions 
effect on potentially fuelling further climate change must also be assessed.  
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1.3.5 Recommendation:  
Due to the potential adverse impacts to environmental and cultural values and that the 
proposal is unlikely to be economically viable, QCC and CAFNEC strongly recommends that 
the proposal to transfer water from Lake Mitchell to the Barron River should not be pursued 
any further.  

1.4  Johnstone River to Tinaroo Dam Pipeline 
1.4.1 Failure to consider potential environmental impacts 

If enabled, transferring water from the Johnstone River to the Tinaroo Dam will potentially 
cause a range of adverse environmental impacts in the Johnstone and Barron Catchments, 
which includes:  

• Increased alteration of flow regimes in the Johnstone River, which will potentially 
cause adverse impacts to flow dependent species and ecosystems that support the 
Outstanding Universal Value of the Wet Tropics and Great Barrier Reef World 
Heritage Areas  

• Increased biosecurity risk in the Barron River catchment from potentially transferring 
pest fish and other species from the Johnstone to the Barron catchments,   

• Further degradation of GBR water quality from increased sediment, nitrogen and 
pesticides in runoff from new agriculture development in the Barron catchment 
supported by the proposal and, 

• Further degradaPon of water quality in the Lower Johnstone River from the 
increased concentraPon of sediments and agricultural chemicals that will occur as a 
result of the decreased diluPon from the reducPon of flows in the Lower Johnstone 
River as result of the proposal to transfer water from the North Johnstone River to 
Tinaroo Dam. This is of parPcular concern as the Johnstone River already contributes 
the second largest load of dissolved inorganic nitrogen and fine sediment of the Wet 
Tropics catchments (Source: Wet Tropics Region Johnstone catchment water quality 
targets). The latest Wet Tropics Waterways Report Card has cited a substanPal 
decrease in water quality in the Johnson River since 2019-20 
 

1.4.2 Failure to consider potential impacts to cultural values 
If enabled, the proposal will potentially exacerbate adverse impacts that have occurred to 
First Nation people’s cultural values in the Johnstone River catchment from existing water 
resource development, which have nor been adequately considered in the draft TRWA. 
 
1.4.3 Questionable economic viability 
In order to be economically viable, proposed development projects must have a minimum 
Benefit Cost Ratio (BCR) of one (1). With an estimated BCR of between 0.76 (3,000l/s) and 
0.57 (5,000 l/s), the proposal to transfer water from the North Johnstone River to Tinaroo 
Dam is clearly not economically viable and as such should not be pursued any further.  

1.4.4 Failure to consider effects of climate change 
As its predicted to reduce the availability of water, there is a high risk that climate change 
will adversely affect the economic and environmental performance of this proposal, which 
has not been adequately assessed in the draft TRWA. 
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In addition to assessing the effects of climate change on the economic and environmental 
performance of the proposal, it’s also essential that the proposals embodied GHG emissions 
effect on potentially fuelling further climate change is also assessed, which has also not 
been undertaken in the draft TRWA. 

1.4.5 RecommendaCon  
Due to the scale of potential impacts to environmental and cultural values and that the 
proposal is clearly not economically viable, QCC and CAFNEC strongly recommends that the 
proposal to transfer water from Lake Mitchell to the Barron River should not be pursued any 
further.  

2. Failure to consider all viable non-infrastructure solu>ons 
 
According to figure 1 in the draI TRWA, a key strategic objecPve of the RWA program is to 
“consider non infrastructure opPons including improving the efficiency of exisPng water 
supply schemes and maximising the benefit from exisPng water resources and 
infrastructure.”  
 
Despite it being a strategic objecPve of the RWA program, the draI TRWA has not assessed 
all potenPal non infrastructure soluPons, namely demand management and increased water 
use efficiency. 
 
As they could potenPally deliver a substanPal volume of water that could be uPlised to 
support new economic development at a fracPon of the cost of building new infrastructure, 
QCC and CAFNEC strongly recommends that a detailed assessment is undertaken to 
determine the volume of water that could be provided through the implementaPon of 
robust demand management and increased water use efficiency measures.   
 
If proven to be viable, demand management and increased water use efficiency measures 
should be included in the final TRWA as key measures for meePng the region’s future water 
demand. 
 
RecommendaCon 
Undertake a detailed assessment of the volume of water potenPally provided through 
implementaPon of robust demand management and increased water use efficiency 
measures. If they are proven to be viable, include demand management and increased 
water use efficiency measures in the final TRWA. 
 
3. Conclusion  
 
With the excepPon of the Mareeba – Dimbula Water Supply Scheme Efficiency Improvement 
Project – stage 2 subject to the recommended addiPonal assessment being undertaken, QCC 
and CAFNEC do not support the other 3 short listed proposals in the draI TRWA due to the 
adverse impacts they could potenPally cause to the regions environmental and cultural 
values. 
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Please do not hesitate to contact either of the undersigned should you require any 
clarificaPon or further informaPon regarding the maVers raised in this submission. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 
Nigel ParraV 
Water Policy Officer 
Queensland ConservaPon Council 
1/377 Montague Road 
West End QLD 4101 
Email: water@qldconservaPon.org.au  
 
 

 
Bronwyn Opie 
Community Campaigner 
Cairns and Far North Environment Centre 
27-29 Greenslopes Street 
Manunda QLD 4870 
Email: climateaction@cafnec.org.au  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


