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Goulburn to Murray Trade Rule Review

Water market rules and inter valley trade accounts
This technical attachment accompanies the consultation paper Changes to the Goulburn to Murray trade rule. The
consultation paper gives a broad overview of the issues and options for proposed changes to the Goulburn to
Murray trade rule.
This technical attachment provides further context and information about water trade rules in the southern MurrayDarling Basin, including details about how Goulburn to Murray trade is currently managed.

Water trade rules
Water trade has been a feature of water resource management in Victoria since the 1990s, and since the Millennium
Drought (1997-2009) it has become an increasingly important part of the way people manage their water needs.
The Murray River, Goulburn River and other tributaries in the southern Basin are made up of natural systems - that
have been regulated and modified over time - as well as significant infrastructure like dams, off-river storages and
irrigation districts. This means that there are many hydrological and environmental constraints which dictate how
water can move between regions, valleys and states.
Trade rules set out the conditions under which water trading can occur. The Victorian Government has a responsibility
to set trade rules to outline where and when water can trade within, and between systems. These rules protect the
rights of water users, and prevent third-party impacts of water trade, including impacts on the environment that could
occur when delivering traded water.
More detail on Victorian Trading Rules can be found on the Victorian Water Register.

Goulburn to Murray Trade
The Goulburn to Murray trade rule governs how allocation trade between the Goulburn and the Murray systems can
occur. The rule limits trade from the Goulburn, Broken, Campaspe and Loddon systems to the Murray system
(including interstate) when balance of the Goulburn inter-valley trade (IVT) account is greater than 200 GL.
The IVT account keeps track of how much water is owed to the Murray system from the Goulburn system. The
Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) as the river operator determines when water is called out from the Goulburn
IVT account in consultation with Victorian agencies.
The Goulburn to Murray trade rule was developed with Victorian entitlement holders in 2012 to manage the potential
impact of spills from the Goulburn IVT on the reliability of Victorian Murray entitlements.
If the water in the Goulburn IVT account which is held in Lake Eildon is unable to be delivered and spills from storage,
it is no longer available to support Murray demands, which has an impact on the resources available for Victorian
Murray entitlement holders. Introducing the rule in 2012 limited the extent to which the Goulburn system could owe
the Murray system more than 200 GL to manage this risk.
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There are three ways that the Goulburn system can owe water to the Murray system as a result of trade, which are
described below.

Water Allocation Trade
Water allocations from the Goulburn, Broken, Campaspe and Loddon systems can be traded to Murray systems
(including New South Wales and South Australia) and the value of the trade is added to the Goulburn IVT account.
This is only possible when the Goulburn IVT account is less than 200 GL under the current Victorian Trading Rules.

Use from Tagged Accounts
Water from the Goulburn, Broken, Campaspe or Loddon systems may be used in the Murray if the allocation or
entitlement has been ‘tagged’ for use in the Murray system. When water is used from a tagged account, the volume
used is added to the Goulburn IVT account balance.
Water use from tagged accounts is now restricted in the same way as allocation trade. That means that you can
only use water from a tagged Goulburn account in the Murray when the Goulburn IVT account is less than 200 GL.

Legacy Water Commitments
When water trading was initially established, it was possible to permanently trade a Goulburn water entitlement into
the Murray. The Goulburn entitlement would be cancelled, and a Murray entitlement would be created in its place.
To support this trade, the Goulburn then had to owe the Murray water each year.
Goulburn and Murray water shares have different characteristics and substituting them in this way was shown to
have third-party impacts, so this form of exchange-rate water share trade between systems is no longer allowed.
Since 2007, if someone in the Murray buys a Goulburn water share it remains a Goulburn water share. The buyer
can either trade the allocation each year or tag it for use in the Murray system
Before exchange-rate trade between systems was stopped, 100 GL of water entitlements had been traded from the
Goulburn to the Murray downstream of the Barmah Choke. The trade of these water shares has created a legacy
commitment for the Goulburn system to deliver up to 100 GL of water to the Murray system each year to underpin
the reliability of Murray entitlements. In a year with 100% allocations on the Goulburn 100 GL is owed. If Goulburn
system allocations are only 70%, then 70 GL is owed.
Between 2004 and 2012 the Water for Rivers project recovered approximately 40 GL of high-reliability entitlement
and 26 GL of low-reliability entitlement through water savings projects in the Goulburn system. This recovery was
done so that less water can be released each year to the Murray from the Snowy Scheme, supporting
environmental outcomes in the Snowy system and creating an annual debt to the Murray from the Goulburn IVT
account.
The volume of these commitments to transfer water from the Goulburn to the Murray system totals up to
approximately 140 GL of high reliability water shares. When allocations are 100% in the Goulburn system, all 140
GL of this obligation is added to the Goulburn IVT account in a season.
Figure 1 and Table 1 below show how the different components have contributed to the Goulburn IVT account in
the past. Both allocation trade and tagged water use make up the ‘net annual trade’ grouping. This may be
negative or positive depending on if there is more trade into or out of the Goulburn system.
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Figure 1: Annual contributions to Goulburn IVT account in GL

Table 1: Annual contributions to Goulburn IVT account in GL
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Major trade rules in the southern Murray-Darling Basin
The main purpose of water trade rules is to reflect hydrological constraints on water movement, and to ensure
that water trades do not significantly negatively impact other people’s entitlements or the environmental
condition of our rivers. Trade rules, trading zones and trade adjustment processes have been established to
protect against significant third-party impacts on other water users, including the environment. Basin Plan
Water Trading Rule 12.18 requires that any restriction on water trade must have a justifiable hydrological
underpinning.
Key rules that manage trade and water access between regions in the southern Murray-Darling Basin include:
-

Trade from upstream of the Barmah choke to downstream is limited to ‘no net trade’.

-

Goulburn to Murray trade is restricted when the balance of the Goulburn IVT account is 200 GL or greater

-

Murrumbidgee to Murray trade is restricted when the balance of the Murrumbidgee IVT account is 100 GL
or greater.

-

NSW to Victoria trade is limited to the lesser of:


a net annual volume of 200 GL or

> a volume that keeps the risk of spill in Victoria’s share the Murray system below 50 per cent.
The above rules take distinct forms:
-

net volumetric limits on trade (i.e. the 200 GL NSW to Victoria limit and the 0 GL above to below
Barmah limit),

-

IVT limits (that may allow additional trade out after the IVT is called out)

-

dynamic limits that are calculated based on the prevailing circumstances of the season (i.e. the risk of
spill limit for Victoria Murray to NSW Murray trade).

Water market trends
Water trade has become a permanent feature of water management in northern Victoria, and in recent times the
volume of water traded has increased sharply. The Water Market Trends Report describes how trade behaviours
and patterns have changed between 2001–2018.

Water trade rules and IVT accounts
Attachment 2
Allocation trade volumes have increased over time
The recent update to the Water Market Trends Report shows that allocation trade has been increasingly used as a
mechanism to reallocate water to where it is needed – both within and between trade zones. The volume of
commercial trade has increased more than three-fold in the ten years from 2007-08 to 2017-18 (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Summary of annual allocation trade in northern Victoria

There are clear trends between different trading zones in Victoria
A case study of allocation trade into and out of the Victorian lower Murray (Zone 7 – Vic Murray Barmah to SA),
shows that there has been a strong trend of net trade into this region since 2013-14 (Figure 3). The case study also
shows that where lower Murray users are buying allocation water from has changed in response to seasonal
conditions and water availability across the connected southern Murray-Darling Basin.

Figure 3: Net allocation trade in Trading Zone 7 - Vic Murray Barmah to SA
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Prior to 2017-18 and 2018-19 allocation trade into the Victorian lower Murray was supported through a mix of trade
from New South Wales, South Australia and Victorian tributaries (Goulburn, Loddon and Campaspe).
However, with very dry conditions and strong commodity prices for horticultural goods and cotton, allocation water
was less available from South Australia and New South Wales in 2017-18 and 2018-19. This meant that increased
volumes were traded from Victorian tributaries – particularly the Goulburn - into the Victorian lower Murray to meet
the demand for water in those years.

Victoria’s IVT accounts
Trade adjustments are water accounting mechanisms which river operators use to ensure that any trade between
valleys is supported by a commensurate transfer of water resource. This ensures that there is no impact on the
reliability of water entitlements in the source or destination system.
To support trade between valleys there is a need to account for the resource liabilities associated with the transfer.
IVT accounts are used to track water ‘owed’ from one system to another.
In the southern Murray-Darling Basin there is also an IVT account for the Murrumbidgee.
IVT accounts track the volume of water which is owed to a downstream system. For example, water in the
Goulburn IVT account is a Murray resource that can be drawn upon to meet deliveries to Murray water users. It
cannot be used to support Goulburn system allocations or deliveries. Trades and other water management actions
result in credits or debits to IVT accounts as described below.
IVT account credits
Actions that increase the volume owed to the downstream system and increase the IVT account include:
• when water is traded to downstream systems,
• when tagged water use occurs in a downstream system,
• when allocations are made to legacy water entitlements that support downstream systems.
IVT account debits
Actions that decrease the volume owed to the downstream system and decrease the IVT account include:
• when river operators ‘call out’ water from the IVT account and the water is released from storage,
• when ‘back trade’ occurs – water is traded from downstream systems into the tributary; or
• when there is a spill from Lake Eildon and the Goulburn IVT account is reduced proportionally to other spillable
accounts.

Recent deliveries from the Goulburn IVT account
The Murray-Darling Basin Authority river operators typically call out water from the Goulburn IVT account on a
monthly basis in consultation with Goulburn-Murray Water as the Northern Victorian Resource Manager, and the
Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Authority, as the waterway managers for the Goulburn River.
Since 2014, demands for trade from the Goulburn system - and subsequently the call out of water from the IVT
account - have risen dramatically. In the past two water years, delivering water from the Goulburn IVT account to
support water requirements in the Murray system during summer and early autumn has put the lower Goulburn
River under stress and caused environmental damage.
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Table 2 below shows the historic annual deliveries of water from the Goulburn IVT account. These values include
deliveries down the lower Goulburn River, the lower Broken Creek and the Campaspe River.
Table 2: Historic annual Goulburn IVT water deliveries 2012-13 to 2019-20

Season

Total Goulburn IVT Delivery

2012-13

99.7

2013-14

142.8

2014-15

240.6

2015-16

71.7

2016-17

109.7

2017-18

319.5

2018-19

433.4

2019-20 (to 1 April 2020)

205.7

In the last three years, record volumes of water were traded from the Goulburn region to Murray irrigators below the
Barmah Choke. The delivery of this water has eroded the riverbanks and damaged vegetation and native fish
habitat. There are also concerns about the impact of unseasonal flows on the life cycle of the Murray cod.
Appendix 1 to this document comprises the hydrographs for the lower Goulburn River at McCoy’s Bridge for the
last five years.
The hydrographs show the variability in flows down the lower Goulburn and key years. This includes:
•

2015-16 when the delivery of water from the IVT account had a beneficial impact by bringing flows up to an
environmentally beneficial level (Figure 5),

•

2017-18 and 208-19 when deliveries from the Goulburn IVT account pushed flows in the river well above
the environmental recommendation of 940 ML/day for summer and autumn (Figure 7 and Figure 8), and

•

2019-20, when deliveries over summer and autumn were relatively high, but wetter conditions in late
summer have led to cancellation of IVT deliveries and supplementation of baseflows with environmental
water in early autumn to achieve environmentally recommended baseflows (Figure 9).
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Appendix 1
Goulburn River hydrographs and IVT releases

Figure 4: Hydrograph of flows in the Goulburn River at McCoys Bridge 2014-15
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Figure 5: Hydrograph of flows in the Goulburn River at McCoys Bridge 2015-16
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Figure 6: Hydrograph of flows in the Goulburn River at McCoys Bridge 2016-17
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Figure 7: Hydrograph of flows in the Goulburn River at McCoys Bridge 2017-18
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Figure 8: Hydrograph of flows in the Goulburn River at McCoys Bridge 2018-19
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Figure 9: Hydrograph of flows in the Goulburn River at McCoys Bridge 2019-20 (to 31 March)

