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IPART Water Pricing Review for Regional and Bulk Water 2026 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

We are dairy farmers in the Bega Valley, milking 400 cows, producing 3,300,000 L of milk 
each year.  We rely on water from the regulated Brogo river system for irrigation, stock 
water, and dairy washdown.  Water from the Brogo River is critical to our farming 
operation.  The IPART water pricing determination 2017 identified the Brogo Dam as a 
stranded asset and highlighted that valley pricing to achieve full cost recovery was not 
attainable during the 2017 determination period and beyond.  Fundamentally nothing 
has changed with regard to water pricing affordability, milk pricing has increased, but so 
to have costs.  However, in 2026 IPART is back on the path to seeking full cost recovery 
without adequately considering the impact of that decision on affected farming 
businesses or the broader regional economy.  Brogo dam is an asset built in the 1970’s, 
the construction of which has surely been paid off.   We strongly object to any price 
increases beyond CPI.  We also strongly recommend a review into options for managing 
stranded assets such as Brogo dam to identify a more affordable and sustainable 
ownership and operation model going forward. 

 
We have a 900ML irrigation license entitlement on the regulated Brogo system that we 
use to grow pasture and summer crops when conditions are dry.  When conditions are 
wet and the dam is spilling we don’t need to irrigate.  In dry years we rely heavily on 
irrigation water from Brogo dam, however, we are only allocated to use 40% of our 
license entitlement due to the over allocation of water license entitlements from the 
dam.  Due to limitations imposed by the Water Sharing Plan and topography we can not 
economically build a large on farm water storage to store water when the dam is spilling 
for use in dry periods.  The lack of a water market for coastal valleys means that the 
purchase of more water allocation is not realistic. As a result of the limited allocation of 
water, it is difficult to justify major expenditure in irrigation infrastructure improvements.    

 

 



The current combined costs of water, electricity pumping, irrigation infrastructure 
maintenance and labour are already moving closer to the upper limit of irrigators 
capacity to pay.  

Current WaterNSW collected water costs for our farm are $29.19/ML Usage and 
$25.49/ML Fixed for our general security water. In reality this is misleading as our 
entitlement is capped at 40% at the start of each water year and doesn’t increase in a 
dry year when irrigation is needed. In a wet year, allocations increase past 40% but 
irrigation is not needed as much and use of water tracks at around 40% of entitlement 
still. In practice from a business point of view we hold 10ML of water entitlement each 
year to physically irrigate 4ML, thus our Fixed costs for holding water are 2.5 x 
$25.49/ML = $63.73/ML. Therefore for us to irrigate 1 ML of water it costs us $63.73 + 
$29.19 = $92.92/ML. You are proposing a 10% increase every year which would increase 
this burden by around $10/ML every year compounded. 

This is just water costs. 

Electricity costs are rising and every ML of water used out of Brogo Dam has to be 
pumped. Farms in the Bega Valley consist of two land types, steep/undulating hills or 
flood prone alluvial flats, our farm has both. On floodable river flats hard hoses are used 
at high pressure to irrigate as this infrastructure can be removed from the area when 
flooding occurs. On our hills lower pressure systems are used such as centre pivots and 
K-Line pods but due the elevation head to get this water up to the hill infrastructure the 
pressure at the pump is high. Therefore all water on our farm needs to be pumped @ 
8bar. This is typical for all Bega Valley farms. On the latest calculation of current 
electricity prices it costs us around $95/ML to pump @ 0.18678 $/kWh. These costing 
were validated by Smarter Irrigation For Profit Project that was run on our farm over the 
last few years. 

This is just electricity costs. 

Across our farm we employ labour to shift our irrigation to put out 5ML/day. We shift 2 
Hard Hoses (2hrs), 45Ha of Kline Pod Sprinklers (2hrs) and a Centre Pivot (0hr), with 1hr 
of maintainance/checking nozzles/pressures and irrigators walking. This equates to 
1hr/ML at $40/Hr casual rate + super + workers compensation, it comes to be around 
$50/ML in labour. This is typical for Brogo Dam irrigators as our topography limits the 
use of labour efficient infrastructure such as center pivots and flood irrigation (non 
existent in our valley). 

This is just labour costs. 

The last major component within our irrigation costs is the cost of capital, within the 
last year we have installed a new hard hose irrigator and associated pressure pipe for 
use on an unregulated system. This cost was $80,000 for the irrigator and $30,000 for 



the pump and pipes to be laid for an irrigation area of 22Ha ($110,000 total). This 
system is designed for 5ML/Ha/Yr as an average, thus a throughput of 110ML/Yr. This is 
a capital cost of $1,000/ML/Yr, with a 6% interest rate and the asset depreciated over a 
20yr lifespan, the interest and principal equates to $86/ML used through the system.  

This is just the cost of capital. 

When you add up all these costs it is clear how much it costs us as a typical dairy farm 
growing pastures to use a ML of water.  

Water - $92.92/ML 

Energy - $95/ML 

Labour - $50/ML 

Capital - $86/ML 

Total Cost of ML of water used - $323.92 

As a general rule 1ML of water can grow 1 tonne of dry matter with well fertilised, 
improved pastures. Under grazing conditions utilisation by the cow is around 80% of 
what is grown. Thus 1 tonne of dry matter utilised from irrigated pastures costs us 
$405/tonne. 

When comparing with bought in feed across the last few years, concentrates and hay 
delivered into the Bega Valley have been anything in the range of $350-$500/tonne. This 
means by the end of the 3 year price determination our irrigated pastures will on 
average cost more than the bought in feed. 

We already import a significant amount of feed for our cows.  The proposal to increase 
water pricing 10% each year plus CPI for the next 3 years is likely to make irrigated home 
grown feed production unaffordable.  If this price is locked in, we will have no choice but 
to either, significantly reduce our milking herd or to lock in forward contracts for more 
purchased feed going forward, exposing our business to further risk.  Affordable & 
secure water for home grown feed production is critical for our business. 
 
In the Bega Valley there is one major dairy processor, Bega Cheese, that purchases all of 
our milk under an exclusive contract arrangement.  Our milk is used to make cheese 
that is processed, manufactured and packaged in Bega, providing significant regional 
employment and economic value.  Without secure and affordable water supply for milk 
production, milk processing and cheese manufacture in the region may be placed at 
risk 

Brogo Dam under the operation and management of Water NSW is heavily subsidised 
by the NSW Govt.  We are not aware of what the actual costs of running the dam are, 
however, it appears the current model is not working.   Given the significant importance 



of Brogo dam to the regional economy of the Bega Valley we strongly recommend a 
review into alternative, ownership, management and cost structures that will help to 
underpin and strengthen our regional economy.  In the meantime, we strongly request a 
freeze in water price increases until a sustainable model is identified and implemented. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Will Russell 

 




