


In short

Protecting the Fitzroy River and its water-dependent values comes first. Within those protections, the plan's

proposed Aboriginal Water Holding, about 25 gigalitres a year, is its strongest lever for self-determination.

A reserve of water only becomes opportunity when Traditional Owners have a way to use it that they control, and

only if and when they choose to. On the evidence elsewhere, what matters most is who decides and who keeps the

value. The points below are offered to the co-design, in support of Traditional Owner authority and the Kimberley

Land Council, not as answers.

Governance for the Holding that is genuinely Traditional Owner-led, and resourced to actually work.

Principles that protect decision rights and retained value in any commercial partnership.

Capability and brokerage support, so Prescribed Bodies Corporate can negotiate from strength.

A public timetable, so the interim case-by-case approach does not quietly harden into the permanent one.

A clear link between the Holding's governance and the proposed Water Advisory Committee.

1 Why I am writing
I write as a water-sector practitioner, not on behalf of any client, and not as a Traditional Owner. Over thirty

years across government and regulated industry, including time as an executive at Water Corporation, I led

the expansion of Aboriginal community water services to more than 140 remote communities. Most of that

was practical work: bores, pumps, water quality, and getting parts up a dirt road before the wet season closed

it. I also worked on regularising supply in Fitzroy Crossing and the communities around it. My advisory work

since has included governance design for Traditional Owner water and joint-venture structures. The lesson I

keep coming back to is in the provisions underneath the equity split: which decisions cannot be made without

Traditional Owner consent, and how value is structured so it stays with the community instead of leaking

away over the years. I have a long personal connection to the Fitzroy Valley as well. I offer what follows as a

resource, with respect for the people whose Country and water this is.

2 What the plan gets right
This is a careful draft, and much of it deserves support. The commitment that the Fitzroy and its tributaries will

not be dammed, and that no further surface water will be licensed, protects one of Australia's last great free-

flowing river systems. The precautionary groundwater limits, set at about 40 per cent of estimated rainfall

recharge for a total of 75.7 GL a year, reflect real humility about a data-poor and highly variable climate. The

Aboriginal Water Holding, the planned Water Advisory Committee, and the early engagement of Traditional

Owners in licensing are the right instincts. Nothing here seeks to weaken these settings.

I want to be plain about one thing. When the draft was released, some Traditional Owners said publicly that it

left them underwhelmed, that it did not go far enough on the questions that matter most to them. I am not in a

position to speak to that, and I will not try to. Their reading of this plan carries far more weight than mine, and

nothing in this submission should be taken as a non-Aboriginal voice pronouncing it good enough. My support

is for the plan's protective settings, and for the Holding as an idea worth getting right. Whether the plan as a

whole serves the people of this catchment is for them to judge.

3 Protecting the river and its values comes first
Any conversation about using water in this catchment has to begin, and end, with the values the plan exists to

protect. The Fitzroy is a living system: groundwater discharge sustains the river pools and springs that hold

through the dry season; aquifers connect to one another and to the surface; and a naturally occurring
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in the way. The plan has already done the harder technical work: the hydrogeology, the staged limits, the

monitoring. What it leaves deliberately open is the governance of the Holding itself. That governance gap is

what this submission speaks to.

Groundwater in the plan (annual) GL/year Note

Total allocation limit 75.7 Precautionary — about 40% of estimated rainfall recharge

— General licensing 36.9 Of which roughly 25 GL is still available

— Aboriginal Water Holding 25.1 Reserved for native title holders' economic development

— Exempt use (stock, domestic, firefighting) 9.3 Does not require a licence

— Public water supply & reserves 4.4 Includes future Derby town supply

Available now for new licences ~50 About 25 GL general + about 25 GL from the Holding

Source: DWER, Consultation draft — Fitzroy–Derby water resources management plan: policy and guidance (2026), Table 5. Figures rounded; to

be reconciled against the final published table.

"The Holding … does not guarantee access or a right to any person." 
— Consultation draft, on the Fitzroy–Derby Aboriginal Water Holding. The question this submission explores is how, in time,
that reserve becomes something Traditional Owners can actually use.

5 Questions to ask of any partnership
Water on its own does not build an economy. Turning an entitlement into jobs and income usually takes three

more things: capital, operating capability, and enough certainty that others will commit alongside the

community. Commercial partnerships can supply all three, but only the right kind, and only on terms

Traditional Owners enter freely.

There is good reason to be wary here. The history of resource deals on Aboriginal land includes too many

where the value flowed out and the say stayed somewhere else. None of that is an argument against

partnership. It is a reason to look hard at what separates a good one from a bad one. In my experience the

difference comes down to a handful of plain questions.
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