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We acknowledge the traditional custodians of the 

lands and waters on which we live and, work and 

pay our respects to your Elder’s and ours past and 

present.

From time immemorial traditional owners continue 

to practice laws, customs and languages, and 

nurture Country through spiritual, cultural 

knowledge and material connections to land, water 

and resources. 

Through the strength, resilience and pride of 

First Nations people, our cultures, communities 

and economies continue to grow and thrive.
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River Flows

The artwork by Jordan Lovegrove, 

Ngarrindjeri, of Dreamtime 

Creative, represents the Murray 

Darling Basin waterway system. 

The white lines are the river and 

the coloured areas and patterns 

represent the different 

catchments.

The fish, bird and kangaroo tracks 

represent the different plant and 

animal species in the Basin.

Sheryl Hedges

Walbanga 

Brandon Etto

Darug/Gomeroi  

First Nations Water Branch



OFFICIAL

OFFICIAL

First Nations Water Rights

• Aqua Nullius ‘water belonging to no-one’

• Over the past 29 years, some Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples have 
been able to regain title to their 
traditional lands under native title.

• Under native title legislation there is no 
clear right to take the water itself, other 
than small amounts for cultural 
purposes.

• Despite native title covering 40 percent 
of Australia’s land, Aboriginal people 
hold rights to just 0.2 percent of the 
surface water.



OFFICIAL

OFFICIAL

Barriers to First Nations Water Rights In Australia 

• Limited access to safe and secure water in 
remote and rural communities.

• Decoupling of land from water rights that 
affects ownership and use.

• Lack of recognition and inclusion of spiritual, 
social, economic, and environmental uses of 
water.

• Impacts of climate change on water 
availability and quality.

• Increasing competition for water resources 
among various stakeholders.

• Insufficient processes for shared decision-
making and lack of meaningful consultation.

• Limited involvement of First Nations in water 
policy, planning, management, regulation, and 
compliance.

• Lack of cultural competency in water 
management practices.

• Low formal knowledge of water institutions 
and governance arrangements.

• Inadequate access to financial services and 
capital for economic development.
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Turning Barriers into Pathways: Empowering First 
Nations' Aspirations for Water Ownership
Principle: Nothing about us without us

Doing for:
• Creates dependency and limits self-determination.
• Leads to inequitable power dynamics where helpers may be seen as “better than” those they 

serve.
• Often results in a “rescuer” mentality, reducing the effectiveness and sustainability of 

initiatives.

Doing with:
• Promotes community self-determination, leading to better and more sustainable outcomes.
• Requires meaningful community and stakeholder engagement in all stages.
• Ensures the community has a voice in program development, delivery, and evaluation of 

success.
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Doing With: The Pace of Trust
Yindyamarra. Be respectful. Be honourable. Go slow. Be polite. 
(Wiradjuri) 

People

Policy

Programs

Participation

Perpetuity 

Pathways

Partnerships
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Pathways to Empowering First Nations 
Co-designing enduring First Nations water holding arrangements
Collaboratively establishing a model that ensure First Nations communities have secure water ownership in 
perpetuity.

Delivering the Murray–Darling Basin Aboriginal Water Entitlements Program
Facilitating the acquisition of $100 million of water entitlements in partnership with First Nations.

Designing the Cultural Flows Planning for Cultural Economies Program
Investing $20 million in grants to support the development of water management strategies that reflect and 
enhance the cultural and economic goals of Murray Darling Basin First Nations People.

Establishing the Closing the Gap Target for Inland Waters
Setting measurable goals to reduce disparities in water access and participation across Australia.

Developing the Land and Water Partnerships Strategic Acquisitions Framework
Creating partnerships that enable First Nations to strategically acquire land and water and recouple land and 
water where it has been separated. 

Providing secretariat support for the Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Water Interests
Ensuring that First Nations voices are integral to national water policy discussions, supporting self-
determination and advocacy in water reform.
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Murray Darling Basin Aboriginal Water 
Entitlements Program Background 

$40 million in funding 
announced for the 
Aboriginal Water 
Entitlements Program in 
2018

Consultation with 
numerous organisations 
and groups have 
occurred since 
announcement

An additional $70.1 
million in funding was 
secured as part of the 
Water Amendment 
(Restoring Our Rivers) 
Act 2023
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Murray Darling Basin 
Aboriginal Water 
Entitlements Program - 
2023 

Outcomes

Hosted Gatherings in 
July/August, and First Nations of 
the Basin Symposium 23 
November 2024.

Published the ‘What We 
Heard’ and ‘What We Heard 
Next’ Report

Engaged consultant to develop 
water investment portfolios and 
market factsheets

An additional $70.1 million in 
funding was secured as part of 
the Water Amendment (Restoring 
Our Rivers) Act 2023
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Murray Darling Basin Aboriginal Water 
Entitlements Program 2024 & Beyond 

Designed 
investment 
portfolio

Delegates were 
invited to provide 
their feedback on 
a preferred 
portfolio option

Preference were 
used to develop a 
purchasing 
strategy

Established 
interim 
governance

Model needed to 
be culturally safe 
and prioritise 
shared benefits
The Directorate 
makes water 
purchasing 
decisions, in line 
with the policies 
established by 
the Advisory 
Group

Launched 
strategic 
purchasing 
framework 
Principle 
‘connectivity 
underpinned by 
wealth 
generation’
Funds to be 
allocated equally 
between the 
north and south 
of the Basin 

Co-designing 
enduring 
water holding 
arrangements
Nation led 
process to 
establish the 
statutory or 
non-statutory 
body have 
secure water 
ownership in 
perpetuity. 
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Policy: Draft National Water Agreement 

• New proposed NWA 
Objective and 
Outcomes for 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander 
Peoples (pictured to 
the left)

• Consultation 
currently being 
undertaken

• For more info: 
https://consult.dcce
ew.gov.au/help-
shape-a-new-
national-water-
agreement 

https://consult.dcceew.gov.au/help-shape-a-new-national-water-agreement
https://consult.dcceew.gov.au/help-shape-a-new-national-water-agreement
https://consult.dcceew.gov.au/help-shape-a-new-national-water-agreement
https://consult.dcceew.gov.au/help-shape-a-new-national-water-agreement
https://consult.dcceew.gov.au/help-shape-a-new-national-water-agreement
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Pathway: Closing the Gap Outcome 15 – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people maintain a distinctive cultural, spiritual, physical and economic 
relationship with their land and waters

Establish new Inland Waters Target 15c

A new inland waters target will accelerate progress towards securing Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander legal rights and interests in inland water bodies under state and territory water rights 
regimes.

Considerations:

• Water rights in Australia are governed by a patchwork of state and territory laws.

• First Nations peoples have historically been excluded from formal water rights.

• Water is a scarce and highly contested resource. 

• Achieving meaningful progress requires strong political commitment at all levels of 
government.
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Priority Reforms National Agreement for 
Closing the Gap
Formal Partnership and Shared Decision Making
• First Nations People are empowered to share decision-making authority

Building the Community Controlled Sector
• Strong and sustainable First Nations community-controlled sector.

Transforming Government Organisations
• Culturally safe and responsive, including through the services they fund

Shared access to Data and Information at a Regional Level
• Access to, and capability to use, locally-relevant data and information

www.closingthegap.gov.au



OFFICIAL

OFFICIAL

Establishing the New Inland Waters Target 
15c: How Are We Doing It?

Jurisdictional Focus:

Empower states and 
territories: Independent 
action to enhance water 
outcomes for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples.

Identify current water 
access rights and establish 
future goals.

Accountability: for 
increasing water ownership 
and management within 
jurisdiction.

Key Standards:

Jurisdictional Targets: 
Unique foundation 
metrics.

Partnerships: Close 
collaboration with 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples.

Phased Implementation: 
Planning, Consultation, 
Consolidation.

Two-Tiered Focus:

Physical water access and 
ownership.

Enabling reforms to 
government practices.

Reporting:

Quantitative/qualitative 
tracking.

National reporting with a 
principles-based framework.
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Recap
• The pace of trust
• Work through the four-priority reform lens to support self-determination 
• Nothing about us without us
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Setting/re-setting relationships and building 

trust by engaging in honest dialogue

First Nations Engagements
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Purpose
Our Learnings l Challenges and Experiences l Uncomfortable Conversations & Strategies l Saying No l Next Steps 
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Reflections 
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Aboriginal Water Entitlements Program

AWEP

AWEP is a $100 million Australian 

Government commitment to support Basin 

First Nations communities’ meet cultural water 

outcomes. 

It aims to address the fact that First Nations 

organisations currently own a small fraction of 

available water entitlements in the Basin.

The program was announced in 2018. 

Delayed implementation of the $100 million 

Australian Government commitment has 

prevented First Nations people from receiving 

tangible benefits since the program was 

announced.

The $100 million AWEP investment is a 

significant and long-awaited first step 

towards addressing First Nations water 

injustices in the MDB. It alone, however, will 

not solve water injustice. Further investment, 

support, and policy and legal reforms are 

needed in the short, medium, and long term 

to empower Basin First Nations to achieve 

their water rights, needs, and aspirations.

The government is committed to delivering 

AWEP in this term of government.
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Terms

Lateral violence – is 

commonly described as 

infighting between people 

from the same group who 

have historically been 

oppressed. Examples include: 

sabotaging or undermining 

someone else’s work 

Walking In Two Worlds – 

The world of our Aboriginal 

identity, which shapes how we 

see and live in the world, and 

then there’s the world of non-

Indigenous constructs where 

we live, work and learn.

Intergenerational trauma –

refers to trauma that is 

passed from a trauma 

survivor to their 

descendants. People 

experiencing 

intergenerational trauma 

may display symptoms, 

reactions, patterns, and 

emotional and psychological 

effects from trauma 

experienced by previous 

generations (not limited to 

just parents or 

grandparents).

BLAK Politics – Distinct political 

consciousness and activism 

rooted in the unique experiences 

of First Nations nations. 

Embodying an engaged and 

evolving identity that challenges 

stereotypes, asserts agency, and 

differentiates experiences.

Cultural load – refers to the 

expectation put on Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people to 

share our cultural knowledge, or 

our lived experience, in order to 

educate others
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Things we did

Relationship 
building

Ability to 
deliver

Prove 
ourselves

Decoding the 
academia 

After hours 
support line 

Cultural 
safety – 
support 
services

First Nations 
women only 
consultation

Developing 
a Pace of 

Trust

Investment 
in local 

economies 
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Strategies for No 

▪ Speak Clearly, Stay Respectful

▪ Show You’ve Done Your Homework

▪ Today’s No, Tomorrow’s Maybe

▪ Connect the Dots

▪ Find Common Ground

▪ Keep the Conversation Going
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Questions

FirstNationsWater@dcceew.gov.au 

mailto:FirstNationsWater@dcceew.gov.au
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Contact Us

dcceew
gov.au

Sheryl Hedges 
Branch Head & Assistant Secretary
Water Policy Division | First Nations Water Branch 
Australian Government Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water
E: sheryl.hedges@dcceew.gov.au 

Brandon Etto 
Director First Nations Engagement 
Water Policy Division | First Nations Water Branch 
Australian Government Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water
E: Etto@dcceew.gov.au

mailto:sheryl.hedges@dcceew.gov.au
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