BACKGROUND INFORMATION to CRCFE media release, 24 October 2002
Northern rivers

About 23% of Australia’s surface water resources are found in the coastal rivers of north Queensland and the north-eastern Northern Territory, which flow to the Gulf of Carpentaria. 

These are some of the rivers there:

Holroyd River, Mitchell River, Archer River, Roper River, Leichhardt River.

Another 20% of surface water resources are in coastal rivers of the Kimberley region of Western Australia and the north-western Northern Territory, flowing towards the Timor Sea. 

Examples of rivers in this region:

Fitzroy River, Victoria River, Ord River, Fitzmaurice River, Daly River, Drysdale River.

Less than one-fifth of surface water in these two regions is already committed to human uses. 

A further 21% of Australia’s surface water resources flow towards the Coral Sea along the Queensland east coast. Up to 80% of these resources is already committed for human use including irrigated agriculture. Among rivers here are the Burdekin, the Boyne and the Burnett.

There are large but intermittently-flowing rivers in the Hamersley region of north Western Australia: e.g. the Fortescue River, the De Grey River and the Ashburton River. 

The surface water resources here total only 1% of Australia's supply and they are already partly committed to human uses.

NOTE: Professor Jones is not targeting particular rivers in these regions. He is speaking in general terms of possibilities.

Irrigated agriculture 

Irrigated agriculture uses relatively little land but produces large yielding high value crops for export and Australian consumption. 

There is already around 11,000 hectares of irrigated agriculture in the Ord River District of the Kimberley, growing mainly sugar, and fruits (e.g. melons, bananas) and vegetables (e.g. pumpkins). 

It is important to conserve water by using it wisely, particularly for irrigation. Losses as evaporation or seepage to the groundwater need to be minimised. 

The high evaporation rates in northern Australia suggest that trickle irrigation would be better than flood irrigation if water is to be conserved in future projects.

Only about 7% of Australia’s surface water resources are in the Murray-Darling Basin, although the Basin produces 40% of Australia’s irrigated agricultural wealth.

Between 1991/92 and 1996/97, total profits from irrigated agriculture in Australia were about $3.5 billion, equivalent to half the total profits from agriculture. 

Irrigated agriculture contributes 25–30% of Australia’s gross value of agricultural output, equivalent to $7.2bn per year (before costs are taken out). Then there is a four-fold multiplier beyond the farm gate. 

The requirement for water for irrigation is predicted to rise by 60% between 1995/96 and 2020/21. In 1995/96, irrigation used 20,000 gigalitres of water (equivalent to 20 million megalitres). 

*********
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