Assessing social acceptability of management options
for harmonising irrigation with environmental concerns:
A pilot study from the Murrumbidgee Valley, Australia#
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Abstract
The flows in regulated rivers are strongly dependent on water demand by downstream water users. In irrigated catchments
the river flow regimes are deliberately distorted to cater for crop demand, with significant deleterious ecological impacts. A
number of opportunities exist to manipulate irrigation demand and supply to provide more natural seasonality of flows and
optimise the social, environmental and economic outcomes from water use in a catchment. Possible options to achieve this
goal include improved cropping mix incentives, groundwater – surface water substitution, intra and inter-seasonal water trading and harmonisation of on- and off-farm storage, distribution, application and drainage infrastructure with environmental
outcomes. Each of these options will impact in some way on irrigation and wider communities. In this paper ‘community’
involvement in setting irrigation research agendas and evaluating water management options in the Murrumbidgee Valley,
Australia is explored. A brief assessment of social acceptability, combined with hydrological and economic models, was
found to be an effective approach for scoping different irrigation demand management options to improve seasonality of
flows. In this study the value of articulating assessment criteria when dealing with new and potentially disruptive options for
the management of irrigation demand in a catchment context is demonstrated.
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Introduction
Local and community involvement in applied research is becoming increasingly valued by scientists and policy makers because
it provides a source of new information and knowledge for defining and addressing issues (Bosch et al., 2003; Khan, 2004). In
addition, engagement of a variety of stakeholders at all levels
of learning and innovation development increases the relevance
and immediate applicability of research outcomes (Burroughs,
1999; Allan and Curtis, 2002). When a specific research goal
matches that of an impacted community, local involvement in
the research process may be willing and harmonious. For example, much of the irrigation research undertaken to increase productivity and profits is done with the support, and even at the
behest, of individual irrigators and their communities. However,
reactions to, and involvement with, research aimed at achieving catchment-wide environmental objectives is less straightforward. Environmentally driven research may be perceived to
be at the expense of the short term interests of some individual
irrigators or their communities. Understanding the acceptability
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(or otherwise) of environmentally focused irrigation innovations
is a way to promote efficiency and efficacy of research efforts,
and to begin the community involvement which will aid in adoption of the innovations. This paper presents results from a pilot
study which explored the social acceptability of environmentally
focused irrigation management options in a systematic way. The
lessons from this pilot may be useful for other researchers and
implementation organisations attempting to balance human and
environmental needs within irrigation areas.

Background
The Murrumbidgee catchment covers an area of 73 400 km 2 of
Australia’s major ‘food bowl’, the Murray-Darling Basin (MDB)
(see Fig. 1). The Murrumbidgee River runs 1 600 km from its
source in the Snowy Mountains to its junction with the Murray River. It is characterised by large irrigated agricultural and
irrigated pastoral developments, including the Murrumbidgee
and Coleambally Irrigation Areas. In an average year, such as
2000-01, the Murrumbidgee River conveys approximately 4 300
MCM of water, of which about 65% is licensed for diversion for
irrigation and other human uses. There are 14 major dams, 8
large weirs and over 10 000 km of irrigation canals associated
with the Murrumbidgee River (Khan et al., 2004).
The communities of the Murrumbidgee Valley have established successful and valuable enterprises based on the innovative use of water in agriculture, horticulture and the concomitant value-adding businesses that exist in association with these
industries. There are several new intensive livestock and feedlot
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