
Granite Belt Irrigation Project 

Cover note setting out project caveats 
The information set out in this document about the Granite Belt Irrigation Project was provided to the 
Queensland Government on 30 November 2018. The detailed business case (previously referred to 
as Emu Swamp Dam) will be finalised following a review process by the relevant Queensland 
Government departments, coordinated by the Department of Natural Resources, Mines and Energy 
(DNRME). 
 
The project acknowledges that Queensland Government policy will require purchase of water 
allocations for the Granite Belt Irrigation Project. An assumed value for the overall price has been 
included in the costing scenarios underpinning the financial, economic and affordability assessments 
for this project, presented in this detailed business case. The price has not been verified by the 
Queensland Government. 
 
This viability of the Granite Belt Irrigation Project is subject to the following: 

• obtaining appropriate EIS and Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
1999 (EPBC Act) approvals, which may include: 

- extension of the current EIS by the Queensland Coordinator-General to beyond 2 
April 2019 

• obtaining sufficient water allocations, under the 2019 draft water plan and the 2019 draft 
water management protocol for the Border Rivers and Moonie, equivalent to 3,510 ML of 
mean annual diversion (MAD) to achieve the sale of 3,900 ML of nominal entitlements to 
customers of the project 

• securing binding water sales contracts between the proponent and customers.  
 
As the approximate capital cost of the project is $84 million (P90), the viability of the project is also 
subject to: 

• receiving the associated capital contributions from private investors (prospective customers) 
of approximately up to $23.5 million prior to delivery of water 

• receiving 50 per cent grant funding from the Australian Government of up to $42 million, for 
example, from the National Water Infrastructure Development Fund 

• receiving the short-fall of approximately up to $18.5 million funding from another source, with 
the amount of grant funding necessary to make the project financially viable. 

 
After customers provide capital contributions of approximately $24 million, the financial viability of the 
project depends on receiving the approximately $60 million balance of funding as capital grants from 
the Australian and/or Queensland governments to fund its $84 million (P90) capital cost. Without the 
requested government funding the financial viability of the project is at risk and customer demand for 
the full 3,900 ML is uncertain. 
 
If 3,900 ML of water is sold to customers, however, the project is economically viable generating a 
benefit cost ratio (BCR) of 1.47. This is a $1.47 economic return for every one dollar invested. 
 
The project, if supported by both governments and its customers, will generate 700 ongoing full time 
equivalent (FTE) jobs and an additional 250 FTE direct jobs during construction. 

  



1. Executive Summary 
The Granite Belt Irrigation Project is a proposed strategic water infrastructure intervention seeking to 
increase high-value agricultural output in one of Australia’s most efficient, successful and established 
production regions. 
 
The Granite Belt Chamber of Commerce has commissioned Jacobs to assist in developing this 
detailed business case. The business case critically interrogates the feasibility of the proposal to 
develop an integrated water storage and water pipeline for irrigation in the context of future regional 
economic development, environmental impacts and community wellbeing. 
 
Irrigated agriculture in the Granite Belt area currently covers approximately 3,700 hectares. Irrigation 
supports high-value apple, stonefruit, berry, vegetable, herb and grape crops. The value of production 
from these crops is estimated at more than $283 million annually, with an average gross value of 
production of $76,000 per hectare. 
 
Extensive support infrastructure is in place to support agricultural production in the region. Significant 
processing facilities have been developed and a supportive labour market is well-established. 
Transport links to major food markets on the east coast of Australia are secure and the production 
centre is close to the newly established Toowoomba Wellcamp Airport, which is an international 
airport. 
 
Previous studies identified that a lack of water security is inhibiting current agricultural production 
levels in the Granite Belt. The climate conditions and soils in the area are suitable for irrigated 
agriculture. Water, not soil, is therefore the factor limiting industry expansion, investment and regional 
growth. 
 
Water for irrigation is currently sourced through the capture of overland flows and through extraction 
from the Severn River and its tributaries. Numerous weirs and barriers on the river systems support 
the irrigation activities. Water diversion by producers is estimated at 20,700 ML annually, and 
approximately 3,500 on-farm storages have been constructed to store irrigation water. 
 
Strong demand exists for additional water to both expand production and enhance drought resilience, 
as found by previous studies and during consultation conducted as part of this business case. 
 
The project proposes to construct a major water storage, which has a capacity of 12,074 ML and 
provides an annual nominal entitlement of 3,900 ML that is 90% reliable. Delivery of water to irrigators 
will be through a 117 km network of pipelines, requiring three pumping stations. Associated solar 
arrays and a large-scale battery storage capable of powering the pumping stations are proposed as 
part of the delivery infrastructure. 
 
The project will be configured in such a way that it can be a cost-effective emergency water supply 
source for the township of Stanthorpe, which has previously suffered significant shortages. 
 
The capital cost for the project is assessed at $83.2 million, which comprises $31.2 million for the 
construction of the dam and $28.4 million for the pipeline, with the remainder of the cost going 
towards environmental offsets, contingency, cost escalation allowances and interest. 
 
The project will increase water supply in the area by approximately 40 per cent. It will add 273 
hectares of new area of irrigated agriculture and significantly add to the long-term climate resilience 
and productivity of 1,380 hectares of current production areas. 
 



The project represents an opportunity for governments to realise strong returns on any public 
investment. The gross value of farm production is expected to increase by $67.9 million per annum. 
The benefit–cost ratio (BCR) for the project 1.47, which indicates a $1.47 return on every $1 spent on 
the project. 
 
Increased production and water certainty will create 700 ongoing jobs in the Granite Belt agricultural 
area. Of this, 282 jobs will be directly in agriculture, and 418 jobs will be indirectly related to 
agriculture, offering employment in required support services. In addition, the construction phase of 
the project is expected to create 250 direct jobs over three years. 
 
Geotechnical investigations have revealed that the proposed site is suitable for the development. The 
project will involve constructing a 24-metre-high dam wall on the Severn River. The proposed dam 
wall configuration is a rock-fill clay-core embankment. The dam’s spillway consists of a side entry 
broad crested weir and rock chute. 
 
 
It will be possible to source most materials required for the construction of the dam wall on-site. Clay 
core materials can possibly be sourced in part from local sources, but it may be necessary to import 
additional volumes from outside the immediate region. 
 
The project has been designed to meet all national and state safety and environmental requirements. 
 
Analysis of the distribution route indicates that most of the pipeline can be installed through free 
digging techniques, using trenchless technology to cross under major roads, railways and creeks. The 
number of customer outlets along the pipeline will be 71. 
 
Extensive consultation took place with the irrigation community through a two-stage demand 
assessment process to ascertain that there is a realistic market requirement for additional water. The 
assessment of demand was based on water being supplied through a one-off cost of $6,000/ML for a 
water allocation and an annual charge of $400/ML. The assessment found that 95 to 100 per cent of 
the proposed 3,900 ML high reliability water from the project would be purchased by agricultural 
producers at those prices. 
 
The dam associated with the project will inundate 220 hectares of land and impact on existing 
landholders. Land uses in the proposed inundation area currently include grazing, orchards, vineyards 
and native vegetation. Landholders affected by the project will be fairly and adequately compensated. 
The project will create a new recreation area 15 km from Stanthorpe with facilities that will add to the 
tourism offering of the region and benefit local residents. 
 
Analysis of the regional housing market and social support facilities indicates that they are currently 
adequate and able to service the needs of new residents that will be brought to the area by the 
project. 
 
Extensive stakeholder consultation undertaken as part of the project confirmed there is significant 
support from the community for the project to proceed. Very few members of the community remain 
opposed to the project. 
 
Traditional owners have been engaged in the process of managing cultural heritage impacts. 
 
This project and its related predecessor projects have undergone significant and comprehensive 
environmentalimpact analysis over previous years. The environmental impact statement (EIS) 
prepared for the Emu Swamp Dam remains relevant to this project in terms of predicted impacts and 



mitigation strategies. Further assessment may be required for aspects of the project that have 
changed since the EIS approval was granted. 
 
The project will add another barrier on the already heavily impacted Severn River that may further 
impede fish and turtle movement. Native vegetation will be lost through inundation and clearing for the 
pipeline route. 
 
The Queensland Coordinator-General has considered these issues and approved the EIS with 
conditions. The EIS approval has recently been extended until April 2019. 
 
The conditions are designed to mitigate the impacts of construction of the dam and require the project 
to deliver substantial environmental offsets aimed at compensating for the loss of vegetation and 
habitat for threatened species that will be impacted. 
 
The design of the dam allows for environmental flows and has also been engineered to facilitate fish 
and turtle movement through the structure. 
 
The existing series of environmental approvals are a major advantage for the project and will facilitate 
timely construction if finance is approved. 
 
Financial modelling indicates that government funding will be required for the project to be successful 
and deliver the predicted level of benefits for regional development, community employment and food 
security. The most financially viable model assumes that the project receives a 50 per cent federal 
government grant ($41.5 million) for example, from the National Water Infrastructure Development 
Fund (NWIDF) should it be replenished – and receives $18.5 million funding from another source, 
with the amount of grant funding necessary to make the project financially viable. 
 
The remainder of funding is provided through the sale of water allocations to irrigators. No funding is 
sought from the Southern Downs Regional Council (council). 
 
The proposed delivery model is a not-for-profit company limited by shares similar to the model 
approved by the Queensland Government for local management arrangements (LMA) for SunWater’s 
privatised distribution schemes. Independent directors and local shareholders will be appointed to the 
board based on expertise. The role of the company will be to direct the construction of the project and 
oversee the ongoing management of the scheme. A design and construct model is the preferred 
contracting arrangement to deliver the project. Market soundings indicate that several local firms can 
deliver key aspects of the project. 
 
While agricultural production will still grow in the absence of the project, growth will be at a lower and 
suboptimal level. There is currently a mismatch between where water allocations are available and 
where demand for additional water is prevalent. The project will facilitate water trading in the region 
and allow water to move efficiently to its highest and most productive use. 
 
Significant efforts have been made to improve the sustainability aspects of the project. The dam 
design has been modified to allow for use of locally sourced materials. The solar array and battery 
storage have been instituted to reduce the carbon footprint of the project and provide reliable green 
energy for the region when not required by the project during the irrigation season. A large-scale 
nature refuge is proposed as part of the offsets program and a significant new recreation area is 
planned. 
 
Key risks for the project have been extensively investigated and documented. Prime amongst these 
are meeting the technical design challenges, obtaining adequate funding and receiving the required 
regulatory approvals including changes to the water plan. The dam and pipeline are designed to meet 



or exceed the relevant public safety standards and have been peer reviewed. Contingencies and 
sensitivities have been included in the financial modelling to include project risks and uncertainties. 
 
Government grant funding will be required to meet the proportion of the capital cost of the project not 
being provided by irrigators. Benefits derived from this strategic water infrastructure investment will be 
witnessed through enhanced employment, drought resilience, food security and broader regional 
development outcomes. No Local Government funding is sought for the construction or on-going 
operation of the project. 
 
The project aligns with key Australian and Queensland Government strategies and policies regarding 
economic development, renewable energy, water infrastructure, food security and drought resilience. 
There is sufficient unallocated water under the current water plan to meet the needs of the project if 
the Queensland Government decides to support the project. The economic return to the state from 
the project, on the requested 3,510 ML of mean annual diversion (MAD), is four times higher than the 
return on water without the project (base case). 
 
This business case concludes that the viability of the Granite Belt Irrigation Project is subject to the 
following: 

• obtaining appropriate EIS and EPBC Act approvals and extension of the EIS by the 
Coordinator General to beyond 2 April 2019 

• obtaining sufficient water allocations, under the 2019 draft water plan and the 2019 draft 
water management protocol for the Border Rivers and Moonie, equivalent to 3,510 ML of 
MAD to achieve the sale of 3,900 ML of nominal entitlements to customers of the project 

• securing binding water sales contracts between the proponent and customers 
• receiving the associated capital contributions from private investors (prospective customers) 

of approximately $23.5 million prior to delivery of water 
• receiving 50 per cent NWIDF grant funding from the Australian Government of up to $42 

million 
• receiving approximately up to $18.5 million funding from another source. 

 
It is recommended that the project proceed to water sales and move to design and construction 
tendering in 2019. Water sales will secure the private sector capital contribution. These binding 
customer commitments, and a compliant quotation from the design and construction market, will 
secure Australian Government funding, subject to gaining regulatory approvals. It is recommended, 
therefore, that Australian, Queensland and local government support, including provision of water and 
final regulatory approvals, be sought in 2019. 
 
If approvals and funding are received, it is envisaged that construction will take place over two years 
and the scheme will be in place by the end of 2021. Given the level of commercial support for this 
project, and assuming seasonal summer rains fill the dam, the forecast economic benefits will be 
realised from FY2021–22 onwards. 


