The Evolution of the South Australian
River Murray Sustainability Program
This program is funded by the Australian Government and delivered by the Government of South Australia

Arguably the most innovative and flexible grants program available in the Murray-Darling Basin

A brief history

Bringing the elements together

The $265 million South Australian River Murray Sustainability
Program (SARMS) grew from an industry-led initiative to achieve
water returns and efficiency targets specified under the MurrayDarling Basin Plan.
Facing increased pressure to reduce water use during the
millennium drought, the State’s irrigation industries joined forces
to formulate a response to the proposed Basin Plan. This Water
Industry Alliance-led forum established an irrigation committee to
manage the South Australian industry response.
This committee included representatives from South Australian
Murray Irrigators, Central Irrigation Trust, Renmark Irrigation
Trust, Irrigation Australia Ltd, Primary Industries and Regions
South Australia, the South Australian Department of Environment,
Water and Natural Resources and the Water Industry Alliance.
The committee developed a compelling business case for a
Commonwealth-funded program which would help the State meet
its water recovery obligations.
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The business case was built on the premise that the industry
needed support for it to achieve the water efficiencies and savings
targets outlined in the plan in a way that would not undermine
productive capacity. Assistance was required to ensure the
sustainability of South Australian irrigating industries and their
communities.
In August 2013 a National Partnership Agreement between
the South Australian and Australian Governments was signed
allocating $265 million to SARMS and identifying the South
Australian Minister for Agriculture, Food and Fisheries as the
Minister responsible for delivery of the program. Primary Industries
and Regions SA (PIRSA) was appointed to deliver the program on
behalf of the Minister with a target of returning 40 gigalitres to the
River Murray.
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The South Australian River Murray Sustainability Program (SARMS) is a multi-faceted approach comprising two funding programs creating
opportunities that will benefit communities the length of the river, from border to sea.
The $240 million Irrigation Industry Improvement Program (SARMS-3IP) and the $25 million Regional Economic Development (RED)
components combine to create a powerful and comprehensive set of programs supporting regional research, economic diversification and
development.
SARMS is facilitating the next phase of irrigation development in the South Australian irrigation sector.
Earlier State and Commonwealth-funded irrigation industry programs achieved improvements in water use efficiency, moving the industry
closer toward achieving best practice, but often at a cost to farmers and communities already suffering from drought. The uniqueness of
SARMS is that an industry assistance element component was incorporated as the third funding stream of 3IP.
Fast-forward to May 2014 and the $265 million SARMS program is the responsibility of the South Australian Minister for Agriculture,
Food and Fisheries, Leon Bignell, with the Minister for Regional Development, Geoff Brock, to manage the regional economic development
component.
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Delivering lasting benefit to river communities

Irrigation Industry Improvement Program (SARMS-3IP)
The Irrigation Industry Improvement Program (SARMS-3IP)
allocates funding through three distinct but related funding
streams.
3IP is designed to deliver maximum and lasting benefit to river
communities from the funding dollar. It supports irrigators to
ensure they remain at the forefront of irrigation practice whilst
meeting the water return targets specified by the Basin Plan.
The allocation of program funds will occur through a competitive
process over a period of up to six years across multiple funding
rounds. All projects funded should be completed before 31
December 2018.
Applicants are required to contribute to South Australia’s water
recovery targets under the Basin Plan. They must demonstrate
the capacity to transfer a minimum of 10 megalitres of permanent
Water Access Entitlements (WAE) to the Australian Government,
either through water savings or buyback.
Applications undergo a rigorous assessment and evaluation
process which considers technical feasibility, financial and
productivity improvements and ability to deliver community or
industry benefit.

4

Irrigation Efficiency Stream One

Irrigation Industry Assistance Stream Three

Stream One is an $80 million investment administered by the
Commonwealth Department of the Environment and supports
improvements in efficiency of water delivery and use by irrigators
(and water delivery agents) holding Class 3 WAE. This element
aims to return some 18 gigalitres of water to the program.

Administered by the Commonwealth Department of Agriculture,
Investment Stream Three offers $120 million to improve the
overall productivity of the SA River Murray irrigation industry. This
stream provides assistance to irrigators holding the required WAE
to undertake productivity-improving activities. While there is no
specific water return element in Stream Three, it is only accessible
when applying for funds through Streams One and/or Two.

Water Return Stream Two
Stream Two is a $40 million investment, also administered by the
Department of the Environment, aiming to acquire Class 3 WAE
from the SA River Murray Prescribed Watercourse at market price
and contribute at least 21 gigalitres of WAE toward Basin Plan
targets.
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Adapting to a future of reduced water availability

South Australian River Murray Sustainability Regional
Economic Development Program (SARMS-RED)
Regional economic development is to be bolstered under SARMS.
Funded by the Commonwealth Department of Infrastructure and
Regional Development, SARMS-RED comprises three programs
aiming to harness the expertise of allied industries and advance
irrigation research. Also designed in collaboration with industry,
together these programs are a powerful investment package that
will ignite regional productivity and help river communities adapt to
a future of reduced water availability.
Negotiations between the South Australian Government and the
Commonwealth for the $12.5 million Regional Development and
Innovation Fund (RDIF) and the $5 million Industry-led Research
Sub-Program (IRSP) are nearing completion. The $7.5 million
re-development infrastructure and innovation project has
commenced with the aim of revitalising the Loxton Research
Centre (LRC).
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Regional Development and Innovation Fund

Loxton Research Centre Redevelopment

The Regional Development and Innovation Fund will focus
on funding major projects from non-irrigating businesses or
organisations with the capacity to create employment and improve
economic diversification. A broad range of projects are likely to
be considered by the program, including, but not limited to, such
activities as infrastructure works, provision of services, equipment
and training.
Successful RDIF applications will require a minimum 50 per cent
co-contribution. This program will align with objectives of the
soon-to-be redeveloped Loxton Research Centre.

The Loxton Research Centre redevelopment is focused on
creating opportunities for strategic co-location of key
industry, research, education, business and support
entities with the capacity to maximise the benefits to the
sector delivered by the SARMS programs.
The centre will create a hub for business efficiencies,
practical know-how and industry innovation and will
provide opportunities to showcase the entire South
Australian River Murray Regions’ competitive edge in arid
zone irrigation to the world.

Industry-led Research Sub-Program
The Industry-led Research Sub-Program (IRSP) will deliver
benefit through research into areas focused on enhancing
productivity such as improved water use efficiency and production
optimisation. It seeks to address gaps in research identified
previously through an industry and research consultation process.
Objectives of the IRSP also align with those of the Loxton
Research Centre and RDIF.
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www.pir.sa.gov.au/sarms-iiip

1300 364 322
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