
By Pam Kershaw 

Irrigated agriculture consumes more than 70 per 
cent of the world’s fresh water, but the increasing 
scarcity of this resource coupled with inefficient 
irrigation systems is threatening food security 
in many countries. Up to 30 per cent of irrigation 
water is lost during transmission from dams 
or rivers to farms, mostly because of a lack of 
operational automation.  

Governments and water authorities in many parts of the world 
are looking to manage their water resources more efficiently, 
and an Australian company now has a global client list for its 
automated, integrated and remotely controlled systems which 
achieve efficiencies of up to 90 per cent in delivering water from 
dams to farms.

Rubicon Water began designing, developing and installing the 
world’s only end-to-end irrigation channel automation systems in 
1995. The company grew from the national water reform initiative 
introduced in Australia in the early 1990s to ensure sustainable 
supply for irrigated agriculture, an industry worth A$9 billion 
annually and accounting for 25 per cent of gross agriculture 
production value.

Australia’s largest irrigation  
modernisation project
Rubicon Water was one of more than a dozen companies and 
contractors involved in Australia’s Northern Victoria Irrigation 
Renewal Project (NVIRP), a state-owned entity responsible for 
delivering Australia’s largest irrigation modernisation project in 
the Goulburn Murray Irrigation District (GMID).

Covering 340,000 hectares, the GMID is undergoing the 
most significant upgrade in its 100-year history. This includes 
the installation of Rubicon Water’s Total Channel Control® 
technology, which is now used in 11 countries. Im
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Australian technology delivers up to 90 per cent 
efficiencies for automated irrigation systems

caption 

Goulburn Murray Irrigation District (Shepparton).



For more information visit www.australiaunlimited.com

“With our technology, managers of irrigation districts achieve 
efficiency and service improvements because they now have the 
information and the tools to manage well,” says Rubicon Water’s 
International Marketing Manager, Peter Brew.

“They have up-to-the-minute information on the amount of water 
farmers want. They also have an unprecedented level of control 
through solar-powered, remotely controlled meters and flow-
control gates throughout the irrigation channel network, plus 
management software that incorporates major breakthroughs in 
the modelling and control of channel dynamics.

“Critical water level and flow monitoring via automated gates 
ensures precise amounts of water are delivered where and  
when needed, reducing ordering time and providing more 
consistent and reliable delivery to irrigators, which has a big 
impact on their productivity.”

It was estimated that 900 gigalitres* of water in the GMID was 
being lost annually through leaks, seepage, evaporation and 
system inefficiencies. Some A$2 billion is being invested by the 
Australian and Victorian governments and water utilities, and the 
irrigation district is now on target to achieve average annual water 
savings of 429 gigalitres. 

In sections of the GMID which have already been completed, 
water use efficiency has jumped from approximately 70 per cent 
to at least 85 per cent, enabling water authorities to return water 
to river systems stressed by a 10-year drought.

Most water lost en route to farms
Brew says it is common to think that irrigation modernisation is all 
about the farm, with drip or sprinkler systems achieving greater 
efficiency. But key international studies show about 30 per cent 
of the water is lost in delivery to the farm, up to 21 per cent during 
application and a further 12 per cent through poor or unnecessary 
application. Only 37 per cent is actually used by the plant.

“If you look at it this way, you need to attack a lot of areas. But you 
can save 30 per cent if you focus on the channels. Tackling the 
farms is much more expensive with less effect,” he says.

Just three to four per cent of water is lost through evaporation, 
and enclosing channels is not economically viable for the large 
volumes needed in irrigation channel systems.

Following completion of the Shepparton region, one of six in the 
GMID, audited results showed delivery efficiency had improved 
from 70 per cent to 90 per cent, resulting in the annual recovery 
of 39 gigalitres of water, 29 gigalitres of which are used to 
enhance the river environment.

Management control and planning was improved through real-
time information, and the system complied with new metering and 
reporting regulations demanded by the government.

Farmers can place water orders via the phone or internet and 
obtain water with as little as one hour’s notice. Sophisticated 
software manages delivery, including verifying that the farmer is 
entitled to the water, instructing the farmer’s service point to open 
and close at the allotted time, delivering the requested flow rate, 
then measuring usage and advising farmers so they can better 
manage their water.

China to become a major market
Rubicon Water is set to benefit from China’s latest five-year plan 
through which irrigation will be modernised in the drier areas in 
the north, west and north-west. Eight billion yuan will be spent in 
2012 alone on water infrastructure modernisation, Brew says.

The project is potentially huge for Rubicon Water, as China has 
55 million hectares under irrigation. By comparison, Australia has 
only 2.5 million.

* 1 gigalitre = 1 cubic hectometre. 

“With our technology, managers of irrigation 
districts achieve efficiency and service 
improvements because they now have the 
information and the tools to manage well.”

Goulburn Murray Irrigation District.
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