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Water right buyback and irrigation infrastructure subsidies are the central policy instruments that the Australian government uses to reallocate water from consumptive use to environmental purposes in the Murray-Darling Basin. 

This study explores the Australian public's preferences for water re-allocation in the MDB and the population profiles associated with different policy preferences. Public preferences are an essential component of support for and opposition to policy design and implementation of water policy. Existing literature on water recovery in the MDB mainly focuses on the views and experiences of farmers and rural communities (i.e. Wheeler and Cheesman 2013, Loch et al. 2014, Schirmer et al. 2015, Schirmer 2017). However, the preferences of the Australian public are not sufficiently researched. 

We first ask the public view regarding policy options for environmental water and water for indigenous people. If the view is that more water should be reallocated for the environment or the indigenous population, we further ask respondents' preferred approach for such water recovery to be achieved. The policy options are 1) stop water recovery and sell all recovered environmental water back to irrigators, 2) stop water recovery for the environment, 3) keep environmental water recovery until current MDB Plan goals are achieved, 4) keep environmental water recovery beyond the current MDB plan goals, and 5) keep environmental water recovery beyond the current MDB plan goals and recover water for indigenous people. The approaches for water recovery are 1) subsidise irrigation infrastructure and other supply projects to transfer water licences from willing owners, 2) Buy water licences directly back from willing sellers at prevailing market prices, 3) Cut all irrigation water licences by the same percentage, which is compensated through compulsory acquisition at prevailing market prices, and 4) Cut all irrigation water licences by the same percentage, which is uncompensated. 

We use data collected from the Australian Survey of Social Attitudes (AuSSA), Australia's primary data source for the scientific study of Australians' social attitudes, beliefs, and opinions. ​Individuals were randomly selected from the electoral roll by federal electoral division in proportion to the size of the division versus the total enrolled in December 2020. Five thousand citizens were selected in total during December 2020 from electoral commission offices in Perth. Each of the 5000 was posted an explanatory letter in February 2021, followed by a questionnaire booklet and reply paid envelope. Up to three reminder mailings were sent for participants who did not return a booklet. After ineligible addressees were excluded, the final response rate was 0.25, with 1162 completed questionnaires.

The multinominal logit regression is used to model water recovery preferences and approaches. Sample weights are applied to reflect the sampling design. Sample selection is also accounted for when water recovery approaches are analysed since it is based on a subsample that agrees more water recovery is necessary. 

Preliminary findings suggest that respondents’ beliefs and attitudes are statistically and significantly associated with their recovery preferences and approaches, such as environmental concern, economic concern, and trust level. Socio-economic factors such as age, gender, rural-urban location, employment status, union membership and religion are also found to be significant predictors of water recovery preferences and approaches.
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