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Northern Basin Review 
Learning more about floodplain vegetation– 
environmental science program 

Why are we doing this work? 
The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) has been researching more about 
floodplain vegetation, native fish and waterbirds reliant on the rivers of the northern 
Basin. This information will be used to review their environmental water needs as 
part of the Northern Basin Review.  

Vegetation on the floodplain relies on the natural variability of river flows in the 
northern Basin – which includes times of drought and major flooding. Over the 
decades, the amount and extent of floodwater available for vegetation on the 
floodplain has dropped, as water has been taken out of rivers for human 
consumption, development and agriculture.  

Myriads of plants and animals live on floodplains and each play a part in the 
ecosystem, which has evolved over millions of years to suit Australia’s peculiar 
conditions. The floodplain system keeps rivers clean, it allows inland ecosystems to 
survive long droughts and great floods, and to recover more quickly from them. They 
need overbank flooding to stay healthy. 

Understanding how much water the floodplain needs to stay healthy, and how often 
it needs to get wet, will help to determine the amount of water that can be 
sustainably taken by other users. 

The water needs of floodplain vegetation will be considered with outcomes from the 
other science research being done, as well as results of hydrological modelling work 
and social and economic research. This information will be used by the MDBA to 
determine if changes should be made to extraction limits. 
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Having the most up to date information. 
This research will provide the MDBA with relevant information about the watering 
needs of floodplain vegetation. It involves:  

» a review of existing scientific research on floodplain vegetation species  

» new detailed floodplain vegetation mapping along rivers in the north of New 
South Wales  

» new floodplain inundation modelling using data from satellite imagery and flow 
gauges. 

Plant experts reviewed the existing research and knowledge on the water needs of 
key floodplain vegetation species and summarised the key findings. A workshop with 
a broader group of floodplain vegetation specialists was held to ensure the review 
was comprehensive.  

Vegetation maps have been generated for the Barwon–Darling and the New South 
Wales Condamine–Balonne catchments using the latest methods, which are 
compatible with pre-existing vegetation maps in Queensland. Maps were created 
using aerial photographs and interpreting differences in the vegetation patterns and 
validating the information with on-ground surveys. Researchers also gathered 
information from previous vegetation surveys and looked at 1,500 new survey points 
across the Barwon–Darling and Condamine–Balonne catchments.  

Finally, historical satellite imagery has been used to generate floodplain inundation 
maps. Through the use of satellite images of the river in flood, and real river gauge 
data, the MDBA is able to identify how much of the floodplain gets wet at different 
flow rates. The inundation mapping is used with the vegetation maps to identify the 
type and amount of vegetation likely to get wet at different flows.  

The MDBA has been working with researchers and government agencies to ensure 
the latest scientific information has been used in the review. The MDBA will prepare 
reports for each of the Condamine–Balonne and Barwon–Darling systems that will 
outline the environmental water needs of each area. These will incorporate all the 
new knowledge generated through this research. 
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The Northern Basin Review 
The Murray–Darling Basin Authority is expanding and updating the knowledge about 
the northern Basin, which takes in parts of south-west Queensland and north-west 
New South Wales. 

The review covers environmental science, updated and refined hydrological 
modelling, and social and economic assessment to better understand the impacts of 
different water recovery scenarios to rebalance water use.  

Why is the review being done? 
The Basin Plan currently sets 3,468 GL as the limit of water that can be extracted 
across the northern Basin on average per year. This is 390 GL or around 10% less 
than the amount that was taken before the Basin Plan. 

The current water recovery target of 390 GL for the north is made up of 247 GL for 
local catchments plus a further 143 GL to be found across the catchments for 
downstream needs. 

In finalising the Basin Plan, the MDBA agreed to do further research and 
investigations on the settings of the northern Basin to see if there is a case for 
changing them. While the science was the best available at the time, the MDBA felt a 
review provided a chance to fill some of the gaps in our information. 

The review encompasses the northern Basin region as a whole, with a focus on the 
Condamine–Balonne and Barwon–Darling catchments for the environmental science 
projects. Once we have a better understanding of environmental water needs, we 
can then look at different Basin Plan settings to see how often these water needs 
can be met without creating undue social and economic affects. 

Further information 
Contact us via email 
You can also ask questions and express opinions by emailing 
engagement@mdba.gov.au 

Contact us via post 
Please send us a letter to GPO Box 1801, Canberra City, ACT 2601. 

Call us 
Please phone our main office or 1800 number to have your say.  
Staff are keen to hear from you. 
Ph. 02 6279 0100 or 1800 630 114. 

mailto:engagement@mdba.gov.au
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