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Northern Basin Review 
Learning more about waterbirds 

Why are we doing this work? 
Over the past two years the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) has been 
collecting more information about waterbirds, native fish and floodplain vegetation 
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. 

Rivers, floodplains and wetlands are rich feeding and breeding grounds for birds. 
Some live there permanently, others visit seasonally or during floods. Many of these 
birds use river red gums and other floodplain vegetation as nesting sites and the 
season and duration of floods is crucial to their breeding success. 

The lack of natural, permanent lakes in Australia means most inland waterbirds 
follow the floods migrating over long distances from one intermittent waterbody to the 
next. It is the first flush of nutrients following a flood that provides the food needed for 
bird breeding. Changes in flows conditions, such as inundation patterns, flow rates, 
duration, timing and frequency of flows can influence whether waterbirds can feed, 
roost, breed and nest. 

Their health and breeding success is also very closely linked to the quality of the 
water they frequent. 

Narran Lakes is about 50 kilometres east of Brewarrina in northern NSW. It is the 
biggest breeding ground for straw-necked ibis and is listed as a Ramsar wetland. 
The MDBA’s waterbird research aims to improve the understanding of how the 
frequency and extent of flooding in the Narran Lakes can support waterbird breeding 
events.  

The research was carried out in collaboration with the Australian National University, 
the University of New South Wales, Queensland Department of Science, Information 
Technology and Innovation, and Queensland Department of Natural Resources and 
Mines. 
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Improved information on the relationships between rainfall and flows in the Narran 
River, inundation mapping from satellite imagery and straw-necked ibis breeding 
data collected from 1971 to 2014 was used to predict the probability of achieving a 
waterbird breeding event in the Narran Lakes under different water recovery 
scenarios. This improves our understanding of the water needed to sustain the 
health of the Narran Lakes and its waterbird populations.  

To breed in large numbers many Australian waterbirds need fresh floodwaters. Only 
two types of Murray–Darling waterbirds are seasonal breeders that don’t depend on 
floods to breed. The cues that trigger breeding for the most part are linked to 
flooding.  

A second study has been completed to more broadly review the relationships 
between flow and waterbirds in the Narran Lakes. It identified that over 100 waterbird 
species make use of the wetlands in the Barwon–Darling and Condamine–Balonne 
river systems. While flow requirements vary between species, the review explored 
how long flooding is needed in the lakes to ensure a range of waterbirds can breed 
and nest. 

This review has also helped to better explain the important role the native floodplain 
and wetland vegetation plays in keeping the rivers clean. Floodplains not only supply 
food to rivers, they also seed rivers with living organisms, replenishing those washed 
downstream or eaten. They remove potential pollutants from water, maintaining the 
natural chemical balance of rivers. Such feeding and cleaning services go unnoticed 
in healthy rivers, but when they are turned off the results may be disastrous. 

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 
NSW. 

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.  
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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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