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Northern Basin Review 
Assessing social and economic effects 

What is happening? 

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) is currently undertaking a social and 
economic assessment of areas in the northern Basin, with an emphasis on how 
communities are affected by the Basin Plan. 

What is the aim of this work?  
The aim is to examine how a community will respond when the amount of water 
available to their town is changed (as a result of new extraction limits that will be in 
place under the Basin Plan) and within the context of all the other changes affecting 
them. 

This assessment will consider all factors that affect the economic and social aspects 
of rural towns. It will provide a comprehensive analysis of how rural towns function, 
and what factors determine how it develops and grows. This assessment will also 
identify what factors contribute to the recession of towns and limit their ability to 
prosper, for example, things like drought and changes to commodity prices, changes 
in government policy etc. Once this is fully understood, the true impact of water 
availability can be assessed. 

What’s been done so far? 
The MDBA has spent the past three years building a model that links water 
availability to social and economic outcomes. The MDBA staff have spoken to 
hundreds of people across the northern Basin, including local irrigators and dryland 
farmers, business owners, local councils and government agency representatives to 
gather local information.  

To build this model, the data obtained relates specifically to individual towns. While 
social and economic models have been used for agricultural analysis in the past, it’s 
believed this is the first of its type in Australia. It assesses the interaction between 
irrigated agricultural production and its link to the local community. Once complete, it 
will show the direct impact agricultural production has on the local economy. 
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The information gathered to build this model covers a 14-year period, beginning in 
2000. It considers how individual farmers have made production decisions based on 
water entitlements and the impact these decisions have had on non-irrigated sectors 
(retail, wholesale, transport, manufacturing, construction and the service sectors) 
within rural towns. This process has identified the drivers that affect population and 
employment changes in specific rural areas and the impacts this has on the local 
community. 

Research obtained by the University of Canberra and KPMG will also be an integral 
part of this analysis. 

Changes to land use across the northern Basin have been taken into account, 
including annual estimates of irrigated agricultural production and employment in the 
farming and non-farming sectors. 

A total of 21 towns have been analysed as part of this project, providing detailed 
economic and social profiles of each town that will be made available to communities 
and industries. These towns included: 

Bingara Chinchilla Gilgandra 

Boggabri Collarenebri Goondiwindi 

Bourke Coonabarabran Gunnedah 

Brewarrina Dirranbandi Moree 

Mungindi Walgett Trangie 

Narrabri Warren 

Narromine Wee Waa 

Nyngan St George 

 

To build these town profiles, researchers consider the relative level of dependency 
each has on irrigated agriculture.  

Information about the level of training and qualifications within the community has 
been captured to assess its ability to adapt to changes in employment structures. 
The wealth of the population has also been recorded and local non-agricultural 
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industries have been analysed to determine economic diversity within the 
community.  

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. 

How will this new model be used?  
Using the new social and economic model, the MDBA will be able to look at how the 
Basin Plan affects communities across the northern Basin. 

To do this, the MDBA will look at different water recovery scenarios in the northern 
Basin. A number of different extraction figures (the amount of water used for 
agriculture, industry and domestic purposes) will be tested for individual towns 
consistent with information to be examined in the environmental work. 

The purpose of assessing these scenarios is to provide answers to three key 
questions: 

» Is the overall recovery number of 390 GL appropriate? 

» Should the shared reduction of 143 GL change? 

» Should the Condamine–Balonne and Barwon–Darling local reduction amounts 
change? 
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Floodplain grazier project  
As part of the social and economic assessment, the MDBA is talking to floodplain 
graziers. This project aims to understand the production benefits floodplain graziers 
in the Lower Balonne catchment area will experience if there were increased flows in 
the northern rivers.  

Floodplain graziers have been working with the MDBA over the past six months to 
provide specific local information about the affects of water availability to their 
properties. 

Farmers between Dirranbandi and Bourke will help to provide historic data and 
details dating back at least a quarter of a century. The MDBA has been looking at 
the local production decisions these floodplain graziers have made over the years, 
when water spilled out of the system onto nearby land – known as ‘floodplain 
events’. 

In contrast, farmers were also asked what changes they made to the running of their 
property when irrigation development occurred in the early 1990s; and the floodplain 
events were smaller and less frequent. 

This information is being analysed to assess the social and economic benefits 
floodplain events have on local agricultural production in the area and, in turn, 
benefits to the rural community that relies on it.  

What will happen with the results? 
The results collated throughout this assessment will be discussed with the 
communities affected through a consultation process over the next few months. 
Public feedback will be used by the MDBA to develop recommendations to Basin 
governments later this year. 

How does this relate to the Northern Basin Review? 
The MDBA 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, as well as this social and economic assessment to better understand the 
impacts of different proposals to rebalance water use.  
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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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