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Northern Basin Review 
The Murray–Darling Basin Plan in 2016 – Remind me, 
what was the problem? 

Why the community said we needed a plan 

For more than 100 years, the infrastructure and management of the Murray–Darling 
Basin has largely focused on development. Many of our rivers have been modified 
and become highly managed systems to supply drinking water to towns and cities, 
support agriculture, and mitigate floods and droughts. 

However, by the 1970s, we started to see problems too large to ignore. Rising 
salinity levels across the Basin became the focus of attention for both 
environmental groups and farmers. For the first time, the Australian public saw 
photos in their newspapers and images on the nightly news of vast areas of farmland 
affected by salinity. With that, came concerns relating to water quality problems for 
plant growth, biodiversity, land productivity and even our basic drinking water within 
the Basin was threatened. 

In 1981, the mouth of the mighty River Murray was closed for the first time in 
recorded history by natural sand movement due to the low flow of water from the 
river. Engineering attempts to re-open the river failed completely and the mouth only 
re-opened in a subsequent flood. 

In 1991, the world’s largest algal bloom was recorded in the Darling River and 
caused the NSW Government to declare a state of emergency. The range of this 
poisonous bloom was 1,000 kilometres as reported by the Blue-Green Algae Task 
Force 1992. 

Events such as these, coupled with consecutive decades where we saw a decline in 
river red gums, waterbirds and floodplain wetlands, told us we had a problem. It was 
a problem the Australian community didn’t want to ignore.  

The consequences of degrading Australia’s rivers and floodplains were already 
obvious, and the risks of the long-term consequences would prove dangerous not 
just for the natural environment but also for people. 
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Making a plan for a sustainable future 
As former Prime Minister John Howard made clear in 2007 when he announced the 
$10 billion plan to “improve water efficiency and to address over-allocation of water 
in rural Australia, particularly in the Murray–Darling Basin”: 

“For this plan to work, there must be a clear recognition by all—especially by state 
and territory governments—that the old way of managing the Murray–Darling Basin 
has reached its use-by-date”. 

We live in the driest inhabited continent in the world, and the complexity of balancing 
a relatively small amount of water against a range of genuinely competing interests 
for this water should not be underestimated. 

It has long been recognised the management of the Murray–Darling Basin is not as 
good as it might be, and managing a basin and river system as big as the Murray–
Darling does not lend itself to instant responses. It needs coordination in its 
management. 

The Basin Plan was developed as a requirement of the Commonwealth Water Act 
2007. At its heart, it determines the amount of water that can be extracted from the 
Basin for consumptive use (urban, industrial and agricultural). This is called the long-
term average sustainable diversion limit, or a volume of extraction that will leave 
enough water in the rivers, waterways, groundwater aquifers and wetlands of the 
Basin but still provide for an appropriate amount of irrigation. 

However, the Basin Plan is much more comprehensive than just determining a limit 
on water use. The plan contains specific plans and frameworks to: 

» deliver good quality water to people, businesses and the environment 

» use environmental water effectively 

» give communities access to drinking water 

» ensure water trade is efficient and fair 

» monitor and evaluate the rollout of the plan. 
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Who is involved and how hard is our task? 
No matter what side of the fence you may sit, it is hard not to agree that the Basin 
Plan represents one of the more significant structural adjustments Australian rural 
industries and communities have had to face. There is no doubt it is tough. 

The MDBA has spent many months travelling thousands of kilometres across the 
Basin to talk to the people who work and live here. Many are doing it tough within 
irrigation dependent communities and are struggling to adjust to a range of 
economic, social and policy pressures.  

By the same token, there aren’t many people saying 'let's start all over again, let's go 
back to where we were'. 

Our river communities value the need to maintain the river system for all river users. 
It provides a source of income for many rural industries including tourism and 
recreation; and it provides a lot of social wellbeing for the communities who live 
around the river.  

We want to make sure that our communities are sustainable and that Aboriginal 
people can get the sort of values they used to be able to get from the river—this can 
only occur if the river system itself is stable. 

The plan allows seven years to 2019 to give everyone time to work together and 
adjust to the changes required to bring the use of the river system’s water back into 
balance. 

Staying on course – a plan for the future 
At this point, it is important to remember the Basin Plan is not about returning the 
rivers to their natural state. It’s about finding an enduring balance between the 
environment, economies and communities. It is not about settling for the lowest 
common denominator, but building a framework for change to provide, for the long 
term, a balanced river system. 

However, this won’t work if those who live in the Basin don’t get involved. Achieving 
success is to actively involve local communities in the decision making and 
management processes. The MDBA fundamentally believes local communities need 
to be engaged in managing their part of the river system, along with the 
Commonwealth and state agencies involved in water management. 
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As MDBA Chief Executive Phillip Glyde recently said:  

“What we're doing with the Basin Plan, and the whole idea governments had 
with the Basin Plan, was to provide that sustainable footing for Australian 
agricultural irrigated industries to survive. 

“That, to me, is one of the great challenges the irrigated industry has—we do 
have to make sure that the water use is sustainable, not just now, but over the 
next 20, 30, 40 years. 

“We're not completely restoring the river to its pristine, pre-settlement 
condition. That's an impossibility. The fact there is a target of 2,750 gigalitres 
that is in fact itself a compromise to balance economic, environmental and 
social needs.” 

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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