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The Basin Plan sets limits on the amount of water that can be taken for agriculture, town water supplies, 

industry, and other human or ‘consumptive’ uses, to ensure there is enough water to achieve healthy river 

and groundwater systems. 

This includes limits for the northern Basin, equal to a reduction of 390 GL average use. The limits are set 

for each catchment as well as a limit for the Basin as a whole. For the north this means there is a “local 

reduction amount” (e.g. for the Condamine-Balonne valley this is set at 100 GL) and a “shared reduction 

amount” (143 GL) which could be sourced from any of the northern valleys. 

When drafting the Basin Plan a local reduction of 150 GL was initially proposed for the Condamine-Balonne 

catchment. However additional scientific assessment and analysis commissioned by the Queensland 

government together with remodelling by the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) showed that a local 

reduction of 100 GL would still be likely to water the catchment’s key environmental assets such as Narran 

Lakes. 

In finalising the Basin Plan, the MDBA decided to carry out further research and investigations on the 

settings in the northern Basin to see if there is a case for changing them. This is because the information 

base used for the settings in the northern Basin wasn’t as well developed as that used for the southern 

Basin. This particularly applies to our understanding of the environmental needs of the Barwon Darling and 

Condamine-Balonne River systems, and the challenges of providing additional environmental water in these 

unregulated systems. The Northern Basin Review, which is supported by Basin water ministers, is expected 

to be finalised by mid-2016.  

Outcomes of the 
review 
The expected outcomes of the 

review are: 

•	 improved information on 
achieving environmental 
outcomes and social and 
economic costs and benefits for 
different diversion limits 

•	 recommendations about possible 
improvements to Basin Plan 
settings in the northern Basin 

•	 advice for the Commonwealth 
Department of the Environment 
on how best to recover 
the remaining target for 
environmental water. 

Darling River 
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Who is involved in the review? 
The MDBA established the Northern Basin Advisory Committee to provide us with advice on the review. We 

have also formed the Northern Basin Intergovernmental Working Group with representatives from the NSW 

and Queensland governments, the Commonwealth Department of the Environment and the Commonwealth 

Environmental Water Office. Together these groups are providing guidance on the review, which will result 

in advice going to the MDBA on the case for changing the Basin Plan settings for the north. 

Key elements 

Integrated report 

Hydrological modelling 

Scope initial water recovery options. 

Model initial water recovery options 
to identify hydrologic outcomes. 

Identify and model refined scenarios 
to balance outcomes. 

Social and economic assessments 

Identify priority projects to improve 
knowledge of impacts and benefits. 

Complete priority projects. 

Assess social and economic impacts 
and benefits of water recovery 
options. 

Environmental science 

Science review to identify knowledge 
gaps and where further research may 
be required. 

Complete projects to improve 
knowledge of environmental assets 
and flow requirements. 

Assess ability of water recovery 
options to achieve environmental 
outcomes. 

< > < > 

The Northern Basin Review has four phases and 

explores three themes. The key areas of interest 

are environmental science, hydrological modelling 

and social and economic assessments. 

The environmental science component will 

provide additional information and data about the 

relationship between flows and the environment’s 

response in particular for vegetation, fish, and 

waterbirds in the northern Basin. 
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The hydrological modelling component will 

be used to estimate changes in flow and 

environmental outcomes for a range of water 

recovery scenarios. 

The social and economic component will assess 

the impacts of selected water recovery and 

apportionment scenarios for primary producers 

and the flow-on effects for the communities of 

the northern Basin. 

These technical analyses will provide an overall 

picture of alternatives for social, economic and 

environmental outcomes. 

The following information provides more detail 

on the environmental science, hydrological 

modelling and social and economic projects being 

undertaken. The projects have inter dependencies 

and connections. 

Environmental science  

Floodplain inundation mapping across the 

Lower Balonne and Barwon-Darling systems: 

•  P otential to change flow indicator 
requirements to inundate key floodplains. 

Floodplain and wetland vegetation mapping 
within the Darling river system: 

•  When c ombined with other datasets, flows 
needed for wetland and floodplain vegetation 
inundation can be determined. 

Waterhole mapping and analysis of persistence 

in the Lower Balonne and Barwon-Darling 

systems: 

•  R eview the existing in-channel Lower Balonne
Floodplain flow indicator and determine if 
additional flow indicators are required. 

Water requirements for floodplain vegetation in 

the Lower Balonne and Barwon-Darling systems:

•  P otential changes to existing flow indicators 
to better represent the environmental water 
requirements of floodplain vegetation. 

 

 

Review of waterbird breeding response to flow 

at Narran Lakes: 

•  P otential changes to the environmental water 
requirements of colonial nesting waterbirds in 
the Narran Lakes system. 

Response of fish to changes in flow: 

•   In combination with the waterholes project 
will be used to identify the environmental 
water requirements for fish communities and 
to consider ways to minimize opportunities 
for carp breeding when developing 
environmental water requirements. 

Hydrological Modelling 

Northern Standard Scenario using existing 

environmental water requirements: 

•   Yardstick scenario reflecting a fully 
implemented Basin Plan. 

Water recovery in the Condamine Balonne using

existing environmental water requirements: 

•   Recovering some water upstream of 
Beardmore Dam. 

•   Targeting recovery on specific entitlement 
flow windows. 

•   Exploring portfolio mix of overland flow 
licences and water harvesting entitlements. 

Water recovery for the northern zone shared 

reduction: 

•   Exploring recovery of different product  
types. 

•   Exploring recovery from different  
catchments and locations. 

•   Other scenarios to be determined as results 
emerge. 

Water recovery scenarios for the entire 

northern Basin (using revised environmental 

water requirements): 
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•  T o be determined based on modelling results 
of earlier modelling phases and social and 
economic assessment of impacts. 

Scenarios for informing the split of the 143 GL 

northern zone shared reduction between the 

northern valleys (using revised environmental 

water requirements). 

Social and economic assessments 

Social and economic model developed to assess 

the impacts of SDLs and selected water recovery

scenarios (from those outlined under “Water 

Recovery Modelling”): 

•   Assessment of impacts on irrigated agriculture. 

•   Assessment of impacts on regions. 

•   Assessment of impacts on communities. 

Floodplain graziers’ benefits: 

•   Production functions and an economic model 
capable of testing the impacts of different 
water recovery options on floodplain grazing 
systems in the Lower Balonne. 

 

The purpose of assessing groups of scenarios 

is to provide answers to high level as well as 

more detailed questions. The high level questions 

currently guiding the initial range of scenarios are: 

a.	 Should the shared reduction of 143 GL change? 

b.	 Should the Condamine-Balonne local reduction 

of 100 GL change? 

c.	 In carrying out the investigations on these two 

priority reductions, is there new information 

that suggests the need to change any other 

northern Basin local reduction? 

d.	 How sensitive are the environmental, social 

and economic outcomes from these reduction 

amounts to the location and type of recovered 

entitlements? (For example, the first set of 

modelling scenarios is exploring the difference 

between confining water recovery in the 

Condamine-Balonne to the Lower Balonne and 

including some of the recovery in the mid and 

upper Condamine) 

Macquarie Marshes (photo by Tracy Fulford) 
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Aerial of Birrie River, near Weilmoringle NSW (photo by Brayden Dykes, MDBA) 

Timelines 
Phase 1 – Research and investigation 
phase – to late 2015 

The research and investigation phase includes 

the completion of the environmental science, 

hydrological modelling and social and economic 

projects. Phase one will be completed by late 2015. 

As at early 2015 almost all of the environmental 

science projects have been scoped and contracted 

and work under most projects have commenced 

and is progressing well. The northern standard 

scenario using existing environmental water 

requirements has been completed and modelling 

of water recovery scenarios in the Condamine-

Balonne has started. The social and economic 

projects are progressing. The floodplain graziers 

benefit projects is in the procurement phase and 

a service provider has been identified and work is 

underway to build the capacity to assess social and 

economic impacts of scenarios later in the process. 

Phase 2 – Integration of results phase  
– mid-2015 to early 2016

During this phase, the results of projects under the 

three themes will be integrated for several key 

water recovery scenarios. Active consultation will 

be required seeking advice on: 

• technical aspects

• integration of projects

• local implications of the proposed scenarios.

Phase 3 – Consideration of results 
and decision-making phase – from 
late 2015 to mid 2016 

The inputs from the three themes will be analysed 

and based on these analyses the MDBA will 

consider the setting of the northern Basin limits, 

including the volume of the northern shared 

reduction (143 GL) and the Condamine–Balonne 

local reduction (100 GL). 

Additionally, we will progressively develop 

information which can help inform a decision on 
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how to apportion the shared reduction between 

states, and catchments within states. We will also 

provide advice to Commonwealth Department of 

the Environment to assist with a review of their 

water recovery strategy. 

If the MDBA determines a change to the northern 

Basin Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs) is called 

for, then recommendations would be prepared for 

an amendment to the Basin Plan. 

Phase 4 – Statutory phase from mid 
2016 to mid 2017 
Steps under the amendment process include 

preparing a plain English summary of the effect 

of the proposed amendment, inviting States and 

the broader community to make submissions, 

considering submissions and preparing a 

consultation report. Further, comments are 

sought from Ministerial Council as well as seeking 

comments from the Commonwealth Water Minister. 

The Minister can either request further changes 

to be made or adopt the recommendations. Any 

Basin Plan amendment tabled in Parliament is a 

disallowable instrument. The amendment process 

takes about twelve months. 

Consultation and engagement 

The MDBA is aware that northern communities are 

currently facing issues such as the compounding 

impact of drought, technological change and 

the effects on employment. We are striving to 

understand how these issues are impacting people 

in the north and their perspectives on water 

reform to ensure they are taken into account in 

any amendments to the Basin Plan. 

The MDBA will need the input and advice of 

northern Basin community members, as well as 

technical experts, to help it complete the Northern 

Basin Review successfully. Engagement with the 

Northern Basin Advisory Committee and the 

Northern Basin Intergovernmental Working Group 

will be the primary source of this advice but there 

are also opportunities for broader community 

involvement. 

For example, the project that specifically relates 

to the review of the Condamine-Balonne local 

reduction, has convened the Lower Balonne 

Working Group (a six person group nominated 

by the Lower Balonne Water Network at their 

meeting in April 2014). Although this smaller 

group is directly involved, the broader Lower 

Balonne Water Network is kept updated as work 

progresses. 

Additionally, the MDBA plans to hold two or three 

targeted workshops from early 2015 to early 

2016 to obtain and exchange technical input 

based on local knowledge for Northern Basin 

Review projects. These will have a focus on work 

related to the northern zone shared reduction. We 

plan to involve people who represent water user 

groups, environmental groups, traditional owners, 

floodplain graziers and others. 

The social and economic impact assessment 

component of the Northern Basin Review largely 

relies on active consultation with local business 

and community representatives. Building on 

the work of MDBA with communities to date, 

we will also be working together with Deloitte 

Access Economics and twenty communities in 

the northern Basin to inform the SDL reviews. An 

intensive engagement approach involving farmers, 

non-farm business, councils and regional bodies is 

central to the development of this analysis. 

Next steps 
An update on the Northern Basin Review will be 

published on the MBDA website in late 2015. 

For further information about the northern Basin 

review please visit the northern Basin review page 

on the MDBA website or contact us on: 

Frank Walker: (07) 4637 8847 or 

Daniela Croce: (02) 6279 0683 
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Disclaimer 
To the extent permitted by law, the Murray–Darling Basin Authority and the 
Commonwealth excludes all liability to any person for any consequences, 
including but not limited to all losses, damages, costs, expenses and any other 
compensation, arising directly or indirectly from using this report (in part or 
in whole) and any information or material contained within it. 

Accessibility 
Australian Government Departments and Agencies are required by the 
Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) to ensure that information and 
services can be accessed by people with disabilities. If you encounter 
accessibility difficulties or the information you require is in a format that you 
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Acknowledgement of the Traditional Owners of the Murray–Darling Basin 

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority acknowledges and pays respect to the 
Traditional Owners, and their Nations, of the Murray–Darling Basin, who have 
a deep cultural, social, environmental, spiritual and economic connection 
to their lands and waters. The MDBA understands the need for recognition 
of Traditional Owner knowledge and cultural values in natural resource 
management associated with the Basin. 

The approach of Traditional Owners to caring for the natural landscape, 
including water, can be expressed in the words of Darren Perry (Chair of the 
Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations) — 

‘the environment that Aboriginal people know as Country has not been 
allowed to have a voice in contemporary Australia. Aboriginal First Nations 
have been listening to Country for many thousands of years and can speak 
for Country so that others can know what Country needs. Through the 
Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations and the Northern Basin 
Aboriginal Nations the voice of Country can be heard by all’. 

This report may contain photographs or quotes by Aboriginal people who 
have passed away. The use of terms ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Indigenous’ reflects 
usage in different communities within the Murray–Darling Basin. 
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