
Water Quality

FACT SHEET:	 RIVER MURRAY WATER QUALITY 		
					     MONITORING PROGRAM

HISTORY

Statutory responsibilities in regard to River Murray water 
quality were established in amendments to the River 
Murray Waters Agreement 1982. These amendments 
included the obligation to monitor and set objectives and 
the ability to investigate, coordinate information, and 
make representations regarding water quality. These 
responsibilities were continued in the Murray–Darling Basin 
Agreement 1992 and most recently in the Water Act 2007, 
where they were expanded to encompass the quality or 
quantity of “Basin water resources”.

DESCRIPTION

The long-term RMWQMP today consists of a network of 
35 sites along the River Murray and the lower reaches of 
its tributaries. Depending on the class of station, between 
5 and 18 physico-chemical parameters are measured 
at weekly or quarterly intervals, with macroinvertebrate 
and phytoplankton samples at a selection of those sites. 

The fieldwork and laboratory analyses are undertaken 
by the various State water agencies. The RMWQMP also 
includes an investigative component that allows issues 
emerging from the data to be further explored in the 
form of consultancies with research providers. Where 
necessary, recommendations are made to the contracting 
governments on the basis of the results of the sampling and 
investigations.

INTRODUCING THE KEY ELEMENTS OF THE CURRENT 
PROGRAM & HOW IT CONTRIBUTES TOWARDS THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE BASIN WATER QUALITY & 
SALINITY MANAGEMENT PLAN
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Physico-chemical sampling

Physico-chemical sampling with
Macroinvertibrates sampling
Physico-chemical sampling with
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Physico-chemical sampling with
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Water Quality Macroinvertibrate monitoring site in a billabong 
off Little Gunbower Creek, VIC.	 Photo: Mark Vanner
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COVERAGE

The area within which water quality samples must be 
collected is defined in Clause 45 (c) of Schedule 1 (the 
Murray-Darling Basin Agreement) to the Water Act 2007, 
where the Authority must establish, maintain and operate 
an effective and uniform system for measuring and 
monitoring the quality of:

•	 River Murray water;

•	 the water in the tributaries at or near the confluence 
with the Murray;

•	 the stored water (which includes Menindee Lakes as 
well as Authority dams and weirs).

The establishment of other monitoring sites outside the 
River Murray requires the consent of the State. However 
the ability to undertake investigations (into issues 
identified by the data), assessments (of proposals) or make 
recommendations on matters potentially affecting River 
Murray water quality, is not geographically constrained to 
the River Murray. 

The Water Quality Advisory Panel is the instrument in 
which the program engages with the States in order to 
get jurisdictional feedback and advice with regard to the 
Authority discharging its responsibilities and functions in 
relation to the Water Act 2007.

OBJECTIVES

The current objectives of the RMWQMP are:

•	 coordinate the routine water quality monitoring 
network for the River Murray, ensuring sampling 
and analytical compatibility and timely data provision 
(Clause 45 of the Agreement);

•	 to assess the anticipated effect that development 
proposals will have on the flow, use, control or water 
quality of the River Murray and its tributaries.  
(Clause 49 of the Agreement);

•	 assist with the definition of research and investigation 
requirements targeting the protection and improvement 
of the quality of the River Murray and its tributaries. 
(Clause 43 of the Agreement);

•	 assist with the assessment of water quality objectives 
for the River Murray (Clause 48 of the Agreement); and

•	 assist if required with the definition of trigger points 
at which water quality and salinity in the River Murray 
System becomes unsuitable for meeting critical human 
water needs (Section 86b of the Act).

RELATIONSHIPS TO KEY MDBA PROGRAMS

River Murray operations

River Murray operations takes account of water quality when 
operating the system to store and deliver water. Results 
from the RMWQMP are used to predict and analyse the 
water quality consequences of certain operating procedures, 
and investigations funded by the RMWQMP include 
recommendations specific to operating procedures. As a 
primary client of monitoring data, River Murray operations 
receives regular updates and reports as well as presentations 
from researchers leading the investigations projects.

Basin Plan – Water Quality and Salinity Management Plan

The upcoming Water Quality and Salinity Management Plan 
aims to improve water quality and reduce salinity impacts 
across the Basin. The plan will develop objectives and targets 
for water quality in the Basin, including the River Murray. 
RMWQMP data can be used to considerably refine the current 
default objectives for the Murray so that they are more locally 
relevant. The plan will identify the factors influencing poor 
water quality in the Murray-Darling Basin and set water 
quality objectives and targets for the basin water resources.

The Living Murray Program (TLM)

TLM program delivers environmental works and flows to 
improve the condition of significant ecological assets of the 
River Murray. Data from the RMWQMP provides a benchmark 
against which the ecological responses observed in TLM 
activities can be interpreted by providing a valuable context for 
TLM monitoring. The WQMP data also helps in the ongoing 
ecological management of significant environmental assets 
such as the icon sites along the River Murray.

The Sustainable Rivers Audit (SRA)

SRA reports on river health (ecosystem health) at a 
valley scale across the basin using metrics derived from 
random samples from the nominated themes of fish, 
macroinvertebrates and hydrology. The RMWQMP data helps 
inform the  SRA Murray Valley Assessments component. The 
SRA results are at a course level and not suitable for linking 
cause and effect, so results indicating poor ecological 
condition trigger further investigations, which in the first 
instance access existing datasets including the long term 
water quality dataset of the RMWQMP.

FURTHER INFORMATION

For more information on the results of the long-term 
River Murray Water Quality Monitoring program, visit the 
Murray-Darling Basin Authority website:  
www.mdba.gov.au


