
Summary of
MURRAY REGION
From the Guide to the proposed Basin Plan
This publication summarises proposals outlined in the Guide to the 
proposed Basin Plan as they relate to the Murray region.

ThE REGION

The Murray region includes the full 2,400 km length of the River Murray, 
from its source in the Snowy Mountains to its mouth in South Australia 
where it enters the Southern Ocean. Important tributaries include 
the Mitta Mitta, Kiewa, Ovens, Goulburn, Broken, Campaspe, Loddon, 
Murrumbidgee and Darling rivers.

The physical geography of the Murray region is highly variable, and zones 
include: the Headwaters, the Riverine Plains, the Mallee and the coastal 
lakes and estuary. 

River Murray at Boundary Bend, Victoria



Murray Region surface water  
Current Diversion Limit (GL/y)

Interceptions Watercourse diversions Total

166 4053 4219

The region’s rivers supply cities, towns and some 
regional areas in New South Wales, Victoria and 
South Australia. 

Major irrigated crops are pasture and hay, 
particularly for the dairy industry in northern 
Victoria; and cereal and grain production, including 
rice in southern New South Wales. Grapes and 
predominantly permanent plantings of nuts, 
olives and citrus are irrigated in the Sunraysia and 
Riverland. Water is also used for domestic and stock 
needs for both irrigated and dryland farming. Other 
users of water resources in the region include gas 
suppliers, pipe manufacturers, wineries and food-
processing plants.

In the Murray region, there are a number of factors 
indicating poor ecological condition. For example: 
Vegetation condition is poor with remnant cover 
along water courses generally moderate in the 
upper catchment but poor in the lower catchment. 
Fish scores are very poor with upper catchments 
having high abundance and biomass of exotic 
species while central and lower catchment exhibiting 
a higher proportion of native species. Hydrological 
condition varies from good to moderate in the upper 
catchment to poor in the lower reaches while stream 
condition is extensively and severely degraded. 
Macroinvertebrate scores are poor overall, with 
upper catchment condition being poor to moderate 
but poor to very poor in the central and lower 
parts of the catchment. The major water quality 
threats in the River Murray region are salinity, algal 
blooms and cold water pollution, with additional 
water quality problems due to drainage discharge 
from irrigated pastures and sewage treatment 
return flows.

AssEssING ENvIRONMENTAl wATER NEEds

Many of the environmental assets and functions 
of the Murray-Darling Basin have been degraded 
by the over-extraction of water from the Basin’s 
rivers. The Act and Basin Plan seek to address the 
over-extraction of water to restore and maintain 
the Basin’s key environmental assets and key 
ecosystem functions.

Gum trees reflected in low water levels across the Murray at 

Loxton, South Australia

wATER UsE ANd ENvIRONMENTAl hEAlTh

The Authority has compiled the current limits for 
all forms of water extraction in the Murray- Darling 
Basin. For surface water these current diversion 
limits include watercourse diversions for town and 
community water supplies, irrigation and industries, 
floodplain harvesting, and interception activities 
such as farm dams and forestry plantations. 
For groundwater they include all water diverted 
from the aquifers of the area. Current diversions are 
limited by existing transitional and interim water 
resource plans where these are in place. These 
are existing plans, prepared by Basin states, and 
recognised under the Water Act 2007 (Cwlth) (the 
Act). Where there are no existing plans, or plans 
do not apply to certain types of water extraction, 
the current diversion limit reflects the current level 
of use.

The surface water long-term average current 
diversion limit for the Basin as a whole has been 
estimated at around 13,700 GL/y and at 4,219 GL/y 
for the Murray region. The Basin wide groundwater 
long-term average current diversion limit is 
1,786 GL/y.



To determine sustainable diversion limit (SDL) 
proposals it is necessary to work out how much 
water is needed to sustain the health of the Basin’s 
river systems, wetlands and floodplains.  To do 
this, the Authority has undertaken an assessment 
of the environmental water requirements of key 
environmental assets and key ecosystem functions 
across the Murray-Darling Basin. In the most part, 
the assets assessed are large flood-dependent 
wetland and floodplain systems that support 
populations of waterbirds and fish, and large 
forests and woodlands. The assessment of key 
ecosystem functions gave particular attention to the 
environmental water requirements of rivers, and 
system wide processes such as connectivity between 
rivers and floodplains.

Together, these assessments included specific 
analysis of flows at 106 hydrologic indicator sites 
across the Basin (88 sites to assess the water needs 
for the Basin’s key ecosystem functions and 18 
to assess the water needs for key environmental 
assets), as well as analysis of end of system flows in 
each region.

The environmental water requirements at a Basin 
scale have been estimated between 22,100 GL/y 
and 26,700 GL/y (an increase between 3,000GL/y to 
7,600GL/y from the 19,100 GL/y currently available 
for the environment).    

In the Murray region, 477 key environmental 
assets have been identified. Of the 106 hydrological 
indicator sites across the Basin the Murray region 
contains 12 hydrological indicator sites for key 
ecosystem functions and 6 hydrologic indicator sites 
for key environmental assets. These are listed below: 

•	 Barmah-Millewa	Forest

•	 Edward-Wakool	River	System

•	 Gunbower-Koondrook-Perricoota	Forest

•	 Hattah	Lakes

•	 Riverland-Chowilla	Floodplain

•	 The	Coorong,	Lower	Lakes	and	 
 Murray Mouth.

The environmental water requirements for the 
Murray region have been estimated between 3,945 
GL/y and 5,722 GL/y (an increase between 1,414 
GL/y and 3,191 GL/y from the 2,531 GL/y currently 
available for the environment).

Further information on assessing the environmental 
water requirements of the Basin is available 
at http://www.mdba.gov.au/basin_plan/water-
assessment-report

sUsTAINAblE dIvERsION lIMIT pROpOsAls AT 
ThE bAsIN ANd REGIONAl sCAlE

The Authority is required to establish new long-term 
average SDLs for surface water and groundwater.  
SDLs represent the long-term average amount of 
water which can be used for consumptive purposes 
after meeting the environmental water needs that 
have been identified.  

In the Guide, the Authority presents the SDLs as 
a range of scenarios for discussion at this stage, 
rather than choosing a particular value in this 
range. This range takes into account all the available 
evidence, the quality of that evidence, and the 
inherent uncertainty of modelling. 

Underground irrigation pipes at citrus orchard near 

Bookpurnong, South Australia



Barmah–Millewa Forest in Victoria after an environmental 
water release in 2009

The Authority has determined that 3% of the current 
diversion limit (around 410 GL/y for the Basin as a 
whole and around 127 GL/y for the Murray region) 
is an appropriate allowance to account for the effect 
of climate change on surface water SDL proposals. 
The SDL proposals for groundwater do not include a 
climate change component. 

The SDL proposals would require a reduction in the 
current long-term average surface water diversion 
limit at the Basin scale from 13,700 GL per year to 
between 10,700 GL and 9,700 GL per year (reduction 
between 3,000 GL and 4,000 GL per year or 22% 
to 29%). 

For the Murray region this would equate to a 
reduction in the current long-term average surface 
water diversion limit from 4,219 GL/y to between 
3,126 GL and 2,756 GL per year (reduction between 
1,093 GL and 1,464 GL per year or 26% to 35%). 

The SDL proposals would also require a reduction in 
current long-term average groundwater diversion 
limit at the Basin scale by an aggregate 186 GL or 
an average reduction of 10% across the Basin. The 
reductions in current diversion limits are required 
in only 11 of the 78 groundwater SDL areas. No 
reductions are proposed for the remaining 67 
groundwater SDL areas where the current diversions 
are assessed as sustainable.

SDL proposals for the surface water and groundwater 
SDL areas of the Murray region are set out on 
page	5.	Each	upstream	catchment	has	adequate	
water for the health of its own key environmental 
assets and key ecosystem functions. In addition all 
hydrologically connected catchments contribute to 
the environmental water needs of the Murray, within 
a range of identified practical constraints.

sUppORTING COMMUNITIEs

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority acknowledges 
that implementing SDLs may have significant social 
and economic implications for individual entitlement 
holders and communities across the Basin. 

However, the Australian Government has committed 
to recovering sufficient water access entitlements 
to fully offset the impact of SDLs across the Basin, 
including the Murray region. This will be achieved 
through a combination of purchasing entitlements 
in the market and investments in more efficient 
irrigation infrastructure.

Consequently, should these targets be met, there 
are likely to be no reductions in individual water 
entitlement holder allocations. 

For further information about these activities go to 
www.environment.gov.au/water.

Murray River near Wangaratta, Victoria
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There are five surface water SDL areas within the Murray region.

1)victorian Murray  
Current diversion limit   1,701 GL/y 
SDL proposal   from 1,259 GL/y to 1,109 GL/y   
Reduction   from 442 GL/y (26%) to 592 GL/y (35%)

2)Kiewa  
Current diversion limit  25 GL/y 
SDL proposal  from 20.3 GL/y to 19.8 GL/y 
Reduction   from 4.4 GL/y (18%) to 4.9 GL/y (20%)

3)sA non-prescribed  
Current diversion limit  3.5 GL/y 
SDL proposal  3.5 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil

4)sA Murray  
Current diversion limit   665 GL/y 
SDL proposal  from 492 GL/y to 433 GL/y 
Reduction   from 173 GL/y (26%) to 232 GL/y (35%)

5)Nsw Murray  
Current diversion limit  1,825 GL/y 
SDL proposal  from 1,351 GL/y to 1,190 GL/y 
Reduction   from 474 GL/y (26%) to 635 GL (35%)

sURFACE wATER GROUNdwATER

sUsTAINAblE dIvERsION lIMIT pROpOsAls

MURRAY REGION

There are seventeen groundwater SDL areas wholly or partly 
contained within the Murray region.

1)Mallee  
Current diversion limit   41.2 GL/y 
SDL proposal  41.2 GL/y 
Reduction  Nil

2)Mallee border Zone  
Current diversion limit  22.2 GL/y 
SDL proposal  22.2 GL/y 
Reduction  Nil

3)peake–Roby–sherlock  
Current diversion limit  5.2GL/y 
SDL proposal  5.2 GL/y 
Reduction  Nil

4)sA Murray  
Current diversion limit   1.8 GL/y 
SDL proposal  1.8 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil - potential for unassigned water

5)sA Murray salt Interception scheme  
Current diversion limit   11.1 GL/y 
SDL proposal  11.1 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil - potential for unassigned water

6)Murray highlands  
Current diversion limit  4.4 GL/y 
SDL proposal  4.4 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil 

7)Ovens–Kiewa sedimentary plain 
Current diversion limit  14.7 GL/y 
SDL proposal  14.7 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil 



8a)victorian Riverine sedimentary plain:  
shallow shepparton formation 
Current diversion limit   83.3 GL/y 
SDL proposal  83.3 GL/y 
Reduction  Nil – potential for unassigned water

8b)victorian Riverine sedimentary plain:  
deep Calivil and Renmark Group formations 
Current diversion limit  89.6GL/y 
SDL proposal  89.6 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil - potential for unassigned water

9)west wimmera: loxton parrilla sands, Murray Group 
limestone, Tertiary confined aquifer 
Current diversion limit   2.7 GL/y 
SDL proposal  2.7 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil - potential for unassigned water

10)wimmera–Mallee border Zone: loxton parilla sands, Murray 
Group limestone, Tertiary confined aquifers 
Current diversion limit   8.8 GL/y 
SDL proposal  8.8 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil - potential for unassigned water

11)wimmera–Mallee sedimentary plain 
Current diversion limit   0.6 GL/y 
SDL proposal  0.6 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil - potential for unassigned water

12)Adelaide Fold belt 
Current diversion limit   3 GL/y 
SDL proposal  3 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil - potential for unassigned water

13)lachlan Fold belt: Murray 
Current diversion limit   5.1 GL/y 
SDL proposal  5.1 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil 

14a)lower Murray Alluvium:  
shallow shepparton formation 
Current diversion limit   40 GL/y 
SDL proposal  40 GL/y 
Reduction  Nil – potential for unassigned water

14b)lower Murray Alluvium:  
deep Calivil and Renmark Group formations 
Current diversion limit   83.7 GL/y 
SDL proposal  83.7 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil 

15)lower Murrumbidgee Alluvium 
Current diversion limit  280 GL/y 
SDL proposal  280 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil 

16)Upper Murray Alluvium 
Current diversion limit  11 GL/y 
SDL proposal  11 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil 

17)western porous Rock 
Current diversion limit   29.3 GL/y 
SDL proposal  29.3 GL/y 
Reduction   Nil - potential for unassigned water
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Vineyard east of Morgan in South Australia during the 2007 drought

AbOUT MdbA
The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) 
is the statutory agency that manages, in 
conjunction with the Basin states, the 
Murray–Darling Basin’s water resources in 
the national interest.

MDBA is responsible for preparing 
and overseeing a legally-enforceable 
management plan — the Basin Plan.

The Basin Plan will:

•	 optimise social, economic and 
environmental outcomes

•	 set and enforce environmentally 
sustainable limits on the quantities of 
water that may be taken from Basin 
water resources

•	 set Basin-wide environmental, water 
quality and salinity objectives

•	 develop efficient water trading regimes 
across the Basin

•	 set requirements for state water 
resource plans

•	 improve water security for all 
Basin users.

This document has been prepared by 
the Murray–Darling Basin Authority 
for public consultation purposes, 
using the best efforts to ensure that 
the material it presents is current and 
accurate. The opinions, comments and 
analysis (including those of third parties) 
expressed in this document are for 
consultation purposes only. 

FURThER INFORMATION ANd FEEdbACK

For further information on the Guide to the proposed 
Basin Plan, visit the MDBA website at:

www.mdba.gov.au

Our website also provides details about community 
information sessions and ways to provide feedback on 
the Guide. 

You can also find out about upcoming events and 
information releases by subscribing to our engagement 
email	and	the	monthly	E-newsletter.

You may also phone us on 1800 230 067 (free call) or 
write to us at:

Murray–Darling Basin Authority

GPO Box 3001, Canberra ACT 2601.  


