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River Murray System - Drought Update
NO RESPITE
The River Murray system remains in the grip of
ongoing and severe drought with very little rain
recorded over August and September. Rainfall over
the nine months December to August 2006 has
been in the lowest 10% of records for large areas of
the Murray-Darling Basin – particularly the steeper
high yielding parts of the catchments (Fig. 1).
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For the 3 months October to December 2006,
BoM predicts that there is a 40-45% chance
of the upper Murray receiving above median
rainfalls (Fig. 2).
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Figure 1. Murray-Darling Basin Rainfall Deciles
1 December to 31 August 2006
(Australian Bureau of Meteorology)

Temperatures have generally been above average
leading to drier catchments. River Murray System
inflows over the autumn/winter period were the
lowest on record for this time of year eclipsing
records set previously in 1902 and 1967.

OUTLOOK
What would an El Niño mean?
The Bureau of Meteorology (BoM) has recently
advised of strengthening signs of an El Niño
developing in 2006 with the message that
“a warming Pacific and a low Southern Oscillation
Index (SOI) bias the climate towards being drier
and warmer than average across eastern and
northern Australia for the remainder of 2006”.
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Figure 2. Chance of exceeding the median
Rainfall October to December 2006
(Australian Bureau of Meteorology)

River Murray Water (RMW), a division of the MDBC,
assesses the bulk water availability of the River
Murray and advises each of the States of NSW,
Victoria and SA of their expected shares. RMW also
provide advice on the chances of improved water
shares if wetter conditions eventuate. Each State then
manages its share of water, determining allocations
to the environment and consumptive users.
RMW has been planning the 2006/07 operation
of the River Murray System from May 2006 with
the expectation that inflows could be at the lowest
recorded levels throughout 2006/07. Therefore,
the recent news from the Bureau about a possible
El Niño in 2006 should not automatically be
treated as ‘more bad news’ for River Murray
water users this year.
Whilst this advice might limit the chances of
significant improvements in water availability, it
is not expected to result in a worsening of water
availability this year but could impact on end of
season reserves (Fig. 3).
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MDBC Total Storage: June 2000 to September 2006
with outlook to end May 2007
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Figure 3. MDBC Total Storage – Actuals to 26 September 2006 – most likely range forecast shown in tan

River Murray System Planning
The River Murray system has four major storages
– Dartmouth and Hume Dams, Menindee Lakes
and Lake Victoria. Without these storages and
Snowy inflows the Murray would almost certainly
have ceased to flow in the 1940’s, 1960’s, in
1983 and during the present extended drought.
Dartmouth Dam is presently serving its intended
purpose as the Murray’s ‘drought reserve’
storage. Water is being transferred at high rates
from Dartmouth to supplement storage in Hume,
as was the case in previous similar drought years
such as 1982/83 and 2002/03.
The importance of the Snowy Mountains Scheme
to inflows to the Murray system is highlighted in
drought periods when inflows from the Murray
catchment and tributaries are low. It is estimated
that the Snowy’s contribution to the River Murray
could amount to almost half of the total inflow in
2006/07 if it stays dry.

At the end of September 2006, total River Murray
system storage was 3 550 GL or 37 per cent of
capacity, which is only half the long-term average
for September of 7 000 GL. With winter and
early spring being extremely dry, the chance of
significant improvement this year is low, given
that 60% of inflow typically occurs during
July to October (Fig. 4).
Note: A gigalitre (GL) is one thousand megalitres (ML).

CURRENT WATER AVAILABILITY
State Allocations
In NSW the Department of Natural Resources
announced on 15 September that NSW general
security allocations in the Murray and Lower
Darling valley would currently remain at 0%.
Sufficient water is available to meet high security
requirements as well as water “carried over” by
irrigators from last season.
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Figure 4. River Murray Inflows –- Long-term Average and Selected Years (excluding Snowy Releases)

The water supply situation is also critical
throughout the rest of NSW in the
Murray-Darling Basin (Table 1).
NSW Valley

Availability (allocation plus
carry over) for general
security licences

Border Rivers

45%

Gwydir

22%

Namoi

21%

Macquarie

28%

Lachlan

5%

Murrumbidgee

31%

Murray

32%

Table 1.

In Victoria, Goulburn-Murray Water (GMW)
announced an increased allocation for River
Murray irrigators on 15 September to 93%
Water Right and 0% Sales. GMW has been
able to increase allocations despite the dry
conditions due to its conservative approach
to allocating water.

Victorian Valley

Allocation level

Goulburn

20% water right

Campaspe

0% water right

Loddon

0% License volume

Broken

45% License volume

Wimmera-Mallee

0% water right

Table 2.

The water supply situation is critical throughout
the rest of Victoria in the Murray-Darling Basin
(Table 2).
In South Australia the Minister for the River
Murray advised on 14 September that allocations
in that State would remain unchanged at 80%.
South Australia is undertaking a number of
management actions as a consequence of
the drought including:
• Reduction of the South Australian entitlement
flow by 500 ML/day from 1 September 2006
• Adoption of a drought management strategy
for regulated wetlands
This year, across the whole River Murray system
under continuing dry conditions, irrigators are
likely to divert about 65-70% of the long term
average diversion of 4200 GL.
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Environment
Although the Murray may have ceased to flow
at times during droughts prior to river regulation,
the significance to the environment of the present
extended drought is that it is being compounded
by the effects of regulation and water extractions.
Vast areas of floodplain, particularly along the
lower reaches of the River Murray, have not
received a beneficial watering in over a decade.
For many species this has been too long to wait
and widespread decline in the ecological health of
floodplain vegetation is being observed.
At the Lower Lakes and Coorong there is a
significant decline in ecological health as a
result of reduced flows.
It has been possible this year to lend 120 GL of
Barmah-Millewa environmental water to irrigators.
From an environmental perspective it is better to
allow this account to accumulate over a period
of years to provide for a larger release for the
Barmah-Millewa Forest later on when it can boost
natural tributary inflows from the Ovens River.
The pool levels of several weirs are being varied
below their ‘normal’ (or ‘full supply’) levels this
season. This will benefit the river channel and
connected wetlands without consuming precious
water or significantly impacting on other river users.
Approximately 35 GL of water will be available
for environmental management under The Living
Murray. About 25 GL of this water comes from
savings made by Victoria and NSW in relation
to the Snowy Scheme, with the remainder a
donation of water from South Australia, likely
to be a part of the Living Murray program.

The priority sites for using this water will be Living
Murray icon sites such as the fishways connecting
the Lower Lakes and the Coorong and for
floodplain vegetation at Chowilla, Hattah Lakes,
Lindsay Island and Wallpolla Island.

OUTLOOK FOR 2007/08
Under continuing drought conditions, total
River Murray system storage could be drawn
down to very low levels by the end of the
2006/07 season.
Under such conditions, water availability next
year (2007/08) would be reliant on inflows
received in that year and releases from the
Snowy Mountains Scheme.
It is therefore conceivable that impacts on water
availability could extend to high security water
products, if the dry sequence already observed
this season continues into 2007/08. Inflows
lower than historical minimums would be required
to impact all high security entitlements. The impact
on irrigators would vary from state to state and
would depend on the water entitlement they hold.
Ongoing drought conditions would also have
very serious consequences on the environmental
health of those floodplains which are already
seriously drought stressed.

For further information:
www.mdbc.gov.au or call 02 6279 0100
For the previous drought update:
www.mdbc.gov.au/__data/page/20/July2006-Drought-update.pdf
The River Murray Water Weekly Report:
www.mdbc.gov.au/rmw/river_information_centre
All media enquiries:
sam.leone@mdbc.gov.au or call 0407 006 332
www.bom.gov.au
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