Figure 1: River Murray System inflows
showing extended drought periods

Figure 2: River Murray flows at Euston
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River Murray System–Drought Update
THE DROUGHT CONTINUES
The 2004-05 season is shaping up to be another
dry year, making the current drought arguably the most
serious to affect the River Murray since records began in the
1890’s. The drought has left no one untouched, impacting
on irrigators, communities and the environment.

Figure 3: Total System Storage (indicative forecast for this season)

This information paper provides an overview of the severity
of the current drought, the impact it is having on the River
Murray, the operation of the river and an outlook for the
remainder of the 2004-05 irrigation season.

OUTLOOK

The drought, combined with current levels
of irrigation consumption and regulation
by headwater storages, has resulted in
unusually long periods without flooding.
Such conditions have not been seen
before and are having significant impacts
on the river’s wetland, lake, floodplain
and estuarine ecosystems. For example:
• widespread decline in River Redgum
health has been reported all the way
along the River from Euston to the
Murray Mouth;
• an increased incidence of fish kills
associated with low tributary flows and
drought conditions; and
• the build up of salt on the floodplains.
Neither the use of environmental water
(for example, the Barmah Millewa Forest)
nor activities associated with the Living
Murray initiative has exacerbated
the position.

The outlook for total system storage for the
remainder of this season (for very dry and
average conditions) is shown in Figure 3.
If inflows are low, total reserves could fall
to the lowest level since Dartmouth was
completed in 1979.
From both the point of view of the
environment and water users the drought
will break only when inflows improve
substantially. Until then River Redgums
are likely to experience increasing stress
and river salinity is likely to remain low.
Sustained rainfall is needed in 2005-06 to
secure water supplies and improve the
health of the River. However, the next
flood is likely to lead to increased river
salinity as accumulated salt on the
floodplain is washed into the river system.

The pressure on all irrigation communities is immense.
Large volumes of water have been traded in recent years
to support high value industries and commercial
arrangements have been established for the advance of
additional water purchased from the Snowy Mountains
Hydro-electric Scheme.

On System Operation
Key features of current system operation include:

Much of south-eastern Australia has experienced rainfall
deficiencies for periods of three years and longer. It is now
clear that the current drought is longer and more severe than
that experienced in the mid 1960’s. Whilst there have been
more prolonged drought periods in the 1940’s and 1890’s,
the four years to October 2004 have recorded the lowest
River Murray system inflows and been the driest four years
on record. Figure 1 shows how the current drought period
compares with historical droughts.

• persistent dry conditions in the Darling resulting in low
levels in Menindee Lakes. These lakes revert to NSW
control under such conditions and consequently its waters
have largely not been available to the MDBC to
supplement the Murray since March 2002; and
• Dartmouth Reservoir is fulfilling its design function
as a drought reserve, with the vast bulk (85%) of
the River Murray System’s available water being held
in Dartmouth at the start of 2004-05. Therefore,
water is currently being transferred from Dartmouth to
prevent the storage levels in Hume dropping too low.
Water is also being transferred from Hume to Lake
Victoria, after the earliest start ever, to ensure all three
States’ needs can be met over the coming season.

On Water Quality

WHERE CAN
I GET MORE
INFORMATION?

For example, flows in the River Murray at Euston have been
extremely low for the past 6 years with only one significant
flood event during that time. Figure 2 shows that even
during the prolonged drought periods of the 1890’s and
1940’s, floods were far more frequent due to fewer dams
and limited diversions for consumptive use.

MDBC Website
www.mdbc.gov.au
(includes the RMW Weekly
Report containing more
detailed information)
or Ph 02 6279 0100

On the Darling River, inflows to Menindee Lakes for the
three years to October 2004 have been the driest three
years on record. It’s the same story in South Australia
where for 9 out of the past 10 years, flow to South Australia
has been below average, and flow over the past three years
has been the lowest three year total flow on record.

Or Drought Hotline:
Ph 1800 814 647
www.affa.gov.au

IMPACTS OF THE DROUGHT
On Irrigation Allocations

Or Bureau of Meteorology:
Ph 03 9669 4082
www.bom.gov.au
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with less than full allocations. South Australia is experiencing
its second ever year with announced availability less than
full allocation.

HOW SEVERE IS THIS DROUGHT?

The 1890’s and 1940’s extended droughts occurred
prior to significant irrigation development, so that the
impacts now being observed – both to communities
and the environment - are unprecedented.

On the Environment
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The extended nature of the drought means that River Murray
system water reserves have been significantly depleted
so that users are virtually living from year to year. Some
irrigators are now experiencing the third consecutive year
www.mdbc.gov.au

In much of the River Murray, and contrary to what might be
expected in a drought, the large volume of good quality
water being transferred from the Upper Murray together
with reduced high salinity groundwater inputs have kept
river salinity and turbidity very low. For example, salinity
at Morgan is currently about 370 EC – considerably lower
than the long term average for the last twenty years of
560 EC as well as the 800 EC salinity target.
However, the long period of less than average flow to South
Australia has led to the salinity levels in Lake Alexandrina
and Lake Albert continuing to increase. Despite local
rainfall boosting lake levels in recent months, the salinity
at Meningie is currently about 2,100 EC and is expected
to worsen under continuing drought conditions.
Persistent high concentrations of blue-green algae were
observed in and downstream of Lake Hume last season.
As temperatures increase over summer there will be an
increased risk of high alerts both here and across the entire
River Murray System.
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