
A quick note for teachers 

• This presentation is one element of the freely 
downloadable lesson plan Running the rivers of 
the Murray–Darling Basin .  

• Comprehensive presenter notes are available in 
the ‘notes’ view of this presentation 

• For an accompanying student worksheet and 
teacher notes for this lesson plan, visit 
education@MDBA online:   

(http://www.mdba.gov.au/what-we-do/education) 
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 Lesson overview 

In this lesson we will learn 
about: 
• Why water is important in 

the Murray–Darling Basin 
river system 

• The structures that are used 
to manage water 

• The delicate balancing act of 
water management 
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Lesson overviewIn this lesson we will learn about:Why water is important in the Murray–Darling Basin river systemThe structures that are used to manage waterThe delicate balancing act of water management



 Lesson keys 

• Listen to your teacher 

• Discuss 
• Play Run the River 

• Answer  
• Research 
• Investigate 
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Our river system 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our river systemThe Murray–Darling Basin is one gigantic river system of over one million square kilometres. The rivers of the Basin are highly managed to make sure that there is sufficient water for all water users – farms, communities, factories, plants and animals. Running the rivers of the Basin is a very complex job and is the task of highly trained river operators. Let’s take a look at how river operators go about running the rivers of the Murray–Darling Basin. Before we go on, let’s brainstorm what kinds of structures are used along the river to manage the flow of water



Discuss 
Water management structures 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
DiscussBefore we go on, let’s brainstorm what kinds of structures are used along the river to manage the flow of waterFacilitate a class discussion to elicit the types of structures that are used to manage water on the river system. Structures include: DamsWeirsLocksBarragesRegulators
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Gauging stations along the river, like this one on the Darling River upstream of Menindee, measure things like how much water is flowing down the river. They also indicate how ‘healthy’ the water is, by measuring important things like salinity, pH and water temperature. 
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Farmers and towns place orders for water so that they can grow food and livestock. This water can be delivered via pipes or channels, but originally comes from the main river. 
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River operators receive water orders, as well as data from river gauges and weather forecasts and are responsible for ‘running' the River Murray system. This involves directing releases from dams and tracking the progress of water down the river system. River operators need to pay very close attention to the weather, especially during floods to try and minimise damage to towns and farms. During floods, river operators may need to change the flow of the river as often as every few hours, and work through the night 7 days a week!Operators must consider and factor in the very long travel times for water to move along the rivers of the Murray–Darling system. For example, it takes around a month for water released from Hume Reservoir to reach the South Australian border. Operators must therefore allow for possible weather and water demands that may occur well into the future. 
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Presentation Notes
This picture shows a man opening a gate on a small river management structure called a regulator. When he opens the regulator gate, water will flow down the creek in the picture towards the farms and towns downstream. 



Answer 
1. Imagine that you are a river operator. Describe what 

you would do in the following situations, explaining 
your reasoning and the likely consequences of your 
actions.  

a. The dam you manage is almost full. You have just 
reviewed the weather forecast and have learned that 
very heavy rainfall is predicted in two days’ time.  

b. The dam you manage is a quarter full. There has not 
been rain for many months and current forecasts are 
for continued hot, dry weather. You have received 
many more order for water than you can fill.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Questions to answerThe questions on this slide are also included in the student worksheet for this lesson. Imagine that you are a river operator. Describe what you would do in the following situations, explaining your reasoning and the likely consequences of your actions. The dam you manage is almost full. You have just reviewed the weather forecast and have learned that very heavy rainfall is predicted in two day’s time. The dam you manage is a quarter full. There has not been rain for many months and current forecasts are for continued hot, dry weather. You have received many more order for water than you can fill. 
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These are the sorts of questions that river operators and water managers face in real life. Here is an example of a dam with lots of water….
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And here’s the same dam with very little water at all in a time of drought. Imagine how different your water management strategy would have to be to manage these two different scenarios. 



Discuss 

• How would a river change if a structure like a 
dam was built on it? 

 
• Rainfall is highly variable in the Basin. Dams 

help us make sure water is available for 
everyone even in dry years. What are some of 
the negative impacts dams can have? 
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Whilst it is very important to get water to our farms and towns (and to try and prevent them from flooding!), it’s also very important that we make sure there is enough water left in the rivers to provide for the needs of the environment as well.  During the long history of river management in the Murray–Darling Basin, the environment has faced many challenges. It is important to understand the needs of the environment and to run the rivers in a way that leaves enough water behind for plants and animals to survive and, and for the river to be healthy. 
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One thing that river managers do is to set water aside for the environment. River operators can use the weirs and ‘regulators’ along the river to deliver water to important environmental sites and to make sure the river stays healthy. 
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We need to make sure there is enough water in the river for our native plants and animals. But figuring out how much is a fair share to set aside for the environment is no easy task. Scientists and policy-makers have worked long and hard to look at the needs of the environments, communities and farms of the Basin, to figure out what a fair share for all water users looks like.  



Play  
• Play Run the River: a water sharing challenge 
• As you play, answer the following questions: 
1. Why are dams important for towns and farms along the 

river? 
2. What effect does opening up the dam gauge have on 

water reserve volume? 
3. As a river operator, you need to find a balance between 

the water needs of the environment, the town and the 
farm. What happens if you let any one of these consumers 
die? 

4. How would a river change if a structure like a dam was 
built on it? 
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PlayAsk your students to play Run the River: a water sharing challenge 10-15 minutes, until they have reached at least era 2 (1936).Ask student to answer the following questions as they play (these questions are also provided on the student worksheet). Questions:1. Why are dams important for towns and farms along the river?2. What effect does opening up the dam gauge have on water reserve volume?3. As a river operator, you need to find a balance between the water needs of the environment, the town and the farm. What happens if you let any one of these consumers die?



 Recap 

In this lesson we learnt about: 
• Why water is important in 

the Murray–Darling Basin 
river system 

• The structures that are used 
to manage water 
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RecapIn this lesson we learnt about: Why water is important in the Murray–Darling Basin river systemThe structures that are used to manage water
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