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Murray−Darling Basin Authority                              5 December 2018 

 
The Murray–Darling Basin Authority met on 4 and 5 December 2018 in Canberra to progress its work 
on the implementation of the Murray–Darling Basin Plan. The Authority was mindful of the critical 
work in train and further efforts that are needed in coming months to make sure the Plan can deliver 
the sustainable future essential for the environment and communities that depend on our vital 
national river system.  

The Authority was updated on progress to prepare and assess Water Resource Plans prior to their 
consideration for accreditation by the Commonwealth Minister for Water. Members acknowledged the 
large amount of work being done across jurisdictions and by the MDBA, however they also noted there 
remains a significant risk that several Water Resource Plans will not be accredited by 30 June 2019.  

Authority members noted that three draft Water Resource Plans were with the MDBA for assessment 
and a further seven were expected by the end of February 2019, in addition to another 11 that are 
currently available for public consultation or will be in early 2019. The MDBA committed to continuing 
its work with governments on contingency arrangements that seek to protect key elements of the 
reform, such as sustainable diversion limit accounting and protection of environmental water, if there 
is a short overrun of time.  

MDBA staff also briefed the Authority on the direction of its climate change work plan. Members 
reflected on the inclusion of climate change considerations when the MDBA was preparing the Basin 
Plan in 2012 and the way the Basin Plan addresses climate change risks.  

The Chair of the Independent Assurance Committee (IAC), Mr Allan Holmes, presented an update on 
the MDBA and state government implementation of compliance commitments. The IAC assurance 
report on MDBA progress to meet commitments against the Basin Compliance Compact recognised 
the large work program and recommended further attention be paid to a Basin-wide system to 
provide real time advice on environmental watering, guidelines for reviewing metering thresholds, 
ensuring a comprehensive range of approved meters are available and guidance on measuring 
floodplain harvesting. The Authority thanked the IAC for its work and undertook to address the above 
issues in its forward workplan. 

The MDBA’s assurance report on progress by the Basin states to meet Basin Compliance Compact 
commitments found that while there has been reasonable progress to date, the Basin states could 
increase their efforts to maintain momentum and quality of reform in some areas. Authority members 
agreed that the MDBA and IAC assurance reports on the Basin Compliance Compact be tabled at the 
next ministerial council meeting of Murray–Darling Basin water ministers in Melbourne on 14 
December 2018. The Authority noted that the IAC was also providing a letter to the ministerial council 
noting concern about the timeliness and quality of reports from Queensland and Victoria in the 
process. The reports and letter will be published on the MDBA website. 

Authority Chair Neil Andrew welcomed the attendance by phone of the Chair of the NSW Natural 
Resources Access Regulator (NRAR) and former Chair of the MDBA, Mr Craig Knowles, and in person 
NRAR board member Mr Bruce Brown and the NRAR Chief Regulatory Officer Mr Grant Barnes, who 
provided a briefing on compliance and enforcement activities. Authority members applauded the 
progress achieved by NRAR in the short time it has been established. The status of the Memorandum 



 

 

of Understanding between NRAR and the MDBA was discussed and the Authority welcomed the joint 
work program for 2019.  

The MDBA executive director of River Management provided an update on the water resource outlook 
for the River Murray System. Members noted the stress communities were experiencing because of 
ongoing drought conditions. The MDBA’s efforts to manage delivery of entitlement water through the 
system and the work underway to ensure sufficient water is available for critical human needs next 
year was also recognised. Authority members noted the updated River Murray Annual Operating Plan 
that reflects the Bureau of Meteorology’s climate advice that dry conditions are just as likely as wetter 
ones during summer. 

Authority Chair Neil Andrew welcomed to the meeting Deputy Secretary Mr Malcolm Thompson and 
First Assistant Secretary for Water Mr Paul Morris of the Department of Agriculture and Water 
Resources. Mr Thompson and Mr Morris presented members with an update on recent activities by 
the Department and progress in delivering the $20 million structural adjustment program for 
communities adversely effected by Basin Plan reform.  

The Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder Ms Jody Swirepik was also invited to provide an 
update on the delivery of environmental water in 2018. The dry conditions and competition for 
channel capacity have meant only about half the volume of water for the environment that would 
have been used by this time of year has been deployed. The Authority noted the issues with delivering 
water for the environment and urged the MDBA and the CEWH to work together with the states to 
develop options to resolve the issue. 

The Authority received a report from its independent Advisory Committee on Social Economic and 
Environmental Sciences (ACSEES). The Authority responded to recommendations from ACSEES and 
asked the MDBA to work with ACSEES to develop work plans on the priority areas of Basin Plan 
monitoring and evaluation framework and to investigate climate change. 

Members noted the MDBA’s approach to review the Basin-wide Environmental Watering Strategy, 
which was introduced as part of the Basin Plan in 2014 and requires review within five years. The 
Authority will consider the final review report in April 2019 to ensure it addresses issues such as 
climate change. 

The Authority was briefed on progress to increase Aboriginal participation in water planning and 
decision making in the Basin.  This follows the agreement of Basin ministers in December 2017 to make 
funds available for the MDBA to lead work on Aboriginal engagement in water management matters. 
Authority members also welcomed the Australian Government’s funding announcement for 
construction of the Wilcannia Weir in New South Wales. 

Authority members endorsed the MDBA’s end-of-year report card, which aims to meet the Basin 
community’s need for concise, timely and accurate information. The report card identifies progress 
towards delivery of major Basin Plan milestones—water recovery, Sustainable Diversion Limit 
Adjustment Mechanism projects, environmental water management, northern Basin initiatives, 
compliance and Water Resource Plans.  

The next meeting of the Authority is scheduled for 4-5 February 2019. 
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