
The Basin Plan is about putting the 
Murray–Darling Basin on a sustainable 
footing by ensuring healthy and 
sustainable rivers, wetlands and 
floodplains, while safeguarding the 
economic and social wellbeing of Basin 
communities and industries.

Managing the Basin is about safeguarding a key 
national resource. The approach needs to provide 
consistency and enable investment confidence, 
but it also needs to be adaptable. 

There is a formal process for making an 
amendment to the Basin Plan. This includes 
consulting with communities across the Basin, 
as well as getting advice and input from Basin 
state governments. In November 2016 we 
started the formal process by publicly proposing 

amendments to the Basin Plan and inviting 
submissions. 

The proposed changes to the Basin Plan fall into 
three categories:

• changes to the limits of water which can 
be diverted for industries, agriculture and 
communities in the north of the Basin 
(northern Basin changes) 

• changes to the limits of groundwater which 
can be used from three Basin aquifers 
(groundwater changes)

• minor practical improvements such as 
boundary changes to better align with state 
boundaries, and changes to water trading rules 
for greater clarity (minor practical changes).

The intent of this summary is to provide 
information on progress and next steps.  It is not 
intended to facilitate further public consultation.
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SNAPSHOT
• We recommend the water recovery target  

for the northern Basin be reduced from  
390 gigalitres (GL) to 320 GL. 
 
Research confirmed that the existing water 
recovery target of 390 GL would have harmful 
social and economic outcomes for some 
communities. Environmental research 
established that we will achieve only slightly 
lower environmental outcomes with the 
lowered water recovery target, recognising 
that the health of our rivers is not just about 
volumes of water

• At the time of announcing the proposed 
amendments, we also provided advice that 
the reduced water recovery could be achieved 
through targeting particular catchments. 
We were also clear that this reduction was 
subject to Basin governments committing 
to additional projects and actions to 
improve water management to benefit the 
environment (referred to as toolkit measures).

• The Australian Government Minister for 
Agriculture and Water resources responded to 
our recommendation and set up a taskforce 
to identify ways for Basin governments, in this 
case the Australian Government, New South 
Wales and Queensland, to commit to the 
recommended additional actions to improve 
water management and the environment. The 
Basin governments have indicated that they 
are willing to commit to additional actions. 
Once these are confirmed we will be confident 
that reducing the water recovery target in 
the northern Basin can be achieved while 
also achieving the desired environmental 
outcomes.

WHAT ARE THE PROPOSED CHANGES?

Northern Basin changes

The need to review the sustainable diversion 
limits in the northern Basin was identified in 
2012 when the Basin Plan was passed into law, 
in recognition that knowledge of some northern 
areas was not as well developed as others.

A four year review — the Northern Basin Review 
— involved substantial new research into the 
social, economic, hydrologic and environmental 
aspects of the northern Basin. It also included 
consultation with northern Basin communities, 
including industries and Aboriginal groups in the 
north.

Based on the research and feedback from 
communities, we proposed the water recovery 
target be reduced from 390 GL to 320 GL subject 
to commitments from Australian, Queensland 
and New South Wales governments to implement 
a range of measures aimed at improved water 
management in the north.

We also proposed changing where the water 
recovery occurs, which is spelt out in the Basin 
Plan. This means we looked at the amount to be 
sourced from local catchments (local reductions) 
and the recovery from across 
the northern catchments 
(shared reductions).

This reduction minimises 
the social and economic 
impacts in northern 
Basin communities and 
delivers almost the same 
environmental outcomes 
by taking a more targeted 
approach to water recovery. 
We also recommended 
that governments and 

• The public consultation period facilitated 
feedback from a wide range of stakeholders.  
All submissions were reviewed, and a 
summary is available on our website. The 
proposed amendment already incorporated 
our learnings as well as contributions from 
stakeholder groups as part of the Northern 
Basin Review. This has made us more 
confident that the amendments were along 
the lines of what stakeholder groups were 
asking for.

• We have proposed more groundwater changes 
and have made some changes to the minor 
practical amendments which mostly focus 
on improving the efficiency of Basin Plan 
implementation.

• We continue to recommend governments 
find ways to improve access to waterways for 
Aboriginal people and improve engagement 
in water planning and management.  We also 
continue to urge governments to consider 
priority assistance for key communities to 
help them adjust to water reforms.

• We wrote to the Basin Ministerial Council 
on 11 May 2017 with the proposed Basin 
Plan amendments. The Ministerial Council 
members have six weeks to consider these 
changes.
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Key amendments:

Water recovery target to be reduced 
from 390 GL to 320 GL

Shared reduction to be reduced from 
143 GL to 41 GL

Local reduction to be increased from 
247 GL to 279 GL
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communities find ways to improve access 
to waterways for Aboriginal people and that 
Aboriginal engagement in water planning and 
management is improved.

The proposed water recovery reduction should 
reduce further impacts in many northern Basin 
communities but some need help to adjust.  We 
encourage Basin governments to continue to 
identify ways to help communities adjust to the 
changes resulting from the Basin Plan.

Map of the northern Basin
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WHO WE TALKED TO
Communities, peak bodies and state government 
agencies have been actively involved in the proposed 
Basin Plan amendments — particularly in the 
Northern Basin Review. We held meetings and talks 
with community members as well as irrigators, 
floodplain graziers, Aboriginal people, conservation 
groups, local government, natural resource 
management groups and state governments. We 
also received advice from our formal committees 
and advisory groups, including the Basin Community 
Committee, and the Northern Basin Advisory 
Committee, which was set up in late 2012 to provide 
advice for the Northern Basin Review.

In response to the research information and insights, 
community members asked many detailed questions and 
provided their own views and knowledge. We responded 
to hundreds of questions ranging from general issues to 
detailed interrogations of the new science and hydrological 
modelling. We responded through written replies, and for 
some of the more complex issues we held specific meetings 
and workshops. We were also able to take on suggestions and 
new information from the participants. We learnt a great deal 
throughout this process, especially in terms of local knowledge 
and how to better engage. We will bring this experience to our 
future work.

In the later stages of the review we 
consulted extensively with northern 
Basin communities to understand their 
perspectives on water management and to 
share the findings of the work conducted for 
the Northern Basin Review. A three-phase 
engagement process was designed to build 
community understanding and involve a 
broad range of community members. Phase 
3 involved meetings and briefings on the 
proposed Basin Plan amendments and also 
engaged communities in the southern Basin.

Phases of engagement for the Basin Plan amendment process

Engagement Phase 1  
March–June 2016

Review scope, data collection and 
analysis

Phase 2  
July–September 2016

Share draft research, obtain 
feedback and explore different water 
recovery scenarios 

Phase 3  
November 2016–February 2017

Formal consultation on Basin Plan 
amendments

Purpose Overview of the Northern Basin Review Initial results of the Northern Basin 
Review

Proposed amendments (Northern 
Basin Review, groundwater and minor 
and practical improvements)

Total number of 
meetings 20 9 50

Total number of people 
who attended 150 200 1,134

Locations where 
meetings were held

Dubbo, Lightning Ridge, Narromine, 
Nyngan, Walgett, Bourke, Brewarrina, 
Gunnedah, Tamworth, Wee Waa, 
Narrabri, Goondiwindi, Toowoomba, 
Texas, Moree, Warren, Wilcannia and 
Louth 

Peak Bodies: Sydney and Toowoomba

Moree, Wee Waa, Warren, St George, 
Dirranbandi, Goondiwindi, Bourke, 
Brewarrina and Walgett

Warren, Walgett, Wee Waa, Brewarrina, 
Bourke, Cobar, Dubbo, Wilcannia, 
Gunnedah, Moree, Dirranbandi, 
Narrabri, St George, Goondiwindi, 
Toowoomba, Warwick, Goodooga, 
Shepparton, Moama, Echuca, Griffith, 
Leeton, Loxton, Sydney, Canberra
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Groundwater changes

There was also a need to review the limits of 
three groundwater areas when the Basin Plan 
was passed into law in 2012.

The proposed amendments to the limits for 
groundwater are in three areas:

• Eastern Porous Rock (New South Wales)

• Western Porous Rock (New South Wales)

• Goulburn–Murray (Victoria).

The proposed changes from the three reviews 
means that the limit for the extraction of the 
Basin’s groundwater will increase from 3,334 GL 
per year to 3,494 GL per year. This increase has 
been assessed as having minimal impact on the 
environment.

PUBLIC SUBMISSIONS PROCESS
The Water Act states that any change to the Basin 
Plan requires a public submissions process, 
for a minimum of eight weeks. The Basin Plan 
amendment submission process occurred over  
14 weeks, from November 2016 to February 2017.

The research and consultation we carried out 
was extensive and gave rise to the proposed 
amendments. We had already tested and re-
tested the findings with Basin communities, and 
their representative bodies, before we initiated 
the formal consultation process. This gave us 
confidence when announcing the proposed 
amendments in November 2016, that the 
information base was comprehensive and our 
decisions were sound.

We have analysed and responded to the substantial 
number of contributions and submissions, not only 
throughout the formal consultation period, but over 
the life of several reviews, including the Northern 
Basin Review and the groundwater reviews. As a 
result the issues raised in most of the submissions 
were not new to us. 

We have prepared a separate report summarising 
the themes raised throughout the consultation 
process as well as our response to the 
submissions. This is available on our website.

The proposed amendments attracted different 
arguments — sometimes diametrically opposed. 
Irrigators, farmers and towns relying on water for 
their economy want to see the amount of water 
recovered for the environment go down. 

Generally, floodplain graziers, environmentalists 
and Aboriginal people want more water to stay in 
the rivers — an increase in water recovered for the 
environment. Some people questioned the science 
behind the reviews, in particular our hydrological 
modelling. State governments want maximum 
flexibility as to where the water is recovered from. 

Minor practical changes

In consultation with Basin governments, we 
identified a range of minor improvements to 
enable practical and consistent implementation of 
the Basin Plan. Changes to the Water Act in 2016 
also required some minor amendments to the 
Basin Plan to ensure the legislation is consistent.

The proposed changes include:

• boundary changes to align better with state 
boundaries

• giving Basin states extra time to specify the 
allocation of their shared water recovery 
targets

•  changes to the Australian Capital Territory’s 
baseline diversion limit to reflect current water 
recovery

•  changes to compliance on sustainable 
diversion limits in certain circumstances

•  minor changes to water trading rules to 
provide more clarity

•  minor changes to the Basin Plan following 
changes to the Water Act.

A common theme throughout the submissions was 
that everyone wants healthy rivers and waterways.

Following detailed examination of the 
submissions, as well as several Authority 
meetings, more changes have been proposed, 
mostly for the minor practical amendments. 

The additional changes are mainly around giving 
the states more time to get back to us about 
how to allocate the volumes of water between 
catchments to meet the Basin Plan’s ‘shared 
reduction’ targets. There are also proposed 
changes for the water trading rules, the definition 
of groundwater boundaries and revised estimates 
of the baseline diversion limits for the Australian 
Capital Territory.

The proposed changes to the northern Basin 
water recovery limit remains unchanged from 
what was announced in November 2016 — down 
from 390 GLs to 320 GLs. 

The groundwater amendments also remain 
unchanged — to increase the amount of 
groundwater that can be extracted from three 
aquifers.

Key amendments:

Groundwater SDL to increase from 
3,334 GL/y to 3,494 GL/y

Eastern Porous Rock  
— an extra 14.9 GL/y

Western Porous Rock  
— an extra 19.4 GL/y

Goulburn–Murray 
— an extra 37.7 GL/y

Key amendments:

Boundary changes to make areas of 
catchments more consistent

Minor changes to assist Basin states 
with water recovery and trade

Minor changes to the Basin Plan 
following changes to the Water Act 2007

2,144 submissions

519 unique submissions (including 
modified campaigns)

Types of stakeholders who made 
submissions include:  
Individuals, Traditional Owners, 
local government, state government, 
environmental groups, irrigation 
groups, grazier groups, tourism 
operators, town residents, local 
business and industry, peak bodies
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Proposed 
amendments to 
the Basin Plan 
announced.

Consultation period open 
and members of the public 
invited to provide feedback on 
the proposed amendments.

Information sessions held 
around the Basin.

We consider issues 
raised during 
the consultation 
period and decide 
whether to make 
any changes.

We give the proposed amendments, 
and any revisions, to the Ministerial 
Council.

Within six weeks the Ministerial 
Council provides us with any 
comments they have on the 
proposed amendments.

We consider the issues raised by 
the Ministerial Council and decide 
whether to make any further 
changes.

We give the proposed amendments, and any revisions, to 
the Minister for Agriculture and Water Resources.

The Minister either adopts the amendments or provides 
further suggestions for changes to the MDBA.

An announcement is expected on whether:

• the amendment will be tabled in parliament OR

• further consultation and modification of proposed 
amendments will be undertaken.

Amendment processes


