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Introduction 
The Murray-Darling Basin is a complex, diverse and dynamic system of waterways. It is constantly 
changing in response to the influences of people, climate and the way water is used for production, 
communities and the environment. It is home to many of Australia’s unique plants and animals, and 
supports Australia’s largest agricultural sector.  More than two-million people live in the Murray-
Darling basin. Our economy and communities depend on a healthy Basin.  

Following many years of decline in the Basin’s environment, the Murray-Darling Basin Plan (the Plan) 
was introduced to help restore a healthy and productive Basin that will support generations to come. 
The Plan involves investment of almost $13 billion in government money and commitment from 
Commonwealth and State agencies to implement the policy and manage the Basin. 

Managing a system that is so diverse and has many competing needs is challenging. Science and local 
knowledge guide its management to strike the right balance. It is important to assess if management 
of the basin is working to ensure continuous improvement. 

The Murray-Darling Basin Authority (the Authority) and others responsible for the Plan will assess if 
management settings are working in 2020 and 2025 before a review of the Plan in 2026. For the 
Authority this assessment comes in the form of evaluating the effectiveness of the Plan for achieving 
its objectives and outcomes. 

Evaluation is a unique type of assessment that involves a systematic determination of a subject's 
merit, worth and significance, using pre-determined and agreed criteria. Evaluation is a key 
component of the policy framework in that it facilitates continuous improvement, supporting one of 
the overarching objectives of the Murray-Darling Basin water reforms to establish a sustainable and 
long-term adaptive management framework.  Evaluation is distinct from other adaptive management 
activities such as condition assessments and intervention monitoring, but does draw on evidence 
collected through these activities.  

The Authority’s evaluation of the Basin Plan is an opportunity to understand where improvements 
can be made in the implementation of the Plan and to identify progress towards achieving outcomes. 
The evaluation will draw on information and input from a variety of stakeholders across the Basin to 
build a true and transparent narrative around the value of the Basin Plan and the opportunities for 
achieving our Basin goals moving forward.  
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Purpose of the framework 
What is the purpose of an evaluation 
framework? 

Professional evaluation is defined as the systematic determination of the quality or value 
of something (M. Scriven, 1991) 

Program evaluation plays a critical role in tracking the 
progress of a program, ensuring accountability, guiding 
program improvement, aiding decision making and 
generating and disseminating knowledge. An evaluation 
framework represents an overarching plan for undertaking 
evaluation functions for the life of a program. It provides a 
step-by-step guide to undertaking evaluations and using 
their outcomes.  

The Basin Plan Evaluation 
Framework 
The purpose of the Basin Plan Evaluation Framework (the 
Framework) is to guide the Authority’s 2020 and 2025 Basin 
Plan evaluations. It sets out the key steps for defining, 
designing, doing and using the evaluation of the Basin Plan 
including the key evaluation questions (Basin Plan, s13.06). 
It also identifies the role that our partner agencies will play 
throughout the evaluation, sets principles for how we work 
together and identifies where State reporting may feed in 
to the Authority’s evaluation.  

Taking a continuous improvement approach, this 
evaluation framework (Figure 1) builds on the initial Basin 
Plan Evaluation Framework which was developed in 2014. 
Its design also incorporates lessons derived from the 2017 
interim evaluation, and the subsequent associated reviews.  

The Framework (Figure 1) is underpinned by evaluation 
theory and best practice principles, and defines the 
overarching purpose and audience of evaluation, as well as 
the broad program logic for the Basin Plan. The program 

THEMES: The themes represent 
specific topics that will be evaluated. 
It is expected that each theme will 
form a key piece of the evaluation, 
such as a chapter in the final 
evaluation report.   

EVALUATION PLAN: outlines 
evaluation questions, specific theme 
based questions and information to 
be gathered.  

EVALUATION STANDARDS: the 
threshold points that we apply when 
making a judgement. Regardless of 
whether we are working with 
qualitative or quantitative data, 
evaluation standards shape the way 
we interpret the trends and patterns 
in our data. 

CONFIDENCE RATING: an indication 
of the level of uncertainty relating to 
an evaluative judgement. This will be 
driven by factors such as quality and 
adequacy of the information used to 
select evaluation standard. 

DEFINITIONS 
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logic sets the scope from which the themes for evaluation are 
identified outlines key evaluation questions, and provides 
example thematic evaluation questions to guide thinking around 
the matters of inquiry and the information required to answer 
those questions.  

The framework sets in place a number of subcomponents to be 
set prior to the evaluation: 

• An Evaluation Plan, which aims to align key evaluation 
questions in the Evaluation Framework with specific 
theme based questions and data needs or sources. The 
purpose of an Evaluation Plan is to ensure transparency 
around what information will be included in the 
evaluation. The thematic Evaluation Plans also identify 
data needs and available sources of data. The Evaluation 
Plans should be also used to inform monitoring needs 
moving forward. Evaluation Plans will include detailed 
Program Logics and demonstrate a clear line of sight to 
Basin Plan requirements. 

• Evaluation standards-of-merit and confidence ratings help ensure a consistent approach to 
addressing and reporting on key evaluation questions across all evaluation themes. The 
standards will ensure complete transparency around what comprises the categories of 
evaluative judgement. 

The next steps in the Basin Plan Evaluation Framework are collation and analysis of information and 
data. This will provide the evidence base for a collaborative and participatory evaluation process.  
The Framework allows for options in this process to include peer review and expert or stakeholder 
panels. The Framework also requires a communication plan to ensure that the needs of different 
audiences are met. Finally, to ensure evaluation recommendations are meaningful and accepted by 
our delivery partners, the Framework sets principles that recommendations, and any actions from 
these recommendations (i.e. responses), be finalised in collaboration with jurisdictions.  

 

PARTICIPATORY 
EVALUATION: an approach 
that involves the 
stakeholders of a 
programme or policy in the 
evaluation process. 

DEFINITIONS 
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Figure 1: Outline of the evaluation framework for the Murray-Darling Basin Plan 
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The Murray-Darling Basin Authority’s 
evaluation obligations 
Chapter 13 (s13.05) of the Basin Plan states that the Authority must evaluate the effectiveness of the 
Basin Plan against the objectives and outcomes set out in Chapters 5, 8 and 9, and by reference to 
the matters listed in Schedule 12, for the purposes of: 

(a) annual reports on the effectiveness of the Basin Plan, as required by paragraph 214(2)(a) of the 
Water Act; and 

(b) advising on the impacts of the Basin Plan after the first 5 years, as required by section 49A of the 
Water Act; and 

(c) 10 yearly reviews of the Basin Plan, as required by subsection 50(1) of the Water Act; and 

(d) any other reviews of the long-term average sustainable diversion limits (for example, following a 
request under subsection 50(2) of the Water Act). 

This evaluation framework relates specifically to s13.05 (1) (b) of the Basin Plan: advising on impacts 
of the Basin Plan after the first 5 years. However, it is intended that information developed under 
s13.05 (1)(a) will inform longer term evaluation of the Basin Plan, and information gathered 
throughout the evaluation process described in this framework will inform any subsequent reviews 
of the Basin Plan.  

The Schedule 12 matters prescribed in the Basin Plan for five yearly reporting, that are the 
responsibility of the Authority, and hence those addressed by this framework are: 

• Item 1 - The transparency and effectiveness of the management of the Basin water resources 
(Basin Plan as a whole). 

• Item 2 - The protection and restoration of water dependent ecosystems and ecosystem 
functions in the Murray Darling Basin, including for the purposes of strengthening their 
resilience in a changing climate (Basin Plan as a whole). 

• Item 3 - The extent to which the Basin Plan has affected social, economic and environmental 
outcomes in the Murray Darling Basin (Basin Plan as a whole). 

• Item 6 - The extent to which local knowledge and solutions inform the implementation of the 
Basin Plan (Basin Plan as a whole). 

• Item 7 - The achievement of environmental outcomes at a Basin scale, by reference to the 
targets in Schedule 7 (Environmental Watering Plan). 

• Item 11 - The fitness for purpose of the Basin water resources (Water Quality and Salinity). 
• Item 12 - Progress towards the water quality targets in Chapter 9 (Water Quality and 

Salinity). 
• Item 15 - The facilitation, by efficient and effective water markets, of tradeable water rights 

reaching their most productive use (Water Trading Rules). 
• Item 17 – The certainty of access to basin water resources (Water Resource Planning). 
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• Item 18 – the efficiency and effectiveness of the operation of water resource plans, including 
in providing a robust framework under a changing climate (Water Resource Planning). 

A full list of the Schedule 12 reporting requirements, including MDBA’s annual requirements and 
requirements of the states is in Appendix 1. 

Basin Plan evaluation principles 
The evaluation framework incorporates the principles for monitoring and evaluation outlined in 
Chapter 13 of the Basin Plan (s13.03 and 13.04). These principles are based on the need for 
collaboration; the use of best available science; the purpose and approach of monitoring, evaluation 
and reporting; and consideration of risk. The principles in Chapter 13 have been agreed upon by 
Basin jurisdictions. The principles are summarised in Appendix 2.  

Further principles of how the MDBA intends to work with our partners to evaluate the Basin Plan are 
listed throughout the relevant parts of this document and also in Appendix 2. Whilst these principles 
aren’t explicitly listed in the Plan, they are built on the premise of collaboration, co-operation and 
transparency as per the principles in the Plan. 
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Audience for the Basin Plan 
Evaluation  
The Basin Plan (s13.05) states that the MDBA must evaluate the effectiveness of the Basin Plan 
against its objectives and outcomes and by reference to the matters for reporting and evaluation 
listed in Schedule 12 of the Plan. As such, one purpose of the evaluation is to meet legislative 
requirements. Ultimately, evaluation of the Basin Plan will identify how implementation is 
progressing and guide adaptive management to improve outcomes – implementing and adapting. In 
this regard, findings from evaluation will inform ongoing improvement of how the Basin Plan is 
implemented as well as the 2026 review of the Basin Plan. Further to this, evaluation will 
demonstrate progress towards outcomes, and increase understanding of water reform – 
Communicating the effectiveness and impacts of the Basin Plan. The multiple purposes of the 
evaluation and their associated audiences are listed in Table 1. Outputs of the evaluation will be 
designed as part of a communications strategy to reflect the purpose and audience.  

 

Table 1: Purpose and associated audience of Basin Plan evaluation 

Purpose Audience 

Legislative 
requirements  

To meet the legal 
requirements set out in the 
Basin Plan and the Water Act 

• MDBA; Commonwealth government 
departments and agencies with water 
and agriculture responsibilities 

• Federal Water Minister  
• State government departments 

implementing Basin Plan 

Implementing and 
adapting  

Identify opportunities for 
improvements to facilitate 
implementation of the Basin 
Plan and to improve capacity 
to achieve outcomes.  

• MDBA; Commonwealth government 
departments and agencies with water 
and agriculture responsibilities 

• Federal Water Minister  
• State government departments 

implementing Basin Plan 
• Science research communities 
• Local government 

Communicating the 
effectiveness and 
impacts of the Basin 
Plan 

Demonstrate progress 
towards achieving outcomes 
of the Basin Plan. 

• All Basin Plan stakeholders including 
communities and their representatives 
(including irrigators, water users, 
environmental groups, industry 
groups, MLDRIN, and NBAN) Demonstrate the value of the 

Basin Plan to stakeholders 
including benefits and 
impacts. 
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Basin Plan program logic and 
evaluation scope 
Basin Plan Program Logic 
The Basin Plan ‘Program Logic’ is a central element of the 
evaluation framework.  The Basin Plan is complex and 
includes a hierarchy of objectives, outcomes and targets. 
As such, the program logic for the Basin Plan is extremely 
detailed. A simplified overarching program logic is 
presented in Figure 2, and an overview of the Plan’s logic 
is given below. More detailed program logics will be 
developed for individual themes of the Evaluation. 

Objectives of the Basin Plan 
The overarching objectives of the Plan (Chapter 5) are to: 

• Give effect to relevant international agreements 
through the integrated management of Basin 
water resources 

• Establish a sustainable and long-term adaptive 
management framework for the Basin water 
resources, that takes into account the broader 
management of natural resources in the Murray-
Darling Basin 

• Optimise social, economic and environmental 
outcomes arising from the use of Basin water 
resources in the national interest 

• To improve water security for all uses of Basin water resources 

In addition to these overarching objectives the Plan also sets specific objectives for environmental 
outcomes, water quality and salinity, sustainable diversion limits, and trading in the water market. 
These more specific outcomes are detailed in Appendix 3 

Implementation of the Basin Plan 
To achieve its objectives and outcomes, the Plan specifies implementation of: 

• The Environmental Management Framework (Chapter 8) 
• The Water Quality and Salinity Management Plan (Chapter 9) 
• Water Resource Plans (which include Sustainable Diversion Limit and Compliance) (Chapter 

10) 
• Water trading rules(Chapter 12) 

PROGRAM LOGIC: a graphical 
depiction of the logical 
relationships between the 
resources, activities, outputs 
and outcomes of a program.  
The underlying purpose of 
constructing a Program Logic 
model is to assess the causal 
relationships, or theory of 
change between the elements 
of the program; the resources 
for a program, and how 
activities can be implemented.  
If the activities are 
implemented successfully then 
certain outputs and outcomes 
can be expected. 

DEFINITIONS 



Basin Plan Evaluation 
 

 
 

 
Murray–Darling Basin Authority  Framework for evaluating the Murray-Darling Basin Plan            9 
 

• Reviews and adjustments (Chapter 7) 

Each of these have specific activities and requirements that will be included in their associated 
Evaluation Plans. 

Activities supporting implementation of the Basin Plan 
The implementation of the Basin Plan is supported by an array of activities, some of which are 
prescribed by the Plan, and some of which are an inherent link between the implementation 
elements and the desired outcomes of the Basin Plan. These activities include: 

• Governance (roles, responsibilities, collaborative processes, accountability mechanisms, 
decision-making)*. 

• Monitoring, Evaluation, Reporting and Improvement (Chapter 13)*. 
• Aboriginal partnerships (involvement of Traditional Owners in research, planning and 

management relating to water reform in the Basin). 
• Communication and Engagement (informing and including relevant stakeholders). 
• River operations (operational procedures and rules for running the river). 
• Risk management (Chapter 4). 

 

Whilst some activities are considered as a stand-alone themes for evaluation purposes, it is 
recognised that others are more usefully considered within the evaluation of implementation and 
outcome themes. For the purposes of evaluation, activities that will be evaluated individually have 
been labelled enabler themes, and those embedded throughout foundation functions (Figure 2). In 
the list above those with an asterix are the enabler themes.  

Outcomes of the Basin Plan 
For each of the objectives set in Chapter 5 there are a list of aligned outcomes for the Basin Plan as a 
whole as well as for environmental outcomes; water quality and salinity; Sustainable Diversion 
Limits; and water market trading (see Appendix 2 for full list). At the highest level the desired 
outcome for the Basin Plan as a whole (Chapter 5, see Appendix 3) is a healthy and working Murray-
Darling Basin, which includes: 

• Healthy and resilient rivers, wetlands and floodplains; 
• Productive and resilient industries, and confident communities; 
• Communities with sufficient and reliable water supplies that are fit for a range of intended 

purposes including domestic, recreational and cultural use. 

The specific outcomes for individual components of the Plan are summarised as: 

• The restoration and protection of water-dependant ecosystems of the Murray-Darling Basin 
and ecosystem functions in the Murray-Darling Basin with strengthened resilience to a 
changing climate; 

• The Basin’s water resources remain fit for purpose; 
• Well informed water recovery measures, including water purchasing and infrastructure, 

enable a transition to long-term average sustainable diversion limits; 
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• Greater certainty of access to Basin water resources; 
• Water access entitlement holders and communities of the Murray-Darling Basin are better 

adapted to reduced quantities of water available; 
• A more efficient and effective water market that facilitates water reaching its most 

productive use; enhances the productivity and growth of water dependant industries; 
supports water dependant industries to better deal with climate change. 

These outcomes are broad and long-term and as such, the Plan as well as some of its outputs further 
flesh out outcomes as detailed below.  

Targets 
The Basin Plan sets targets for achieving water quality (Chapter 9) and environmental (Schedule 7) 
outcomes. These targets will form the basis for measuring success in regard to environmental and 
water quality outcomes.  

For the environment, short term targets (prior to June 2019) are based around no loss or degradation 
of: 

• The hydrological regime including lateral and longitudinal connectivity, and 
• The condition of the Basin including priority assets (with emphasis on the Coorong and Lower 

Lakes and Murray Mouth opening regime) and ecosystem functions; condition, diversity and 
extent and contiguousness of water-dependant vegetation; recruitment and populations of 
water dependant species including vegetation, birds, fish and macroinvertebrates. 

From July 2019 the targets shift to improvement in the indicators listed above, as well as the 
improved community structure of water-dependant ecosystems. The Basin-wide Watering Strategy 
(BWS) (which can be accessed at www.mdba.gov.au) expands on Schedule 7 targets. Given the 
complexity of evaluating the Basin Plan, it is expected that the Quantifiable Expected Outcomes 
(QEOs) listed in the BWS will be referred to as is appropriate and used as specific indicators towards 
Schedule 7 targets. However, it is not within the scope of the Basin Plan evaluation to address all of 
the QEOs explicitly.    

Evaluation scope 
The Plan requires that the Authority evaluates the effectiveness of the Basin Plan against the 
objectives and outcomes of the plan and by reference to the matters listed in Schedule 12, as well as 
the Key Evaluation Questions listed in Chapter 13. Figure 2 broadly demonstrates the scope of the 
evaluation and the links to Schedule 12 matters for reporting and evaluation. While Figure 2 shows 
the linkages to all Schedule 12 matters (as described in Appendix 1), which includes state reporting 
requirements, it is important to note that it is not intended to prescribe the reporting needs of 
States, but simply show the areas where their information may be used in the Authority’s evaluation 
process. 

The evaluation themes will span across four main categories: implementation; enabling activities; 
foundation functions; and outcomes. These themes will be drawn together in an integration chapter 
which will address long-term impacts of the Basin Plan. Further details of these categories are 

http://www.mdba.gov.au/
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described below. The specific themes that will be addressed under each category are shown in Figure 
2.    

1) Evaluation of the implementation, enabler themes, and foundation functions of the Basin 
Plan will be done via ‘process evaluation’. Process evaluation is an assessment of everything 
that happens or applies before true outcomes emerge (Scriven 2013). In the case of the Basin 
Plan evaluation, this component of the evaluation will explore if implementation is 
appropriate and effective, and how enabling themes are contributing to implementation. 
This component of the evaluation will provide information required to improve 
implementation of the Basin Plan.   

2) Evaluation of outcomes will be used to understand the effectiveness of components (both 
implementation and enabling activities) of the Basin plan for achieving the plans objectives. 
Outcome evaluation identifies the results (Comfort and Hoggarth 2010), and as such provides 
opportunity to present progress to date as well as identify opportunities for improvement. 
The outcomes listed in Chapter 5 of the Plan are long-term and not easily measured. The 
outcomes addressed as part of the evaluation will be aligned with the Chapter 5 outcomes 
and relevant for the timing of the evaluation.  

It is recognised that outcomes of the Basin Plan occur at many spatial scales. Schedule 12 
requires the Authority to report on environmental outcomes at the basin scale. Details of 
how the Authority intends to define basin scale for the purposes of evaluation are outlined in 
Box 1. It is recognised that our partner agencies will be reporting on outcomes at more local 
scales. The MDBA will work with partner agencies to draw on local case studies for inclusion 
in the evaluation to ensure relevance to varying stakeholders and provide multiple lines of 
evidence for analysis and evaluation.   

3) The final component of the evaluation will be an integration across the implementation, 
enabler and outcomes themes to address long-term impacts of the Basin Plan in relation to 
the overarching long-term objectives and outcomes. This will be done in the form of an 
impact evaluation. Impact evaluations address the impacts produced by an intervention 
including those that are: positive and negative, intended and unintended, direct and indirect 
(Peersman, 2015). This component of the evaluation will focus on the Basin Plan as a whole 
and provide a holistic narrative on the value of the Basin Plan.  
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Water connects across the landscape—it runs off catchments; along rivers; into billabongs, lakes and 
wetlands; across floodplains and ultimately to the ocean. Because of this connectivity, actions 
involving water taken in one place affect other parts of the Basin. Similarly, ecosystem functions and 
food webs are connected across administrative boundaries (such as state borders) and should be 
managed holistically. 

Alongside the need for basin wide water management is the need for a basin scale perspective when 
determining environmental outcomes. This is reflected in the evaluation requirements set out in 
Chapter 13 and Schedule 12 of the Basin Plan. Yet, the term ’basin scale’ is not defined in the Plan and 
as such we are defining it, for evaluation purposes, here. 

Given the underpinning lever of the Basin Plan to achieve ecological outcomes is flow restoration (e.g. 
Arthington, 2012; Koehn, et al.), it makes sense to consider basin scale in the context of connectivity 
and its role as an ecosystem driver. As such, the Authority’s evaluation of environmental outcomes at 
the basin scale will be split into four sub-evaluations: 

- Longitudinal connectivity in the northern basin and subsequent ecological responses. 

- Longitudinal connectivity in the southern basin and subsequent ecological response. 

- Lateral connectivity at selected* wetlands and subsequent ecosystem responses. 

- End of system connectivity and subsequent water quality and ecosystem responses. 

Assessing environmental outcomes from these four different views not only allows the role of 
connectivity to be determined but also allows consideration of different management capacity (i.e. 
the ability to deliver water), differing climate and ecological systems, different environmental threats 
(see Appendix 5)  and different values held by stakeholders. 

As appropriate these sub-evaluations will incorporate indicators that reflect Basin scale significance in 
regard to International and National agreements including RAMSAR, IUCN and the Environmental 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act. Information on these indicators will form an important 
part of the integration section of the evaluation which will address the impact of the Basin Plan. 

*The Basin has over 30,000 wetlands, for evaluation purposes wetlands will be selected based on 
national or international significance and to include a broad spatial range.  

BOX 1: WHAT ARE BASIN SCALE ENVIRONMENTAL OUTCOMES? 
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Represents the Basin Plan Schedule 12 matters. The mapping of these matters onto the program logic, shows at a high level, how the Authority’s 
evaluations will have regard to Schedule 12 reports. This mapping does not dictate the content of Schedule 12 reporting.   

 

Figure 2: Overview Program Logic of the Basin Plan (the Rocket diagram). The Rocket captures the scope of the 2020 Evaluation, which is focussed on themes under the 
three main categories of: ‘Implementation’, ‘Outcome’ and ‘Enabler’. Note that the ‘Foundation functions’ are not evaluated per se, rather they are embedded within the 
other themes. The Rocket also provides an indicative guide of where Schedule 12 Matters may be used in the 2020 Evaluation of the Basin Plan. The Integration Evaluation 
represents the high-level overview of the evaluation results for the three main categories.

1 
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Evaluation questions 
Basin Plan Key Evaluation Questions 
Chapter 13 of the Basin Plan sets out seven key evaluation questions (KEQ’s) which will form a critical 
part of evaluating the Basin Plan:  

(a) To what extent has the intended purpose of the Basin Plan set out in section 20 of the Act 
been achieved? 

(b) To what extent have the objectives targets and outcomes set out in the Basin Plan been 
achieved? 

(c) How has the Basin Plan contributed to the changes to the environmental, social and 
economic condition in the Murray-Darling Basin? 

(d) What, if any unanticipated outcomes have resulted from the implementation of the Basin 
Plan? 

(e) How could the effectiveness of the Basin Plan be improved? 
(f) To what extent were the actions required by the Basin Plan suited to meeting the objectives 

of the Basin Plan? 
(g) To what extent has the program for monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of the Basin 

Plan contributed to adaptive management and improving the availability of the scientific 
knowledge of the Murray-Darling Basin? 

Questions (a), (b) and (d) are outcome questions, (c) is an impact questions while (e), (f) and (g) are 
evaluation questions to support adaptive management. 

Evaluation domains 
In program evaluation questions are generally linked to evaluation domains which represent 
investigation topics (Markiewicz and Patrick 2016) that allow value judgements to be inferred (using 
the predefined evaluation standards of merit). Three common evaluation domains that are relevant 
to Basin Plan evaluation are appropriateness, effectiveness and impact. These are further defined 
as: 

• appropriateness - the degree to which a program’s design and implementation are adequate 
to respond to existing needs of a range of stakeholders (Chianca, 2008) 

• effectiveness - a measure of the extent to which an activity attains its objectives (OECD DAC 
2010) 

• impact – positive and negative changes produced by a program, directly or indirectly 
(Markiewicz and Patrick 2016) (i.e. the implications for meeting the objectives or not). 

Basin Plan KEQ’s are aligned with these evaluation domains in Table 2. Given that some of the KEQs 
can be classified under more than one domain, they have been linked to four summary evaluation 
questions (SEQs), intended to streamline the KEQs into three domains within scope (Table 2). The 
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SEQ’s will enhance the capacity for consistent evaluative judgement using pre-determined standards 
of merit. They do not override the KEQ’s but allow answers from KEQ’s to be simply summarised and 
communicated. The four SEQ’s are: 

SEQ 1. To what extent are the implementation themes, enabling themes and foundational 
functions of the Basin Plan suited to achieving objectives? 

SEQ 2. To what extent has the Basin Plan been implemented as intended? 

SEQ 3. To what extent has the Basin Plan been effective for achieving outcomes? 

SEQ 4. To what extent has the Basin Plan had an impact on Basin communities, environment and 
economy? 
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Table 2: ‘Roadmap’ for 2020 Evaluation of the Basin Plan  

[Note: this matrix takes into account the legislative drivers within the Basin Plan of: i) Key Evaluation Questions (Ch. 13), ii) Matters to 
be Evaluated (Schedule 12), and iii) Management Objectives and Outcomes (Ch. 5). These are framed in the context of Basin Plan 
delivery as the ‘Program’ to be evaluated, and using an evaluation approach as guided by current (and relevant) OECD accepted 
‘Evaluation Criteria’. Further notes are provided below the matrix to indicate major legislative reviews that will input into the ongoing 
evaluation processes towards the 2025 Evaluation]. 

Implementation & 
Enabler Themes 

Outcome Themes 

     Evaluation of                                                   
Basin Plan     

Evaluation 
Criteria (domain) 

Implementation of          
Basin Plan 

(Process) 
 

Objectives       
of Basin Plan 

 
(Objectives as per 
Chapter 5, Figure X) 

Outcomes       of 
Basin Plan 

 
(Outcomes as per 
Chapter 5, Figure X) 

Appropriateness 
(re Basin Plan: match 
between values, 
expectations & objectives; 
fit for purpose) 
[=SEQ1] 

•  

• KEQ (f) to what extent were the 
actions required by the Basin 
Plan suited to meeting the 
objectives of the Basin Plan? 

•  

• Note: objectives will be considered in 
legislated 2026 Review of Basin Plan 

Effectiveness  
(extent of Basin Plan 
objective attainment) 
[=SEQ2 &SEQ3] 
 
 
 
 
 
[relevant Schedule 12 
Matters, see Figure Z] 

•  

• KEQ (e) how could the 
effectiveness of the Basin Plan 
be improved (re process)? 

•  

• KEQ (g) to what extent has the 
program for monitoring and 
evaluating the effectiveness of 
the Basin Plan contributed to 
adaptive management and 
improving the available scientific 
knowledge of MDB? 

*[1, 5, 6, 9, 10, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, 
19, 20, 21] 

•  

• KEQ (a) to what extent has the intended 
purpose of the Basin Plan set out in section 
20 of the Water Act been achieved (re 
objectives and/or outcomes)? #[5.02] 

•  

• KEQ (b) to what extent have the objectives, 
outcomes and targets set out in the Basin 
Plan been achieved? #[5.02, 5.03, 5.04, 
5.05, 5.06, 5.07] 
•  

• KEQ (e) how could the effectiveness of the 
Basin Plan be improved (re outcomes)? 

*[2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 11, 12, 17] 

Impact 
(re Basin Plan: implications 
of results produced by 
Program; what works and 
why) 
[=SEQ4] 

•  

• KEQ (d) what, if any, 
unanticipated outcomes (re 
process) have resulted from the 
implementation of Basin Plan? 

•  

•  

•  

• KEQ (c) how has the Basin Plan (re 
objectives and/or outcomes) contributed 
to changes to the environmental, social 
and economic conditions in the MDB? 

•  
• KEQ (d) what, if any, unanticipated 

outcomes (re objectives and/or outcomes) 
have resulted from the implementation of 
Basin Plan? 

*[Schedule 12 Reporter] = Authority solely; Authority with others; Department only; Basin States only.  # Chapter 5 
reference                              

• Note: Review of Basin-wide Environmental Watering Strategy [Ch. 8.17], due in 2019, will inform the 2020 Evaluation of 
the Basin Plan. 

• Note: Review of the Environmental Watering Plan & Sch. 7 targets [Ch. 13.09] and Review of Water Quality and Salinity 
Management Plan targets [Ch. 13.08], both due in 2020, will inform the 2025 Evaluation. 
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Evaluation Plans   
 

 

Evaluation plans are a crucial component of this Evaluation Framework. Evaluation Plans need to be 
developed for each theme and involve aligning KEQ’s with more specific theme-based evaluation 
questions and research or analysis questions. Each Evaluation Plan should have a program logic that 
underpins the theme specific questions. They should also include any relevant targets and the data 
or information that will be used to answer the question.  

In addition to providing a clear and transparent line of sight as to the specific questions that will be 
addressed and how they inform the KEQ’s, Evaluation Plans provide the opportunity to identify data 
or information gaps. In 2020, data or information gaps may result in the inability to answer certain 
questions. However, by including questions for both 2020 and 2025, the Evaluation Plans provide the 
basis for the development of improved monitoring strategies for the 2020-2025 period and may 
inform research and knowledge needs.  

An example Evaluation Plan is presented in Appendix 4.  

 

Evaluation Plans are to be published prior to the 2020 evaluation and should include questions 
for both the 2020 and 2025 evaluations. 

REQUIREMENT 

- MDBA will consult with partner jurisdictions to develop Evaluation Plans. 
- MDBA will seek input from community representatives to ensure evaluations address 

questions that are of interest to the community. 

WORKING WITH OUR PARTNERS 
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Evaluation standards of merit and 
confidence ratings 

 

In program evaluation, standards-of-merit provide a qualitative definition of what performance 
should constitute “satisfactory”, “good” etc. (Davidson 2004). Prior to conducting the evaluation a 
scale of standards of merit needs to be set to ensure each evaluation question can be addressed in a 
consistent manner across the varying themes of the evaluation. This consistency will also assist in 
scaling up the evaluative judgement from individual themes into broader categories such as 
implementation, environment, social or economic. 

To support the use of evaluation standards of merit, a confidence rating matrix also needs to be 
developed. This matrix must take into consideration the quality of the evidence used to address a key 
evaluation question. Understanding the confidence in evidence that has resulted in the appointment 
of an evaluation standard of merit for a specific question will support the development of sound 
recommendations.  

Evidence collection, collation and 
analysis 
Multiple lines of evidence will be used in the evaluation of the Basin Plan. Evidence sources and types 
will vary depending on a specific theme. While some of this evidence will be sourced internally, 
MDBA will work closely with partner agencies to obtain further evidence (i.e. data or information). 
For implementation and enabling themes this may include engaging directly with representatives 
from partner agencies and other experts to gather qualitative evidence around the appropriateness 
and effectiveness of implementation of the different components Basin Plan.  

For outcome themes, in many cases there will be two streams of questioning, one relating to 
condition or trend, and the other relating to the contribution of the Basin Plan to the condition or 
trend. These two lines of questioning may require different types of evidence. Where possible, 
MDBA will be seeking to analyse robust datasets or model outputs (e.g. the Stand Condition 
Assessment Tool) to understand condition or trend of a specific indicator. Depending on the theme, 

Standards of merit and confidence rating matrices are to be documented and published prior to 
the 2020 evaluation. 

REQUIREMENT 
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the MDBA may request partner agencies to contribute any relevant data that they have collected as 
part of their monitoring programs to increase capacity for robust analysis of condition or trend. 
Where datasets are not suitable for combining to analyse condition or trend at a spatial scale 
relevant to the question being asked, the MDBA may request information from condition 
assessments to allow for aggregation of outcomes. Any provision of data or outcomes would align 
with 13.03 Principle 2 - The Authority is responsible for leading all evaluations of the effectiveness of 
the Basin Plan, with Basin States, the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder and the 
Department enabling evaluations by collecting, analysing and reporting information (including data) 
in a fit for purpose manner.  The MDBA will work with partner agencies who provide data to ensure 
its characteristics are understood and documented.  

The approach to understanding the contribution of the Basin Plan to condition or trend, will in many 
cases, be informed by intervention monitoring, research, or model outputs based on well known 
cause-effect relationships. Where possible counterfactual modelling (i.e. what would have happened 
without the Basin Plan) will be used, however it is recognised that there are limitations on the 
availability of this type of information. In the absence of a counterfactual, an approach that uses 
multiple lines and levels of evidence will be used to build a narrative on the contribution of the Basin 
Plan. As such this component may be heavily informed by information and conclusions in things such 
as intervention reports, research outputs and case studies rather than data. The MDBA will work 
with partner agencies to identify relevant pieces of evidence, which may include evidence that is 
unpublished.  

In building a narrative around the value of the Basin Plan, particularly in the integration chapter of 
the evaluation, it is of value to the MDBA to be able to refer to state asset reporting. It is not the 
intention of MDBA to include a summary of state reporting as part of the evaluation itself, but rather 
produce a supplementary product that can be referred to as a line of evidence in the Basin Plan 
evaluation. This summary will collate the State assessments against the achievement of objectives at 
the asset scale.  It will assist in providing evidence around trends in progress towards specific types of 
objectives or how progress in achieving objectives differs between spatial scales. 

 

 

 

- The Authority will work with partner agencies to: identify data and information, address 
timing of availability, and access arrangements. 

- Where partner agencies provide datasets the Authority will consult with them to ensure 
its characteristics, including limitations are known.  

- Effort will be made not to reinterrogate datasets where analysis that meets the 
Authority’s needs have already been conducted by partner agencies.  

WORKING WITH OUR PARTNERS 
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Collaborative and participatory 
evaluation process 
To increase evaluation transparency and enhance the MDBA’s capacity to learn and adapt, a 
collaborative and participatory approach will be used to address key evaluation questions for each 
implementation element or outcome theme. This may be done either through: 

• MDBA, in collaboration with our partners, addressing the key evaluation questions 
followed by a robust process of external peer review, or 

• MDBA presenting evidence packs to a panel of experts or stakeholders who will make 
independent evaluative judgements in relation to key evaluation questions, or 

• A combination of the above. 

Importantly, the MDBA will consult with our partners on the evaluation recommendations as part of 
the evaluation process. 

 

Reporting and adaptive management 
planning 
 

 

Communication plans will be produced prior to each evaluation. 

REQUIREMENT 

- Partner jurisdictions and community groups will be engaged in the process of 
identifying external expertise or community members to be involved in the 
participatory process.  

- Collaboration with partners will occur to address theme based evaluation questions. 
- Partners will be engaged in workshops to agree on conclusions and recommendations.  
-  

WORKING WITH OUR PARTNERS 
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The Authority will produce a communication plan prior to each evaluation that sets out what the 
reporting outputs will be. This will be based on the target audiences of the evaluation (Table 1) and 
their communication needs.  

Where the evaluation identifies the need for improvement and adaptive management, the Authority 
will work with partner jurisdictions, external experts and key stakeholders in collaborative planning. 
This will include, but is not limited to, a workshop to agree on key actions arising from the evaluation 
recommendations, and identifying roles and responsibilities with regard to adaptive management.  

Evaluation outcomes will inform the 2026 Review of the Basin Plan. 

  

- MDBA will work with partners to agree on the actions arising from the evaluation. 
 

WORKING WITH OUR PARTNERS 



Basin Plan Evaluation 
 

 
 

 
Murray–Darling Basin Authority  Framework for evaluating the Murray-Darling Basin Plan            23 
 

Appendices 
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Appendix 1: Schedule 12 – Matters for evaluation and reporting requirements                                                                                                               
([No.] = Matter number; ovals indicate Basin Plan Chapter numbers – white = 5 y reporting requirements, black = annual) 
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Appendix 2 – Principles to be applied in monitoring and evaluating 
the effectiveness of the Basin Plan 
Principles for Monitoring and Evaluation as listed in the Basin Plan s13.03 and s13.04: 

Principle 1 

(1) The Authority is responsible for leading monitoring at the Basin scale, having regard to the 
desirability of: 

(a) collecting information in an efficient way; and 

(b) providing open access to information collected or used in, or generated by, monitoring; and 

(c) harnessing existing monitoring capabilities where possible, rather than creating new monitoring 
capabilities; and 

(d) building upon existing information and data supply arrangements where possible, rather than 
establishing new arrangements; and 

(e) using an adaptive approach to test and improve monitoring capabilities; and 

(f) eliminating duplication and fragmentation of monitoring processes where possible; and 

(g) there being no net reduction in existing monitoring efforts. 

Principle 2 

(2) The Authority is responsible for leading all evaluations of the effectiveness of the Basin Plan, with 
Basin States, the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder and the Department enabling 
evaluations by collecting, analysing and reporting information (including data) in a fit for purpose 
manner. 

Principle 3 

(2) Commonwealth agencies and Basin States should report against matters in a manner which 
reflects the degree to which they are responsible for those matters. 

Note: For example, the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder is responsible for reporting on 
matters only to the extent that the matters relate to its responsibilities. 

Principle 4 

(3) Monitoring and evaluation should be undertaken within the conceptual framework of program 
logic. 

Note:   Program logic is a mechanism that helps to determine when and what to evaluate so that 
resources can be used effectively and efficiently: see the Australian Government’s NRM MERI 
Framework. 
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Principle 5 

(4) Monitoring and evaluation findings, including in respect of progress towards meeting targets and 
trends in the condition and availability of the Basin water resources, should enable decision-makers 
to use adaptive management. 

Principle 6 

(5) Monitoring and evaluation should harness the monitoring capabilities of existing Basin State and 
Commonwealth programs (including jointly funded programs), provided that the programs are 
consistent with the principles in this Part, with a view to aligning and improving these programs over 
time.  

Note: For example, water information provided by Basin States to the Bureau of Meteorology under 
Part 7 of the Act may be used, where possible, for monitoring and evaluation under this Chapter to 
avoid duplication in the sourcing of that information. 

Principle 7 

(6) The best available knowledge (including scientific, local and cultural knowledge), evidence and 
analysis should be used where practicable to ensure credibility, transparency and usefulness of 
monitoring and evaluation findings. 

Principle 8 

(7) Basin States and the Commonwealth should collaborate on the technical and operational 
elements of monitoring and evaluation in order to build engagement and ownership. 

Principle 9 

(8) A risk-based approach should be used for investment in monitoring and evaluation. 

Principle 10 

(9) Monitoring and reporting should be timely, efficient, cost-effective and consistent, and should 
supply the information needed for evaluation. 

Principle 11 

(10) To the extent possible, there should be open access to information collected or used in, or 
generated by, monitoring and evaluation. 
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Appendix 3: Chapter 5 - Management objectives and outcomes to be achieved by the Basin Plan (+ other BP references) 
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Appendix 4: Example Evaluation Plan 
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Appendix 5: Conceptual model of influences on the Basin's 
social, economic and environmental condition 
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