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Key facts

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority 
(MDBA) operates the River Murray 
according to the rules of the Agreement 
and state water orders.

  The Agreement sets out 
how water is shared in 
the River Murray system 
between Basin states, as 
well as the management of 
infrastructure and natural 
resource management.

  The MDBA is responsible for 
calculating each state’s share 
of the available water, while 
the state governments 
allocate water within each 
water catchment, depending 
on how much water is 
available.

  The Agreement is amended 
from time to time by the 
Ministerial Council, ensuring it 
meets current needs. For 
example, updates were made 
to address problems identified 
during the Millennium 
drought.
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  In 2008, The Agreement was 
incorporated in the Water Act 
(2007).

  Dams, barrages and weirs 
regulate water flows and help 
deliver water to communities, 
irrigators and the environment 
in the southern Basin. The 
construction, operation and 
maintenance of assets in the 
River Murray system are 
carried out by Basin states.

The Murray–
Darling Basin 
Agreement
Water is a precious and limited resource that needs 
to be shared for the benefit of Basin communities, 
farmers and the environment. The Murray–Darling 
Basin Agreement (the Agreement) is a long-standing 
arrangement that aims to share water in the southern 
Basin and outlines the rules for the way the River 
Murray is managed and operated.

A water sharing agreement was first signed in 1914 when 
New South Wales, South Australia and Victoria came together 
to make sure water in the River Murray was managed as 
agreed and to leave South Australia with enough water. 

The Agreement sets out rules and plans for dividing the water 
in the River Murray and managing infrastructure to support 
a reliable supply of water for communities and environments 
along the River Murray across the 3 states. Before water is 
available for the states, system demands must be met. These 
include conveyance water (water that is needed to deliver 
water) and reserves for the following year.

Basin state governments and the Australian Government have 
all signed the Agreement, and each state contributes funding for 
managing the River Murray based on its level of water use.



State allocations

Conveyance reserve
Critical human water needs

Conveyance water

225 GL

342 GL

1,596 GL

2,163 GL

1,938 GL

750 GL conveyance to SA border 
696 GL SA dilution and loss 
150 GL storage loss

61 GL NSW, 77 GL VIC, 204 GL SA

  Water delivery
The MDBA delivers water through the river to entitlement holders who have 
placed water orders through the states. This can be for consumptive use or 
water for the environment.

There are several challenges in delivering water to where it needs to go 
and the MDBA and other water managers must plan for and manage these 
challenges. These include how long it takes water to travel, the amount of 
water that will be lost along the way, and physical constraints.

  Management 
practices

Activities such as salinity 
management, environmental 
monitoring and evaluation, pest 
fish management and programs 
such as The Living Murray, are 
delivered under the Agreement.

Water sharing

Each Basin state has agreed to share water from the major River Murray storages (the Hume and Dartmouth 
Dams and Lake Victoria), and in some instances, water from the Menindee Lakes. These sharing arrangements 
are outlined in the Agreement. 

  Water in 
reserve

Most dams are operated so that 
a certain amount of water is kept 
in reserve. In the River Murray 
system, water is set aside to assist 
with system needs for the following 
year. Some water is set aside 
up front, and some is set aside 
progressively throughout the year.

 
 Assets

Under the Agreement the MDBA 
is responsible for overseeing 
the construction, operation and 
maintenance of the physical 
assets – the dams, weirs and locks 
used to store water and regulate 
flows in the River Murray system.

  Critical human 
water needs

Water is reserved for critical 
human needs such as drinking, food 
preparation and hygiene. Critical 
human water needs are a practical 
measure to help safeguard communities 
in drought.

Elements of the Agreement 
For more than 100 years the states have been sharing and jointly managing 
water in the River Murray system. 

  System demands — conveyance water

Conveyance water is the water needed to keep the system running.  
It includes water lost to evaporation and through seepage. It can vary 
through the year and between years depending on river flows and 
climate. Without it, water could not be delivered. The graphic above 
shows the minimum amount of conveyance water needed to operate 
the River Murray. In wetter years this volume can be higher.

The Agreement also sets 
out joint management and 
cost-sharing arrangements 
between the Australian 
Government and Basin state 
governments. This includes 
River Murray operations 
and natural resource 
management programs.



The Murray–Darling Basin

Sharing the water — 
River Murray
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The MDBA is legally responsible for sharing water in the 
River Murray system according to the Agreement. It acts 
as an independent body to make sure each state gets 
the water it is entitled to from the major River Murray 
storages (Hume and Dartmouth Dams), as well as the 
Menindee Lakes.

Water is not simply divided into 3 equal shares. Inflows 
to the system vary over seasons and years which 
changes the water available to the states and likewise 
water available for allocations. What generally doesn’t 
change is the formula for calculating how much water 
each state receives (except in special circumstances).  

Victoria and New South Wales each receive:

• 50% of water flowing into the Hume Dam

• 50% of water flowing into the Dartmouth Dam

• 50% of water flowing in the Kiewa River 

•  50% of water in the Menindee Lakes when they 
contain more than 640 gigalitres (GL) of water, 
at which point Menindee is considered a shared 
resource and contributes to the River Murray. When 
the amount of water falls below 480 GL, the water is 
a NSW resource until the lakes reach 640 GL again.

South Australia receives a specific volume (currently 
1,850 GL) which it can rely on each year, except when 
there has been extremely low rainfall. 

Victoria and New South Wales each provide half of South 
Australia’s share from the water they have in the system.
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NSW tributary inows 
downstream of Albury are 

100% NSW water

Victoria tributary inows 
downstream of Albury are 

100% Victoria water

Ovens, Goulburn, Campaspe 
and Loddon Rivers

Murrumbidgee River and 
Billabong Creek

ALBURY

Inows upstream 
of Albury shared 
50:50 between 

New South Wales 
and Victoria

Snowy scheme 
releases, inows 
into Hume and 

Dartmouth 
Dams, Kiewa 

River 

Inows to Menindee Lakes shared 50:50 
between New South Wales and Victoria 

when lakes are operated by MDBA

South Australia 
entitlement 

supplied equally by 
New South Wales 

and Victoria

River Murray
state water sharing

In 2008, an important element of South 
Australia’s water security framework, the South 
Australian Storage Right, was incorporated into 
the Agreement. 

South Australia can defer and store part of its 
annual entitlement in River Murray storages, 
such as Dartmouth and Hume Dams and/or Lake 
Victoria to meet critical human water needs and/or 
private carryover.

South Australian storage right

Connect with us

Office locations – First Nations Country

Adelaide – Kaurna Country | Canberra – Ngunnawal Country   
Goondiwindi – Bigambul Country | Griffith – Wiradjuri Country   
Mildura – Latji Latji Country | Murray Bridge – Ngarrindjeri Country   
Toowoomba – Jarowair and Wakka Wakka Country   
Wodonga – Dhudhuroa Country

1800 230 067 engagement@mdba.gov.au mdba.gov.au


