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A message from MDBA Chief Executive
Phillip Glyde
Welcome to the April edition of River Reach. I hope everyone managed to get some rest and relaxation
with friends and family over the Easter and school holiday periods.
A Federal election has been called for Saturday, 18 May 2019. This means the Australian Government
and the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) has now entered a caretaker period. During the
caretaker period, the business of government continues along with ordinary matters of administration,
with some exceptions. During this period, no significant new decisions or initiatives, appointments or
contractual undertakings will be made by the MDBA.
Throughout caretaker, we’ll continue to issue our fortnightly drought update and provide current
information on the status of the drought in the Murray–Darling Basin. Our most widely-read report—the
weekly River Murray report—will be distributed to subscribers and made available on our website.
Information on our ongoing engagement activities and schedule of stakeholder meetings and forums
planned during caretaker is also available on our government caretaker page.
In this edition, Phil Duncan, one of our Basin Community Committee members, shares his perspectives
of water systems and the need for working together. Phil is a dynamic leader from the Gomeroi Nation
and he provides me and the MDBA team advice and preferences related to his culture, as well as his
experience and perspectives of water management. He and the other Basin Community Committee
members provide the MDBA, other Basin governments including the Murray–Darling Ministerial Council
information, advice and preferences.

The Basin Community Committee recently had a regional meeting in Moree. The Committee prepare a
communique which shares information on their focus areas and the advice they have provided.
In the first fortnight of April we saw some decent rainfall in the north of the Basin, and for communities
who have been experiencing sustained and severe drought, this is welcome news.
However conditions remain extremely dry in many regions. To provide more information on the gravity of
the drought in eastern Australia and the impact on water resources in the Murray–Darling Basin, the
Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) this month released a ‘special climate statement’ – a detailed summary of
what the BOM has categorised as a significant climate event. Read the BOM’s special climate statement
– Drought conditions in eastern Australia and impact on water resources in the Murray–Darling Basin
issued 9 April 2019.
Water management in the Basin can be complicated. In each edition of River Reach the ‘Water you
talking about’ section will provide an insight into an aspect of water management. This month the focus is
return flows.

Interview with Phil Duncan – Gwydir Basin Community Committee Member

Click above to hear an interview with Phil Duncan, Moree-born and bred (and Gomeroi Nation) Basin
Community Committee (BCC) member. For more information on the role of the BCC and to find out who
the other 15 members are, visit the MDBA Basin Community Committee page.

Ensuring cultural water flows

Water is closely linked to the cultural and spiritual identity of First Nations (youngsters at Gunbower Creek, Victoria).

As traditional owners it is crucial that Aboriginal people—who make up approximately 3.5% of the
Basin’s population—have a strong voice and their interests and cultural knowledge are given genuine
consideration in ongoing water planning and management.
A significant milestone in ensuring First Nations’ interests and water entitlements are embedded within
Australia’s water management was the National Cultural Flows Research Project, and the commitment to
implement of the project’s key research findings. Cultural flows are water entitlements that are legally
owned and managed by Aboriginal people to improve their spiritual, cultural, environmental, social and
economic conditions.
Part of that commitment is funding to employ, two full-time project officers for three years —one each for
the Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations (MLDRIN) and the Northern Basin Aboriginal
Nations (NBAN).
The NBAN project officer started in the new role in late January and is based in Toowoomba. The officer
has responsibility for implementing NBAN’s cultural flows projects.

The MLDRIN project officer will commence next month and they will be based in Melbourne. Both project
officers will work with member Nations over three years to progress the 10-step cultural flows
assessment methodology developed in the research project.
At the end of the three-years it is expected that most Nations in the Basin will have documented and
quantified their cultural water needs, and in doing so, developed cultural flows management plans. It is
expected this work will help Nations to apply for water entitlements for cultural purposes in the future.
For more information on cultural flows, the national research project findings, and the work of MLDRIN
and NBAN, visit:
•
•
•
•

National Cultural Flows Research Project
Cultural flows – a guide for water managers
mldrin.org.au
nban.org.au

Eyes in the sky – monitoring water flows and impact

Satellite imagery from Sentinel 2, taken in mid-April at the start of water release. The MDBA will track the flow and
provide imagery to key partners throughout the event.

The MDBA is applying remote sensing to monitoring the Basin. This enables using real-time data to
track water flows and assess how rivers, floodplains and the environment responds to flows, particularly
after extended dry periods.
“Following the Basin-wide compliance review in 2017, we committed to explore the potential of new and
emerging technologies to support compliance activities and the protection of environmental flows,” said
MDBA Executive Director of Compliance, Russell James.
The ability to monitor how water behaves and how it moves through waterways and the surrounding
landscape is a game changer for river management over the long term. From a compliance perspective,
comparison imagery allows for identifying unexpected changes, including changes in flow that may be
the result of unauthorised take.
“Satellite images give us a clear picture of how water is flowing through a system and whether there are
any inconsistencies that may warrant further, on-the-ground investigation,” said Mr James.
Adding near real-time data to our remote sensing capability greatly improves our line-of-sight of water
across the Basin. Our capability will be called upon again across Autumn—similar to last year’s highly
regarded Northern Connectivity Event—the MDBA will once again be the ‘eyes in the sky’ with the
release of water for the environment in the Northern Basin.
The Commonwealth Environmental Water Office (CEWO), working with NSW and Qld Government
agencies and partners, will release water for the environment from the Copeton and Glenlyon dams to
help native fish survive the drought. The first environmental flow is planned for the Dumaresq and
Macintyre rivers to replenish key waterhole refuges for native fish along the Barwon River to
Collarenebri. A second application of water for the environment will occur from the Gwydir River which
aims to revive waterholes between Collarenebri and the junction of the Barwon and Macquarie rivers,
and possibly through to Brewarrina.
These water flow release events across large tracks of land are critical for the environment and
communities in these dry times. They also enable the testing of remote sensing technology to aid in
future compliance monitoring, particularly when water flow is embargoed from pumping or interception.
•
•
•
•

visit the CEWO website for updates on the Northern Fish Flow
read the media release about the flow event now underway to help fish in the Northern Basin
for more information about the use of remote sensing and satellite imagery – read the case study
of the 2018 Northern Rivers connectivity event
read more about the previous upper northern rivers refuge replenishment event.

For more about the MDBA’s role in compliance and outcomes from the various compliance reviews, visit
Murray–Darling Basin Water Compliance Review report and the Compliance Compact.

'Water' you talking about? Learn about return flows

Click on the image to watch our Return Flows ‘explainer’ animation.

After water is used some of it can be returned back to the river system by flowing back into rivers, lakes
and wetlands, or seeping back into the ground. We call this a return flow because it returns to the system
– both above and below ground. To find out more, watch this short explainer animation.

'Cooee' from our regional engagement crew

Some of MDBA’s regional staff, from left to right: REO Tom Foster, Frank Walker from the Toowoomba office, REO
Peter Thomas, Sally Dickinson from the Goondiwindi office, Adelaide's Monique White and REO Annabelle Guest.

Implementing the Basin Plan is a complex task and the work of the MDBA, by its very nature, is
challenging and involves partnering with Commonwealth, state and local government officials and
leaders, industry and regional and rural communities.
In recent years, making the MDBA more accessible to Basin communities and stakeholders has been a
priority. We’ve now established offices in Adelaide, Albury–Wodonga, Goondiwindi and Toowoomba,
with more regionalisation planned.
Having dedicated officers, whose role is to facilitate regional engagement, was the intention behind the
2016 regional engagement officer (REO) 12-month pilot program. Bringing on board officers that live in
Basin communities, where they know their region and its people, understand the issues and the
challenges and have ideas for improving their communities.
Following an evaluation of the REO pilot, and conducting further research into the demand for Basin
Plan-related information and targeted communication, the MDBA committed to rolling out the REO
program in full.

By August last year, we had officers in key locations including in the lower Balonne (Qld); Macintyre
(Qld/NSW); Namoi (NSW); Barwon–Darling (NSW); lower Darling (NSW); mid-Murray (NSW); Goulburn–
Murray (Vic); and the Lower Murray (SA).
An engagement officer for Menindee in the lower Darling, was announced in February this year and
Richard Unsworth, a Menindee resident and local business owner with management, community and
horticultural experience has started in the role this month.
All our REOs live within their region and bring localised knowledge and understanding of their
communities back to the MDBA, helping to improve our approach and engagement right across the
Basin.
Hooroo from the regional crew.
•
•

To find out who your region’s engagement officer is, visit our regional engagement page
If you have a question or feedback for your REO, send an email to engagement@mdba.gov.au

On the horizon
A snapshot of what's coming up:
•
•
•

7–9 May: OzWater Conference, Melbourne
18 May: 2019 Federal Election
24 May: MDBA’s Basin & Eggs stakeholder seminar series, focusing on leadership and
innovation, Griffith

If you know of any upcoming events of interest to people like you, please send an email to
engagement@mdba.gov.au

Connect with us
The MDBA has offices in Adelaide, Albury-Wodonga, Canberra, Goondiwindi, Toowoomba and regional
engagement officers around the Basin
1800 230 067
engagement@mdba.gov.au
mdba.gov.au
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