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A message from Chief Executive, Phillip Glyde
Welcome to our April 2020 edition of River Reach. It has been a
very challenging time as we face the COVID-19 situation. Who
would have thought after the devastating summer we have just
experienced that we would be here? Never in our lives have we
seen such a challenge to our health system and our economy. For
communities across the Basin, who were already dealing with the
ongoing drought, the resilience shown has been remarkable.
Here at the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) we have worked hard to ensure our focus
does not waiver. Our workforce has moved to working-from-home arrangements. Like other
work places this has been challenging. I am proud of the whole organisation’s dedication to
deliver core business such as running the River Murray from these new work-from-home
arrangements.
This month we were pleased to acknowledge the efforts of the New South Wales Government
in delivering 11 much anticipated water resource plans, covering the state's groundwater
resources. There are now just nine plans outstanding—once we have the surface water plans
for New South Wales, we’ll have water resource plans for the entire Basin - a remarkable
achievement which to date has taken almost eight years of hard work from State officials and
the MDBA. We look forward to receiving the remaining plans soon. Once the groundwater
plans have been assessed by the MDBA, we will provide advice to the Commonwealth
Minister responsible for water, who is responsible for accrediting the plans. You can read more
about water resource plans and why they are so critical in this newsletter.
You may have seen some misinformation circling in the media about food security for
Australia. I want to reassure you that the facts on Australia’s food security are crystal clear and
overwhelmingly positive. As confirmed by the National Farmers’ Federation, NSW Farmers
and the Federal Agriculture Minister David Littleproud, Australian farmers produce enough

food to feed three times our population and our food supply chains are secure. Further detail
on this is provided in the ABARES report.
Earlier this month, we welcomed the release of the Interim Inspector-General’s report on the
impact of lower inflows on state shares under the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement. Here at
the MDBA we cooperated fully with Mick Keelty’s review and his team challenged us
rigorously. The report found the MDBA is doing a good job in managing the river. The MDBA
supports the recommendations made and we are committed to supporting their
implementation. While the report may not be welcome news to some irrigators, it does show
that every drop is accounted for and is made available to the state governments to manage
and allocate according to their rules. Our river operators will continue to work cooperatively
with their state colleagues to maximise the amount of water available for communities,
irrigators, other water users and the environment.
We've been working hard to increase the transparency and accessibility of water management
information, but we know there is always more that can be done. In line with the Interim
Inspector-General’s recommendations, we will work with Basin governments, so people can
get the information they need and want. Along this line, we have relaunched ‘The Facts’ on
social media to share and provide clear, information about the Basin and water management.
Water management is complex and multi-faceted, with many different governments and
partners involved. We believe it is important that people across the Basin have clear and
concise information on water management and what it means for different users. Keep your
eye on our social media channels and please share content with your networks, including the
Facts page on our website.
We are continuing on our path of regionalisation. We had a fantastic response to our regional
recruitment drive and are now in the process of interviewing candidates for positions. We are
also making great progress in establishing our new offices in Mildura, Murray Bridge and
Griffith. While we are restricted by the current COVID-19 restrictions, we look forward to
opening these offices which will be staffed by regional employees when the restrictions lift. If
you, or anybody you know is interested in working for the MDBA, please note we advertise
employment opportunities via APSjobs and on our careers page as they arise. We have also
established a register for applicants’ interest in temporary employment opportunities.
I would like to finish by acknowledging how hard it has been for communities first with drought,
then bushfires, and now COVID-19 challenging everyone. These challenges have all come on
top of much needed but painful water management reform within the Basin over the past 10
years. Please know that the MDBA is focussed on restoring the balance in the Basin for the
benefit of all. We understand that some communities and industries require support and here
at the MDBA we want to be a voice for positive change. This is the largest reform of its kind in
the world and will take effort from all of us – government, industry and communities – to make
this work. Thank you for your ongoing efforts and interest.

Inspector- General’s Report – Water sharing in the
southern Basin

The MDBA has welcomed the report from Mick Keelty, the Interim Inspector-General of
Murray–Darling Basin Water Resources. The report examined the long-standing water sharing
arrangements in the southern Basin.
The report found that there has been “a dramatic reduction in inflows that has been
experienced in the River Murray system over the last two decades or so. This remains the
primary driver of reduced water availability, and there is little anyone can do to influence when
and how much it rains.”
Mr Keelty conducted eight ‘town hall’ meetings in various locations across the Basin, attended
by approximately 1,000 people in total. He also interviewed 80 people and received 345
submissions.

Mr Keelty made five recommendations for Basin governments to consider:
1. The MDBA should undertake further analysis of the causes of reduced inflows from the
northern Basin and the extent to which this is affecting State water shares.
2. To increase trust in and transparency about water-sharing, the MDBA should provide clear
and easily accessible information about Special Accounting measures, including the
circumstances under which they are applied and how they are used to determine State
allocations.
3. The MDBA should clearly communicate the results of its examination of underuse of
allocations and compare them with the submissions made to this Inquiry so that accurate
feedback can be provided to the community.
4. The Basin Officials Committee (BOC) should consider implementing a single authoritative
platform that combines information currently available on the various Commonwealth and
state websites, to provide higher levels of transparency and trust and to improve water
literacy.
5. The BOC should consider ways through which States and agencies could work together
across their respective jurisdictions to include water literacy in high school and higher
education curriculums, including Vocational Education and Training, in regional areas.
The MDBA understands some irrigators will feel disappointed the report has not unearthed any
new water for communities doing it tough because of the drought, however it does show that
every drop is accounted for and is made available to the state governments to manage and
allocate according to their rules.
We have welcomed and support the recommendations made by the Interim Inspector-General
in his report and note that many of them are already underway. We will fast-track their
implementation with the active support of Basin governments.
The report is available on the Interim Inspector-General website.

Social and economic final report set for release

Irrigated agriculture near Mildura, Victoria

The independent panel assessing social and economic conditions in the Basin, led by Robbie
Sefton, will provide their final report to Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia
Keith Pitt on 30 April 2020.
Last year, the panel was tasked by government to take a closer look at how Basin
communities were faring and to assess the impacts of water reforms. They were also asked to
explore options that stimulate and support healthy and sustainable Basin communities.
In their draft report released last month, the panel said that mental health, front line services,
trust in government and water reform are the top line priorities areas for Basin communities. It
also outlines 20 draft recommendations.
“The Draft Report is the result of listening to the families, businesses, First Nation’s
communities and experts who not only understand the complexity of the Basin’s conditions but
also recognise the need for a shared vision for change,” chair of the panel, Robbie Sefton said.
“Our role was to listen, understand and articulate what is happening on the ground and
reconcile those lived experiences with the changing political and environmental landscape.”
The MDBA’s people are in the Basin every day and know how tough it is for some
communities. The pace of change is rapid - technological change, ageing population, shifts in
consumer demand, climate change and drought are all taking their toll. What this draft report
tells us is that the change is greater than water reform.

The government is considering the matters raised in the draft report along with the
submissions and feedback that will all be considered in the report’s final recommendations
submitted to the Minister at the end of the month.
The MDBA stands ready to continue to work with Basin governments, industries and
communities to adjust and adapt. All submissions are available to the public and can be
viewed here.
To view the draft report, visit www.basin-socio-economic.com.au/stay-informed

MDBA Water Resource Plan Quarterly Report
provides update on progress

Water resource plan development and accreditation process

The MDBA’s latest water resource plan quarterly progress report reflects the considerable
effort by Basin state governments to complete and put in place their water resource plans.
Water resource plans represent the on-ground delivery of the Basin Plan. They set rules on
how much water can be taken from the river system and groundwater reserves, and ensure
water use limits in each catchment are not exceeded over time.
Progress continues to be made, with the MDBA recommending the final three Victorian plans
for accreditation. Together with those already in place for the Wimmera–Mallee, these three
plans will complete the package for Victoria, which will then join Queensland and South
Australia as states with all plans in place.
There are 33 water resource plan areas in total: 19 for surface water, 19 for groundwater and
five that cover both. Eight have been accredited, three are with the Hon Keith Pitt, Minister for

Resources, Water and Northern Australia, for accreditation, the two Australian Capital Territory
plans are being assessed by the MDBA and since the Quarterly Report was released, 11 New
South Wales groundwater water resource plans have been provided to the MDBA for
assessment.
The MDBA has been encouraged to see the New South Wales Government undertake further
consultation with their Stakeholder Advisory Panels on eight of their water sharing plans to
ensure their local water resource plans are fit for purpose and reflect the unique character of
each catchment. This is a great achievement from New South Wales and is an important step
towards the completion of all 20 water resource plans.
Agreements have been in place to support the use of the Basin Plan's sustainable diversion
limits since 1 July 2019, but it's important that the rules are formalised in the water resource
plans and fully transparent for everyone to see. Water resource plans give everyone
confidence that water users are doing the right thing.
The MDBA's process to assess each water resource plan against the requirements of the
Basin Plan is published along with the completed plans on the MDBA website. The WRP
Quarterly Report and the 11 NSW groundwater plans are also available.

The 'Facts'

The MDBA has relaunched a new 'The Facts' series to provide clear, factual information about
the many elements of water management in the Basin. Keep your eye on our social media
channels and the Facts page on our website.

Drought update

Rainfall outlook for May–July 2020. Source: Bureau of Meteorology

Intel is emerging that the Murray–Darling Basin is in for a wetter than average winter. That’s
the conclusion of the latest drought update from the Murray–Darling Basin Authority based on
the climate and water outlook from the Australian Bureau of Meteorology.
The predicted higher-than-average rainfall this winter for most of the continent, including the
Basin, is lifting confidence that our depleted water stocks may be replenished in the 2020–21
year.
The Bureau’s streamflow forecast indicates that higher flows than those experienced over the
last few years across the Basin are most likely. This would replenish storage levels in the
Dartmouth and Hume dams.
While we have received improved rainfall this autumn, which has helped soil moisture in
catchments, we need rain gauges to overflow a few more times before we can announce this
drought is over.
Overall Basin storage levels are currently at 16 percent in the north, which is up from 13
percent in the past fortnight, and 34 percent in the south, just 1 percent better than a fortnight
ago.
Burrendong Dam, which supplies Dubbo, received a major boost to now sit at 13 percent
capacity and Menindee Lakes are now 16 percent after having been effectively empty at the
beginning of January.

According to WaterNSW, between 435 and 475 gigalitres of water in total is expected to enter
the Menindee Lakes from the Darling River in the coming weeks and months.
The MDBA is continuing to work closely with WaterNSW to manage Darling flows, as they
enter the Murray right now.
The fortnightly drought update is available on the MDBA website at
www.mdba.gov.au/droughtupdate

Fresh flows for Menindee Lakes

Lake Wetherell at Menindee is filling up after flows arrive down the Darling River (ABC News)

For the first time in years, a rainy end to the summer held the promise of fresh flows into the
lower Darling river.
Heavy rainfall experienced through February and March, has resulted in increased flows to
many rivers in the northern Basin. This includes over 1,400 gigalitres through the CondamineBalonne at St George, and more than 1,000 gigalitres in the Warrego River at Cunnamulla.
The rainfall also delivered welcome inflows downstream to Menindee Lakes for the first time in
over a year (and the first major natural flow since 2016). Lake Wetherell and associated lakes
are currently filling, with between 270 and 335 gigalitres forecast over the coming weeks and
months.
Menindee Lakes continue to fill from Darling River inflows, rising 3 percent over the past
fortnight. The lakes now hold 282 gigalitres, with a revised inflow forecast by WaterNSW of
435 to 475 gigalitres in total to be captured over the coming weeks and months.
On the evening of 19 April, the Darling and the River Murray flows reconnected for the first
time since 2018. The event delivering joy and long-awaited relief to many communities as it
made its journey down the Darling. The flows were aided by the removal of the block banks
from the lower Darling River by WaterNSW that had been previously installed as part of
drought contingency measures.
While the rain has brought relief for many drought-affected communities, it’s important to keep
it all in perspective. This summer was the second-warmest summer on record and there are

still critical water supply issues for some towns in the north. There are also concerns about
water quality across the Basin. The first flush of water has affected water quality and has
caused fish deaths in some areas. Water quality is being closely monitored as flows move
through Lake Wetherell and into the Lower Darling.
This story is a timely reminder that the MDBA can only consider water as a shared resource for
the River Murray system when volumes in the Menindee Lakes are high (above 640 gigalitres)
and until they fall below 480 gigalitres. This arrangement is part of the Murray–Darling Basin
Agreement

Native Fish Recovery Strategy - submissions now closed

Native fish species – Golden Perch

Thank you to everyone who shared their local knowledge and experiences with us to help
shape the Native Fish Recovery Strategy. If you are not familiar with the Native Fish Recovery
Strategy – it is currently being developed to help recover native fish for future generations in
the Murray–Darling Basin. The Strategy will build upon the strong foundation of the first Native
Fish Strategy in 2003 and will supplement existing native fish programs across the Basin for a
coordinated approach to fish recovery. It has been developed collaboratively with the Basin

state governments, First Nations and the wider community and takes a coordinated approach
to fish stocks recovery.
The Strategy provides a high-level framework to guide investment and implement priority
actions needed to restore native fish populations across the Basin. Developing partnerships
will be a core element of the Strategy, so that First Nations peoples, recreational fishers,
conservation groups, industry and the broader community are able to lead on-ground actions
identified in the Strategy.
On 10 March the draft Native Fish Recovery Strategy was publicly released on the MDBA’s
GetInvolved website for submissions. We had a great response and are now in the process of
incorporating valuable input from stakeholders into the final Strategy, which we are planning to
release over coming months. You can view the draft Strategy and the public submissions we
received on our Get Involved webpage.

MDBA strengthens relationship with Natural Resources Access
Regulator

In March 2020 the MDBA Office of Compliance focused on promoting water compliance and
enhancing its relationships with other regulators.
This included chairing and presenting on a panel of state and commonwealth water regulatory
agencies at the Australasian Environmental Law Enforcement and Regulators
network (AELERT) conference in Adelaide. The panel also included representatives from the
NSW Natural Resources Access Regulator (NRAR) and South Australian Department of
Environment and Water. The panel discussed undertaking water compliance investigations,
and reflected on how collaboration between different levels of government through the MurrayDarling Basin Compliance Compact, which was endorsed by Council of Australian
Governments and is coordinated by the MDBA, is contributing to improving public confidence
in compliance.
The MDBA then chaired another session with NRAR at the conference, about the use of
remote sensing technology in monitoring and identifying non-compliance. This work will
increase the capability to enforce the water rules across the Basin.
The MDBA and NSW NRAR also held a separate workshop leading to the agreement for
improved processes for referring allegations of non-compliance the MDBA receives,
arrangements for undertaking remote sensing monitoring in NSW, and identify opportunities for
joint activities including audits and inspections in line with the
MDBA-NRAR 2019-2021 joint work program

Have you ever seen so many pelicans together?

Video credit - Karen Howlett via Storyful

Recent rains in Brewarrina have brought the Barwon River back to life, with masses of
pelicans spotted flocking to enjoy the refreshed waterway.
While the widespread rain from ex-cyclone Esther has eased drought conditions across
western New South Wales, the Bureau of Meteorology says the region has received less than
50 per cent of the average rainfall for the period between August 2019 and March 2020.
The Bureau of Meteorology reports the past 36 months have been the driest period on record
for the Murray–Darling Basin. However last week saw good rain across much of central and
western NSW, which has helped decrease the Barwon-Darling losses and boost the volume of
water at Menindee from the February rainfall in the north.

On the horizon
9 May 2020:

27 May - 3 June 2020:

22 May:

World Migratory Bird Day

National Reconciliation
Week

International Day for
Biological Diversity

31 May 2020:

5 June 2020:

.

ACCC Murray-Darling
Basin water markets
inquiry, interim report to
Treasurer

World Environment Day

The MDBA has offices in Adelaide, Albury-Wodonga, Canberra,
Goondiwindi, Griffith, Mildura, Murray Bridge, Toowoomba and
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