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Over the years, the combination of natural droughts 
and increasing human use of waterways for agriculture, 
manufacturing and communities has led to a decline in 
the health of the Basin. 

Basin Plan implementation is the responsibility of all 
relevant governments and many stakeholders. 

The aim of the Basin Plan is to bring the Basin back to 
a healthier and sustainable level, while continuing to 
support farming and other industries for the benefit of 
the Australian community. 

The Basin Plan is made up of a suite of 
management components. These management 
components work together to create a sustainable 
water management system.

The Murray–Darling Basin Plan was developed in 2012 
to manage the Basin as one whole connected system 
after widespread agreement across government that a 
plan was needed to manage water more carefully.
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The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation

The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation is a legislated checkpoint 
8 years after the introduction of the Murray–Darling 
Basin Plan. It provides an opportunity to assess how 
Basin Plan implementation is tracking, if outcomes are 
being achieved and areas for improvement. This snapshot 
provides an overview of:

Basin Plan implementation



Major findings

• Most elements of the Basin Plan are now in place 

and are improving sustainable and adaptive water 

management in the Basin. This includes limits on 

water use, improved compliance measures and 

significant improvements in water metering, 

monitoring and accounting.

• The Basin Plan has made significant progress but 

is yet to be fully rolled out, key outstanding items 

include: 

• The assessment and accreditation of 20 New 

South Wales water resource plans, which 

outline how water can be used sustainably 

across different catchments.

• Projects to improve efficiency of the river 

system operations in the southern Basin, 

under the SDL Adjustment Mechanism. 

• Licensing and measurement of northern Basin 

floodplain harvesting and overland flows.

• Implementation of projects to modernise 

the northern Basin such as improved water 

management and river structures to boost 

environmental outcomes.

• Community trust and confidence in implementation 

of the Basin Plan continues to be a major issue. 

• Monitoring programs are being implemented across 

the Basin by all governments, however these vary 

at scale and in collaborative effort often resulting 

in data gaps. 

• Market transparency and performance have 

improved across the Murray–Darling Basin through 

actions implemented by state governments, 

some driven by the Basin Plan trading rules. 

However, there remains a lack of transparency and 

timeliness of market information.

• The Basin Plan’s Environmental Management 

Framework is in place and working well. The 

Framework is required to guide implementation 

of improvements to flow regimes, coordination of 

water for the environment and to enable adaptive 

management. This was also reviewed by the 

Productivity Commission and was considered strong. 

• Monitoring programs under the Basin Plan have 

produced limited outputs, and at a local scale, some 

programs are informing adaptive management and 

building scientific knowledge.
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Key elements of Basin Plan implementation

Water for the environment contributes 
to improving the health of the Basin’s rivers, 
lakes and wetlands.

Water trade is the ability to buy or sell water entitlements and 
allocations. It enhances the productivity of industries and helps 
provide water for the environment.

Compliance is essential to ensure water resources are 
metered, measured and transparent, and ensures all water 
users meet their obligations.

Ongoing monitoring, accounting and reporting 
occurs across all water management components.
This information is publically accessible.

Sustainable diversion limits set how much 
water can be taken from the Basin’s river systems 
and groundwater aquifers for use.

Water resource plans outline how 
water will be managed in catchments 
throughout the Basin.

Elements of 
the Basin Plan to 

achieve a healthy, 
working Basin

Major achievement

More than 2,100 GL of water for the environment 

is now held and managed by environmental water 

holders. This is being used across the Basin to assist 

with rehabilitating ecosystems for the environment 

and communities.

Progress

In 2018 governments took collective action to 

improve water compliance through the Murray–

Darling Compliance Compact and since then, progress 

has been made against the compliance commitments.

Water resource plans are in place for Qld, SA, Vic 

and the ACT.

The 20 plans remaining to be accredited are in New 

South Wales and are particularly crucial for the future 

management and outcomes in the northern Basin. 

The move to accounting and compliance against 

the sustainable diversion limits occurred on 1 July 

2019 through bilateral agreements negotiated by the 

Australian Government with Basin state governments.

More work to do

A number of basic supply projects have made 

good progress, as have a range of river operating 

practices and rules projects. 

There are delays and significant risks in delivery 

of some of the complex supply, efficiency and 

constraint projects.

As of March 2020, of the 36 supply and constraint 

projects: 

• 16 are under construction, undertaking 

operational trials or in operation 

• 14 have made progress with project design and 

implementation, but could be delayed due to 

stakeholder concerns 

• 6 are at significant risk of not being operational 

by June 2024. 

Efficiency projects aim to provide up to 450 GL per 

year more water for the environment. To date, very 

few efficiency measures have been locked in, and 

the total volume available from these measures is 

currently less than 2 GL per year.



Recommendations

• Basin state governments and the Australian 

Government need to urgently commit to delivering 

significant Basin Plan projects. These include the 

SDL Adjustment Mechanism projects, ‘Northern Basin 

Toolkit’ measures and the remaining water resource 

plans, which are yet to be accredited. All are complex 

initiatives and governments need to continue to 

work in partnership with local communities to 

design and implement.

• Science and monitoring information must be 

made more accessible for all Basin stakeholders to 

improve the communication of Basin outcomes to 

the broader Basin community. 

• There is still scope for Basin governments to 

propose new and innovative approaches to 

achieving the long-term sustainable limits for 

water use in the Basin. As Basin governments and 

communities engage on completing the remaining 

elements of Basin Plan implementation it will 

be vital to show how these new approaches will 

contribute to delivery of sustainable water use 

limits.

MDBA commitments
The groundwork must start soon to devise an approach for the 2026 Basin Plan Review, including meaningful 

community and other stakeholder involvement in the process. The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) 

will work with Basin governments and stakeholders to take this forward, focusing on the long-term 

sustainable health of the Basin.

The MDBA will work with Basin governments and stakeholders to develop an improved Basin-wide 

monitoring framework which considers social, cultural, economic and environmental themes. The MDBA 

will work with Basin governments and researchers to clearly identify roles and responsibilities, and ensure 

integration of monitoring programs and improved access to data and information. The MDBA will take an 

active role in facilitating access and application of information.

Evaluating the Basin Plan
The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation is a comprehensive and robust investigation of the Basin Plan including the 

implementation and progress towards achieving the plan’s objectives. The Evaluation has drawn upon expertise and 

analysis from a wide range of sources — including from the science community, independent advisors, governments 

and communities. The MDBA has also built in several independent checkpoints to validate results and ensure that the 

Evaluation is a comprehensive assessment of implementation progress and outcomes at the Basin-scale.

Evaluation reports, summaries and data can be found on the MDBA website: mdba.gov.au/2020evaluation
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Connect with us. 
The MDBA has offices in Adelaide, Albury–Wodonga 
Canberra, Goondiwindi, Griffith, Mildura, Murray Bridge,  
Toowoomba, and regional engagement officers around the Basin.

1800 230 067

engagement@mdba.gov.au

mdba.gov.au


