
The Murray–Darling Basin is home to 2.2 million people and over 
40 First Nations. Communities in the Basin rely on water from the 
Basin’s rivers for drinking, other daily activities and their wellbeing 
as well as its foundation role in many diverse businesses. 

The Basin is not a single ‘community’: it is a large and diverse 
region that includes cities, towns, and rural areas with a wide 
range of characteristics. This diverse set of communities are 
experiencing economic trends in common with similar urban and 
regional communities around Australia. 

Healthy river systems remain key to many Basin communities, 
supporting swimming, fishing, boating and other recreational water 
activities. First Nations peoples’ connection to Country, and their 
subsequent wellbeing relies on water and a healthy environment to 
maintain traditional practices and allow for economic opportunities.

Agriculture in the Basin contributes $24 billion to Australia’s 
economy. Farmers reply on water to help feed and clothe 
Australians, to export products and to support our economy.

The Basin Plan aims to bring the Basin back to a healthier and 
sustainable level, while continuing to support farming and other 
industries. The Basin Plan is one of many factors that is influencing 
social and economic conditions in the Basin. 

Image: First Nations participating in Ringbalin at the Coorong in South Australia
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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:

Communities, First Nations 
and industries



Major findings

• In an environment where communities are 

experiencing rapid and challenging changes, 

the Basin Plan has contributed to some 

positive social, economic and cultural shifts. 

However there has been some variation in 

these outcomes across the Basin, ranging 

from some negative impacts on some 

communities to generally positive impacts on 

most other Basin communities.

• Confidently attributing social, economic and 

cultural outcomes to the Basin Plan remains 

challenging. This is due to the limited scope 

of the Basin Plan itself on overall outcomes 

compared to the other factors that are driving 

changes in communities. There is also limited 

data availability at the scale needed to 

monitor changes.

• The Independent Panel Assessing Social and 

Economic Conditions in the Basin chaired by 

Robbie Sefton (Sefton Review) concluded that 

overall, agriculture and the economy across 

the Basin has benefited from reforms to 

water entitlements, markets and planning but 

the benefits have not been evenly distributed 

across regions and sectors.

• Some areas of the Basin are experiencing 

particularly challenging economic conditions, 

as a result of changes in irrigated agriculture 

and wider economic conditions. While the 

ratio of dryland agriculture versus irrigated 

agriculture has not changed substantially 

over the period of the Basin Plan, there has 

been significant changes in the type and 

location of irrigated agriculture production in 

the Basin, particularly in the southern Basin, 

in recent years.

• Significant progress has been achieved in 

shifting the volume of water used in the 

Basin to more sustainable levels. Water 

recovery and the various approaches used 

to recover water have had mixed impacts on 

people, businesses and communities in the 

Basin. Lessons from the various approaches 

to recover water and their flow-on impacts 

to communities should be considered by 

governments in future efforts to move 

consumption to sustainable levels in the 

Murray–Darling Basin river system.

• A number of outcomes have emerged as a result 

of water market activity that the implementation 

of the Basin Plan water trading rules supported 

– for example water moving to its highest value 

use has facilitated drought resilience and assisted 

with transition to the new sustainable diversion 

limits. Water trade has also enabled the growth 

of different industries such as almonds and 

cotton, particularly in the southern Basin. Water 

transitioning to its highest value use, has resulted 

in distributional changes which have varying 

impacts on communities as well as adding pressure 

to river operations around deliverability.

• Market transparency and performance has 

improved. However more transparency in 

some areas and timeliness of practical market 

information is a barrier to many participants 

realising the full economic opportunities from trade.

• Water enables First Nations to continue customary 

and spiritual traditions. There is a crucial difference 

between environmental and cultural flows in terms 

of Aboriginal values. Environmental flows are 

necessary to sustain ecosystems which, in turn, 

support human cultures, economies and wellbeing.

• The involvement of First Nations in water resource 

planning and delivery began in the Water Act 2007 

and Basin Plan 2012. The Basin Plan has formalised 

these partnerships and provided further 

opportunities for inclusive decision making.

• There is evidence to suggest that much of the past 

funding to support communities to adapt to water 

reform could have been better targeted, particularly 

for those smaller communities that have had more 

water recovered through direct buybacks or that did 

not receive on-farm irrigation upgrades.

• Infrastructure and water efficiency investments 

provide a significant increase in a region’s 

investment and economic activity during the 

construction phase and beyond. This provides 

opportunities for additional jobs, increased salaries 

and local business profits for communities in the 

Basin. Recent whole-of-Basin modelling found that 

investment activity associated with on- and off-

farm infrastructure upgrades raises employment, 

real gross domestic product, and household 

consumption in the southern Basin relative to the 

seasonable base.



The Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource 

Economics and Sciences (ABARES) was commissioned 

to conduct economic modelling and analysis by the 

Panel for the Independent Assessment of Social and 

Economic Conditions in the Murray–Darling Basin, 

chaired by Robbie Sefton. 

The research published in February 2020 

considers the southern Murray–Darling Basin 

water market, examining potential future 

water prices, trade flows and irrigation sector 

outcomes. This shows the changes in water 

demand between 2006 and 2019.

Water trade has enabled the growth of different 

industries, such as almonds and cotton, in the 

southern Basin. 

Prices for water have increased significantly for 

most entitlement types since 2014.

However, as water moves to its higher value use, 

distributional changes are having varying impacts 

on communities, as well as adding pressure to river 

operations around deliverability.

A lack of transparency in some areas and timeliness of 

market information is a barrier to many participants.

Change in water demand
Estimated change in water demand in the southern Basin between 2006 and 2019, at $200 per ML

Source: The Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Science
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Image: Water pipeline, Broken Hill, NSW



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

MDBA commitment
In collaboration with the Australian Government, experts and researchers, the MDBA will help improve social, 

economic and cultural data collection and analysis. Through its regional network, the MDBA will disseminate this 

information to support community planning processes.

The MDBA commits to working with First Nations to identify practical options that enhance First Nation 

outcomes as work proceeds on the review of the Basin Plan in 2026. The appointment of a First Nations 

Authority member will help the MDBA collaborate with First Nations to enhance our knowledge of the Murray–

Darling and apply this to water management.

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

Image: Buffalo farm, Mypolonga, South Australia

Recommendations

• Basin governments and the Murray–Darling Basin 

Authority (MDBA) need to work in partnership 

with industry, First Nations and other water users 

to ensure water information is more accessible, 

understandable and timely, in order to create a 

more transparent, effective, practical operating 

environment for water users.

• Basin governments and the MDBA must commit 

to working with Basin communities on water 

management to boost meaningful and coordinated 

two-way engagement.

• Basin governments need to strengthen policies and 

programs that support communities and industries 

to adapt and prosper — including but going beyond 

water focused programs. Investment in collecting 

social and economic data at Basin and regional 

scales is required to shape well designed and 

targeted support for communities and industry. 

There are opportunities to stimulate regional 

development and prosperity through facilitating 

adjustment, and underpinning agricultural 

development including research and development, 

First Nations policies, infrastructure investment 

and land use planning.
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