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Murray−Darling Basin 2020−21 
environmental watering priorities - overview 
‘Water for the environment’ is used to improve the health of our rivers, wetlands and floodplains. 
Providing water for the environment helps to achieve the vision of a healthy Murray−Darling river 
system for the benefit of the communities that rely on it. 

To help achieve this vision, the Murray−Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) publishes annual 
environmental watering priorities for the Basin. These identify where water for the environment can 
be best used across the Basin each year.   

The priorities represent the recommended focus areas for the year ahead that will help achieve the 
desired long-term outcomes for the environment as described in the Basin-wide environmental 
watering strategy. The guidance provided by the priorities helps federal and state environmental 
water holders across the Basin, who make decisions about when, where and how much water is 
released for the environment.  

For the first time, objectives and benefits experienced by First Nations people from the delivery of 
environmental water on Country are included in this guidance. 

Continuing dry conditions influence the focus for 2020−21 
The Basin has experienced three years of warm and dry conditions beyond what is typical, which has 
affected the health of the river system. Significant rainfall in northern and southern catchments in 
summer and early autumn increased streamflow and connected rivers and floodplains.  However, 
rainfall volumes were not enough to offset the severe rainfall deficiencies that have accumulated 
over recent years. 

While there is an increased chance of above average rainfall across the Basin during winter 2020, the 
prolonged drought and generally low levels of stored water across the Basin have resulted in most 
catchments assessed as being ‘dry’. Water for the environment is used carefully during dry times to 
target high-value refuge sites.  This helps retain system resilience and avoid irretrievable loss, so the 
environment can recover when wetter times return.   

Basin environmental watering priorities 
Watering priorities and guidance for water holders have been prepared for: river flows; native 
vegetation; waterbirds; and native fish. The focus of providing water for the environment in any one 
year depends on current condition of the environment (wet or dry), past watering activities, and 
anticipated conditions, such as a continuing dry climate or rainfall. 

Given the ongoing dry conditions across most of the Basin, the focus for environmental water 
managers in 2020–21 will be to: 

• Avoid irretrievable loss of species and habitat and provide drought refuges in catchments 
assessed as having a ‘very dry’ resource availability scenario.  

https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/basin-wide-environmental-watering-strategy-2014
https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/basin-wide-environmental-watering-strategy-2014
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• Maintain the condition of species and habitat where water is available in catchments assessed 
as having a ‘dry’ resource availability scenario. 

• Maintain or improve ecological health, condition and resilience of water-dependent ecosystems 
in catchments in regulated systems assessed as having a ‘moderate’ resource availability 
scenario. 

River flows and connectivity 

River regulation and consumptive use have modified the natural flow regime in many of the Basin’s 
rivers, reducing flow volumes and reversing the timing of flows. Providing water for the environment 
helps to sustain critical ecological functions, including providing habitat and food, that support a 
diversity of native wildlife. 

In the medium term, the outcomes sought from providing more water for the environment are to 
connect rivers and their anabranches, wetlands and floodplains, and to ensure enough freshwater 
flows at the right time through the Lower Lakes, Coorong and Murray Mouth. 

In 2020−21, the focus is to: 

• Protect drought refuges which may be sections of wetlands that can support vegetation or 
waterbirds, and in-channel river sections that support fish populations. 

• Build ecosystem resilience by providing or enhancing connectivity, especially important 
environmental assets that provide habitat and sustain breeding events for waterbirds and native 
fish. 

Native vegetation 

Many of the Basin’s vegetation communities are under significant stress because of record low 
rainfall. Targeted use of water for the environment in parts of the southern Basin has provided 
patches of improved vegetation in the drying landscape, and vital refuge habitat for animals. 

In the northern Basin where rainfall has been particularly low in recent years, focus has shifted from 
building the resilience of vegetation communities following natural flooding in 2016, to avoiding 
critical loss by preventing tree death and other irreversible change in drying wetlands.  

In the medium term, the outcomes sought from providing water for the environment are to maintain 
and improve vegetation communities which provide shelter, habitat, foods and shade for animals, 
and help to cycle nutrients, improve water quality and stabilise soil and riverbanks.  

In 2020−21, the focus is to: 

• Maintain core wetland vegetation and refuges. 
• Avoid critical loss and (where possible) improve vegetation condition in areas where drought 

conditions persist.  
• Support and build on watering events that have happened in previous years. 
• Provide follow-up watering to consolidate improvement in lignum communities at Narran Lakes.   
• Support growth of ruppia in the southern Coorong. 
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Waterbirds 

Waterbirds depend on rivers and wetlands to provide habitat for foraging, breeding, roosting and 
nesting as well as protection from predators. Many colonial nesting waterbirds need wetlands to be 
flooded to start and complete breeding. River regulation has caused floods to become smaller and 
less frequent, with wetlands experiencing longer dry spells. Long-term surveys have found that the 
total population of waterbirds in the Basin has fallen by more than 70% since 1983. 

In the medium term, the outcomes sought from providing more water for the environment are to 
maintain the: 

• diversity and improve the abundance of the Basin’s waterbird population  
• abundance of key shorebird species in the Lower Lakes and Coorong. 

In 2020−21, the focus is to: 

• Provide follow-up watering to build resilience in the Narran Lakes system or to support 
waterbird breeding and recruitment. 

• Provide water to the Macquarie Marshes to support waterbird habitat. 
• Support productive shorebird habitat and foraging resource availability in the Coorong, Lower 

Lakes and Murray-Mouth. 

Native fish 

The condition of native fish in the Basin remains poor. Like other water-dependent species, native 
fish have been affected by river regulation and the timing of flows.  The fish deaths that have 
occurred at several locations in the Basin over the past 18 months highlight the challenging 
conditions influencing native fish. 

In response to these fish deaths, Basin governments working with community, First Nations, 
recreational fishers and scientists have developed the Native Fish Recovery Strategy to guide 
investment in actions to help recover native fish populations.  

In the medium term, the outcomes sought from providing more water for the environment are to: 

• support Basin-scale recovery of native fish by reinstating flows that promote key ecological 
processes across local, regional and system scales in the southern connected Basin. 

• improve flow regimes and connectivity in northern Basin rivers to support native fish 
populations across local, regional and system scales. 

• support viable populations of threatened native fish, maximise opportunities for range 
expansion and establish new populations.  

In 2020−21, the focus is to: 

• Protect existing populations, support connectivity and sustain short-lived species recruitment. 
• Support recruitment from breeding events and subsequent dispersal of new recruits in the 

northern Basin. 
• Maintain existing populations and ensure hydrological integrity of flow pulses in the southern 

Basin rivers. 

https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/governance/native-fish-recovery-strategy
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First Nations involved in shaping where water for 
the environment goes

Over 2019−20 the MDBA and Commonwealth 
Environmental Water Office partnered with 
the Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations (NBAN) 
and the Murray Lower Darling Rivers 
Indigenous Nations (MLDRIN) to share 
information, collaborate and integrate First 
Nations outcomes directly into current water 
management practices. This is called the First 
Nations Environmental Water Guidance 
Project.  

Through this Project, NBAN and MLDRIN 
worked with First Nations to collect 
environmental watering objectives that 
describe tangible benefits experienced by First 
Nations people from the delivery of 
environmental water on Country.  This 
traditional ecological knowledge has been 
used in collecting this year’s Basin 
environmental watering priorities. A summary 
of their guidance is provided below. 

In the northern Basin, First Nations people 
identified several indicators species (native 
plants, fish and waterbirds) as well as sites 
(Narran Lakes and the Macquarie Marshes) 
that are important to them and which they 
would like to see supported using water for 
the environment.  

They highlighted the importance of ensuring 
rivers are connected to nearby wetlands and 
anabranches to provide opportunities for First 
Nations people to connect with Country. They 
said special attention should be given to 
providing opportunities to Nations to fulfil 
their cultural obligation to ensure that 
neighbouring Nations downstream have 
enough water.

In the southern Basin, First Nations said they 
shared common concern for all major rivers 
across the region. They want to see 
improvements to water quality and the 
volume and timing of flows in all major rivers, 
particularly in degraded river systems.  They 
said that improved timing of flows is a key to 
sustaining the cultural health of major 
waterways. 

They want to see water for the environment 
used to connect wetlands, billabongs and 
floodplains, so that life returns to these 
culturally significant places. They identified 
key species most in need of watering and 
identified a range of threats to the cultural 
health of waterways.
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Watering in 2020−21 
The sites and stretches of river highlighted on the map are some of the areas that need water for the 
environment this year. For the full guidance, visit mdba.gov.au/w4te-priorities 

 

Learn more 
Read the full 2020-21 Basin environmental watering priorities report  

Find out more about how water for the environment is used  

Read the Basin-wide environmental watering strategy 

 

https://www.mdba.gov.au/w4te-priorities
https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/basin-annual-environmental-watering-priorities
https://www.mdba.gov.au/managing-water/water-for-environment/river-flows-connectivity
https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/basin-wide-environmental-watering-strategy-2014


 

  
 

Office locations 
Adelaide  
Albury-Wodonga 
Canberra 
Goondiwindi 
Griffith 
Mildura 
Murray Bridge 
Toowoomba 

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

 

 

http://www.mdba.gov.au/
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