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Executive summary 
Every year, the Murray−Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) reports on how the values and uses of First 
Nations were considered in the planning and delivery of water for the environment in the 
Murray−Darling Basin (the Basin). This report covers the water year 1 July 2021 to 30 June 2022.  

Information in this report has been sourced from the Commonwealth Environmental Water Office 
(CEWO), the MDBA, Basin state and territory governments, and First Nations from across the Basin.  

While the 2021–22 water year saw many COVID-19 restrictions lifted, there were still challenges 
related to the pandemic and community engagement. It was not until the latter part of the water 
year that greater on-country engagement occurred. The hybrid approach of virtual and face to face 
provided both challenges and opportunities that people are still adapting to. 

There has been a great deal of success despite the challenges. Basin governments continued to 
incorporate what they heard into planning processes and have ensured First Nation voices have 
been, and will continue to be, included in key planning processes. 

While implementing what Basin governments have heard is having impact, it will take time for the 
outcomes to be fully realised and to the extent First Nations desire. A significant message being 
delivered is the need to better support First Nations to engage in water management. This may 
include, but is not limited to: 

• securing longer-term funding 
• building the necessary skills 
• identifying the barriers in legislative frameworks and working towards amending where 

appropriate. 

The Victorian Government has undertaken two landmark steps in the 2021–22 water year that have 
started to influence the way other Basin governments empower First Nations. The first is signing a 
Treaty Authority Agreement with the First Peoples’ Assembly of Victoria. This step embodies First 
Nation self-determination and provides a path to negotiate the transfer of power and resources for 
First People to control matters which impact their lives. In Victoria, there will be one overarching 
State-wide treaty and multiple local treaties with individual First Nation groups. They will cover 
matters as diverse as political representation, land and water, and economic development. 

The second step was to develop new state-wide policy commitments through Water is Life: 
Traditional Owner Access to Water Roadmap, which sets out pathways to increase First Nations self-
determination in water access and management. Water is Life has been developed with First Nations 
and includes statements from 27 different First Nation groups across Victoria.  

While all Basin governments have made progress during the last 5 to 10 years, there will be much to 
learn from these initiatives. 
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Introduction 
The Murray–Darling Basin (the Basin) has experienced significant changes during the past 100 years. 
As agriculture, industries, and communities have grown over time, water use has increased 
dramatically. Natural water flows in our river systems have declined by as much as 50% in some 
locations. The changes in river flows have seen the health of our environment decline over many 
decades. Water for the environment aims to restore the health of the Basin’s rivers for the benefit of 
all users. Water is allocated to federal and state environmental water holders across the Basin. They 
make decisions about when, where, and how much water is released for the environment and 
deliver flows to priority sites and assets. 

First Nations are taking an increasingly prominent role in managing water for the environment. This 
includes contributing to planning at local, catchment, and Basin scales to develop proposals for using 
water for the environment and participating in monitoring the outcomes of water delivered to sites. 
While good progress has been made, there is still more to be done to enhance First Nations 
involvement and influence in managing water for the environment. 

About this report  
This report sets out how environmental water holders considered First Nations’ values and uses in 
environmental water planning across the Basin between 1 July 2021 and 30 June 2022. It reflects the 
reality that water is an important part of the wellbeing, culture, and livelihoods of First Nations 
across the Basin. Environmental water holders are the government organisations responsible for 
managing water entitlements that are held for environmental purposes. Across the Basin there are 
5 environmental water holders:  

• Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder1 
• New South Wales Department of Planning and Environment  
• Victorian Environmental Water Holder  
• South Australian Department for Environment and Water  
• The Living Murray Program, managed by the Murray–Darling Basin Authority on behalf of the 

Victorian, New South Wales, South Australian and Australian governments. 

While the Queensland and Australian Capital Territory governments do not currently have held 
environmental water, they are included in this report as they manage planned environmental water, 
collaborate with environmental water holders, and consult with First Nations in planning for water 
management. Additional examples of how different water managers engage with First Nations are 
also provided.  

 

1 The CEWH is a statutory position established under the Water Act 2007 (Cth) responsible for managing the 
Commonwealth environmental water holdings. The CEWH is supported by the staff of the Commonwealth Environmental 
Water Office (CEWO). 
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Background and interpretation 
In June 2018, the Australian Government Minister for Agriculture and Water Resources issued the 
Water (Indigenous Values and Uses) Direction (2018) (the Direction) to the MDBA pursuant to 
section 175 of the Water Act 2007 (Cth). The Direction requires:  

(1) For each water accounting period, the Authority must report on how, when planning for 
environmental watering in the Murray−Darling Basin, holders of held environmental water:  

(a) considered Indigenous values and Indigenous uses; and  
(b) involved Indigenous people.  

(2) The Authority must publish the report prepared for subsection (1) on its website within 
6 months after the end of the water accounting period.  

(3) Subsection (1) applies to each water accounting period that commences after the water 
accounting period ending 30 June 2018.  

For the purposes of the Direction, the definitions of ‘Indigenous values’ and ‘Indigenous uses’ are 
those under section 10.52 of the Basin Plan 2012. Under 1 (a) of the Direction, the Authority must 
report on how holders of held environmental water considered Indigenous values and Indigenous 
uses (see Box 1). 

Under 1(b) of the Direction, the Authority must report on how environmental water holders involved 
First Nations in the planning for the use of environmental water. Basin governments were already 
required to consider and report on how Indigenous values and uses are considered through various 
Basin Plan mechanisms.  

Box 1: What are Indigenous values and Indigenous uses?  

● Indigenous values – means the social, spiritual, and cultural values of First Nations that relate 
to the water resources of the water resource plan area. 

● Indigenous uses – means the social, spiritual, and cultural uses of the water resources of the 
water resource plan area by First Nations. 

Consideration of Indigenous values and uses 
Water for the environment aims to protect and restore Murray–Darling Basin rivers, wetlands, and 
floodplains and to maintain or improve ecosystem function, biodiversity, water quality and water 
resource health. In various sections, the Basin Plan recognises that water for the environment 
contributes to outcomes for First Nations while acknowledging that environmental and cultural flows 
are not the same (see Box 2). This means different approaches are required to identify and deliver 
cultural flow requirements to support the values and uses of First Nations.  

The Basin Plan seeks to ensure that the stated objectives and outcomes of First Nations, based on 
their values and uses, are considered in the water planning process and at least the same levels of 
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protection (for these values and uses) are retained. This builds on the intent of the National Water 
Initiative that includes First Nations’ participation in water planning and management. The Basin Plan 
sets out several requirements and includes:  

• Chapter 8 – Environmental Watering Plan, where the MDBA must have regard to 
Indigenous values and uses when preparing the Basin-wide Environmental Watering 
Strategy and the Basin annual environmental watering priorities.  

• Chapter 10 – Water Resource Plan Requirements of the Basin Plan, establishes the 
requirements for accreditation. This includes the objectives and outcomes based on 
Indigenous values and uses as determined through consultation with relevant Indigenous 
organisations, including (where appropriate) the Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous 
Nations (MLDRIN) and the Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations (NBAN). This chapter also 
provides direction on the consultation and preparation of water resource plans, including 
the active and informed participation of Indigenous people. 

Box 2: How do First Nations environmental outcomes differ from cultural flows?  

Two key areas for First Nations’ aspirations for water management are: 

● Cultural flows are water entitlements legally and beneficially owned by Aboriginal people of 
sufficient and adequate quantity and quality to improve the spiritual, cultural, environmental, 
social, and economic conditions of those Aboriginal Nations. Cultural flows are out of scope for 
environmental water holders to influence. 

● First Nations’ environmental outcomes from environmental watering. This is about using 
water for the environment to protect cultural values that also have environmental value. 
Identifying cultural values can be a crucial first step on the path to achieving Aboriginal 
environmental outcomes from water for the environment and is a key area that environmental 
water holders can influence. 

Cultural values may not always align with ecological values, although at times they may overlap or 
be complementary. It is important for planners to ‘test’ the assumption that environmental flows 
can meet cultural objectives 

 

Environmental watering framework 
Planning the use of water for the environment occurs at different scales and over varying timelines. 
Long-term planning is undertaken at both the Basin and regional scales, while annual planning 
processes aim to prioritise which sites will receive water in any given year and gives regard to Basin 
and regional perspectives. Chapter 8 of the Basin Plan describes the four main planning processes 
(Table 1. Water planning processes) that work together to achieve the environmental objectives 
identified in the Environmental Watering Plan.  
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Table 1: Water planning processes 

 Basin scale – MDBA Regional scale – Basin state governments 

Long term 1. Basin-wide Environmental Watering Strategy: 
• informs the development of regional long-

term environmental watering plans by Basin 
state governments and guides environmental 
water holders in coordinating the use of their 
water for the environment 

• sets the context for the MDBA to identify the 
Basin annual watering priorities, which in turn 
supports the Basin state governments with 
their annual priority settings 

• is updated every 5 years or earlier in response 
to any adjustments that may be made 

• an updated Basin-wide Environmental 
Watering Strategy is planned for 2024. 

2. Long-term environmental watering plans: 
• are developed by Basin state governments for 

each water resource plan area and 
incorporate local knowledge, including First 
Nations 

• are guided by the Basin-wide Environmental 
Watering Strategy and align annual watering 
priorities with long-term objectives. 

• describe the ecological objectives and targets 
and corresponding water the environment 
needs to meet targets. 

• are updated every 5 years or earlier to align 
with a water resource plan if accredited or 
amended. 

Short term 3. Basin annual environmental watering priorities: 
• aim to achieve a consistent and balanced 

approach to water for the environment across 
the Basin 

• are published every year by the MDBA and 
drawn from the Basin-wide Environmental 
Watering Strategy, regional long-term plans 
and regional annual priorities 

• identify which environmental assets will be 
prioritised to receive water for the up-coming 
year in consultation with all Basin 
governments, experts, scientists and First 
Nations. 

4. Regional annual environmental watering 
priorities: 
• Basin state governments identify 

environmental watering priorities for each 
water resource plan area in consultation with 
other environmental water holders, experts, 
scientists, local communities, and First 
Nations 

• build on long-term watering plans and align 
with Basin annual priorities. 

 

How environmental water holders involve First Nations 
Environmental water holders use regionally relevant networks to engage directly with local 
communities and First Nations groups on-ground. This ensures that there is active and effective 
community input to inform water for the environment planning and delivery, and that local 
knowledge and priorities are incorporated into the management of wetlands and waterways.  

Formed in 1998 and 2010 respectively, MLDRIN (Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations) 
and NBAN (Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations) each represent more than 20 Nations in the Basin. 
One of their main functions has been to be a primary conduit for the MDBA – and to a lesser extent 
the Commonwealth Environmental Water Office (CEWO) and Basin state governments – to engage 
with and seek input from First Nations on issues that cover multiple Nations and require coordination 
and general advice. The MDBA also engages with individual First Nations on issues that relate to their 
specific interests, as well as the Basin Community Committee and its Indigenous Subcommittee.  

The CEWO works directly with individual First Nations groups, who can propose, plan, deliver, and 
monitor watering events. In other cases, collaboration relies on state and local delivery partners, 
who have working relationships with local communities and established processes for First Nations’ 
participation in managing important environmental sites, including use of water for the environment. 
Basin state government agencies typically engage First Nation representatives in the development of 
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watering proposals and plans for specific wetlands, or through participation in valley-based 
environmental water advisory groups. 

Community information and views are used as input into watering proposals developed by Basin 
governments as part of their annual planning. This flows through to coordinated planning across all 
environmental water holders via the Southern Connected Basin Environmental Watering Committee 
(SCBEWC) and the Northern Basin Environmental Watering Group (NBEWG). Local knowledge is also 
sought via groups such as the environmental watering advisory groups in New South Wales, 
community reference groups in South Australia, and catchment management authorities in Victoria 
who further engage environmental watering advisory groups. First Nations are also actively involved 
via the Indigenous facilitator network across The Living Murray icon sites.  

Landscapes, livelihoods, and lifestyles of the Basin  
The Basin covers large areas of New South Wales and Victoria, all of the Australian Capital Territory, 
and some of Queensland and South Australia. More than 2.2 million people live in the Basin, 
including more than 40 different First Nations groups. The system includes 30,000 wetlands, of which 
16 have international significance, 60 native fish species, 120 species of waterbird, and 35 species in 
danger of extinction. Around 40% of Australia’s agricultural produce comes from the Basin, of which 
11,000 km2 (1%) is under irrigation.  

The Basin is divided into two parts. Water in the northern Basin runs into the Darling River and 
includes northern New South Wales and southern Queensland in a complex network of people and 
places, industries, and organisations with many and varied needs. Making up about half the total 
Murray–Darling Basin, the northern Basin primarily comprises a range of inland systems along 
tributaries of the Darling River with limited hydrological connectivity between individual catchments.  

The northern Basin contains diverse natural environments including internationally significant 
wetlands such as the Macquarie Marshes and the lower Gwydir. The northern Basin rivers support 
domestic and agricultural water use, cultural values and practices of local First Nations, tourism, and 
recreation. Only a few rivers are regulated which means that flow is highly variable compared to the 
southern Basin and water flow is mainly managed by rules rather than releases from dams. Cotton-
growing is the major irrigated activity, particularly in the Condamine–Balonne, New South Wales and 
Queensland Border Rivers, and Namoi catchments, followed by pasture and cereal production.  

The southern Basin encompasses the River Murray and its tributaries in New South Wales, the 
Australian Capital Territory, Victoria and South Australia, including the Lower Darling River 
downstream of the Menindee Lakes. It flows into the Lower Lakes and the Coorong - a shallow, 
hypermarine lagoon at end of the Basin. The southern Basin is dominated by highly regulated rivers. 
It is home to major irrigated activities, including horticulture such as nut and fruit trees, viticulture, 
broadacre cropping such as rice and cotton, and dairy farming. The southern Basin is Australia’s most 
significant water market, accounting for more than 85% of total allocation trade and 40% of 
entitlement trade by volume nationally. 

The southern Basin supports a vast estate of river red gum forest, wetlands and floodplains including 
Barmah–Millewa, Gunbower, Koondrook–Perricoota, Chowilla, Lindsay, Mulcra and Wallpolla islands 
and Werai forests. It also includes internationally significant wetlands such as the Coorong, the 
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wetlands of Lake Alexandrina and Lake Albert, the Riverland complex, Banrock Station, Hattah–
Kulkyne Lakes, Ginini Flats wetlands, Fivebough, Tuckerbil Swamps and Lake Albacutya.  

Weather during the 2021–22 water year  
The Basin is still recovering from the hottest and driest 3-year period on record (2017 to 2019). This 
period has significantly affected water resources throughout the Basin, including groundwater, soil 
moisture, and water held in storages. It has had devastating and lasting impacts on both 
communities and the environment. However, since early 2020 much of the Basin has experienced 
above-average rainfall, which has supported the Basin’s drought recovery.  

The La Niña conditions that started in late 2021 continued through autumn into winter 2022, 
resulting in above-average rainfall for most of the Basin. On 22 June 2022 the whole-of-Basin water 
storages were at 91% capacity, compared with 54% at the same time in 2021. Rainfall across much of 
New South Wales and south-east Queensland was ‘very much above average’. There were isolated 
areas along the upper catchments of the Murrumbidgee, Lachlan, Macquarie, Condamine, and 
Border rivers that recorded their highest rainfall totals on record. Rainfall across much of the 
Victorian southern ranges, the South Australian Riverland and the Lower Lakes was around average, 
while areas in south-east South Australia recorded below average rainfall. 

The mean minimum temperatures were warmer than average across much of the Basin. Mean 
maximum temperatures were generally around average, although temperatures along the New 
South Wales slopes and ranges were cooler than average, while western Victoria, south-east South 
Australia, and western Queensland were warmer than average.  

Water for the environment played an important role in assisting the recovery of key parts of the 
Basin’s environment during this period. Key outcomes achieved were due to a combination of natural 
flows and water for the environment held by both the Australian Government and Basin state 
governments. 

First Nations participation 2021–22 
This section shows how First Nations have been involved in managing water for the environment 
during the 2021–22 reporting period. 

Connection to country 
First Nations of the Murray–Darling Basin have an intricate and enduring cultural connection to land 
and water. They are the original custodians of the Basin where the lands, waters, and biodiversity 
provided resources that sustained life and underpinned trade and commerce. The health and 
wellbeing of First Nations is intrinsically linked to the health of Country. Caring for Country is 
fundamental to the spirituality and lore of First Nations, who over thousands of generations have 
inherent rights, responsibilities, and interests to manage land and water. 

Since settlement, First Nations have been generally excluded from land-use and water planning and 
management activities. This has created significant inequity in the ownership and decision-making 
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that First Nations continue to experience in relation to land and water. The shared history and 
inequity must not be forgotten.  

In contemporary Australia, the rights of First Nations are underpinned by a combination of natural 
justice, international conventions to which Australia is party, and Australian common law, legislation, 
and intergovernmental agreements. 

First Nations can provide insights that help us to better understand complex systems and inform the 
approach to land and water management across the Basin. There are significant synergies between 
what environmental water holders want to achieve and what First Nations would like to see 
happening across the landscape as part of caring for and healing Country. This fosters authentic and 
genuine consideration of how all Basin governments collaborate with First Nations in broader water 
planning and management decisions. We are continuing to build relationships with First Nations 
communities, to learn from and identify ways to support cultural values alongside environmental 
outcomes with water for the environment. While positive progress has been made, it is 
acknowledged that these are early steps that will continue to evolve over time. 

Consideration of values and uses in planning 
Environmental water holders consider the objectives and cultural values of First Nations in the 
Murray–Darling Basin and seek to support these where possible. Examples of this collaboration in 
practice include: 

1. System-scale planning of water use in the year ahead was done with NBAN representatives 
participating in the NBEWG and with MLDRIN representatives in the southern Basin. 

2. In the lead-up to the 2021−22 water year, environmental water holders in the southern Basin 
worked alongside First Nations to plan water use at a landscape scale. This involved thinking 
about the Basin’s river systems in a connected and holistic sense, and discussing how water for 
the environment could be coordinated throughout the southern Basin to provide environmental 
and cultural outcomes. As reported last year, the 2021 forum on Latji Latji Country in Mildura 
saw First Nations come together to share information about the health of Country and discuss 
preferred outcomes from the management of water for the environment. An initial statement on 
First Nations environmental water use was produced and used as an input during the 2021–22 
water year. 

3. This statement was updated by MLDRIN and used in the lead-up to the 2022–23 water year. The 
statement is available here: First Nations input to planning (dcceew.gov.au). However, it should 
not be reproduced without prior permission from MLDRIN. 

Basin-wide Environmental Watering Strategy 
The MDBA has continued to integrate the guidance provided through the First Nations 
Environmental Water Guidance Project, which set the foundation for First Nations to influence Basin-
scale prioritisation of environmental outcomes, with complementary cultural benefits. Guidance 
provided at forums, which saw First Nations from many parts of the southern Basin come together to 
share information about the health of Country and discuss preferred outcomes from the 
management of water for the environment, has been refined.  

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/cewo/working-with-first-nations/first-nations-input-to-planning#statement
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The MDBA recognises that independent, culturally authoritative, and strategic input from First 
Nations people can improve decision making. The MDBA has committed to working with First 
Nations to ensure that the 2024 Basin-wide Environmental Watering Strategy (3rd edition) will 
include First Nations’ objectives and outcomes for shared benefits of water for the environment. As 
the Basin-wide Environmental Watering Strategy directs the CEWO and Basin state governments with 
respect to watering priorities, these changes will help First Nations influence how water is managed 
to protect and restore the Basin environment. 

Long-term watering plans 
During the 2021-22 water year, the New South Wales Government started scoping a review of 9 
existing long-term watering plans (LTWPs). The review will focus on incorporating input from First 
Nations and a technical review to incorporate new knowledge such as updated climate risks. 
Resources to support the inclusion of First Nations were developed, which will also guide annual 
water plans. The resource package includes:  

• Statement: First Nations Annual Planning and Priorities statement 2022–2023 water year  
• Brochure: Water for the Environment Healing Country – First Nations review of LTWPs and 

annual planning processes  
• Poster: Water for the Environment Healing Country – visual depiction  
• Technical dashboard: Consultation on the development of a water for the environment 

dashboard specifically for First Nation audiences.  

The Australian Capital Territory Government started a 3-year project to conduct Aboriginal 
Waterways Assessments that document the cultural values and uses of waterways within the region. 
Information from the assessments will inform the 2023 review of the LTWP (Environmental Flow 
Guidelines). 

The Victorian Government’s long-term watering plans are underpinned by the asset-based 
environmental water management plans (EWMPs) developed by catchment management authorities 
for priority rivers or wetlands identified in regional waterway strategies. Having a 10-year forecast, 
EWMPs set out the water for the environment goals, the ecological objectives, and the water regime 
required to meet the ecological objectives. More information is available at Environmental water 
management plans (water.vic.gov.au). 

The Victorian Government updated the EWMP guidelines in consultation with catchment 
management authorities, the Victorian Environmental Water Holder (VEWH), and First Nations. The 
update provides better consistency with the Basin Plan and outlines the principles to be applied in 
water for the environment in new EWMPs and when existing EWMPs are updated. This includes 
partnering with First Nations to show where there is alignment of environmental objectives with 
cultural objectives and to better incorporate traditional ecological knowledge into water for the 
environment planning and management. 

The South Australian Government started work to review and update the state’s 3 existing LTWPs, 
with a focus on the LTWP for the River Murray, which is the only region in South Australia where 
there is held environmental water that is actively managed. The River Murray LTWP was first 
published in 2015 and updated in 2020. From the outset it has incorporated input from First Nations. 
The current review will continue to strengthen the engagement and input of First Nations to long-

https://www.water.vic.gov.au/waterways-and-catchments/rivers-estuaries-and-waterways/environmental-water/environmental-water-management-plans
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/waterways-and-catchments/rivers-estuaries-and-waterways/environmental-water/environmental-water-management-plans
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term planning and will draw on the work and relationships achieved through their involvement in 
annual planning and site-based planning, delivery, and monitoring.  

Basin-wide annual environmental watering priorities 
In the lead up to the 2021−22 water year, Basin governments worked with First Nations to plan water 
use at a broader scale. They have committed to report back to First Nations on how their 
contribution was applied. Further commitments have been made to continue collaborating with First 
Nations in planning water for the environment and to support First Nations to assess how their input 
was applied. 

Regional annual watering priorities 
First Nations are often involved in planning for the use of water for the environment at a local site 
scale, such as individual wetlands, floodplains, and forests. Input such as this helps to guide how 
water for the river system is delivered throughout the Basin. For example, the VEWHs’ 2021-22 
Seasonal Watering Plan specifically outlines which watering events in different catchments are 
planned and/or delivered in partnership with First Nations to support cultural values and uses. The 
plan is available at: Seasonal-watering-plan (vewh.vic.gov.au) 

Water resource plans 
Water resource plans (WRPs) are an important mechanism to manage and deliver water for the 
environment. They outline how each region aims to achieve community, environmental, economic, 
and cultural outcomes and to ensure that state water management rules meet the Basin Plan 
objectives. There are 33 WRP areas in total: 14 for surface water, 14 for groundwater, and 5 that 
cover both. Thirteen WRPs have been accredited and were operational in Queensland, Victoria, the 
Australian Capital Territory, and South Australia in the 2021–22 water year.  

Basin state governments use local and First Nations knowledge when developing WRPs. A summary 
of activities that occurred in the 2021–22 water year includes:  

• The Australian Capital Territory Government commenced a strategy (Ngunnawal Ngadjung 
Water Initiative) through co-design to deliver on the aspirations of Ngunnawal people 
documented in the ACT’s water resource plan.  

• The Victorian Government engaged with First Nations groups within their WRP areas to 
determine each group’s preferred means of engagement and involvement; to integrate their 
specific concerns and opportunities regarding the water planning and management 
framework; and to identify their water objectives and desired outcomes. These are described 
in each of Victoria’s surface water WRPs.  

• The South Australian Government commissioned the research project ‘Translating 
Ngarrindjeri Yannarumi into water resource risk assessments’ through the Goyder Institute. 
This project developed and tested a methodology that enabled the translation of 
Ngarrindjeri Yannarumi decision-making and assessment methodologies into existing water 
resource planning risk assessments. Work was also undertaken with the River Murray and 
Mallee Aboriginal Corporation to undertake Aboriginal Waterways Assessments to underpin 
amendments to statutory water allocation planning documents to formally recognise their 
desires and aspirations for ongoing water management.  

https://www.vewh.vic.gov.au/watering-program/seasonal-watering-plan
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• The Queensland Government is developing a state-wide approach to ensure that water 
plans, including current approved WRPs, are underpinned by effective partnerships with First 
Nations that strengthen their involvement in the water planning process. More information 
can be found at: Water plan monitoring, reporting and review (business.qld.gov.au).  

• The New South Wales Government has worked with stakeholders including First Nations to 
develop draft WRPs and to update or replace the associated water sharing plans.  

When assessing WRPs, the MDBA receives advice from relevant First Nation organisations in relation 
to the requirements in the Basin Plan on Indigenous values and uses. The assessment of all 20 New 
South Wales proposed WRPs was completed in 2020–21, including formal advice from MLDRIN and 
NBAN on the Indigenous values and uses content of the proposed WRPs. The assessment of these 
plans identified potential inconsistencies with Basin Plan requirements. As a result, the New South 
Wales Government withdrew all 20 WRPs and resubmitted one during the 2021–22 water year.  

The MDBA looks forward to receiving the remaining New South Wales WRPs and achieving the 
positive outcomes reflected in the planning processes. 

Planning into action – the northern Basin 
The Commonwealth Environmental Water Office (CEWO), in collaboration with Basin state 
governments, will continue to work with First Nations. The next steps include developing and 
implementing a work program. The work program will be designed in collaboration with First Nations 
in the northern Basin and will identify opportunities for further planning and management of 
environmental flows. Sharing the outcomes from environmental flows with First Nations will be a key 
step in this process and will include a two-way exchange of knowledge.  

First Nations were included as members of the Northern Basin Environmental Watering Group 
(NBEWG) in an advisory role and attended their first meeting in April 2022. This gave First Nations 
participants the opportunity to input into system-scale environmental water planning discussions. 
Establishing First Nations participation in NBEWG will also foster two-way knowledge sharing 
between environmental water managers and First Nations. 

At the local and valley scale the CEWO worked collaboratively with Basin state governments and 
directly with First Nations to facilitate First Nations values and knowledge to inform the planning and 
use of water for the environment. This included engaging cultural advisors from the Gwydir Valley 
and the Warrego–Darling to help connect with First Nations and ensure their voices were considered 
in its Monitoring, Evaluation and Research program. The CEWO also worked with members of the 
Narran (Dharriwaa) Joint Management Committee to monitor environmental outcomes at Dharriwaa 
(Narran Lakes), such as vegetation response to previous water for the environment. A seasonal 
calendar is being developed with the Gamilaraay / Gomeroi / Kamilaroi Nation in the western Gwydir 
Valley to share their knowledge. 

New South Wales 
The New South Wales Government works closely with First Nations to deliver water for the 
environment at priority sites. This includes carrying out numerous activities to engage with, and be 
informed by, First Nations across the state. During the 2021-22 water year this included:  

https://www.business.qld.gov.au/industries/mining-energy-water/water/catchments-planning/planning/monitoring-review
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• a series of relationship-building workshops and site visits with NBAN representatives to 
progress and improve the inclusion of First Nations input into annual and long-term water 
planning  

• environmental water managers from the north-west wetlands and floodplains teams working 
with First Nations as part of the Barwon–Darling site characterisation to better understand 
cultural values associated with this area 

• the north-west regional team supporting the Gomeroi Water Committee. 

The New South Wales Government is also working to better include and support First Nations 
representation on their environmental water advisory groups (EWAGs). First Nations engagement 
with EWAGs has had varying success across the years. As a result, a review of First Nations 
involvement in water for the environment decision-making and management has started. 
Recommendations from the review will be considered in consultation with First Nations 
representatives and implemented with their guidance. In addition, the New South Wales 
Government will establish 6 regional and one state-wide Aboriginal Water Committees for 
communities and First Nation organisations. 

Planning into action – the southern Basin 
There has been continued progress in the engagement and involvement of MLDRIN as active 
members of the Southern Connected Basin Environmental Watering Committee (SCBEWC). 
Participation expanded to include MLDRIN representation at joint meetings between SCBEWC and 
the Water Liaison Working Group, which is a committee of river operators from the southern Basin 
and water policy agencies. The MLDRIN advisory role on SCBEWC aims to maximise system-scale 
benefits and complement existing First Nations engagement at the local scale. The outcomes of the 
forum held on Latji Latji country was crafted into a statement on environmental water use and will 
continue to be used to guide future water for the environment planning. At a local scale, SCBEWC’s 
watering proposal template was further refined to gather information on First Nations involvement 
in water for the environment and First Nations advice where delivery at key sites can achieve 
complementary cultural outcomes.  

The CEWO worked directly with First Nations and through their delivery partners to facilitate First 
Nations involvement in water for the environment. The CEWO also partnered with the Nari Nari 
Tribal Council and the New South Wales Government to deliver water for the environment. 
Collaboration with the Werai Land and Water Aboriginal Corporation, Yarkuwa, and the New South 
Wales Government facilitated an exchange in knowledge. The outcome will be used to plan for water 
for the environment that supports both environmental outcomes and First Nation values. At 
Calperum Station in South Australia, the Riverland Indigenous Ranger team managed all the pumps 
during operation, collect delivery data and helped with environmental monitoring of CEWO-watered 
sites. The team also undertook other management associated with the environmental watering sites.  

The CEWO was supported by the Murraylands and Riverland Landscape Board to engage with the 
First Peoples of the River Murray and Mallee Region, the Mannum Aboriginal Community Association 
Incorporated (MACAI) and Gerard Country Rangers. The CEWO incorporated First Nations values and 
knowledge to inform planning and management of water for the environment at wetlands sites in 
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South Australia. Further, the MACAI and Gerard Country Rangers were engaged to manage the 
delivery of water for the environment and undertake ecological monitoring at wetland sites.  

New South Wales 
As in the northern Basin section above, the New South Wales Government is working to better 
include and support First Nations representation on environmental water advisory groups. In the 
southern Basin, activities included:  

• fortnightly meetings with MLDRIN to inform watering activities and outcomes and discuss 
partnership opportunities 

• contributions and presentations at the MLDRIN board meetings and the full MLDRIN 
gathering in April 2022 

• continued engagement and consultation with Bpangerang, Wiradjuri, Yorta Yorta, Barkindji 
Traditional Owners for localised water delivery and management advice 

• workshops delivered with MLDRIN and the Murrumbidgee environmental water managers to 
explore water for the environment and land management opportunities with Mutthi Mutthi 

• highly successful on-country visits continued with the Nari Nari. Funding and support was 
also provided for the water delivery of the cultural access licence at Toongambie Indigenous 
Protected Area. 

The New South Wales Government also delivers the Reconnecting River Country Program, which 
focuses on relaxing or removing constraints or physical barriers impacting the delivery of water for 
the environment in the Hume to Yarrawonga and Yarrawonga to Wakool sections of the River 
Murray, and the Murrumbidgee River. First Nations people and their communities are key 
stakeholders to the success of the Reconnecting River Country Program. First Nations interests in the 
program area are extensive and the first phase of engagement comprised more than 120 unique 
activities. 

During this first phase of the Reconnecting River Country Program, the New South Wales 
Government partnered with First Nations to develop a methodology for on-country assessments with 
consideration of First Nations values and assets for inclusion in the strategic business case. The First 
Nations team completed a gap analysis to identify key knowledge and resourcing gaps that may 
hinder the equitable access of First Nations people in program outcomes. This work was carried out 
through a series of impact and benefits workshops held with First Nations regional focus groups. The 
findings from these workshops will inform program development and partnership opportunities with 
First Nations people for the next phase of the program. 

Murray environmental water managers championed the Werai Forgotten Forest Proposal in 
partnership with Werai Land and Water Aboriginal Corporation and the Yarkuwa Indigenous 
Knowledge Centre. The proposal seeks Australian Government funding for the removal and 
replacement of regulators in the Werai Forest. The regulators significantly constrain flows and impact 
the health of this Ramsar-listed culturally significant forest. 

Australian Capital Territory 
The Australian Capital Territory Government continued to build local knowledge and solutions to 
inform implementation of the Basin Plan through a variety of activities and investment. The Dhawura 
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Ngunnawal Caring for Country Committee was established to support the participation of the 
Ngunnawal First Nations in planning, policy, and program delivery. The committee was engaged to 
review water governance arrangements within the Australian Capital Territory and the development 
of a cultural resource management plan.  

A Ngunnawal water policy officer was employed within Environment, Planning and Sustainable 
Development Directorate to strengthen Ngunnawal participation in water policy and planning. A 
cultural resource plan and a cultural flows plan commenced with the purpose of informing the next 
review of the environmental flow guidelines in 2024. 

Victoria 
First Nations groups across Victoria are engaged in the water for the environment program. Below 
are some examples of engagement activities in the 2021-22 water year.The Victorian Environmental 
Water Holder (VEWH), the North Central Catchment Management Authority (CMA), and the Barapa 
Barapa and Wamba Wemba First Nations worked together in 2021–22 to plan water for the 
environment at Guttrum Forest in 2022–23. Cultural objectives were discussed at a field visit and 
subsequently included in the VEWH’s Seasonal Watering Plan for 2022-23. The Barapa Barapa and 
Wamba Wemba First Nations also supported North Central CMA to deliver water for the 
environment to Reed Bed Swamp. This included observing staff setting up temporary infrastructure 
to ensure that any impacts to cultural heritage were avoided. First Nations committed to work with 
North Central CMA for the next delivery of water for the environment in the 2022–23 year and to 
monitor outcomes. 

Using Taungurung water entitlements to deliver environmental flows in the King River (Ovens 
system), 36 ML of water owned by the Taungurung Land and Waters Council (TLaWC) was delivered 
as an environmental flow down the King River in partnership with North East CMA, Goulburn-Murray 
Water and the VEWH. The flow has contributed to healing Country by providing a boost to the health 
and productivity of the waterway. 

The Goulburn Broken CMA and TLaWC worked on a joint project funded by the CEWO to identify and 
improve ecological and cultural outcomes at selected floodplain sites along the mid-Goulburn River. 
The project assessed the feasibility of using high river flows in late autumn/early winter and 
regulating structures during the irrigation season to restore a more natural watering regime to a 
number of anabranches, billabongs and wetlands that would have naturally connected to the 
Goulburn River before river regulation. Six sites with cultural and environmental values were 
selected for an initial trial. A variation to the Seasonal Watering Plan 2021–22 was made to enable 
the flow trial to proceed. Outcomes from the event are currently being monitored.  

The VEWH worked closely with the TLaWC’s water knowledge group Baan Ganalina (Guardians of 
Water), the Goulburn Broken CMA and other stakeholders to bring water back to Horseshoe Lagoon 
to restore habitats for birds and other animals. TLaWC participated in developing the environmental 
water management plan for Horseshoe Lagoon and observed the impacts of previous watering 
events. In 2021, TLaWC staff and Baan Ganalina members actively managed the pumping of water 
for the environment and have since worked with Parks Victoria to re-introduce important aquatic 
plant species to boost the diversity and abundance at the site.  
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Robertson Creek in north-west Victoria is an area of high cultural significance that is being degraded 
as drying vegetation dies and wind erodes the landscape. The First People of the Millewa-Mallee 
Aboriginal Corporation are undertaking a program of restoration and protection work at the site. An 
environmental flow was delivered to the creek to complement the restoration and protection 
objectives. This has helped improve the condition of trees and shrubs and has helped return and 
protect cultural values which are important for community learning, teaching, and overall wellbeing. 
Discussions during 2021–22 have led to an environmental flow being planned for Robertson Creek in 
2022–23 in all scenarios except drought.  

South Australia 
A number of grant agreements were made between the South Australian Government and First 
Nation groups to facilitate engagement on water programs. These include grant agreements for 
employment of staff to support engagement in water for the environment planning, delivery, and 
monitoring including at The Living Murray (TLM) icon sites.  

The 2021-22 Water for the Environment Annual Plan for the South Australian River Murray 
(environment.sa.gov.au) was developed in consultation with First Nation groups and a wide range of 
stakeholders and community groups for the proposed watering actions. First Nations engagement 
occurred with the First Peoples of the River Murray and Mallee Region Working Group and the 
Ngarrindjeri Aboriginal Corporation. Engagement with First Nations groups included site tours and 
discussions on Country, undertaking Aboriginal Waterways Assessments, planning meetings, and 
proposal reviews. 

The Living Murray Indigenous Partnerships Program 
The MDBA coordinates The Living Murray (TLM) Program, which includes funding for management, 
monitoring, and First Nations engagement at key icon sites along the River Murray. A network of 
Indigenous facilitators operates across icon sites (as well as other Indigenous rangers employed via 
jurisdictions) to help engage with local First Nations groups, inform water for the environment 
planning, and monitor the outcomes of water use.  

The COVID-19 pandemic continued to impact community engagement. In the latter part of the year, 
greater face-to-face engagement was enabled with some community information sessions and on-
country events. However, most delivery partners are continuing with a hybrid approach with a mix of 
virtual and face-to-face engagements. In 2021–22 the MDBA recruited a dedicated Indigenous staff 
member to coordinate the work of the site-based Indigenous facilitators and to look for 
opportunities to grow the program into the future.  

Monitoring proposal templates were updated for TLM sites in 2021–22, and site managers were 
encouraged to initiate projects that build links between ecological monitoring and cultural outcomes 
as well as opportunities to involve First Nations in monitoring activities. 

Some examples of outcomes being achieved via The Living Murray Indigenous Partnership Program 
at icon sites follow. 

https://cdn.environment.sa.gov.au/environment/docs/sa-river-murray-environmental-water-plan-2021-22.pdf
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Barmah–Millewa Forest 
First Nations were engaged to monitor three species of turtles found at the Barmah–Millewa Forest 
icon site. First Nations participated by recording the condition of the turtles and marking and tagging 
(for tracking purposes) and discussed their cultural significance and how they would like to be 
involved in the future. The monitoring also included a number of First Nations students from 
Deniliquin High School. The New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service has since partnered 
with the high school, Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre, Murray Local Land Services, and TAFE 
to provide an environmentally-based traineeship for First Nation students that includes direct 
involvement in water for the environment management activities at Millewa Forest. A short video of 
this project is available at: Turtles and traditional owners in the Barmah-Millewa Forest - YouTube.  

First Nations and New South Wales environmental water managers worked together in the Millewa 
Forest to develop and review hydrographs to investigate watering for highly culturally significant 
totem species – Murray cod and bitterns. These hydrographs help inform the delivery of 
environmental water to achieve shared benefits for culture and the environment.  

Gunbower Forest 
The Barapa Barapa Wamba Wemba Water for Country project aims to represent how First Nations 
cultural and spiritual values may be better represented in water management. The project is 
delivered in partnership with First Nations and the North Central CMA to deliver water for the 
environment for Gunbower Forest. Planning for water for the environment in 2022–23 commenced 
in this water year and was facilitated by the TLM Indigenous Partnerships Program.  

Discussions on cultural objectives and planned water for the environment continued and culminated 
in a field trip to discuss the current condition of the forest and how watering actions in 2022–23 
could continue to support cultural objectives and protect cultural heritage. The VEWH’s Seasonal 
Watering Plan will incorporate the work of the Water for Country steering committee in detailing 
some of the cultural values and uses of Gunbower Forest, as well as the Barapa Barapa Cultural 
Watering Objectives Framework, which will inform water for the environment decision-making in 
2022–23.  

Hattah Lakes  
A ‘Plants of Cultural Importance’ booklet has been developed for Hattah Lakes in consultation with 
First Nations and Elders and assisted by a vegetation ecologist. The process included on-country 
discussions with Elders about the aquatic and floodplain plant species that have cultural significance 
and their traditional uses. Information on the watering regimes of these species is also included, to 
assist water managers in planning water delivery for ecological and cultural outcomes.  

Lindsay, Walpolla, and Mulcra islands 
As part of TLM Condition Monitoring program, the Mallee CMA provided training in current 
monitoring methods. The opportunity to learn scientific sampling methods was provided to staff of 
the First People of the Millewa-Mallee Aboriginal Corporation (FPMMAC). The training days focused 
on practical, hands-on opportunities for FPMMAC staff to learn scientific methods currently used for 
sampling vegetation, fish, and water birds.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vUB3P-HQljg
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Chowilla Floodplain  
The First Peoples of the River Murray and Mallee Region (FPRMMR) (South Australia) along with 
Maraura Nation (New South Wales) are the Traditional Owners of the Chowilla Floodplain icon site. 
First Nations are engaged in Chowilla Floodplain icon site planning and management on an ongoing 
basis throughout the water year. This engagement included updates provided to First Peoples 
Working Group meetings throughout the water year, on-Country tours with Maraura and the First 
Peoples Working Group during and after watering events, and regular meetings with the chair of the 
Barkindji Maraura Elders Committee. 

Aboriginal Waterways Assessments were undertaken before and during the watering event/or 
pumping actions at priority sites for FPRMMR and Maraura. Lake Littra and Coppermine Waterhole 
were the focus of surveys in 2021-22. The assessments provided an important connection to 
Country, sharing information and knowledge about the icon site and gaining First Nations 
perspectives. 

First Nations helped the Chowilla ecologists undertake tadpole and small-bodied fish monitoring 
during the 2021–22 watering event and monitored annual scar tree health in partnership with 
National Parks and TLM staff. A workshop was held to train First Nations in the tree condition 
monitoring method and data entry process. 

Coorong, Murray Mouth and Lower Lakes 
Six Water Yarning Circles workshops were held on country with the Ngarrindjeri community in 2020–
21 to record stories and values about water. A wealth of knowledge, stories, and cultural values were 
documented via film and transcripts. This information was used to inform water for the environment 
planning during 2021–22 and will be used in future water planning and projects. Of high importance 
is the transfer of intergenerational cultural knowledge and providing valuable documented 
knowledge for the Ngarrindjeri community. Another outcome was using this approach to improve 
Ngarrindjeri understanding of how water for the environment works. A short video can be viewed at: 
Ngarrindjeri Yarning Circles - YouTube. 

Two workshops were facilitated by the South Australian Government. The first, ‘Water for the 
Environment’, included an on-country tour with Ngarrindjeri Aboriginal Corporation (NAC) staff and 
Ngarrindjeri community. The purpose was a two-way dialogue to better explain what water for the 
environment is, to see first-hand how it can benefit Ngarrindjeri Ruwe (country), and to explore 
opportunities for Ngarrindjeri input into planning. The second workshop, ‘Planning for Watering 
priorities 2022–23’, involved the NAC and resulted in the drafting of cultural values statements and 
vision to be included in the 2022–23 Lower Lakes and Coorong SCBEWC watering proposal.  

Ngarrindjeri community members participated in the annual condition monitoring of threatened fish 
as part of the TLM Program with the University of Adelaide. Following a particular interest in yabbies 
(cultural food) being identified through the Yarning Circles project, a Ngarrindjeri yabby monitoring 
program in the Lower Murray swaps and Lower Lakes was scoped and implemented with the 
University of Adelaide and Ngarrindjeri community members. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tK4TdPIlFDo
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Waterbird monitoring detected an increase in black swans in the Coorong estuary in summer 2022 in 
response to higher barrage flows. Rick Hartman, Yarluwar-Ruwe Project Coordinator from the NAC, 
said:  

“Water birds such as the Kungari (black swan) are important to Ngarrindjeri, not only 
because they are a Ngartji (totemic species), but the Kungari eggs are a food source for 
people and are a significant part of Ngarrindjeri culture. It shows how Ruwe (Country) 
can respond with some additional water. This is a place of creation, where the fresh and 
salt water mix and our Ngartjis need these waters to heal to enable their breeding”. 

Participation in water management 
Managing water for the environment is a collective and collaborative effort, a partnership between 
communities, First Nations, scientists, and government agencies. Environmental water managers 
engage with First Nations on a variety of planning and management decisions. Some of this 
engagement is enacted through more formal processes required in the Basin Plan, while other 
engagements occur because there is genuine intent to address some of the injustices of the past and 
to support First Nations achieve their objectives. Opportunities to keep culture strong include:  

• connection to Country  
• protecting important waterways and culturally significant species and sites  
• opportunities to carry out cultural practices and for Elders and younger generations to share 

knowledge  
• shared or two-way learning between First Nations and western science 
• learning, training, and employment opportunities. 

Cultural flows 
Cultural flows are water entitlements that are legally owned and managed by First Nations to 
improve the spiritual, cultural, environmental, social, and economic conditions of these Nations. 
Cultural flows are not consistently part of the water management system in Australia and achieving 
this will take time. 

The Australian Government committed $40 million to establish a water investment program that 
supports First Nations to plan for and implement cultural and economic entitlements.  

The National Cultural Flows Research Project was driven by, and for, First Nations. It sought, over 
7 years, to establish a national framework for cultural flows. The implementation of the National 
Cultural Flows Research Project outcomes is currently underway.  

Keeping culture strong  
Water for the environment can support cultural practices, and benefits can be achieved from 
environmental outcomes. Protecting and restoring waterways and species that are important to First 
Nations supports cultural practices and provides traditional food sources and raw materials for 
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medicines. Involving First Nations in restoring and protecting important sites can help with meeting 
cultural obligations to care for Country. This includes protecting First Nations’ Dreaming and sharing 
knowledge between Elders and younger generations. Opportunities to implement cultural 
obligations and share knowledge are created whenever activities are held on Country.  

First Nations people across the Basin are continuing to play an active role in protecting and managing 
the land and their culture through the Murray–Darling Basin Indigenous River Rangers Program. The 
program is one of several initiatives under the Murray–Darling Communities Investment Package. It 
allows river rangers to use their knowledge and connection to Country and water to manage and 
restore rivers and wetlands across the Basin. 

To mark World Ranger Day 2021, the Australian Government announced the establishment of five 
new Indigenous river ranger groups. The groups applied through the Murray–Darling Basin 
Indigenous River Rangers grant round. The $3.1 million program empowers Indigenous organisations 
to improve waterway health, manage Country, and sustain the Basin’s valuable environmental 
assets. The rangers, ranger coordinators, and support staff will use their knowledge and connection 
to Country to support environmental and cultural outcomes across the Basin. The new rangers began 
working in mid-2021 for 12 months. More information is at Indigenous Ranger Programs 
(niaa.gov.au). 

In March 2022 the Rivers, Veins of Our Country (mdba.gov.au) 2020–21 report was published. The 
report provides 12 stories of how First Nations people are working across the Basin to achieve shared 
cultural and environmental benefits through the delivery of water for the environment.  

To improve the evaluation and reporting of water for the environment outcomes, the New South 
Wales Government has started a process to map opportunities for First Nations to be involved in 
environmental and cultural monitoring. This work will be bolstered by a process to establish a First 
Nations program team.  

The Victorian Government drafted their Water is Life: Traditional Owner Access to Water Roadmap 
(Water is Life) for consultation. Developed in partnership with First Nations, Water is Life aims to 
guide the process of restorative justice to strengthen the role of First Nations in water planning and 
management and return water entitlements. Water is Life will contribute to self-determination by 
identifying opportunities for First Nations to access water as well as to manage and own water for 
spiritual, cultural, environmental and social economic purposes. Water is Life will be officially 
released in the 2022–23 water year. More information can be found at: Water is life 
(water.vic.gov.au).  

The Victorian Government has committed to embedding First Nations’ influence in all aspects of 
water management. It has progressed Treaty negotiations and the adoption of self-determination as 
the guiding approach in First Nation affairs. This landmark step aims to strengthen engagement with 
First Nations by building the cultural competency of government staff and funding First Nations to 
participate in planning and delivery of water for the environment. 

Six new Aboriginal Water Officer positions were funded (collectively 15 Aboriginal Water Officers are 
funded from Nations within the Basin) to deliver projects in partnership with Traditional Owner 
corporations, First Nation communities, catchment management authorities, and water agencies. 

https://www.niaa.gov.au/indigenous-affairs/environment/indigenous-ranger-programs
https://www.niaa.gov.au/indigenous-affairs/environment/indigenous-ranger-programs
https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/stories-first-nations-delivering-benefits-country-communities
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/aboriginal-values/the-aboriginal-water-program#toc__id_0_water
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/aboriginal-values/the-aboriginal-water-program#toc__id_0_water
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The positions provide a dedicated water expert on Country who supports First Nations to self-
determine how they wish to partner with the water sector and further support the Victorian 
Government to understand and incorporate traditional ecological knowledge into water resource 
planning. 

The second round of grants under the Victorian Water, Country and Community Program was 
launched in December 2021. This established a further 6 self-determined water projects and new 
partnerships with First Nations. There are now 12 self-determined water projects being 
implemented. They have various outputs and outcomes, with a particular focus on enabling long-
term water planning and strategies. Themes that will be addressed include monitoring, mapping and 
evaluating Country, community consultation and gathering, capacity building, and country plan 
implementation. 

The Victorian Murray Floodplain Restoration Project (VMFRP) has made significant progress, 
including 9 complex cultural heritage assessments. Engagement with First Nations and other 
stakeholders on VMFRP has occurred since 2019, with their input influencing the approach. This has 
resulted in the cultural heritage assessment methodology being adapted and changes to the 
infrastructure footprint. Aboriginal Waterways Assessments are being undertaken across the project 
area. This will enable cultural objectives to be identified and will inform water for the environment 
use and, when available, cultural water.  

The Victorian Government’s Constraints Measures Program started to explore how enhanced natural 
river flows could be delivered while managing risks and impacts. To achieve the community-centred 
objectives, a consultative committee was established, including three Registered Aboriginal Parties. 
On-country visits to additional First Nations of northern Victoria and throughout the Goulburn and 
Murray catchments documented the potential benefits and risks to cultural and spiritual wellbeing. 
Further involvement of First Nations is identified as an essential part of development for future 
stages, should the program proceed.  

The Constraints Measures Program delivered by the South Australian Government engaged with the 
NAC and the MACAI to identify cultural sites as part of the Early Works Project. Engagement included 
a number of workshops and on-country visits for bank stabilisation works at Hume Reserve in Murray 
Bridge and cultural visitor facilities at Ngaut Ngaut Conservation Park in the mid-Murray. The next 
steps are to co-design the infrastructure upgrades and ensure First Nations’ cultural objectives are 
achieved.  

Delivered by the South Australian Government, the Sustaining Riverland Environments program has 
grant agreements with First Peoples of the River Murray and Mallee (through the River Murray and 
Mallee Aboriginal Corporation). The program includes proposed works at a number of environmental 
watering sites and enhanced capacity for weir manipulation. The grants have been designed to 
ensure First Nations have sufficient capacity to apply their cultural knowledge and to highlight 
opportunities in the program. 

The First Nations Partnerships Project, delivered by the South Australian Government through the 
Healthy Coorong, Healthy Basin (HCHB) Program, entered into formal partnerships with Ngarrindjeri 
(via the NAC) and First Nations of the South-East (through Burrandies Aboriginal Corporation) to 
ensure they have sufficient capacity to contribute their cultural knowledge, values, and interests and 
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to be involved in implementing initiatives across the six HCHB projects. This may include, but is not 
limited to: 

• facilitating broader community engagement and feedback as required to ensure cultural 
knowledge are appropriately communicated to support HCHB outcomes 

• providing advice on the cultural and social benefits and impacts of proposed initiatives 
• providing cultural heritage approvals and recommendations 
• providing cultural knowledge on plans, strategies, policies and restoration of the Coorong 

and surrounding lands and waters 
• facilitating First Nations businesses and rangers’ involvement in the delivery of 

works/activities, where appropriate. 

Also funded through the HCHB Program, the delivery of the Ngarrindjeri Research Project 
progressed. This research project is Ngarrindjeri-owned and managed. Extensive oral histories with 
more than forty Ngarrindjeri Elders and community representatives have been databased with a 
primary aim to increase Ngarrindjeri ability to manage the Coorong and to protect cultural 
knowledge for future generations. 

Summary 
The health of the Murray–Darling Basin benefits from meaningful partnerships with First Nations and 
their active involvement in water planning, coordination, and delivery from the local to Basin scale. 
Across Basin governments, there are many current examples of First Nations influencing or 
participating in all stages of management of water for the environment. This was not the case 10 or 
even 5 years ago.  

While progress has been made to empower First Nations in planning and delivery of water for the 
environment, environmental water holders are still young in walking this journey together with First 
Nations. The disparity between First Nations input and consistency of engagement across the Basin 
tells us there is much room to grow.  

Basin governments value the ongoing contribution that First Nations peoples make to the planning 
and delivery of water for the environment – but we need to acknowledge that this contribution is 
made largely through frameworks and processes that have not been determined by or endorsed by 
First Nations people.  

First Nations are seeking to co-lead, guide, and collaborate with Basin governments to improve river 
health. They are asking to be resourced in a way that allows meaningful involvement and influence in 
water management. This needs a long-term commitment. First Nations are telling Basin governments 
that the legislative frameworks are complex and ignore the principles and knowledge that underpin 
practices of caring for Country. First Nations are looking to take steps towards self-determination 
within and beyond water for the environment.  

All Basin governments continue in their commitment to the work set out in this report. 
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Abbreviations and acronyms 
CEWH Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder 
CEWO Commonwealth Environmental Water Office 
CMA catchment management authority 
DCCEEW (Australian Government) Department of Climate Change, Energy, the 

Environment and Water 
EWAG environmental water advisory group 
EWMP environmental water management plan 
LTWP long-term watering plan 
MACAI Mannum Aboriginal Community Association Incorporated 
MDBA Murray–Darling Basin Authority 
MLDRIN Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations 
NAC Ngarrindjeri Aboriginal Corporation 
NBAN Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations 
NBEWG Northern Basin Environmental Watering Group 
SCBEWC Southern Connected Basin Environmental Watering Committee 
VEWH Victorian Environmental Water Holder 
VMFRP Victorian Murray Floodplain Restoration Project 
WRP water resource plan 



 

  
 

Office locations – First Nations Country 
Adelaide – Kaurna Country 
Canberra – Ngunnawal Country 
Goondiwindi – Bigambul Country 
Griffith – Wiradjuri Country 
Mildura – Latji Latji Country 
Murray Bridge – Ngarrindjeri Country 
Toowoomba – Jarowair and Wakka Wakka Country 
Wodonga – Dhudhuroa Country 

mdba.gov.au 1800 630 114 engagement@mdba.gov.au 

 

 

http://www.mdba.gov.au/
mailto:engagement@mdba.gov.au
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