
Key facts
Flooding is a natural process and is critical 
to the health of our rivers.

  During times of flood anyone 
that may be affected should 
follow the advice of the Bureau 
of Meteorology and local 
authorities to ensure their 
safety.

  Floods provide nutrients and 
energy for floodplains, including 
wetlands and forests. Floods are 
critical for providing water to 
billabongs and flushing sediment 
out of the river bed.

  The flooding of rivers following 
heavy rainfall is the most 
common form of flooding in 
Australia.

  Flooding can create blackwater, 
which can impact water quality 
and cause fish deaths.

  Some rivers only carry water 
during times of flood – during 
average or dry years, they may 
be dry riverbeds or creeks.

Flooding in the 
Murray–Darling 
Basin
Floods are a natural part of Australia’s water cycle 
and crucial to providing water to floodplains. 
Floods can also be damaging, presenting 
challenges for community and the environment. 

Floods occur when there is lots of rain that causes flows in 
the river to increase to levels that result in water moving onto 
floodplains. Flooding can occur suddenly or slowly – sudden 
and heavy rainfall can cause floods to quickly rise in minutes 
or hours causing flash flooding and are usually associated with 
relatively small catchment areas. In large catchment areas 
floods can occur slowly from a build-up of rain that causes 
runoff, resulting in significant floods that inundate large areas 
of land for days, weeks or months.

Floods can vary in size and frequency depending on rainfall, 
catchment conditions, the river and if there is any flood 
infrastructure in place to mitigate flooding.

In the northern part of the Basin, floods typically occur in 
winter/spring as a result of winter/spring rains. Large floods 
also occur in summer as a result of tropical cyclones and 
tropical lows. In the southern part of the Basin, the majority of 
the floods occur in winter and spring, although there have been 
some large floods in summer and autumn.

Key contacts during floods
During times of flood and high releases people should stay 
up-to-date with the latest information from the Bureau of 
Meteorology. The Bureau provides:

• flood watches and flood warnings

• rainfall and river level forecasts and information.

The Bureau of Meteorology is responsible for issuing flood 
warnings to the general public. Check www.bom.gov.au/
australia/warnings for up-to-date flood warnings in your area. 
The latest information about storages, allocations and trading 
information for Basin catchments via the Murray–Darling 
Basin Water Information Portal.

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority does not provide advice 
to the general public on flooding or evacuations.

M
D

B
A

1
2

6
5

Key contacts 
• New South Wales State Emergency Service  

132 500 

• Victoria Emergency Hotline 
1800 226 226 

• Queensland State Emergency Service 
13 74 68 

• South Australia General Enquiries 
08 8204 1910 

• ACT Emergency Services Agency 
132 500
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Management of water 
storages and infrastructure 
during floods 
Water storages exist in many catchments across the 
northern and southern Basin. In some instances, 
storages provide an opportunity to mitigate floods, 
depending on how much water can be captured.

Some storages have designated space that is used to 
capture water during times of flood, while others do not.

A dam is a barrier constructed to hold back water 
and raise its level, forming a body of water called a 
reservoir.

Managing floods at Hume Dam

The primary role of Hume Dam is water conservation. 
Water is stored during wet periods and released to 
meet downstream requirements during drier times. It 
provides considerable flood protection to downstream 
communities when the storage is low, as it can fully 
or partially store many floods. The likelihood of 
downstream flooding is higher when Hume Reservoir is 
full or near full. Floodwaters entering the storage must 
be passed downstream with little or no mitigation of the 
flood peak.

Communities should not be complacent about floods 
downstream of Hume Dam. When the storage is near 
full, large flood inflows must be passed downstream as 
they arrive. This means that moderate to large floods 
below the dam will occur from time to time in the 
future, although less frequently than they did prior to 
the dam’s construction.

Managing floods at Dartmouth Dam

The primary role of Dartmouth Dam is to store water 
as a drought reserve that can help supply River Murray 
system demands during sustained dry periods. It 
provides flood protection for the lower Mitta Mitta 
valley. Since its construction, downstream floods have 
been relatively infrequent.

If flow over the spillway is imminent, we will advise the 
downstream community via a ‘flow advice’. However, 
please always refer to the Bureau of Meteorology 
for flood forecasts. Even when full, the design of the 
Dartmouth Dam spillway allows for a large volume 
of floodwater to be temporarily stored above the full 
supply level before flowing out at a lower rate. This 
results in a considerable reduction to the downstream 
flood peak. 

Communities should not be complacent about floods 
downstream of Dartmouth Dam. Floods in the lower 
Mitta Mitta valley will continue to occur from time 
to time.

Expected water quality 
issues during flooding 
Potential water quality issues caused by flooding include: 

• High turbidity, which is created by issues such as 
sediment flushed into rivers by erosion, following 
bushfires, or stirred up by carp. Turbidity reduces 
the penetration of sunlight, affecting plants and 
aquatic life.

• Blackwater, which is a naturally occurring process 
caused by nutrient-rich organic material such as 
leaves and bark washing into rivers during a flood. 
As this organic matter decays, tannins are released, 
giving the water a blackish appearance. The process 
can also release chemicals that make water more 
alkaline or acidic and reduce dissolved oxygen 
levels. However, this natural process is not always 
a threat and is important to the productivity of the 
river, providing nutrients to supply the food chain 
that aquatic life depends on.

• Low dissolved oxygen levels, which can occur in 
drought and flood conditions. Low dissolved oxygen 
levels suffocate and kill aquatic life (such as fish and 
shrimps) in large numbers. In drought, oxygen levels 
throughout the water column can quickly reduce 
when stratified water bodies with low-oxygen 
rapidly mix with oxygenated surface layers due to 
sudden changes in climate conditions. In floods large 
amounts of organic matter enter the water, creating 
blackwater, which can rapidly consume the oxygen in 
a river or lake.

Connect with us

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

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


