
Key facts
The MDBA operates water 
infrastructure in the River Murray 
system. Across the rest of the 
Murray–Darling Basin, state 
governments are responsible for 
water infrastructure.

  The MDBA operates River 
Murray infrastructure 
through a joint venture 
between the Australian 
Government and the New 
South Wales, Victoria, and 
South Australia state  
governments.

  The main storages under 
control of the MDBA are: 
Dartmouth and Hume Dams, 
Yarrawonga and Torrumbarry 
Weirs, Lake Victoria and the 
locks and weirs from Euston 
to Rufus River.

  The construction and 
operating arrangements for 
any new storages in the River 
Murray system require 
approval of the joint venture.

  Any new storages outside of 
the River Murray system 
would be owned and 
operated by the relevant 
state government.

  New or expanded dams don’t 
create water, they intercept 
and store water which can 
then be managed as 
regulated releases.

  Regardless of storage, water 
use must not exceed the 
sustainable diversion limits 
set for each catchment.

Infrastructure 
development
The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) 
takes a Basin-wide, collaborative approach 
to managing water to achieve a healthy and 
productive river system.

Infrastructure such as dams and levees are developed, 
maintained and operated to capture and store water, 
allowing flows to be regulated. 

Building new infrastructure to help manage water is an 
option under the Basin Plan. Any development must 
support the objectives and outcomes of the Basin Plan. 

The Basin Plan sets limits on how much water, on average, 
can be used or taken from the system – these are the 
sustainable diversion limits. Any new water infrastructure 
needs to operate within these limits. 

Water resource plans determine the maximum amount 
of surface and groundwater that can be extracted from 
the river system, and Basin state governments are 
responsible for allocating water to entitlement holders.

Most surface water plan areas are fully allocated and in 
most cases, the water required to fill any new storage 
would need to be acquired from willing sellers on the 
water market.

Much of the Murray–Darling Basin is flat, with few sites 
that allow for efficient capture and storage of water. Large 
shallow reservoirs lose a significant volume of water 
through evaporation.

Additional dams would have minimal impact on water 
availability in drought unless water is reserved solely for 
use in drought.
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Economic considerations
In the past, Basin governments have found that new 
dams in the Basin are not economically viable and 
do not provide a return on the investment.

Current water pricing arrangements in all Basin 
states require the end users of water to pay for 
operation, maintenance and depreciation costs of 
new infrastructure, including dams. 

Water costs can exceed the return irrigators can 
get from using that water, on even the highest 
valued uses. 

Possible impacts
Dams change the pattern and timing of natural flows 
in rivers to one governed by downstream demands.

Flow rates and timing are as significant as volume 
in supporting a healthy environment. 

This means that depending on the location of the 
new storage, a dam may have adverse impacts 
on environmental assets including internationally 
recognised wetlands and endangered species. 
This also impacts the community and affects 
downstream cultural and recreational activities.

All new dams and infrastructure require development, 
environmental, cultural heritage and other approvals 
from relevant government authorities.

Assessing the impacts 
MDBA responsibilities:

• Set sustainable diversion limits and regulate 
water users and managers, including Basin state 
governments.

• Assess total water use in an area resulting from, 
for example, construction of a new dam, and 
evaluate overall impact.

• Ensure Basin state governments are not using 
more than the long-term annual average limit 
of water that can be taken from individual 
catchments within the Basin.

Basin state government responsibilities: 

• Ensure the maximum level of water use is 
considered in development proposals. 

• Acquire water entitlements from existing users 
so that the catchment, and Basin-wide limits, 
are not exceeded.

Options to improve water 
security
Alternatives to building new dams in the Basin for 
storing water include building pipe networks between 
storages or catchments and managed aquifer recharge, 
where groundwater is replenished by water entering 
the system.

Alternative infrastructure developments need to 
consider Basin Plan requirements, in addition to 
development, environmental, cultural heritage and 
other approvals from government authorities.

For more information on water infrastructure 
development in Basin states visit:

• WaterNSW 
waternsw.com.au/projects

• Victoria 
Department of Environment, Land, Water and 
Planning  
water.vic.gov.au

• Queensland 
Department of Resources 
resources.qld.gov.au/land-property

• South Australia 
Department of Environment and Water 
environment.sa.gov.au/topics/water

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

https://www.waternsw.com.au/projects
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/
http://www.resources.qld.gov.au/land-property
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tel:1800230067
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