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MESSAGE FROM  
THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE

I’m pleased to present the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) corporate plan for the 2016–17 to 2019–20 financial 
years, and my first as Chief Executive. We are entering an important phase in the management of the Murray–Darling 
Basin’s water resources. Our corporate plan sets out what we need to achieve over the next four years to ensure that 
rivers are well managed and basin communities and industries can be assured of some certainty and security into the 
future.

Management of the basin’s water resources is a collaborative endeavour between states, the Australian Government 
and basin communities. The MDBA will continue to build on its relationships — especially those with local people — to 
make sure we get the best outcomes for the basin from a social, environmental and economic perspective; and that 
programs we undertake with partner governments are well designed and delivered efficiently. 

The MDBA’s corporate plan has been prepared consistent with the requirements under paragraph 35(1) (b) of the 
Public Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013, Section 213A of the Water Act 2007, and Clause 34 of the 
Murray–Darling Basin Agreement. 

This corporate plan will be reviewed and adjusted each year to take account of new information, emerging issues and 
progress on implementing key initiatives.

Phillip Glyde 
Chief Executive 
Murray–Darling Basin Authority
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ABOUT THE MDBA

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) was established under the Commonwealth Water Act 2007 as an independent, 
expertise-based statutory agency. The Water Act established the MDBA with the functions and powers needed to ensure that 
basin water resources are managed in an integrated and sustainable way that optimises economic, social and environmental 
outcomes for the long-term national interest. The MDBA is the only agency that can provide this expertise and oversight. 
The MDBA activities are critical to assuring that the multi-billion dollar investment in water policy reform by the Australian 
Government achieves the intended outcomes, through: 

• improved certainty for all water users of the basin which supports investment and growth in agricultural production, 
community infrastructure and small businesses 

• fair and transparent sharing of the water of the Murray–Darling Basin for all users

• sustainable and integrated management of the water resources of the Murray–Darling Basin. 

To assist the MDBA to deliver on the functions specified under the Commonwealth Water Act 2007, the MDBA works in close 
collaboration with other Australian Government agencies, basin state governments, local governments, regional bodies, 
industry groups, landholders, environmental organisations, scientists, research organisations and the Murray–Darling Basin 
communities, including Aboriginal communities, and the broader Australian community.
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OUR PURPOSE 

The MDBA is responsible for the implementation of a plan for sustainable management of 
the basin’s water resources; operation of the River Murray system and implementation of 
other joint natural resource management programs; and for undertaking relevant research, 
education, and compliance activities. The functions of the MDBA include:

• preparing, implementing, evaluating and reviewing an integrated plan for the sustainable 
use of the basin’s water resources 

• operating the River Murray system and efficiently delivering water to users on behalf of 
partner governments 

• measuring, monitoring and recording the quality and quantity of the basin’s water 
resources and the condition of associated water dependent ecosystems 

• supporting, encouraging and conducting research and investigations about the basin’s 
water resources and dependent ecosystems 

• disseminating information about the basin’s water resources and dependent ecosystems 

• engaging and educating the Australian community about the basin’s water resources.

In 2016-17 the MDBA will focus on delivering against the following strategic priorities: 

• complete review elements of the Basin Plan – Northern Basin Review (NBR), sustainable 
diversion limit (SDL) adjustment and groundwater

• progress accreditation of state water resource plans

• targeted communications and engagement to clarify our role and build credibility, brand 
and legitimacy

• Basin Plan Evaluation Report 2017

• efficiently and effectively run joint programs including River Murray operations

• plan for a sustainable future – right systems, people and capacity

• continue to strengthen the MDBA’s regulatory posture.



The MDBA works within a legislative framework, 
supplemented by various state and territory government 
agreements, and supported by a robust governance 
structure. To effectively meet the challenges associated with 
a complex operating environment, the MDBA will continue to 
develop and maintain collaborative partnerships with basin 
governments, communities, industries and other interest 
groups. 

Legislative requirements 
The Water Act 2007 (Water Act) establishes the MDBA 
as an independent agency responsible for developing 
and overseeing the Basin Plan planning and monitoring 
framework for the integrated management of the basin’s 
water and other natural resources in a way that optimises 
economic, social and environmental outcomes in the 
national interest. The Act also sets out the MDBA’s role in 
relation to the implementation of a range of joint programs 
under the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement.

Working with governments 
The MDBA is charged with leading the implementation of the 
Basin Plan, as well as delivering a range of functions under 
the Agreement. The Agreement includes the management 
of River Murray Operations, which deals with the delivery of 
state water entitlements. 

While the MDBA does have compliance powers, in respect 
to the Basin Plan, it recognises that the best outcomes will 
be achieved by working together. As such, a large portion 
of the MDBA’s work is managed in close collaboration with 
agencies from basin states (including the Australian Capital 
Territory) and other Australian Government agencies. 
The Basin Plan represents a fundamental shift in water 
management in the basin, by increasing emphasis on 
managing the basin as a whole system. 

While the Basin Plan functions of the MDBA are funded 
by the Australian Government, the Murray–Darling Basin 
Agreement functions are jointly funded by the contracting 
the Australian Government and the governments of New 
South Wales, Victoria, South Australia, Queensland, 
and the Australian Capital Territory under cost sharing 
arrangements which vary according to whether the actions 
are investigations, construction and administration costs, or 
operation and maintenance costs.

OUR OPERATING ENVIRONMENT
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Working with communities
The MDBA’s whole-of-basin view enables the equitable 
and sustainable use of the Murray–Darling Basin for all 
communities. Each basin state has the authority and 
responsibility to manage the use of its water resources within 
its jurisdiction, consistent with the Basin Plan. 

The people who live in, work in and care for the basin have 
an intimate knowledge of its water and environment. These 
people are well placed to inform decisions about how best 
to manage the rivers. Basin Plan implementation will only 
be successful if communities continue to participate in and 
support its progress. 

The MDBA is committed to ongoing and strengthened 
consultation and engagement with people from the basin 
communities. This approach recognises the importance of 
acknowledging the shared stewardship of the basin, and the 
need to embrace the collective voices involved in basin water 
reform.

Governance arrangements 
The governance arrangements covering the water resources 
of the Murray–Darling Basin have been developed to meet 
changing economic, environmental and societal needs of 
basin communities. 

The MDBA reports to the Minister for Agriculture and Water 
Resources. The MDBA’s governance comprises: 

• the Minister for Agriculture and Water Resources 

• the six-member Murray–Darling Basin Authority 

• the Murray–Darling Basin Ministerial Council 

• the Basin Officials Committee 

• the Basin Community Committee. 

The MDBA consists of the six-member Authority, including 
the Chief Executive, and MDBA staff. The water resources of 
the Murray–Darling Basin is managed through a partnership 
of the Australian Government and the governments of New 
South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia and the 
Australian Capital Territory (the basin states). 

The current governance arrangements are set out in the 
Water Act which establishes an Australian Government and 
state cooperative arrangement for the management of basin 
water resources operating under Commonwealth law. The 
governance arrangements are summarised in the diagram on 
the next page.
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Murray–Darling  
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CORE FUNCTIONS

1  The decision maker 
on the Basin Plan 
and chairs Ministerial 
Council

2  Responsible 
for developing, 
implementing, 
evaluating and 
reviewing the Basin 
Plan

  Manages the River 
Murray system 
on behalf of joint 
governments

3  Policy and decision-
making roles on 
state water shares 
and funding of joint 
programs as per the 
MDB Agreement

4  Makes decisions 
consistent with the 
delegations from the 
Ministerial Council and 
advises on the Basin 
Plan

5  Provides advice to 
the Authority and 
Ministerial Council on 
basin community issues



The Basin Plan is 
being progressively 
implemented over seven 
years, commencing in 
2012, to allow time for the 
basin state govenments, 
communities and the 
Australian Government 
to work together to 
manage the changes 
required for achieving 
a healthy working 
basin. Accordingly, the 
measurement of key 
performance indicators 
will commence in line with 
the staged implementation 
of the Basin Plan and will 
mature over time. 

The key implementation 
stages are outlined on  
the right.

OUR PERFORMANCE 
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2014*

2015*

2016*

2017*

2019*

2020*

2021*

2024*

2022*

2023*

Long-term state 
environmental watering 

plans published

Five yearly report on the effectiveness 
of the  Basin Plan published

Basin environmental watering 
strategy published

Sustainable diversion 
limits reviewed in the 

northern basin

Five yearly review of 
environmental watering plan, 
water quality and salinity targets

Water trading  
rules begin

All environmental water recovered

Northern Basin Review completed

Completion of ‘supply’ and ‘efficiency’ 
measures for the sustainable 
diversion limit adjustment

Adjustment of sustainable 
diversion limit determined

Interim evaluation  
of Basin Plan

Review of basin environmental 
watering strategy

Sustainable diversion limits 
come into effect

Groundwater 
reviews completed

Roll out of the Aboriginal 
Cultural Flows Health 

Indicator

Completion of agreed 
constraints measures

All state water resource 
plans revised in line with 

Basin Plan

Constraints projects begin

2018*

* Dates are in calendar year



The work of evaluating and monitoring performance of the Basin Plan 
and associated reforms across the basin involves: 

• undertaking research and collecting data (e.g. facts and figures, 
trends, reports, surveys, interviews) in order to understand the 
impact of the Basin Plan implementation over time 

• comparing change against ‘baseline’ information about the current 
health of the basin’s environment (before basin-wide water reform) 

• bringing this information together and making an assessment about 
whether a range of objectives and outcomes (the things we set out 
to do) are being achieved; and whether the Basin Plan requires 
adjustment 

• broadly tracking the effect of other influences and drivers on 
outcomes in the basin (where data is available), so that the costs 
and benefits of reform are being attributed to the right place. 
Such factors effecting the basin’s economy, social systems and 
ecosystems could include: 

• commodity prices, exchange rates, national social and 
economic trends (for example, moving for new work 
opportunities like mining) 

• climate variability (including fire, flood and long-term changes) 

• other government programs (noting that we will not be 
evaluating the effectiveness of these program activities 
themselves). 

• reflecting on what the MDBA has learnt and reporting to 
governments to guide their decision-making.

The performance monitoring of joint-programs is governed by the Joint 
Program Annual Work Plan and Budget. The Murray–Darling Basin 
Authority – Joint Program Annual Work Plan and Budget for 2015-16 to 
2018-19 is prepared and approved in accordance with Clause 34 of the 
Murray–Darling Basin Agreement and includes further details about the 
joint-program, as agreed with partner governments. The joint programs 
are monitored and evaluated in accordance with the requirements set out 
in the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement. Pending legislative amendment 
to the Water Act, the MDBA is removing the details of the joint program 
activities from the corporate plan. The MDBA’s performance in relation to 
these programs are included in Goal 4. 

To achieve organisational results, the MDBA will measure performance 
against the goals and key performance indicators discussed on the 
next page.
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STRATEGIC GOAL 1

Lead the implementation of the 
Basin Plan to achieve a healthy 
working basin
Implementing the Basin Plan will lead to a healthy working 
basin to benefit all and deliver: 

• communities with sufficient and reliable water supplies 
that are fit for a range of intended purposes, including 
domestic, industrial, recreational and cultural use 

• productive and resilient water-dependent industries 
and communities with confidence in their long-term 
future 

• healthy and resilient ecosystems with rivers and creeks 
regularly connected to their floodplains and ultimately, 
the ocean.

Functions 
This goal will be achieved by: 

• supporting basin state governments to achieve 
accreditation of their water resource plans consistent 
with the Basin Plan 

• coordinating whole-of-basin planning, prioritisation and 
use of environmental water to maximise the benefits 
from such water across the basin. 

• supporting sustainable diversion limit (SDL) adjustment 
(including through the constraints management 

strategy) to enhance the environmental, economic and 
social outcomes of the Basin Plan 

• facilitating full implementation of all surface and 
groundwater SDLs, and water quality and salinity 
management plan 

• facilitating efficient and effective water trading markets 
to improve the productivity of water use 

• reviewing the northern basin settings of the Basin Plan 
in light of new environmental, social and economic 
information.

KEY PERFORMANCE  
INDICATORS
KP1: Implement the MDBA responsibilities of the Basin Plan 
in accordance with legislative timeframes.

Timeframe

16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 Future
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STRATEGIC GOAL 2

Strengthen engagement with the 
community
Sustaining a healthy working basin is improved by effective engagement 
with the community to identify knowledge and common interests, 
formulate policy, ensure compliance and manage the rivers and its 
basin assets.

Functions 
This goal will be achieved by: 

• ensuring local knowledge informs decisions

• providing information to the full range of stakeholders through 
various communication and engagement channels 

• developing and delivering education strategies and activities to 
promote the importance of sustaining a healthy working basin.
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KEY PERFORMANCE  
INDICATORS
KP2: Based on feedback through consultation, respond and adjust the MDBA’s 
activities to improve effectiveness.

KP3: Informing and educating stakeholders and the community on the 
importance of sustaining a healthy working basin through a range of 
communications and education platforms.

Timeframe

16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 Future



STRATEGIC GOAL 3

Evaluate and report the social, 
economic and environmental 
outcomes of basin water reforms
The MDBA is tracking progress of the triple bottom line 
outcomes from the basin water reforms. Measuring the 
impact of the reforms is fundamental to gaining community 
confidence in the implementation process and supporting 
the reforms into the future. 

The MDBA will focus on building knowledge on whether the 
expected outcomes are being achieved, understanding any 
unintended consequences, addressing problems as they are 
identified and adjusting accordingly (adaptive management). 
As more elements of the Basin Plan are in place and more 
effects can be tracked, the depth of this work will increase.

Functions 
This goal will be achieved by monitoring, reporting and 
evaluation of: 

• environmental outcomes of the Basin Plan 

• compliance with Sustainable Diversion Limits 

• social, economic and environmental outcomes of basin 
water reforms.
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KEY PERFORMANCE  
INDICATORS
KP4: 100% of monitoring and evaluation reviews conducted 
within statutory regulations.

Timeframe

16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 Future
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STRATEGIC GOAL 4

Operate the River Murray system efficiently 
for partner governments
The MDBA, in partnership with basin state governments, will ensure 
the efficient, cost effective and transparent governance and delivery 
of the joint programs to safeguard the sustainable use of the basin’s 
water resources in a manner that protects the environment, as well as 
benefits the communities and industries that depend on it.

Functions 
This goal will be achieved by: 

• building, operating, maintaining and improving the River Murray 
system assets to achieve contemporary best practice standards 

• improving and maintaining a healthy river system through the 
implementation of joint natural resource management (NRM) 
programs for partner governments.

KEY PERFORMANCE  
INDICATORS
KP5: River operations and programs are managed in accordance with the: 

•  Murray–Darling Basin Agreement

•  service level agreement between the Murray–Darling Basin Ministerial 
Council and the MDBA.

KP6: Build, maintain, and improve the River Murray system assets to achieve 
best practice standards in accordance with the Murray–Darling Basin 
Agreement.

KP7: Maintain and improve the health of the basin in accordance with the 
Murray–Darling Basin Agreement and the associated agreements.

Timeframe

16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 Future
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STRATEGIC GOAL 5

Improve the knowledge base to 
support sustainable water resource 
management
To support sustainable water resource management 
across the basin, the MDBA recognises that knowledge, 
data and evidence is crucial in assisting with Basin Plan 
implementations, reviews and River Murray operations as 
well as informing policy and decision makers.

Functions 
This goal will be achieved by: 

• investing in new water resource knowledge, in 
partnership with governments, scientists and 
communities, to support better decision making 

• delivering integrated water resource modelling across 
the basin 

• improving the understanding of river health and 
response to environmental water to enable adaptive 
management.

KEY PERFORMANCE  
INDICATORS
KP8: The MDBA will provide basin-wide technical advice, 
analysis and evidence to governments, industries and the 
wider community to support better decision making.

Timeframe

16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 Future
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In realising the MDBA goals, the organisation will focus on four priority 
areas to build the right workforce and organisational culture and will: 

• build a dynamic, flexible and capable workforce with a ‘one 
organisation’ culture

• strengthen culture and leadership within the organisation

• secure a competent workforce

• be an organisation that respectfully engages its stakeholders.

Enabling services and capabilities 

To respond to changing demands and to achieve the goals, the MDBA 
will align organisational strategies and priorities to continually build and 
improve on enabling services, by: 

• improving and streamlining governance arrangements for more 
efficient and effective outcomes 

• improving knowledge management and capabilities across the 
organisation to ensure that organisational goals are achieved 

• exploring opportunities for the use of shared services 

• enhancing financial and non-financial performance measurement 
framework 

• improving financial system reporting. 

OUR FINANCIAL ARRANGEMENTS

The MDBA’s funding is derived from the following sources: 

• Australian Government appropriation funding for its Basin Plan 
activities as required by the Water Act 2007 

• the delivery of the joint functions through jurisdictional contributions 
by the basin governments and the Australian Government, based 
on a cost sharing model agreed to by the Murray–Darling Basin 
Ministerial Council to fund the delivery of the joint functions 

• interest earned on retained funds 

• other revenue, including the sale of assets, property revenues, hydro 
generation and recovery of salinity mitigation and operation costs.

The MDBA annual funding arrangement is set out in the Portfolio Budget 
Statement (PBS) – agriculture.gov.au/SiteCollectionDocuments/about/
budget/2016-17/2016-17-mdba.pdf

Our Capability

Workforce and culture

The MDBA is a multi-disciplined organisation with a unique combination 
of talented employees. Our people have highly specialised skills and 
qualifications such as engineering, hydrology, environmental science and 
river operation. We draw people from all over the world as well as many 
areas of the basin — from farms and regional towns and cities, who are 
keen to work where they have a strong personal association. 

http://www.agriculture.gov.au/SiteCollectionDocuments/about/budget/2016-17/2016-17-mdba.pdf
http://www.agriculture.gov.au/SiteCollectionDocuments/about/budget/2016-17/2016-17-mdba.pdf
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OUR RISK MANAGEMENT APPROACH

In establishing this corporate plan, the MDBA takes into 
account its annual risk assessment, risk management 
and fraud control plans. The MDBA maintains a Risk 
Management Framework based on the Australian Standard 
for Risk Management (AS/NZS ISO 31000:2009). 

A risk assessment and treatment control register is 
maintained by the MDBA. The MDBA reports progress on the 
implementation of treatments in the quarterly performance 
reporting process to the Authority, Ministerial Council and 
Basin Officials Committee.

The MDBA applies an enterprise-wide risk management 
approach across its range of programs and operations to 
identify, analyse and manage risk ensuring that all planning 
activities and decisions are well-informed. The MDBA 
reviews and updates its risk management framework 
annually, including strategic risks. The table below identifies 
the MDBA strategic risks for 2016–17. 

The MDBA will conduct a comprehensive review of 
strategic risks and treatments in 2016-17. This will ensure 
the identification and reporting of risks and appropriate 
treatments to facilitate day-to-day operations that achieve 
outcomes.

The following page describes strategic risks and mitigation 
strategies.
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The MDBA leadership group will manage the risks using the mitigation strategies outlined below:

Strategic risks

1 Failure to obtain stakeholder (including political) support for the MDBA’s objectives and outcomes

2 Budget uncertainty and/or reduction

3 Failure to deliver a credible and defensible outcome from the Basin Plan

4 Failure to retain and develop a skilled workforce that can deliver the MDBA objectives 

5 Failure to establish an effective regulatory framework

6 Inadequate management of knowledge, information and data

Risk mitigation strategies

1 Continued strong engagement with all stakeholders to demonstrate the benefits and achievements of the MDBA and Basin Plan

2 Secure funding by maintaining close relationships with governments, which will ensure the MDBA’s ability to meet legislative 
requirements 

3 Implement the MDBA’s Strategic Workforce and ICT Strategic Plans, which will ensure continuity of the knowledge and system 
requirements to support scientifically based research and operations
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