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I, Phillip Glyde, as the accountable authority of the Murray–Darling 
Basin Authority (MDBA) present the MDBA Corporate Plan 2020–21, 
which covers the period 2020–21 to 2023–24, as required 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. 

 



Message from the Chief Executive 

I am pleased to share with you the Murray–Darling Basin Authority Corporate 
Plan for 2020–21. 

It has been a busy 12 months at the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) 
as we work in collaboration with Basin government partners to improve 
the health of the Murray–Darling Basin for the benefit of all. We are more 
than halfway through the 12-year reform process and our commitment is 
unwavering to deliver the best outcomes to the Basin, its environment and 
the communities and industries relying on it.

It has again been a very challenging year for communities—both in the Basin and across Australia. 
The summer was defined by contrasts, continuing drought punctuated by the devasting bushfires, 
followed by the first decent rainfalls in more than 12 months. The Bureau of Meteorology’s 
outlook for the year ahead is promising—many across the Basin should expect a wet winter. I 
hope that this will relieve some of the immense pressure on communities, industries, farmers 
and the environment and provide a much needed boost to the Basin’s water resources. 

Our ongoing focus at the MDBA is to progress much needed water reform. Water needs to be 
managed carefully for future generations. The reforms are complex and must balance competing 
interests: the environmental health of the Basin, irrigated and dryland agriculture, community 
needs, cultural values and recreational uses.

The MDBA is making great strides regionalising our workforce across the Basin, building on 
our relationships already in place. Offices have been established in Mildura, Murray Bridge and 
Griffith and we are increasing our workforce in Goondiwindi. In the next 12 months, these new 
locations will allow us to recruit and retain staff based in the regional and rural communities 
we look to support.

In 2020, we have seen several reviews into water management—including the Interim 
Inspector General’s inquiry into the management of Murray–Darling Basin water resources, the 
independent assessment of social and economic conditions in the Basin, and the Lower Lakes 
science review. These reviews have yielded key insights into how water management can be 
improved for the benefit for all. 

The Basin Plan itself has reviews built into it, including the 2020 evaluation. This is designed to 
give space to reflect, adjust and change as new information and science becomes available and 
we learn more about the magnificent natural asset Basin communities rely on. 

We know drought, climate change and other factors are taking their toll. The scale and pace of 
change presents challenges for adjustment, but it’s in Australia’s interest to rebalance the scales 
and create a sustainable long-term footing for industries and communities. We must continue to 
work together to preserve one of Australia’s greatest natural assets.
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Chief Executive  
Phillip Glyde



Our purpose

To achieve a healthy working Basin through the integrated 
management of water resources for the long-term benefit 
of the Australian Community.
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About us

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) is an Australian 
Government independent corporate Commonwealth agency 
that reports to the Australian Government water minister.   

The MDBA has the functions and powers to ensure the water resources of the Basin are 
managed in an integrated and sustainable way in the national interest. 

• greater 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 Basin’s water among all users

• sustainable and integrated management of water resources of the Basin.

The MDBA works closely with other Australian Government agencies, Basin state governments 
(New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia and the Australian Capital Territory), 
local governments, regional bodies, industry groups, landholders, environmental organisations, 
scientists, research organisations and communities, including Aboriginal peoples and the 
broader Australian community. 

The MDBA has offices in Adelaide, Albury–Wodonga, Canberra, Goondiwindi, Griffith, Mildura, 
Murray Bridge and Toowoomba. 

The MDBA’s Purpose 

To improve the health and sustainability of the Murray–Darling Basin through  
integrated reform and management of water and other natural resources for  
the long-term benefit of the Australian community
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About the Murray–Darling Basin

The Murray–Darling Basin is a complex, diverse and 
dynamic river system. It is constantly changing in response 
to the influences of people, climate and the way water is 
used for production, communities and the environment.  

Fishing 
employs

10,000
people

Largest  and 
most complex
river system Home to

2.6 million
Australians

Towns and  
rural communities  

rely on a

healthy river 
system

More than 

40 Aboriginal 
Nations 

$24 billion 
agriculture

industry

16
internationally 
recognised and 

protected 
wetlands

120 waterbird
species and

species

Australians visit their 
rivers and lakes 
for recreational  

and social 
activities

$8 billion
tourism 

industry

9,200
irrigated 

agriculture 
businesses

Spans four 
states and one 

territory

As at July 2020
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Our operating context

The Basin Plan (the Plan) is more than halfway through its 
implementation and the MDBA must continue to drive this 
process. In the current phase of implementation, the MDBA 
is focused on regulation and adaptive management.   

From 1 July 2020, the MDBA will monitor and regulate compliance with accredited water 
resource plans and the Basin Plan, which includes the water trading rules, along with 
monitoring and evaluating Basin Plan actions and outcomes. It will also need to adjust 
policy settings through adaptive management as required. This new phase of the Basin 
Plan will require the MDBA to evolve as an organisation and continue to develop new 
capabilities in technology, processes and people.

Over the past few years there has been added scrutiny on the MDBA and the governments 
involved in the implementation of the Plan. The MDBA needs to maintain investment in the 
research and science program to support ongoing adaptive management practices while 
improving the transparency and accountability of decisions. 

During Autumn 2020, wetter than average conditions resulted in catchments that are likely 
to continue to respond well to further rainfall events in winter and spring. The Bureau of 
Meteorology (BOM) climate outlook for the Basin is for higher than median rainfall for 
2020. BOM’s streamflow forecast indicates that higher flows are likely in the northern and 
southern Basin. This would replenish storage levels in the Dartmouth and Hume Dams, 
which were last full in 2016. In April, the Darling and Murray rivers connected for the first 
time in two years, when water had reached the Murray weir pool. There remain potential 
risks to water quality as rivers reconnect and if the winter rainfalls result in significant 
flooding. At the opening of 2020–21, the total storage is at 40% with some locations in 
the northern Basin as low as 5% to 17%. Above average rainfall in 2019–20 has improved 
soil moisture in most of the southern Basin, however, northern Basin soil moisture levels 
decreased during May due to less overall rainfall. Without significant rainfall in the region, 
flows in many northern Basin rivers continue to ease. Although the Basin is still in drought, 
recent rainfall, changing weather conditions and cooler temperatures have eased the 
number of threats to water quality in the Basin. It is expected that there will be very little 
change in current conditions over winter, however, the MDBA and state authorities will 
continue to monitor water quality across the Basin.

Water use and delivery needs are shifting, influenced by changes to the climate and water 
availability. This makes the work of the Basin Plan even more important, with numerous 
competing needs to be managed fairly and transparently. All water entitlement holders 
are treated equally and, in times of drought, all allocations will be reduced, regardless of 
whether the water is for farming or for the environment.

CORPORATE PLAN 2020–2021  |  11 



The MDBA operates the River Murray system on behalf of Basin state governments. In 
drought conditions, the MDBA considers water availability and climate predictions in its 
planning and management decisions.

The MDBA is also considering the impact of drought conditions on the environmental health 
of the Basin. Environmental watering priorities for 2020–21 will focus on protecting our 
wetlands, floodplains and river ecosystems from further damage, and placing them in the 
best possible position to recover from the drought when it breaks. 

Implementation of the Basin Plan

Basin plan implementation timeline 2012–2026

The Basin Plan is a coordinated approach to water management across the Murray–Darling 
Basin’s four states (New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria) and the 
Australian Capital Territory. 

The Basin Plan aims to find a balance between the water needs of all users to make sure 
communities, industries and environments continue to thrive. A healthy, productive Basin 
will take many years to achieve. At this early stage, there are some good signs the Basin Plan 
is working and on track in many areas, though some aspects of implementation will need 
attention in coming years.
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The Basin Plan is a shared responsibility. We work with a range of Australian Government 
and state government partners, as well as various industry, environmental, community and 
Aboriginal organisations to implement the Basin Plan to ensure:

• water resources are shared sustainably between industries, community and the environment

• good quality water is delivered to people, businesses and the environment 

• water for the environment is used effectively

• state and territory governments are committed to the Basin Plan

• communities always have access to drinking water

• appropriate quality water for industries, communities and the environment are maintained

• water trade is efficient and fair

• implementation of the Basin Plan is monitored and evaluated

• water regulation arrangements and activities are effective and appropriate

• Aboriginal values and interests are recognised through all stages of water planning 
and management.

The Basin Plan was amended twice during 2017–18, with bipartisan support and an agreed 
Basin Plan commitments package. A considerable amount of work is required to implement the 
commitments package agreed as part of both sets of amendments. This work will continue to be 
delivered in the midst of a drought, with severe conditions in the northern Basin and worsening 
conditions in the southern Basin. The Bureau of Meteorology outlook for the coming water year 
suggests continuing warmer-than-average temperatures and dry conditions.

Water resource plans and water accounting

Water resource plans (WRPs) are an integral part of implementing the Basin Plan. They set the 
rules on water management at a local level to ensure sustainable water sharing arrangements 
to benefit industry, communities and the environment.

All WRPs are now accredited in Victoria, Queensland, South Australia and the Australian Capital 
Territory. All New South Wales WRPs were submitted to the MDBA by 30 June 2020. The MDBA 
is prioritising the assessment WRPs with the aim of having all WRPs accredited in 2020–21. 
Accredited WRPs will continue to evolve and be adapted over time as new information becomes 
available. They may need to be reaccredited in the future as they are adjusted and improved.

Water is a limited and valuable resource. Robust and transparent water accounting is essential 
to long-term water resource management arrangements that are sustainable, secure and 
adaptable. The Basin-wide system of water limits is based on the sustainable diversion limit 
(SDLs)—a long-term annual average limit. Each region has its own SDL for both surface and 
groundwater, representing how much water, on average, can be used in the Basin by towns and 
communities, farmers and industries. 
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Full implementation of the SDLs is subject to the accreditation of Basin state WRPs by the 
Australian Government minister responsible for water.

Water resource plan accreditation process 

Assess Accredit

 

 

 

Assist with development
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Basin regulation

Compliance with the Basin Plan and accredited WRPs is critical to ensuring that Australians 
can be confident that water is being used and regulated in accordance with the rules.

The MDBA monitors and enforces compliance with the Basin Plan. The MDBA regulates the state 
water agencies who have the frontline responsibility for water planning, river operations and 
water compliance.

In undertaking this role, the MDBA has a range of powers and tools available to detect 
and manage non-compliance, including auditing and investigations (including the use of 
contemporary technology such as remote sensing). 



Running the river

The MDBA is responsible for directing the sharing of the water of the River Murray on behalf 
of the Basin governments. Under the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement, the MDBA operates the 
River Murray system and oversees the management of assets which include Dartmouth and 
Hume Dams, Lake Victoria, Lower Lakes barrages and weirs and locks between Yarrawonga 
in Victoria to Blanchetown in South Australia, as well as salt interception schemes, forest 
regulators, environmental works and the hydrometric data network. 

Basin governments and the Australian Government are all signatories to the Murray–Darling 
Basin Agreement and contribute funding to the joint management of the River Murray based on 
benefits each state accrue from the river system. These governments also choose to contribute 
to key natural resource management or enabling initiatives that enhance water management. 

River Murray system
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Regional engagement and regionalisation

The Australian Government is committed to strengthening its connections with communities 
right across the Basin. The Basin Plan is a significant, long-term water reform in Australia 
and greater community involvement is essential to its successful implementation. 

In recent years, the MDBA has invested in building a strong stakeholder engagement 
capability and regional presence, employing Regional Engagement Officers and opening 
offices in Adelaide, Albury–Wodonga and Goondiwindi, and expanding the Toowoomba office. 
Effective engagement is an ongoing core capability for the MDBA.

On 12 March 2019, the Australian Government committed to the further regionalisation of 
the MDBA as part of its broader decentralisation agenda. The then Minister for Agriculture 
and Water Resources, the Hon David Littleproud, announced 103 MDBA positions would be 
located in regional areas of the Basin with new offices to be established in Griffith, Mildura 
and Murray Bridge, and the Goondiwindi office to be expanded. 

As of 1 July 2020, 55 MDBA staff are located within regional offices. By mid-2021, the 
MDBA aims to have expanded its Goondiwindi and northern presence further to approximately 
20 staff and grown its new offices to: 

• 25–30 staff in Griffith

• 20–25 staff in Mildura 

• 10–12 staff in Murray Bridge. 

The MDBA’s increased regional presence will promote job creation and boost economic 
diversification in Australia’s regions. Importantly, it will also allow the MDBA to develop a 
greater understanding of stakeholder concerns, improve stakeholder relationships and enhance 
its regional water management connections. 
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Governance arrangements 

The MDBA reports to the Australian Government minister responsible for water. 

Our governance comprises the: 

• Australian Government minister responsible for water

• seven members of the Murray–Darling Basin Authority

• Murray–Darling Basin Ministerial Council

• Basin Officials Committee

• Basin Community Committee (BCC). 
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Legislative requirements 

The MDBA is a statutory authority, established under the Water Act 2007 (the Water Act). 
The Water Act also sets out the role of the MDBA in developing and implementing the Basin 
Plan and performing functions under the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement 2008, including the 
management of River Murray operations. 

Collaboration 

The MDBA undertakes its responsibilities through leadership and collaboration with 
Commonwealth and Basin governments, communities, First Nations peoples, industries and 
other interest groups. Our aim is to build a shared purpose and commitment towards a healthy, 
productive Murray–Darling Basin.

We provide support to the Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations and the Murray Lower Darling 
Rivers Indigenous Nations. They are the primary peak Traditional Owner-based organisations 
in the Basin with a focus on natural resource management. These organisations are invaluable 
partners who help the MDBA ensure the perspectives of the Basin’s Traditional Owners are 
considered in the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the Basin Plan and other 
effective water management.

Governance of the Murray–Darling Basin Authority
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Roles and responsibilites

 Water resouce plans

 Water resource plans set 
local rules for water and 
outline how each region 
aims to achieve community, 
environmental, economic 
and cultural outcomes.

 MDBA 

 assess and recommend for 
accreditation

 Basin states and territory

 develop and implement

 Compliance

 An effective and fair 
compliance system will 
underpin the integrity 
of environmental water, 
water resource plans, 
water markets and 
water entitlements.

 MDBA 

 monitor and enforce  
Basin-scale compliance

 Basin states

 implement and enforce  
compliance locally

 Water markets and trade 

 Water in the Murray–Darling 
Basin can be bought or sold 
permanently or temporarily.

 MDBA 

 provide information and 
enforce compliance

 Basin states

 implement the rules, 
including allocating water

 Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission

 provide advice on rules 
and complaints

 

 Recovering water

 Under the Basin Plan, water 
is recovered and retained in 
the system to keep rivers, 
lakes and wetlands healthy.

 Basin states

 implement some 
efficiency programs

 Department of Agriculture,  
Water and the Environment

 undertake strategic purchases 
and efficiency programs

 Water for the environment

 Water for the environment 
is used to improve the 
health of our rivers, 
wetlands and floodplains.

 MDBA 

 plan, coordinate and prioritise 
at a Basin-scale 

 Basin states

 plan and implement at a 
local level 

 Commonwealth 
Environmental Water Holder 

 plan and implement across 
the Basin 

 Monitoring and evaluation

 Monitoring, evaluating  
and reporting are critical 
to ensuring the way water 
is managed works and is 
on track.

 MDBA 

 evaluate and monitor 
the Basin Plan

 Basin states

 report and monitor at  
a local level 

 Department of Agriculture,  
Water and the Environment

 monitor water recovery 
program

 Commonwealth 
Environmental  Water Holder

 monitor and report results of 
water for the environment

 Sustainable diversion limit 
adjustment mechanism

 The sustainable diversion 
limit adjustment 
mechanism involves a 
suite of projects that are 
being developed to ensure 
water delivery systems are 
more effective and water 
losses are reduced.

 MDBA

 coordinate, assess and 
monitor projects

 Basin States

 propose, design and 
implement projects

 Department of Agriculture, 
Water and the Environment

 fund and implement projects

 River Murray operations

 Infrastructure such as dams 
and levees are developed, 
maintained and operated to 
store water and allow flows 
to occur.

 MDBA

 operate and manage 
the River Murray

 Basin States

 undertake day-to-day 
management of dams, locks, 
weirs and barrages
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2020–21 Performance information summary
Purpose: To achieve a healthy working Basin through the integrated management of water resources for the long-term 

benefit of the Australian Community.

Strategic goals Key performance indicators Measures
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STRATEGIC GOALS

Goal 1:
Drive the successful 
implementation of the 
Basin Plan
Role of the MDBA

Goal 2: Strengthen 
the culture of 
compliance in the 
Murray–Darling Basin
Role of the MDBA

Goal 3: Efficiently & effectively 
operate the River Murray System 
for partner governments

Goal 4: Improve 
transparency and 
confidence in the 
Basin Plan
Role of the MDBA

Goal 5: Apply the best 
available science and 
knowledge to the 
management of the 
Murray–Darling Basin

KPI 1:  Collaborate 
with Basin 
governments to 
achieve accreditation 
of water resource 
plans, and transition 
to implement 
sustainable diversion 
limit accounting, 
while managing 
instances of non-
compliance.

1.1 Percentage of 
Water Resource 
Plans which have 
been assessed 
by the MDBA for 
accreditation.

1.2 SDL reporting 
and compliance 
framework is applied

KPI 2:  Collaborate 
with Basin 
Governments to 
achieve delivery of 
toolkit measures.

2.1 Milestones and 
actions in schedule 3 
to Inter-Governmental 
Agreement (IGA) are 
being progressed for 
each of the 6 toolkit 
measures

2.2 MDBA, NSW, QLD 
and Department of 
Agriculture have 
processes in place 
to demonstrate 
the successful 
implementation of 
toolkit measures

KPI 3: The MDBA 
monitors and 
enforces compliance 
with the Basin Plan 
and publishes results 
of compliance and 
regulatory activities.

3.1 Percentage of 
MDBA’s annual 
compliance priorities 
achieved

3.2 Percentage of 
MDBA’s compliance 
audit and review 
reports published

3.3 Information 
regarding MDBA’s 
regulatory activities 
are published 
quarterly

3.4 MDBA engages 
with states to 
support the 
improvement of 
the metering and 
monitoring of water 
take

3.5 MDBA engages 
with regulated 
entities to implement 
the water trading 
rules

3.6 MDBA’s 
biennial maturity 
assessment on the 
Modern Regulator 
Improvement Tool

KPI 4: Operate the River Murray 
System in accordance with the 
MDB Agreement

4.1 MDBA has coordinated and 
overseen the Asset activities 
as agreed and approved by 
Ministerial Council in the Annual 
Work Plan  

4.2 MDBA has fulfilled its 
obligations under the Objectives 
& Outcomes as independently 
assessed. 

4.3 Number of adverse rulings 
from jurisdictional dam safety 
regulators

4.4 Number of unscheduled 
major outages of assets. 

4.5 Significant incidents managed 
in accordance with River Murray 
Operations Committee endorsed 
procedures. 

KPI 5:  Maintain and improve 
the health of the River Murray 
System (& the Basin where 
relevant) in accordance with 
Murray–Darling Basin Agreement 
and associated agreements

5.1 Percentage of Report Cards 
with maintained or improved 
environmental health for seven 
key sites of the River Murray 
System (taking account of natural 
climate variability)

5.2 Evidence that key site report 
cards were used in the annual 
planning for the coordinated 
delivery of water for the 
environment to maintain and 
improve the health of the River 
Murray System. 

5.3 Percentage of Basin Salinity 
Management (BSM) 2030 
Strategy Salinity target in 
Schedule B of the Murray–Darling 
Basin Agreement achieved. 

5.4 Percentage of BSM 2030 
biennial audit findings that are 
progressed 

5.5 Monitor, and report on, water 
quality in the River Murray 
System to aid in decision making.  

KPI 6: Stakeholder 
awareness and 
understanding of 
the Basin Plan, River 
Murray operations 
and MDBA’s role

6.1 Awareness and 
understanding of the 
Basin Plan and River 
Murray operations 
based on MDBA 
Stakeholder Survey 
(every three years).

6.2 Awareness and 
understanding of the 
MDBA’s role based on 
MDBA Stakeholder 
Survey (every three 
years).

6.3 The MDBA 
delivers stakeholder 
engagement 
activities which 
improve stakeholder 
awareness and 
understanding of 
the Basin Plan, River 
Murray operations 
and MDBA’s role.

KPI 7: Leverage 
the MDBA’s deep 
understanding of 
environmental, social, 
cultural and economic 
considerations to make 
robust and defensible 
decisions.

7.1 Environmental, 
social, cultural and 
economic impacts are 
factored into Authority 
decisions.

7.2 The MDBA reports 
on the, social, economic, 
cultural, hydrological, 
water quality and 
ecological conditions 
of the Murray–Darling 
Basin.

KPI 8: Collaborate and 
cooperate with Basin 
governments and other 
external stakeholders to 
share knowledge, collect 
data and manage it 
appropriately.

8.1 Collaborate and 
cooperate with research 
institutions and other 
external entities to 
collect data and share 
knowledge.

8.2 MDBA has a data 
management framework 
which is applied for 
business needs
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Our performance 

Drive the successful implementation of the Basin Plan 

Role of the MDBA

Lead the implementation of the Basin Plan in collaboration with Basin state and territory 
governments and other Australian Government agencies.

Desired outcomes

• Accreditation of water resource plans (WRPs) that are consistent with the Basin Plan

• Ensuring WRPs can continue to evolve and be adapted over time as new 
information becomes available, including reaccreditation in the future as plans are 
adjusted and improved

• Improved water accounting and reporting on water resources in the Murray–Darling Basin 

• Water use across the Basin compliant with sustainable diversion limits (SDLs)

• Environmental benefits are maximised through the use of the northern Basin toolkit

• SDL adjustment mechanism projects are substantially progressed

• Efficient delivery of environmental water with minimum impact on the people, land 
and infrastructure

2020–21 key activities

• Assess WRPs for accreditation

• Set up processes to enable amendments to accredited WRPs

• Complete the SDL accounts and any actions arising

• Progress SDL accounting improvements

• Monitor the implementation of toolkit measures in the northern Basin

• Support active management of northern Basin flows

• Progress MDBA responsibilities in the Basin Plan commitments package

• Complete the review of the Environmental Watering Plan (Chapter 8 of the Basin Plan) 
and publish the final review report by 30 December 2020

• Develop an implementation plan to action the environmental watering priorities, reviewing 
recommendations during the first quarter of 2021



Performance

KPI Measures Target

2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24

1: Collaborate with 
Basin governments 
to achieve 
accreditation of 
WRPs and transition 
to implement SDL 
accounting while 
managing instances 
of non-compliance

Percentage of 
WRPs that have 
been assessed 
by the MDBA for 
accreditation

100% N/A N/A N/A

SDL Reporting 
and Compliance 
Framework is 
applied

SDL 
compliance 
report 
published

SDL 
compliance 
report 
published

SDL 
compliance 
report 
published

SDL 
compliance 
report 
published

2: Collaborate with 
Basin governments 
to achieve delivery 
of toolkit measures

Milestones 
and actions in 
Schedule 3 to 
Inter-Governmental 
Agreement (IGA) are 
being progressed for 
each of the 6 toolkit 
measures

As set out in 
Schedule 3 
of IGA

As set out in 
Schedule 3 
of IGA

As set out in 
Schedule 3 
of IGA

As set out in 
Schedule 3 
of IGA

The MDBA, NSW, Qld 
and the Department 
of Agriculture have 
processes in place 
to demonstrate 
the successful 
implementation of 
toolkit measures

Quarterly 
progress 
report 
published 
by MDBA

Quarterly 
progress 
report 
published 
by MDBA

Quarterly 
progress 
report 
published 
by MDBA

Quarterly 
progress 
report 
published 
by MDBA
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Strengthen the culture of compliance in the  
Murray–Darling Basin

Role of the MDBA

Implement a strategic approach to compliance and enforcement of the Basin Plan and Basin 
governments’ WRPs

Desired outcomes

• The MDBA’s compliance and enforcement information is available and transparent

• The MDBA is identifying and responds to non-compliance.

• The MDBA is conducting assurance of, and identifying improvements in, Basin state 
compliance and enforcement systems

• There is increased coverage, quality and transparency of water measurement in the  
Murray–Darling Basin

• Basin Plan compliant water markets are advanced

• The MDBA has developed systems and processes to perform its Basin Plan regulatory 
responsibilities, including ensuring WRP compliance

2020–21 key activities

• Monitor and report on Basin government progress implementing the 2018 Murray–Darling 
Basin compliance compact commitments

• Conduct and publish compliance audits and reviews to provide assurance about Basin state 
compliance and enforcement systems and activities

• Assist Basin governments to improve metering, monitoring and reporting of water take

• Monitor and assist with the implementation of the Basin Plan water trading rules

• Manage allegations and instances of non-compliance in accordance with the MDBA’s 
Compliance and Enforcement Policy 2018–21

• Coordinate the water compliance community of practice, a forum for water compliance 
officers across Australia to share best practice and operational insights

• Strengthen the MDBA’s internal regulatory culture and capability

• Progress the northern Basin remote sensing capability and water information portal



 

Performance

KPI Measures Target

2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24

3: The MDBA 
monitors 
and enforces 
compliance with 
the Basin Plan and 
publishes results 
of compliance 
and regulatory 
activities

Percentage of 
MDBA’s annual 
compliance priorities 
achieved

100% 100% 100% 100%

Percentage of 
MDBA’s compliance 
audit and review 
reports published

100% 100% 100% 100%

Information 
regarding the MDBA’s 
regulatory activities 
published quarterly

Information 
published 
quarterly

Information 
published 
quarterly

Information 
published 
quarterly

Information 
published 
quarterly

The MDBA’s 
engagement with 
states to support 
the improvement 
of the metering and 
monitoring of water 
take

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

The MDBA’s 
engagement with 
regulated entities to 
implement the water 
trading rules

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

The MDBA’s 
biennial maturity 
assessment on the 
Modern Regulator 
Improvement Tool

70% 
‘maturing’ 
or above

N/A 90% 
‘maturing’ 
or above

N/A
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Efficiently and effectively operate the River Murray 
system for partner governments 

Role of the MDBA

In partnership with Basin governments, promote and coordinate planning, management 
and sharing of water and other natural resources of the Basin. The water sharing and joint 
management arrangements for this partnership are set out in the Murray–Darling Basin 
Agreement 2008. The joint programs include River Murray operations and natural resource 
management programs. 

The natural resource management programs have evolved as a shared response to the need 
to manage some of the environment consequences of water use in the Basin. A work plan is 
agreed between the joint program parties and the MDBA specifying the key activities to be 
undertaken. 

Desired outcomes

• River Murray operations assets allow efficient, effective and save management and delivery
of water that is fit for purpose

• The waters of the River Murray system are:

– shared between the states of NSW, VIC and SA as per the Murray–Darling Basin
Agreement

– managed to meet multiple outcomes and objectives set by partner governments

• Improved environmental outcomes in the southern connected system, consistent with the
Basin Plan

• Delivery of all water for the environment in the southern basin is coordinated, including the
jointly held water portfolio

• Water management, monitoring and First Nations engagement at the River Murray icon sites
supports adaptive management

• Partner governments jointly manage salinity to deliver the Basin Salinity Management 2030
Strategy (BSM2030), consistent with Schedule B of the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement

• Water quality of the River Murray system is monitored consistent with the Murray–Darling
Basin Agreement and informs improved management

• Recovery and persistence of native fish populations

• Communities are actively involved in native fish recovery



2020–21 key activities

• Implement asset management strategies and oversee asset management activities

• Manage and deliver Basin government water shares in accordance with the  
Murray–Darling Basin Agreement

• Direct the operation of River Murray system assets to meet multiple human and 
environmental objectives

• Investigate the loss of capacity within the Barmah Choke and potential options to by-pass 
the Choke and reduce shortfall risk

• Coordinate implementation of natural resource management programs on behalf of partner 
governments, including The Living Murray initiative, water quality monitoring, the Basin 
Salinity Management 2030 Strategy and the Native Fish Management and Recovery Strategy

• Coordinate implementation of enabling programs on behalf of partner governments 
including, water resources core modelling, interstate water trade under Schedule D, 
secretariat, data management, Basin science platform and environmental monitoring 
and evaluation

Performance

KPI Measures Target

2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24

4: Operate the 
River Murray 
system in 
accordance 
with the  
Murray–Darling 
Basin Agreement

MDBA has 
coordinated and 
overseen the asset 
activities as agreed 
and approved by 
Ministerial Council in 
the Annual Work Plan

Qualitatively 
assessed 

Qualitatively 
assessed 

Qualitatively 
assessed 

Qualitatively 
assessed 

MDBA has fulfilled 
its obligations under 
the objectives 
and outcomes as 
independently 
assessed

Met Met Met Met 

Number of adverse 
rulings from 
jurisdictional dam 
safety regulators

Zero Zero Zero Zero 

Number of 
unscheduled major 
outages of assets

Zero Zero Zero Zero 

Significant incidents 
managed in 
accordance with River 
Murray Operations 
Committee endorsed 
procedures

All All All All 
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KPI Measures Target

2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24

5: Maintain and 
improve the 
health of the River 
Murray system 
(and the Basin, 
where relevant) in 
accordance with 
Murray–Darling 
Basin Agreement 
and associated 
agreements

Percentage of report 
cards with maintained 
or improved 
environmental health 
for 7 key sites of the 
River Murray system 
(taking account 
of natural climate 
variability)

70% 70% 70% 70% 

Evidence that key 
site report cards 
were used in the 
annual planning 
for the coordinated 
delivery of water for 
the environment to 
maintain and improve 
the health of the 
River Murray system

Qualitatively 
assessed 

Qualitatively 
assessed 

Qualitatively 
assessed 

Qualitatively 
assessed 

Percentage of BSM30 
salinity target in 
Schedule B of the 
Murray–Darling Basin 
Agreement achieved

100% 100% 100% 100% 

Percentage of 
BSM2030 biennial 
audit findings that 
are progressed 

100% N/A N/A N/A

Monitor and report on 
water quality in the 
River Murray system 
to aid in decision-
making

100% 
fortnightly 
reports 
sent and  
qualitatively 
assessed 

100% 
fortnightly 
reports 
sent and 
qualitatively 
assessed 

100% 
fortnightly 
reports 
sent and 
qualitatively 
assessed 

100% 
fortnightly 
reports 
sent and 
qualitatively 
assessed 

Note: Measure 4.3 from 2019–20 has been merged into measure 4.2, as it did not need to be measured separately. The targets 
for KPI 5, measure 5.1 have been amended from 80% in 2019–20 to 70% to align with agreed targets under the joint program 
work plan.
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Improve transparency and confidence in the Basin Plan

Role of the MDBA

The MDBA improves transparency and confidence in the Basin Plan, River Murray operations 
and the MDBA through:

• making information accessible, timely, relevant and evidence-based

• being proactive and responsive to the interests and needs of stakeholders

• improving partnerships and relationship with Basin governments, industry, interest groups 
and communities.

Desired outcomes

• Improved stakeholder awareness and understanding of the Basin Plan and River Murray 
operations

• Improved stakeholder awareness and understanding of the MDBA’s role

• Accessible information on the Basin Plan, River Murray operations and the MDBA 

2020–21 key activities

• Develop, implement and manage stakeholder engagement, communications, education and 
media support for key MDBA tasks and activities

• Maintain and expand regional presence and engagement

• Support the Basin Community Committee



Performance

KPI Measures Target

2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24

6: Stakeholder 
awareness and 
understanding of 
the Basin Plan, 
River Murray 
operations and the 
MDBA’s role

Awareness and 
understanding of the 
Basin Plan and River 
Murray operations 
based on the MDBA 
stakeholder survey 
(every 3 years)

5% increase on 
2018 results

N/A N/A 5% increase on 
2018 results

Awareness and 
understanding of the 
MDBA’s role based on 
the MDBA stakeholder 
survey (every 3 years)

5% increase on 
2018 results

N/A N/A 5% increase on 
2018 results

The MDBA delivers 
stakeholder 
engagement activities 
that improve 
stakeholder awareness 
and understanding of 
the Basin Plan, River 
Murray operations and 
MDBA’s role

Qualitatively 
assessed 
through 
case study

Qualitatively 
assessed 
through 
case study

Qualitatively 
assessed 
through 
case study

Qualitatively 
assessed 
through 
case study

Note: Changes have been made to Goal 4 from MDBA Corporate Plan 2019–20. KPI 6 and 7 from 2019–20 have been merged into 
one KPI to consolidate and improve reporting under this goal.
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Apply the best available science and knowledge to 
the management of the Murray–Darling Basin

Role of the MDBA

The MDBA collects and collates the best available data, knowledge and analysis to inform 
its decisions, and uses this information to guide the implementation, monitoring, evaluation 
and reporting of the Basin Plan.

Desired outcomes

• Evidence-based policy and decision-making founded upon robust and defensible data

• The MDBA has a deep understanding of the social, economic, cultural, hydrological 
and ecological conditions of the Murray–Darling Basin

• The MDBA collaborates and cooperates with external partners to generate data and 
knowledge, which is then managed appropriately

2020–21 key activities

• Complete the 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation Report

• Coordinate and fund research through the Murray–Darling Water and Environment 
Research Program 

• Liaise with stakeholders regarding MDBA data and knowledge requirements, 
including committees such as the Advisory Committee on Social, Economic and 
Environmental Sciences 

• Contribute to the Basin science platform

• Implement the Land and Ecosystem Accounting Program

• Undertake climate adaptation planning

• Publish report under Water (Indigenous Values and Uses) Direction 2018 under  
section 175 of the Water Act

• Ensure best available science is applied to legislated reviews, evaluations and the 
management of risks (for example, fish deaths and drought)

• Share the right technical and scientific information across the MDBA at the right time 
to input into key decisions

• Plan and develop enhanced data and information communications technology systems, 
processes and frameworks

• Provide more efficient data storage, access and retrieval



Performance

KPI Measures Target

2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24

7: Leverage the 
MDBA’s deep 
understanding of 
environmental, 
social, cultural 
and economic 
considerations 
to make robust 
and defensible 
decisions

Environmental, social, 
cultural and economic 
impacts are factored 
into Authority 
decisions

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

The MDBA reports on 
the, social, economic, 
cultural, hydrological, 
water quality and 
ecological conditions 
of the Murray–Darling 
Basin

Basin Plan 
evaluation 
report and 
Basin Plan 
annual report 
published

Basin Plan 
annual report 
published

Basin Plan 
annual report 
published

Basin Plan 
annual report 
published

8: Collaborate and 
cooperate with 
Basin governments 
and other external 
stakeholders to 
share knowledge, 
collect data 
and manage it 
appropriately

Collaborate and 
cooperate with 
research institutions 
and other external 
entities to collect data 
and share knowledge

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

MDBA has a data 
management 
framework that is 
applied for business 
needs

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed

Qualitatively 
assessed
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Running the business and  
building capability

The MDBA is committed to creating an organisation that 
delivers effective solutions for the Basin in an efficient and 
cost-effective manner. We build our capability through our 
values, our people, processes and systems, and collaboration.   

Our values

As a Commonwealth agency, the MDBA adheres to the Australian Public Service Values and 
Code of Conduct, meaning we are apolitical, impartial, professional, accountable, respectful, 
careful and diligent. We value and support collaboration by working closely with communities, 
governments and industries. 

Through our organisational values, ‘CREATE’, we continue to embed a positive and proactive 
workplace culture at the MDBA. These values enable us to meet the expectations of our 
stakeholders and deliver on our commitment to lead the planning and management of the 
Murray–Darling Basin. Through these values, we will continue to build an honest, flexible 
and capable workforce.

Our people

The MDBA is a multi-disciplined organisation. Our people have highly specialist skills as well 
as qualifications in areas such as engineering, hydrology, and environmental science and river 
operations. Our offices are in Adelaide, Albury–Wodonga, Canberra, Goondiwindi, Griffith, 
Mildura, Murray Bridge and Toowoomba. 

In realising the MDBA’s goals, the organisation will focus on priority areas to build the right 
workforce and organisational culture and will:

• implement an operating model to support regionalisation that provides an enduring model 
for MDBA operations

• build a dynamic, flexible and capable workforce with a single organisational culture

• strengthen our culture and leadership within the organisation

• tailor workforce solutions that meet current and future business needs

• be an organisation that respectfully engages its stakeholders.
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CREATE values

Committed, Connected  
and Collaborative

Respectful and  
rewarding

Engaging and  
encouraging
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Agile and adaptable

Trusted

Experts

Processes and systems

To respond to changing demands and to achieve our goals, we 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

• exploring opportunities for the use of shared services

• enhancing financial and non-financial performance measurement frameworks 

• advancing improved transparency through communications, partnerships and engagement.



Capability

The MDBA is implementing a capability-based operating model to assist with the transition into 
a highly geographically dispersed organisation with eight office sites. The model also addresses 
some of the key organisational challenges of prioritisation, visibility and accountability. 

The operating model, in combination with the MDBA’s workforce strategy, will focus on 
developing a strong workforce with the required technical expertise, supported by a strong data 
management platform and access to external data rich sources. 

Although the catalyst for these changes has been the decentralisation agenda, it will allow the 
MDBA time to refocus on internal and external drivers for the next five years which include: 

• increased compliance activity

• increased expectations for engagement, water resource plan completion and Basin Plan 
evaluation

• increasing government and community scrutiny

• climate change 

• any efficiency dividends in the long term. 

The MDBA will become a stronger, more capable and flexible organisation that can adjust to 
changes in the external environment.

Business Continuity

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the MDBA is continuing to implement its business 
continuity plan into 2020–21. This plan guides how to manage the MDBA’s business during 
disruption and assists with prioritising, establishing and maintaining systems and critical 
business functions and activities. 

Risk Management

The MDBA’s approach to risk management is to drive a positive risk culture and engage 
proactively with risk at all levels of the organisation. The approach is consistent with the 
Commonwealth Risk Management Policy and the International Standard for Risk Management 
(AS NZS ISO 31000:2018) as well as best practice in practical management of risk.

Our risk appetite and tolerance for each of our major business functions is established in 
our Risk Management Framework and Policy. We are more tolerant of risk where positive 
engagement with risk presents opportunities for innovation, improvement and building 
capability and capacity. The MDBA has a low appetite for fraud, work health and safety risks, 
and compliance risk impacts.

We review and update our Risk Management Framework and Policy biennially and continually 
monitor and review risks, risk controls and treatments.

We have identified at the enterprise level those risks that interact with our strategic objectives. 
These risks are identified from an analysis of the sources of risk for the MDBA and evaluated 
against the MDBA’s risk categories to ensure risks are fully visibile across the business of the 
agency and are appropriately treated.
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Murray–Darling Basin Authority—Sources of Risk

The MDBA reports to the 
Australian Government 
minister responsible for 
water. Its governance is 
through the minister, the 
Authority, Ministerial 
Council, Basin Officials 
Committee and Basin 
Community Committee.

A healthy Basin must 
meet certain objectives:

• reliable, good quality 
and sufficient water 
is available for viable 
industries and 
communities

• water-dependent  
ecosystems are 
resilient to risks 
including climate 
change, drought  
or flood

• the Basin is able to 
perform its ecosystem 
functions.

MDBA

Stakeholders

Capability  
and capacity

Governance

Legislative  
requirements

Knowledge  
management

Funding

Basin Plan 
implementation

Water 
management

Health of  
the basin

The MDBA’s stakeholders 
are groups or individuals 
who have an interest in 
the development and 
implementation of the 
Basin Plan and in the 
activities of the MDBA. 

The Basin Plan aims 
to ensure water is 
shared between all 
users—including the 
environment—in a 
sustainable way and 
managed as one 
system. This will enable 
the river systems to 
continue to support 
communities and 
industries in the long 
term as they adapt 
to changes, including 
a changing climate. 
The MDBA works 
collaboratively with 
its partners to ensure 
the Basin continues to 
support communities, 
the environment 
and industry.

The development of the 
Plan required detailed 
research and analysis 
to understand how 
much water could be 
taken from the Basin 
without compromising 
key environmental sites 
and key environmental 
functions. The ongoing 
implementation of the 
Basin Plan entails  
best-practice 
management of the 
collection and analysis 
of data and information.

The MDBA’s 
Strategic Workforce 
Plan will identify 
key workforce 
requirements for 
the medium to long 
term (10 years), 
and the strategies 
to deliver them. In 
particular it seeks 
to proactively 
manage risks 
associated with 
workforce capacity, 
capability and 
flexibility.

The Water Act 
2007 establishes 
the MDBA as an 
independent agency 
responsible for 
developing and 
overseeing the Basin 
Plan and its planning 
and monitoring 
framework 
(supplemented by 
state and territory 
government 
agreements) for 
the integrated 
management of 
the Basin’s water 
and other natural 
resources. 

The MDBA’s funding is 
derived from a range 
of sources, including 
Australian Government 
appropriation, 
contributions from 
state governments, 
interest earned and 
other revenue  
(e.g. hydro generation, 
leasing and licensing 
land around major 
storages and 
recovery of salinity 
operation costs).

The MDBA drives 
the delivery of 
the Basin Plan 
to ensure the 
resources of 
the Basin are 
managed in an 
integrated and 
sustainable way.
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Connect with us.

The MDBA has offices in Adelaide, Albury–Wodonga, 
Canberra, Goondiwindi, Griffith, Mildura, Murray 
Bridge, Toowoomba, and regional engagement 
officers around the Basin.

1800 230 067 

engagement@mdba.gov.au 

mdba.gov.au
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