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Progressing Northern Basin Toolkit measures

The Australian Government is working with the NSW and QLD governments to implement a suite of water 
management tools - the Northern Basin Toolkit.

Water management tools include - rules, agreements, policy, physical operational works and the removal of 
flow barriers.

This report provides a progress status update on the six toolkit measures:

1. Targeted water recovery

2. Protection of environmental flows

3. Event-based mechanisms 

4. Improved coordination and management of environmental water

5. Removal of physical constraints in the Gwydir catchment to improve flows to the wetlands.

6. Environmental works and measures to improve environmental outcomes across the northern 
Basin, providing increased opportunities for native fish movement (through building of fishways).

These measures complement environmental outcomes in the northern Basin and support the 
implementation of the Murray–Darling Basin Plan (Basin Plan) to maximise environmental outcomes by 
improving water management practices and passage of flow without depending on additional water. The 
measures have been agreed in the Intergovenmental Agreement on Implementing Water Reform in the 
Murray-Daring Basin and the Australian Government is investing up to $180 million for the implementation 
of Northern Basin Toolkit projects.
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http://www.dcceew.gov.au
https://federation.gov.au/sites/default/files/about/agreements/iga-on-implementing-water-reform-mbd-9-august-2019.pdf
https://federation.gov.au/sites/default/files/about/agreements/iga-on-implementing-water-reform-mbd-9-august-2019.pdf
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Targeted water recovery

Summary of measures and anticipated benefit
This measure seeks to improve the environmental benefits of water recovery in the northern Basin by 
targeting the locations, and the class of water entitlement, that would have the greatest impact on the 
health of the river system. The key aim of this measure is to improve the health of the system through 
improved environmental watering into: 

• Narran Lakes

• Lower Balonne and Culgoa floodplains

• The Barwon–Darling River.

The targeted water recovery toolkit measure also seeks to achieve water recovery in a way that avoids, 
minimises, or mitigates any adverse socio-economic impacts of the recovery and involves engagement with 
community and First Nations.

Status
The Australian Government is committed to continuing to recover water to bridge the remaining gap in the 
northern catchments through targeted water recovery, to ensure sustainable diversion limits in the Basin 
Plan are reached. Water recovery in the northern Basin is progressing in the Condamine-Balonne, Namoi, 
NSW Border Rivers and Barwon-Darling. NSW and Queensland are supporting community consultation on 
recovery options. The government will also explore opportunities to recover the 450 gigalitres of additional 
water for the environment with communities across the Basin to deliver the Basin Plan in full.

In consultation with stakeholders, surface water recovery targets to reach sustainable diversion limits are 
met for the following sustainable diversion limits Resource Units:

 5 Moonie

 5 Nebine

 5 Paroo

 5 QLD Border Rivers

 5 Warrego

 5 Gwydir

 5 Intersecting Streams

 5 Macquarie Castlereagh

The latest information on progress towards meeting water recovery targets in the northern catchments is at 
Progress on Murray-Darling Basin water recovery. 

The map below presents the current remaining recovery effort across the Murray-Darling Basin. 
Discussions with stakeholders in relevant Resource Units are continuing.
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http://www.dcceew.gov.au
https://www.mdba.gov.au/progress-water-recovery
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Condamine Balonne Water Recovery Options Paper 
In the Condamine-Balonne there is still water to be recovered to meet the Basin Plan  
gap-bridging targets:

• 14.0 gigalitres per year (GL/y) of surface water in the Condamine-Balonne

• 3.2 GL/y of groundwater in the Upper Condamine Alluvium

A consultant engaged by the Commonwealth Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment 
and Water prepared a desktop analysis exploring water recovery options in the region. In late June 2022 
workshops were held in Dirranbandi, St George, Dalby and Toowoomba with key stakeholders from the 
irrigation sector and broader community. These workshops aimed to gather information on water recovery 
options to bridge the gap to the sustainable diversion limit in the region and understand any socio-economic 
impacts that may arise from these activities and how they can be managed. 

No recovery remaining

Less recovery remaining

More recovery remaining

Condamine-Balonne

14.0 GL/y surface water

local recovery

3.2 GL/y groundwater

0.25 GL/y GW local - Upper Condamine 
Alluvium (Central Condamine alluvium)

2.95 GL/y GW local - Upper Condamine 
Alluvium (Tributaries)

NSW Border Rivers

5.1 GL/y SW 

local recovery

Namoi

9.5 GL/y SW 

local recovery

Lachlan

0.9 GL/y SW 

local recovery

ACT

4.9 GL/y SW 

shared recovery

Barwon-Darling

1.6 GL/y SW 

local recovery

NSW Murray

10.0 GL/y SW 

shared recovery

Local recovery - Basin Plan target for specified SDL resource unit

Shared recovery - Basin Plan target for a shared zone, allocated to 
each SDL resource unit as per state reallocation request

http://www.dcceew.gov.au
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Protection of environmental flows

Summary of measures and anticipated benefit
This measure puts in place water management arrangements to protect environmental flows in the northern 
Basin. Protecting environmental flows involves strengthening their efficient and effective delivery of water 
the environment – meaning water managers get the most benefit from environmental water.  

Working with NSW and QLD governments to improve water management arrangements, helps to 
safeguard low flows and fresh flows across the north – particularly in unregulated parts of the northern 
Basin including the Condamine-Balonne and Barwon-Darling.

Status
Queensland, NSW and Commonwealth governments have made significant progress in protecting 
environmental flows, including low flows, in the northern Basin.

COMPLETE
In Queensland, management arrangements that protect additional flows through 
the Lower Balonne (resulting from water recovery upstream of Beardmore Dam) 
are in accredited Water Resource Plans.

COMPLETE
Interim management arrangements are in place to measure and protect held 
environmental water so that it remains in-stream for the environment as it 
crosses the NSW/Qld border.

IN PROGRESS NSW and Commonwealth Environmental Water Office (CEWO) are exploring 
interim options for protecting held environmental water from Queensland.

COMPLETE
Active management arrangements are embedded in NSW Water Sharing 
Plans to allow held environmental water recovered for the environment to be 
recognised and protected in the Barwon-Darling, Macquarie and Gwydir Rivers.

COMPLETE

The first annual review of active management in NSW has been undertaken. A 
summary report is now available. The review found that the procedures currently 
in place were largely effective at protecting environmental water, but there is 
scope for improvements relating to policy changes, operational improvements, 
documentation revisions and communications and engagement. NSW intends on 
implementing active management in other water sources over the coming years.
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http://www.dcceew.gov.au
https://www.business.qld.gov.au/industries/mining-energy-water/water/catchments-planning/water-plan-areas/condamine-balonne
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/environmental-water-hub/working-on/active-management
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/water-sharing-plans
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/522111/active-management-annual-review-summary-report-2020-21.pdf
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Event-based mechanisms

Summary of measures and anticipated benefit
This measure aims to improve flexibility to deliver water for the environment, to achieve important flow 
targets through the development of a range of event-based mechanisms, such as temporary purchase of 
water allocations and options to store and release environmental water using private infrastructure.

This measure aims to benefit:

• Narran Lakes 

• some areas of the Lower Balonne

• Border Rivers

• Namoi regions. 

Limited benefits are also expected to occur in the Barwon Darling.

The aim of this measure is to support the development of contractual and other mechanisms to complement 
the management of water for the environment in the northern Basin.

Status

Event-based mechanisms in the Lower Balonne
The CEWO is working with states and water users to identify ways to deliver water for the environment to 
meet important flow targets on a year-to-year basis. An implementation plan has been developed to guide 
this work.

The first event-based mechanism pilot was implemented in early 2020. 

Grant program to enable access to water from private on-farm storages 
The CEWO developed a 2021-22 grant program to enable water to be released from private on farm 
storages to maintain water levels in the Narran Lakes Nature Reserve, if required, to support colonial 
waterbird breeding. The grant guidelines were released in mid-January 2022 and are published on the 
CEWO website. 

The grant will not be activated this financial year as there has been continual inflows to Narran Lakes since 
February 2022 and colonial waterbirds have finished a successful breeding event.
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http://www.dcceew.gov.au
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/cewo/publications/event-based-mechanisms-lower-balonne-implementation-overview
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/cewo/catchment/rebuilding-waterbird-habitat-narran-lakes
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/narran-lakes-water-reimbursement-project-grant-opportunity-guidelines.pdf
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Improved coordination and 
management of environmental water

Summary of measures and anticipated benefit
This measure addresses management of environmental water to maximise the outcomes of water for the 
environment moving from upper catchments to downstream rivers – such as the Barwon–Darling and the 
Lower Balonne Rivers.

Benefits include:

• improving habitats for many aquatic organisms during dry times 

• improving the health of rivers downstream ‒ such as the Culgoa and Narran Rivers.

This measure presents opportunities for joint activities to achieve whole-of-north outcomes through the 
Northern Basin Environmental Watering Group (NBEWG).

Status
Formalised arrangements are in place for coordinating watering activities across the northern Basin through 
the NBEWG. 

First Nations participation in water management
The April 2022 meeting of the NBEWG was the first to include representatives from the Northern 
Basin Aboriginal Nations (NBAN), in recognition of the importance of including First Nations 
knowledge when planning for the use of water for the environment. 

This is a significant step to ensure the active participation of First Nations in water planning 
including the sharing of information and knowledge between environmental water managers and 
First Nations.

The Commonwealth and NSW governments have coordinated joint environmental releases to achieve 
whole-of-north connected flows:

• the Northern Connectivity Event in 2018 

• the Northern Fish Flow in 2019

• the Northern Waterhole Top-Up in 2020/2021
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http://www.dcceew.gov.au
https://www.mdba.gov.au/about-us/governance-water-management-murray-darling-basin/environmental-watering-committees/northern
http://www.environment.gov.au/water/cewo/northern-rivers
http://www.environment.gov.au/water/cewo/catchment/northern-fish-flow-2019
https://www.environment.gov.au/water/cewo/catchment/northern-waterhole-top-up
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Gwydir constraints

Summary of measures and anticipated benefit
This measure addresses a number of constraints in the Gwydir catchment which limit the ability to deliver 
environmental flows to the Gwydir wetlands and downstream to the Barwon-Darling River. This measure 
will remove flow contraints and manage flows to the wetlands and improve connectivity with the Barwon-
Darling River. Significant environmental benefits are expected in the Gwydir wetlands by removing 
constraints to allow higher river flows whilst addressing third party impacts.

Status
The Australian Government has approved a $32.2 million investment for the implementation of three 
projects for:

• the Gingham Watercourse

• Lower Gwydir Watercourse 

• Lower Mehi River. 

The funding supports technical work and stakeholder engagement activities. Further information on the 
Gwydir Constraints Measures Project can be found on the NSW Department of Planning, Industry and 
Environment website.

The approved Toolkit projects were selected following an assessment by an independent expert panel to 
determine which would have the best ecological benefits.
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http://www.dcceew.gov.au
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/about/news/funding-flows-reconnect-gwydir-watercourse-country-improving-health-rivers-and-wetlands
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/topics/water/water-for-the-environment/gwydir/gwydir-reconnecting-watercourse-country-program
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/topics/water/water-for-the-environment/gwydir/gwydir-reconnecting-watercourse-country-program
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/nb-toolkit-report.pdf
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Environmental works and measures

Summary of measures and anticipated benefit
This measure includes environmental works to promote fish movement, address threats to fish through 
extraction by pumping infrastructure, improve the effectiveness of environmental water delivery to key 
ecological assets and deliver broader ecological outcomes in the northern Basin.

This will include construction of fishways to overcome barriers such as weirs, installation of screens on 
pumps to protect native fish from extraction and construction or modification of infrastructure to enhance 
watering of key environmental assets at Macquarie Marshes and Narran Lakes.

Status
Potential Toolkit projects were assessed by an independent expert panel to determine which would have 
best ecological benefits. The Australian Government is providing funding to NSW and Queensland to 
deliver four projects:

• NSW Fish for the Future: Reconnecting the Northern Basin

• NSW Macquarie Marshes enhanced watering project

• NSW Fish for the Future: Fish-friendly Water Extraction project

• Queensland Fish Friendly Water Extraction: Condamine-Balonne and Border Rivers project 

These projects are designed to improve the health of wetlands, riverine habitats and native fish. 

The Australian Government has approved funding to Queensland to develop business cases for three 
projects:

• Queensland Enhance the Flexibility and Capability for Distributing and Managing Low Flows 
Through the Lower Balonne River System Bifurcation Weirs project

• Queensland Reconnecting Catchments: Condamine-Balonne project (lower Balonne fish 
passage).

• Queensland Improving Within-Catchment Fish Resilience (Culgoa River fish passage) project. 

Activities to develop these business cases are expected to include community consultation. Business cases 
are expected to be submitted to the Commonwealth in February 2023 and will inform future Commonwealth 
investment decisions. 

All projects are expected to be completed by June 2024.
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http://www.dcceew.gov.au
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/nb-toolkit-report.pdf
https://water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/water-infrastructure-nsw/northern-basin-projects/northern-basin-toolkit/fish-passage-reconnecting-the-northern-basin-project
https://water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/water-infrastructure-nsw/northern-basin-projects/northern-basin-toolkit/macquarie-marshes-enhanced-water-project
https://water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/water-infrastructure-nsw/northern-basin-projects/northern-basin-toolkit/fish-friendly-water-extraction-project
https://www.sqlandscapes.org.au/native-fish-friendly-water-extraction

