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Executive Summary
A central element of the Basin Plan 2012 (Basin Plan) is the Environmental Watering Plan (EWP) that
aims to restore and sustain the wetlands and other environmental assets of the Murray–Darling
Basin (the Basin) and to protect biodiversity dependent on Basin water resources.
The environmental watering plan, as set out in Chapter 8 of the Basin Plan, includes a set of
‘Principles for Environmental Watering’ (the Principles) which are to be applied when environmental
watering is conducted.
The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) engaged the services of an external professional
services firm to conduct this review to independently assess how well the Southern Spring Flow 2019
event (the Event) applied the following four principles when conducting the Event1:
Environmental Watering Principle

Principle overview
(see Appendix 1 for full detail)

Maximising environmental benefits (Principle 3)

Environmental watering maximises its benefits
and effectiveness through key stakeholder
coordination; utilisation of local knowledge;
and having regard to Indigenous values and
social and economic outcomes.

Managing risks (Principle 4)

Environmental watering has regard to potential
risks that may arise, and the measures taken to
minimise these risks.

Working effectively with local communities
(Principle 7)

Environmental watering has regard to the views
of local communities, including persons
materially affected by the management of
environmental water.

Adaptive management (Principle 8)

Adaptive management (as defined in the Basin
Plan s1.07) should be applied in the planning,
prioritisation, and use of environmental water.

Conclusion
The review determined that the 2019 Southern Spring Flow Event was largely delivered in
accordance with the four in scope Principles.

1

The subjective nature of the Principles prevented this assessment from being framed as an assurance engagement in

accordance with the Australian Standard on Assurance Engagements (‘ASAE’). The review did not involve direct
engagement with local communities and water users or consider the volume of environmental water (e-water) that was
available and released as part of the Event.
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It was evident that the governance and delivery of environmental water is steadily improving, in
large part due to the coordination role of the Southern Connected Basin Environmental Water
Committee (SCBEWC) and the system-scale approach to environmental watering events.
Stakeholders uniformly offered up positive feedback on the system scale coordination and
knowledge sharing. They also recognised the ongoing demonstration of adaptive management on
the journey to systems scale collaboration and expect this to continue to improve.
Whilst the Event was found to be largely compliant with the respective Principles, this review has
nonetheless identified opportunities for further development of processes to support a richer
application of the Principles, and consequently a more holistic management of a complex river
system. These opportunities for improvement have been directed towards SCBEWC and
environmental water holders, however it is acknowledged that progressing these recommendations
may require consideration from a broader group of government stakeholders.
The diagram below provides a high-level view of the extent to which different aspects of the Event
were found to have been delivered in accordance with the four Principles. This is structured around a
compliance matrix developed as part of this assessment.
Principle in scope

Net Assessment

Clear
interpretation

Clear
documentation

Commitment to
action

Maximising
environmental
benefits

Well evidenced

Adequate but
gaps exist

Adequate but
gaps exist

Well evidenced

Managing risks

Well evidenced

Well evidenced

Adequate but
gaps exist

Well evidenced

Working
effectively with
local
communities

Adequate but
gaps exist

Adequate but
gaps exist

Limited

Well evidenced

Adaptive
management

Well evidenced

Well evidenced

Well evidenced

Well evidenced
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Positive observations
The following positive highlights were noted in the review:

• Scientific decision making
➢ Management of the Event had a strong emphasis on non-political, science-based
environmental outcomes. Decision makers prioritised both internal and external
expertise and empirical evidence in decision making to deliver a coordinated system
scale event – likely representing a world leading framework.

• Coordination
➢ SCBEWC helped drive a collaborative and coordinated Event with stakeholders
universally reporting improvements. The review identified abundant evidence of
joint decision making and stakeholders productively working through decisions and
(sometimes competing) individual priorities.

• Adaptive management
➢ There was ample evidence of year-on-year adaptive management for the long-term
health of the whole system. This was integrated into future Event planning and
monitoring processes, which balanced efforts to establish a baseline with
opportunities to demonstrate shorter term progress against indicators.

Source: Murray–Darling Basin Authority – Aerial view of Barmah Lake
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Background
About this review
The Basin Plan 2012 (Basin Plan) contains an Environmental Watering Plan (EWP) which sets out a
series of principles that are to be applied when conducting environmental watering. These principles
are an important element of a framework that aims to protect and restore water dependent
ecosystems. Effective implementation of the environmental watering principles is an important part
of helping to achieve the objectives of the Basin Plan to restore and protect the function of the
water-dependent ecosystems of the Murray–Darling Basin.
The MDBA engaged the services of an external professional services firm to conduct this review.
Given that the MDBA plays an important role in the management and delivery of environmental
water (as described in this report), it was important that this review was conducted independently in
order to address any real or perceived conflicts of interest.

Review approach
The objective of the review was to examine the application of the following four Principles of the
Basin Plan 2012 (Part 4, Division 6) in the Southern Spring Flow Event 2019 (the Event);
•
•
•
•

Principle 3 – Maximising environmental benefits,
Principle 4 – Managing Risks,
Principle 7 – Working effectively with local communities, and
Principle 8 – Adaptive management2.

The subjective nature of the Principles prevented this assessment from being framed as an assurance
engagement in accordance with the Australian Standard on Assurance Engagements (‘ASAE’). The
review did not involve direct engagement with local communities and other water users, or consider
the volume of environmental water (e-water) that was available and released as part of the Event.
The examination was performed at the combined Southern Connected Basin Environmental Water
Committee (‘SCBEWC’) and governmental environmental entitlement holder (‘e-water holder’) level,
as the key parties with ultimate responsibility for the management for this event. The findings and
recommendations in this report therefore have mixed responsibility, where SCBEWC can facilitate
discussions and collaboration on any improvement opportunities, but where responsibility ultimately
rests at the e-water holder level to implement. Some of the findings and recommendations may also
extend beyond the remit of SCBEWC and individual environmental water holders, and therefore
require consideration from a broader group of government stakeholders.
The consultants did not engage directly with local communities and water users as the scope was not
focused on the effectiveness of their processes – rather, the review focused on the activities of the
parties with ultimate responsibility for application of the Principles.

2

See Appendix A for more detail on each of the four principles
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The Event
During Spring 2019, water for the environment was released from Hume Dam to provide benefits
along 2,000 km of the Murray River. Flow rates targeted 15,000 megalitres/day downstream of
Yarrawonga for six weeks and were timed to align with operational flows and environmental flows
from the Goulburn, creating a pulse down the Murray River. The Event inundated around 25% of the
Barmah-Millewa Forest then travelled down the length of the river to the end of the system in the
Coorong in South Australia.
The Event involved the flow of 330 GL of e-water being delivered across 5,080km, over four months,
from the Hume Dam to the Coorong, as is illustrated in Figure 1 below:

Figure 1 - Map of the Southern Spring Flow 2019

Event coordination & governance
The Event was delivered using a system scale approach for environmental watering involving
collaboration between relevant governmental environmental water holders3. This event was an early
step to this more integrated system scale delivery planning approach with the coordination of water
in the River Murray and Goulburn Rivers to provide a spring pulse down the length of the river.
The systems scale approach compares to historic approaches where e-water decisions may have
been made without broad coordination between e-water holders and with less consideration of the
river system as a whole. This systems-scale process is facilitated by SCBEWC, which is a committee
chaired by the MDBA that supports coordination of environmental water delivery across multiple
water holders and jurisdictions in the Southern Basin. SCBEWC consists of river operators and
environmental water holders and managers from the Commonwealth and states, together with
representatives from the Murray and Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations.

3

Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder, Victorian Environmental Water Holder, NSW Department of
Planning, Industry and Environment, SA Department for Environment and Water and the Murray–Darling Basin
Authority as manager of The Living Murray.
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SCBEWC’s focus is on the coordination required to maximise environmental outcomes in the
Southern Connected Basin. As part of this, SCBEWC considers the optimal timing for environmental
water delivery in the River Murray and tributaries at a broad system-scale. SCBEWC has two roles, to
facilitate knowledge sharing and coordinate system scale watering events, and to make consensusbased decisions on the Joint government Living Murray water portfolio and associated natural
resource program elements. The decisions around the use and application of environmental water
ultimately rest with the individual e-water holders as the responsible legislative bodies who oversee
and monitor their e-water portfolios. The scope of this assessment therefore included reviewing
information and processes held by key parties with ultimate responsibility for the Event. This
included site-level documentation and a focus on those functions directly related to decision making
and coordination of the Event. Further information about the different roles across the event is
provided in the Figure 2 below:
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Figure 2 - Roles and responsibilities
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What information was considered, and how
Figure 3 below illustrates the methodology used for this assessment. The examination involved both SCBEWC and each of the government environmental
entitlement holders (‘e-water holder’) as key parties with ultimate responsibility for delivering the water.

Figure 3 - Review methodology
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Results
The following table provides a summary of the results for each principle examined:
Principle

Results

Maximising environmental
benefits (Principle 3)

•

The management of the event by the e-water holders displayed a high awareness of, and commitment to, the
maximisation of environmental benefits in line with statutory obligations. This focus was appropriately the Event’s
priority, and supporting evidence to that effect was largely available throughout the Event.

•

Data availability and visibility at the SCBEWC level, particularly of site level processes, was more limited. This includes
limitations around having regard to social and economic variables, as well as a lack of clear articulation and integration
of Indigenous Values. Cumulatively these could be more visible in how they contribute to maximising environmental
benefits.

•

There was extensive evidence of risk management activities occurring through the Event lifecycle and across
jurisdictions.

•

At a system-wide level, risk visibility is limited. There are differing approaches to risk management by the different ewater holders and in many cases, it is appropriately delegated to the site level. These differing approaches to managing
risks are not necessarily wrong, given the need for dynamic and tailored local risk assessments. However, inconsistency
(particularly in documentation) challenges the compilation and reconciliation of risk assessments at the systems level
for the purposes of knowledge sharing and coordination.

•

Water Holders recognise the importance and sensitivities of effectively working with communities and those materially
affected by e-water. There was notable engagement across the Event, largely at the site level scale.

•

Engagement differs between e-water holders and sites. This is expected, and not in itself a shortcoming. However,
limited documentation is available at the SCBEWC and e-water holder levels to give full confidence that appropriate
breadth and depth of local voices are captured and imbedded.

•

There was a clear commitment to continuous improvement and learning, evidence of year-on-year integration of noted
lessons, and commentary highlighting awareness and consideration for the long-term health of the whole system.

•

The application of certain principle sub-components could improve, especially those relating to integration of local
knowledge and consideration of social and economic benefits.

Managing Risks (Principle 4)

Working effectively with local
communities (Principle 7)

Adaptive Management
(Principle 8)
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Findings and opportunities for
improvement
Finding 1 (Principles 3 & 7): Increase visibility of social and
economic variables to better enable maximisation of
environmental benefits
Whilst the statutory focus of the Basin Plan and the Event is appropriately on maximising
environmental outcomes, the Principles require this to be done in a way that has regard to social and
economic outcomes. There was limited visibility of these influences being in play at SCBEWC and ewater holder levels, including lack of a clear view of the consolidated social and economic outcomes
of the Event.
As with stakeholder engagement, the responsibility for fulfilling this element of the Principle was
largely delegated to the site level, with consultation and consideration of social and economic risks
occurring primarily during planning. It was recognised that the site level is the appropriate forum to
ensure that socio-economic impacts across the Basin are considered. SCBEWC and its members are
also cognisant of the importance of social and economic management in maintaining social license to
operate. We saw evidence of discussion and monitoring of media headlines at the committee level,
and were provided with anecdotal evidence of social and economic factors influencing decision
making.
However, at the combined e-water holder and SCBEWC level, there is currently limited visibility of
the results and effectiveness of processes to understand and manage social and economic variables
at a more strategic Basin-wide level. Visibility is partly challenged by difficulty for e-water holders to
gather robust and relevant data to monitor, measure, and thus understand social and economic
influences. This subsequently challenges SCBEWC and e-water holders’ ability to maximise
environmental outcomes as social and economic benefits are often an enabler of awareness and
trust building for greater social licence. This similarly challenges the ability to tailor effective
communications to communities to best articulate the social and economic benefits of e-water flows,
for further trust building and community buy-in.

Opportunities for improvement
a) Investigate ways to further enhance the visibility and understanding of the social and economic
impacts of e-watering at the systems scale to better facilitate holistic knowledge sharing in
SCBEWC forums. This could also increase the effectiveness of communications to stakeholders.
This could include;
i.

Introducing cyclical program reviews of site level stakeholder engagement processes to
ensure an adequate level of detail and consideration has been placed on these variables.
These reviews would be the responsibility of e-water holders and simultaneously
improve two-way dialogue between e-water holders and the site levels
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ii.

e-water holders investigating how to better capture social and economic drivers so to
articulate their benefits/impacts. This could be qualitative and/or quantitative, and
would support, not replace, grass roots engagement.

b) SCBEWC should consider facilitating more guidance on how to document socio-economic
impacts and recognition of how they may interact with e-water impacts. This could include
exploring areas of good practice or current challenges so to discuss and share lessons amongst ewater holders and site managers to stimulate adaptive management.
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Finding 2 (Principle 7): Improve communication and
engagement with local communities
Principle 7 provides that e-watering should be undertaken having regard to the views of local
communities and people who may be materially affected by watering.
Communications around the Event were focussed primarily on timing and size of flows. Community
feedback provided to e-water holders highlighted uncertainty around:
•
•

How community inputs were accounted for in decision making; and
What the environmental outcomes of the Event were, including the value and extent of ewater flows. For example;
o Physical scientific data can take time to collect and analyse, meaning by the time ewater outcomes are measured, the information is no longer timely for community
communication.
o There were perceived community conflicts around e-water use during drought and
uncertainty around ‘piggy backing’ of e-water flows with consumptive flows. This led
to confusion around the value of the watering event and why it occurred. This also
connects to Finding 1 regarding the need for better understanding and
communicating the social and economic outcomes and benefits of e-watering.

Community engagement is appropriately delegated to site level where the breadth and depth of
engagement is highly varied and influenced by site specific processes and existing relationships. Ewater holders were largely trusting and content with the completeness and accuracy of these site
level processes. However, limited e-water holder and SCBEWC visibility of what feedback was
captured and imbedded likely inhibits best practice knowledge sharing and coordination of Events.
The review does note that the newly formed Water for the Environment Communications Working
Group, who first met in March 2020, will provide a new avenue to streamline communications and
provide a forum for sharing best practice.

Opportunities for improvement
a) Consider using a variety of digital tools (e.g. videos, social media, apps, multimedia campaigns) to
help inform and support timely communications. Examples of this can be seen with the Bureau of
Meteorology (BoM) and CSIRO ‘State of the Climate’ videos and the Queensland Government
‘Catchment Stories’.
b) E-water holders could improve their review of existing site level processes to ensure sufficient
stakeholder feedback is captured and available for system scale knowledge sharing. See
Appendix 3 for further suggestions.
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Finding 3 (Principles 3 & 7): Improve understanding of
Indigenous values to better guide systems thinking4
While Indigenous Nations are not e-water holders themselves, Principle 3 states that environmental
benefits should be maximised “by having regard to Indigenous Values”. The review could not clearly
evidence the consideration or integration of Indigenous Values in e-water decision making.
The understanding of these values seemed largely focused on maintaining individual cultural sites. At
times, cultural flows and environmental flows were seen by e-water holders as not always in
complete alignment. This is likely evidence of an incomplete, yet growing, understanding of
Indigenous Values, which largely focuses on holistic system health rather than the prioritisation of
particular sites for micro-cultural reasons.
Consultation with First Nations was broadly recognised by the e-water holders and SCBEWC as an
area for ongoing improvement. E-water holders and SCBEWC also acknowledged that, at present, not
all relevant First Nations communities are consulted with.
The review recognised that post-Event, steps were already being taken to enhance Indigenous
engagement such as:
•
•

Inviting the Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations (MLDRIN) to participate in SCBEWC
meetings; and
The formation of the First Nations Environmental Water Guidance (FNEWG) project to develop a
defined and transparent methodology for First Nations’ environmental watering objectives.

Opportunities for improvement
a) Increasing the integration and guidance of Indigenous thinking to assist in systems scale
thinking and better recognise how the various the e-watering Principles are connected. This
could include working towards;
i.
A clear and authentic interpretation of Indigenous Values and a better understanding
of the linkages between the Principles. This may entail elevating Indigenous Values
as a guiding interconnector between Principles, rather than viewing it simply as a
sub-component of Principle 3.
ii.
Broader consultation with relevant First Nations communities during Events,
supported by MLDRIN, FNEWG, and any other relevant partnerships.

4

The external consultants included a senior indigenous leader and subject matter expert on indigenous values
and systems thinking to assist with bringing perspective and advice on these matters to the SCEWBC.
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Finding 4 (Principle 4): Improve visibility of risk
assessments at the system scale for best practice
coordination
The review found that e-water holders and SCBEWC have limited visibility of risk assessments at a
system scale, which may hinder best-practice sharing and coordination.
Risk assessments are appropriately delegated to the site level and there is clear evidence of their
integration across the Event. However, varied approaches and documentation of risk management
makes it harder for SCBEWC to reconcile information and facilitating knowledge sharing. For
instance, SCBEWC currently has to manually reconcile site level and e-water holder risk assessments
as part of the e-watering proposal process. As risk documentation is not always clear, SCBEWC’s
understanding is often based on investigative conversations – this creates a key personnel risk with
reliance on individuals rather than established processes to gain clarity and understanding of the risk
assessments.
Similarly, there are no collaboratively agreed system scale risks for consideration at the site level,
such as climate change.
It was also noted that physical risk assessments (e.g. salinity and vegetation health) were more
advanced than qualitative risk assessments like socio-economic factors, largely due to data and
information availability, as highlighted in Finding 1.
Enhancing the visibility of risk has been recognised as an area of improvement by SCBEWC, with
planning for the 2020 Event stating that understanding differing risk profiles in environmental water
orders was a challenge.

Opportunities for improvement
a) SCBEWC could help facilitate an e-water holder led collaborative risk framework, to improve
the consideration of system scale risks and trade-offs. This could help e-water holders in
their decision making on how to assess, classify and respond to risks that extend beyond a
single site/jurisdiction.
i.

This would likely bring more consistency and clarity in risk processes and
documentation which, in turn, could help e-water holders collaboratively share
information at the system scale.

ii.

Such a framework could be supported by an updated template or guidance for site
level documentation - within or alongside watering proposals. It could include
guidance on risk classifications and potential mitigation options, and consideration of
emerging risks associated with changing water supply or environmental demand
patterns that may be associated with drivers such as climate change.

iii.

As connected to Finding 1, there is also the opportunity to increase the visibility of
socio-economic risks in this framework.
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Management response
SCBEWC are considering the findings and opportunities for improvement identified in the review and
will provide a formal response to each in due course.
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Appendix 1 | In scope Basin Plan (2012) Principles
8.35

Principle 3—Maximising environmental benefits
Subject to the principles in sections 8.33 and 8.34, environmental watering is to be
undertaken in a way that:
(a)

maximises multiple environmental benefits of environmental watering; and
Example: Ensuring that the water achieves the best environmental outcomes including
through multi-site watering en route to an intended priority environmental
asset.

(b)

8.36

maximises its benefits and effectiveness by:
(i)

co-ordinating environmental watering between all holders of held
environmental water and managers of planned environmental water;
and

(ii)

co-ordinating environmental watering with flows regulated for
consumptive use; and

(iii)

utilising local knowledge and experience; and

(iv)

having regard to Indigenous values; and

(v)

having regard to social and economic outcomes; and

(c)

enhances existing flow events, where possible, so as to ensure improvement in
the delivery of a full range of flow conditions, including high flow events; and

(d)

takes into consideration the relative ecological benefits of applying
environmental water to achieve one environmental outcome over another
environmental outcome; and

(e)

takes into consideration the variability of the natural flow regime, for example,
by mitigating or avoiding seasonal inversion of flows; and

(f)

incorporates strategies to deal with a variable and changing climate; and

(g)

enables information to be shared between the Authority, the Commonwealth,
Basin States, holders of held environmental water and managers of planned
environmental water to ensure efficient and effective use of environmental
water.

Principle 4—Risks
Environmental watering is to be undertaken having regard to:

8.39

(a)

potential risks, including downstream risks, that may result from applying
environmental water and measures that may be taken to minimise the risks;
and

(b)

risks arising from impediments to the delivery of water to water-dependent
ecosystems, including risks of extraction of that water for other uses, and
inadequate accounting of water flows.

Principle 7—Working effectively with local communities
Environmental watering should be undertaken having regard to the views of:
(a)

local communities, including bodies established by a Basin State that express
community views in relation to environmental watering; and
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(b)

8.40

persons materially affected by the management of environmental water.

Principle 8—Adaptive management
Adaptive management should be applied in the planning, prioritisation and use of
environmental water.
Note:

Murray–Darling Basin Authority
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Appendix 2 | Interconnected recommendations supporting system scale coordination
This page is designed to both add detail to, and show connection between, the recommendations. That is, clearly articulated Indigenous Thinking and collaborative stakeholder engagement guidelines could overarch
entire Event lifecycles with risk, KPI, and communication flowing on from each other to link into adaptive management. Elements of this approach already exists, but acting upon the recommendations could help
improve collaboration at the system scale.
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Appendix 3 | Enhancing stakeholder engagement
Finding 2 identified opportunities to enhance existing stakeholder engagement across the Event. The Accountability Principles Standard (AA1000APS) provides a framework
for defining and enhancing engagement, interpreted below as an example for the context of the Event. While acknowledging it’s not SCBEWC’s role to monitor stakeholder
engagement, there is an opportunity in working collaboratively with the e-water holders to develop system scale guidance to site operators. Doing so could foster better
management of system scale risks.

According to the Accountability Principles Standard (AA1000APS),
quality stakeholder engagement must:

What this means for the Event

Clearly define its scope

Defining the scope would form a key part of transitioning to a more structured,
strategic approach to engagement and communications

Have an agreed decision-making process

Enhancing visibility at the SCBEWC and or e-water holder level would help
information sharing for more effective individual e-water holder decisionmaking across the Event

Focus on issues material to the organisation and/or its stakeholders

Engagement should be targeted to the different stakeholder interests and
locations across the basin.

Create opportunities for dialogue

Engagement could move away from “informing”, to creating opportunities for
feedback and ongoing dialogue

Be integral to organisational governance

Achieved through ensuring appropriate line of sight and visibility at SCBEWC
level

Be transparent

Transparent reporting of decision making and rational will help secure trust and
license to operate

Have a process appropriate to the stakeholders engaged

A variety of engagement practices will be required to account for the diverse
groups and interests of stakeholders engaged throughout the Event

Be timely

Strategies should identify relevant touch points for engagement throughout the
Event’s lifecycle

Murray–Darling Basin Authority

Review of the Southern Spring Flow Event 2019

19

According to the Accountability Principles Standard (AA1000APS),
quality stakeholder engagement must:

What this means for the Event

Be flexible and responsive

Ongoing engagement throughout the lifecycle, as part of adaptive management

Add value both for the organisation and its stakeholders

Feedback loops, effective listening and articulation of actions taken in response
to concerns are essential to add value to stakeholders engaged with

Whilst the AA100 framework can assist with guiding stakeholder engagement, the below examples demonstrate how you can provide freedom to delegate
local decision making based on specific local strategies, and incorporating local knowledge and existing relationships:
Focus groups
Combined workshops with a
smaller group key
stakeholders of interest

Murray–Darling Basin Authority

Information sessions
Face to face or online
training sessions

Stakeholder panels
Formation of a group of key
stakeholders of influence to
pass on feedback to their
constituents / followers

One-on-one interviews
In depth interviews with key
stakeholders

Bilateral forums
Collaborative forums with
selected water authorities,
industry bodies, or
community groups
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Office locations
Adelaide
Albury-Wodonga
Canberra
Goondiwindi
Griffith
Mildura
Murray Bridge
Toowoomba

mdba.gov.au

1800 230 067
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