
Last Friday the Prime Minister and Premiers of the Murray–Darling Basin 

reiterated their commitment to the Basin Plan at a Council of Australian 

Governments (CoAG) meeting in Cairns. Leaders expressed concern at 

the real prospect of a deepening drought and what one of the driest two-

year periods on record means for Basin communities who are coping with 

little or no river water. 

These communities are quite rightly looking to governments for answers and assistance.  

At the recent Basin Community Committee meeting, members urged governments to provide 

prompt assistance to regional communities with an emphasis on mental health and wellbeing, 

financial counselling and regional development resilience. A united and coordinated approach 

across all governments is required. 

At CoAG the Prime Minister and Premiers: 

 re-iterated their individual and combined commitment to the Basin Plan

 signed an inter-governmental agreement to give effect to the northern Basin toolkit

measures and release $180 million in Commonwealth funding

 urged officials to progress next steps of Basin Plan implementation, especially

infrastructure projects under the Sustainable Diversion Limits Adjustment Mechanism

 endorsed the joint Basin government response to the Productivity Commission’s five-

year review, and

 endorsed the creation of a Basin water resources overseer, an Inspector–General.

The Inspector–General will hold powers to investigate allegations of water theft, whether 

government agencies are meeting their Basin Plan responsibilities and basin-wide compliance. 

The Inspector-General role signals Basin governments’ commitment to providing communities 

with greater confidence that the Plan is being rolled out fairly and that instances of wrong-

https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/BCC-56-communique-august-2019.pdf_0.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/basin-plan#report
https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/stakeholder-newsletter/


doing are appropriately investigated. The role—which until formalised will be filled temporarily 

by Northern Basin Commissioner Mick Keelty— will have oversight of both the northern and 

southern basins. The MDBA welcomes the establishment of this role. 

Before CoAG, water ministers representing the Murray–Darling Basin’s state and territory 

governments met on Sunday 4 August for a Ministerial Council meeting. In addition to the 

CoAG outcomes, Ministers also endorsed a Native Fish Emergency Response Plan which will 

help manage the risk of fish deaths occurring again this summer. 

Before I sign off – two important public feedback opportunities are now open: the first is an 

opportunity to provide feedback on the draft updated Basin-wide environmental watering 

strategy via our stakeholder engagement website Get involved.  

The second opportunity is to provide your comments by this Friday 16 August on the proposed 

assessment framework and terms of reference for work underway by the independent panel 

looking at social and economic impacts for Basin communities. 

The Authority will also be holding its Board meeting in Dubbo this week. We’re looking forward 

to hearing from the community and answering any questions about our work or decisions. 

 Read the full CoAG communique

 Read more about the policy and decision-making role of MinCo.

Approvals 

https://www.mdba.gov.au/media/mr/murray-darling-ministerial-council-4-august-2019
https://getinvolved.mdba.gov.au/basin-environmental-watering-strategy-2019
https://www.basin-socio-economic.com.au/
https://www.coag.gov.au/meeting-outcomes/coag-meeting-communique-09-august-2019
https://www.mdba.gov.au/about-us/governance/ministerial-council


The latest three month climatic outlook 

Click on the image to watch the BoMs Climate Outlook video. 

Farmers and communities across many locations in the Murray–Darling Basin are currently 

experiencing severe drought conditions. Some experts are saying it is the worst drought 

since records have been kept. 

The Murray–Darling Basin cannot be ‘drought-proofed’. Sadly, drought is a natural part of 

Australia’s climate, and climate change is predicted to increase drought frequency and 

severity in the Basin. 

It’s not just people and industries that are suffering - the animals, fish and birds that rely on 

the Basin for survival are also doing it tough. The health and sustainability of the rivers, 

wetlands and floodplains is important to the sustainability of the whole Basin. 

It is important to note that the Murray–Darling Basin Plan ensures that in times of drought, 

water is prioritised for critical human needs—across the Basin water will be provided to 

communities for drinking and household water, before being allocated for any other use. 

According to the Bureau of Meteorology’s July drought summary, lower-level soil moisture 

was below average for July across large parts of Australia including much of the Basin.  

A warmer than average July across much of south eastern Australia continued to add to 

soil-moisture stress. Average soil moisture for January–July 2019 was very much below 

average over very large areas of Australia. 

 The MDBA’s Drought in the Murray–Darling Basin web page has a section

dedicated to the drought.

 We also provide a fortnightly drought update which includes information about

rainfall, temperature, water quality (such as salinity and blue-green algae

outbreaks), climate trends, water storage volumes and a spotlight on a different

drought related topic each issue.

http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/drought/#tabs2=Soil-moisture
https://www.mdba.gov.au/managing-water/drought-murray-darling-basin
https://www.mdba.gov.au/managing-water/drought-murray-darling-basin/murray-darling-basin-drought-update
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/outlooks/#/overview/video


MDBA speaks to BoM climatologist Dr David Jones 

Click on the image above to hear our interview. 

The Bureau of Meteorology (BoM) last month said the drought that communities and farmers 

in the Murray–Darling Basin are suffering through is officially the worst on record, and there is 

no immediate end in sight. We interviewed BoM senior climatologist Dr David Jones about 

how these conditions compare to Australia’s other historical droughts, and just what the 

summer and into 2020 is looking like for the Basin. 

https://soundcloud.com/mdbamedia
https://www.mdba.gov.au/managing-water/drought-murray-darling-basin/murray-darling-basin-drought-update


River Murray – annual operating outlook released

The largest of 14 weirs along the River Murray downstream of Hume Dam, Yarrawonga Weir raises the water 

level in the Murray to supply water to two major irrigation districts in Victoria and NSW.

Helping river operators plan for a range of operational scenarios as they look down the 

barrel of another dry year—the MDBA last week released the River Murray System Annual 

Operating Outlook for 2019–20. 

Each year, as part of our river operations planning, we look at operational strategies for six 

potential climatic scenarios—ranging from extremely dry (anticipating River Murray system 

inflows of 1,000 GL) to wet (inflows of about 13,400 GL). The outlook scenarios are 

determined based on assumptions covering inflows, losses and demands. 

“The conditions River Murray managers have to consider are varied. The outlook is one of 

the tools that helps them identify potential situations and develop strategies to help alleviate 

systems pressures,” said Andrew Reynolds, MDBA Executive Director of River 

Management. 

“The complexity and variability of the river system means that we never track along one 

specific scenario. Plans are continually updated in response to emerging conditions. 

“This year’s outlook sets out that trends from 2018–19 are likely to continue. Water in 

storages is currently lower than this time last year. The Bureau of Meteorology’s climate 

outlook suggests above average rainfall is not expected, so we are operating based on the 

assumption that storages will not be fully topped-up over spring, nor the likelihood of water 

being accessible from the Murrumbidgee valley (via trade accounts) nor the Menindee 

Lakes,” Mr Reynolds said.  

A water delivery shortfall occurs when water is not able to be delivered to users when they 

need it. It is too early to predict whether there is a delivery risk for 2019–20.  Whilst demands 



are expected to reduce, which lends to a lower delivery risk, the risk remains real.  

The MDBA reviews the risks regularly and will provide updates via the weekly water report. 

River operations plan and account for system losses through conveyance water, which is the 

volume of water needed to ensure there is sufficient flow to carry water orders to customers. 

Conveyance losses vary from year-to-year and increase with high demand, low inflows, 

drought and hot conditions. 

The MDBA prepares the annual operating outlook with input from the Australian Government 

and New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia. It will be reviewed and updated again in 

October, to reflect new information, seasonal conditions, changes to system conditions and 

any other changes to the assumptions. 

 Read a summary and the annual operating outlook

 Find out more about capacity risks

 Read about River Murray operations.

https://www.mdba.gov.au/river-information/weekly-reports
https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/river-murray-system-annual-operating-plan
https://www.mdba.gov.au/river-murray-system/river-murray-operations/understanding-water-delivery-shortfall-risks
https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/River-Murray-operations-fact-sheet-May-2019.pdf


River Murray gets a good drink from springtime flows of water for 
the environment 

Reed bed swamps are critical habitat for native vegetation and birdlife. 

Water for the environment will be used to mimic nature through the staged release of fresh 

water to give the River Murray a good drink while we wait for some decent rain. 

This watering event will see the release of two flows—a short pulse (of about two-to-three 

weeks) is underway this month to help prime the system, followed by a longer flow across a 

six-week period starting in September—and will ensure our native fish have the water they 

depend on to survive, feed and breed, and it will give our native plants and wetland habitats 

something to drink. 

The flows will flush organic matter (dead leaves, bark and twigs) into the rivers and creeks. 

This energises the river system and strengthens the food web – from tiny freshwater plankton 

up to native fish and waterbirds. Flushing organic matter in winter and spring also helps to 

reduce the risk of hypoxic (low-oxygen) blackwater events that can happen during heavy rain 

events and when water temperatures are warmer. 

The current drought and the scarcity of water is hurting farmers and communities as well as 

the environment. As we face the real prospect of a deepening drought this year, the 

community wants to know the water that has been recovered for the environment under the 

Basin Plan, is delivering the benefits the Australian community was promised.  

“We have the water held for this purpose and we are undertaking this River Murray watering 

so that critical habitats and species have the best chance to survive and grow as we all wait 

for rain,” said Mr Phillip Glyde, Chief Executive of the Murray–Darling Basin Authority. 



The flows will be carefully monitored and managed. They will benefit 2,000 kilometres of the 

River Murray from Hume to the Coorong, as well as some low-lying wetlands and creeks, 

including in the Edward-Wakool River system. 

In spring, River Murray flows will coincide with environmental flows from the Goulburn River, 

enhancing flows in the Lower Murray. Without this water the lower Murray could be 

approaching critical drought emergency levels by the end of this upcoming summer. 

The environmental flow is a joint action by the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder, 

the Victorian Environmental Water Holder, the New South Wales Office of Environment and 

Heritage, the South Australian Government in collaboration with the MDBA as program 

manager of The Living Murray. 

 Read more about the southern spring flow

 The CEWH issued a media release about the flow – southern spring flow throw a

lifeline to the River Murray

 MDBA Chief Executive Phillip Glyde recently put out this opinion piece – Basin-wide

watering a great leap forward in making every drop count for the environment.

Giving nature a helping hand – the results are in 

Summary of water used and outcomes at Gunbower Forest in 2017–18. 

This week we released the latest report cards for key ecological sites along the River Murray. 

The benefits of water for the environment are clear. Evaluation over the last ten years shows 

improved outcomes for fish, birds and native vegetation as well as other environmental 

indicators at most sites. 

http://www.environment.gov.au/water/cewo/catchment/southern-spring-flow-2019
http://www.environment.gov.au/water/cewo/media-release/southern-spring-flow-throws-lifeline-river-murray
http://www.environment.gov.au/water/cewo/media-release/southern-spring-flow-throws-lifeline-river-murray
https://www.mdba.gov.au/media/mr/basin-wide-watering-great-leap-forward-making-every-drop-count-environment
https://www.mdba.gov.au/media/mr/basin-wide-watering-great-leap-forward-making-every-drop-count-environment


Murray–Darling Basin Authority Chief Executive, Phillip Glyde said the report card for The 

Living Murray sites showed the environment had responded well to targeted watering, lifting 

the combined grade for all sites from a ‘D’ in 2007–08 to a ‘B’ in 2017–18. 

We look at the amount of water for the environment that was delivered at each site, along with 

natural conditions, what infrastructure was in use to assist delivery and then assess how each 

site is responding. 

Presenting these results in a report card with grades allows us to see the story over time, and 

it’s encouraging to see positive progress. It also clearly highlights locations such as Koondrook 

Perricoota Forest which need attention. 

Report cards are a result of the work we and our partners do with scientists across the Basin, 

including site monitoring as part of The Living Murray program. 

The Living Murray is a joint program funded by New South Wales, South Australia, Victoria 

and the Commonwealth governments, and coordinated by the MDBA. 

 Explore the report cards for progress and outcomes at all six sites here

 Read the media release – Water for the environment is making the grade.

Approvals 

https://www.mdba.gov.au/discover-basin/environment/significant-environmental-sites
https://www.mdba.gov.au/managing-water/water-for-environment/water-over-time
https://www.mdba.gov.au/media/mr/water-environment-making-grade
https://getinvolved.mdba.gov.au/basin-environmental-watering-strategy-2019


Your comments, input and feedback is welcome on the Independent Panel’s: 

 draft Assessment Framework – which include Terms of Reference, and

 the seven key questions the Independent Panel will use to frame and shape this

important work.

The deadline for submitting your feedback is by Friday 16 August 2019. To find out more 

about the Independent Panel’s work and to make a submission, you’ll need to register by 

visiting: https://www.basin-socio-economic.com.au/ 

The Australian Government has requested an independent panel undertake an assessment 

of the social and economic conditions in communities across the Basin. The Panel will be 

providing their interim assessment before the end of this year ahead of producing a final 

report in April 2020. 

Check out two new videos about vulnerable native fish 

Watch this short video on threatened native fish in the 

Murray corridor which was produced by the Tri State 

Murray Regional Alliance. 

Learn all about the Murray crayfish population survey 

work being undertaken by scientists near Barmah.  

The video has been produced by the Department 

Environmental, Land, Water and Planning – Hume region 

& the project was funded by The Living Murray program. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8xnMtq7-oHQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hu1EIv_0uzs&feature=youtu.be


 On the horizon – a snapshot of what’s coming up 

 10–18 August: National Science Week – Australia-wide

 13 August: Basin & Eggs breakfast seminar: Resilience in the region with guest

speakers Pip Job, Karin Stark and Professor Stuart Bunn – Dubbo

 13–14 August: MDBA Authority Meeting – Dubbo

 early August: new rules for non-urban water metering are being rolled out and the

NSW DPI is conducting a series of public information sessions across 12 locations in

NSW in July and August. Visit their metering roadshow page for the list of dates,

locations and registration details.

 16 August: Deadline for feedback on the terms of reference and assessment

framework released by the Independent Assessment of social and economic conditions

in the Basin.

 18 August: As part of National Science Week – if you’re in Murray Bridge, book in for

this free event all about the MEGA Murray–Darling Microbat (project), mozzie and

movie – find out more.

 20–22 August: Agquip field days – staged over three days – Gunnedah

 2 Aug–2 Sept: the Draft Basin-wide environmental watering strategy is available for

public comment via the MDBA’s Get involved website.

Connect with us 

The MDBA has offices in Adelaide, Albury-Wodonga, Canberra, Goondiwindi, Toowoomba and regional 

engagement officers around the Basin. 

1800 230 067 

engagement@mdba.gov.au 

unsubscribe from the MDBA River Reach stakeholder newsletter.

https://www.scienceweek.net.au/
https://www.industry.nsw.gov.au/water-reform/metering-framework/metering-roadshow
https://www.scienceweek.net.au/
https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/the-mega-microbat-mozzie-and-movie-event-tickets-64152515902
https://grdc.com.au/events/list/2019/08/agquip-field-days
https://getinvolved.mdba.gov.au/
https://www.mdba.gov.au/unsubscribe

