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A message from Chief Executive, Phillip Glyde 
 

 

Welcome to the first edition of River Reach for 2021. Here at the 
Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA), we are preparing for 
another busy and productive year focused on supporting Basin 
communities and delivering ongoing water reform. This year has 
already started off quite differently to 2020. Although we have not 
faced devastating bushfires like last year, we have encountered 
severe blue-green algae in several locations of the Basin, state 
border closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and rain 
followed by heatwaves. The northern Basin remains drought-
stricken and we continue to cross our fingers that La Niña may 
still deliver widespread and consistent rainfall. 

   

Despite all this there are many exciting things on the horizon, and I continue to respect 
the way Basin communities and stakeholders rise to meet the challenges presented. 

The end of 2020 was a busy time for us with the release of the 2020 Basin Plan 
Evaluation. The Evaluation is the first legislated assessment of the Basin Plan since it 
came into effect in 2012. A great deal of time and effort has gone into preparing the 
Evaluation for publication and I encourage you all to have a read of it. 

Last month we released an update to the River Operations Annual Operating Outlook, 
which indicated the River Murray would continue to flow at maximum capacity 
through January to meet demand for water.  A full range of scenarios from extremely wet 
to dry have been considered to operate the River Murray and meet a range of competing 
objectives, for the rest of the water year. 

Recently I had the privilege of welcoming Nari Nari man Rene Woods as our Indigenous 
Authority member. There is so much to be learnt about how best to manage and share 
water, and how to incorporate First Nations knowledge into decisions on the 
management of precious Basin resources. Mr Woods will play an integral role in 
deepening the understanding of First Nations issues in the Basin and will have a direct 
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input into decision making. I’m looking forward to working closely with him as a key 
member of the Authority. 

And finally, I am thrilled to say that we have continued to make great progress with 
increasing our regional presence across the Basin. This time last year we were in the 
process of standing up our regional offices in Mildura, Murray Bridge, and Griffith. I am 
now delighted to say that a good portion of our regional staff are in place. We have 
84 staff located in our regional offices, which include Adelaide, Albury–
Wodonga, Goondiwindi, Griffith, Mildura, Murray Bridge, and Toowoomba. We are well 
on target to meeting our goal of 103 staff in regional offices by 30 June, 2021. 

I hope you enjoy this issue of River Reach. Please feel free to connect with us if you 
require more information. Our stakeholders are important and we value your feedback. 
Best wishes for a safe and productive year. 

Out and about in the Basin 

 

   

Ross Burling from Stahmann Webster tells  

Sir Angus about pecan production   
 

 

   

Fresh rice 
 

 

 

Despite ongoing COVID-19 concerns and border closures, Murray–Darling Basin Authority 
Chair, Air Chief Marshal Sir Angus Houston AK, AFC (Ret’d) remains committed to getting 

out and meeting with people who live and work in the Basin. 

Earlier this month Sir Angus ventured to a variety of locations including Moree, Warren, 
Dubbo, and Orange as part of a northern New South Wales listening tour. During the tour, 
Sir Angus was joined by MDBA Chief Executive, Phillip Glyde, Commonwealth 
Environmental Water Holder, Jody Swirepik and newly appointed Indigenous Authority 

member, Rene Woods. The group met with First Nations, farmers, and local councils to 
hear firsthand views on how water management works in the northern Basin and its 
importance to communities. Early in the tour, Sir Angus spoke with Gomeroi Elder Alf 



Priestly and Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations (NBAN), Chair, Fred Hooper about the 
Basin Plan and how cultural flows and water partnerships can be improved. The group also 
enjoyed a working lunch with Moree Plains Shire Council where floodplain harvesting and 
river connectivity were discussed. In order to gain an insight into some of the 

important environmental and cultural sites in the northern Basin, the group visited Gwydir 
Wetlands, Narran Lakes, Brewarrina Aboriginal Cultural Museum, and Macquarie 

Marshes. 

Surprisingly, this was not Sir Angus’ first engagement activity for the year. He recently 
participated in a Paddock to Plate Tour of the rice industry thanks to the Ricegrowers’ 
Association of Australia (RGA) and SunRice. This tour came off the back on the southern 
New South Wales listening tour that Sir Angus and Mr Glyde participated in during 

September 2020. During the Paddock to Plate Tour Sir Angus and Mr Glyde were joined 
by Hilton Taylor from the Commonwealth Environmental Water Office, and Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment representatives Lyn O’Connell and Adam Sincock. 
The Paddock to Plate tour provided Sir Angus with the chance to learn more about rice 

production and its importance to southern New South Wales, while visiting the SunRice 
processing facilities in Leeton and Deniliquin along with the impressive rice research facility 
at Old Coree near Jerilderie. Sir Angus is keen to hear more from Basin communities about 
what water management means to them and their communities. His next tour of the Basin 

is in the planning stages and will progress as COVID-19 restrictions permit. 

 

   

Sir Angus and the group at a nut farm 
 

 

   

Sir Angus and MDBA, Chief Executive, 

Phillip Glyde learn about rice 
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Ricegrowers' Association, President, Rob Massina, MDBA, Chief Executive, Phillip 

Glyde, SunRice, Chair, Laurie Arthur, and Sir Angus next to a rice paddy 
     

The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation makes a splash 
 

    

A recent review of the Basin Plan indicates that while positive outcomes have been 
achieved more must be done to attain a healthy working Basin. 

https://www.mdba.gov.au/basin-plan/plan-murray-darling-basin?utm_source=riverreachnewsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=riverreachfebruary2021&utm_content=basinplan
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The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation is the most extensive review written into the Basin Plan 
and involved the science community, river operators, independent advisors and input 
from Basin 

governments. The review also drew on feedback provided by communities, industries, 
environmental interest groups and First Nations. 

The Evaluation of the Basin Plan marks a critical checkpoint in the roll out of the Basin 
Plan and clearly outlines where the achievements have been made and where more effort 
is needed. 

The Evaluation identified 6 priority areas of focus: 

1. continued implementation of the Basin Plan 

2. adapting to climate challenges and increasing resilience 

3. strengthening focus and support to enable social and economic outcomes 

4. establishing a clear and committed pathway for First Nations social and economic 
outcomes 

5. integrating water management with other activities to achieve environmental 
restoration 

6. advancing science and monitoring. 
  

These 6 priority areas must be actioned collaboratively between all Basin stakeholders 
to be successful and ensure a healthy Basin that supports prosperous industries and 
communities. 

The Evaluation indicated that the Basin Plan has performed well in helping to rebalance 
water take and cushion the Basin from the most recent drought. 

Across the past 5 years, water for the environment has supported 25,000 km of river, 
28,000 ha of lakes, 158,000 ha of wetlands and around 100,000 ha of floodplains. This 
has not only helped the environment but also towns and communities impacted by the 
drought. 

Australian and Basin state governments are continuing to work towards full 
implementation of the Basin Plan by 2024, which will be followed by a review in 2026. 
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Rene Woods appointed to MDBA Board 
 

 

   

Nari Nari man Rene Woods 
 

Nari Nari man Rene Woods has made history, becoming the first person to fill the 

permanent Indigenous position on the Murray–Darling Basin Authority Board. 

The Indigenous position was made possible thanks to the passing of The 

Water Amendment (Indigenous Authority Member) Bill 2019 and aims to ensure that 

the voices of our First Nations are actively considered when decisions are made about 

water management in the Basin. 

As a member of the Board, Mr Woods will play an integral role in deepening the 

understanding of First Nations issues in the Basin and will have a direct input into 

decision making. 

Mr Woods is from Hay in southwest New South Wales and brings with him a wealth of 

knowledge and experience, having been involved with the management of First 

Nations Culture, heritage, and natural resources for many years. Growing up on the 
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Lower Lachlan and Lower Murrumbidgee rivers, Mr Woods listened and learnt from 

his Elders about how they would like 

the rivers to be managed, and how the rivers ran over the years. He continues to 

listen to their voices and communicate the learnings into modern river management.  

He currently works as a conservation officer with Nature Conservancy Australia and 

prior to his appointment with the Authority, held the positions of chairperson of the 

Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations (MILDRIN) and vice-chair of the Nari 

Nari Tribal Council. He believes that together we can achieve a strong healthy river 

system and healthier communities. 

Mr Woods has also held several other positions including with the New South Wales 

Department of Primary Industries Aboriginal Water Initiative and Murrumbidgee Valley 

Water NSW Customer Advisory Group. He was a member of the National Cultural 

Flows Research Committee and Independent Panel for the Assessment of Social and 

Economic Conditions of Murray–Darling Basin communities.  

His appointment to the Board increases it from 5 members to 6 with one vacancy still 

to be filled. 
 

     

  

https://www.natureaustralia.org.au/
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Northern Basin remains drought-stricken 

   

The impact of drought between St George and Bollon in the northern Basin 
 

The northern region remains in drought after La Niña has so far failed to deliver 
widespread and consistent rainfall across much of summer. 



This is a stark contrast to the southern Basin where some areas of New South Wales and 
Victoria experienced drought-breaking rain. 

Unlike the southern Basin, the upper reaches of the northern Basin are less resilient to 
drought, having highly variable rainfall influenced by tropical weather patterns and fewer 
large storages to control flow through river systems. 

Northern Basin storage levels remain low. As at 3 February, 2021 storages in the Border 
Rivers catchment had improved on last year’s percentages but were still low. Pindari 
Lake was at 12%, Glenlyon Lake at 14%, and Lake Coolmunda was sitting at 19%. 
Meanwhile in the Gwydir catchment Lake Copeton was at 20%. 

Much of the rain has fallen downstream of the dams and is therefore not captured in 
public storage. 

To help support river ecosystems, the Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder 
delivered water into the upper Barwon River system as part of the Northern Waterhole 
Top-up from December 2020 to January 2021. 

The release of water for the environment yielded positive results as the scattered and 
patchy rain received in the northern Basin was able to allow the Northern Waterhole Top-
up to extend past its original target range. By late January the flow extended from just 
downstream of Bourke to just upstream of Collarenebri — 3 times the distance of river it 
was expected to cover. A small portion of this water also reached Menindee Lakes. 

According to the Bureau of Meteorology La Niña may still be able to bring much-needed 
rain to the northern Basin. 

From February to April it is likely to be wetter than average across much of the Murray–
Darling Basin, including the northern region. 

Rainfall is expected to reduce in April, which is consistent with the decline of La Niña and 
then return to neutral conditions by winter. 

However, the Bureau continues to advise that widespread and persistent rainfall is 
needed to lift areas out of deficiency, especially the northern Basin where total water 
storage levels remain low at 28%. 

For a monthly summary of climate, rainfall, inflows and water quality information see the 
MDBA's Basin in Brief. 
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Craig Hardge from the MDBA's River Murray Water Quality team at Corryong Creek 

It has been one year since severe bushfires ripped through north east Victoria and 
southern NSW, burning more than 56% of the Upper Murray catchment. Recently the 
MDBA's Craig Hardge and Hugo Bowman ventured to the Upper Murray to look at the 
ongoing impacts of the bushfires firsthand. Here we speak to Craig about what he saw. 
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MDBA launches new monthly webinar series 
 

    

The MDBA is launching a new webinar series with the first webinar kicking off in March 
2021. 

The webinar series is designed to give the community an opportunity to learn more and 
ask questions about water management in the Murray–Darling. 

The first webinar, Managing delivery risks in the River Murray, will take place on Tuesday 
9 March (10:00am–11:30am AEDT). It will look at changes in water use through the River 
Murray over the past 25 years and how this has influenced the risk of delivery issues, in 
particular between the Barmah Choke and the South Australian border. 

The series will cover a range of topics including capacity issues, water losses 
and the Murray–Darling Basin Agreement. 

Find out more information on our website,  Twitter and Facebook. 
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Sand slug decreases capacity in a key part of the Murray 
River 

 

   

The sand slug worms its way to the Barmah Choke 
 

The MDBA has recently released reports revealing a surprising cause of decreasing 
capacity in a key part of the River Murray. A massive 'slug' of sand, believed to be 
deployed by gold-mining and land clearing upstream in the 19th and early 20th centuries 
has been slowly moving downstream — and is now accumulating in the Barmah Choke. 

This slug has been gradually moving through the river and now appears to be contributing 
to issues in the Barmah Choke. 

Making sure enough water can move through the Choke is particularly important for 
running the river efficiently to meet both consumptive and environmental needs 
downstream. With less water able to flow through the Choke, there is a higher risk of 
shortfalls — meaning water won't be able to get where it's needed, when it's needed. 

The findings in the reports highlight the complexity of restoring the balance in the River 
Murray system and the impacts of historical issues from almost 200 years ago. Ensuring 
a sustainable future for the river is not something that can happen overnight. 

The challenge now for Basin governments and communities is how to deal with this 
in such an ecologically and culturally important forest. The ecological, economic and 
community implications of any course of action will be carefully considered, along with 
input from First Nations peoples. 

To learn more, read the reports on sediment in the Barmah Choke, visit Barmah–Millewa 
forest sediment investigations. More information is also available on capacity and 
shortfall risks in the River Murray System. 
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On the horizon 
     

 

2 – 5 March 2021: 

ABARES Outlook 2021 conference 
  

3 March 2021: 

World Wildlife Day 
  

 

7 March 2021: 

Clean Up Australia Day 

22 March 2021 

World Water Day 

4 – 6 May 2021 

OzWater 
 

 

7 – 13 March 2021 

National Groundwater Awareness Week 

27 March 2021 

Earth Hour 
 

        

 

 

   

 

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 

  

Unsubscribe from the MDBA River Reach stakeholder 
newsletter. 
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