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Murray-Darling Basin facts

• ~410,000 sq. miles

• 14% Australia’s total area

• 1.5x size of Texas

• 23 individual river basins

• Highly regulated system



Murray-Darling Basin facts cont.

• Five State Governments

• Population over 2 million

• Further 1.3 million rely on 
water resources

• 40% National agricultural 

production value 

• 50% National irrigation 

production value

• Only 6% National run-off



Conservation Values

• More than 30,000 wetlands

• 17 RAMSAR-listed wetlands 

of International significance

Fauna Species

Native fish 46

Native Frogs 53

Reptiles 150

Birds 360

Mammals 85



Nationally-listed fauna in the Basin

Source: www.australiangeographic.com.au



Water Reform Timeline

1915
• River Murray Waters Act (1914) passed into legislation

1987
• Murray-Darling Basin Commission established

1995
• States agree to “Cap” water diversions in Murray-Darling Basin

2004
• National Water Initiative agreed by all Australian States

2007
• $10 billion Federal commitment to Water Reform in the Murray-Daring Basin

2008
• Water Act (2007) passed into legislation



Water Act (2007)

1. Australia’s key piece of water legislation.

2. Established two new water management bodies

• Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA)

• Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder (CEWH)

3. Required MDBA to prepare a Murray-Darling Basin Plan

4. Provides for development and enforcement of Water 

Charge and Water Market Rules, and Risk Assignment 

Provisions.



Basin Plan Roles and Responsibilities

Federal Government 

Environment Department

• Manage environmental water 

recovery projects

• Manage program funding

• Environmental Policy and 

Legislation

• Environmental permitting

Murray-Darling Basin 

Authority (MDBA)

• Develop Basin Plan

• Monitoring & Evaluation

• Manage river system 

• Operation of infrastructure

• Water quality monitoring

Cwth. Environmental 

Water Holder (CEWH)

• Management of 

environmental water

• Release of annual watering 

plans

• Environmental trade

State Governments

• Propose and deliver water recovery projects

• Develop regional water management plans

• Policy support

Industry/Environmental Groups

• Propose and deliver water recovery projects

• Local engagement

• Local engagement



What is the Murray-Darling Basin Plan?

1. “a strategic plan for the integrated and sustainable 

management of water resources in the Murray-Darling 

Basin”.

2. Limits water use at environmentally sustainable levels 

by determining long-term average Sustainable Division 

Limits (SDLs).

3. Water Act (2007) requires that the Basin Plan be 

underpinned by “best-available scientific knowledge and 

socio-economic analysis”.



Determining the Sustainable Diversion Limit

1. Historic water information (1895 – 2009).

2. Considers local and downstream environmental 

requirements relative to a 2009 baseline.

3. Computer models predicted environmental outcomes 

achieved for a range of water volumes.

4. Peer-reviewed methodology.



Reaction to the draft Basin Plan (2010)

Source: www.theaustralian.com.au



Basin Plan Revisions: 2010–2012 

1. Hydrological Indicator Site method incorporated.

2. Sustainable Diversion Limit (SDL) settled at 10,873 GL 

per year.

• A ‘gap’ of 2,750 GL compared to Baseline Diversion Levels

• 2,750 GL = 2.23 million acre-feet

3. Inclusion of Sustainable Diversion Limit Adjustment 

Mechanism (SDLAM).



Min SDL = 10,329 GL

Max SDL = 11,417 GL

10,873 GL

13,623 GL

Sustainable Diversion 
Limit (SDL)

Baseline Diversion 
Limit (BDL)

+ 544 GL

- 544 GL

Role of the SDL Adustment Mechanism (SDLAM)

Sustainable Diversion Limit (SDL) Baseline Diversion Limit (BDL)

Operation of the SDL Adjustment 

Mechanism in 2016 can adjust the 

SDL up or down, with any change 

limited in aggregate to 544GL 

(5% of the 10,873 GL SDL).

2,750 GL reduction 

to ‘Bridge the Gap’



How are SDLs adjusted?

1. Supply Measures increase SDLs

• Improve delivery of water to achieve equivalent 
environmental outcomes with less water. 

• Equivalence determined by scoring change of key 
ecological elements for entire package of projects.

• Impact-neutral at Basin level. 

2. Efficiency Measures decrease SDLs

• Reduce the volume of required for consumptive use 
without impacting social or economic outcomes.

• Impact-neutral at local level.
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Pre-application of SDLAM

Post-application of SDLAM

BP 'Baseline' BP + Supply Measures BP + Supply + Efficiency
Measures

Application of the SDL Adjustment Mechanism 

Socio-Economic outcomes Environmental outcomes Held environmental water (GL)



Supply Measures example

Source: www.mdba.gov.au



Efficiency Measures example

• “Whole of System” upgrade 

of channel distribution 

system and on-farm 

infrastructure.

• Reduced ‘boom or bust’ 

extremes of water supply.

• Returned 30 GL water savings 

to the Australian Government.

Source: www.environment.gov.au



SDLAM Funding Programs

1. Ultimately secured unanimous State approval for Basin 

Plan.

2. More than $3 billion of new funding.

• Supply Measures: $1.3 billion to save 650 GL.

• Efficiency Measures:  $1.8 billion to recover an extra 

450 GL and remove constraints to water delivery.

3. Total investment in National water management reform 

of around $14 billion.



Other Water Recovery Programs

1. Water Purchase in Murray-Darling Basin

• $4.5 billion for purchase of water entitlements from 
irrigators via tender.

• Average cost ~ $2,000/ML.

• Restricted to 1,500 GL.

2. National Infrastructure Investment 

• $5.8 billion for Infrastructure, Water Planning, Market 
Reform, Environmental Works and Municipal Projects.

• Average cost ~ $5,000/ML.

• At least 600 GL.



Environmental Water Management

1. Managed by Commonwealth Environmental Water 

Holder (CEWH).

2. Will ultimately own more than $4 billion worth of 

water rights.

3. Prepare annual environmental watering plans.

4. Permitted to trade water for environmental 

improvements.



Environmental Water Delivery

Source: www.environment.gov.au



Basin Plan Next Steps

• 2015 – 2016  

• Assessment and Operation of the SDLAM. 

• By 30 June 2019  

• Recover remaining water for the environment.

• State Governments amend Water Sharing Plans to 
reflect new SDLs.

• 2024

• Completion of all Supply and Efficiency Measure 
projects.

• SDL review.



Basin Plan Lessons Learnt 

• Large-scale reform requires considerable time and 

support.

• Negotiated outcomes.

• Importance of engagement and targeted 

communication.

• Timing is important.



Questions?

Further Information:

Basin Plan
http://www.mdba.gov.au/what-we-do/basin-plan

Environmental Watering 
http://www.environment.gov.au/water/cewo

Federal Water Management
http://www.environment.gov.au/water

Contact:

Scott Cameron

scottmcam@hotmail.com

(832) 269-0339

Source: www.environment.gov.au
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