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Issue 
The Guide to the Proposed Basin Plan (the ‘Guide’) was released at 4:00pm on Friday 8 October 2010. The 
Guide is the first stage of a three stage Basin Plan release process.  The actual draft plan is currently slated 
for release early in 2011.  It was supposed to have been released in July 2010.    
 
Volume 1 of the Guide to the Proposed Basin Plan is available here- 
http://download.mdba.gov.au/Guide_to_the_Basin_Plan_Volume_1_web.pdf 
 
Overview 

• The NSW Farmers’ Association was present at the ‘lockup’ prior to the release of the Guide. 
• The overall tone of the ‘lockup’ was frustration. This frustration was largely the result of the severe 

lack of detail provided on the day.   
• Only volume 1 of the Guide was actually released. Volume 1 is essentially an executive summary of 

what the Guide will include and did not provide the background data.  
• Apparently, Volume 2 of the Guide will contain this data. This volume is due to be released over the 

coming month, although this is likely to be after the first round of consultation meetings.  
• The most important figures in the guide related to recommended environmental water requirements 

and associated cuts that would be needed to achieve these requirements on a valley by valley 
basis.  

• MDBA Analysis showed that the range of surface water required to meet the environmental 
objectives of the Water Act is between 22,100GL/yr and 26,700GL/yr (long term average).These 
figures represent 67% and 81% of the total available surface water respectively.  

• To meet these requirements would require an additional 3000-7600GL/yr (long term average). This 
would need to come out of current water use caps.  

• The MDBA has determined that any return to the environment of above 4000GL/yr does not fit 
within the terms of the Water Act as it would be too damaging to rural Communities. The MDBA 
therefore recommended that a figure somewhere between 3000 and 4000GL/yr is recovered for the 
environment.  

• Recommended cuts were therefore modeled under three scenarios, 3000, 3500 and 4000GL/yr.  
• A summary of proposed cuts on a valley by valley basis can be viewed on the following page (Table 

1) and more detailed figures can be found towards the end of this brief (Tables 2-4). 
• There were 78 Groundwater Systems outlined in the Plan. Of these, 67 had their SDLs set at current 

diversion limits. 7 systems received significant cuts and 5 others received minor reductions. Details 
of groundwater figures can be seen at the end of this brief (Table 5).  

• A number of stakeholders present at the meeting questioned the figures in the report, but as no 
detail was provided it was essentially impossible to qualify these concerns.  

• Of particular concern was the job losses that were reported by the MDBA who suggested around 
800 jobs would be at risk if proposed cuts were implemented. The MDBA themselves said that these 
figures were questionable, but they were none the less reported in all major news cycles.  

• Stakeholder groups such as NSW Irrigators’ Council who had developed an economic impact 
assessment calculator to analyze the effect of cuts suggested the figure would be closer to 17,000 
jobs in NSW alone, and this figure was based on the lowest cut recommended by the MDBA.  

• A central concern raised by the Association was the failure to publish the environmental watering 
plan. The MDBA has outline significant cuts to water available for productive use on the basis that 
this water is required for environment, yet the MDBA has failed to explain how the water should then 
be delivered to the environment to achieve the required outcomes.  
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Table 1: Summary of proposed surface water cuts across the Murray Darling Basin 
 

 
 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
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Key Points from the Guide 
The Guide to the Proposed Basin Plan included a number of key findings and recommendations including: 
 
Timeframes 
The Guide document outlines the timeframes for release of the Basin Plan. These timeframes continue to 
be pushed and you will note that the below diagram would suggest that the Proposed Basin Plan is likely to 
be released in early 2011.  
 
Figure 1: Proposed Consultation and Engagement Timeframes 

 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 

 
These timeframes have been significantly stretched, with the Proposed Basin Plan originally being 
scheduled for release in mid 2010. It is important to note that the release of the actual Basin Plan due for 
2011 and this is currently a legislative requirement. Any further stretching of timelines will make it very hard 
for the MDBA to meet the required timeframes.  
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Figure 2: Map of Murray Darling Basin Valleys 

 
 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
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Basin Hydrology 
The document estimates that Basin Inflows have ranged from a peak of 117,907GL in 1956 to less than 
6,740GL in 2006. The Authority estimates that 31,800GL/yr would flow into the MDB system if it was 
undeveloped (representing 6% of annual rainfall). The MDBA estimates that an additional 1000GL/yr flows 
into the MDB from the Snowy Hydro system and transfers from the Glenelg River.  
 
Figure 3: Long term average surface water inflows in the MDB 
 

 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
 
 
• Current Diversion Limits 
Current Diversion limits are defined in the Guide as all water pumped, diverted or intercepted for 
consumptive purposes. This includes irrigation, urban supplies, stock water, domestic supplies and 
industry.    Water losses that occur in delivering water via irrigation channels (conveyance losses) are also 
included.  
 
• Interception Activities 
Interception activities are all other activities that result in losses to the system. Generally speaking, 
interception activities are very hard to reduce; therefore, where reductions in current water use caps are 
required under a proposed new Sustainable Diversion Limit these reductions must come from Current 
Diversion Limits.  
 
Environmental Requirements of the MDB 
• The MDBA modeled the Environmental requirements of the Basin according to a complex set of criteria 

aimed at determining an environmentally sustainable level of take.  
• MDBA Analysis showed that the range of surface water required to meet the environmental objectives of 

the Water Act is between 22,100GL/yr and 26,700GL/yr (long term average). 
• These figures represent 67% and 81% of the total available surface water respectively.  
• To meet these requirements would require an additional 3000-7600GL/yr (long term average). This would 

need to come out of current water use caps.  
 
The following diagrams represent estimates of system health (in terms of end of system flows) at current 
caps, under an additional 3000GL scenario and under a 7,600GL scenario.  
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Figure 4: Environmental flow outcomes based on end of system flow 
 

 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
 
 
Each catchment was assigned a rating depending upon how different it was from the without-development 
(long-term average) flow regime used. The ratings are: 
• ‘good’ — 80–100% of without-development flow  
• ‘moderate’ — 60–80% of without-development flow  
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• ‘poor’— less than 60% of without development flow 
 
Figure 5: Comparison of different water outcomes under current diversions, low end and high end 
MDBA determined environmental requirements 
 

 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 

 
 
Social and Economic Requirements of the MDB 
Although very poorly explained in the Guide, the MDBA has determined that any return to the environment 
of above 4000GL/yr does not fit within the terms of the Water Act. They base this claim on the premise that 
returning over 4000GL would cause too much damage in the regions to allow social, economic and 
environmental outcomes to be achieved.  

• The MDBA therefore recommended that the quantity of water that must be removed from current 
use caps and returned to the environment falls between 3000-4000GL/yr.  

• The MDBA make somewhat unsubstantiated claims that this reduction would represent a reduction 
in the gross value of irrigated agricultural production of around 13-17% or $0.8-$1.1Billion/year.  

• Although not mentioned in the document, the MDBA announced following the lockup that this level 
of reduction would likely lead to around 800 job losses.  

• These figures have been universally condemned by stakeholder groups as being “laughable” and 
misleading. NSW Irrigators’ Council have estimated that 17,000 jobs could be lost in NSW alone, 
while NFF suggested the MDBA figures were out by at least a factor of 10.  

 
Long Term Average Sustainable Diversion Limits 
These are the figures the MDBA determined would be available for consumptive uses on a sustainable 
basis. Three scenarios were modeled based on environmental water requirements of 3000, 3500 and 
4000GL/yr.  
 
The diagrams on the following page detail the predicted environmental flow outcomes of the current cap 
and the three scenarios. You can see that the MDBA has indicated that even under the high end 
(4000GL/yr) figure there are still two valleys that would be considered poor.  
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Figure 6: Environmental flow outcomes under current diversions and three modeled scenarios 
 

 
 

*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
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Table 2: Overview of SDLs for surface water under Scenario 1- 3000GL 
 

 
 

*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
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Table 3: Overview of SDLs for surface water under Scenario 2- 3500GL 
 

 
 

*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
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Table 4: Overview of SDLs for surface water under Scenario 3- 4000GL 
 

 
 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
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SDLs for groundwater 
There were 78 Groundwater Systems outlined in the Plan. Of these, 67 had their SDLs set at current 
diversion limits. 7 systems received significant cuts and 5 others received minor reductions.  
 
Table 5: Overview of Groundwater SDLs 
 

 
 

*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
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Table 5 continued: Overview of Groundwater SDLs 
 

 
 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 
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Table 5 continued: Overview of Groundwater SDLs 
 

 
*Source: Murray Darling Basin Authority- Guide to the Basin Plan- Volume 1 

 


