
The Murray–Darling Basin’s 23 rivers and more than 
30,000 wetlands support an array of plants and animals in 
environments that depend on water. Healthy rivers and 
catchments also support communities, First Nations 
and industries.

Groundwater needs to be maintained to support river 
levels, water quality and to sustain ecosystems. 

Rivers in the Basin need regular flows of different 
amounts to transport sediment, salt and nutrients 
through the system and out to sea. 

The amount of water available is not consistent every 
year and is expected to decrease in the future. 

The Basin Plan is a framework to achieve sustainable 
water use and was created as an enduring solution to too 
much water being extracted from the system. It works 
alongside natural resource management actions such as 
pest and weed management and erosion control.

Image: Barmah Forest, Victoria

The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation

The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation is a legislated checkpoint 
8 years after the introduction of the Murray–Darling Basin 
Plan. It provides an opportunity to assess how Basin 
Plan implementation is tracking, if outcomes are being 
achieved and areas requiring improvement. This snapshot 
provides an overview of river systems and wetland health 
across the Basin.

River flows and the environment



Northern Basin
• Since 2013–14 a total of 1,724.7 GL of water 

for the environment has been delivered across 

122 events in the northern Basin, comprising up to 

10% of the total annual flow volume. 

• Native fish populations in the northern Basin have 

largely been maintained since the implementation 

of the Basin Plan. There has been a decline in 

the abundance of some species, as a result of the 

continued dry conditions. 

• River red gum along the riparian zones of the 

northern Basin has largely been maintained, 

however the condition of black box communities 

has declined. The role of the Basin Plan in 

supporting riparian vegetation in the northern 

Basin is unclear. 

Southern Basin
• Since 2013–14 a total of 13,740 GL of water for 

the environment has been delivered across 844 

events in the southern Basin, comprising up to 

25% of the total annual flow volume. The Basin 

Plan has protected flow regimes across much 

of the southern Basin including base and fresh 

flows. In some rivers this has resulted in positive 

ecological responses.

• Water for the environment has contributed to the 

maintenance of native fish diversity with 26 of the 

expected 27 species found in the river system in 

the past 7 years. 

• Populations of Murray cod have been maintained, 

although there was a decline in the iconic species 

following the 2016 floods and blackwater events. 

• Waterbirds have been maintained since the 

implementation of the Basin Plan, despite 

continued dry conditions. Large colonial nesting 

waterbird breeding events coincide with natural 

flood events at local or landscape scales. 

• Salinity targets for 4 of the 5 Basin Plan reporting 

sites were met for the 2014–19 reporting period. 

The Basin salinity target at Morgan, South 

Australia was met over the period since 2012.

• The majority of water for the environment for 

wetlands and floodplains has been delivered 

through regulators and infrastructure, rather 

than through overbank flows. Projects that 

relax and remove constraints are essential to 

meet environmental outcomes for floodplains 

and wetlands.

End of system
• There have been improvements in the condition of 

the Coorong, Lower Lakes and Murray Mouth since 

the Basin Plan was implemented in 2012. 

• Targets for the opening of the Murray Mouth, and 

salinity targets in the Coorong South Lagoon have 

not been met, but conditions are significantly 

better than they would have been without water 

for the environment.

• Water for the environment has been insufficient 

alone to keep the Murray Mouth open, largely 

relying on dredge operations.

• There have been some improvements in fish 

indicators and recovery of 2 of the 3 Lower Lakes’ 

threatened fish: the Murray hardyhead and the 

southern pygmy perch.

• Vegetation improvements have been seen in the 

extent of Ruppia, a key indicator species of the 

Coorong. Waterbird populations in the Lower Lakes 

have been maintained, however populations in 

the Coorong appear to be declining, particularly 

migratory shorebirds. 

Image: Barwon River, New South Wales

Environment highlights



Major findings

Water for the environment delivered in the southern 
Murray–Darling Basin system. (Source: MDBA)

Water for the environment delivered in the northern 
Murray–Darling Basin system. (Source: MDBA)

Abundance of Murray cod at Basin fish survey sites 
throughout the southern Basin. Sites were sampled once 
over three-year cycles between 2005 and 2013 as part 
of Sustainable Rivers Audit sampling. Sites have been 
sampled annually since 2015. Young-of-the-year are fish 
hatched in that year, juveniles are fish older than a year 
but not able to breed. Healthy fish populations have a 
mix of life stages as young fish are continually required 
to replace fish that die. (Source: MDBA)

Native fish in the southern Basin have largely been 

maintained since the implementation of the Basin Plan. 

Water for the environment with a primary purpose of 

achieving fish outcomes has been delivered through 

more than 130 watering events, with many of these 

collaborative events involving multiple water holders.
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Water for the environment

Native fish

• The Basin Plan is having a significant and 

positive impact on the environment. It 

achieves this through capping water use 

to sustainable levels and water for the 

environment being used to target outcomes. 

• Water for the environment has been crucial for 

sustaining water-dependent ecosystems during 

the recent drought. It will be increasingly 

important in our future climate, which is 

expected to be hotter and experience more 

frequent droughts. 

• The Basin Plan is unlikely to be 

sufficient to achieve long‑term outcomes 

unless further implementation and 

other actions are fast-tracked. 

• Water for the environment has been applied 

to inundate many of the wetlands that are 

known to support waterbirds and the majority 

of internationally important wetlands (Ramsar) 

sites in the Basin. 

• The Basin Plan has facilitated delivery of water 

for the environment to support the Coorong, 

Lower Lakes and Murray Mouth ecosystems 

through the drought. This has substantially 

avoided the environmental degradation that 

occurred in the southern areas of the Basin 

system during the Millennium drought. 

• Since the implementation of the Basin Plan, 

there have been some improvements in fish 

indicators and recovery of 2 of the 3 Lower 

Lakes’ threatened fish, Murray hardyhead and 

southern pygmy perch. 

• Native fish numbers impact directly on the 

health of the entire ecosystem and has broader 

impacts on the economy and communities 

through the fishing and tourism industries.

• Vegetation condition has been largely 

maintained, but varies between catchments.



MDBA commitment
The Basin Watering Strategy that guides use of water for the environment will be updated in 2022 and will 

now also consider inclusion of broader natural resource management, social, cultural outcomes. 

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) will update this strategy involving Basin communities, experts 

and Basin governments.

Evaluating the Basin Plan
The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation is a comprehensive and robust investigation of the Basin Plan including the 

implementation and progress towards achieving the plan’s objectives. The Evaluation has drawn upon expertise and 

analysis from a wide range of sources — including from the science community, independent advisors, governments 

and communities. The MDBA has also built in several independent checkpoints to validate results and ensure that the 

Evaluation is a comprehensive assessment of implementation progress and outcomes at the Basin‑scale.

Evaluation reports, summaries and data can be found on the MDBA website: mdba.gov.au/2020evaluation

Recommendations

• Basin governments should prioritise higher levels 

of continuing strategic investment in science 

and monitoring. The new Australian Government 

Murray–Darling Water and Environment Research 

Program and the Basin governments Science 

Platform provide a much‑needed foundation for 

improved, enduring Basin science program. Any 

framework and program of investment must be 

transparent and embed continuous improvement. 

The investment should also cement enduring 

collaborative relationships between researchers, 

communities and managers to improve use of the 

best available science to water management.

• Basin governments need to work with 

communities to develop clear priorities and 

a framework for broader natural resource 

measures. Increased investment and support 

for additional measures can be driven by 

governments, industries and communities, and it 

is important that increased effort is targeted and 

integrated with environmental watering.

• Basin water users, managers, First Nations and 

community groups need to plan for the future 

climate. As well as Basin‑wide assessment, local 

climate opportunities and risks should be given 

attention along with implications, trade‑offs and 

adaptation priorities.

Image: Campaspe weir, Victoria
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Connect with us. 
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

mdba.gov.au


